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ABSTRACT 

 
This dissertation interrogates the ways in which place-based belongings are constituted 
through outdoor recreation. By applying material-discursive theories of rhetoric to spaces 
of outdoor recreation on the Colorado Plateau such as the Arizona Snowbowl ski resort, 
rock climbing landscapes in the Navajo Nation, adventure mountain biking practices that 
trace a 19th century stagecoach route, and ultra running trails at Monument Valley on the 
Navajo Nation and on ancient trails that connect Hopi Villages, and elsewhere, I examine 
the affective relationships between those activities, landscapes, and cultures. Drawing on 
spatial and environmental rhetoric and critical theories of race, gender, and sexuality, I 
analyze affective investments in white settler colonialism to argue that such spaces are 
more than recreational. The framework I have developed to better explain such spaces, 
Recreational Colonialism, positions outdoor recreation as the new language of 
colonialism. Recreational Colonialism is both a discourse and a performance that—in 
many ways explored in this dissertation—connect outdoor recreational discourses to a 
trifecta of oppressions through which white settler colonialism depends: white 
supremacy, capitalism, and heteropatriarchy.  
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Chapter 1 
 
 

Introduction: Toward a Material-Discursive Performance of White 
Settler Colonialism in Spaces of Outdoor Recreation 

 
 

“We are caught up in one another, we who live in settler societies, and our 
interrelationships inform all that these societies touch.”1 

--Scott Morgensen 
 

 

 Since early 2014, the Museum of Northern Arizona, in Flagstaff, has hosted a 

series of public forums, each designed to address issues concerning The Future of the 

Colorado Plateau. While some of these forums addressed water availability, wildfires, 

and energy needs, on April 9, 2015, the topic was recreation (Foti). Unlike previous 

forums, which featured a panel of speakers addressing the topic from several 

perspectives, “Recreation: Impacts on the Lands We Love” featured only one speaker. 

Dr. Pamela Foti, a Northern Arizona University professor of Geography, Planning, and 

Recreation, addressed the crowded room. Her lecture, which was nearly two hours long, 

detailed her 25 years of experience performing “recreational impact assessments.” During 

her talk she likened herself to a forensics investigator, piecing together trends in trail 

usage by looking at evidence of erosion by tire tracks, footprints, and horseshoes. She 

assessed the impacts of camping by looking at damage to campsites, trash left behind, 

																																																								
1 See Morgensen, Spaces Between Us: Queer Settler Colonialism and Indigenous 
Decolonization, p 1.  
2From this moment on, “Native” or “Native people” will be used instead of “Native 
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and how many fire-rings were used. She looked further at evidence of vandalism to 

natural and cultural “points of interest,” such as markings on canyon walls, or damage to 

ancient petroglyphs. In other words, for nearly two hours, Dr. Foti honed in on the 

physical impact recreation has had on the material landscape such as left trash, evidence 

of fire, or tire tracks; absent was any discussion of the social impact. This was not lost on 

the audience. 

 During the question and answer period at the end of her lecture, Dr. Foti was 

asked by several individuals to speak to some local land use controversies—such as the 

use of motorized vehicles in the National Forest, which the local newspaper cited as 

having increased 347 percent since 1998 (Cowen “Off-roaders”). Others mentioned the 

locally divisive development by a ski resort on the nearby San Francisco Peaks. Arguably 

the most contentious of the approved developments included the use of municipal 

reclaimed wastewater to make snow to ensure longer, more predictable ski seasons, a 

decision that was approved despite decades of resistance from regional Native American 

tribes2 who hold the mountain sacred, environmentalists, and other citizens concerned 

about water availability in the southwest, as well as the impact this non-potable water 

would have on local ecosystems.3 Such controversies, and others like them, physically 

impact the landscape, but also reflect changing social norms, values, and expectations, 

often revealing power dynamics at work in decision-making processes. Recreational 

																																																								
2From this moment on, “Native” or “Native people” will be used instead of “Native 
American,” or “American Indian.” In some cases, “Indigenous” is used, typically to refer 
general to “Indigenous languages,” for example.  
In this sentence “Native American tribes” refers specifically to the Dine’ (Navajo), Hopi, 
Zuni, Haulapai, Havasupai, Yavapai-Apache, Yavapai-Prescott, Tonto Apache, White 
Mountain Apache, San Carlos, Apache, San Juan Southern Pauite, Fort Mcdowell 
Mohave Apache, Acoma and Tohono o’odham. 
3A more in-depth look at this controversy will be explored in the next chapter. 
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impacts are more than just physical, but simultaneously social, cultural, historic, and 

politically contextual. One man raised his hand. “You’ve spoken all night about the 

physical impacts, but what about the social impacts? What has your research suggested 

about that?” Dr. Foti said his question was an interesting one, but ultimately admitted that 

she didn’t have a response, that it was “not the sort of work [she] did.” 

 Because outdoor recreation is not divorced from the determinant social formations 

that foreground such activities, as Spracklen and other leisure studies scholars have 

noted, the social and cultural impacts of recreation and the physical impacts of recreation 

are always already intimately related (Whiteness and Leisure). To consider one without 

the other promotes a partial perspective, which limits what can be known, rather than 

articulating the two together, as the material-discursive (Barad; Haraway, 

“Otherworldly;” Harding). In other words, one lives in physical reality—the material—

that which can be observed and directly experienced through the senses. However, those 

experiences are constituted through discourse. Therefore, as Barad indicates, the 

material-discursive refers to the two together as a reciprocally related concept. When 

approaching a physical landscape, there is much one brings to that experience, 

individually and culturally, determining what one “sees,” fueling expectations for what 

should or should not take places there, how it takes place, and the socio-cultural role 

certain activities fulfill. Harding articulates such experiences as “interactions,” that 

simultaneously enable and limit what can be known. “What people do—what kinds of 

interactions they have in social relations and relations to the natural world—both enables 

and limits what they can know” (117).  
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 This exclusion of discussion regarding the social and cultural impacts of 

recreation in a panel of speakers seemingly dedicated to exploring recreation from as 

many angles as possible, is enough to give researchers pause. However, for those whose 

research has required them to spend hours pouring over Environmental Impact 

Statements (EIS), the lack of attention to the social and cultural is unsurprising. This is 

particularly evident when cross-cultural assessments of a proposal include objection from 

Native people who have long been excluded from meaningful decision-making processes 

in the context of resource development, religious freedom, and recreational interests that 

implicate important cultural spaces, or “sacred sites” (Bauer, Endres; Sanchez, Stuckey, 

and Morris; Depoe, Delicath, and Elsenbeer). Exclusion from these processes is often tied 

to Native identities. Killingworth and Palmer have further noted, discourses that stray 

from the mainstream are marked as “deviant” (166). “Though they may draw up on the 

conventions of a democratic discourse that is open to information from diverse sources, 

the aim of instrumental documents [like an EIS] is never to treat deviant discourses with 

respect but always merely to take note of them, to record them, and ultimately to treat 

them as ‘noise’ in the system, which needs to be ignored or expunged” (166).4 While 

much has been written on the systematic ways in which Native people have been 

excluded, marginalized, and dismissed from legal decision making processes that involve 

land use, the amount of textual space cultural concerns take up in an EIS mirrors this 

exclusion. For example, volume one of the US Forest Service’s final EIS for the Arizona 

Snowbowl Ski Resort’s “Facilities Improvements,” mentioned above, only one section—

																																																								
4 In Depoe, Delicath, and Elsenbeer, specifically reference chapter 7 for a more lengthy 
discussion of marginalization within the process for creating Environmental Impact 
Statements, and the structural problems of public participation.  
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roughly 30 pages out of over 600—was dedicated to “Heritage and Cultural Resources.” 

This comparison suggests that Dr. Foti’s exclusion of social and cultural impacts of 

recreation is not limited to her field, or the forum on recreation on the Colorado Plateau, 

but suggests larger institutional problems that limit the way material-discursive 

complexity can be articulated across multiple communities and constituents.  

 Another limitation of Dr. Foti’s perspective lies with her use of words such as 

“impact,” which signify effect. As she is primarily concerned with the physical impacts of 

recreation, she is perpetually chasing recreation as something that already happened, an 

event rather than a process. Even an EIS, which assesses the likelihood of various ways a 

proposal will impact the environment, describes impacts as predictive rather than 

dynamic, pointing toward what likely will happen, rather than what is happening. A 

material-discursive application to outdoor recreation promotes a way of also seeing 

affect, the result of ongoing processes that produce and are produced by various 

relationships to determinant social formations and landscapes. In the translation notes in 

Deleuze and Guattari’s A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, Massumi 

draws on Spinoza’s affectus to clarify L’affect as “an ability to affect and be affected…a 

prepersonal intensity corresponding to the passage from one experiential state of the body 

to another and implying an augmentation or diminution in that body’s capacity to act” 

(xvii). Outdoor recreationalists affect the context, and are affected by it. There is much 

white settlers brings to their understanding of a landscape that foregrounds any direct 

experience; the social, cultural, and historical context of outdoor recreation is always 

already embedded, affected, and preceded by any personal experience. This aligns with 

Grossberg’s notion of “affective investments” (80-81). As a social process, the 
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“prepersonal intensity” of recreational experiences renders the ways in which participants 

are invested, and this investment may not be easily recognized in the present. Grossberg 

notes, “affect operates across all of our senses and experiences, across all of the domains 

of effects which construct daily life” (80-81). Engaging critically with spaces of outdoor 

recreation is, in many ways, a way of engaging with power. According to Massumi’s 

translation, Deleuze and Guattari’s use of the term Puissance, or “power,” is defined as 

“a capacity to affect or be affected” (xviii). That focus on “capacity” allows this project 

to focus on power as something wielded, specifically by that which is accounted for, 

accommodated within larger structures of power. This animates contemporary concerns 

in leisure studies regarding the context of outdoor recreation as a “socio-cultural 

process,” one that organizes space and place in my particular study on the Colorado 

Plateau in relation to “gender, sexuality, race, class and (dis)ability,” delineating social 

norms, sustaining power dynamics, and reinforcing hegemonic attitudes about the 

environment (Aitchison, Macleod, and Shaw 19).  

 

1.1 Methodology: The Material-Discursive Spaces of Outdoor Recreation 

 There are three component parts that come together as a framework upon which 

outdoor recreation on the Colorado Plateau is theorized in this dissertation: spatial 

rhetorics, a critical approach to and analysis of outdoor recreation, and emerging theories 

of white settler colonialism. Echoing Massumi’s translation of Deleuze and Guattari’s 

L’affect, as the ability to affect and be affected, Dobrin says, we write our environments 

and in turn, those environments write us (Dobrin). This project borrows and modifies 

Dobrin’s definition of rhetoric as an inquiry into the ways in which discourse affects, and 
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is affected by our daily lived and material environments, and the goal of this kind of 

rhetorical analysis is to shed light on how the production and performance of discourse 

reflect those very effects (Dobrin 18). 

Spatial Rhetoric  

 Other disciplines have similarly engaged with the relationship between material 

reality and discourse, and have offered several ways to engage with the two, not as 

separate concepts, but together as a distinct theoretical framework. Cultural geographers 

have referred to first space, physical reality, or the “real,” and second space as discourse, 

or “imagined” spaces, or both together, which Soja simply referred to as “thirdspace,” or 

the “realandimagined” (Soja). Recent work in material feminisms has similarly pointed 

out that defining the material—such as nature and the body—strictly as products of 

discourse have “skewed discussions of these topics” (Alaimo and Hekman 3). Material 

feminists are concerned with “the interaction of culture, history, discourse, technology, 

biology, and the ‘environment,’ without privileging any one of these elements” (Alaimo 

and Hekman 7). While some have called for “a new way to understand the relationship 

between language and reality” (Hekman 92), others have answered this need by 

articulating physical reality and discourse together: “material-semiotic,” and the term 

employed in this dissertation, the “material-discursive” (Barad; Haraway, 

“Otherworldly;” Harding;).  

 Barad’s term, “material-discursive” is specifically ideal for this project because of 

the relationships under consideration, whereby “imagined” is a potentially condescending 

term when engaging with powerful identity formations that shape and are shaped by 

natural landscapes. And “semiotic” doesn’t quite cover everything that “discourse” does, 
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especially when physical spaces are included. Discourse is not merely a “disembodied 

collection of statements” but are grouped and “enacted within a social context” (Mills 

10). For Foucault5 and, later Butler (“Bodies”), the social context included the materiality 

of nature and the body; for cultural geographers, this means that social contexts are 

invariably spatialized. Therefore, when it comes to understanding spaces of outdoor 

recreation a material-discursive approach to rhetorical analysis is important because of 

how it neither privileges language or reality, but allows scholars to instead focus on the 

productive relationship between the two. In Flagstaff, a material-discursive arrangement 

impacts the land, but is also indicative of white settler colonial imaginings about Native 

people, whereby “One group of Indians is material and real;” this is a diversity of tribes 

and individuals whom have lived in the area for millennia (P. Deloria 20). Following P. 

Deloria, “The other set is ideal—a collection of mental images, stereotypes, and 

imaginings based only on those material people Americans have called Indians” (20). 

Morgensen similarly asserts that settler societies “create spaces that are at once material 

and symbolic,” which are “intimately relational” (Spaces Between Us x). In Flagstaff, a 

space where non-Native people interact regularly with the stereotypical, symbolic 

“Native American,” taking on various forms in art studios, artisan shops, and the city’s 

promotional material, the existence of actual contemporary Native people who inhabit 

complex and political lives fuel a disconnect that is detrimental to understanding. 

Because the symbolic images and “real” presence are always relational, potential for 

alliance will nearly always be tainted. Alliance depends upon the work of dismantling 

																																																								
5 Reference Foucault’s accommodation of the material in his theories of discourse, in 
terms of nature and the body (1978, p. 41-46, 143-144, 151-152; 1972, p. 44-49). And for 
a more in-depth understanding of Foucault’s theories of discourse, reference Foucault 
1972 generally, but specifically his appendix, “The Discourse on Language.” 
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white settler colonialism, and that begins as this project does, by shining a spotlight on 

the everyday ways in which white settlers are invested in maintaining those systems. 

Recreation 

 A material-discursive analysis of spaces of outdoor recreation first requires a 

critical contextualization of recreation as a spatialized concept and activity. Leisure, 

recreation, and tourism are typically regarded as “overlapping concepts” (Hall and Page 

6). Indeed within leisure studies, recreation and tourism are generally viewed under the 

umbrella of leisure studies (Hall and Page 6).6 Aristotle positioned leisure as an 

“intellectual activity,” a necessary component to the formation of a meaningfully engaged 

citizen. He argued that a citizen must be able to “not only work well, but to use leisure 

well” (Aristotle). Therefore, leisure was not simply for pleasure and relaxation; like 

citizenship itself, leisure was regarded as a privilege, not an entitlement, which served to 

help citizens acquire moral wisdom (Aristotle). The discipline of leisure studies, 

however, evolved from Marxist critiques of capitalism that produced a clear separation 

between work and leisure that came with industrialism. In The Theory of the Leisure 

Class, Veblen demonizes leisure completely, dealing out harsh criticism of the industrial 

society’s striking social stratification whereby the “lords of the manor,” or the social 

elite, were able to maintain such status while engaging in “conspicuous consumption,” 

and “conspicuous leisure,” which he believed did virtually nothing to better society as a 

																																																								
6 Hall and Page also note that distinction between recreation and tourism is ‘increasingly 
irrelevant’ in the field of leisure studies (6). Therefore, in this article, when spaces of 
outdoor recreation are discussed, rhetorics of recreation or tourism become different ways 
of talking about the same discursive formation. 
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whole7 (Veblen 28-69). Instead, Adorno and Horkheimer focus on the cultural production 

of leisure in relation to work. They posit that leisure is “sought after as an escape from 

the mechanized work process, and to recruit strength in order to be able to cope with it 

again” (98). However, considering the limited choices of leisure in relation to determinate 

social formations, leisure simply as oppositional to work, or its association with 

conceptions of freedom and free, have been further complicated by Spracklen and others 

in more recent scholarship on leisure (Constructing Leisure 5-10).  

 These complications lay at the heart of this project. Leisure studies scholars have 

looked more recently at the cultural production of leisure, not in opposition or relation to 

work, but in relation to other social formations with regard to race, class, gender, 

sexuality, as well as culturally situated local and global conceptualizations of leisure, 

access to it, its many forms, and what it produces (Aitchinson Theorizing Other; 

Spracklen Whiteness and Leisure; Rojek; Urry). For Spracklen, leisure is central to 

“understanding wider debates about identity, postmodernity and globalization…a place 

where late modern identities are defined and defended” (1-2). Recent moves in leisure 

studies have implicated conceptions of space into their work, (Aitchinson, MacLeod, and 

Shaw; Urry) exemplifying a confluence of leisure studies and cultural geography and 

positioning the everyday life of social space as a way to understand wider social relations 

(Lefebvre; De Certeau; Harvey). Such efforts have shifted the scope of leisure studies 

from its roots in Marxism to encompass poststructural and postmodern theories of 

discourse (Rojek).  

																																																								
7 Adorno and others, however, have criticized Veblen’s attitudes toward Marxism as 
“controversial,” even “incompatible” because of his reliance on psychology and “habits 
of thought” to explain economic facts (77). 
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 A material-discursive engagement with spaces of outdoor recreation, therefore, 

considers the way tourism and tourist spaces produce peoples, cultures, and landscapes 

(Urry). In situating spaces of outdoor recreation as a discourse—complete with its own 

specific set of coding and representation—positions scholars to understand “tourism 

landscapes,” as represented in maps, brochures, signs, but also the physical landscape 

itself, as “sites and sights of social and cultural inclusion/exclusion and are not fixed but 

are in a constant state of transition” (Aitchinson 19). Critically engaging with the 

material-discursive spaces of outdoor recreation is a way of exploring the changing 

practices, circumstances, and expressions of outdoor recreation as a rhetorical activity 

that is situated, coded, and exceeds spatial and temporal boundaries. Foucault established 

that space is discursive, and like all discourses, it is persuasive (Of Other Spaces). Spaces 

of outdoor recreation persuade individuals to experience nature and consume cultures in a 

particular way, and as the last section demonstrated, that particular way is often based on 

frames that reproduce historical power dynamics (Aitchison, Macleod, and Shaw; Hope). 

Material-discursive spaces of outdoor recreation persuade individuals to align their values 

and identities around the way recreational activities are constructed, around how the land 

in which those activities take place is constructed (Wilson; Rothman). It produces 

synecdochical thinking: that in both simple and complex ways, specific activities, 

cultures, and landscapes all begin to signify each other (Lefebvre; Harvey; Rothman). 

This allows theorists who employ a material-discursive interrogation of spaces of outdoor 

recreation to also consider broader notions of, for example, capitalism, the mythic 

frontier, individualism, and masculinity. But most important to this project is the way in 
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which settler colonial logic is embedded, accommodated, and productive within these 

spaces. 

White Settler Colonialism as Discourse and Performance 

 Much has been written about how white settler colonialism operates explicitly, 

through resource colonialism, the way in which nations and corporations have destroyed 

native lands and displaced—sometimes poisoned—the people who live there in the 

relentless search for and extraction of resources necessary for industrial development 

(Gedicks; Bodley; Churchill). Other scholars have looked more specifically at nuclear 

colonialism8 as one example of resource colonialism at work. Considering the way in 

which resource colonialism is often contingent upon a set of communicative practices 

that forestall debate, Sanchez, Stuckey, and Morris analyze the process by which Native 

voices are procedurally silenced, while appearing not to engage in “anti-democratic 

practices” (27). Endres has further theorized about how settler colonialism—specifically 

as it relates to nuclear colonialism—functions as a kind of rhetorically exclusive 

discourse. In this way, white settler colonialism as a discourse foregrounds scholarly 

debate around the institutional ways in which it operates, but also the subtle ways in 

which it is performed in profound, often unexamined ways in the everyday. Scholars 

have examined the ways in which colonialism has been performed by those non-native 

people who dress up as “Indian,” whether through Halloween costumes, or through the 

performative rituals that take place at summer camps (P. Deloria 1999; Berkhofer 1978), 

but also in collecting Native art and jewelry, whereby constructed notions of authenticity 

																																																								
8 the term “nuclear colonialism” was first used by Ward Churchill and Winona LaDuke 
(Native America), and it was widely applied by other writers such as Donald Grinde, 
Bruce Johansen, Grace Thorp, Valerie Kuletz, Danielle Endres, and others. 
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compliment the identities of mostly upper-middle class white residents of the southwest 

(Berkhofer; Dilworth; Mullin).  

 Aligning myself with Morgensen, I deploy the term “white settler colonialism” in 

this dissertation as a “tactic for drawing white people to address white-supremacist settler 

colonialism multidimensionally” in spaces of outdoor recreation (“White Settlers”). 

Allowing for a critique of colonialism as a performance,9 settler colonial theory is more 

applicable for this framework than postcolonial theory. For some scholars, 

acknowledging the daily, lived experience of colonialism, as an ongoing practice—settler 

colonialism—is a way of positioning oneself within postcolonial theory.10 Postcolonial 

theory is useful specifically in understanding the legacy of colonialism as a past and 

present phenomenon that dominates peoples and landscapes, making possible a “critique 

of the legacy of colonialism that is manifest in many of the structures and practices of 

contemporary leisure and tourism” (Aitchinson, McLeod, and Shaw 125). Spivak, for 

example, argues that attention must be paid to the changing identities of colonized people 

in relation to race, gender, ethnicity, and nationality (Who Speaks?). As Bill Ashcroft 

notes, “We use the term ‘post-colonial,’ however, to cover all the culture affected by the 

imperial process from the moment of colonisation to the present day,” postcolonial 

studies encompasses the “’pre,’ the ‘present,’ and an unresolved ‘post’” (Ashcroft, 

Griffiths, and Tiffin 2, qtd in Childs and Williams 3). Others, however, have taken issue 

with the term “post” as “prematurely celebratory” (McClintock 294). In Decolonizing 

																																																								
9 For more discussion specifically on the relationship between performativity and settler 
colonialism see A. Smith (“Indigeneity”) and Morgensen (“Theorizing Gender”). 
10 In Transit of Empire, Byrd contrasts the term “settler,” which is a status imbued by 
whiteness, with “arrivant.” According to Byrd, “arrivants” are racialized non-Natives 
who also inhabit Native lands and participate in colonization, but still experience colonial 
and racial subjugation under white supremacy, heteropatriarchy, and capitalism. 
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Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples, L. Smith notes, “naming the world as 

‘post-colonial’ is, from indigenous perspectives, to name colonialism as finished 

business” (98). Use of the term “setter-colonialism” has gained much attention in the last 

decade, because of its specific applications to circumstances where colonists have never 

left, whereby colonialism is ongoing. While engaging the intersections of identity is 

crucial to postcolonial theory, like A. Smith11 and Morgensen, I deploy the term white 

																																																								
11  It is important to this dissertation that I acknowledge the on-going controversy 
about Andrea Smith. In July 7, 2015, twelve indigenous women scholars published an 
open letter expressing concerns about what they see as inconsistencies in Smith’s identity 
as Cherokee, and more broadly the consequences of reducing the history of indigenous 
feminisms to Smith’s work as “representative or originary” (“Open Letter”). The letter 
was signed by indigenous women scholars from a number of different indigenous 
nations, academic and academic disciplines committed to working for gender, sexual, and 
racial justice in the context of decolonization, including Joanne Barker, Jodi A. Byrd, Jill 
Doerfler, Lisa Kahaleole, LeAnne Howe, J. Kēhaulani Kauanui, Jean O’Brien, Kathryn 
W. Shanley, Noenoe K. Silva, Shannon Speed, Kim TallBear, and Jacki Thompson Rand.  
 The letter claims that Smith has privately admitted that she has no claims to 
Cherokee ancestry, and that her “lack of clarity and consistency adds to the vulnerability 
of the communities she purports to represent” (“Open Letter”). The letter writers claim 
their concerns have not emerged from “statist forms of enrollment or non-enrollment, 
federal recognition or lack thereof. They are not about blood quantum or other 
biologically essentialist notions of identity. Nor are they about cultural purity or 
authenticity, or imposing standards of identification that those who would work for or 
with indigenous communities must meet” (“Open Letter”). Rather, the letter writer’s 
concerns are about the “profound need for transparency and responsibility in light of the 
traumatic histories of colonization, slavery, and genocide that shape the present” (“Open 
Letter”). More than just an issue concerning Andrea Smith, they call for “transparency, 
self-reflexivity, and honesty” about their “complex histories and scholarly investments,” 
which are motivated by a “desire to strengthen ethical indigenous scholarship by both 
indigenous and non-indigenous scholars” (“Open Letter”).  
 Two days after the letter was published and widely circulated, Andrea Smith 
released a statement on her blog, referring to such attacks as “violent identity-policing” 
(“My Statement”). She maintains, “I have always been, and will always be Cherokee. I 
have consistently identified myself based on what I knew to be true. My enrollment status 
does not impact my Cherokee identity or my continued commitment to organizing for 
justice for Native communities” (“My Statement”).  
 Because Andrea Smith is cited throughout this dissertation, it is important to note 
this timely and on-going controversy. At the same time her work has been fundamental to 
my understanding of the dynamics of heteropatriarchal racist colonialism, and the way I 
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settler colonialism because of how explicitly it places white supremacy, capitalism, and 

heteropatriarchy at the forefront as an ongoing process. Though the two terms 

“intertwine, interact, and overlap,” white settler colonialism is a process that is 

“regenerative” and “situational” (Veracini 3). It is also, therefore, rhetorical. 

 Coining the phrase “the rhetorical situation,” theorist Lloyd Bitzer, claims that 

rhetorical discourse is called into existence by the situation. The “situation controls the 

rhetorical response,” according to Bitzer, in the same way that an answer is controlled by 

the question (1). Yet Richard Vatz takes issue with Bitzer in his assumption that the 

“situation” is somehow natural or objective. While Bitzer’s popular theory suggests that 

rhetoric is “situational,” Vatz claims that “situations are rhetorical,” or “situations obtain 

their character from the rhetoric which surrounds them or creates them” (159). Because 

that which surrounds or creates situations involves physical reality as much as discourse, 

Vatz accommodates material-discursive theories of rhetoric that this dissertation relies 

upon. Veracini argues that the “settler colonial situation,” a material-discursive situation, 

“is a circumstance where a contradiction between opposed impulses produce long lasting 

																																																																																																																																																																					
have sought to position myself as a white ally, I also acknowledge the concerns expressed 
by indigenous women scholars who have resisted settler colonial erasure. Indeed, like the 
concerns expressed over Smith’s identity, interrogations of the material consequences of 
“Playing Indian” that have resulted in claims by the state, by science, by non-indigenous 
individuals to indigenous lands, sacred sites, and representations of indigenous groups 
and people are firmly at the heart of this dissertation.  
 Smith is featured prominently throughout this dissertation because of how useful 
her analysis is specifically toward emerging theories of white settler colonialism, 
language that is central to this project. It is important, however, to note the contributions 
of Native women scholars such as Paula Gunn Allen, Kim Anderson, Beth Brant, 
Chrystos, Sarah Deer, Ella Deloria, Jennifer Denetdale, Mishuana Goeman, Joy Harjo, 
Sarah Hunt, E. Pauline Johnson, Winona LaDuke, Emma LaRoque, Lee Maracle, Bea 
Medicine, Dian Millon, Deborah Miranda, Dory Nason, Melissa K. Nelson, Jessica 
Bissett-Perea, Kimberly Robertson, Luana Ross, Priscilla Settee, Audra Simpson, Leanne 
Simpson, Lina Sunseri, Elle-Maija Tailfeathers, and Melanie Yazzie. 
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psychic conflicts and a number of associated psycholopathologies” (Settler Collective 

365). While Veracini’s theory of settler colonialism seems to be in line with Bitzer, in 

that the settler colonial situation “produces” various exigencies, critically engaging white 

settler colonialism in spaces of outdoor recreation is more in line with Vatz, whereby 

exigencies are brought into being by rhetorical activities. While according to Vatz, 

“Rhetoric is a cause not an effect of meaning,” however for the purposes of this project, 

which relies on affective relationships between material reality and discourse, rhetoric is 

both a cause and an effect of meaning (160). It is the rhetoric embedded in the landscapes 

of outdoor recreational spaces like the Arizona Snowbowl ski resort, which then produce 

various discourses about it. Spaces of outdoor recreation are not only rhetorical, 

Morgensen notes the interrelationships “invoke a nexus of racial and colonial power” 

where white settlers are produced by the power relations that already accommodate them 

in the rhetoric of those spaces (“White Settlers”).  

 

1.2 Flagstaff, Arizona and the Rhetorical Production of Authenticity 

Figure 1: Big letter postcard for Flagstaff, 1937. 
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 I frame the introductory chapter of this dissertation with a focus on Flagstaff, 

Arizona—a turn-of-the-century logging and railroad community, turned quaint tourist 

town—because an element of everything I bring up in this project can be located in the 

material-discursive arrangements and articulations of this city. Flagstaff is a useful 

example of a place where the physical space of the city and surrounding area produces 

discourses about it, and that discourse is always re-writing the city. Its historic downtown 

area, like many others, is a patchwork of trendy restaurants, coffee shops, bars, boutiques, 

art galleries, and artisan shops. Alongside Route 66—that quintessentially American 

symbol of rugged independence—Flagstaff’s identity, like other small southwestern 

communities, relies on a southwestern aesthetic that draws from its proximity to the idea 

of the frontier and its celebratory, often romanticized, relationship with Native people. As 

many scholars have written, the notion of the frontier—of the untamed, of the wild, of 

that which is not fenced in and controlled—necessarily includes Native people (Nash 24-

28, 245; Berkhofer; P. Deloria; Knobloch). Flagstaff is the largest border town nearest the 

largest Native reservation in the country, and thus, Native arts and crafts stores—

featuring handmade Kachina dolls, jewelry, hand-woven baskets, wood and stone 

Figure 2: Photo of downtown Flagstaff, Arizona. Figure 3: Photo of downtown Flagstaff, 
Arizona. 
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carvings, flutes, and rugs—pepper the downtown area alongside southwestern kitsch.  

 Much has been written about the history and impact into the ways in which white 

settlers—particularly wealthy east coast transplants into small southwestern towns like 

Sante Fe—have participated in a never-ending search for authenticity through the 

consumption and collection of Native arts. In this quest, settlers reveal much about 

themselves, their view of Native people, of authenticity, of nature, of belonging, where 

the experience of buying is central. Through their often unexamined co-optation of 

Native culture, these collectors become enmeshed, their identities entangled through their 

interrelationships, where the idea of the Indian becomes more real than the lived 

experience of actual people. Harder and harder it then becomes to see collecting as a kind 

of ritual that preserves their investment in white settler colonialism.  

 In downtown Flagstaff, another seemingly innocent, subtle—though increasingly 

widespread—expression of white settler colonialism is performed in the discourses of 

bike shops, camping supply stores, and other outdoor recreational businesses where 

mostly white “outdoor adventurists” are outfitted to go skiing/snowboarding, 

rockclimbing, adventure biking—or “bikepacking”—and ultra-marathon running. While 

art collectors constitute their identities through the acquisition of material objects, 

outdoor enthusiasts constitute their identities by engaging with the materiality of local 

environments such as ski runs and bike trials; in both cases, experience is central in that it 

gives meaning to the material and stimulates a sense of authenticity. Like the Native arts 

collector, the outdoor recreationalist is also seeking a sense of authenticity that relies on 

Robert Berkhofer’s notion of “the white man’s Indian,” that takes shape in the co-

optation of Native imagery and other cultural symbols that appear in ski brochures, trail 
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running logos, and other promotional material. Less obvious, but just as important, are 

examples that mesh outdoor recreational discourses with a nostalgic past that distances 

itself from the history of genocide, one that 

harkens back to early white settlers of the west, 

their romanticized and apolitical relationship to 

the environment and to Native people. 

