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16 October 2009

Kathryn Hatt, Principal Aide

Peter McLaughlin

Hennepin County Commisioner, 4th District

A-2400 Government Center

Minneapolis, MN 55487-0240

Hello, Kathryn,

It was very good to meet you Wednesday night, 7th October 2009, at the Fort Snelling meeting. I was happy to hear that you are involved in restorative justice and Circles and that you have a copy of Waziyatawin's What Does Justice Look Like? 

What happens at Fort Snelling and the surrounding area is a profound decision for all of us living in Minnesota. I have given much thought to this issue for several years now, and I would like to share my thoughts with you, including a proposal of how we might proceed. I apologize for the length and hope you will read this in full.

Many people who wanted to be at the October 7th meeting could not attend because they heard about it only a few hours before it started. This does not send a good message. A Dakota conference was held at the Visitors Center just four days before. I saw Minnesota Historical Society (MHS) people in attendance, yet no announcement of the upcoming meeting was made. I know many people—Dakota and non-Dakota—at that conference would have wanted to attend a meeting about the future of Fort Snelling and the surrounding area. 
The idea of building a commercial/ entertainment complex in that area is to me “appalling,” to use White law professor Howard Vogel’s word. It would be like Whites and other non-Dakota people dancing on the graves of Dakota people who have endured such horrible injustices. And it would presume to hide the continuing legacy of the genocide that Fort Snelling played such a critical role in perpetrating. 

What struck me on hearing the presentations is how profoundly uninformed those who spoke appeared to be about our shared history from a Dakota perspective. They lacked even the most basic information, for example, that “Sioux” is a pejorative term and that the Dakota, not the Lakota, live in what is now Minnesota. They seem to operate exclusively from a white-colonizer information base, and a significantly romanticized (hence falsified) rendering of what happened here at that. I cannot imagine how anyone who knows the history from more than a White perspective could ever say that they want to “celebrate” it.

The suggestion that other Peoples have a relation to this site that is equally sacred as the Dakota’s relation to Bdote is another case of inadequate knowledge. Other people may view the Fort Snelling area as sacred because they have relatives buried in the Veteran's Cemetery.  I myself have three relatives buried there.  However, no other People that I know of traces their origin as a People to Bdote, the entire area where the Minnesota and Mississippi Rivers come together.  This depth of sacredness is absolutely unique to the Dakota Oyate (People).  

For us to claim that others have a comparable relation to the site is dismissive of the Dakota People’s unique relationship, which is clearly stated in their origin account. Their spiritual understanding of who they are is tied to this place. We simply cannot act as if the relationship that the Dakota have with this land is somehow on par or comparable to the relationship that other Peoples may have developed since the Whites’ invasion and occupation of their homeland.  

Moreover, no other People has suffered a concentration camp experience at this site.  To say that the concentration camp experience pertains only to the lower area is to split hairs in the extreme. Where were the cannons placed that were aimed at Dakota families struggling through that winter of 1862–63?  When their sacred medicine bundles were stolen by the soldiers, where were they taken? When Dakota women were kidnapped by soldiers, raped, and then murdered, where did these atrocities happen? Where were the soldiers housed who beat and tortured Dakota men and then, when spring came, forced all the Dakota survivors onto boats to send them away “forever”? The history of Fort Snelling that we need to consider in this decision goes beyond “having tea with Mrs. Snelling”—the benign, romanticized image of the fort painted by the MHS.

No other people has experienced anything close to what the Dakota people experienced at this site.  No other People regards this as their place of origin. No Governor of Minnesota has ever targeted another People for extermination or carried out that agenda at that site. 

The Dakota's relationship to Bdote is singular and has primacy in this decision.

So, as a start, I think a major public education campaign is in order before any decisions are made.  The MHS has done a thorough job of hiding this history over the last 150 years, so that few non-Dakota Minnesotans know anything about it at all. My mother, who was born in this district of Minneapolis in 1924, never learned about this history. 

