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abstract

This paper investigates the historical context of ecotourism and ethnotourism in Alaska, its roots in 
Sheldon Jackson, and the far-reaching effects of Jackson’s involvement up to now. This will be done 
by explaining ecotourism and its establishment, which excluded Alaska Native populations. We then 
examine ethnotourism in Alaska and how it shaped and portrayed the Indigenous population. Last, 
we will explore the effects of these forms of eco- and ethnotourism today and how the Alaska Native 
community is working to change the narrative.

introduction

Throughout Alaska, shops with merchandise that pro-
motes and perpetuates the state motto “The Last Frontier” 
are everywhere. Mountains, brown bears, fishing, and 
wilderness have become synonymous with who and what 
Alaska is, yet they lack any Indigenous representation. The 
“Alaska section” in gift shops and shopping centers fre-
quently evokes the image of an “untouched land” of beauty 
where visitors can be the first to encounter and experience 
the incredible wilderness. These images of untouched land 
perpetuate the concept of the “The Last Frontier” while 
also invoking a sense of being on the border of Western 
civilization, a border meant to be pushed and expanded 
upon and a slogan meant to conjure up the national ideol-
ogy of Manifest Destiny (see Jacuk, this volume).

Ironically, shops that expound this idea of untouched 
land and westward expansion often also sell poor repre-
sentations of “authentic” Alaska Native art, copies made 
by those outside our communities that appropriate who 
we are. These images draw upon an exoticism created for 

no other reason than to sell products, forsaking art forms 
with thousands of years of meaning. It is this coexistence 
and conflicting nature of the “Last Frontier” and Western 
caricatures of the Indigenous population that largely make 
up the image of tourism in Alaska.

These two conflicting perspectives of Alaska present 
an exoticized view of its Native population. While the ex-
ploitation of land and people through tourism is not new, 
in the Alaskan context there is a hidden figure who has 
rarely been linked to the history of the tourism industry: 
Sheldon Jackson, the architect and operator of boarding 
schools in Alaska, was also a promoter of ecotourism and 
ethnotourism operations (see Jacuk, this volume).

ecotourism

Throughout the history of the United States’ presence in 
Alaska, picturesque landscapes and tourism have been used 
as vehicles to further Western imperialism. Yet tourism 
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that is framed through a Western lens “is argued to (cur-
rently) be the prime threat to indigenous homelands and 
cultures, through its exploitation, dislocation and desecra-
tion” (McIntosh et al. 2002:39). This can be seen in the 
famed photographer Eadweard Muybridge’s expedition to 
the territory in 1868, for his “views besides being beauti-
ful works of art give a more correct idea of Alaska and 
its scenery and vegetation than can be obtained from any 
written description of the country” Campbell (2007:92). 
Muybridge received permission to join “General Henry W. 
Halleck’s reconnaissance trip to Alaska,” along with other 
“wealthy and well-connected elites” (Campbell 2007:91). 
While Muybridge’s photos were important in promoting 
Alaska’s impressive scenery, his presence aboard the naval 
vessel also served military needs through the photography 
of important military sites. Muybridge’s work in Alaska 
“signified the conjoining of the imperial connections 
between strategic sites and aesthetic sights” (Campbell 
2007:92), revealing the political portrayal of the Alaska 
landscape, but it also opened the door to other forms of 
imperialism hiding under the guise of ecology.

The exploitation of nature and its use for development 
was something to which the future secretary of education 
in Alaska, Sheldon Jackson, was no stranger. Jackson, a 
prominent figure within the Presbyterian Church and 
creator of numerous boarding schools throughout the 
western United States, was instrumental in using ecclesial 
institutions to build transportation networks throughout 
the West. For “railroads were ‘quite consciously . . . agents 
of state,’” and, as historian Richard White noted, “Just 
as Manifest Destiny made the expansion of the United 
States synonymous with the expansion of republican free-
dom, Christianity, and civilization itself, so the railroads 
made their expansion an expansion of civilization” (Sabol 
2017:206). Churches and boarding schools became ways 
to take care of the “Indian Problem” through the “emas-
culation” of these communities (Sabol 2017:219) and to 
make way for expansionist efforts through railroads. 
For instance, in a letter to the Presbyterian secretaries of 
Foreign and Home Missions, Jackson laid out his plan to 
use missionaries to assist in this expansion:

Now for the specifications with reference to the or-
ganization of churches. Bear in mind that in 1872 
Montana was expecting the speedy building of the 
North Pacific Railroad, and was receiving a large 
immigration. It was then considered a wise policy 
to [unintelligible] central points. Consequently I 
organized churches [and missions] at Helena, Deer 

Lodge . . . also urged the sending of a missionary 
to Fort Benton as well. Those places at that time 
were the strategic points and are yet with the excep-
tion of Gallatin and Hamilton . . . Gallatin being at 
the forks of the Missouri River was expected to 
be a great place on the Northern Pacific Railroad. 
(Jackson 1880:16)1

One of the strategic points in Montana where the North 
Pacific Railroad’s construction was intended to provide re-
liable transportation for ecotourists was the newly created 
Yellowstone National Park, an achievement Jackson heavi-
ly publicized in his various publications (Jackson 1973:68). 
Jackson’s assimilative work was tied to various forms of 
tourism that supported his overall colonial and expan-
sionist policies. It should also be recognized that Jackson’s 
tactics were to the detriment of Native populations, who 
would eventually be displaced by Eurocentric non-Na-
tive Americans seeking access to pristine scenery (Jacoby 
2006). Upon entering Alaska, Jackson saw new opportu-
nities to continue this work.