Illustrative of this point is the Babbitt Brother’s 

building in the center of Flagstaff’s historic 

downtown, which is now “Babbitt’s 

Backcountry Outfitters” (figure 4). The Babbitt 

brothers were successful ranchers-turned 

businessmen who were instrumental to the 

economic success of Flagstaff at the turn of the 

century.12 That a business specializing in 

outdoor recreation would preserve the rhetoric of the building’s original function as a 

turn of the century mercintile, as “Indian Traders,” indicates an investment in that 

connection. There are few places today where Manifest Destiny—the notion that 

expansion, co-optation, dominance is an inevitable right—can still occur,13 but it can be 

performed through navigating historic stage coach routes on a mountain bike, or running 

																																																								
12 Babbitt continues to be a powerful and influential family name in Northern Arizona. 
Bruce Babbitt, for example, was governor of Arizona from 1978 to 1987, ran 
unsuccessfully for the democratic nomination for President in 1988, and later served as 
Secretary for the Interior from 1993-2001.  
13 That is, there are few places it can occur as it did during the colonial era. Clearly, 
Manifest Destiny has been the driving ideological force at work when it comes to 
resource colonialism, not only in the United States, but also through multi-national 
business practices around the world. 

Figure 4: Photo of historic mercantile in 
downtown Flagstaff, Arizona--now an outdoor 
recreation supply store. 
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50k on “ancient Hopi foot paths.” To these activities, settlers inherently bring a particular 

virulently gendered view of nature, forged through a culturally reinforced construction of 

authenticity based on the inside/outside dualisms that heteropatriarchy polices. 

 For example, consider the hyper-masculine visual rhetoric, in the flyer for 

PEACE Surplus—a well-known wilderness staple in Flagstaff—featuring a campy image 

of a man wrestling an alligator (figure 5). Businesses that 

cater to outdoor recreationalists in Flagstaff similarly 

cater to a kind of “masculine imaginary,” which 

Robinson suggests operates “to sustain, organize and 

promote masculine practices, but also serves to keep 

masculine power intact” (98).	Robinson’s observation 

aligns with Smith and Morgensen who discuss the 

maintenance of heteropatriarchy as central to the 

maintenance of settler colonialism. They engage in 

outdoor recreation under the assumption that it will produce authentic experiences 

necessary to uphold of their identities, as men, as heterosexual, as U.S. Americans—yet 

such expressions require and rely on a particular construction of Native people. Such a 

construction, like the collector, reveals the ongoing and sustained power dynamics 

uncovered by white settler colonialism, specifically, white supremacy, capitalism, and 

heteropatriarhcy. 

 I approach this dissertation from the perspective of a third-generation settler from 

unceded territories in what is now Arizona. I situate myself this way with the same 

caution Smith (2013) warns against, and to which Morgan (2014) responds, which is to 

Figure 5: Flyer for "men’s night" at 
a wilderness supply store in 
downtown Flagstaff, Arizona. 
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say that the simple rhetoric of “confession” does not alone move to challenge white 

supremacy, but in fact helps maintain the structures of privilege it purports to address. 

Smith asks, how does aligning myself in an oppressor role, actually challenge white 

supremacy? I situate myself as a settler for the same reasons that Vanessa Sloan Morgan 

does. Like her, I believe it is important to take ownership of my complicit role within the 

larger and ongoing settler colonial context of the southwestern United States (Morgan). 

Following Morgensen, situating myself as a settler allows for reflection on the 

contemporary implications of my identity and existence as a straight, able-bodied, white 

male living on stolen land (“White Settlers”). Settler colonialism, as I will demonstrate, is 

a discourse that is both persuasive and performative.  To echo Smith, it is crucial that this 

“confession” is coupled with a call to action that can only meaningfully take shape in 

consultation, coalition, and solidarity (which are not passive processes) with Native 

communities to dismantle the systems and structures that white settler colonialism 

depends. It is, therefore, part of a larger commitment to unearth lived and situated 

histories, reckon with past and ongoing trauma in order to grapple with the way “colonial 

memories function in relation to contemporary contexts,” paying particularly close 

attention to where and how those memories conflict (O’Riley 4-5). To linger on those 

moments of conflict, is to recognize the potential to begin the necessary and hard work 

building alliances.  

 Settler societies enter into relation with Native people, bringing a legacy of 

European heteronormativity and heteropatriarchy, where gender and sexuality are 

polarized, and the power dynamics institutionalized by those gendered hierarchies are 

normalized (Morgensen, Spaces; Smith “Unsettling”). It is through this analytic that 
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settler societies view Native people, as well as the natural world, how we constitute 

belongings. “The sites of our belonging constitute how we see the world, what we value, 

who we are becoming” (Rowe 3). The constructed self, in settler societies, is forged 

across “a shifting set of relations” between peoples and landscapes, histories and 

knowledges, and is dependent upon how white settlers orient themselves inside and 

outside of the rhetorical productions of inclusion and exclusion, privilege and oppression; 

white settlers move in and out of these relations, often without reflection, and in subtle—

sometimes unexamined—ways, white settler subjectivity can leave scars, unknowingly 

reinforcing that which we as academics and activists aim to critique. 

 This dissertation interrogates the way in which white settler colonialism is 

embedded in and performed in the unlikely, seemingly apolitical spaces of outdoor 

recreation, and thus moves toward a rhetorical production I name as “recreational 

colonialism.” Implicated by both language and physical reality, these material-discursive 

spaces produce and are produced by an often-unacknowledged investment in white settler 

colonialism. Though I participate myself in some of these activities—such as distance 

running and adventure biking—I seek to use this project, which also includes 

interrogations of skiing/snowboarding and rockclimbing, to move beyond mere 

confessions of privilege, and toward meaningful dismantling of those systems of 

oppression that are often performed and sustained in spaces of outdoor recreation, and 

indeed, elsewhere (Morgan; Smith Unsettling the Privilege). Lasting and meaningful 

alliances are most powerful in the doing, rather than the declaring, as an “accomplice,” 
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not an ally14 (Rowe). Those who find themselves in a position of privilege ought “to think 

through and act upon the implications of using counter narratives like [the third 

generation settler] in seemingly a-political ways” and in seemingly a-political outdoor 

recreational spaces (Smith Unsettling the Privilege 270).  

 While any scholarly discussion of white settler colonialism inherently deals with 

past and ongoing struggles that directly correspond to the complex positioning that 

Native, queer, and other marginalized groups of people must navigate, this dissertation, at 

its core, focuses on white settlers, settler subjectivities, and the challenges white 

supremacy, capitalism, and heteropatriarchy pose toward building meaningful 

relationships with Native people. Alas, Berkhofer’s, The White Man’s Indian, reveals 

much more about “the white man,” than it does about the “Indian.” Without trivializing 

the nuanced, and ever-shifting identities constructed around whiteness and other 

privileged social positions, I approach this project with the assumption that I should have 

nothing to say, claim, or reinforce about those peoples who orient themselves around the 

daily lived experience of settler colonialism in profoundly different ways than I do. By 

positioning myself as a white settler, I will probe “the said,” according to Foucault15; 

interrogating the included, the accommodated, the accounted for, those constituted 

through belonging, is a productive way to expose, act to intervene, shift, and ultimately 

contribute toward dismantling he supremacist systems upon which we in settler societies 

are bound. Following Morgensen, this dissertation develops a discourse on recreational 

																																																								
14 Benally, Klee “Accomplices, not Alleys: Abolishing the Ally Industrial Complex, an 
Indigenous Perspective” zine 2014. Web. 4 May 2015. 
15 While “the said” and “the unsaid” appear throughout Foucault’s work, specifically in 
The History of Sexuality Vol 1, here I am referring specifically to his explanation of “the 
apparatus,” the dispositif or “dispositive.” In his words, “the said as much as the unsaid,” 
is discussed in a 1977 interview, “The Confession of the Flesh.” 
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colonialism in order to examine some of the unexpected, yet profound ways in which 

“non-natives live in relation to Native people,” how we are “caught up in one another,” at 

the sites of affective investment in maintaining settler colonialism (Morgensen, Spaces 1). 

In doing so, I hope to provide a model for others who seek to uncover and interrogate 

some of the seemingly innocent, subtle, and taken-for-granted ways in which they 

maintain, reinforce, and perform white settler colonialism in the every day. It is one thing 

to discuss large institutional systems of power and oppression in distanced, abstract ways; 

it is quite another thing to recognize culpability and move honestly toward responsibility.  

1.3 My Settler Colonial Situation 

 As a white settler, as an outdoor recreationalist, and as one whose upbringing has 

surely reinforced some of the asymmetrical relations of power under interrogation in this 

project, following Haraway, I too wish to “deconstruct that which I love and that which I 

am deeply implicated” (Modest Witness 151). That which I love is not a thing, a person, a 

landscape, or an activity that exists in isolation; that which I love is the product of a 

contextual set of relationships. Morgensen begins his book, Spaces Between Us: Queer 

Settler Colonialism and Indigenous Decolonization, “We are caught up in one another, 

we who live in settler societies, and our interrelationships inform all that these societies 

touch” (1). This statement is particularly apt for this project as it emphasizes that 

changing identities are the product of interrelationships, that by focusing on the spaces 

between those relations—how they are formed, under what conditions they connect, what 

those connections reveal—both obvious and subtle investments in settler colonialism 

begin to unravel. These investments are cultural, material, but they are also personal. 



	 Boggs	34	

 My maternal grandparents lived in a suburb of Phoenix, in a ranch-style house 

that sat on an acre of desert. During the hot Arizona summers, they lived in Taos, New 

Mexico, in a small condo. During the course of over 50 years living in the Southwest, my 

grandparents slowly became what Dilworth referred to as “collector-connoisseurs” (133). 

Collectors, typical among the relatively affluent residents of the southwest, are 

characterized by a self-described love and respect for everything “Native American,” a 

conglomeration of many tribes’ cosmologies, which mostly appears as an aesthetic. The 

acquisition of these objects, and knowledge about these objects become central to the 

construction of identity and to settler authenticity. Williams and Lew note that 

authenticity is “often grounded in place” and in Arizona, the complex interrelationships 

between Natives and non-Natives cannot be divorced from that construction of 

authenticity (127). “Connoisseurship” is marked by a belief in “knowing how to 

determine an object’s authenticity and value,” a demand that an object “be handmade by 

a Native American in an ‘Indian’ style” (Dilworth 133). In terms of identity, the objects 

perceived authenticity helps to build authenticity in the collector.  

 The walls of my grandparent’s house and condo were covered in Native paintings, 

sand art, rugs, shelves overcrowded by hundreds of books on Native art and culture, Hopi 

Kachina dolls, Acoma pots, Tohono O’odham baskets, and dozens of Zuni fetishes. My 

grandmother owned thousands of dollars in Diné silver and turquoise. After my 

grandfather retired in 1975, he spent a little time on the Hopi reservation learning how to 

weave rugs on a traditional loom. In the decades that followed, he became quite good at 

this, and for years he served as a “living exhibit” at an art museum in Taos. In this role, 

he sat at his loom within a roped off section of the museum, answered questions, and sold 
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what he made. My grandmother was a big believer in one’s “spirit animal,” and insisted 

on conducting the ceremony—written in directions on the box of medicine cards—to 

determine the spirit animal of each family member. I was delighted when I pulled the 

wolf card. I have vivid memories of my grandparents taking me to pow wows, where we 

would eat smoked turkey legs and enjoy—sometimes even participate in—Native 

drumming and dancing. It was here that my grandmother would teach me to barter for 

items I was interested in buying.  

 By the time I was ten I had my own collection going, a small shelf of Zuni 

fetishes: nonhuman animals carved from stone. “Hold it in your hand,” my grandmother 

would tell me, wrapping my fingers tightly around the elegant form of the stone. “It has a 

spirit. Can you feel it?” Whether or not I felt anything doesn’t change the fact that I 

desperately wanted to. I was moved by the stories, and I found beauty in the art. My 

mother would often remind me that my grandparents were not like this at all when she 

was growing up. When my parents moved our family from Arizona to Indiana, I kept the 

Zuni fetishes arranged on my nightstand, on top of a small rug my grandfather and I 

wove together. At school, I would doodle Native iconography: a silhouetted wolf against 

a moon, the Hopi kokopelli, and the O’odham man in the maze. At night, I would hold 

one of the rock carvings, shut my eyes, and remember home.  

 Later on, particularly during and after college, as I became self-reflective of my 

own privilege, it became easier to see the ways in which my grandmother relied on a 

performance of P. Deloria’s “Indianness,” A. Smith’s “Indigeneity,” and Berkhofer’s 

notion of “the white man’s Indian,” in relation to her own identity. They had since sold 

their condo in Taos, and consolidated everything they had collected over the years into 
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one house, in Tucson. Because my grandmother refused to sell or give away anything, 

there was hardly a square inch of their house untouched by her Native aesthetic, which I 

then began to understand as central to the formation of her identity and cultural authority. 

She could point to every object in her house and tell me the name of the artist, the artist’s 

tribal affiliation, and recount the meaning behind the iconography. The affect of these 

“representational strategies,” among people like my grandmother is, following Dilworth, 

to “create textualized or objectified Indians that disappeared as human subjects” (8). It 

was clear that the image of the “Native American” was far more significant to her 

identity than understanding the present-day lived experience of Native peoples. Given 

that most of the interactions she had with Native people throughout her life involved the 

purchase of something illustrates the point that representational strategies often “induced 

a relationship between representer and represented based on consumption and 

appropriation rather than on communication between subjects” (8).  

 Yet, when I road my mountain bike in northern Arizona—internalizing the 

nostalgia I felt when I road on old stagecoach routes—I started to think about my 

experience on those trails, and more importantly, my expectations of those experiences. 

From behind my handlebars, my experience as a white settler impact the way I 

experience those landscapes, and how those landscapes shape the way I see myself, in 

terms of race, class, gender, sexuality, and ability. Was I not also participating in a 

similar kind of consumption? Was I not also searching for authenticity? Was my 

experience not produced, in part, by my position as a white settler? Did my position as a 

white settler not produce the experiences I sought after? Although I abhor the history of 

colonial violence propagated by people who look like me, do I not rely on that history to 
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form my identity within these landscapes? These questions point to connections I began 

to make between the consumption and accumulation of Native objects, as my 

grandmother had done, and a similar consumption and accumulation of experiences as 

they relate to mountain biking or trail running on Native land. The settler colonial 

situation as it relates to outdoor recreational discourses—bought, sold, and promoted in 

Flagstaff as authentic experiences—is also rhetorical, a “’structure, rather than an event,’ 

that calls for a sustained denaturalizing critique” (Wolfe qtd in Morgensen, Spaces 2). 

This project is not a critique of outdoor recreation itself, but an inquiry into the ways it 

occurs, the forms that it takes, the ways in which the material and discursive spaces of 

outdoor recreation affect and are affected by the interrelationships produced and 

sustained by an investment in white settler colonialism.  

 

 
1.4 Preview of Chapters: Toward a Discourse on Recreational Colonialism  
 
 The performance of white settler colonialism as it is oriented around the material-

discursive spaces of outdoor recreation, is a rhetorical production I refer to as recreational 

colonialism, which will be more thoroughly explored in chapter two, “Recreational 

Colonialism: Rhetorical Exclusion and the Arizona Snowbowl Ski Resort.” In this 

chapter, I focus on skiing and snowboarding, where I apply the framework introduced in 

this introduction to complicate the ubiquitous slogan among pro-development 

stakeholders that the developments at the ski resort constitute “one percent of the 

mountain.” I argue that this articulation is an argument, which always already serves the 

interests of pro-development stakeholders, and demonstrates how recreational discourses 

can limit the way recreationalists (and non-recreationalists alike) are meant to understand 
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the San Francisco Peaks. I analyze decades of promotional material from the ski resort to 

highlight the ways in which recreational colonialism is embedded in the physical and 

discursive landscape, specifically the way it 1) depends upon white settlers reproducing a 

historically self-serving love/hate relationship with Native people, 2) reinforces the 

dominance and validity of western meaning-making systems, and 3) promotes the false 

notion that Native people do not exist today, and can therefore be the objects of static, 

white racist imaginaries. 

 In chapter three, “Rockclimbing: The Question of Authenticity and the 

Epistemology of Performance in Rhetorical Landscapes,” I explore the history of 

rockclimbing on the Colorado Pleateau and explore the formation of “authentic” 

American subjectivities that implicate heteronormativity and heteropatriarchy as key 

components to white settler colonialism. In this chapter, recreational colonialism is 

intimately tied to notions of authenticity, and therefore, dependent upon a reading of the 

material-discursive landscape that places rockclimbers at the center of their story, a story 

dependent upon conquest and discovery, aligning with Doreen Massey’s notion that 

space is the “product of interrelations” and an assemblage of stories so far (9). Because of 

the sacred status of many desirable climbing locations, it is illegal to climb anywhere on 

the Navajo Nation, but with such alluring rock formations like Shiprock, Totem Pole, 

Spider Rock, and Castleton Tower, among others, many white climbers have chosen to 

disregard the ban, and re-enact the original climbing routes “discovered” by other white 

climbers in the early 1970s. Recent climbers have gone as far as to locate an enrolled 

tribal member to bring along with them as “proof” of legitimacy, belonging, and 

authenticity. Climber resistance to the ban on the reservation also invites a critique of the 
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idea of ownership. The chapter also interrogates the term “dirtbag,” which is a 

celebratory, self-identified term deployed in rockclimbing communities like a badge of 

honor. The term, as I demonstrate, ironically masks class and racial privilege, and 

demonstrates connections between white supremacy and outdoor recreation. 

 While the previous two chapters are framed around examples of outdoor 

recreation that point to obvious contentions between white outdoor recreationalists and 

regional Native peoples, the following two chapters consider the subtle ways in which 

recreational colonialism is at work even in activities on the Colorado Plateau that are not 

steeped in controversy. Chapter four, “Bikepacking: Specters of Imagined Geographies 

and Frontier Fantasies,” focus on the recent explosion in off-road bicycle touring and 

deploys haunting as a useful metaphor toward realizing the complexity in the material-

discursive landscape, the product of an accumulated past. In northern Arizona, adventure 

cyclists retrace a historic stagecoach route, which traverses the landscape from Flagstaff 

to the Grand Canyon. “Bikepacking,” the concept of loading up a bicycle with camping 

gear and heading out for days or weeks on end, can be described as a kind of “nature 

tourism.” According to Wilson, nature tourism is simply the temporary migration of 

people to what they understand to be a different and usually more “pure environment” 

(22). Bikepacking discourses represent a way for contemporary white settlers to perform 

the roles of a frontier explorer, where self-reliance and rugged individualism is enacted 

through recreational colonialism. While this performance is dependent upon white 

supremacy and heteropatriarchy, this chapter focuses on the role of capitalism and 

affective technologies that bring frontier fantasies to life. While the adventure bike 

utilizes emerging technologies, allowing riders to experience the landscape in a different 
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way, it simultaneously allows riders to harken back to a time when roads were no longer 

paved, where lands were yet to be discovered, and it was predominantly white men doing 

the discovering. I argue that what this enactment ultimately reveals is settler colonial 

anxieties. Here, I engage with theories of Hauntings. The legacy which is dependent on 

outdoor recreational enactments haunt those landscapes, and implicates those who 

measure themselves against that frontier fantasy.  

 Chapter 5, “Ultra-Running: Belongings, Becomings, and the Productive Power of 

Tracks,” hones in the rhetoric of ultra-marathon trail running on the Colorado Plateau. 

The chapter focuses on two main runs, the first of which is organized by white settlers 

and takes place in Monument Valley on the Navajo Nation and another, the annual Hopi 

Paatuwaqatsi “Water is Life” run, is organized locally, involves native and non-Native 

runners, and is embraced by the Hopi community. While the previous chapter relies on a 

performance whereby participants liken themselves to explorers of the frontier, runners 

who participate in these runs “go native,” to apply Huhndorf’s application of the phrase. 

Different from P. Deloria’s concept of “playing Indian,” some runners demonstrate their 

desire to embody “Indianness” to the point of becoming Native. This chapter reveals the 

subtle ways in which recreational colonialism is at work, even as regional Native people 

embrace the presence of white participants, even when it’s a “good cause.” While the last 

chapter introduced the concept of settler colonial hauntings, this final chapter deploys 

tracks, the traces of belongings and becomings that write landscapes, as a material-

discursive application of hauntings that focuses on the metaphor’s productive power. I 

argue that Morton’s application of Sedgwick’s “mesh” is a useful illustration of the 

productive power of tracks as a queer ecology. In doing so, this chapter attempts to 
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disrupt the embeddedness of heteropatriarchy in reproducing inside/outside dualisms that 

white settler colonialism requires.  
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Chapter 2 
 
 

Recreational Colonialism: Rhetorical Exclusion and the Arizona 
Snowbowl Ski Resort 

 
 
 

“It’s skiing; it’s all about having fun.” 
--Snowboarder in favor of development at Snowbowl 

 
“What we do to the mountain, we do to ourselves.” 

--Klee Benally, Diné activist 
 

“How can we have justice on stolen land?” 
Blackfire, lyrics from “Peaks Song” 

 

 

  An elderly woman who identified herself as Diné, but wished not to disclose her 

name, approached the microphone slowly, clenching the arm of a man who steadied her 

steps. As she pulled the microphone down to meet the reach of her voice, the 

reverberation of her silver rings against the metal of the microphone echoed throughout 

the chambers; all eyes were on her.  

 She paused before she spoke, mumbled something indecipherable and she paused 

again. Members of the City Council glanced back and forth at each other before one told 

the woman that her words would be translated if she wished. And it wasn’t until she 

spoke about Dook'o'oosłííd, or The San Francisco Peaks, in her own language that she 

started to cry.  

 She went on well past her allotted time limit, speaking about sacredness, about 

desecration, about how the creator had entrusted the mountain to her people and in 
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return how the mountain has looked after her. She spoke of shrines on the Peaks, 

ceremonial plants, and medicinal herbs. She told the people present that day about how 

generations of her clan had buried the umbilical cords of newborn babies beneath the 

soil of the Peaks in a specified location she did not wish to disclose. “To me, to us, that 

mountain,” she pointed to the north side of the room, “is alive just like me or you.” 

 When the skiers, snowboarders, and Arizona Snowbowl ski resort personnel spoke 

up in favor of the expansions, one at a time, their messages were clear: “What is the big 

deal?” “It’s skiing; it’s all about having fun.” “Why are you trying to ruin people’s 

fun?” they said. 

 I witnessed, and as a journalist at the time, I wrote about the exchange recounted 

above at a Flagstaff City Council meeting in 2005. The pro-development skier and 

snowboarder reactions to the Diné woman indicate more than the obvious and the 

complex contrasts between western and U.S. Native views of nature, such as those 

explored by V. Deloria, Cajete, Mcpherson, LaDuke, and many others. Indeed, indicative 

of generations of U.S. Native resistance since the late 1960s, the controversy over 

development by a ski resort on the San Francisco Peaks speaks to the notion that the land 

is imagined in different and contested ways. Notably, despite well-documented and 

consistent Native opposition,16 the resort was successful in nearly every round of 

expansions since the late 1970’s. The longstanding controversy over the San Francisco 

Peaks highlights “the power that institutional entities possess over indigenous people” 

(Baur 343). It also presents a powerful example through which to apply my concept of 

recreational colonialism as a set of rhetorical practices performed in material-discursive 

																																																								
16 See Environmental Impact Statement for Snowbowl Facilities Improvement, Vol 1. 
Coconino National Forest.  
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spaces of outdoor recreation within a white settler colonial context. Specifically, this 

chapter explores both the obvious and nuanced ways in which recreational colonialism is 

represented by the Arizona Snowbowl Ski Resort—often through their own promotional 

materials17 and expressed by the discourse produced by its controversial developments, 

such as newspaper editorials, public comments, and bumper stickers.  

 I begin with a brief exploration of the controversy over development on the San 

Francisco Peaks in order to contextualize the ways the Arizona Snowbowl Ski Resort 

relies on recreational colonialism to ensure its success as a business enterprise in northern 

Arizona. In order to do this, I will interrogate some of the ways recreational discourses 

have sought to define the San Francisco Peaks as well as the space of the resort. In this 

section, I begin with a material-discursive critique of one of the most common arguments 

made by pro-development stakeholders, that the resort constitutes “one percent of the 

mountain.” From there, I will trace some of the subtle ways the resort has been defining 

the mountain through their own promotional material since the 1930s. While these tactics 

have been successful in narrowly defining the natural space of the mountain in terms of 

outdoor recreation, such a construction has relied on a love/hate relationship with 

regional Native people who hold the mountain sacred. I argue that this construction of 

Native people, best described through Berkhofer’s notion of “the white man’s Indian,” 

																																																								
17 Some of the promotional material contains explicit dates. For example, an Arizona 
Snowbowl brochure might clearly indicate that it was created for the 1976-1976 ski 
season. Other brochures do not contain specific dates, and were likely created to cover 
multiple years. In these cases, I have worked closely with the (now former) head of Cline 
Library’s Special Collections and Archives, Karen Underhill to locate the dates within a 
decade. When referring to these documents, for example, I might indicate “a ski brochure 
from the 1960s.” 
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enmeshed in a particular understanding of the landscape to promote skiing and 

snowboarding constitutes a powerful example of recreational colonialism.  

2.1 The controversy 

 The Arizona Snowbowl Ski Resort on San Francisco Peaks constitutes one 

powerful example of the tension between white and indigenous imaginings of natural 

spaces. This site is specifically important because of how tightly recreation is embedded 

in the discourse around development of a Native sacred site on federally owned land. The 

Peaks, as they are referred to locally, lay north of Flagstaff, Arizona, and are held sacred 

in different ways by at least thirteen regional tribes of the US American southwest, the 

Peaks lie at the heart of a controversy over development by the Arizona Snowbowl ski 

resort (Cragun; Glowacks, Washburn, and Richland). Despite staunch resistance on 

behalf of many Native people, sometimes individual members or entire tribes, or 

coalitions of multiple tribes—sometimes allied with environmental groups and concerned 

non-Native citizens—the Arizona Snowbowl Ski Resort has been successful in nearly 

every round of its continued expansion since the late 1970s. The resort’s status as a long-

time recipient of a Special-Use Permit allowed the United States Forest Service to 

approve everything from clear cuts for new lifts, runs, trails, lodges, parking lots, and a 

road to the most recent and arguably most contentious decision to use municipal 

reclaimed wastewater to make artificial snow. The city of Flagstaff, of course, was 

complacent in this decision as it agreed to sell the resort this water, recently extending 

their contract with the resort for another 20 years. Calling upon the Forest Service to 

reconsider its approval of expansions, and urge the City of Flagstaff not to sell reclaimed 

wastewater to the resort, decades of court proceedings at both the state and federal levels 
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were accompanied by protests, rallies, prayer vigils, and direct actions—everything from 

tree-sits and road blockades, to hunger strikes, theatrical performances and 

demonstrations, and public art displays (Boggs Direct Action and Tree Sit). During the 

winter of 2012-2013, Snowbowl became the only resort in the world to use 100% of this 

water to make snow, a move regarded as extremely offensive to Native people who hold 

the mountain sacred. During these creative, often dangerous forms of resistance, activists 

sought to make visible their complex arguments, which where rich with appeals to 

identity, cultural survival, and ecological integrity. The arguments in favor of the 

expansions were as simple as they were predictable: economic gains and recreational 

opportunities on so-called public lands—and with those arguments, the US Forest Service 

and the Snowbowl Ski Resort won every time.18 One only has to consider the protest 

mantra employed by Native activists and those forging meaningful alliances alongside 

Native people working to stop the development at Snowbowl, to understand both the 

framing and the tension that has characterized this controversy since the 1970s: “No 

Desecration for Recreation!”  

 The defining characteristics of recreational colonialism at work in the controversy 

over development on the San Francisco Peaks, as I demonstrate in the pages to follow, 

take shape in the way Native cultural values are reproduced in a manner that both 

																																																								
18 The Navajo Nation was successful in a 2006 decision by three-judge panel at the Ninth 
Circuit Court of Appeals in San Francisco. That decision was turned over in a subsequent 
en banc appeal by the full 11-judge panel (Navajo Nation et al v. The US Forest Service). 
In a 2009 lawsuit, the attorney for the Save the Peaks Coalition and nine concerned 
citizens were told that they couldn’t even mention the initial Ninth Circuit decision that 
went in their favor. The judge said because it was overturned, it was if it “never existed” 
(Save the Peaks et al v. the US. Forest Service). It is also worth noting that Snowbowl 
voluntarily joined the Forest Service as an “intervening party,” due to their interests in 
the case. 
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infantilizes their beliefs and co-opts their spiritual places and practices. Recreational 

colonialism is at work in spaces of outdoor recreation when Native epistemologies are 

replaced by geological history, or devalued by other forms of western scientific 

knowledges, or simply articulated solely through the language of recreation: “adventure,” 

“playground,” and “fun.” Recreational colonialism functions in simple and complex ways 

to flag who belongs and who does not. In tourism brochures, recreational colonialism 

foregrounds the rhetorical decision to highlight Native sacred sites in the same sentence 

as Las Vegas, and the man-made reservoir, Lake Powell, where native cultural 

landscapes exist within the same recreational framework, no more or less significant than 

gambling or jet skiing. It is reflected in an ongoing love-hate relationship with Native 

people that is characterized by settler-societies; used for the sole purpose of promoting 

the consumptive experience of recreation, recreational colonialism is at work through 

stereotypical representations of Native culture and spirituality when it serves those 

interests, but dismissed—even mocked—when actual contemporary Native people speak 

up against it. In obvious and sometimes subtle ways, recreational colonialism reinforces 

the possessive investment in whiteness necessary to sustain white supremacy in settler 

societies.  

2.2 Defining the Space of the Mountain—Beyond the One Percent 

 Material-discursive spaces of outdoor recreation itself is a framing concept that 

allows for an interdisciplinary analysis of the way recreation shapes (and is shaped by) 

social and cultural conceptions of material landscapes. Once the trees are cut for ski runs, 

lifts, lodges, and parking lots, once the allure of the resort enters the cultural imaginary 

through brochures, maps, commercials, and—importantly—through experience, it 
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becomes harder and harder to disassociate the landscape from the resort, the material 

from the discursive. It is no small detail, therefore, that the Arizona Snowbowl ski resort 

continues to boast in their promotional material,19 “Established in 1938, Arizona 

Snowbowl is one of the longest continually run ski areas in the country.” While it is 

worth noting that in 1938, Native people did not have access to the same rights and legal 

privileges that white US citizens did, and therefore could not have legally resisted its 

initial development if they wanted to, the phrase itself is important in the promotion of 

the resort (McDonald). By reiterating, it suggests long-time status by naturalizing and 

normalizing, reinforcing its association, giving the impression that the longer the resort 

has been there, the more it must belong there. 

 Through recreational discourses lies a particular construction of nature, the way in 

which a specific, often narrow understanding and experience of the (use of the) 

environment is enabled. Yet the validity of this construction underscores the way “power 

and knowledge gain traction at the sites of affective investment” in some knowledges 

over others, “between and among those who are constituted through belonging” (Rowe 

3). Therefore, spaces of outdoor recreation exclude nonwestern cultures and claims of 

sacredness, but ironically limit the way even western audiences are meant to relate to 

other cultures and the natural world.20  

 Linking this framework to the controversy over development on the Peaks is an 

interrogation of one of the most ubiquitous statements those in favor of development at 

the Arizona Snowbowl ski resort propagate, which is that expansions and the use of 

																																																								
19 including on their website: http://www.arizonasnowbowl.com  
20 For an analysis on the many ways in which a discourse on the sacred has been 
deployed, and the effects it has had on indigenous peoples, see Tiedje. 
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reclaimed wastewater is said to take up “one percent of the mountain.” One Flagstaff city 

council member, Jeff Oravitz wrote in a 2010 editorial, “Apparently 99 percent being 

preserved is not enough for some. Who's being greedy here? The people that want 1 

percent, or the people that want 100 percent?”21 Similarly, Snowbowl general manager 

J.R. Murray echoed these sentiments on camera to a group of children in a 2006 

documentary, The Snowbowl Effect. 

 This effort to frame the spatial dimensions of the controversy is also an effort to 

privilege the quantifiable material space over the lived social space. Attempts like this to 

confine the debate around questions of what “counts” as the mountain, indeed has a 

history. 

 On January 29, 1974, during a city council meeting that drew no fewer than 2000 

people into Flagstaff High School’s gymnasium, FS Supervisor E. H. Wiegel interrogated 

Hopi Herbert Lewis. When “you describe the Peaks area, at what level? How low down 

on the mountain do you go or how high up do you go”?22 Lewis responded in a similar 

fashion than the others who were asked.  

When I meant the Peaks area, I didn’t just mean half of the San Francisco 

Peaks or just the bottom of the San Francisco Peaks. Like my father 

indicated over there, he says the San Francisco Peaks has roots and this 

could go out for miles. We have shrines around the adjacent area of the 

San Francisco Peaks. 