As I said, I highly recommend that you also read In the Footsteps of Our Ancestors.  This book and What Does Justice Look Like? give essential information and understanding. If you have any trouble finding a copy, I would be happy to send you one. If the Commissioner wants to purchase copies of both books in quantity, Living Justice Press routinely offers discounts on orders of 10 or more.

As you know from your work in restorative justice, hearing the stories of harm and holding ourselves mutually accountable for telling the truth and acting on it is a sure-fire path of transformation for everyone involved.  And Circles are designed to facilitate this process—to hold the intensities “in a good way,” so that we can move forward together, honoring both our separate identities and our shared humanity.
I think I mentioned to you that Living Justice Press is soon to publish a book called Doing Democracy with Circles: Engaging Communities in Public Planning by Jennifer Ball (a planning professional from Zambia), Wayne Caldwell (a professor of planning at Guelph University, Ontario, and a planner as well), and Kay Pranis, whom I assume you know as a nationally known Circle trainer.  Kay is also the coauthor of Peacemaking Circles: From Crime to Community.  I have attached a copy of the introduction to Doing Democracy with Circles so you can get a sense of the approach of using the peacemaking Circle process to make planning decisions.  

Given how broken the relationships are between Whites and the Dakota, I wonder if a Circle process might be the best decision-making process to use to make a more respectful, inclusive decision concerning the future of Fort Snelling. Being White, I cannot say whether or not Dakota people would want to participate in such a Circle process. In supporting reparative justice for the Dakota Oyate for the crimes committed against them by the State of Minnesota and its citizens, I have mostly chosen to follow the lead of Dakota people. I do this, because I believe the voices of those whose relatives have suffered should be privileged in deciding what it would take to “make things right.” This holds true in any case of harm.

And yet I also feel that Dakota people should not have to shoulder the burden of pushing Whites to set things right and do justice—of holding White people accountable for our history and how we continue to reap massive benefits from Dakota losses. For our dignity, self-respect, and integrity as a People, we can also take the initiative in seeking justice for those harmed. As a White person and direct beneficiary of these harms by virtue of living in Minnesota, I would like to engage a process that seeks to arrive at a decision in a respectful, inclusive, fair, and reparative way.

Over the last two decades, Minnesota has, as you know, become a leader in restorative justice in general and the Circle process in particular.  We have some of the leading non-Native Circle trainers in the nation based here.  I am thinking not only of Kay Pranis but also of Oscar Reed and Jamie Williams, Gwen Chandler Rhivers, Don Johnson at the Hennepin County Juvenile Justice Department, as well as many others.  

For example, Oscar Reed, who played football for the Vikings and went to the Super Bowl twice, is totally committed to Circles, and he has connections with several Native communities. Jamie Williams, who has also worked closely with different Native communities, told me that she worked with Peter McLaughlin a number of years ago and was very impressed with his commitment at that time to naming "the elephant in the room." He was often the first one to talk about hard issues that no one else wanted to acknowledge, much less deal with.  So she has had great respect for him since then.

Even more fundamentally, Circles are an Indigenous process. Dakota and other Native people are profoundly skilled in Circles and might be willing to serve as keepers as well.  Harley Eagle, for example, is enrolled in the Wapaha Ska Dakota First Nations Reserve in Saskatchewan and lives in Winnipeg. He has been conducting Circles to deal with racism for decades. His ancestors fled from Minnesota in 1862, and he has participated in two of the Dakota Commemorative Marches. He knows the history, and he knows Circles.  I know of other Dakota and non-Dakota Native people who practice Circles as a way of life and who might be willing to serve in this capacity. 

I believe that deciding the future of Fort Snelling poses an opportunity to transform our relations as Peoples.  Few processes are more effective than Circles for dealing with these levels of complexity, intensity, and longstanding, unaddressed harms.  These hard realities must form the basis of this decision—the essential starting point, if we are to be honest and to come to terms with our history in a way that has integrity. For the Dakota People, the decisions that have drastically determined their lives across generations have been forced on them through “might makes right” and “White makes right.” Surely we can do better.

