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acts divorced from the people and the place commence as outsiders and end 
as strangers, all the while serving no purpose for the people. 

In his introspective introduction, Rosser carefully and clearly 
characterizes his own status as a Bilagáana,9 but also someone who has deep 
place-based connections to the Navajo Nation and Diné communities.10  I can 
cite no source for this, but I would guess that most tribal communities in the 
United States have a word in their indigenous language that describes people, 
not from their community.  One of our words in Chickasaw is naahollo,11 
and like with the Diné language, its organic meaning is likely not 
complimentary.  However, Rosser does not try to twist himself into 
something he is not.  Instead, he acknowledges the “challenge to figure out 
the roles [he] could and should play, as well as those [he] should not.”12  
There is both beauty and success in his honesty and approach.  The work he 
has done, and this book, amplifies rather than speaks for the place he is from 
and the people to whom he is connected.  Rosser is telling the story from 
within. 

Stories are not important simply for therapeutic reasons.  Beyond the 
emotional validation that comes from hearing your story told, there are 
cognitive benefits to the narrative as well.  Narratives often make facts and 
data points make sense to us as human beings.13  Taking a moment to think 
about that statement creates the realization that stories are incredibly 
powerful.14  Given that sheer power, who tells them and what version is told 
becomes all the more critical.  Indigenous peoples have stories about big 
moments like creation, culture, and ways to act.  However, there are also 

 

 9. White person, in Diné.  See Definition of Bilagáana, NAVAJO WORD OF THE DAY (July 5, 
2012), https://navajowotd.com/word/bilagaana/ [https://perma.cc/N6BH-TDAS]. 
 10. ROSSER, supra note 1, at xi-xiii. 
 11. White person, in Chickasaw.  See Joshua Don Hinson, Chi Ka Sha Goes to Washington: 
Chickasaw Narratives on the NMAI, 29 AM. INDIAN Q. 491, 492 (2005). 
 12. ROSSER, supra note 1, at xiii. 
 13. See ANTHONY G. A
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III. WATER IS LIFE 

The later chapters of Rosser’s book focus on the present and the future.  
In the chapter “Sovereign Assertions,” Rosser examines three areas where 
the Navajo Nation actively applies its self-determining ability beyond the 
reservation’s borders.19  
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One of the aspects of Rosser’s book that is so rare in Indian Country, 
and as Rosser notes among legal scholars in particular, is the honesty and 
even-handedness concerning the failings and successes of tribal 
governmental officials.  Rosser writes about the anonymous Indian law 
professor who joked that a law scholar has never said anything bad about a 
tribe.38  Rosser also then connects that strong hesitancy to create fodder for a 
public relations frenzy that may result from an acknowledgment that tribal 
governments are imperfect.39  Of course, what is at stake in an honest 
assessment of the areas of improvement within tribal governments is more 
than just bad press.  The Supreme Court and Congress will be paying 
attention to how tribal nations function, thereby transforming a bad look in 
the news to another potential act of judicial divestiture by the Court or 
another era of termination-focused legislation from Congress.40  Law 
scholars are acutely aware of that possibility.  After all, the memory of 
Oliphant v. Suquamish Indian Tribe is not so old, and the real-world 
consequences are exactly that—real.41  For example, the fact that tribal 
nations and their court systems lack the inherent criminal jurisdictional 
authority over non-Indians has likely affected the number of missing and 
murdered Indigenous women and persons.42  But, Rosser properly refers to 
noted Diné scholar, Raymond Orr, and the idea that “scholarship should 
engage in the messiness of life and politics on Indian reservations.”43  To that 
point, I wholeheartedly agree, with the caveat that the messiness should be 
described from within, just as Orr and Rosser have done in their respective 
works. 

For anyone working within the Navajo Nation, this book simply requires 
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Navajo history, and that of all Indigenous peoples.  The book carefully lays 
out the challenges based on the choice between decolonizing the law and 
using it to protect what is left.  I suspect that those challenges will exist in 
Native communities across the globe.  Knowing that these challenges likely 
exist in most Native communities gives them a roadmap for resolution—or 