																																																								
21 Reference editorial, ‘Less Than One Percent of the Peaks Developed,’ by Jeff Oravitz, 
found in the Arizona Daily Sun, 27 Aug 2010.  
22 See reference for Coconino County Planning and Zoning Commission meeting, 
transcript, 29 Jan 1974. 
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 To question the physical, “real,” or “material” space of the mountain validates 

those who use the one percent claim to make an argument about space. Such a narrow 

interpretation of space would enable questions like: One percent of what? Could it mean 

one percent of the Kachina Peaks Wilderness Area, where the resort lies? Or is it one 

percent of the Peaks District, upon which the mountain range lies? Is it one percent of the 

entirety of the Coconino National Forest? Such questions would, however, evade 

Harvey’s notion of space as “relative,” “relational,” and always taking place in a “frame” 

(272-275). In other words, the social spaces in which lived practices are embedded are 

more revealing as such spaces encompass social processes as well as their 

interrelationships that foreground the actions that take place there (Levebre; De Certeau). 

“Processes,” such as skiing, according to Harvey, “do not occur in space, but define their 

own spatial frame” (273). Therefore, both processes and practices are spatialized. 

Important to the application of rhetorical exclusion in material-discursive spaces of 

outdoor recreation, Harvey notes the importance of asking, who is defining that which is 

relative to the spatial frame (Harvey)? Power and privilege, therefore, is always at work 

in the way material space is represented socially (Finney). 

 In this case, the contested space is controlled and managed by the federal 

government, and run by a for-profit corporation that lies outside of city limits. If, “space 

and time lie within processes that define them,” however, the social space of the resort is 

much more significant than the measurable acreage it takes up (Harvey; De Certeau). It is 

common for skiers in Flagstaff to say they are going to “ski on the Peaks.” Indeed, the 

phrase “ride the mountain,” and “ski the Peaks” are found in the resort’s own 

promotional material; such phrases blur the distinction between the entire metaphysical 
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experience of the San Francisco Peaks and what occurs on the 777 acres of the resort 

(Snowbowl). Articulating the resort as social space allows us to get at the truth of the role 

that the resort plays in privileging dominant discourses and excluding others, or the way 

“it has redefined the land in terms of leisure” (Wilson 22). The social space of the ski 

resort is found not just on the mountain, but in the city of Flagstaff—in ski rental 

businesses like the “Ski Haus,” in restaurants that cater to the aesthetics of skiing like 

“Altitudes Bar & Grill,” but also in the city’s promotional material, colorful maps, and 

events like the “Dew Downtown,” an annual urban snowboarding festival. 

 To critically engage with the material-discursive spaces of outdoor recreation on 

the Peaks is to consider, all at once, the “material space” of experience, perception, and 

sensation as inseparable from the “representation of space,” which is conceived, 

perceived, and represented, and “spaces of representation” (Lefebvre 41-42), or as 

Harvey explains, “the lived space of sensations, imaginations, emotions, and meaning 

incorporated into the everyday” (272). Such a framework therefore brings powerful new 

authority to Native stakeholders who seek to dismantle the established credibility of the 

one percent claim. For example, Caleb Johnson, former Vice Chairman of the Hopi 

Tribe, responded by stating, “You cannot divide spirituality into little pieces, you have to 

honor and respect the whole thing” (The Snowbowl Effect). 

 Through leisure, landscapes and cultures are commodified in giftshops, coded on 

maps, written, and rewritten in museums and wilderness supply stores (Wilson; 

Rothman). Generations of discourse connecting the ski resort to the Peaks, and to the city 

of Flagstaff—has solidified the idea that the resort is the mountain, that the city is a “ski 

town.” Such a synecdoche can only be created over time. As Aitchison, Macleod, and 
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Shaw note, through representations and “(re)representation of the past within the present” 

the landscape can be transformed “for the purposes of leisure and tourism” (11). Indeed, 

the social space that the resort takes up, the representations of space, as well as the lived 

spaces of representation, is far greater than one percent. It is a material-discursive 

interrogation of spaces of outdoor recreation that bring validity to such arguments, and 

make visible the way some narratives are privileged and accommodated through 

recreational colonialism. 

2.3 Promoting Recreational Colonialism 

 Functioning discursively, recreational colonialism persuades skiers and 

snowboarders to see the mountain and the material space of the resort in a way that 

accommodates the view of pro-development, pro-recreation stakeholders. This section, 

however, uses the resort’s own promotional material to interrogate the way white settlers 

are accommodated at the resort. Phrases pulled from the promotional material of the 

resort, such as “Do we have a mountain for you!” and “Your year round playground,”23 

allow for an immediate analysis of who they mean by “you.” The outdoor recreation 

industry’s 2013 report claims that 70 percent of outdoor recreation participants in 2012 

were identified as white (Outdoor Recreation). In terms of outdoor recreational 

discourses in general, “you” may be coded throughout the US as “skier,” “snowboarder,” 

“cyclist,” or “climber,” but the reality of participation indicates that those codes are also 

overwhelmingly racialized as white. A casual observer on an average day at the Arizona 

Snowbowl Ski Resort would see that not only skiers, but also personnel and managers—

																																																								
23 The most recent Snowbowl brochure, prior to the newest round of developments in 
2009, featured this language. It is, however, still used on the front page of their website as 
of 4/20/15.  
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nearly everybody there—appears to be white.24 And of course, this isn’t just an Arizona 

skiing phenomenon. The modern ski resort in the west is overwhelmingly a white and 

middle to upper class space. “On a clear day, skiers might see blue sky above and green 

trees below, or flashes of brightly clad people whizzing by,” writes Annie Gilbert 

Coleman in the first sentence of her article, “The Unbearable Whiteness of Skiing,” “but 

mostly they see white” (583). “Participation in outdoor recreation in our forest and 

parks…African Americans and other non-dominant groups are on the outside looking in” 

(Finney 2). Of course, people of color are not legally excluded from such places—the 

Arizona Snowbowl would gladly grant access to any paying customer, but such uncritical 

assertions allow issues of whiteness to remain “unspoken,” an “uninterrogated norm, 

taken for granted, the way a fish takes water for granted” (Wise 2-3). Polite conversation 

would not label a ski resort as a white space, but that does not change the fact that what it 

means to belong or not belong is coded in that space. Therefore, it is impossible to talk 

about whiteness without also talking about privilege. “To be white in the U.S., whether 

one is from the South…or from the North, West, or Midwest; whether one is rich or poor; 

whether one is male or female; whether one is Jew or Gentile, straight or gay, is to have 

certain common experiences based solely upon race: experiences that are about 

advantage, privilege, and belonging” (Wise 3). That people of color are not legally 

																																																								
24 At the same time, I am reminded of Finney (2014), whose work resists dominant 
narratives that associate whiteness with notions of the environment, which she extends to 
outdoor recreation (2). Certainly, my aim is not to reproduce assumptions about racial 
hegemonies by claiming that people of color don’t participate in outdoor recreation—of 
course they do. Rather, I’m concerned about the way in which outdoor recreational 
industries and the discourses that produce and are produced by those industries—and 
sometimes by participants themselves—cater to, accommodate, and ultimately sustain the 
supremacist systems which white settler colonialism relies. 
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excluded from the ski resort does not change the fact that there is a racialized exclusion 

that takes place.  

 Whiteness isn’t just an identity, but an imaginary with a privileged status that 

translates to unearned racial advantages. “Whiteness theory,” therefore “treats whiteness 

not as a biological category but as a social construction” (Thompson). In Audrey 

Thompson’s brief “Summary of Whiteness Theory,” she quotes critical race theory 

scholar Cheryl Harris who explains, “whiteness can be seen to provide material and 

symbolic privilege to whites, those passing as white, and sometimes honorary whites” 

(Thompson). These anomalies, a fraction of the near-total white skiing population, 

therefore, are usually those who either meet the physical aesthetic characteristics tied to 

whiteness (such as straight hair, light skin) or—often simultaneously—have access to 

material wealth—or “material privilege” that grants access, though often in limited ways.  

 There can be no doubt that skiing is a past time for the privileged. “Skiing is one 

of the most obvious exclusionary outdoor leisure pursuits. Participants need to have time 

and money to train to be competent. They need to be able to purchase expensive 

equipment and [have the time and money to take] holidays” (Spracklen Whiteness and 

Leisure 182). Similarly, Edensor and Richards have noted that skiing is often 

characterized through an “elitist, exclusionary identity” (103). Here, whiteness can be 

obscured through its “limited participation to an affluent elite,” though it is embedded in 

these characterizations. (Spracklen 182). Despite its association with and “origins in 

youth, urban, counter-hegemonic subcultures,” today snowboarders must “have money, 

time, and access,” or in other words, privilege (Spracklen 183). By illuminating the racial 

or class privileges associated with skiing—or linking the history of skiing in the west to 
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whiteness as Coleman and others do—are simply other ways to express the fact that 

“being white only means to be advantaged” (Wise 145). By pointing out that US 

“American ski culture continues to exist as an increasingly wealthy culture exclusive of 

minorities,” Coleman is able to demonstrate the profound ways in which the ski resort 

produces spaces of and for whiteness, and in turn, how whiteness produces the ski resort 

(605).  

 One of these ways is through the cartoonish visual rhetoric of the ski map, which 

promotes a way of looking at the mountain in the context of outdoor recreation. The ski 

map isn’t the Peaks, but a symbolic representation of the Peaks, where the resort is 

central. This view of the Peaks is not radically different from any other ski resort on any 

other mountain in the west. In this way, the map functions as a kind of “flag,” 

demarcating who belongs and who does not. This person is white, Christian, 

heterosexual, financially well off, and necessarily male.  

 Through the decades, each version of the Arizona Snowbowl ski map further 

functions as a kind of “flagging,” which demarcates or maps the resort as a white space 

no different than any other resort with which white patrons would be familiar (Grabham 

64). For Barton and Barton, the map is “quintessentially ideological” and “the visual 

signification serves to sustain relations of domination…it privileges or legitimates certain 

meaning systems but at the same time dissimulates the fact of such privileging” (50). For 

Grabham, the visual representation of the resort, which isn’t the San Francisco Peaks 

specifically, but a visual representation of the idea of a ski resort—reminiscent of Aspen, 

Vail, or any number of resorts with similar illustrations, features, amenities, and racial 

hegemonies—functions as a kind of flag. Because of the historic link between whiteness 
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and skiing, “the resort” is a symbolic representation of white space. Following Grabham, 

this “flag” fosters a sense of belonging, which both produces and regulates subjects (65). 

Grabham notes, “Belonging connects here to feelings of comfort, security, alikeness, 

acceptance and freedom to be oneself” (66). By shifting the focus from the most recent 

ski map to the history of promotional material, one can easily see the legacy of exclusion 

at work. For this kind of analysis, honing in on Foucault’s “unsaid,” becomes infinitely 

more revealing than what is said. In other words, by focusing who, or which identities, is 

included, issues of exclusion in spaces of outdoor recreation become visible. At those 

sites of inclusion, therefore, the nuanced ways in which exclusion occurs can more easily 

be interrogated. 

 Every person featured in every piece of promotional material from Snowbowl, 

dating back to the 1940s is visibly white. While this fact provides further illustrative 

evidence linking skiing to whiteness generally, its function is even more profound. In the 

white space of the Arizona Snowbowl, the implication of a phrase, “do we have a 

mountain for you!” or more recently, “Your year round playground,” implies a specific 

kind of “you” that becomes much more revealing when attaching it to recreational 

colonial discourse (Snowbowl). Such representations, more importantly point to who is 

excluded, implying this “you” is not a person of color, not homosexual, and likely not 

with financial burdens. This exclusion, based on what identities are prominently featured 

in the material, allow for white skiers to see both themselves and the resort transposed on 

many different mountains in the west. “Belongings,” according to Grabham, “might have 

cultural force, linking an individual or a group of people to a geographically defined 

area,” like a ski resort in Arizona, but also in Colorado, Utah, California, or elsewhere 
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(66). The newest version of their brochure does say, for the first time, that the resort 

employs “bilingual instructors.” However limited, such a proclamation is the first effort 

on behalf of the resort to gesture toward racial inclusivity toward elite Mexican nationals 

who may visit. At the same time that Spanish speakers might learn from an instructor, the 

signs, maps, and other necessary indicators are not bilingual. Nevertheless, by attempting 

to include Spanish speakers, the resort is still making an argument about what 

multiculturalism is: limited to language, and exclusive—even hostile—toward cultural 

differences expressed by regional Native people. 

 Though recreational colonialism is expressed in many different ways, as the 

chapters that follow will illuminate, as it applies to the controversy over development on 

the San Francisco Peaks, and the way in which the ski resort has promoted itself, 

recreational colonialism necessarily takes on the following characteristics: it reflects a 

historical love/hate relationship non-Natives have forged with Native people, it reinforces 

the dominance of western meaning making systems, and it promotes the false and 

epistemically violent notion that Native people do not exist today. 

2.4 Characteristic One: A Love/Hate Relationship  

 While the Arizona Snowbowl ski resort is overwhelmingly a white space, as are 

the other examples presented in the chapters following this one, those spaces still heavily 

rely on an often-unarticulated connection to and relationship with indigeneity, to what P. 

Deloria refers to as “Indianness.” In settler societies, the white settler identity is 

inextricably linked in opposition to—and therefore in association with—Native people. 

Morgensen reiterates this association as interrelationships when he typed the first 

sentence of his book, Spaces Between US: Queer Settler Colonialism and Indigenous 
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Decolonization: “We are caught up in one another, we who live in settler societies, and 

our interrelationships inform all that these societies touch” (1). This relationship is 

perhaps best described through a love/hate relationship non-Natives have with Native 

Americans. P. Deloria describes how the love of Native people has been performed by 

white people who have “played Indian,” either by dressing up as a generic idea of what it 

means to be “Indian,” or through the rituals, customs, and cosmology co-opted by white-

led, white-organized, and white-attended summer camps. Dilworth examines how 

reverence for Native people and culture is expressed by upper class white people through 

the consumptive fetishization of Native arts and jewelry, and draws it’s rhetorical power 

through what Berkhofer describes as the “White image of the Indian” (xiv). The shallow 

construction of this love is called into question when real, living, breathing Native 

Americans are often met with distain when they speak out against white injustices against 

them (Sanchez, Stuckey and Morris). Former Navajo Nation tribal chairman Peter 

McDonald best sums up this relationship. In 1974, in a hearing with Summit Properties, a 

company that sought to develop the San Francisco Peaks into a resort community not 

unlike Aspen or Vail, Co, he said, “If you wear your feather, make Kachina dolls, weave 

rugs and pose for tourists, you are a good Indian, but if you exercise your rights as a 

citizen, you are a bad Indian” (Snowbowl). 

 The love/hate relationship as it occurs in spaces of outdoor recreation, is one of 

the hallmarks of recreational colonialism. The love/hate relationship is inherently 

exploitive because of the way it relies on an idea of the “Indian” that exists only to 

advance settler colonial dominance. There are many examples which point to the ways in 

which the Arizona Snowbowl Ski Resort has used Native name-places, ideas of 
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sacredness, and even iconography—such as 

the Hopi kachina—in order to promote the 

resort. For example, in a brochure from the 

1960’s, within the same section that 

Snowbowl promotes local tourist attractions 

such as the Grand Canyon, Lake Powell, and 

Meteor Crater, the resort also directs tourists 

to the accessibility of “the Hopi Mesa Villages, and Navajo-Land” (Snowbowl, figure 6). 

Turn the page in this same brochure and there is, in full color, a skier posing alongside a 

human-sized, wooden cut-out image of a Hopi kachina, which is lodged in the snow, the 

resort’s lodge lay prominently in the background (Snowbowl, figure 7 and 8).  

 In that same brochure, the kachina is further co-opted as part of the Snowbowl 

Figure 6: Text from a brochure for the Arizona 
Snowbowl ski resort from the 1960s. 

Figure 7: Image from a brochure for the Arizona Snowbowl 
ski resort from the 1960s. 

Figure 8: Image of Arizona Snowbowl logo from 
the cover of their brochure from the 1960s. 
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logo, portrayed as a skier instead of a Hopi deity. Similarly, in a 1950’s version of the 

Skyride brochure reads, “The Arizona Snow Bowl is on 12,200 foot Mt. Agassiz, second 

highest peak in Arizona, part of the San Francisco Peaks. The Peaks are the base of an 

extinct 26,000 foot volcano,” and then after an 

m-dash, appearing almost as an afterthought, 

“—A sacred mountain to the Navajos and 

legendary home of the Kachinas” (Snowbowl, 

figure 9). 

 This is what recreational colonialism looks like in spaces of outdoor recreation. 

All of these visual and textual examples make clear the way in which Snowbowl has 

cashed in on the aesthetic appeal of Native culture, an aesthetic propagated and controlled 

by and for a white audience. The way in which race becomes a visible marker as an effect 

of language recalls the work of Abel, who draws similar analysis from the visual politics 

of the Jim Crow era of racial segregation. While Abel calls upon US citizens to confront 

the visual markers of race that were so iconic in the Jim Crow era, such as “Whites Only” 

and “Colored Only,” as a way to compel reflections on the “more enigmatic signs” of 

racial markers that exist today (Abel xx). US citizens of Flagstaff and other “border 

towns,” 25 have recalled similar signs posted in the windows of downtown businesses 

																																																								
25 “Border towns” is placed in quotes here to emphasize it conceptually. Though the term 
is deployed to apply to municipalities that exist close to a border, between nation-states, 
or here, as a border between the United States and Native reservation lands, such phrases 
ultimately serve settler belongings and allow white settlers to distance themselves from 
their colonial history, obscuring the fact that city’s like Flagstaff exist on stolen Native 
land. For more discussion regarding the spatial politics of “Native and non-Native land” 
and its accommodation of “inside/outside” dualisms upon which settler colonialism 
relies, see Morgensen (Spaces) and Huhndorf (Going Native). 

Figure 9: Text from a brochure for the 
Arizona Snowbowl ski resort from the 
1960s. 
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during this era that read, “No Dogs or Indians Allowed.”26 The wooden cutout of the 

Kachina, as well as some of the other racial markers discussed in this chapter, are the 

“enigmatic signs,” of visual markers of race in which Abel refers. They are “enigmatic” 

because they are subtle within the context they are deployed, and because of this, it is 

easy for them to go unexamined and become part of harmful racialized hegemonies. In 

the case of the Kachina, the impact of this hegemony results in co-optation and 

trivialization of Native culture, which has significant impacts for Native people, who face 

unique challenges in a settler society to be recognized as contemporary peoples who seek 

self-determination on their own terms. 

 The trivialization of Native culture and spirituality is dramatically displayed in 

this example, as a decoration, or a cartoon, or a mascot. The Kachina becomes an 

accouchement to the skier’s experience of the mythic west, at the expense of Native 

dignity, culture, and spirituality. As Rothman, P. Deloria, and others have demonstrated, 

the view of nature held by white settlers in the west includes mountains, trees, great 

expanses of land that contain no development, but that understanding of nature is also 

dependent on images of Native people. At the same time, the cartoonish caricature of the 

Hopi kachina—Native culture trivialized by white supremacy—actually reduces any 

potential for cultural understanding. And to see those images co-opted within the 

promotional discourse of outdoor recreation highlights the ways in which settler 

colonialism is performed in those spaces. In this way, recreational colonialism functions 

to reinforce the dominance of settler societies. In terms of the generic Native caricatures 

as a necessary component to definitions of nature, recreational colonialism also 

																																																								
26 See (O’Brien 46). 
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diminishes our potential for a broader individual understanding of natural landscapes. 

Instrumental to the creation of tourism through the romanticized view of in the southwest 

is the Fred Harvey Company. 

 According to the Fred Harvey Company ethos, which is reproduced in classic 

western films, and elsewhere is that, in settler societies, Native people are exoticized as 

closer to, and therefore part of the landscape; they are stoic, they create art, they share 

stories (Howard). There is great distain for Native people in settler societies who do not 

live up to that caricature. During the most heated moments throughout the controversy 

over development on the San Francisco Peaks, this distain is all but too clear. While 

comment sections in newspapers do not typically offer productive examples on their own, 

they do typify underlying attitudes among non-Natives when the assumptions of settler 

colonial power are challenged.  

Let the Native Americans clean up their own back yard first before they tell us 

how to deal with our national forest! 27 

…take a drive on the reservation and see for yourselves how well they care for the 

land they live on. One solution is to let them put in some gaming machines in the 

lodge. That will make them happy.28  

Well-established connections between pollution and extreme poverty aside, such claims 

of hypocrisy imply that there is something inherently wrong or dirty about Native people 

and serve to dismiss the historic injustices past and present that have shaped current 

																																																								
27 “Snowbowl Beats Second Lawsuit.” Arizona Daily Sun. 6 December 2010. Web. 5 
May 2015. 
 
28 “Snowmaking Opponents File for Time.” Arizona Daily Sun. 7 July 2010. Web. 5 May 
2015. 
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conditions on the reservations. Further, the first comment bluntly suggests that Native 

people’s opinions regarding issues on federally owned land have no validity. All of these 

radicalized assumptions and typical ways of dismissing Native dissent29 to federal land 

use decisions come together in a 2014 comment to an article about how the Hopi Tribe is 

still pursuing legal action. 

…when will Native Americans stop being so hypocritical, they claim to be so 

religious and everything is so scared to them. So, why don't they stop bootlegging 

alcohol onto their sacred lands, when will they stop all the alcoholism, when will 

the stop all the violence against each other, when will they learn to just get along 

with the rest of society. This land belongs to ALL Americans to enjoy and to 

cherish30 

As unproductive as these comments are, again, they offer scholars a window into how the 

love/hate relationship with Native people operates within the context of recreation in 

settler societies, particularly in a “border town” like Flagstaff. While the 

interrelationships between Native and non-Native people is necessary in settler societies, 

there appears to be much insecurity when Native people take control of their own stories, 

or reiterate McDonald again from 1974, if they exercise their rights as citizens. In other 

words, analyzing recreational colonialism can highlight the efforts in which non-Natives 

																																																								
29 This is a productive example illustrating what Omi and Winant (2015) refer to as 
Racial Formation Theory, which focuses on the connections between how race shapes 
and is shaped by social structures, and how racial categories are brought into meaning 
through imagery, media, and language.  
 
30 “Court Greenlights Hopi Challenge Against Flagstaff.” Arizona Daily Sun. January 8, 
2014. Web. 5 May 2015. 
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assert to manage and control discourses about Natives; when Native people challenge 

those constraints, they are mocked, or met with distain.  

 This is perhaps best illustrated by considering a popular bumper sticker promoted 

during the 2006 lawsuit, Navajo Nation v United States Forest Service. The Navajo 

Nation sued the U.S. Forest Service over their decision to allow the Arizona Snowbowl to 

make snow artificially with reclaimed wastewater, citing that the move would impede on 

their ability to meaningfully practice their religion. To counter the “Save the Peaks” 

bumper stickers all over northern Arizona, the resort came up with one of their own: 

“Reclaim the Peaks”31 (see figure 10). The 

sticker has a double-meaning message: 

promoting the use of reclaimed wastewater 

to make snow on the one hand, but also 

promoting the idea that the Peaks must be 

“reclaimed” from Native people because 

of the lawsuit(s) on the other. Recreational 

colonialism is powerful in the way it 

functions to trivialize the ongoing history of 

conquest perpetrated by white settlers against Native people, but as a function of white 

settler colonialism, it denies the lived experiences of Native people in northern Arizona 

today.  

																																																								
31 To further cement the connection between the resort and this arguably racist bumper 
sticker, until the end of 2014, if one went to reclaimthepeaks.com, they are automatically 
taken to Snowbowl’s website. Today that Internet link no longer exists, but it is important 
to highlight the culpability of the resort in fostering, if not celebrating, the connections 
between white settler colonialism and recreation. 

Figure 10: Image of one of many examples of the 
"reclaim the Peaks" bumper sticker in Flagstaff, 
Arizona. 
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2.5 Characteristic Two: Hierarchalizing Knowledges 

 Recreational colonialism also perpetuates the way in which non-Natives come to 

devalue nonwestern epistemologies, again limiting the way they might experience a 

broader landscape of expression within spaces of outdoor recreation. While the example 

from the “Skyride” brochure above indicated that the San Francisco Peaks is a volcano, 

under the framework presented under recreational colonialism, this geological fact can be 

read as a subtle argument for how the Peaks should be perceived. The phrase “ride the 

volcano” appears on several brochures for the resort throughout the 1980s, 1990s, and 

into the first decade of the millennium. The 2014-2015 brochure highlights, “’The 

Peaks,’ as they are often known, are what remains of an eroded, extinct “stratovolcano” 

that was formed between 500,000 and 1,000,000 years ago.” This sentiment is then 

followed by “Snowbowl mountain facts,” the rhetoric of which again suggests that the 

resort is the mountain, but the “facts” themselves—a hodgepodge of elevation data, 

skiable acres, and the number of runs—together with the promotion of the mountain as a 

volcano, highlight a very particular way of perceiving and of representing the mountain. 

This perception of the mountain, which puts geological and otherwise quantifiably 

measurable data at the forefront, recreational colonialism affectively devalues other 

potential ways of seeing, experiencing, and engaging with the mountain.  

 While protestors who oppose the developments of Snowbowl yell, in unison, “No 

Desecration for Recreation!” seemingly incompatible values are compared. A rhetoric 

reflective of the “it’s all about having fun,” attitude—recounted at the beginning of this 

chapter, and certainly reflected throughout the history of promotional material for the 

resort—means that any attempt to frame recreation as desecration appears to be absurd. 
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This absurdity, however, is carefully constructed through recreational colonialism, again, 

always working to accommodate the perspective of pro-development, pro-recreation 

stakeholders. This is achieved in many subtle ways throughout the resorts history of 

promotional material. Nearly all the brochures highlight the ways in which the resort 

accommodates “families,” situates the resort as part of folks “vacations,” and emphasize 

ski instruction for children. After the most recent round of developments, the 2014-2015 

ski map also features a “kid’s adventure area” (Snowbowl). While all of these details 

paint a picture that far removed from notions of “desecration,” recreational colonialism is 

powerfully at work in the way it elevates recreation to the same significance as the 

cultural connections Native people have to the Peaks. For example, descriptions of the 

resort situate it within access to a number of other popular tourist destinations such as Las 

Vegas, the Grand Canyon, and Lake Powell. The 1982-1983 brochure paints the view 

from the top of one of their lifts: “Northern Arizona stretches out beneath the chairlift all 

the way to the glittering international casinos of Las Vegas, breathtaking Grand 

Canyon…” (Snowbowl). Recreational colonialism often places spaces of outdoor 

recreation within a number of other popular tourist destinations as if there were all the 

same, catering to the out-of-town family vacation road trip, where the “Hopi Mesas” and 

“Navajo-Land” are just another stop. 

2.6 Characteristic Three: Promotes Idea that Native People Do Not Exist 

 This aesthetic that recreational colonialism relies on often reinforces the idea that 

Native people do not exist today, a trend that continues, though more subtly, in the 

promotional brochures of today. Though the Arizona Snowbowl brochures for 2014-2015 
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do not feature mythic descriptions of “Navajo-land” or caricatures of Hopi dieties to 

promote the resort, much is revealed in the “Plan Your Trip,” section. 

The cultural heritage of Flagstaff reflects centuries of Native American 

history. To learn more about diverse Native cultures in the surrounding 

areas, visit the Museum of Northern Arizona, Wupatki, and Walnut 

Canyon National Monuments, all located just minutes away from the 

downtown.32 

 
 The paragraph suggests that the way to learn about Native culture is by visiting 

museums and ruins. Important Native cultural sites like the formerly occupied dwellings 

at Wupatki and in the cliffs of Walnut Canyon offer tourists little if any perspective on 

present day lived experience of regional Native people. Both sites, as National 

Monuments, are controlled by the United States Forest Service. And both of these facts 

reiterate the fallacy that Native people do not exist anymore, that their stories are best 

told through U.S. governmental agencies. While great strides have been made in the last 

several decades on the part of museums to be more inclusive, often collaborating with 

Native people instead of presenting their culture and history through the narrow lens of 

anthropology and ethnology—where the ubiquitous white curator controls all—museums 

can be “very painful sites for Native people, as they are intimately tied to the colonization 

process” (Lonetree 1). Traditionally, museums have been a place where cultural objects 

became valued because of the perception that they were “to be either already or soon to 

be scarce” (Dilworth 128). Emphasis on preserving cultural objects in this way extends 

easily to the assumption that the people themselves were becoming scarce. Therefore, the 

																																																								
32 Arizona Snowbowl Promotional Brochure, Winter 2014-2015, p 6. 
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role of museums in perpetuating the myth that Native people do not exist anymore lies at 

the heart of the colonization process. And the fact that both museums and historical 

cultural sites are the only outlets Arizona Snowbowl provides to tourists seeking to learn 

about Native culture and history is, therefore, an expression of recreational colonialism. 

Through the promotion of skiing and snowboarding at the Arizona Snowbowl, the resort 

actively perpetuates the idea that patrons should relate to a specific colonized people that 

only exists in the past, where—in the context of outdoor recreation—knowledge about 

Native culture and history is best told through a logic that perpetuates the performance of 

settler colonialism. 

2.7 Conclusion 

 While this project focuses on the controversy over development by the Arizona 

Snowbowl ski resort on the San Francisco Peaks, there are many sites throughout 

Arizona’s history that speak to the way recreation, or more broadly, tourism spaces have 

been produced in a way that reinforces white settler colonialism. Through seemingly 

well-meaning conservation efforts, the designation of the Grand Canyon as a National 

Park negatively impacted the Havasupai people who live there, allowing for the 

criminalization of activities they engaged in for thousands of years before, such as 

hunting (Jacoby 149-170). Similar undertakings by the National Park Service to protect 

Canyon de Chelly were resented by the Navajo as an “invasion of their traditional 

holdings” to that area (Brugge and Wilson 2). Regarding more contemporary examples 

throughout the United States, where white settlers have been produced by spaces of 

outdoor recreation, similar analysis could easily be applied. Consider the controversy 

over Sand Mountain, which is held sacred to the Fallon Paiute-Shoshone Tribe in western 
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Nevada, but also a destination of recreational ATVs and sandboarders (Kniazkov). Or it 

can be considered useful in understanding the implications of rock climbers at Devil’s 

Tower in Wyoming, who were challenged for decades by the Lakota and five other tribes 

(Dussias). Or, despite a hard fought legal battle by the Washoe people to protect Cave 

Rock at Lake Tahoe, this project could have addressed those rock climbers who choose to 

climb there anyway (Makley). Through arduous and complicated lawsuits, Native 

communities have been limited in their success in protecting these sites. In all of these 

cases, recreation—not merely as an activity, but as a colonizing discourse dependent on a 

relationship between language and physical reality—has played a powerful role in the 

production, maintenance, and preservation of white settler colonialism. 

 As the following chapters will demonstrate, in terms of recreational colonialism, 

there is still much to explore. Many theorists have recently advanced settler colonial 

studies by drawing important connections to gender and sexuality—that gendered and 

sexual power is intrinsic to the way colonialism is produced, extended, and performed 

(Morgensen, “Theorizing Gender”). Others have considered the complex ways in which 

it is bound up in white supremacy (Smith, “Indigeneity”), or settler colonial interventions 

into queer modernities and the construction of nationalism (Morgensen, “Settler 

Homonationalism”). Not only are spaces of outdoor recreation overwhelmingly white 

spaces, as the statistics demonstrate, they are also inherently masculine and 

heteronormative. Consider the site of the Arizona Snowbowl ski resort, but also 

rockclimbing, ultra-running, or adventure biking. As I will establish in the following 

chapters, there are a number of ways the framework furthered in this chapter underscore 

the ubiquity of those identity formations embedded in the material-discursive 
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arrangements of such spaces. In many ways, it is my hope that the framework proposed 

in this project offer researchers new ways to understand how privilege and oppression are 

embedded in the very landscapes in which we engage.  

 When I spoke to majority owner of Snowbowl Eric Borowsky33 in my role 

covering this controversy as a journalist, he expressed much frustration that the tribes 

were so unwilling to compromise on this issue (Boggs, “The Rhetoric of”). It is clear that 

the privileges afforded through rhetorical exclusion, however, renders Borowsky 

incapable of seeing how much the discourse already works in his favor. For those 

privileged subjects—those account for, accommodated, those who “matter,” those who 

belong, “must reckon with the ways in which power relations are reproduced and 

potentially rewritten within these intimate sites of our belonging because our loyalties 

produce and are produced by a range of possible material and political conditions” (Rowe 

2). If land use policies are being meaningfully re-evaluated in an effort toward 

inclusivity, it is important they are done so in a way that recognizes the biases embedded 

in the very spaces such debates happen, which is not always in city council meetings or 

court rooms, but in the very sites of inclusion and exclusion in which they occur.  