So, again, I suggest that we seriously consider choosing the Circle process to make this complex and profound decision.  If you would like to see the file or manuscript of Doing Democracy with Circles: Engaging Communities in Public Planning in full, I would be more than happy to send it to you.  I believe we have a huge opportunity here to do things differently, and Circles are, to my mind, the most promising way to get there.  

I think the opportunity before us is huge, because the history at Fort Snelling is huge. It reaches far beyond Minnesota. The 1862 War sent shock waves across the continent. Fort Snelling was the staging ground for the “Indian Wars.” Yet is “war” the right term? What the US soldiers did to Native women, children, and Elders at Bear River, Sand Creek, Marias River, Wounded Knee, and other Native communities was not “war”; these were “massacres” in a concerted campaign of extermination—“genocide” as it is now defined by the UN.

This is the point: What Governor Alexander Ramsey said and did here made it all the more “okay” to “exterminate” Native Peoples and to brutally drive any survivors from their homelands. Native Peoples were—and continue to be—treated as expendable. Governor Ramsey’s words to the legislature in 1863, “The Sioux Indians of Minnesota must be exterminated or driven forever beyond the borders of the State,” echoed across the continent and arguably around the world, given the Holocaust of “undesirables” in Europe that occurred less than a century later. 

Governor Ramsey adopted this policy to make room for White settlers and their economic growth. You and I personally did not commit these crimes, yet every day, every non-Dakota person living in Minnesota benefits from the Dakota People's genocide and forced removal. These are the realities we face here, much as our habit has been to hide, deny, and avoid them.

I don't think most non-Dakota people have a clue how raw and unhealed this history is for many Dakota people.  How could it be otherwise?  Their utter dispossession of everything that sustained them physically, economically, culturally, socially, and spiritually remains unrestored, unrepaired, unrectified.  Justice has never been done for these clear crimes against humanity. 

And Fort Snelling was at the center of it all. Building a commercial enterprise to frame the site of the perpetration of genocide is offensive and frankly unimaginable. It is yet another step toward trying to bury the history and not confront it.  In Germany, denying, hiding, or minimizing the realities of genocide is itself a crime. What would we think of Germans, if they proposed to build a commercial complex on or around the site of Auschwitz or Dachau?  Today, the German people maintain such sites as memorials to the dead and as reminders never to repeat this history. Professor Howard Vogel regularly uses as a class text Donald Shriver Jr.’s book Honest Patriots: Loving a Country Enough to Remember Its Misdeeds (Oxford 2005, pbk 2008). The book has a powerful chapter on how Germany has courageously remembered its Nazi past through public monuments.
Can we send a similar message of self-accountability, a commitment to repairing harms between Peoples, and a desire to be together in a good way today with those whose ancestral homeland this is?  Chief Justice of the Navaho Nation Robert Yazzie says, “We cannot get to a good place in a bad way.”  The decisions we make around Fort Snelling pose an incredible opportunity for us to forge different relations with those who, across generations up to today, have paid and continue to pay the ultimate price for us to be here now.

If the Circle process is chosen, then this choice must be made with sincerity and good faith. To choose the Circle for such a decision means being transparent about the purpose. Is the Circle convened to share perspectives and collect information only, which is one use, or is it to make the decision in Circle, which means deciding by consensus and abiding by the decision? 

It would not be good for a government office to try to use Circles as a public relations maneuver. Frankly, it would not work. This would soon become evident in the Circle process and would likely do more harm than good. Circles are a commitment to working things out in a good way with integrity, sincerity, and respect. If this commitment is lacking, at least on the part of the organizers, then I would not recommend this process.

I thank you, Kathryn, for reading these words and, as I imagine from having met you and knowing your work in restorative justice, for “listening with respect and from the heart.”  Because of the community nature of this decision, I will be circulating this email to see how others may feel about the suitability of the Circle process for this decision.

I look forward to hearing from you.

Sincerely,

Denise

Denise C. Breton

2093 Juliet Avenue, Saint Paul, MN 55105

(651) 695-1008 tel.   (651) 695-8564 fax.

email: denisecbreton@aol.com
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