 

 

 

 

 
 

																																																								
33 As of 2016, the majority owner of the Arizona Snowbowl ski resort is James Coleman  
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Chapter 3 
 
 

Rockclimbing: The Question of Authenticity and the Epistemology 
of Performance in Rhetorical Landscapes 

 
 
 

“Through myths the psychology and world view of our cultural ancestors are transmitted 
to modern descendants, in such a way and with such power that our perception of 

contemporary reality and our ability to function in the world are directly, often tragically 
affected.”   

 Richard Slotkin34 
 

“Many climbers are drawn to Indian Creek not only for its unique hard-core crack 
climbing, but also its primitive, wide-open feeling. If the ‘Creek’ doesn’t exemplify the 

Wild West and freedom then no place does.” 
Friends of Indian Creek35 (rock climbing advocacy group) 

 
 

 In “Natural Indians and Identities of Modernity,” the fourth chapter of Playing 

Indian, Native historian P. Deloria examines the founding philosophies of the Boy Scouts 

in order to highlight turn-of-the-century anxieties about how best to reclaim an authentic 

American identity. According to P. Deloria, the perception was that with the rise of 

modernity came fears that something innate, something authentic about what it means to 

be an American was being lost, forgotten, and needed to be clearly defined and taught to 

boys—specifically white boys.  

 Lord Baden-Powell, the founder of the Boy Scouts in England, quintessentially 

epitomized masculine anxieties when, at the turn of the twentieth century, he wrote, “We 

																																																								
34 This quote is taken from Slotkin’s, Regeneration Through Violence: The Mythology of 
the American Frontier, 1600-1860, page 3. 
35 This quote is located in their “climbing and camping” section 
https://friendsofindiancreek.wordpress.com/climbing  
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badly need some training for our lads if we are to keep up manliness in our race instead 

of lapsing into a nation of soft, sloppy, cigarette suckers” (qtd in Marsiglio 33). P. 

Deloria highlights the same “problem” in the United States over a growing concern 

regarding how best to foster “modern American character in children (especially boys)” 

who were perceived at the turn of the century “to be imperiled by an effeminate, 

postfrontier urbanism” (96). In the United States, there seemed to be two central 

archetypes that young boys were meant to emulate: the “Indian” and the “Pioneer.”   

 Marsiglio’s text detailing the history of male “youth work” noted the way this 

problem was addressed by Ernest Thompson Seton, the founder of the Boy Scouts of 

America, who sought to accentuate “aspects of the frontier spirit while honoring Native 

American Indian culture and lore” (33). P. Deloria’s research confirmed Seton’s 

admiration for “Indianness,” quoting the founder, “The Red Man is the apostle of the 

outdoor life” (96). The first rendition of the Boy Scouts was Seton’s “Woodcraft 

Indians,” made up of a “group of local vandals” seemingly in most need of social 

rehabilitation (96) “After regaling the boys with Indian tales, he organized them into a 

make believe tribe, the Sinaways, led them through nature study games, and put them to 

work making Indian costumes” (96). Seton’s make believe tribe never involved any 

actual native people, but instead relied on P. Deloria’s notion of “Indianness” specifically 

to rediscover and reclaim an authentic American masculinity. 

 Seton, however, was later challenged by other aspiring youth development leaders 

at the time who disagreed that “Indians” should be portrayed as “‘manly heroes’ to boys” 

and argued for a more patriotic approach (Marsiglio 33-34). P. Deloria contrasted Seton 

with Daniel Carter Beard who emphasized that “Americanness” was better learned by 
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“recreating the lives of the pioneer scouts who had tamed the wild American Frontier,” 

thus Beard formed the “Sons of Daniel Boone,” which contrary to Seton’s “Woodcraft 

Indians,” focused on the “pioneer experience” pitting his boys against the “Indian 

characters” that Seton’s group used (97). While Beard’s vision toward progressivism 

embraced innovation and technological advancement, Seton “feared the alienating effects 

of the machine and the system” and therefore turned toward a vision of a primitive past 

(P. Deloria 100). Although it would seem these two visions were irreconcilable, as P. 

Deloria points out, “Primitivism and progress defined the dialectic of the modern” (100). 

The way in which both the “Indian” and the “Pioneer” were performed through dressing 

up and story telling highlight a relationship whereby one narrative necessarily involves 

the other, and the two together highlight the performative aspects of a white settler 

colonial identity, the legacy of which is played out today in a multitude of ways, 

including outdoor recreation.  

 Focusing on rockclimbing, or rather, rockclimbers on the Colorado Plateau allows 

for an interrogation of the discursive meshing of Seton’s “Indian” and Beard’s “Pioneer,” 

specifically on the way in which the two overlap, cohere, and conform in rock climbing 

narratives. Further, I position the physical landscape itself as rhetorical, and therefore, I 

reveal the ways in which rockclimber’s identities are also dependent upon the material 

reality of the monoliths they climb, and the landscapes in which they engage. Central to 

my argument in this chapter, therefore, is that recreational colonialism ultimately 

mobilizes space in a way that accommodates the settler colonial hegemonies of 

authenticity, which privileges—and therefore reinforces—heteropatriarchy and white 

supremacy and relies on the racialization of space. Following D. Taylor’s call for a 
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deeper look at the relationships between “embodied performances and the production of 

knowledge,” this chapter hones in on “new authenticities” as a way to explore 

performance as epistemic (xvii-xix). I further argue throughout the chapter that 

recreational colonialism obscures the histories, knowledges, assumptions, and power 

relations that rock climbers bring to their view of the landscape, and the people that live 

there. Through the materiality of sandstone monoliths that dot Native American 

reservations and other locations throughout the desolate landscapes of the Colorado 

Plateau, climbers positioned as white settlers allow for an understanding of recreational 

colonialism as a performance through which they affect the landscape, and are affected 

by it.  

 3.1 “Desert Pioneers:” The Heteronormative Settler 

 Rock climbers, positioned as white settlers, confront the rock with much more 

than just their presence. They bring their histories, experiences, assumptions, and values; 

they bring their ideas about what it means to be a man, about what it means to be an 

American. What is seen in the rock is as much a reflection of discourse as it is the 

sandstone. 

 In 2014, the American Alpine Club published a colorful online history of rock 

climbing on the Colorado Plateau, centered on locations within the Navajo Nation. 

“Desert Pioneers” covers the climbing adventures of white people in the area from the 

1800s to the present and describes the “never-seen-before mountain ranges” as “too 

forbidding, too alien.” Shiprock, in northwestern New Mexico is described as “dark, 

ghostly, and disturbing.” It is clear that the role of rock climbers in this “alien landscape” 

were that of explorers, adventurers, and mythic frontier heroes, aptly labeled as 
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“pioneers.” In order for this mythical role to be played out successfully, some 

assumptions—however incorrect—must follow. This includes the notion that these white 

settlers were the first to see the landscape and that it was devoid of other people. It also 

includes a characterization of the landscape from the position of white settlers, marking 

that space as “alien,” as radically different than that which is familiar. The introductory 

slide features the following quote from Huntley Ingalls. 

These untouched, fiercely protected sandstone towers—known only to 

birds—seemed more fantasy than reality…There were not only unclimbed 

towers but untouched areas. Part of the wonderful experience of 

pioneering these climbs was the feeling of exploration. We were 

fantastically privileged to be the first (“Desert Pioneers”). 

The characterization is obviously a celebratory one, given the language, the author, and 

its presumed intended rock-climbing audience. Within this framework, however, there is 

much that is revealed about the performance of the mythic frontier embedded in the 

identities of rock climbers, as well as the way the materiality of the rock have produced 

various discourses about it. Frontier masculinity comes to life through narratives marking 

these early climbers as self-reliant, independent, and traversing unfamiliar landscapes 

presuming to be the first to enter such places, to see such places, to touch these places. 

Another slide was dedicated to the climber John Otto, who embodied the “spirit of 

western self-reliance” and utilized the “techniques he had learned as a hard rock miner” 

to summit a sandstone tower near Grand Junction, Colorado. Because he summited the 

tower a “couple days into July,” Otto named aptly the rock, “Independence Monument.” 

“Otto’s Route,” marked by the holes he drilled into the rock, continues to reveal the way 
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to the top for climbers today. Contemporary climbers are no doubt delighted to retrace his 

steps, and in doing so, his story, which is steeped in rugged masculinity and nationalism.  

 In another slide detailing the first attempts to summit Shiprock, which is also on 

the Navajo Nation, the American Alpine Club briefly recounts a story about Robert 

Ormes who, in the 1930’s nearly fell to his death in the last of what were several 

attempts. He recounted his efforts in great detail in an article for the Saturday Evening 

Post, called “A Bent Piece of Iron.” The article is significant as it was one of the first 

detailed accounts of rock climbing distributed to such a wide audience. In the article, 

Ormes similarly positioned himself as an explorer who learned how to rock climb based 

on the routes of “pioneers” before him (13).  

 Ormes account serves as a stark reminder that a key characteristic attached to the 

pioneer narrative necessarily includes heteronormative masculinity. When it came to the 

allure of climbing Shiprock, he noted a “sudden fear” that “some other party would be the 

first to conquer its summit,” which he detailed as his primary motivation for climbing it 

himself (13). Throughout Ormes narrative, more than once, he employs words like 

“fontal attack” and “assault” to describe his actions upon the rock. His word choices 

indicate an association between the recreational activities of rock climbing as an 

expression of dominance, even violence. The use of war metaphors, and similar language 

choices that position men as the aggressors in a fictional narrative enacted through sports 

is, however, not exclusive to rock climbing. As Kimmel and others have pointed out, it is 

quite common in team sports such as football.36 Within the context of rock climbing on 

the Navajo Nation, words denoting settler “conquest” directed at the monoliths on the 

																																																								
36 See “Sports Crazy” in Guyland: The Perilous World Where Boys Become Men. 123-
143. 
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reservation take on a different meaning, serving as a productive example of how settler 

colonial identities are accentuated through rock climbing as an activity, but also as part of 

a larger recreational colonial discourse.  

 Today, however, the “heroic” characteristics of the pioneer narrative are not 

expressed through words like “conquest,” and instead have taken on a strong sense of 

environmental ethic (Kiewa 37). Kiewa’s sociological exploration into the ways modern 

climbers have “rewritten the heroic script,” in a way in which their identities are still 

dependent upon the pioneer identity, in terms of “independence” and “self-reliance,” but 

the ways in which the expression of the hero has evolved to accommodate rock climbing. 

For example, while self-reliance is crucial to what it means to enact the hero, because 

rock climbing requires some level of interdependence for safety, and the forming of 

relationships, the concept of the hero—and similarly, the concept of authenticity—proves 

to be malleable, yet contextual (Kiewa 34). While the authentic rock climber no longer 

holds onto the traditional need for “conflict and conquest” as part of the heroic persona, it 

has merely taken on different forms (Kiewa 37). As Kiewa notes, there are increasingly 

more female rock climbers, but the male climbers, in particular, “tended to be more 

aggressive [than women] in this respect in that they denigrated those (inexperienced) 

climbers who abused the natural environment” (37). One climber even compared the act 

of bolting a cliff—drilling bolts into the rock to aid in difficult climbs—to the rape of a 

woman (37). This marks male rock climber’s affinity toward the environment as 

inherently contradictory; at the same time they seem to distance themselves from the idea 

of conquest or control over the environment, they assert it in different ways. Kiewa 

concludes, “climbing relationships frequently mimic the gendered stereotypes prevalent 
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in society” (38). In terms of positioning rock climbers as settlers, their “individualism” is 

no longer as relevant as the larger systems of settler colonialism that they collectively 

represent and affect on the landscape. 

  Like cavers, rock climbers are traditionally awarded the right to name the 

monoliths which they summit; the first person to summit, effectively “discovers” it. Even 

previously summited cliffs may contain several different climber’s routes, which are also 

named after them (i.e., “Otto’s Route mentioned above). Rock and Ice magazine featured 

an article online listing “Climbing’s Greatest Route Names” with locations all over the 

world. For example, located in Joes Valley, Utah is a climb named “Trent’s Mom,” and 

according to the article, climbers leave jokingly referring to how they “did Trent’s 

Mom,” or “Every time I go to Joes, I work on Trent’s Mom” (Parker). There are many 

more listed in the book, Rock Climbing Desert Rock IV: The Colorado Plateau 

Backcountry, the latest in a series of rock climbing books by expert climber Eric 

Bjornstad. For example, another climb in Utah, a rather phallic looking rock was named 

“Penis Point,” as the rock resembles a “sleeping but excited male” (Bjornstad 9). Though 

perhaps innocent and playful, there is much that is revealed about these names as rock 

climbers are positioned as settlers, bringing to their interactions with material landscapes 

to their discursive legacies. Through recreation, white settlers have and continue to shape 

the landscapes in a way that follows settler colonial logic—heteronormativity and 

patriarchy—both of which are embodied in the pioneer narrative, together as 

heteropatriarchy. Considering other names of climbs, such as “Squaw Crack,” indicates 

the ways in which the pioneer narrative is intimately—sometimes problematically—

attached to “Indianness,” but more specifically, sexual conquest. 
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 Many scholars have noted the relationship between conquest of nature and sexual 

conquest of women’s bodies.37 There is a long history of white settlers referring to a 

“virgin” landscape, a sentiment which is certainly echoed in the accounts of rock 

climbers, who used phrases like “untouched,” recounting how privileged they were to “be 

the first.” Carolyn Merchant points out the implications of characterizing the land as 

“virgin” referring to that land (and woman), which has not yet been and therefore must be 

“conquered and controlled” (231). Smith notes that this logic, that “indigenous peoples 

did not properly subdue the natural environment” became “the colonizer’s legal basis for 

appropriating land from Native peoples” (Conquest 56). While individual male climbers 

today may not use the term “conquest” to describe their actions upon the rock, the 

“Pioneers” which they celebrate through embodied action clearly do, and that knowledge 

is transmitted to climbers through this performance and its discursive practices. As an 

“episteme,” rock climbing as a performance demonstrates the way they “learn and 

transmit knowledge through embodied action” (D. Taylor xvi). D. Taylor notes that 

“performances function as vital acts of transfer, transmitting social knowledge, memory, 

and a sense of identity” (2-3). Rockclimbing on the Colorado Plateau, especially on the 

Navajo Nation, on monoliths held sacred in different ways to different tribes, highlights 

the colonial relationship between white settlers and the materiality of the rock. Smith 

says, “colonial relationships are themselves gendered and sexualized” (Conquest 1). The 

performance of the Pioneer within this context highlights a broader notion of conquest as 

it relates to settler colonial conquest of land and people, even when it is not outwardly 

acknowledged. “The colonial/patriarchal mind that seeks to control the sexuality of 

																																																								
37 See Carolyn Merchant, Susan Griffin, and Andrea Smith. 
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women and indigenous peoples also seeks to control nature” (Conquest 55). Rock 

climbers, positioned as white settlers, take part in a performance that reveals their 

investments in heteropatriarchy and white supremacy through the conquest, not just of 

nature, but of gender and race; the act of rock climbing becomes a way in which the 

conquest of native people and of native women’s bodies, and of nature, can be 

performed, shared, and replicated. At the same time understanding climbing as a 

performance exposes its dependent interrelationships, rock climbing as mere recreation 

evades the notion that the authentic self is discursive. 

3.2 Just “You and the Rock”: Searching for the Authentic Man in the Wilderness 

 While authenticity is a crucial, overarching concept for this project, it has also 

proven to be fleeting, elusive, and wrought with paradox. The word “Authentic” is 

derived from the Greek, authenteo, meaning “to have full power over” (Trilling 122). A 

rigid interpretation of this etymology would align with eighteenth and nineteenth century 

cultural attitudes toward the self, that when an individual is in control, they are closest to 

their “true self.” Dating back to the enlightenment, when philosophers like Hobbes, 

Locke, Rousseau, and Kant engaged with theories around the “social contract”38—that is 

the ways in which citizens enter into “contract” consenting to give up some of their 

freedoms to authority in exchange for protection of other rights—resulted in a litany of 

theories attempting to uncover a “true self,” an autonomous self, an authentic human self. 

“From the seventeenth century onwards this wedge was driven between the inner, ‘real’ 

self and the external, ‘fake’ self” (Straub 14). During this time such essentialist views of 

the individual dominated philosophy, art, and literature. Rousseau, for example, argued 

																																																								
38 Reference Morris (1999), an anthology of essays dedicated to explaining/synthesizing 
the contributions to Social Contract Theory by these specific philosophers. 
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that personal conduct and authority should be guided from within, leading to questions of 

“inwardness” and self-reflection found in his 1770 text, Confessions of Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau (Wokler and Garsten 160-162). This essentialist view of the individual was 

also expressed artistically through the popularity of self-portraits, autobiographies, and 

heroic narratives (Wokler and Garsten). The assumption is that by looking inward, 

without any distractive influences from the periphery, only truth and goodness will be 

uncovered. This would assume—which thinkers like Freud and Nietzsche argued 

against—that the idea of a true self is one that is inherently morally good, and it is outside 

influences that corrupt the mind and character.  

 Post-structural theorists like Foucault and Deleuze waged sharp criticism against 

the notion of a true self. In the concluding section of The Order of Things, Foucault 

captured the tension between the popular perception of an underlying authentic self that 

simply needs to be liberated and the notion that there is no individual that exists outside 

of the discourses that produces and is produced by determinant historical and social 

formations. He wrote of this tension, which Varga named as “a crisis of authenticity,” 

claiming that “man would be erased, like a face drawn in sand at the edge of the sea” 

(Foucault, qtd in Varga 27). In much of Foucault’s work, he returns to the notion that 

identity is always tied to existing power relations, echoing Adorno who noted that “the 

conception of an ultimate and absolute substantiality of the self falls victim to an illusion 

that protects the established order even while its essence decays” (Minima 152-153). This 

is perhaps best illustrated in his introductory volume of The History of Sexuality, where 

he emphasizes the power mechanisms of sexuality are socially constructed, unstable, and 

historically situated. “Power must be understood…as the multiplicity of force relations 
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immanent in the sphere in which they operate” (92). Deleuze and Guattari use the 

metaphor of the rhizome to describe the self as in a constant state of becoming, an 

ongoing process which also embraces the notion of “multiplicity” (8). “Any point of a 

rhizome can be connected to anything other, and must be” it “ceaselessly establishes 

connections between semiotic chains, organizations of power,” it “ operates by variation, 

expansion, conquest, capture, offshoots” it is “acentered, nonhierarchical” (Deleuze and 

Guattari 6-8, 21). Both Deleuze and Guattari and Foucault deploy the term assemblage as 

a way of thinking about how the social world is organized as a set of relations that are 

never fixed. Contrary to Foucault’s positioning of assemblages as oriented around 

shifting formations of power, Deleuze and Guattari see focus on desire as “always 

assembled” (Deleuze and Guattari 531). For Foucault, power is deployed through 

hierarchal power, enforced through social values, morals, ethics, and are often tied to 

religious influence and state authority; they are also historically and culturally situated, 

and foreground our most basic assumptions about who we are, how we see the world, and 

how we make sense of our place in relation to others. According to Foucault, power is 

“the name that one attributes to a complex strategical situation in a particular society“  

(History of Sexuality 93). In Archeology of Knowledge, when he posits, “do not ask me 

who I am, and do not ask me to remain the same,” he is making an argument about 

authenticity (17). Not only does the notion of an authentic self uphold existing relations 

of power, but because the self is something that is in perpetual flux, a constant state of 

becoming, the self is not stagnant, but is fleeting, and changing moment to moment.  

 The tension between an internal “core” self and that which is affected by external 

expectations speaks to an inside/outside dichotomy that shows up in rock climbing 
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narratives in many different ways in terms of conceptions of nature, gender, and 

sexuality. The idea of wilderness continues to hold much allure in the American mind as 

it relates to claims toward authenticity (Nash). Massey refers to “wilderness” as a 

“dubious category,” a contrast to the city, and therefore wilderness serves a rhetorical 

function with which we use to “situate ourselves” (131). Another familiar inside/outside 

dichotomy, nature/culture, is embedded in the idea of wilderness as that which is wild, 

uncontrolled, unknown, a concept dependent upon its perceived opposite, the 

domesticated, the fenced in, the familiar (Nash 1-7). As opposed to culture, following 

Massey, nature is perceived as unchanging, as “timeless,” which might explain why we 

use it to “ground ourselves,” and to “convince ourselves that there is indeed a grounding” 

(131). The concept of a “true self” located in nature, always in relation to culture, 

expressed itself in the transcendentalist writers of the United States, such as Emerson, 

Whitman, and Thoreau, who believed that true knowledge and wisdom exists within all 

people, that by looking inward, self-destructive social conformity could be transcended. 

Emerson and Thoreau believed this was best achieved by seeking solitude in nature, 

according to Emerson, to seek “an original relation to the universe” (Emerson 3). The self 

is, as discussed above, constantly changing, the “core” self as transcendentalists and 

others before them sought, does not exist. The physical reality with which the 

“timelessness” of nature is constructed is also in a perpetual state of becoming. “This 

‘natural’ place to which we appeal for timelessness has of course been (and still is) 

constantly changing” (Massey 133).  

 Rock climbing is often described as something exclusive of everything but the 

climber and the materiality of the rock, a constructed relationship that relies upon a 
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strong sense of self-reliance and individualism. “It’s an extreme activity with only you 

and the rock and the will power to get that extra inch behind you,” wrote one climber in 

the Northern Arizona University student-run newspaper (Karakey 11). In a different 

exposé on climbing in the same paper, another student remarked that he liked rock 

climbing because “you basically have to rely on and support yourself…It’s just you and 

the rocks. It’s energizing” (Escudero 9). Even within critical academic discussions about 

rock climbing, the larger social and cultural processes that shape the way in which 

climbing takes places is evaded. For example, at the same time Heywood seeks to 

demonstrate the ways “imagination and a social dimension remain important to 

climbing,” he asserts, “The core experience of climbing is to do with a real relationship 

with the material world and gravity, not an imaginary or symbolic one with other human 

beings” (457). To Heywood’s credit, his claim is within the context of spectator sports, 

wherein commentators and large audiences are typically absent from the participant sport 

of rockclimbing. He also makes clear that he does not intend to theorize climbing from a 

sociological or cultural theoretical position “external” to “the everyday life of climbing” 

(458). But from a settler colonial context that focuses on the dynamic relationship 

between discourse and physical reality, such a position proves to be a narrow way of 

analyzing climbing, which is steeped in interrelationships between peoples and 

landscapes that have shaped the way in which climbing takes place on the Colorado 

Plateau, and elsewhere. 

 The “it’s just you and the rock” trope that is so common in rock climbing 

discourses mirrors Emerson’s guiding philosophy that somewhere out there alone, in 

nature, one’s true self can be reclaimed. In terms of masculinity in the U.S., the notion 
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that a more authentic masculine identity lies outside of culture and can only be found in 

nature has a long history, one that seems to resurface again and again. From Thoreau’s 

Walden to Ed Abbey’s Desert Solitaire, men have sought solitude in the wilderness out 

of a distrust of emerging technology, urbanization, and changing cultural norms 

whenever the traditional roles and status of men have been disrupted. Men’s flight into 

nature has often signified what is known across academic disciplines as a “crisis in 

masculinity.” Rooted in a perceived “ideological weakening and collapse of patriarchy,” 

the crisis is expressed as men reevaluate what “masculinity is imagined to compromise” 

(MacInnes 322). Lynn Segal powerfully captured the crisis of masculinity in the 

following:  

The ‘crisis of masculinity’ springs from a situation where those men who 

benefit most from the continuing social and ideological position of their 

sex are not likely to be the same people as those who suffer from the 

disadvantages of shifts and insecurities in men’s lives. (Segal 18) 

 
The notion itself is predicated upon the idea that there is an innate, authentic masculinity 

waiting to be found, based on assumptions that there are “certain psychological or social 

traits that inherently come with being biologically male” (Jensen 1). Specifically in the 

context of the United States, Jensen summarizes hegemonic masculinity as “marked by 

the struggle for control, conquest, and domination. A man looks at the world, sees what 

he wants and takes it” (1). Sociologists like Jackson Katz have characterized hegemonic 

masculinity as a “John Wayne ethos,”39 which is displayed through outward displays of 

toughness, ruggedness, invulnerability, aggression, violence, heterosexuality, and 

																																																								
39 See his documentary, Tough Guise: Violence, Media & The Crisis in Masculinity 
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whiteness, among other perceived traits. It’s an archetype, but as Connell and 

Messerschmidt are careful to point out, it is “normative,” and found in “things done,” or 

“the pattern of practice” that allows male dominance over women and other men to 

continue (832-833). The concept of masculinity within this framework is also predicated 

upon a heteronormative conception of gender that “essentializes male/female difference 

and ignores difference and exclusion within the gender categories” (Connell and 

Messerschmidt 836). “’Masculinity,’” according to Connell and Messerschmidt, 

“represents not a certain type of man but, rather, a way that men position themselves 

through discursive practices” (841). The belief that an authentic masculinity can be 

reclaimed through practices speaks again to the elusiveness of authenticity as wrought 

with paradox. At the same time authenticity is culturally constructed, it remains an 

essential element to one’s identity. 

 Culler describes this paradox, specifically in the context of the perception of 

authenticity as experiential.  

The paradox, the dilemma of authenticity, is that to be experienced as 

authentic it must be marked as authentic, but when it is marked as 

authentic it is mediated, a sign of itself, and hence lacks the authenticity of 

what is truly unspoiled, untouched by mediating cultural codes (164). 

Straub directs readers of her edited volume, The Paradox of Authenticity, to Richter, who 

playfully captured the paradox in the title of her essay, “Authenticity: Why We Still Need 

It Although It Doesn’t Exist. She writes, our “’collective investment in it is so high that 

even after decades of deconstructivism and anti-essentialism it is impossible to get rid of 

it’” (Richter 73, qtd in Straub 11).  



	 Boggs	87	

 
3.3 Authenticities and the Other in Rock Climbing Narratives 
 
 Culturally constructed notions of authenticity only exist in relation to an “other,” 

the inauthentic, and “begins to matter when the possibility of fraud arises” (Straub 11). 

Part of this construction relies on the idea that authenticity is fixed in time and space, and 

only becomes visible when positioned in relation. In Everyday Masculinities and Extreme 

Sport, Robinson’s research reveals a trend of lifestyle rock climbers who position 

themselves in relation to other climbers who only climb inside, in supervised gyms, or in 

places where there is low risk (49). The validity of an authentic subject requires and is 

dependent upon that which is defined in opposition. Consider the following dualisms 

under consideration in this section.  

authentic	Subject	 inauthentic	Other	
internal	self	 external	influence	
nature	(“untouched,”	unfamiliar)	 culture	(populated,	familiar)	
climbing	outside	 climbing	inside	
Table 1:  Authenticity’s dependence on dualistic thinking. 

At the same time the authentic subject relies on an inauthentic Other in order to be 

perceived, the structure reinforces a hierarchy that always already accommodates the 

subject within the context, in this case, the context of rock climbing. That authenticity is 

claimed from high-risk maneuvering on rock in extreme circumstances assumes an 

inauthentic Other. That authenticity is sought within the idea of a “true self” assumes an 

Other, inauthentic external world that must be escaped or evaded. That authenticity is 

claimed in nature assumes an Other, inauthentic urbanization. Those climbers who seek 

to locate their authentic selves by choosing sites that are perceived to be untouched, that 

are foreign to them—physically, but also culturally—necessarily mark these landscapes 

and the cultures that reside there as Other. Following P. Deloria, the never-ending 
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paradoxical search for authenticity is a simultaneous quest for the Other—which is coded 

in many different forms.  

This Other can be coded in terms of time (nostalgia or archaism), place 

(the small town), or culture (Indianness). The quest for such an authentic 

Other is a characteristically modern phenomenon, one that has often been 

played out in the contradictions surrounding American’s long and 

ambivalent engagement with Indianness (101). 

“Far from a static thing,” the coded and ever-changing status of the Other—other 

cultures, other landscapes, other ways of being—is why Edward Said refers to it as a 

“process” (332). The process of Othering, like Said’s concept of “Orientalism,” is tied to 

language, both in possibility and in limitation. Said quotes Nietzsche, who suggests 

language is essentially “the sum of human relations, which have been enhanced, 

transposed, and embellished poetically and rhetorically” (203). A material-discursive 

conception of language would suggest that physical reality—red sandstone spires, cliffs, 

crags, monoliths and the very spaces they inhabit—are “rhetorical symbols,” and are 

therefore inexplicably linked with discourse as a component to human relations (Clark 2-

3). In his book, Rhetorical Landscapes, Clark notes that the “rhetorical symbols we 

encounter and exchange are not limited to language,” that when a climber interacts with 

physical reality, it is a “relational encounter” that “constitute a person’s social and 

cultural experience” (3). The settler colonial situation is always already embedded in 

these encounters. Indeed, Razack makes clear that the “national mythologies of white 

settler societies are deeply spatialized stories (3). While Said’s Orientalism is “a school of 

interpretation whose material happens to be the Orient, its civilizations, peoples, and 
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localities,” Recreational Colonialism is also dependent upon the interrelationships 

between spaces, peoples, and landscapes (203).  

 The power relations that constitute these interrelationships result in a racialized 

coding of the landscape that always works to accommodate white settler’s constructed 

authenticities. These relations are perhaps best exemplified in rock climbing narratives: 

rock climbers who choose to climb on the Navajo Nation despite a tribal ban on such 

activities, rock climbers who embrace the “dirtbag” identity, and rock climbers who play 

into Indian-Pioneer narratives that constitute new authenticities. 

3.4 Narrative One: “Daring to go:” The Appropriation of Native Landscapes 

 One of the most well-known controversies with respect to rockclimbing on the 

Colorado Plateau is the climbing ban on the Navajo Nation. Although a reservation-wide 

ban has been in place since 1971, several individual formations were banned from 

climbing as early as the 1960s. According to an open “letter to rock climbers,” written by 

Charles S. Damon, then Director of the Navajo Parks & Recreation Department, the 1971 

ban was instituted for two main reasons.40 First, due to the fragile “nature of the rocks 

themselves,” climbing was prohibited in order to protect the rock. And second, rock 

climbing was prohibited because “the monoliths of the Navajo reservation are considered 

sacred places. To climb them is to profane them,” read the letter. The letter clearly asserts 

that the Navajo Nation would make “no exceptions,” and except “no argument” posed by 

any “would-be climbers.” Nevertheless, as the years went by, the climbing ban has been 

and continues to be violated.  

																																																								
40 This letter was accessed through the “Desert Pioneers” collection on the American 
Alpine Club website. The letter is dated May 12, 1971. 
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 A widely circulated and 

iconic photo featuring renowned 

rock climbers Fred Beckey and 

Bjornstad was taken to celebrate 

their first ascent in Monument 

Valley in the 1960s. Together they 

hold up a sign reading, “Absolutely 

No Rock Climbing” with the 

monolith they presumably just summited 

in the background (figure 11). At the 

same time the pair memorialize their accomplishment, the rhetoric of the image looms 

large as marking their legacy as climbers. This is best captured in a profile of Beckey’s 

lifetime accomplishments as a climber. “The iconic image encompasses everything that 

Fred stands for: rebellion, freedom, and a penchant for daring to go where few others 

would imagine” (Restivo, para 8). The image was also prominently displayed in 2014 

obituary for featured on climbing.com under the title, “Desert Pioneer Eric Bjornstad Has 

Died” (MacDonald). What it means to be a Pioneer, to be a rebel, and to be daring mesh 

seamlessly in the rhetoric of the image alongside egregious dismissals of tribal requests 

not to climb. The fact that the image is celebrated as part of the legacy of climbing 

history is at the heart of recreational colonialism: at the same time Native American 

cultural differences are met with distain, the climbers simultaneously rely on those 

differences to mark themselves in opposition, where pride is drawn from positioning 

outdoor recreation above the cultural sensibilities of those marked as Other. Reifying the 

Figure 11: Photo of Bjornstad and Beckey taken after 
illegal ascension in Monument Valley. Eric Bjornstad 
Collection. 
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validity of the “Doctrine of Discovery”—the notion that “Native people did not properly 

use land and hence had no title to it”—the image further depicts a “new” Manifest 

Destiny via outdoor recreation, whereby the appropriation of Native landscapes is 

inevitable and necessary (Conquest Smith 56). 

 Several articles in rock climbing publications have contributed to more recent 

confusion around the fact of the ban, which has remained unchanged since 1971. In his 

1995 article for American Alpine Journal, “Shiprock’s East Face,” Cameron Burns 

detailed an experience he had on the Navajo Nation while out photographing Shiprock. A 

“young Navajo” at a nearby convenience store told him he could climb Shiprock if he 

wanted to, and noted that many people do it regularly despite the ban. He didn’t climb it, 

but the experience kindled interest (Burns 66). Years later, in 1992, Burns was with a 

friend standing outside their parked car admiring Venus Needle, another rock formation 

near Window Rock. Like the first encounter with a local Native, Burns expressed shock 

that he was again approached and asked if they wanted to climb it. As it turns out, the 

man’s family held the grazing permit. The man explained, “that climbing was OK if 

climbers got the local landowner’s permission” (Burns 66). This article, as evidenced in 

rock climbing forums over the next decade indicate, fostered much confusion about the 

fact of the ban. This finally resulted in another letter written May 30, 2006 to rock 

climbers from the Navajo Parks and Recreation office, making it clear that the ban was 

still in effect. “Please abide by the humble religious requests of the Navajo people and do 

not climb the monuments,” said the press release (Martine).  

 The February 2014 issue of Rock and Ice magazine featured a cover story enticing 

would-be climbers with a color photo of two people climbing Cleopatra’s Needle next to 
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text that read, “Illegal Not Necessarily: 

Navajolands Climbing Re-Examined” 

(figure 12). Upon first glance it would 

appear that the climbing ban had been 

lifted, or at the very least that the Navajo 

Nation created a process for allowing it. 

The actual title of the article was even 

more ambiguous, “Sacred or Profane: A 

Future for Navajolands Climbing?” 

Would this article answer this question 

with news, or was it simply asking it 

again? The article celebrated the illegal 

climbs of people before, describing them as “stealthy,” “banditos,” and “clandestine” 

before explaining how the writer completed his own climbs on the reservation. He merely 

located a climber who was also Diné, whom he met on the Internet (Hass 38). 

 Both articles give the impression that climbing is legal through two different 

forms of authenticity. The former article differs to a level of authenticity that is in line 

with the pioneer—respect for the individual, the person who owns the land—as a 

reflection of his own values. The latter article relies on locating an authentic “Indian” 

who holds the same values as the climber, who can pretend to speak for everyone else on 

the reservation that looks like him. The native rock climber is valued because of his 

“Indianness,” the way in which his perceived authenticity enables the climber to illegally 

Figure 12: Photo of Rock and Ice magazine cover, 
February 2014. 
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summit monoliths on the Navajo Nation. In this way, the native climber functions as an 

accessory to the construction of authenticity in the climber.  

3.5 Narrative Two: The Whiteness of “Dirtbaggers” 

 The term “dirtbag” is deployed in rock climbing communities to signify a climber 

who has obtained a coveted status. The term is used widely in rock climbing magazine 

articles, blog posts, and online forums at near constant frequency: “Becoming A Modern 

Dirtbag,” “10 ‘Dirtbag’ Climbers Convert Vans into Mobile Homes,” “Considering 

Pursuing the Dirtbag Lifestyle,” “How to Be a Dirtbag Climber,” “The Rules for Dating a 

Dirtbag,” and “You Might Be a Dirtbag If.”41 Rockclimbers aspire to be dirtbags; they 

denigrate “wannabe dirtbags;” “dirtbag” can be a noun, or “dirtbagging” can be a verb. In 

the introduction to his book, The Great American Dirtbags: More Tales of Freedom and 

Climbing from the Author of Climbing Out of Bed, Luke Mehall avoids a direct definition 

of a “Dirtbag,” claiming that each person will have their own idea of what it means. “At 

its essence, a dirtbag lives in the dirt, out of a bag. She or he spends their days in the 

outdoors, engaged with some recreational activity, and works just enough to pay for the 

basic necessities of a dirtbag existence” (Mehall 8). In a blog post titled, “Dirtbag 

Explained,” ten characteristics are listed under the question, “How do I know if I’m a 

dirtbag” (“Dirtbag Explained”)? Answers include: a willingness to give up necessities 

because of your love of the outdoors and passion for climbing all day every day, you 

cannot remember the last time you bathed, you live out of your pickup truck, you know 

when and where to acquire free food from dumpsters, leftover food at restaurants, and 

																																																								
41 The online articles associated with these titles are found easily enough by searching 
online. In my work cited, I have specifically referenced those throughout this section that 
I pull more directly into my analysis. 



	 Boggs	94	

expired food from the grocery, you can talk about climbing with anyone at anytime, you 

drink lots of beer, all your clothes come from a thriftshop, you live nomadically as the 

seasons change, and “you love your life and love the freedom it has given you to explore 

the world” (“Dirtbag Explained”). The list concludes with the idea that “dirtbag” is a 

term of “admiration” and “endearment” (“Dirtbag Explained”).  

 The highly romanticized term is also steeped in race and class privilege. 

Evidenced by photographs that accompany each article on the “dirtbag,” another 

characteristic that is overwhelmingly present, but left unsaid, is that a dirtbag is always 

white. While dirtbags are often poor, their poverty is “self-inflicted” and worn like a 

badge of honor (Samet 76). One climber traced his romanticism of “dirtbagging” to 

American literature. “There was something that resonated from classic pieces of literature 

like The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, On the Road, Dharma Bums, The Electric 

Kool-Aid Acid Test, Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, Rock Jocks, Wall Rats and Hang 

Dogs, and Desert Solitaire that unfolded before my eyes in those dirtbag days” (Mehall 

8). In all of these examples, the main characters, the heroes these narratives are centered 

around, are also white. The ten characteristics of a dirtbag listed above could also be used 

to describe and stereotype a homeless person, rather than the dirtbag’s social enactment 

of poverty. The context of the climbers’ whiteness within the outdoor recreational space 

of rock climbing, and the fact that poverty has been chosen “in the name of screwing off 

to climb full-time,” allow for the term “dirtbag” to take on a different aspiring quality 

than it would outside of those contexts (Samet 76). “The term [dirtbag] has its romantic 

connotations, evoking images of self-sufficient outlanders with no need for society or its 

trappings, but instead only the company of ‘the tribe’ and the rocks” (Samet 76).  
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 Such a context is illustrative of Doreen Massey’s idea that bodies occupy 

particular positions in space, and Razack notes that the geographical turn in critical 

theory has the potential to map out the ways white supremacy is implicated in everyday 

life (6). The authenticity of the climber is, therefore, intimately tied to whiteness and 

class privilege—being able to move in and out of poverty; but equally important is the 

way this authenticity is also bound by space, by material reality. Outside of whiteness, 

outside of class privilege, and outside of spaces of outdoor recreation, “dirtbag” would 

not be a compliment. That the term is only deployed within certain spaces, applied to 

certain bodies, illuminates the way spaces of outdoor recreation themselves are 

racialized, and coded in a manner that accommodates the subjectivities of those rock 

climbers who readily embrace the term.	

3.6 Narrative Three: New Authenticities: Playing Pioneer-Indian 

 It is curious that in many of the rockclimbing narratives on the Navajo Nation, 

even Ormes’ article detailing his near-fall in the 1930s, provide detailed explanations of 

Diné culture and spirituality. Dedicating several paragraphs of his article, Haas 

foregrounds his explanation of how to get around the climbing ban by recounting his 

experience with Diné people, their creation story, and how they define the sacred. These 

narratives feature no sources, quotes, or any evidence that a Native person or people were 

involved at all in the way those stories were recounted. Beyond this, why is Native 

cosmology relevant at all to an article on rock climbing? Why do these authors insist it is 

their place to discuss this alongside rock climbing? The answer: it is necessary for their 

construction of authenticity. The rock climbing communities reading these publications 

differ to the authority of the author. Rather to educate for its own sake, it is the author 
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who is dependent upon the stories, as well as the perception that he is accepted in those 

communities, to manufacture his own sense of authenticity. Rock climbers positioned as 

settlers, brings clarity to the irony in which white climbers recount native culture and 

spirituality to foreground their own self-imposed states of peril and triumph, in places 

where white settlers have systematically displaced native people.  

 In his 1984 article for American Alpine Journal, “The Unclimbable Summits,” 

Kozak wrote an entire article on why climbing is illegal on the Navajo Nation, dedicating 

roughly half of the article to explaining Diné culture to the journal’s largely white 

audience. He began the article noting a particular passage from another article featured in 

Climbing magazine that “distressed” him.  

“The Four Corners desert area sees very little climbing traffic, and those 

with a taste for the bizarre, vigin rock and no crowds might find the area 

attractive. However, it is still illegal to climb anywhere on the Navajo 

Reservation, so discretion is encouraged” (qtd in Kozak 122). 

The article goes on to remind people that climbing on the reservation, indeed, remains 

illegal despite the author’s promotion of it regardless. Following Foucault, to articulate 

knowledge is to impose a kind of dominance, or ownership of it (Archeology). At the 

same time that the rock climbers need the “Indian” as an Other, as well as their “bizarre” 

landscapes, there is a need to speak for them. There is an allure to climbing on the Navajo 

Nation, perhaps because it is illegal, or perhaps because of the challenging climbs. When 

rock climbing is articulated through both the pioneer and “Indian” legacies, however, 

there is a kind of nostalgia at work in the way climbers seem to feel entitled to climb 

regardless of the fact that it is illegal, and described as disrespectful. There are few places 
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today where the idea of manifest destiny can unfold the way it once did42, but it can be 

performed, enacted, in a way where accessing the materiality of the rock is a way of 

accessing an authentic self.  

 In his rock climbing guidebook, Bjørnstad (the same man pictured above) 

articulates the allure white climbers feel when tracing the climbing routes first made and 

used thousands of years ago by native people in Utah. They “relish the idea of following 

the paths of the ancients and, perhaps like them, have the same gut-wrenching fear when 

the route is run out and the steps becoming thinner and more tenuous” (Xxvii). He 

continues. 

Envision an Indian on Comb Ridge, a hundred-mile-long escarpment 

immediately east of Cedar Mesa, working his way up a vertical 200-foot 

wall. Either barefoot or wearing deerskin moccasins, our athlete chips a 

small platform into the sandstone, just big enough for toes and the ball of a 

foot. Balancing, he now pecks a handhold, then another foothold. On and 

on he goes. Each hold takes up to an hour to fashion, and no rope holds 

him when his forearms pump out. Days pass and his compatriots watch 

him working the route, downclimbing at night, upclimbing early in the 

morning to start the work again. Finally he reaches the top. This route still 

exists and is plainly visible from the Comb Wash road (xxvi). 

Bjørnstad’s fictional portrayal promotes a particular way in which rock climbers “relish” 

the past during present-day excursions. The stone is not simply the material apparatus 

																																																								
42 It is important, however, to underscore resource colonialism, perpetrated by 
governments and multi-national corporations all over the world, as a continuation of a 
mindset that is certainly a continuation and evolution of Manifest Destiny. For more on 
these connections see Endres, Gedicks, LaDuke, and Churchill. 
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upon which the climber finds himself, but the climber brings something to the rock—

embedded in his role as a pioneer that necessarily includes the idea of “Indian.” The 

description communicates the notion that the rock climber envisions himself as the 

“Indian,” yet the mythological “Indian” embodies all the masculine, self-reliant qualities 

valued in the Pioneer as well. Slotkin observed the way in which narratives involving 

Native American characters always ultimately reinforced the heroism of whites. At the 

same time “the Indian is portrayed as inferior to whites, his presence remains necessary 

to the revelation of the heroic stature of the Anglo-American hero” (189). Recreational 

colonialism positions the white settler is the subject, free to leave, grow, and return, while 

the idea of the “Indian” is forever trapped in time, a static character perceived to embody 

the narrative above rather, thus obscuring the social positions of contemporary living 

Native people.  

3.7 Conclusion 

 This chapter analyzes rock-climbing discourses on and near the Navajo Nation, to 

interrogate authenticity as fundamental to the way recreational colonialism functions 

culturally. I frame this chapter around P. Deloria’s conception of American subjectivity 

as produced by two competing mythologies: the Pioneer and the Indian. The former 

representing progress and the latter representing primitivism, he argues the two together 

“defined a dialectic of the modern,” though they are both based on myths and stereotypes 

that ultimately sustain white settler dominance (100). One of the central hegemonies at 

work in this dominance is heteronormativity, which rockclimbers inscribe on the 

landscape by seemingly “discovering” routes to climb, naming, and sexualizing the 

monoliths. In this way, recreational colonialism is at work through the connections 
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between the colonial and patriarchal mindset that foregrounds the conquering of nature 

and native women’s bodies and sexuality. That climbing is illegal on the Navajo Nation, 

yet white climbers are determined to do it despite the ban, reveals a deep seated urge to 

re-enact the tropes of colonialism in the context of recreation. I end this chapter by 

highlighting three different narratives that surface in rock climbing discourses, 

necessitated by dichotomous thinking to produce and sustain constructions of 

authenticity. 
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Chapter 4 
 
 

Bikepacking: Specters of Imagined Geographies and Frontier 
Fantasies 

 
 

	
 

“Every landscape is an accumulation. The past endures.” 
Donald Meinig43 

 
 

 
 
 To believe the ghost stories celebrated on the websites of iconic hotels, theaters, 

railroad stations, libraries, and other businesses that now occupy historic buildings in 

Flagstaff, Arizona, is to recognize the city as haunted. According to a document prepared 

for the Flagstaff Visitor Center,44 apparitions have manifested in the form of whispers, 

chills, mysteriously moving objects, the sound of footsteps, and the eerie feeling of being 

watched. These ghosts have been given names: The Brakeman, The Balcony Specter, The 

Newlyweds, and The Phantom Bellboy, among others. Each of these ghosts are 

accompanied by a tale describing an apparently untimely death that is often grisly and 

visceral—a murder, a suicide, a freak accident.  

 These ghosts, now locked in local folklore, are forever trapped within the 

discursive and material circumstances of their death. Not only are these stories used to 

provoke curiosity among those who visit Flagstaff, but function as an important part of 

the city’s identity. Harkening back to various time periods and experiences, hauntings 

																																																								
43 See Meinig 44 
44 Hardy, James. “Flagstaff’s Haunted Places.” Flagstaff Visitor Center. Print brochure 
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blur the past with the present, cementing a sense of authenticity to place through the 

telling, and re-telling, of a nostalgic past. In the weeks leading up to Halloween, several 

local enthusiasts throughout the city conduct popular “Haunted Flagstaff Historical 

Walking Tours.” It is said that details related to hauntings are made “even scarier” when 

they are “rooted in documented happenings in the city’s history.”45  

 Arguably far scarier, however, are the ghosts that do not get a story, whose 

histories—however crucial to the formation of American identities, the maintenance of 

systems of power—are unwritten, if not actively suppressed. The ghosts that haunt the 

everyday spaces in which we live and take for granted—not specifically where we look 

for them, or expect them, in creaky old buildings—are truly frightening as they force us 

to reckon with past injustices that have inflicted historical trauma, which are often 

repressed. In short, to engage those apparitions begs us to recognize that which we 

typically choose not to see.  

 Scholarship on theories of hauntings, or “spectrality,” offer a powerful conceptual 

metaphor for how the presence of white settler colonialism re-emerges onto landscapes, 

particularly those landscapes in which traces of past injustices are curiously absent from 

the way those spaces are represented rhetorically (Gordon). Blanco and Peeren point out 

that the immense theoretical power drawn from hauntings lies in the “concept of 

location” (395). Indeed, “Haunting” is typically regarded as “attached to a where,” an 

observation evident in the ubiquity of haunted tours, like the one in Flagstaff, which are 

common among virtually any major western tourist destination (395). Location, however, 

begs to be complicated; thus the term easily encompasses a “when” and a “who” as well. 

																																																								
45 “Haunted: Ghost Stories Abound in Iconic Flagstaff buildings.” Arizona Daily Sun. Oct 
31, 2015. 
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Western hauntings are situated during a time after lands have been stolen. Also, the 

ghosts themselves appear as cautionary tales, exuding moral lessons about drinking too 

much, engaging in prostitution and gambling. But there is also the specter of the Native 

ghost—often appearing nameless and displaced—identified more by his “Indianness” 

than his humanity. Such hauntings, the where, when, and who of them, constitute settler 

colonial anxieties. Hauntings allow for an understanding of these anxieties, which are 

embedded culturally as well as physically, attached to places and landscapes. While 

theorists have complicated the idea of location to interrogate landscapes, literature, art 

(including cinema and photography), others have considered technology as well as 

commercial and virtual spaces.  

 Given Auge’s observation that spaces of advertising, images, leisure, freedom and 

travel, “haunt the contemporary era,” this chapter applies the conceptual metaphor of 

“hauntings” to spaces of recreation (83). Specifically, I evoke hauntings as a useful 

means of understanding how various discourses of adventure biking, or “bikepacking,” 

mediate particular “presences and absences” at the same time they promote recreational 

experiences within a capitalist framework (Blanco and Peeren 20). I frame this chapter 

around the historic group bicycle rides of the 1890s that traced the then-brand-new, 

tourist-driven stage coach route from Flagstaff to the Grand Canyon, a ride that is 

mimicked by adventure mountain bikers today. I demonstrate how this nostalgic 

(re)tracing functions also to intensify allegiances to national identity through shared 

“imagined geographies,” a term I will situate within material-discursive theories of 

rhetoric. I apply this concept through an analysis of an 1896 newspaper article, where the 

ride was widely promoted for the first time. I trace the legacy of this imagined geography 



	 Boggs	103	

by locating the ways in which it is reproduced in contemporary, postmodern spaces of 

capitalism today. I argue that such spaces—the utopic non-places of commercial space, 

and the digital spaces of social media, websites, and advertising—constitute a kind of 

haunting, allowing for an understanding of recreational colonialism that extends beyond 

what is seen, or rather, what is shown.  

 Haunting is pervasive in postcolonial thought. O’Riley observes that this 

pervasiveness is due to hauntings “affective dimension” that “creates a sense of the 

imminently important, present, and disruptive” (1). O’Riley describes the way in which 

the use of haunting in postcolonial theory suggests a “lurking anxiety” that represents a 

“suspended condition” between competing subjectivities: one that relies on a problematic 

colonial history, which he describes as “inoperative,” and an uncertainty with respect to 

“transnational forms of hierarchy and oppression” (1-2). The deployment of haunting 

within white settler colonial theory, however, is particularly useful for the way in which 

settler societies are invested in colonial history at the same time that history is dependent 

upon hierarchy and oppression—specifically white supremacy, heteropatriarchy, and 

capitalism. Haunting in postcolonial theory may help “bring awareness of colonial history 

to the present while revising the conception of the contemporary nation and of cultural 

relations” (O’Riley 1). However, haunting in white settler colonial theory exposes the 

everyday performances and expressions of hierarchy and oppression, “meant to replace” 

Native subjectivity (Morgensen, Spaces 22). “Native disappearance haunts settler 

subjectivity and illuminates all cultures and politics in a settler society.” I argue that 

white settler colonialism plays an increasingly important role in the experience of outdoor 



	 Boggs	104	

recreation broadly, and in this chapter, I specifically consider various discourses of 

bikepacking. 

 The deployment of haunting in white settler colonial theory, in this way, allow for 

the perception of what is obscured, but also helps white settlers better understand the 

places and perspectives in which they speak. I agree with O’Riley’s claim that simply 

figuring colonial history as a haunting trace does not necessarily lead non-Natives to “a 

so-called ethical relationship” with Native people. It does however, move settlers closer 

to an understanding of “who they are” and “how [white settler colonialism] produces 

them in roles that may sustain it and its naturalization” (Morgensen, Spaces 22). Given 

the relationships between colonial subjectivities, material-discursive landscapes, and the 

consumptive experience of recreation, this chapter draws often-unarticulated connections 

between white settler colonialism, imagined geographies, and capitalism. 

4.1 The Haunted Grounds of American Subjectivity 

 American “subjectivity”—that is, the essence of humanity, contextualized in 

history and location—has been described as haunted, the product of unsuccessfully 

repressing the fact of Native American genocide, yet requiring that fact to sustain its 

identity. Berglund addresses the way American writers of fiction have deployed the 

hauntings problematically, suggesting that American subjectivity is also haunted by 

African American slaves, disenfranchised women, alienated workers, and others “whose 

existence challenged developing structures of political and economic power” (376-377 

emphasis mine). While the description aptly characterizes the social position of 

marginalized populations and the challenges their presence poses to contemporary power 

structures, the statement appears contradictory. Berglund notes that writers have 
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described them as ghostly at the same time their “existence.”  The internalization of 

Native American specters is tied to the notion of the “frontier,” which is crucial to the 

formation of American nationhood (Bergland 376-377). However, the problem with 

deploying the haunting metaphor when discussing Native Americans is the risk is poses 

in reinforcing the myth that Native people no longer exist today. In other words, 

describing Native people as ghosts, ghostly, or as hauntings risks working toward, rather 

than against, the purpose of the metaphor in the first place. The purpose of the metaphor 

is to challenge existing hegemonies, to add layers of understanding, in this project, to 

outdoor recreational landscapes.  

 In his book, Specters of Marx, Derrida asserts, “Haunting belongs to the structure 

of every hegemony” (37). Race, class, gender, sexuality, the hierarchies of power that 

structure our lives, “are themselves ghostly” (Berglund 376). In her text, The National 

Uncanny: Indian Ghosts and American Subjects, Berglund outlines the formation of a 

unique American subjectivity, where an idealized national imagination is dependent upon 

a complex, often contradictory, relationship with Native Americans, who are often 

represented in American literature as demons, apparitions, shapes, specters, phantoms, or 

ghosts (371-392). She observes that socially constructed hegemonies are “made from the 

same things that ghosts are made from,” specifically “history, memory, fear, and desire” 

(376). She notes that writers like Washington Irving, Edgar Allan Poe, Nathaniel 

Hawthorne and scores of others participated in a kind of “literary Indian Removal” (373). 

By focusing on the specter of native people, writers reinforced the false notion that they 

no longer existed, which helped to facilitate the political Indian Removal. “By writing 

about Indians as ghosts, white writers effectively remove them from American lands, and 
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place them, instead, within the American Imagination” (375). The construction of 

American nationalism poses a contradictory relationship with Native Americans because 

it is built on a simultaneous rejection and repression of colonialism. Anyone who 

imagines oneself as an American subject “must internalize both the colonization of 

Native Americans and the American stance against colonialism” (385). In other words, 

the American subject must acknowledge the horrors of genocide against Native 

Americans and celebrate America’s triumphant independence over the British. Because 

America was built on a rejection of Europe’s colonization, colonial oppression against 

Native Americans is repressed at the same time both are integral to American identity. It 

is not African American slaves that haunt; it is slavery. It is not disenfranchised women 

that haunt; it is patriarchy and sexism. It is not alienated workers that haunt; it is 

capitalism. Finally, it is not the specter of Native people that haunt American subjectivity, 

it is the horrors of colonialism that does.  

 In his essay, “The Subject and Power,” Foucault described the modern subject 

similarly, as both “subject to someone else by control and dependence and tied to his own 

identity by conscience or self-knowledge” (781). In his essay, “Alien-Nation,” Gardner 

connects the “alien” of European ancestry with the notion of “Indianness” that haunt the 

American imagination. “To be American is to be almost an Indian and alien together and 

clearing both from the land” (Gardner 453). Berglund observes that both “Aliens and 

Indians are repressed within American subjectivity,” and at the same time they are 

rendered ghostly “by their oppression and repression” (387). Kristeva developed the 

concept of “abjection,” which aptly describes this dynamic. She defines the abject as that 

which goes unacknowledged, but not discarded; “something rejected from which one 
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does not part” (9). Yet, haunting does more than “discard.” In its application to white 

settler colonial theory, haunting signifies an active reinscribing as a means to redefine—

re-narrate—Native Americans. It is through this repression that the modern American 

subject is haunted, not by Native Americans, but by the legacy of colonialism from which 

white Americans benefit.  

 The most obvious place in which colonialism haunt American subjects is the land 

itself. While the history of European relations with Native Americans has been 

characterized by murder, sexual violence, theft of resources, looted graves, and many 

other obvious and complex forms of oppression, “ownership itself—that is to say 

property—is a concept that haunts the American national mythos…the land is haunted 

because it is stolen” (Berglund 378). Critical to this analysis is an understanding of how 

American subjectivity is embedded in the imagined geographies of American landscapes, 

which foreground the capitalist discourses produced to promote recreational experiences. 

 
4.2 Imagined Geographies: 1890s Rides from Flagstaff to the Grand Canyon 
 

 
 
	

Figure 13: Photo of Coconino Cycling Club, 1896, from Land of Sunshine magazine. 
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 Bicycling became widely popular in Flagstaff, Arizona beginning in the late 

1800s, and it was immediately tied to tourism to the Grand Canyon.46 Prior to the 1890’s, 

there was no viable road to the Grand Canyon from Flagstaff, but according to the town’s 

first newspaper, the Arizona Champion, there was much potential to bring visitors to 

Flagstaff if such a road were constructed. In 1890, Flagstaff’s business elite started 

making plans. In 1892, the paper ran stories musing about the possibility of Flagstaff as 

“the gateway to Grand Canyon.”47 With a stagecoach route under weigh, circling the 

western slope of the San Francisco Peaks before heading north, hotels were envisioned 

along the line.48 By the end of May 1892, the “Moqui Stagecoach” route opens from 

Flagstaff, leaving three times a week. During this year, ads for bicycle manufacturers, 

such as Ben-Hur bicycles, started popping up regularly in the paper, as well as ads for 

pneumatic bicycle tires.49 The next year, other ads appeared: Coventry Cross Cycles from 

Chicago,50 Buckeye Cycles from Ohio.51 The paper soon became larger and more 

successful, and it was renamed the Coconino Sun. Stories lamenting the success of the 

stagecoach route continued to accompany ads for bicycles: Indiana Bicycle Co52 and 

Victor Bicycles.53 

																																																								
46 All newspaper articles in this chapter, from the Arizona Champion and the Coconino 
Sun, were accessed through microfilm at Cline Library’s Special Collections and 
Archives at Northern Arizona University.  Individual citations appear in the footnotes. 
47 Arizona Champion, April 28, 1892. p 3, col 2 
48 ibid, May 12, 1892. p 3, col 2 
49 ibid, Central Cycle Mfg. Co. Ben-Hur Bicycles and Cleveland Pneumatic tires for 
bicycles from Halozier and Co. December 22. p 4 col 1 and 7. 
50 Ibid, July 6 1893. p 4, col 1 
51 Ibid, July 6 1893. p 4, col 5 
52 Coconino Sun, June 28, 1894. p 4, col 6 
53 ibid. December 20, 1894. p 8, col 4-5 
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 Bicycling became so popular by the end of 1894 that in the archival index for the 

newspaper that year, “bicycling” appears as a labeled sport for the first time (in either 

newspaper) and has more articles referenced than any other sport, including baseball, 

hunting, shooting, horse racing, fishing, and others. The paper documented bicycle races 

held at local festivals and regional bicycle trips individuals took to Oak Creek Canyon, 

Prescott, Sedona, and one “Flagstaff bicycle aggregation” used the stagecoach route for 

the first time to ride to the Grand Canyon.54 Illustrative of the cultural and technological 

shift that was taking place in Flagstaff during this time can be drawn from the ads of the 

Sykes Brothers, local machinists who fell in love with cycling. In 1888, their company 

ran ads for their specialty in brands for horses and cattle.55 By 1897, they were 

advertising their specialty in bicycle repair.56 

 In 1895, they formed the Coconino Cycling Club, which publicized and organized 

annual supported group rides to the Grand Canyon.57 During the same year, the Coconino 

Sun did its part to drive tourism to the area, assuring the country that Flagstaff and its 

surrounding area was safe, no longer the epitome of wild west lawlessness that so many 

outside of the area associate with Arizona. The paper said “[F]or a town that a few years 

ago was a frontier settlement and as ‘wild and woolly’ as they make ‘em,” Flagstaff’s 

crime statistics were at an all time low.58 The same article claimed that more visitors had 

been drawn to Flagstaff that summer than any preceding season in the history of the 

town, and trumped up the town’s “superior advantages as a place of recreation.” The 

																																																								
54 ibid. August 23, 1894. p 7, col 4 
55 Arizona Champion, September 1, 1888 
56 Coconino Sun, April 29, 1897 
57 ibid. June 27, 1895. p 7, col 3 
58 ibid. July 3, 1895. p 2, col 2. 
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following year, the Coconino Cycling Club sought to make their annual ride to the Grand 

Canyon the largest and most successful to date. Realizing the potential of using the ride 

to help drive tourism, the Coconino Sun helped the group publicize the event with a 

generous amount of column space in which the ride was described in exquisite detail.  

The entire route to the Canyon is a succession of interesting and beautiful 

sights. The dim, shadowy vistas of the pine forest stretching away on 

either side, the charming little glades and valleys with which its expanse is 

broken here and there, the magnificent views of the noble San Francisco 

triad, the changing hues and shapes of the cliffs and hills along the road, 

the black carpet of volcanic cinders to the left, Sunset Crater with its 

sombre slopes and crest of eternal sunshine, all combine to make the first 

twenty miles of the journey a scenic panorama of indescribable beauty, 

while the fragrance of the pines and the crisp, fresh mountain air render 

every breath a delight.59 

 
 Clark notes that Americans regard their nation as a “scene,” a “symbolic setting 

where they can enact both individual and collective identity” (3). In Clark’s application 

of Kenneth’s Burke’s rhetoric of identification to tourism landscapes and the formation of 

shared national identities, he explores the “rhetorical power inherent in a particular 

symbolic experience of their national homeland that Americans tirelessly invite each 

other to share” (4). This excerpt exemplifies such an invitation, as the “rhetorical power 

of a national culture is wielded not only by public discourse, but also by public 

																																																								
59 “A Midsummer Outing: The Bicyclists to Make the Run to the Grand Canyon.” 
Coconino Sun. May 28, 1896. p 1, col 2. 
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experience,” in this case, the way in which the scene unfolds from the view while 

pedaling a bicycle (4). The account is colorful and engages multiple senses, and scenes, 

some of which conjure familiarity—like pine forests—while other descriptions such as 

the “black carpet of volcanic cinders” may sound foreign to people outside the area. At 

the same time, the excerpt demonstrates Clark’s claim that rhetoric functions 

constitutively. Whether familiar or unfamiliar, the appeal lies in how the vivid description 

constitute in readers a “sense of shared identity” (4). Clark observes that American 

culture teaches Americans to experience their homeland rhetorically, “to encounter for 

themselves those places as potent symbols of a concept of national community they are to 

claim as their own” (5). When a material landscape is translated into text, particularly text 

like this meant to attract tourists to an unfamiliar space, the discourse created is 

persuasive in that it is meant to promote a shared experience.  

 Clark further observes that rhetoric is “not limited to language,” that the “full 

range of symbols that constitute a person’s social and cultural experience have rhetorical 

functions” (3). At the same time the excerpt is limited to language, it is based upon and 

draws its rhetorical effectiveness from the material reality in which it describes, and the 

tourist imagines. In short, material-discursive conceptions of spaces of outdoor recreation 

exemplify “imagined geographies.” That is, representations of such spaces become an 

imaginary, simultaneously appealing to the “desires, fantasies and fears” of a nation and 

“the grids of power between them and their ‘Others’” (Gregory 371). “Imaginative 

geography” was first introduced as a concept in critical theory by Said, who explained it 

by way of metaphor: “The objective space of a house…is far less important than what 

poetically it is endowed with…space acquires emotional and even rational sense by a 
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kind of poetic process, whereby the vacant or anonymous reaches of distance are 

converted into meaning” (Said 55). The space of mountains, trees, and valleys between 

Flagstaff and the Grand Canyon, like Said’s house, is not as significant as its impact on 

the sociological imagination, which “help the mind to intensify its own sense of itself by 

dramatizing the distance and difference between what is close to it and what is far away” 

(Said 55).  

 The notion of difference also enters the 1896 imaginary, not only by describing 

landscapes likely unfamiliar to outsiders, such as the “romantic” banks of Oak Creek 

Canyon, Sedona, but also landscapes linked with cultural differences—however accurate: 

Montezuma’s Well and Castle, and Cataract Canyon “with its magnificent waterfalls, and 

the picturesque settlement of the Yava-Supai Indians which is located in this Canyon.”60 

Less important than the imaginary is, perhaps, the fact that there is no such tribe as the 

“Yava-Supai.” One might guess that the writers of the article unintentionally combined 

the names of the actual tribes, Yavapai and Havasupai. It is likely they were referring to 

the Havasupai who do indeed live in the village, Supai, surrounded by beautiful 

waterfalls deep within Cataract Canyon, an off-shoot of the Grand Canyon (Hirst; 

Jacoby61). While it is perhaps ironic that the article writers, who sought to draw outsiders 

to bicycle to the Grand Canyon, are ignorant of the people who inhabit their destination, 

the mistake only solidifies Said’s point that the imaginary is more important than the 

reality.  

 A week prior to the group’s 1896 bicycle ride from Flagstaff to the Grand 

Canyon, the paper ran another article that captured the group’s enthusiasm. “It is 

																																																								
60 Ibid. May 28, 1896. p 1, col 2. 
61 For this reference see Jacoby’s chapter, “The Havasupai Problem” 149-170. 
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expected that one hundred wheelmen” would show up for the ride; the ride further 

involved several local businesses and would include “handsome ribbons” for participants 

and a parade to see them off.62 The day after the group left, however, the paper published 

a few short paragraphs about the start of the ride. Ride organizers expressed 

disappointment that of the sixty cyclists from outside of Flagstaff who committed to join 

them, only seven showed up for the event.63 The fact that so many people from all over 

the country read the initial article, with its vivid description of the landscape and 

difference, and signed up for the event—yet so few actually participated—further 

illustrates the powerful allure of imagined geographies. Months before the ride, it existed 

as an exciting fantasy; one can only guess that the reality of logistics and physical 

capability weighed more heavily on would-be participants as the date approached. 

Though the club conducted small annual group rides to the Canyon into the 20th century, 

the stagecoach itself was closed after 1900, in part because a rail line was constructed 

from Williams, AZ to the Canyon, and later, an automobile road was built from Flagstaff.  

 Even though the Moqui Stage Coach line was short lived, it represented early 

efforts to draw outdoor recreational tourism to the area. Furthermore, the way in which 

the bike rides were promoted outside of the area through colorful descriptive language 

that emphasized connections between recreation and American subjectivity exploited a 

kind of imagined geography that continues to pervade outdoor recreational discourses 

today. 

 
 
 

																																																								
62 Coconino Sun. Aug 13, 1896 
63 Coconino Sun. Aug 20, 1896. P 7. col 4 
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4.3 “White Wilderness” and Frontier Fantasies  
 
 Adventure mountain biking, or “bikepacking”—the practice of traditional 

backpacking done by bicycle—has, in practice, occurred for as long as people have 

ridden bicycles. The power of the imagined geography described in the 1896 newspaper 

excerpt is made more intense because of its associations with concepts like wilderness, 

rugged individualism, and self-reliance—all of which complement the hegemonic 

archetype of white American masculinity today. It is through these associations that the 

rhetoric of bikepacking, and the identity of riders, is affected today. As the Flagstaff 

riders of the 1890s can attest, the first owners of bicycles were driven by the impulse to 

see what they could do with them, how far they could go, how capable these new-

fangled, self-powered machines were, and how those machines would stand up against 

existing technologies, such as the stagecoach. They learned, even though they could not 

carry as much, they could travel more swiftly, more efficiently than the stagecoach. No 

doubt, there was something refreshingly satisfying about what that technology allowed 

them to do, specifically the confidence it inspired in heading out into the wilderness. The 

description of the 1896 ride noted that, although tents would be provided at the Canyon, 

bedding would also be supplied for those who wanted to sleep under the stars. “This will 

be found preferable to the tents” because “sleep in the open air is most refreshing and 

invigorating.”64 The article also lamented the “sense of freedom” riders will feel from 

“widespread views” in the prairie, “extending many miles on every hand.” When it 

																																																								
64 ibid. May 28, 1896. p 1, col 2. 
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turned out that the 1896 group got caught in a heavy rainstorm on the way to the canyon, 

the weather did not dampen their spirits, but tested their “power of endurance.”65  

 Within these spaces, not only is there a particular way of being in the wilderness, 

but also a specific American subjectivity that characterizes who belongs there. While it 

was normal, even expected, that the bicycle riders of the 1890s would cook outside and 

sleep under the stars, today the practice is romanticized through a kind of nostalgia for a 

past that never quite existed, a nostalgia performed by a population that is 

overwhelmingly white. In this way, American subjectivity, imaginative geographies, and 

whiteness merge to form a logic in which wilderness experiences are narrated.  

 Informed by Nash’s Wilderness and the American Mind and Oelschlaeger’s 

comprehensive The Idea of Wilderness, among others, Cronon argues that there is 

nothing natural about the concept of “wilderness,” which he claims is “quite profoundly a 

human creation”—indeed the creation of very particular human cultures at very particular 

moments in human history (Cronon 7). DeLuca and Demo critique the idea of 

“wilderness” as a place whereupon the values of elite “white” culture were inscribed in a 

understanding of pristine environments, which they refer to as “white wilderness” 

(“Erasing Class and Race” 550). Finney aptly applies DeLuca and Demo’s concept of 

“white wilderness” to describe the way in which the natural world is “socially 

constructed and grounded in race, class, gender, and cultural ideologies” (3). Finney 

argues, “whiteness as a way of knowing, becomes the way of understanding our 

environment, and through representation and rhetoric becomes” entrenched in our 

national psyche (3). DeLuca points to several cultural examples that have shaped 

																																																								
65 ibid. Aug 27, 1896. p 7, col 4. 
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dominant views of “wilderness” in the United States, such as Carleton Watkins’ 

Yosemite photographs, William Henry Jackson’s Yellowstone photographs, Thomas 

Moran’s paintings, and John Muir’s writings” (38). DeLuca is careful to point out that 

this postmodern view does not mean to suggest that the idea of wilderness should be 

dismissed in favor of privileging humans. Rather by deconstructing “modernism’s 

foundational concepts and Truths,” postmodernism “represents an even more sustained 

questioning of the human than of wilderness” (Deluca 38). 

 Furthermore, it is clear that the concept of a “white wilderness” implicates socio-

economic status as well. It is important to note that the members of the Coconino Cycling 

Club included what would appear to be some of Flagstaff’s wealthier citizenry: a local 

physician, the owner of Riordan Mercantile Company, the treasurer for Arizona Lumber 

and Timber Company, and other businessmen. They did not find themselves in the 

wilderness, traversing the landscape on their own exertions, out of necessity, but—like 

those who engage in bikepacking today—it was by choice. It was fun, it was—and still 

is—recreation. While it would be too simple to essentialize all bikepackers today as 

wealthy, there is still the allure of freedom imbued in spaces imaged as wilderness, 

spaces free of the responsibility and perceived burdens of domestic life. As well, there 

remains a certain privilege inherent in being able spend resources such as time and 

expenses to be a bikepacker. 

 Another way to describe the concept of “white wilderness” is through my 

articulation of white settler colonialism, whereby the term “wilderness” is coded as a 

space defined in opposition to colonized spaces, and in fact, imply a desire—an entitled 

right—to colonize those spaces through rhetorical practices. This sense of a “white 
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wilderness” encompasses the way of understanding environmental ethics as well. As both 

Finney and Pezzullo observe, whiteness is not only pervasive in outdoor recreation, but 

also within environmental activism. It follows, therefore, that the ethos of the “white 

wilderness” drives the way these bicycles are sold and consumed—an affective 

relationship driven by capitalism’s exploitation of identity. The interplay between 

production, consumption, and the culture created is affective, in the sense that bicycle 

manufacturers respond to the desires of those who seek to ride deeper into more remote 

areas for longer periods of time by producing bicycles capable of accommodating that 

desire. When the technology begins to fulfill that perceived need, the technology 

manifests that desire in other riders. The desire produces the technology, and the 

technology produces the desire. For those without previous inclinations to pedal over a 

frozen creek bed in the canyons of southern Utah, they may begin to ponder the 

possibilities when they see a bike capable of this in a bike shop or in a photo online. 

Slowly a culture coalesces around this consumptive process.  

4.4 Affective Technologies and Colonial Aesthetics  

  The material technology of the adventure bike exists the way it exists, and has 

evolved the way it has evolved because of the various white settler colonial discourses 

that inform the activity of bikepacking. More and more manufacturers today have 

embraced the “adventure bike” as a new and separate genre of bicycle that, in many 

different ways, combine the utility and nimbleness of traditional touring bicycles with the 

off-road capability of mountain bikes. The new genre encompasses everything from “fat 

bikes”—adventure mountain bikes that accommodate extremely large tire sizes—to bikes 

that simply appear to be more off-road capable road or cyclocross bikes. What these 
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bikes typically have in common is many features on the frame designed to allow for 

multiple racks, fenders, and water bottle cages, a lower center of gravity making heavy 

loads more manageable, and clearance for larger tires.  

 To illustrate the affective relationship between the technologies of the adventure 

bike and the identity formations described among those who ride them, one blogger took 

issue with the way these new bicycles were being marketed in online videos. In doing so, 

the author drew sharp contrasts between the rhetoric of pro-mountain biking and the 

lifestyle of adventure biking. He claimed that by having professional mountain bikers 

performing feats most riders of fat-bikes couldn’t possibly do, such as flips, or unrealistic 

depictions of riders carving lines down steep sandy terrains without showing them 

walking the heavy bikes back up, that marketers were being dishonest, and failing to 

pitch the design platform. But more importantly, it was clear these videos did not portray 

the kind of relationships he sought between this technology and his sense of authenticity 

constructed through his various identifications. “Utility sells itself,” he wrote before 

asking, “Where are the edits about fat bikes being ridden on snowy back roads, with 

campfires and bourbon and beards and cooking your whole breakfast in a cast iron pan 

full of bacon grease” (“Bike Companies Killed”)? It is curious that his question appears 

to be more about his identity, than the bicycle itself. Clearly, there are historic formations 

that link an authentic “fat biker” with white settler colonialism; a “fat biker” is 

necessarily masculine, white, and legitimized through a clichéd performance of the 

frontiersman. At the same time, his identity is intimately tied to that technology, which in 

turn affects and is affected by his nostalgic identifications.  



	 Boggs	119	

 Manufacturers of these bikes have answered this call, offering descriptions of 

bicycles that are based on material-discursive theories of language, an ever-present 

marketing tactic in postmodern capitalism. Manufacturers like Surly Bikes and Salsa 

Cycles, for example, understand that selling a bicycle in 2016 means would-be buyers 

must be persuaded by the material reality of the technology, but also the way in which the 

ad speaks to their identity as “bikepackers,” which encompass all of the historical 

discursive formations discussed in this chapter. For example, the Salsa “Fargo,” is 

described in a manner reminiscent of the imagined geography described from the 

newspaper excerpt that promoted the 1896 bicycle rides to the Grand Canyon from 

Flagstaff. 

A unique creature with a special set of skills, it is always willing to fulfill 

the most imaginative endeavor. It has developed a cult status as an off-

road touring and bikepacking machine, and fuels our passion for long days 

in the saddle in distant lands. Fargo is designed to take you wherever it is 

you wish to go, be it the Camino de Santiago route between France and 

Spain or a trip down the Tour Divide route.66 

Notice the emphasis on “other,” exotic, or in their words “distant lands,” in various 

countries as well as rugged American landscapes that follow the Tour Divide route, 

which traverse the continental divide in the US from Canada to New Mexico. The 

difference is that Salsa mediates the imagined geography with the marketing of their 

emergent bicycle technology. While both the 1896 excerpt and the Salsa bicycle ad are 

selling an experience, the Salsa ad takes it a step further, using the allure of the imaginary 
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to sell a product. Surly Bikes, however, takes a more direct rhetorical approach in linking 

their technologies with the riders identity, specifically with their description of the 

“ECR.” 

ECR has multiple mounts on the frame and fork for water bottle cages and 

larger gear cages, so you can bring lots of water, stove fuel, milk, a 

sleeping pad, small mammals or what have you…It’s a pack mule, a 

pedal-powered escape pod. Wherever you want to explore, this is the bike 

that can get you there.67 

 
At the same time the technological capability is described, the way it should be used is 

promoted, speaking to a lifestyle, and identity, as well as a foundation for the way in 

which environmental ethics are framed, positioning the wilderness as a place to explore, 

to “escape.” Both bicycle ads further describe the technology itself as something that 

belongs in nature, a “creature,” a “pack-mule.” Likening the bicycle to a pack-mule 

further allows the rider to align their recreational activities with nostalgic, simpler, more 

authentically perceived forms of transportation when “long days in the saddle” meant 

traveling by horse or donkey. 

 But more than utility, manufacturers have further capitalized on what they 

perceive to be the aesthetics of a bikepacker, which—like American subjectivity—is very 

much dependent upon frontier fantasies of exploration as well as the specter of Native 

Americans. These interrelationships are forged through textual descriptions as well as 

visual aesthetics. Regarding the Surly Pugsley, for example, the bike manufacturer 

proclaims, “Many moons ago we began producing the Pugsley because we wanted to ride 
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a bike that could be ridden where other bikes simply faltered.”68 Surly likens the passage 

of time with the appearance of the moon, a practice associated in the stereotypical 

portrayals of Native Americans. The phrase, a remnant from the traditionally defined 

American colonial period, has surfaced again and again in Hollywood portrayals of 

Native Americans, perhaps most recently the phrase was used by the stereotypically 

conceived narrator, “Chief Big Bear,” in the 2013 film, The Lone Ranger.  

 Visual aesthetics further capture the interrelationships. For example, Kokopelli, a 

Hopi deity, which has been appropriated widely across the southwest in art and in 

souvenir shops, has also entered mountain biking discourses. Kokopelli Bike Company69, 

out of Colorado, for example, not only uses the name Kokopelli, but their custom head 

badges contain a “K” within an arrowhead (figure 14). The actual visual representation of 

Kokopelli is also integrated into the logo for the Colorado Plateau Mountain Bike Trail 

Association,70 where the dancing flute player’s curved form functions as the “C” in the 

group’s acronym, “COPMOBA” (figure 15).  

 

																																																								
68 See www.surlybikes.com  
69 See http://kokopelllibikes.com  
70 See http://www.copmoba.org  

Figure 14: Image of 
headbadge for 
Kokopelli Bike Co. 

Figure 15: Logo for Colorado Plateau 
Mountain Bike Trail Association. 

Figure 16: Logo for Kokopelli Bike 
and Board. 
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 Similarly, Kokopelli Bike and Board, a business in Cortez, Colorado—a small 

city bordering the Navajo Nation—features the kokopelli riding a bicycle it its logo 

(figure 16). Such integrations of Native American iconography within mountain biking 

discourses exemplify the haunting specter of Native Americans and Native American 

culture within the material-discursive rhetorics of outdoor recreation. Other examples 

make further connections between American subjectivity and the imagined geographies 

that elicit nostalgia for the frontier, for a white 

wilderness. In many cases, these aesthetics are 

integrated into the physical bicycle frame itself. 

Specialized Bicycles recently partnered with Polar-

X, a bicycle touring-bag company, in their 

Adventure bike, AWOL. “With AWOL,” the 

description reads, “the only thing holding you back 

is your imagination.”71 Yet it appears that much of 

the imagination has already been done for riders. 

Beyond the utility of the bicycle itself, the frame is covered in decals: pine cones, animal 

tracks, and various leaves from evergreen trees. Where text illustrating imagined 

geographies fall short, the visual aesthetics of the decals take over, the technology of the 

bicycle therefore mediates the material and the discursive, the physical environment and 

discourses that narrate the environment. This is exemplified further on the graphics of 

																																																								
71 See www.specialized.com  

Figure 17: Photo of Specialized “AWOL” 
bicycle. 
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mountains on the Specialized Fatboy, or the hunting camouflage print on fat bike frames 

made by Cogburn. The natural imagery juxtaposed to the technology of the machine 

suggests a desire that can never be fully realized, which is to say that by literally 

wrapping the bicycle in images of nature brings the object no closer to being “natural.”  

 The Salsa Deadwood uses this same aesthetic marketing tactic for its frame, but 

Salsa goes to greater lengths to over-emphasize the 

interrelationships between frontier fantasies that 

necessarily include the idea of Native Americans, or 

what P. Deloria refers to as “Indianess.” Etched into the 

frame is a jumble of pseudo-Native American imagery 

reminiscent of hieroglyphics such as the outline of a 

hawk, a buffalo, and an arrow through the “Deadwood” 

logo (figure 19). These appear alongside other images: 

a pair of axes, a deer skull, among others. Here, the 

“Indian,” the wilderness, the lumberjack, the 

outdoorsman, the explorer—the white settler—are all 

mixed together to appeal to one uniquely American 

subject. With all these examples, there exists not only 

the visual portrayal of inherently colonial relationships, 

but they are also one-sided, stereotypical, and therefore, 

potentially damaging imagery.  

 Embedded in the aesthetics of the technology, reinforced visually as well as 

textually, are ghosts. Physically and discursively the relationships between white settlers 

Figure 18: Image 1 of Salsa 
Deadwood bicycle 

Figure 19: Image 2 of Salsa 
Deadwood bicycle. 



	 Boggs	124	

and the rhetoric of adventure bicycles are affective, creating a static moment of the past 

haunting the present. Within this framework, particularly the aesthetics of the bicycles, 

Ghosts “operate as erratic monuments or hieroglyphs that signify a disturbing incident 

that happened in the past, a secret that has to be deciphered in order to understand the 

repercussions for the present” (Meteling 187). Yet, beyond the affective technologies and 

aesthetics of adventure bikes, the scope of hauntings produced by capitalism’s 

relationship to white settler colonialism further pervades the non-places of postmodern 

advertising. 

 

4.5 Capitalism’s Non-places and Digital Hauntings 
 
 Today, the original Moqui Stagecoach exists within a complex web of Forest 

Service roads that crisscross and intersect the historic 70-mile-route to the Grand Canyon. 

Though people do hike sections of it, and even run it as an ultra-marathon, mountain 

bikers have made great efforts to mimic the efforts of those cyclists in the 1890s. The 

annual “FLAG2GC,” “a Charity Fat-Tire Bike Ride” draws riders from all over the 

southwest to “Pedal Through Arizona History.”72 Their website claims that the idea for 

the ride was kindled in 1994, when a small group of mountain bikers heard of the old 

stage coach route. “Armed only with trail snacks, water, a local map, credit card and a 

thirst for adventure, they were off to follow the original Moqui Stage Coach route to the 

Grand Canyon.” 

 To “pedal through Arizona history,” speaks to the way in which contemporary 

riders (re)constitute space as place. In The Practice of Everyday Life, de Certeau links 

																																																								
72 Quotes and descriptions of the “FLAG2GC” annual ride comes from their website, 
flag2gc.com  
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places to narrative, noting that every place has its own story, or an accumulation of 

stories. Berglund notes that “all stories are ghost stories” because of the nature of 

language itself in the way it uses symbols to conjure forth entities, both real and unreal, 

but also because of the material-discursive status of language that exists beyond text 

(375). Blanco and Peeren draw on de Certeau to explain the way in which imagined 

geographies, or places, are necessarily haunted by spatial practices. “Every spatial 

practice constitutes a form of re-narrating or re-writing a place, over and against 

the…’geographical’ space (396). The ability to “re-narrate” and “re-write” is evidence of 

a kind of privilege that comes to define spatial practices in particular contexts. In this 

way, the bicyclists who trace the Moqui stagecoach route are re-narrating place, which is 

always “dependent on the stories that already occupy it,” and therefore always haunted 

(397). de Certeau notes that “haunted places are the only ones people can live in” (105). 

Indeed, in order for space to be habitable as place, it must exist as an imaginary, signified 

by shared memories that constitute the present by evoking the past. “Experiencing and 

traversing space…produce a story of the present” and are dependent upon “explorations 

of the multiple narratives that have taken place within a specific location” (Blanco and 

Peeren 397). This “spectral process” describes the way in which places can become 

haunted when its histories “result in a revival of past narrative stylizations” (397). 

 The way in which mountain bikers have traced the history of the stagecoach 

route—a history that is based in both physical reality and the nostalgic discourses that 

produce it—can be referred to as a “spectral process.” “Repetition of events, images, and 

localities is one of the recurrent motifs of the uncanny” (Blanco and Peeren 396). In 

2016, however, in the context of postmodern capitalism, the spectral process extends to 
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commercial and digital spaces as well. Fredrick Jameson suggests that under 

postmodernism, history and culture are uncoupled from a sense of the past; where once 

we might have lived through history, we now go somewhere—to the store, or cinema, or 

online—and purchase a simulacrum of it (244). As Hayles reminds, the virtual is always 

inseparable from the material infrastructure that it supposedly erases. “This illusion of 

erasure should be the subject of inquiry, not a presupposition that inquiry takes for 

granted” (28). Ghosts have left their “old haunting grounds” of local folklore and gothic 

novels “for the transient non-places of new media” (191 Meteling). Ghosts appear in the 

commercial spaces of bicycle convention displays, which reproduce elements of the 

natural world in order to place their bicycles within a sort of utopic non-place. 

 

 

 For example, in 2014’s Interbike, an annual mountain bike convention held in Las 

Vegas, NV, Mission Workshop and Acre Supply—two companies who produce bags, 

panniers, and other necessities for bikepacking—transformed their indoor convention 

space to resemble a campsite (figure 20). They rolled out real grass, lawn chairs, and 

Figure 21: Photo of Chumba Cycles display at 
Interbike, 2013. 

Figure 20: Photo of Mission Workshop and 
Acre Supply display at Interbike, 2014. 
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parked a weathered Volkswagan Bus. The year before, Chumba Cycles displayed their 

bikes atop real logs and a scenic wilderness display in the background (figure 21). In 

2015, Ryders Eyewear, who specializes in sunglasses and eye protection for cyclists built 

their display as if it were a 1800s saloon, complete with swinging doors and a fake horse 

tied to a post in front. Another display from a company that makes heavy-duty bicycle 

racks included a faux campfire next to a stuffed dog. At Frostbike, an annual convention 

in Minneapolis, MN focused on fat bikes and winter riding, Cogburn displayed their “real 

tree” camouflage-inspired fat bike in front of a wooded backdrop that included fake trees 

and a mannequin, a Caucasian male dressed in camouflage that matched the paint on the 

bike (figure 22).  

 

 Not only do these examples 

reinforce the white settler colonial 

relationships discussed in this chapter—

underscoring deep connections between 

technology, outdoor recreation, and 

frontier fantasies within the context of 

postmodern capitalism—but as part of a 

spectral process, unpacking these relationships allow for a new way of seeing how 

American subjectivity is haunted. Specifically, because of the limitations of the display, 

in that it is not animated, the creators are tasked with physically representing these ideas. 

The recreated display is familiar, yet it has no history, and through the absence of that 

history the display—which could represent any number of environments near or far from 

Figure 22: Photo of Cogburn fatbike display at Frost 
Bike, 2014. 
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those enticed by this imaginary—real landscapes are (re)narrated. As the space is 

(re)narrated, Wilson claims it becomes “domesticated,” as it becomes familiar and 

complementary (200). Wilson analyzes haunted house narratives, and argues that the 

haunted house has much in common with literary descriptions of wilderness spaces. 

“Nearly all haunted house narratives focus on how inhabitants try to make their spaces 

livable,” and clearly part of this process involves a re-telling of history, that excludes and 

represses, in order to validate the myths of nation (Wilson 200). “Ghosts tend to establish 

a timeless zone of inertia in the flow of the narrative, creating a cyclical ahistoric or 

posthistoric state;” Meteling notes it was Derrida who first described this phenomena as 

the ‘end of history’” (187). By repressing the past, shared national stories can be 

imagined, and written into the everyday spaces. 

 While de Certeau links places to narrative, Homi Bhabha’s suggests the nation 

itself is narrative (“DissemiNation”). In white settler colonial contexts Busbridge 

observes that “nations always necessitate a certain ‘writing over’ by the dominant settler 

party if it is to fashion a space to match the world it wishes to create” (473). Such 

“writing over” as it relates to the commercial displays described above aptly describe the 

settler erasure of Native American imagined geographies that occur on “real,” physical 

landscapes.  

 This spectral process also occurs in digital spaces, in advertising and in social 

media. Along with visual images, textual representation—the stories we tell about 

ourselves, others, and the places we live—“provides a framework for experiencing the 

material world” and for understanding “how local stories intersect with larger social 

historical, and political processes” (Cruikshank xii). The commercial displays that 
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recreate the environment in a particular way that accommodates white settler colonialism 

are similar to digital spaces in that they are constructed utopian scenes that are not 

situated in time and space. They are places devoid of identity and history, or what Auge 

refers to as “non-places.” “Non-places” designate “two complementary but distinct 

realities: spaces formed in relation to certain ends (transport, transit, commerce, leisure), 

and the relations that individuals have with these spaces” (94). In physical displays or in 

virtual representations of bicycles in ads, some of these spaces—specifically commerce 

and leisure—overlap, yet they are not confused with one another. “Non-places mediate 

the whole mass of relations, with the self and with others, which are only indirectly 

connected” (94). Consider an advertisement for a fatbike made by Cogburn, which 

markets its products with “hunters and anglers in mind,” those who wish to “access more 

land; taking their gear farther, faster, and quieter with virtually no impact on habitat.”73  

 The music begins, an intense and apocalyptic opera reminiscent of Carl Orff’s 

Carmina Burana. “To live off the land is a noble human experience,” it says across the 

screen. “…It’s tradition, passion, and birthright.” A pick up truck slows to a stop in the 

early morning light of the forest. “…This passion pushes us…To look for an edge,” reads 

the text, as a man pulls a bicycle from the back of the truck and rides off in to the woods 

”…To go deeper…Faster…” The man pauses and reads a Forest Service sign. “And leave 

no trace.” Deeper into the forest the man rides before the screen goes black. 

“…introducing…” At this moment the first full detailed view of the bicycle comes into 

focus: A fat bike with a camouflage paint job, and a compound bow and arrows affixed to 

the rear rack. The remaining images are of different white men hunting and riding, 

																																																								
73 see the ad posted at www.cogburnoutdoors.com  
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juxtaposed by images of open wilderness. “Hunt, fish, forage…” and then the remaining 

three words flash across the screen, in sync with the concluding three movements of the 

music. “Feed…Your…Self.”74 

 In the ad, which is only accessible online, Cogburn situates their bicycle within a 

space, following Auge, that is formed and constructed in relation to transit, commerce, 

and leisure. At the same time the definition of leisure—hunting and riding a bike as 

“sport”—is blurred with the perception of survival and necessity—to “live off the land.” 

The space of the forest—which is both real, yet imaginary, as it doesn’t represent any 

specific location, nor is it situated in relation to any history—is constructed with the 

white settler colonial relations constituted in this space. Of course, Cogburn’s goal here is 

to sell bicycles, but in doing so, they are validating a kind of identity that utilizes the 

rhetoric of frontier fantasies to target a kind of white, middle-class hunter, a heroic 

individualist with an environmental ethic that coincides with that identity. Of course, the 

bike is just as capable of commuting in pot-holed urban conditions, it could be painted 

any color, and the rack could carry groceries as easily as it could a compound bow. But 

that’s not the narrative Cogburn is rewriting here.  

 One of the most common ways these hegemonies are reproduced digitally among 

mountain biking and bikepacking circles is via photography on social media. These 

images are of majestic landscapes of familiar and far away places—a mountain, valley, 

canyon, river, or forest lay in the background. In the foreground, propped against a tree is 

the photographer’s bicycle, dusty, and sometimes loaded with camping equipment. 

Contrary to traditional theories of rhetoric, where the author and the audience are separate 

																																																								
74 View the cogburn ad on their website, www.cogburnoutdoors.com  
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where the goal, and based on persuasion, digital rhetoric is less interested in persuasion 

and more interested in how it can promote “self-expression” and “creative collaboration 

for the purpose of building communities of shared interest” in digital, virtual, and online 

spaces (Zappen 321). Because the emphasis is on building communities, digital rhetoric 

is necessarily participatory; therefore the way in which rhetoric is delivered takes on new 

meaning in digital environments. Text can be shared in the traditional way—in speech or 

on paper—but it can also refer to other forms of sharing through media that often interact 

with each other.75 Digital spaces, such as social media therefore become spaces—like any 

“environment” in which identities produce, and are produced by collaborations and 

interactions. It is also within this non-place that hauntings occur. 

4.6 Conclusion 

 In the non-place of the forest, which appears digitally on a screen, “A person is 

relieved of his usual determinants” (Auge 103). In other words, in the digital forest, the 

viewer is, for a moment, a hunter, a rider, a frontiersman, trapped in a present moment 

that has no history. “Everything proceeds as if space had been trapped by time, as if there 

were no history” (Auge 104). In this way, such media, according to are “always haunted 

by death and historicity” (Doane 222). Williams points to film and photography as 

examples of media that “uncannily represent a now absent presence” (150). Today, this 

absent presence, which following Williams signifies Roland Barthes notion of the “That-

has-been,” is also represented online, in digital, and commercial spaces, ensuring the 

“reality and ‘pastness’ of the object” (150). Within the non-place, according to Auge, the 

viewer is subjected to a “gentle form of possession to which he surrenders himself…like 

																																																								
75 See Bolter, Turkle, Welch, and Zappen. 
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anyone who is possessed—the passive joys of identity-loss and the more active pleasure 

of role playing” (103). While playing a role, the non-place reinforces hegemonies—

whether capitalist, white supremacist, or heteronormative. It “creates neither singular 

identity nor relations; only solitude, and similitude” (103). The idea of possession also 

indicates a strong presence of ghosts; again, what is excluded can be more important that 

what is displayed. Robbins argues that these forms of digital media can appeal to utopian 

virtual realities—utopia for some anyway. In so doing, according to Gadassik “ignore the 

material realities on which they depend” (231). Yet by focusing on what is ignored—the 

ghosts—a more critical engagement with how hegemonies are at work, may be forged.  
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Chapter 5 

 
 

Ultra-Running: Belongings, Becomings, and the 
Productive Power of Tracks 

 
 

 
“…haunting turns him toward a reparative future.” 

Carla Freccero76 
 

 

 Tangled and crisscrossed on any given trail there is evidence of others, traces that 

constitute belongings and that forge becomings. These tracks depict a scattered mosaic 

that exemplify what Busbridge refers to as “present-absence,” which refers to the 

physical indication of others, the knowledge communicated by their collective, looming, 

sometimes fleeting, presence—yet their simultaneous absence renders the scene ghostly 

(476). Tracks denote the past and present together, yet this togetherness is perpetually in 

flux, a constant state of becoming. Tracks are written and rewritten, etched, stamped out, 

erased, blown away, washed out, and written again. They affect and are affected by the 

landscapes that enable them in different ways: clearly on fine sand, nearly translucent on 

dusty sandstone, precariously along cliff ledges. Tracks themselves are discursive in that 

they communicate knowledge that can be given as well as received. Tracks signal the 

changing of seasons, they reveal the last time it rained, they give the false impression that 

one is alone, or not alone. When someone is lost, we look for tracks, for traces of their 

																																																								
76 From “Queer Spectrality: Haunting the Past” p 349. 
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movements, and the manner in which they have moved. Conceptually, tracks 

communicate knowledge that challenges the here and now, confounds boundaries, and 

dissolves binaries. Within the complicated mesh of knowledge composed by tracks, there 

are no divisions between nature and culture, physical reality and discourse, inside and 

outside. Queer theories of the environment have posited that ideologies of nature are 

founded on the same “inside-outside” structures that resemble the boundaries 

heterosexism policies (Morton “Guest Column”; Mortimer-Sandilands, “Queering”). 

Tracks are an example of “queer ecologies,” which evoke Morton’s observation that 

“ecology is queer theory and queer theory is ecology” (Morton “Guest Column” 281). 

Looking at tracks through a queer analytic complicates the oppressive dualistic systems 

that white settler colonialism requires, and encourages ways to move “beyond rather than 

into” those systems, challenging us to “disorganize, rather than merely organize around” 

structures of inclusion/exclusion (Kopelson 19).  

 In addition to presence, tracks denote comings and goings, which are carefully 

pressed, forcefully stomped, timidly scurried, randomly scattered, and with different 

intensities, mark the landscape in ways both temporary and seemingly permanent, even 

when they cannot be; individual tracks are short lived, almost transient by themselves, yet 

together, and over time, they produce something larger than themselves: a clearing 

becomes a path, a path becomes a trail. Even sandstone becomes worn, marked by 

elegant depressions formed over time. Therefore, a trail may be present until the next 

monsoon rain, or it may exist for thousands of years. Trails are therefore produced by 

tracks, by traces, the cumulative result of the spectral landscape, blurring the past and 

present. Trails connect, one place to another—a village, a spring, a river, a field of corn—
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and they connect people. In doing so, the trails take on new meaning through rhetorical 

practices. The ever-changing material form of the trail is simultaneously discursive, as it 

may be associated with culture, with relationships, and with traditions, which then 

produce the trail. Tracks, like other ways in which hauntings are deployed, are 

productive. More than just another metaphor for hauntings, critically engaging with the 

queer ecologies of tracks allow for greater potential to grapple with the affective 

relationships between cultures, landscapes, and the multiplicities of written identities.  

 Ultra-marathon running, or trail running that exceeds the distance of a typical 

26.2-mile marathon, has seen dramatic spikes in popularity over the last few decades. The 

number of those who finished ultra-marathons in the United States rose from 15,500 in 

1998 to 69,573 in 2013 (“Ultra running”). Given that 541,000 runners finish standard 

26.2 road marathons that year, it is important to note that while there have been dramatic 

increases in participation, it is still considered a fringe-sport, which perhaps also has 

something to do with its growth in participation (Runningusa.org). 

	

Figure 23: Illustration of ultrarunning participation from 1980-2013, from ultrarunning.com 

 

 People who run ultra-marathons want a new challenge, a new brand of 

authenticity that separates them from other runners. And this authenticity has everything 

to do with where they run, places in which landscapes take on new meaning, 

characterized by their interrelationships with cultures, and cultural affiliations. Many of 
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the most popular ultra-marathons are in the west, such as the Western States Endurance 

Run, the Hardrock 100, and the Leadville 100. In all of these races, the number of 

applicants far exceed the number of runners that the course can accommodate, leading 

many of them to institute a lottery system. Outside of races, ultra-runners who run from 

the South Rim of the Grand Canyon to the North Rim and back, have crowded the 

canyon to the extent that the Park is in the process of re-drafting its backcountry 

management plan (“Changes Coming”). While running in and of itself is not typically 

regarded as an “extreme” sport, the endurance necessary to run upwards of 100 miles or 

more is no small feat, achieved only by a relatively small group of people, and that 

carries with it a certain allure of simplicity. Running is unique in that it seemingly 

requires little to no equipment, and represents one of—if not the first—form of 

technology that shrinks time and space. However, considering the cost of frequently 

replacing running shoes, clothing made of high-tech, lightweight, sweat-wicking fabrics, 

nutritional supplements, training and travel costs, and entry fees, the allure of simplicity 

masks a lifestyle imbued by consumerism. Scattered all over magazines and websites on 

ultra-running recall stories of both Native people and early frontiersmen who ran great 

distances to relay messages. While some of these stories may be true and still others 

exaggerated, this does not change the fact that these tales are embraced by ultra-runners 

today, especially those who wish to connect themselves to those heroic narratives and 

traditions.  

 Of concern for this project is the way in which ultra-marathons are promoted and 

described by those who organize them and those who run them. As they trace the steps of 

those who came before them, what do these runners make of their experiences? What 
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does it mean for a white runner to link their identity with native cultures and traditions, 

and associate that affinity with the landscapes in which they engage? What can the 

material-discursive rhetoric of tracks teach us about the interrelationships that shape 

those experiences? How are running trails marked by present absences and absent 

presences, and what is and what can be, produced by them? 

 This chapter identifies the material-discursive structure of ultra running trails in 

order to answer the question: can the productive power of haunting be mobilized toward 

meaningful alliances and solidarity? This chapter first illustrates the ways in which ultra 

running discourses clearly sustain and accommodate white settler colonialism. 

Recreational colonialism is at work in similar performances and interrelationships 

explored in previous chapters, with some key differences. For example, there exists in 

ultra running discourses the performance of an American subjectivity that relies on two 

mythologies, the “Indian” and the “pioneer.” However, more than a social enactment of 

overly-romanticized ahistorical performances that ultimately sustain white settler 

colonialism, as discussed previously, this chapter considers the affective relationships 

produced by the spatial dichotomy of Native and non-Native land. While Morgensen 

notes, “Non-Natives live in relation to Native people,” and “the distinction between 

‘Native’ and ‘settler’ informs all power in settler societies,” recreational colonialism 

demands that this relationship extend to the material-discursive landscape itself (Spaces 

1). Ultra-marathons are organized on and off Native American reservations, and the 

location dictates the way the experience is sold to potential runners. Morgensen has 

argued that the dualism, native and non-Native land, promotes expectations that 

ultimately sustain settler colonial belongings (Spaces 17). Building on previous chapters, 
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where white participants established their subjectivities based on Berkhofer’s notion of 

“the white man’s Indian,” or by performing “Indianness” by “Playing Indian,” as P. 

Deloria suggests, this chapter focuses on an ultra-marathon at Monument Valley on the 

Navajo Nation to highlight the way in which recreational colonialism persuades 

participants to fully assume Indianness, or “go Native,” which Huhndorf elucidates as 

crucial to the development of an American cultural imaginary and maintaining 

hegemonies. This chapter first establishes ways in which ultra-running discourses 

accommodate recreational colonialism, before it may be challenged. 

 The last part of this chapter pivots cautiously toward the potential and possibility 

for alliance and solidarity. I draw on existing literatures on cultural theories of spectrality 

to explore the productive power of hauntings—the traces left on running trails—to resist 

the structures of white settler colonialism, specifically heteropatriarchy. Such a 

discussion is foregrounded by a re-visioning of nature, of the material-discursive 

landscapes in which outdoor recreationalists engage. I argue that a queer analytic toward 

understanding, seeing, engaging with nature, and the discourses that produce and are 

produced by it, is useful to expose the workings of white settler colonialism, and can lead 

to the necessary work of challenging those systems. This may be best demonstrated 

through emerging theories of queer ecologies and articulated through Morton’s 

application of Sedgwick’s conceptual metaphor of seeing nature, like the tracks on 

running trails, as a “mesh” of belongings, exclusions, presences, and absences (276). As 

Smith argues, “colonialism operates through patriarchy,” and positions heteronomativity 

as a power relation that conditions subjects and social life (“Dismantling”). It follows that 

settler colonialism operates through heteropatriarchy in order to secure what Rezack 



	 Boggs	139	

refers to as a “white settler society.” I refer specifically to the details of the annual 

Paatawaquati run on the Hopi reservation, which I believe poses unique challenges to 

recreational colonialism and holds much potential toward envisioning alliance and 

solidarity between Native and non-Native people, between Native and “non-Native” land. 

5.1 Running on “Native Land” 

 Ultra Adventures is a company that organizes “environmentally sustainable 

destination races” within what is referred to as “The Grand Circle.” The Grand Circle is 

an area in the four corners region of the country that encompasses most of the Colorado 

Plateau. They offer ultra running races at the Grand Canyon, Antelope Canyon, 

Monument Valley, Zion, Bryce Canyon, and elsewhere. Less important are the intentions 

behind the way the run is organized, the level of respect and cooperation the organizers 

surely nurture between Native and non-Native people; at issue with this analysis is the 

way in which Native culture and ways of being are sold as part of the experience of the 

run, paying particular attention to the affect this has on runners, on what they take away 

from their experience. What follows is an analysis of “race reports,” specifically related 

to runners’ experiences from the Monument Valley ultra-marathon in 2015, which take 

shape in the form of blog posts. These 15 blog entries, which Ultra Adventures has 

posted on their website, are important in the way they reveal about white runners 

perceptions of native people, native lands, and the interrelationships that inform their 

experiences and shape their identities.  

 In the outdoor recreational discourses of ultra-marathon running, there are key 

differences between organized runs that take place on and off so-called “Indian land.” 

When a run takes place on a Native American reservation, the experience is sold as a sort 
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of “vision quest” where Native culture is woven as part of the experience designed for 

white settlers, where Native people are tied to the landscapes that are mythologized, 

where authenticity is constructed through privileged access to places white settlers are 

typically not allowed. 

 To foreground a discussion the race reports for the 2015 Monument Valley ultra-

marathon organized by Ultra Adventures, it is important to first look at the race itself, and 

how it has been promoted. By considering the expectations the organizers elicited to 

entice would-be runners will contextualize the experiences reflected in the race reports. 

The Monument Valley Ultra Marathon offers several distances would-be runners can 

choose from—the longest being 50 miles—and takes place in early spring, on the Navajo 

Nation. All the ultra-marathons organized by Ultra Adventures has a video “preview” of 

the run, and the Monument Valley run is no exception, yet it is the only one that very 

clearly features Native people and culture as part of the experience of the run. The entire 

video,77 which contains picturesque aerial images of runners traversing the sandy red 

landscape inside and outside the shadows of the iconic monoliths, is overdubbed with 

music and the voice of a Native man talking. However, the verbal iterations do not reflect 

a coherent message, but individual phrases have been edited and pieced together to form 

a kind of mosaic of expressions. “It’s a new day, a beautiful morning,” says the man as 

the sun rises to greet white runners. “We pray to the morning people, to all the elements 

that surround us.” “All these rocks and hills that you see here, we’ll bless them so they 

take care of us while we’re taking our journey,” he says alongside images of a native 

woman making food, a Native man on a horse. While Native people also run—and in 

																																																								
77 The video is under the event section for the Monument Valley Ultra: 
http://grandcircletrails.com  
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fact, Ultra Adventures offers Native runners a discounted entry fee—all the people 

running in the video appear to be white, which indicates who the film is for. “It’s a magic 

place that you came to run on today.”  

 There is much that can be gleaned from this two-minute video. While there is no 

reason to believe the audio is scripted, it is however edited in a manner than represents 

this Native man as a one-dimensional character. He has no name. He is not a 

contemporary person, but rather represents a native imaginary. At the same time he is an 

apolitical figure with no history, he has no real identity outside of vague spiritual and 

cultural incantations. While this is a promotional film, and therefore there should be no 

expectation that his complexity should extend further than what is necessary to entice 

potential runners, but that limitation is worth examining. It is curious that his 

“Indianness” is meant to serve the aesthetic or experiential interests of would-be runners, 

yet he is not a runner nor does he connect running specifically to his culture. What is left 

is that which the organizers believe will sell the experience. “We’ll bless them so they 

take care of us,” he says of the rocks. There is a kind of approval, or permission inherent 

in the use of the world “we.” He is going to do these things for “us,” creating a fleeting 

affinity between native and non-Native people—specifically to serve the interests of 

white recreationalists. Even though the Native speaker gets a chance to “speak,” that 

language ultimately accommodates a view of Native people that is inherently colonial. 

The way in which Native landscapes and culture are linked in such apolitical and 

ahistorical ways trap them in time and in space. This is reinforced in the course 

description posted below the video:  
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Situated within the Navajo Nation, Monument Valley boasts amazing 

formations that reach over 1,000 feet into the sky and draw your gaze in 

wonderment. You will likely recognize these formations or “monuments” 

from the hundreds of movies that have been filmed in this desert backdrop 

over the years. Vibrant colors and dramatic shadows cast along the valley 

floor will give you a sense of becoming “in tune” with nature, 

experiencing the same inclusion with the natural world that the Native 

Americans have practiced for generations. Running becomes less of an 

activity and more of an intrinsic way in which to absorb the landscape 

(“Ultra Adventures”). 

 
While the tone is clearly that of reverence, and again, the intention is not meant to 

solidify oppressive colonial power structures, affectively the focus of this analysis is on 

what this language produces, accommodates, and reinforces. The first two sentences 

establish the location of the run, on Native land inhabiting locations most white settlers 

have only experienced through film—countless “cowboys and Indians” films, as well as 

others. The allure for would-be runners here lies in the power of articulating the 

landscape, as it exists as a cultural imaginary. Then the text links that imaginary with 

Native culture, solidifying connections between Native people, landscapes, and American 

cultural imaginaries. Native ways of being in the world is limited to “becoming ‘in tune’ 

with nature, and it isn’t until the last sentence that running enters the picture, as the way 

to do this. “Becoming ‘in-tune’” and “experiencing the same inclusion” also persuade 

readers that by running, they too can become the same as Native people. Recreational 

colonialism simplifies—and in doing so, trivializes—native experience and expression 
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such that recreationalists are meant to believe that they be Native if they simply take on 

the right mindset. This erases the often-unarticulated, though crucial gap between 

experiencing another culture and the more accurate way in which runners actually 

experience their experience of that culture. The race reports further highlight the affective 

investments in white settler colonialism that are produced within this framework, where 

an elements of this short description of the race manifest in many different ways among 

those who participate in the runs. 

5.2 Privileged Access and Settler Belonging 

 Many of the race reports from the Monument Valley Ultra-Marathon emphasis 

the privileges runners have to access areas of the reservation typically closed to outsiders. 

Said “aidenrunning,” “You usually need to be accompanied by Navajo guides. I say 

‘usually’ because the race has granted special permission to allow us to run trails that few 

besides the valley’s residents ever really get to experience.” Said “ievenranthisfar,” “This 

area is in the Navajo Nation and they have restricted access so we felt so fortunate to 

have this opportunity.” And, “nbthemountains” said, “thanks to the Ultra Adventures 

relationship with the Navajo Nation, those of us at the race got to see things no others 

have seen in generations.” It is important to point out the several ways in which language 

is deployed to make clear distinctions between Native and non-Native people and Native 

and non-Native landscapes. In the last example, “others” clearly refers to other white 

settlers. The other examples make similar use of the words “you,” “we” and “us” to 

reinforce an affinity between those visitors and those who belong there, and in doing so, 

they reinforce oppressive colonial power relations tied to place: Native people belong 
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here, and this declaration reinforces the notion that “we,” white settlers, belong 

everywhere else.  

 The irony in this use of language constituting belongings is that all land currently 

occupied by the United States was forcibly taken from Native Americans by white 

settlers of European descent. All ultra-marathons that take place within the continental 

United States are on “Native lands.” Between the horrors of Native American genocide 

and the present time, white settlers cordoned off areas of the country, or marched Native 

people to specific locations—reservations. While it is important not to gloss over those 

hundreds of years of violence, displacement, and oppression, spatial theory demands that 

there is much to understand about how space constitutes identities, as well as the 

relationships that structures our social lives. Reservations created the dichotomy of 

Native and non-Native lands, a dualism that simultaneously denies the fact that all lands 

once belonged to Native people and sustains white settler belongings to stolen lands. The 

dualism also traps Native people through a kind of territorialization that locks them to 

specific places and temporalities (Deleuze and Guattari 315). According to Deleuze and 

Guattari, the concept of territory is not given; it is constituted by identities that shape it. 

At the same time there are complex power relationships that organize territories (314-

315). The dualism, Native and Non-Native land, is a function of white settler colonialism 

because of the way belongings are constituted. Referring to “Indian-land” conceptually is 

a rhetorical choice with political consequences, allowing for an interrogation of assumed 

settler belongings elsewhere. In other words, when Native people are said to belong to 

Native land, which according to white settler logic refers specifically to reservation land, 

white settlers are justified in their belief that they belong everywhere else. Morgensen 
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claims that the dualism mediates settler anxieties around the fact that all the land they 

occupy is stolen Native land (Spaces 17-18). If these anxieties did not exist, ultra-

marathons that are organized outside of a Native reservation could conceivably still 

include Native tribal involvement to educate the public about sacred sites on federally 

owned land along the run route. This, however, never seems to be the case. Following 

Morgensen, that level of Native presence on federal land would evoke settler anxiety 

around the fact that Native people were forcibly removed from those areas. There is 

something comforting to white settlers, therefore, about celebrating native land and 

culture when inside a reservation, but dismissing or ignoring it outside of those spaces. 

5.3 Monument Valley as an Imaginary 

 Countless race reports echo details found in Ultra Adventures’ course description, 

recalling the central way in which participants should recognize Monument Valley. “You 

simply will not find another race with this kind of non-stop scenery. The kind of scenery 

that’s been used in countless movies” (aidenrunning).  Others extend their association to 

specific films, and other western media. “You’ve likely seen it in countless John Wayne 

movies, Forrest Gump, Back to the Future III and, yes, Marlboro print ads” 

(ievenranthisfar). Some of these race reports included photographs that they believed best 

captured the monoliths as they were featured in films. One runner found some extra time 

the day before the run and went so far as to recreate the iconic scene in Forrest Gump, 

when Gump ends his cross country run in the middle of the road in Monument Valley 

(happyplacetrails). John Wayne was mentioned several times with one runner remarking 

that the run itself was a “nod to John Wayne” (wallaceterrycjr).  
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 In all of these examples, the 

idea of Monument Valley as it has 

been represented in popular culture 

is woven into runner’s narration of 

place. While other films and 

examples from popular culture 

have featured depictions of 

Monument Valley, it is revealing 

that these specific examples were featured throughout the race reports. In all these 

examples, and many others not mentioned, the main characters represented with 

Monument Valley in the background have been white men, and those men have been 

depicted as heroic central figures. In the case of John Wayne, who made five films in 

Monument Valley over the course of his career, that heroism is often constructed in 

opposition to the enemy: “Indians.”  

 Today this imaginary is 

married to the landscape, not only 

through film and other media, but 

reinforced materially. Visitors to 

Monument Valley can visit “John 

Wayne’s Point.” A placard there 

explains that the actor apparently 

enjoyed gazing out at the landscape 

during his time there from this 

Figure 24: Photo of plaque at “John Wayne’s Point.” 

Figure 25: Photo of sign marking the location where fictional 
character, Forrest Gump, ended his cross country run in the 
1994 film, Forrest Gump. 
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spot, which is now at the location of The View Hotel. On highway US 163, nicknamed 

“Forrest Gump Road,” there is a sign near mile marker 13 commemorating the location 

where, the sign reads, “Forrest Gump ended his cross country run at this spot, 1980.” The 

impression of Monument Valley created through popular media is one of Native and non-

Native conflict, desolation, stoicism, and wildness. Even though Monument Valley lies 

on the Navajo Nation, runners have clearly embraced the notion that it is a quintessential 

American landscape, and arrive there already viewing it through a particular 

understanding that, at least in part, produces the kind of experience they expect to have 

there, a place where fictional histories have become embedded in the landscape. This 

poses significant challenges toward those—native and non-Native—who seek to forge 

meaningful relationships from within those landscapes. 

5.4 “Going Native” as an Ultra Runner 

 The organizers of the race took great care to weave Diné people and culture into 

the running experience at Monument Valley. According to the description of the event, 

organizers sought ways to “entwine Navajo culture into [the] event, which will leave 

[runners] with a new understanding and respect for the natural environment and 

appreciation for the Navajo lifestyle” (Ultra Adventures). While the intention pivots on 

introducing outsiders to Diné people as living, contemporary people and providing a 

meaningful cultural experience seldom gleaned from other ultramarathons, the race 

reports reveal some of the problematic ways in which this was actually received. Prior to 

the run, the organizers arranged for a Diné man, Larry, to conduct a traditional prayer 

ceremony. “Trailbrat” commented that he “entertained us with his knowledge of the land 

and Navajo history.” While race organizers and the Native people involved tried to instill 
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something meaningful, that “trailbrat” was “entertained” reveals the kind of trivialization 

that ultimately accommodates white settler colonialism through the removal of cultural 

significance behind artistic spiritual practices such as singing, praying, and dancing. 

Instead, such practices are merely a show or performance. Also, that “trailbrat” was 

“entertained,” positions the observer at the center, creating the perception that the 

purpose of the ceremony served no other purpose other than for his enjoyment.  

 Larry’s daughter, Ann Marie, gave a talk to the runners the evening before the 

race, explaining the traditional role of Diné women in a traditional Hogan, which was 

also on display. She also introduced runners to Diné belief systems and language. 

“Nbthemountains” commented that the “presentation” was “incredibly special to witness 

and take part.” “Trailbrat” said, “learning about the Navajo culture and experiencing 

[race director] Matt Gunn’s passion and admiration for the Navajo were perfect openers 

to what was a spectacular weekend.” Again, the word choices reveal much regarding the 

way Native involvement in the event was received by participants, where spiritual 

practices are regarded as a “presentation,” as an “opener,” an aside to the main event, 

where recreation is central.  

 There were other details planned as part of the run, including native sacred sites 

along the route, traditional foods at aid stations, and prizes awarded to finishers 

handcrafted by local native people such as medallions, leather bracelets, belt-buckles, 

ceramic mugs, and decorative arrows and tomahawks. Again, all of these details were 

designed to enhance the experience of the runners, and even if Larry, his daughter, and 

other Diné people involved were delighted by the opportunity to educate participants 

about Diné culture, it is worth asking: what is the outcome of this education? What does 
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this education teach white settlers about their relationship with Diné people? The 

outcome of the education clearly reinforces settler colonial power relationships by 

positioning white settlers at the center, where their experience—their sense of 

authenticity and belonging—as recreationalists is central and Diné culture is 

complementary. Further, this education may be epistemologically dangerous as it 

reinforces—rather than complicates—the one-dimensional stereotype of Native people 

central to maintaining an American cultural imagination. In short, this “education” 

actually reinforces the racial hierarchies it seeks to destabilize. This danger does not stem 

from Larry and his daughter specifically, but from the way their presence was organized 

as a commodity valued more for representing “Navajo” as an idea, and a practice that can 

be demonstrated and taught, rather than a lived, contemporary, and complex identity.  

 It is no wonder, therefore, that participants in the Monument Valley ultra-

marathon began the race believing that they were prepared to view, understand, and 

experience the landscape in the same way a Diné person does. “ievenranthisfar,” who 

admitted that prior to visiting Monument Valley “didn’t really know much about the 

Navajo Nation,” but quickly took on the surface-level identities of Native people 

introduced to him. “My very favorite part of the race was any time I passed into the 

shadow of one of the huge mesas or buttes,” he recalled in his race report. “It made me 

feel safe. Almost like I was being embraced by these giant, gentle ancients. The rocks 

were protecting me” (ievenranthisfar). “fastcory” spoke for the group, articulating the 

connection to mystical indigenous landscapes he had been prepared for. “We all knew we 

were surrounded by something amazing, something spiritual, something special” 

(fastcory). “happyplacetrails” reported on what it was like to “experience the sacred lands 
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of the Navajo’s,” and noted that he understood what that meant. “While out there I could 

feel why they were sacred” (happyplacetrails). This phenomenon is different than P. 

Deloria’s historical accounting for the way in which white settlers play Indian, but takes 

this imaginary a step further, where runners feel they have been given an authentic 

experience that has allowed them to become Native. Huhndorf develops this notion in 

Going Native: Indians in the American Cultural Imagination. The day after the race, 

runners were invited to participate in a traditional Diné sweatlodge ceremony, conducted 

by local Navajo Nation resident, Jerry. “ievenranthisfar,” succinctly captured his 

transformation from white settler outsider—nervous as he entered the sweatlodge—

turned native insider after the ceremony. 

And then, I stopped focusing on the heat. Instead, I started focusing on the 

scents wafting down from the cedar and sage hanging from the ceiling. 

And Jerry’s voice drifting outside. And the darkness. And it was awesome. 

Twenty minutes later, we emerged into the sunlight, reborn 

(ievenranthisfar). 

 
“ievenranthisfar” noted his ambivalence and expressed anxiety when he entered the dark, 

hot sweatlodge, which he referred to as “stifling,” and that he was terrified. “As soon as 

he surrendered himself to the ceremony, he was at peace. The process by which one goes 

native functions in a similar way, as necessary to define European American identities. 

“Going native articulates and attempts to resolve widespread ambivalence about 

modernity as well as anxieties about the terrible violence marking the nation’s origins 

(Huhndorf 2). As a function of white supremacy, and central to recreational colonialism, 

“one of the primary impulses behind going native” is “European Americans’ desire to 
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distance themselves from the conquest of Native America” (Huhndorf 3). Because of the 

anxiety around the violent history of colonization, Huhndorf argues that going native 

functions to legitimate European Americans as “the proper heirs of ‘Indianness’ as well 

as of the land” (4). Recreational colonialism establishes the way in which this anxiety, 

distancing, and legitimation play out in discourses of outdoor recreation.  

 Going native in ultra-running has also been expressed in more obvious ways, 

most notably within the pages of a popular 2009 book called, Born to Run: A Hidden 

Tribe, Superathletes, and The Greatest Race the World Has Never Seen. The author of 

the book sets out to discover the secrets of the Tarahumara, an indigenous tribe who have 

lived in relative isolation for centuries in northern Mexico’s Copper Canyons. According 

to McDougall, members of the tribe are known for being able to run extremely long 

distances—hundreds of miles—barefoot across the rocky desert without rest or injury. 

McDougall learned that Spanish conquistadors called them the Tarahumara because they 

could not pronounce their indigenous name, Rarámuri, “the running people” (16). Having 

spent years fed up with running injuries and the cost of running shoes, McDougall 

believed the Tarahumara held the secret to a more pure form of running that utilized the 

body’s natural abilities. Much of the book discusses the mechanics of running barefoot—

and argues that shoes, even shoes designed specifically for running, are the reason why so 

many ultra-runners get injured. He uses the Tarahumara’s success with barefoot running 

to argue that humans are inherently Born to Run, and do not need traditional running 

shoes to do so. While many Tarahumara run barefoot, most do their longest runs in open-

toed sandals, called huaraches, many of which are made with used tire rubber that laces 

across the foot and tied up at the ankle (McDougall 64). McDougall’s book was a best 
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seller and is currently in its third edition. It was also responsible for launching the 

“minimalist” shoe trend in running, such as the popular “five-finger” Vibram shoe, and 

LUNA sandals, which are running sandals directly inspired by McDougall’s book and the 

Tarahumara.  

 The science behind whether or not barefoot or minimal footwear for running is 

not conclusive. Outside of scientific discussions, the growing popularity of running 

sandals, such as LUNA’s Huaraches, among western ultra-runners—suggests at least one 

important point, which is to say that some runners clearly want to run in them. Following 

McDougall, there is a mistrust of companies who produce high-performance running 

shoes, and a need to escape the corruption of the dominant culture in favor of “noble 

Indian life,” where runners value Native ways in order to uncover a “true” or authentic 

identity as a path toward redemption (Huhndorf 5). Huhndorf observes that the politics of 

going native are extremely complex and ultimately uphold visions of Americanness; 

going native provides “self-justifying fantasies that conceal the violence marking 

European American’s origins” and those who “claim benevolence toward Native people” 

actually “reaffirm white dominance by making some (usually distorted) vision of Native 

life subservient to the needs of the colonizing culture” (5). As Huhndorf makes clear in 

her notes, if one isolates the positive implications of going native—perhaps running 

sandals are, indeed, better for running mechanics for example—than the relationship 

between Native America and the dominant, colonizing culture is obscured (5). Going 

native, therefore, contends with the conviction that adopting some vision of Native life in 

a permanent way, such as lifestyle changes, is necessary to “regenerate and to maintain 

European-American racial and national identities” (Huhndorf 8). Adopting the running 
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lifestyles of Native people is therefore less about learning about more efficient ways to 

run and more about cultivating an authentic identity that is always just out of reach. 

5.5 The Productive Power of Hauntings  

 McDougall’s book begins with a quote from the Chinese Taoist text, the Tao Te 

Ching: “The best runner leaves no tracks.” In a literal sense, he observed the Tarahumara 

run on the balls of their feet, lessoning the impact on their bodies, and treading lightly 

upon the dirt, thus the quote compliments his overall argument that humans were Born to 

Run without shoes. However, as Fei Xiaotong observed, there are consequences to 

living—as he believed America does—in a “land without ghosts.” To live in a world 

without tracks, without reckoning with the traces of the past in negotiating the present, to 

“take this moment as [the sum of] existence is a delusion” (178). He articulated history as 

ghostly, and when it is part of everyday life it is “sacred, something to be feared and 

loved” (176-177). “Our every act contains within it all the accumulated history from the 

beginning of the universe right down to the present, and this every act will determine the 

destiny of endless future generations” (179). While America has been observed as a land 

without ghosts, settler colonial theory would suggest that there are a number of processes 

in place, which prevent settlers from reckoning with those ghosts. In short, it’s not that 

the ghosts aren’t there. 

 Wolf notes that in as much as settler colonialism “seeks to destroy to replace, it 

does not destroy tout court, rather the process of replacement maintains the refractory 

imprint of the native counter-claim” (388). Busbridge draws on Wolf’s notion of a 

“refractory imprint” to explain the way in which settler colonial societies engage in a 

kind of metaphoric “writing over.” 
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When we write over something, we must always contend with the marks 

of where something once was—whether the smudge, the faded text or the 

imprint of the image below. All these things mark that something was 

there before, something that we have sought to cover up or replace, and 

thus mark a ‘present-absence’ rather than ‘absent-presence,’ for what 

remains continues to stake its own claims and disrupt what is written 

above (476). 

 
There is productive power in the refractory imprint, where competing claims to history 

“exists as cracks and fissures in the national geography written over top” (Busbridge 

476). In discourses of ultra-running and other forms of outdoor recreation, there exists 

“small disturbances” in the totality of settler colonialism which have “not quite split and 

with time we get used to them as simply part of what is there” (Busbridge 476). While 

this produces settler anxiety about history, these cracks, which we’ve grown “used to” 

offer much potential and possibility because they ultimately refuse to be denied. 

 When Gordon refers to haunting, she suggests a state that marks the 

(re)emergence of what was once repressed. Not only does haunting call attention to 

historical violence that repression denotes, but it also designates the moment when 

repression fails, revealing “something to be done” (183). “This something to be done is 

not a return to the past but a reckoning with its repression in the present, reckoning with 

that which we have lost, but never had” (Gordon 183). The productive power of 

hauntings—as a means of reckoning with past repressions in the present—may be 

realized through a new way of seeing and understanding nature that challenges 

heteropatriarchy’s binary model.  
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5.6 Queering the Nature of Tracks 

 In reimagining nature in way that poses real challenges to white settler 

colonialism, Morton’s application of Sedgwick’s “mesh” is particularly useful, but a few 

key terms must first come together: queer ecofeminism and heteropatriarchy. Gaard notes 

that any theory of ecofeminism must take queer theory into consideration, and vice versa, 

queer theory must grapple with ecofeminism. To live in an ecologically democratic 

society that ecofeminists seek to realize must also be a society that values sexual diversity 

posited by queer theorists. The foundation of ecofeminism is the understanding that the 

many systems of oppression are mutually reinforcing. So the same power structures that 

have a vested interest in maintaining hierarchies that oppress women, people of color, 

and queer people are the same structures that continue to dominate the natural world. As 

Gaard continues to point out, the maintenance of dualistic structures is a key component 

to the oppression of people and nature. It is also fundamental to maintaining white settler 

colonialism. 

 Regarding dualisms, ecofeminists have unlocked several key characteristics. The 

main problems with dualisms is that they limit expression to one pole or the other, they 

create a hierarchy which places higher cultural value of one over the other, and, as the 

root of queer theory, dualisms ignore the vast array of identities that form and are formed 

by the spaces in between (Butler, Gaard, Sedgwick,). Further, Morton makes clear that 

ideologies of Nature (Morton capitalizes Nature to “denaturalize” it) are founded on the 

same inside/outside dualistic structures that also characterize the boundaries enforced by 
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heteronormativity (“Guest Column”). So, in adapting a more inclusive, ever expanding 

definition of nature, dualistic structures must be dismantled. “Patriarchy in turn rests on a 

gender-binary system; hence it is not a coincidence that colonizers also targeted 

indigenous peoples who did not fit within this binary model” (Smith “Dismantling”). Of 

heteropatriarchy, that is heteronormativity and patriarchy as operating together, Smith 

refers to “the way our society is fundamentally based on male dominance—a dominance 

inherently built on a gender binary system that presumes heterosexuality as a social 

norm…Heteropatriarchy is the logic that makes social hierarchy seem natural” 

(“Dismantling”). 

 The term “queer,” is deployed deliberately to refer to “statuses produced by the 

heteropatriarchal power of white supremacist settler colonialism” (2). A queer analytic is 

therefore necessary to “challenge settler colonialism as a condition of queer modernities” 

(Morgensen, Spaces 2). In this way, this argument aligns with Smith, who believes “A 

queer analytic highlights the fact that colonialism operates through patriarchy,” that queer 

theory “offers both a politics and a method for furthering social transformation,” and that 

“any liberation struggle that does not challenge heteropatriarchy cannot substantially 

challenge colonialism or white supremacy” (“Dismantling”). 

 There has been other metaphors deployed in order to grapple with the complex 

relationships that produce and are produced by what is thought of as Nature. Deleuze and 

Guattari, for example employ the metaphor of the rhizome to articulate the notion that 

nature can be seen as non-static and always in a state of becoming, “ceaselessly” 

establishing connections (7). The metaphor is useful in that each element of the 

rhizomatic structure, no matter where it lies in time or space, has the potential to connect 
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to something else or become a new “plateau” (21). Though the metaphor has the potential 

to accommodate the material as well as the discursive, it ultimately fails because even 

though the focus is always on the “middle,” in-between spaces in the rhizome, that “has 

no beginning or end, as Deleuze and Guattari explain, a rhizomatic structure quite 

literally can be traced to a beginning, a parent plant, from which all else grows and 

attaches (25). For example, one can observe a grove of aspen trees, or agave to realize 

this. There is always a bigger, older plant from which the others attach and grow, which 

creates the “multiplicity” that Deleuze and Guattari describe, that “ceases to have any 

relation to the One,” but at the same time it is tied to an original structure that, at least in 

part, determines the form and location of the others (8). Bruno Latour’s actor network 

theory explicitly accommodates the material, the human, nonhuman, living, and 

nonliving elements. He claims that nature is defined and (re)defined through vast 

networks. His theory was so heavily indebted to Deleuze and Guattari that, in his 

introduction he claims to have first wanted to refer to ANT as “actor rhizome theory.” 

Though similar, Latour creates a space in his theory for nonliving elements to be actors, 

and the consequences of their actions don’t necessarily need to impact humans or the 

living. Deleuze is much more dependent on the discursive, in that each part of a 

rhizomatic structure depends on discourse, on language, on linguistics, to bring it into 

meaning. Both fail, not outside of the context in which they have been deployed, but 

because of their failure to account for queer theory’s “open-ended, flexible, and ever-

changing strategies for liberation.” (Smith “Dismantling”).  

 Morton’s application of Sedgwick’s conception of the “mesh,” is a metaphor 

particularly suited to describe the dynamic interrelations that constitute constantly 
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changing identities. Sedgwick’s mesh is open-ended; it leaves room for “gaps, overlaps, 

dissonances and resonances,” and interrelations that confound boundaries (Sedgwick 8). 

And this is exactly what tracks do as well; indeed tracks are a useful illustration of 

Morton’s mesh. Like an x-ray machine capable of uncovering layers to reveal that which 

eludes our immediate experience, the traces left in the sand of running trails function as 

“an erasable sign and sign of erasure that erases as it signs and is in turn erased already” 

(Lippit 267). Trails formed by tracks are the product of an accumulated past, where time 

and belonging is enmeshed. “Life in its creativity changes the absolute nature of time: it 

melds past, present, and future into one inextinguishable, multilayered scene, a three-

dimensional body. This is what ghosts are” (Xiaotong 178). Sedgwick’s mesh allows for 

that which was repressed to be reckoned with in the present, or as O’Riley posits, “a 

reckoning with the specters of the nation’s colonial heritage” (1). 

5.7 Paatuwaqatsi’s Challenges to Recreational Colonialism 

 Now that the work of interrogating the nuanced ways in which recreational 

colonialism is sustained in ultra-running discourses, such as the Monument Valley Ultra, 

and a queer analytic has been introduced as a way to mobilize the productive power of 

hauntings, this chapter concludes toward building understanding, equity, and a more 

balanced and reciprocal relationship. A queer analytic applied to the Paatuwaquatsi 

Ultra-Marathon on the Hopi Reservation represents a useful model for how the run is 

organized in a way that poses meaningful challenges to the oppressive structures that 

recreational colonialism relies and depends upon.  

 The run was started in 2003 by Hopi runner and farmer Bucky Preston. 

Paatuwaqatsi means “water is life,” and since its inception, the run has been “a 
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celebration of the sanctity of water” (Boggs “The Hopi Man”). There are many key 

differences between the “Water is Life” run, as it is referred to locally, and other ultra-

marathons on Native reservations like the one described at Monument Valley. These 

differences include, but are not limited, to the way in which the run is linked to Hopi 

culture and history, as well as to contemporary politics that negatively affect Hopi people 

yet are often unknown to outsiders. The run is also organized by, is embedded in, and is 

embraced by Hopi communities. And finally, the “Water is Life” run is regarded as 

mutually beneficial to outsiders, who seek both a recreational and cultural experience, 

and to the Hopi, in terms of sustaining and celebrating cultural and spiritual traditions.  

 For thousands of years, for both practical and spiritual purposes, running has been 

an integral part of Hopi culture.78 Preston, who grew up in Walpi, Arizona, a village on 

top of First Mesa on the Hopi reservation, has spent his entire life running.79 “We ran 

everywhere; there are foot paths connecting the villages from all directions” (Boggs “The 

Hopi Man”). After leaving the reservation to learn a few trades and returning to find 

many of those trails missing, or in disarray, Preston organized the “Water is Life” run 

fearing they would be lost forever (Boggs “The Hopi Man”). Some important distinctions 

exist in the ultra-marathon route of the “Water is Life” run verses other runs, which 

closely link culture to the landscapes with which runners engage. The route that the 

Monument Valley run follows has never existed until recently. It is a hodgepodge of 

																																																								
78 For more in-depth descriptions and illustrations linking running to Hopi culture, see 
Gilbert, Nabokov, and Truglio. 
 
79 Some observations about the run illustrated in this section come from the first hand 
experience of the author, who participated as a runner in the event on September 12, 
2015. The comments attributed to Bucky Preston and some of the details of the run came 
from an article, appropriately cited throughout, which the author published with High 
Country News.  
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trails, some of which were created specifically for the run, whereby the desires of 

outsiders were accommodated by the Navajo Nation in service of recreational interests 

expressed by non-Native runners. The route that the “Water is Life” run follows is 

motivated from within. The trails that make up this run are, with a few slight 

modifications that change year-to-year due to safety concerns stemming from erosion, are 

ancient. They not only connect Hopi villages, but also ancient agricultural areas and 

natural springs. They serve both a cultural as well as spiritual purpose, and the organizers 

of the run use those trails to educate outsiders about Hopi culture and spiritual practices 

on their own terms.    

Minutes before the sun rose on Sept. 12, 68 ultra long-distance runners 

gathered around Preston, the sky clear and purple behind them. “These 

trails are like the blood vessels of our body—spread out—but all 

connected; they bring energy through our bodies,” he told them. “When 

you put the footprints on the land, that's calling the rain, and it's calling the 

Kachina and the Cloud People. We're here, and we're asking for your 

help” (Boggs “The Hopi Man”). 

 
The Monument Valley ultra run is organized in such a way that the run is central, and the 

integration of Navajo culture is complimentary to that experience. Preston frames the 

experience on his terms, not just as an opportunity to educate outsiders about Hopi 

culture, but also as a way to make very specific connections between the act of running 

and Hopi culture—running as culture, rather than running and culture. His framing also 

complicates runner’s perception of what they’re doing and why they’re doing it in the 

context of Hopi culture. The “Water is Life” run is a Hopi tradition first and foremost, a 
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community event in which many Hopis, young and old, participate. “That’s what I 

wanted to see for our people,” said Preston of the event, “to get them back to long-

distance running, because that’s who we are” (Boggs “The Hopi Man”) 

 More than just cultural, “Water is Life” is political. The run, therefore, is not only 

an opportunity to educate outsiders about Hopi culture on their own terms, but also serves 

as a way of resisting settler colonial systems of oppression that refuse to see native 

people as contemporary peoples who inhabit complex political lives. Preston said that he 

has “used running” to draw attention to the legacy of uranium mining that has irreversibly 

contaminated drinking water, as well as other uses of water that he believes are inherently 

destructive to his community and culture, such as Peabody Energy’s depletion of tribal 

water resources to run coal slurry (Boggs “The Hopi Man”). He has also used running to 

“raise awareness” regarding the Arizona Snowbowl ski resort’s use of reclaimed 

wastewater on the San Francisco Peaks, a mountain held sacred to the Hopi, in order to 

make artificial snow (Boggs “The Hopi Man”). Paatuwaqatsi is cultural, but the 

emphasis on “Water is Life” is simultaneously a political statement inserted into the 

context of recreational running.  

 Those politics surrounding water, access to water, and the importance of water, 

are embedded in the physical structure of the route. Preston designed the route using 

traditional trails so that runners pass through the village of Walpi on top of First Mesa, 

typically off limits to nontribal members, as an opportunity to see and interact with Hopis 

in one of the oldest continuously inhabited villages on the Hopi reservation. Runners are 

reminded as they make the steep 300-foot climb to the top of the Mesa that those who 

live there have to haul their own water to live there. The route goes through fields of 
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traditionally grown fields of corn during a time of year when the stalks are high, 

emphasizing a literal connection to the idea of “Water is Life.” Water stations are 

strategically located near natural springs, where runners are invited to pause, view, and 

ask questions about the timeworn structures that have not only allowed them to thrive in 

the area for millennia, but are described as vital to cultural identity and survival. As the 

route meanders throughout the reservation, runners are confronted with the urgency of 

water scarcity, and the social consequences of environmental injustice.  

 

 Because of the growing 

popularity of the run, the political 

presence of “Water is Life” has 

started to seep into mainstream 

recreational discourses. For example, 

in the January 2016 issue of Trail 

Runner magazine, an issue 

containing the “trail calendar” for the year, an exhaustive list of ultra-marathons all over 

the country, Paatuwaqatsi stood out among the others for two reasons. First, of the 25 

pages dedicated to the schedule that featured hundreds of ultra-marathons and trail runs, 

Paatuwaqatsi stood out because it was the only indigenous word. On the schedule 

sandwiched between the “Alyeska Climbathon” in Alaska and “Reno’s Battle Born Half 

Marathon” in Nevada. Secondly, while many runs support a “cause,” such as the Alyeska 

Climbathon, which raises funds to fight cancer, most emphasize the ruggedness of the 

terrain, the altitude, the scenery, or the toughness of would-be participants. Again, 

Figure 26: Image taken of national marathon schedule, 
featured in the January 2016 issue of Trail Runner magazine. 
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standing out “Water is Life” stood out as the only political message among the runs. The 

presence of Native culture and politics within the larger mainstream discourse of ultra-

running proliferated in the magazine is subtle, 

yet powerful. As white settler recreationalists 

scan the pages of the schedule looking for their 

next big challenge, the presence of 

Paatuwaqatsi, an unfamiliar word among the 

others, alongside the phrase “Water is Life” 

represents a kind of haunting, a rupture, a 

fissure, that is productive. In that moment of 

pause, there is opportunity however fleeting, in 

which an awareness of colonial history is brought 

to the present, and contemporary notions of 

national identity and cultural relations are provoked (O’Riley 1).  

 Contrary to the Monument Valley run, the “Water is Life” ultra-marathon is 

entirely driven and embraced by the Hopi people. While some serve crucial functions on 

the route—providing water and food under shade, or located at particularly dangerous 

places, warning weary runners to watch their step as they begin a steep decent—many 

others are simply their to watch the runners, providing motivation, jokes, and high-fives 

along the way. At every stage of the run, participants—Native and non-Native alike—are 

reminded that their presence, their “footprints on the land,” are not only welcomed, but 

necessary. “Kwakwhay! yell the men. Askwali! yell the women. Both phrases are gender-

specific ways of saying the same thing: ‘Thank you.’ The communities thank the runners 

Figure 27: Image taken of ad for the 2016 
Paatuwaqatsi “Water is Life” run, featured in 
the January 2016 issue of Trail Runner 
magazine. 
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because they help ensure the success of their crops” (Boggs “The Hopi Man”).80 In this 

way, the run is mutually beneficial to everybody involved—to traditional Hopi runners, 

to the community, and to non-Natives who still leave the reservation having run a 

“scenic” and “challenging” course, but at the same time their experience as non-Natives 

is decentered. This is a Hopi tradition, and outsiders orient their expectations and 

experiences within the context of their identities as visitors. Non-Natives are exposed to a 

diversity of lived experience that complicates dominant cultural representations of Native 

people, beliefs, and politics.  

5.8 Conclusion 

 As with the analysis provided of the Monument Valley run, in terms of 

meaningful challenges to white settler colonialism, the organization and intention of the 

event matters less than the outcome. While the “Water is Life” run structurally 

emphasizes complex and multidimensional Native ways of thinking and being in the 

world, and invites non-Natives to participate and learn about their culture and politics on 

their terms, it is clear that the condition of settler colonialism and the systems of power 

upon which it relies, runs deep. “bfinaz,” or “barefoot in Arizona,” for example, reported 

on his experience at Paatuwaqatsi, explaining that he definitely wanted to run in his 

huaraches—the Indigenous inspired running sandals described earlier in this chapter—

because there is “something timeless” about them and “it’s hard to find a more timeless 

place than Hopi.” So despite the fact that the run likely forced “bfinaz” to grapple with 

the Hopi as contemporary people, there is still a desire present in his language that prefers 

																																																								
80 Regarding this detail, one elderly Hopi man, a friend of Preston, joked with the author 
during the run. He said, “Bucky is a smart man to design the run to go right through his 
cornfield; all your footprints make his corn grow. I think he put this whole thing together 
because he’s a bad farmer.” 
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to internalize the Hopi as “timeless,” as unchanging, as people unaffected by the ongoing 

legacy of settler colonialism. As he projects romantic notions of “timelessness” on the 

landscape, and by extension, the Hopi people, he reinforces his sense of belonging 

elsewhere, despite the fact that all of the US is stolen Native land.  

 Meanwhile after “flintland” ran Paatuwaqatsi in 2013 he felt such a kinship by 

the Hopi that he felt like he had “reunited” with his people. “I felt I had traveled here to 

reunite with more members of something greater than the sum of us all, the one tribe I 

feel I truly belong with.” That he felt their meeting was a reunion of sorts indicates his 

dissatisfaction, the dis-unity he feels in his day-to-day life. Here “flintland” echos 

Huhndorf’s notion of “going native,” where Americans envision Native peoples as 

“idealized versions of themselves, as embodiments of virtues lost in the Western world” 

(6). The sentiments expressed by “bfinaz” and “flintland”—like those race reports from 

the Monument Valley ultra—ultimately serve as a means of solidifying a definition of 

American identity in relation to an other, and functionally distances that identity from 

culpability in past and present colonial violence. White settler colonialism is sustained as 

the two examples are invested in “turning Native land and culture into an inheritance 

granting them knowledge and ownership of themselves” (Morgensen, Spaces 18). 

 Yet, it is also clear that others left Paatuwaqatsi with an enriched sense of 

responsibility. “christarzanclemens,” left the reservation remembering something the 

Hopi announcer said at the conclusion of the run: “One day we will all leave this earth, 

but our footprints will stay.” He said this “made me think about the kind of footprints I’m 

leaving in my life” (christarzanclemens). Another runner, “alenegonebad,” retraced the 

route, commenting on the stone steps that led to the village Walpi as having “been around 
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longer than any of our White ancestors have been on this continent.” In their own way, 

both race reports appear to be grappling with history, and the affective and situated 

colonial encounter produced by that experience. As such, both express the productive 

power of hauntings, expressed as tracks or steps, as they negotiate their presence as white 

settlers (evident in use of the phrase “our white ancestors”). In this way, the tracks, or the 

“footprints on the land,” evoke Morton’s application of Sedgwick’s mesh. As a queer 

ecology, the mesh blur[s] and confound[s] boundaries at practically every level” 

including the space between “the living and nonliving” (Morton “Guest Column” 275). 

Drawing on Morgensen who says that in settler societies, Native and non-Native people 

are “caught up in one another,” tracks as a queer ecology may bring non-Native people 

closer to a sense of responsibility toward and a reckoning with their colonial past by 

simultaneously seeing the ways it is performed in the present. Tracks, as a queer ecology, 

therefore disrupt the structures in which white settler colonialism relies. By seeing the 

landscape as a complex mesh of identity, history, and experience, where victory for some 

is trauma for another, where belonging for some is exclusion for another, a reparative 

future may begin to be imagined. 
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Conclusion 
 
 

The Scope of Recreational Colonialism 
 
 

 As I conclude this dissertation, I am reminded of where I started thinking about 

this project: Flagstaff, Arizona. The Museum of Northern Arizona, in Flagstaff, is 

concluding their 4-month long exhibition featuring Native artists addressing cultural 

appropriation and other contemporary concerns that exemplify the asymmetrical relations 

of power at work in settler societies. Banners advertising the exhibition line the streets of 

downtown Flagstaff reading, “You Are On Indian Land.” This banner appears boldly 

above City Hall, the Court House, and the City Jail in a “border town” where Native 

Americans make up just fewer than 12% of the population, yet account for 45% of annual 

arrests.81 This banner also appears above outdoor recreation outfitters, climbing gyms, 

bike shops, and wilderness supply stores. The banner specifically calls out white settlers, 

“you,” yet the phrase leaves out the most important, obvious, and necessary word: stolen. 

Flagstaff, Arizona, like Farmington, New Mexico, is considered a “border town,” because 

the city sits just outside of the Navajo Nation, on the “border” of the reservation. 

However, the concept of a border in the context of white settler colonialism ultimately 

sustains the false narrative that there is a difference between Native and non-Native land. 

Alas, the banner could more aptly read, “You Are On Stolen Indian Land.” Whether or 

not the land in question is within city limits, or within a National Forest, or a State or 

National Park, or a Wilderness Area, or a National Monument, or whether it is under the 
																																																								
81 City of Flagstaff Police Department Annual Report, 2014 
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jurisdiction of the Bureau of Land Management, or any other designation, it is all stolen 

Native land. Even the land referred to as “reservation,” has been appropriated in the 

context of white settler colonialism, marked by and in relation to theft.  

 This is the context upon which outdoor recreation occurs today, both physically 

and culturally. Around the world, land is physically colonized, and peoples and cultures 

displaced, for resource extraction, to construct pipelines and dams, and so much more. 

Within the United States specifically, there has been decades of exhaustive research 

critical of the US Forest Service’s Multiple Use mandate that demonstrate the nuanced 

ways in which the interests of mining, ranching, logging, and fishing have negatively 

impacted Native peoples, landscapes, and cultures. But so far, outdoor recreation, which 

is also embedded as one of the concerns mandated by Multiple Use policy, has largely 

escaped this sort of critique. Native land, which is all land, is also colonized, physically 

transformed for the perceived needs of outdoor recreation. As I type this conclusion, 

there are bulldozers on the San Francisco Peaks, a site held sacred to 13 tribes of the 

American southwest, carrying out the second major round of expansions at the Arizona 

Snowbowl ski resort since 2012. Those bulldozers are mowing down old-growth trees 

and Native medicinal and ceremonial plants and herbs to make way for parking lots and 

new runs for skiers. That the ski resort and its supporters refer to these expansions as 

“improvements” while Native activists call it “desecration,” points toward the notion that 

colonization is not only physical, but also cultural.  

 The goal of this project ultimately lies in confronting the unexamined ways in 

which white settler colonialism is performed and sustained in the everyday. From its 

inception, colonization was about so much more than simply taking over land, and 
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killing/displacing the inhabitants of that land. More than their bodies, white settlers 

brought and enforced new ways of being, understanding, and valuing the world. They 

brought specific ideas about gender, nature, ownership, and belonging. White settler 

colonial theory accommodates critical discussions about how these faucets of colonialism 

manifest in the present, not just the past. It allows for an understanding of who we, in 

settler societies, are becoming, rather than who we have become. Though these aspects of 

colonialism are performed today, and institutionalized, throughout the dominant culture, 

this project considers the nuanced ways they appear in outdoor recreational discourses. 

By analyzing the interplay between the material and discursive roles in which language 

shapes understanding, this dissertation contributes to ongoing critical discussions about 

how white settlers have been socialized to play and perform various roles within white 

supremacy, heteropatriarchy, and capitalism. 

 By tracing the relationships that produce and are produced by the material and 

cultural landscapes on the Colorado Plateau, I forge new ways of contextualizing outdoor 

recreation. This dissertation has drawn from rhetorical theory and cultural and critical 

theory to form a foundation for a discourse and performance at work in outdoor 

recreation in the west, which I refer to as recreational colonialism. Recreational 

colonialism is a term used to make sense of a phenomenon that—with varying intensities 

and effects—have taken shape in spaces where outdoor recreation collides with past and 

present tensions of colonial relationships.  

 In my introductory chapter, I used the space of Flagstaff, Arizona to foreground 

my methodology for this dissertation. I aligned myself with other scholars who position 

rhetoric as a constant interplay between the material and the discursive, and that this 
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relationship is affective. The City of Flagstaff, nestled at the foot of the San Francisco 

Peaks, for example, draws much of its identity in relation to that iconic mountain range. 

As the mountain has affected the city and has shaped understandings of it, the City has 

also affected the mountain and has shaped understandings of it. This is important to my 

formulation of recreational colonialism because this definition of rhetoric emphasizes 

both material space and social practices as relational and co-dependent in the production 

of discourse. I also introduce the idea that a consumptive model of experience 

necessitated under capitalism accompanies the allure of outdoor recreation on the 

Colorado Plateau. I argue that various cultural narratives and myths about “the American 

West” as a concept have produced expectations of those experiences.  

 In my second chapter, as I begin to define recreational colonialism, I focus on its 

aesthetics by honing in on the controversy over development by the Arizona Snowbowl 

ski resort on the San Francisco Peaks. In other words, I attempt to answer the question, 

what does recreational colonialism look like? Here my research uncovers and rhetorically 

analyzes decades of promotional material printed by the resort such as brochures and 

their website. At the same time the resort has physically colonized 777 acres of the 

mountain, I argue that the social space that the resort takes up is far greater. In this 

chapter, recreational colonialism is at work in three different ways. The first is that it is 

dependent upon what I refer to as a “love/hate relationship” with Native people, cultures, 

and landscapes. The material celebrates Native culture when it is used to promote the 

resort, however, this celebration through stereotypical representation ultimately 

reinforces settler colonial dominance. Further, at the same time the resort, its 

management, and those skiers in support of the expansions there actually show great 
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distain for Native culture when contemporary Native people resist those developments. 

Also, while skiers and snowboarders may claim a surface level admiration for the beauty 

of the Peaks, and the environment in general, the actions necessary for their enjoyment 

and the language they employ, suggest the opposite. Secondly, recreational colonialism 

hierarchalizes knowledges and meaning-making systems, which place value on 

institutionalized ways of understanding Native landscapes over the way Native people 

have expressed their understanding. Finally, there is much at work in the way the resort 

has promoted itself over the years that reinforces the epistemologically violent myth that 

Native people no longer exist. Such a myth reinforces white settler dominance and, 

because it is in the context of outdoor recreation promotion, it is crucial to my 

development of recreational colonialism as a critical concept. 

 My third chapter, which analyzes rock-climbing discourses on and near the 

Navajo Nation, interrogates authenticity as fundamental to the way recreational 

colonialism functions culturally. I frame this chapter around P. Deloria’s conception of 

American subjectivity as produced by two competing mythologies: the Pioneer and the 

Indian. The former representing progress and the latter representing primitivism, he 

argues the two together “defined a dialectic of the modern,” though they are both based 

on myths and stereotypes that ultimately sustain white settler dominance (100). One of 

the central hegemonies at work in this dominance is heteronormativity, which 

rockclimbers inscribe on the landscape by seemingly “discovering” routes to climb, 

naming, and sexualizing the monoliths. In this way, recreational colonialism is at work 

through the connections between the colonial and patriarchal mindset that foregrounds 

the conquering of nature and native women’s bodies and sexuality. That climbing is 



	 Boggs	172	

illegal on the Navajo Nation, yet white climbers are determined to do it despite the ban, 

reveals a deep seated urge to re-enact the tropes of colonialism in the context of outdoor 

recreation. I end this chapter by highlighting three different narratives that surface in rock 

climbing discourses, necessitated by dichotomous thinking, to produce and sustain 

constructions of authenticity. 

 Next, I pivot to “bikepackers,” a rapidly growing subculture that combines 

mountain biking, bicycle touring, and camping. I trace this popularity regionally to the 

historic and tourist-driven group bike rides from Flagstaff to the Grand Canyon to 

connect outdoor recreation to the allure of haunted landscapes. In this chapter, I deploy 

the critical metaphor of hauntings to trace past and historical traumas that appear as 

material-discursive memory on the landscape, a memory conjured through desire for a 

past that never really existed. White settlers who reproduce frontier narratives by bicycle 

are haunted, not by esoteric and problematic “ghosts of Native people,” but by the legacy 

of colonial violence from which they benefit from in the present. Noting Clark, who 

observes that Americans experience the landscape rhetorically, outdoor recreationalists 

produce and have been produced by the landscapes in which they engage. Recreation, as 

a social practice, therefore also sustains a sense of national identity and belonging. 

Recreational colonialism is about using outdoor recreation—in this case bikepacking—in 

order to reanimate the stories they have been told about those landscapes, their 

relationship with Native people, and to resurrect their role as settlers. Further, the role 

that capitalism plays in producing these experiences cannot be overstated—ideologically, 

through the consumption of experiences, but also more directly through the consumption 

of products. 
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 In my final chapter, I focus on ultra marathon running, on and off Native 

American reservations in order to demonstrate how these discourses sustain white settler 

belongings on stolen Native land. When an event takes place on the reservation, for 

example, the experience is “sold” in a way that marks the landscape as otherworldly, 

mystical, enchanted, as well as those Native people who inhabit those landscapes. When 

an event takes place outside of a reservation the emphasis is on the physical features of 

the race, such as elevation changes and terrain details. Those events may mention the 

history of that area, and the trails, as it relates to mining, ranching, or other details of 

western expansion, but seldom—if ever—do these events recall the presence of Native 

peoples and cultures that inhabited that land for millennia before colonization. By 

marking the description of the runs differently depending on whether they take place on 

or off a reservation, ultra-marathon discourses perpetuate the dualism, Native and non-

Native land. I argue that this dualism ultimately sustains settler colonial belongings 

elsewhere. Recreational colonialism depends upon rigidly defining some land as “Native 

land” in order to justify their ownership of lands everywhere else. I also argue that the 

structure and organization of many of these runs offer no real challenges to this white 

settler logic. Even when some events make an effort to educate white settlers about 

Native culture and traditions, the language used by runners after-the-fact reveal that often 

those well-meaning efforts actually sustain perceptions of white settler supremacy. I 

argue that this kind of education—one that narrowly represents Native culture as 

something one can learn and perform—also sustains white settler supremacy. Again, the 

testimony of runners suggest that many of them felt a kinship toward the Native people, 

some even deployed language suggesting they could become Native if they adopted the 
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right attitude. I trace this concept of “going native” to the trend in barefoot running, a 

practice made famous by a white runner after visiting the barefoot running culture of the 

Tarahumara in Mexico. The ability to claim—to move into and out of identities, cultures, 

and landscapes, is a function of privilege. All to often, in spaces of outdoor recreation, 

these privileges can be dangerous when they goes unexamined.  

 In this chapter I extend the sociological metaphor of hauntings through a queer 

analytic in order to offer a new way of articulating how we, in settler societies, are 

“caught up in one another” (Morgensen Spaces 1). I offer tracks—the traces, imprints, 

and presences that mark, overlap, and intertwine these interrelationships upon the 

landscape—as a productive application of haunting as a queer ecology. Through tracks, 

multiple identities and histories mark the landscape, and even erasure leaves a mark that 

must be reckoned with.  

 Although this project honed in on practices mostly on or near the Colorado 

Plateau, these limitations were only meant to limit the scope of this project. Clearly 

though, recreational colonialism is a national and increasingly a global phenomenon. As 

it turns out, the connections between outdoor recreation and white settler colonialism are 

inexhaustible. Outside of this project, nationally, there have been controversies involving 

rock climbers at Cave Rock, near Lake Tahoe, NV and most famously, Devil’s Tower, 

WY. Then there are sand boarders and ATVers (all-terrain vehicles) on Sand Mountain, 

UT, and fishermen and hikers at a Native gravesite in Vallejo, CA. In 2014, western land-

use militants, led by Utah County Commissioner Phil Lyman, protested the protection of 

Recapture Canyon, by riding ATVs where they had previously been banned after 

archeological sites had been destroyed by the recreational vehicles. Lyman has been 
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quoted as saying, Native people “lost the war” and have no right to weigh in on public 

land management decisions.82 These are the same people currently protesting the 

protection of Bear’s Ears, an area in southern Utah that has witnessed the looting and 

destruction of Native archeological and cultural sites, including gravesites. 

 While it may be easy to dismiss Lyman and others like him as a rare group of 

“Yosemite Sam” cartoon kooks who have little—if anything—in common with other 

outdoor recreational groups, consider again the details of their staged protest. They used 

outdoor recreational vehicles to protest the protection of Native sacred sites, under the 

belief that Native people should have no say in land-use decisions because they “lost the 

war.” While this group used ATVs, there are similarities in the motivations of others 

groups described in this dissertation who instead used snowboards and skis or their 

defiant rock climbing bodies and equipment. Certainly, skiers and snowboarders on the 

San Francisco Peaks or rock climbers on the Navajo Nation are not as purposeful in their 

racism and disrespect, but the result is essentially the same. In either case, the 

relationship between recreation and white settler colonialism among all these groups 

cannot be denied. 

 When I think of the global impact of recreational colonialism, of course, eco-

tourism and outdoor recreational destinations come to mind. White settlers can hike the 

Incan trail, paddle down the Amazon, and wealthier people can shoot big game in Africa 

or climb Mount Everest. Considering white settler colonial theory’s emphasis on the 

present every-day influences of white supremacy, heteropatriarchy, and capitalism in 

																																																								
82 See Rolly, Paul. “Bears Ears Opponents Posting Phony Flier, Letters To Scare Utah 
Navajos.” Salt Lake City Tribune 24 May 2016. Web. 
Also see Mark, Jason. “Utah Monument Fight Pits Native Americans Against Land-Use 
Militants. The American Prospect. 3 August 2016. Web. 
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forming a kind of settler logic, of concern is not the activities themselves, but the way in 

which they are approached.  

 Here I am reminded of a scene from the 2015 remake of the film, Point Break, 

which even without hindsight seems like a silly way to end a dissertation. Nevertheless, 

the film follows a group of extreme sports athletes, all white men from the United States, 

as they embark on what is referred to as the “Ozaki 8,” a list of eight extreme sports 

ordeals all over the world that “honor the forces of nature” (Point Break). These fictional 

ordeals include navigating white water rapids, base jumping, flying in a wing suit, surfing 

the biggest waves, and rock-climbing without safety gear, and snowboarding—

specifically snowboarding an “unridden line,” a line down a mountain nobody has ever 

taken before. As bad as the film was, it was highly anticipated, particularly among 

extreme sports enthusiasts as many of the action scenes involved professional athletes 

known around the world for their real-life feats.  

 While many of the nuances of recreational colonialism—white supremacy, 

heteropatriarchy, and capitalism—are fully illustrated throughout the film, the plot, and 

the character’s motivations, there is one scene that I keep thinking about. The night 

before attempting an ordeal the two main characters were sitting together on the top of a 

mountain somewhere, stoking a small campfire. “’Utah’ was just a nickname they gave 

me,” Johnny Utah says, staring out at the mountains through the flames (Point Break). 

“My mother was an Ute Indian. It means ‘mountain people.’ Maybe that’s why I was so 

good on the slopes” (Point Break). In one sentence, this obviously blond haired white 

character that expressed no previous connection before, claims Indigeneity, and therefore 

a specific kinship with nature, and therefore a good snowboarder, and nothing about this 
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logic is presented as questionable. These lines capture one of the central themes of this 

project, which is to say the never-ending search for authenticity masks the settler colonial 

logic that foregrounds outdoor recreation. Utah represents a uniquely American 

subjectivity that simultaneously claims two concepts: the individualism and the 

modernism of the “pioneer” as well as the stoicism and the heroism of the “Indian.” With 

these concepts comes a particular view of the natural world, of gender and sexuality, of 

morals, values, and ethics. It is a subjectivity that only a white settler can claim. In its 

exclusivity lies its power, a power he is seemingly free to exercise and enforce all over 

the world. The world, its confounding mesh of identities, histories, and experiences are 

much more complex than the way Johnny Utah sees it. It is crucial that this increasingly 

hegemonic understanding of outdoor recreation, of the natural world, be called into 

question, and called out for what it is: a performance, one that has a legacy, and one that 

has consequences for everyone. 
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