In Jackson’s publication The Rocky Mountain Presby-
terian, he described Alaska as “new, raw land of the far 
Northwest . . . with its thirty-five thousand heathen na-
tives, for whose evangelization nothing whatever had been 
done by any Protestant denomination” (Young 1927:63). 
His use of the terms “raw land” and “heathen natives” de-
liberately set out to separate the beauty of this “untouched 
land” from the Eurocentric image of Native “heathenism.” 
This compartmentalization gave individuals like Jackson 
the opportunity to capitalize on Alaska’s scenery while 
erasing the Native peoples from the image.

To fully understand Jackson’s motivations, it is es-
sential to define ecotourism within this context. Despite 
the many interpretations of tourism existent throughout 
history, Jackson’s understanding of ecotourism within 
this context would be “a search for something sacred, a 
ritual, or pilgrimage, whereby the tourist steps out of their 
everyday life and goes through a liminal tourist phase, 
only to return to their habitual existence after the tour-
ist experience” (Nosková and Scholl-Schneider 2020:395). 
Ecotourism characteristically presents Alaska as a place 
grounded in geographical phenomena without accurate 
consideration of the peoples who have lived here for time 
immemorial. This narrative relies upon the notion that 
natural areas are “untainted” by humanity as a means 
of interpreting what is “sacred.” Therefore, the erasure of 
Alaska Native peoples is critical to the story that is often 
sold through ecotourism, even though these communities 
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have lived in harmony with their environments for as long 
as they have existed. 

To promote this image of Alaska to the public, the 
famed naturalist John Muir traveled north. In 1888–1889, 
Muir traveled with Jackson throughout Alaska, stating his 
goals for the trip as follows:

We are going to write some history, my boy, [re-
ferring to S. Hall Young, Ft. Wrangell teacher]. . . . 
Think of the honor! We have been chosen to put 
some interesting people and some of Nature’s 
grandest scenes on the page of human record 
and on the map. Hurry! We are daily losing the 
most important news of all the world. (Campbell 
2007:61)

Muir’s work distinguishes between land and the Alaska 
Native peoples by focusing solely on the natural and re-
porting on the scenic beauty of Alaska, separating the 
traditionally inseparable. Muir’s description of Alaska 
Natives was nuanced, as he was informed by the Euro-
supremacy framework common at that time. Examples of 
Muir’s othering language, which helped shape the opin-
ions of future tourists to the region, include “they are 
pale copper-colored, have small feet and hands, are not 
at all negroish in lips or cheeks like the coastal tribes” 
(Campbell 2007:148). Muir thus placed Alaska Natives 
as something separate from other peoples and hinted at a 
lack of evolutionary development compared to their “su-
perior” European counterparts—a distinction, of course, 
based solely on the opinions and perceptions of the self-
proclaimed superior. Travel writers like Muir and Eliza 
Scidmore “painted Alaska as an extension of the North 
American West that was waiting to be explored by visi-
tors,” while the “native inhabitants, if discussed at all, 
were also depicted as being part of the natural landscape” 
(Raibmon 2005:141). Muir romanticized Alaska alongside 
this othering language, helping “transform Alaska from 
an unknown wilderness into an iconic vision of sublime 
solitude and peacefulness” (Miller 2013:38) and, not co-
incidentally, create a market for the Inside Passage tour 
(Nash 1981:4–6). 

An accompanying teacher on this trip, S. Hall Young, 
later wrote more directly that the “strange habits of the 
wild fishermen; the lack of morality . . . the Indian med-
icine-men, the witchcraft, the queer totemic system and 
primitive customs—all the lights and shadows blend-
ed. . . . Thirty-five thousand heathen natives in a land 
without law, order or protection! The shameful neglect of 
this, America’s last frontier, was a reproach to civilization” 

(Young 1927:65). Contrast Young’s opinion of the Alaska 
Native population with his description of scenery like that 
of Glacier Bay: 

so far as we were able to ascertain, no white man 
had ever penetrated these forbidding wilds…the 
most wonderful bay for natural scenery in all the 
earth, and that it fell to our lot to unfold this won-
der to an admiring world. . . . The work the glacier 
did was a labour of love, and its stern aspect, its 
roaring voices, its immense masses breaking off 
into bergs, its relentless march through the moun-
tains as it carved out its own valleys, were to him 
the products, not only of infinite intelligence but 
of a kind and loving heart. (Young 1927:197–199)

In Young’s writing, the reader can see a linguistic sepa-
ration of land (described in terms usually ascribed to a 
mother) and the Native population, which, as understood 
through the lens of savagery, needed to be civilized. This 
linguistic move humanizes nature while dehumanizing 
the Alaska Native peoples. Both Young’s and Jackson’s 
work falls in line “with Western practices of representing 
them [Alaska Natives] as ‘the Other,’ practices that origi-
nated in the nineteenth century and have been carried to 
the present” (Bunten 2010:289).

Through this separation brought about by Jackson 
through Muir and Young, the public had the tools needed 
to acknowledge one without the other, opening the op-
portunity of ecotourism within Alaska. In these early 
tours there was always a mixture of “natural scenery with 
the views of progress, the labor of resource extraction,” a 
venture in which Jackson was also involved (Campbell 
2007:93). Like Muybridge, Jackson was later able to merge 
the scenic beauty of “raw land” with the extraction of re-
sources revealing westward expansion at work, while also 
separating the Native population through caricatures of 
savagery. This “problem” was one Jackson could only solve 
by forceful assimilation of the Alaska Native population 
through boarding schools.

These connections created by Jackson deepened 
when, in 1899, Edward H. Harriman began an expedi-
tion “with a cast of leading American Scientific supernu-
meraries made up of geologists, botanists, zoologists, and 
mining experts. The old Alaska hand Dall was along, so 
was wilderness enthusiast John Muir and the future eth-
nologist and Indian photographer, Edward S. Curtis” 
(Cole 1985:309). Though Jackson also helped further the 
goals of Harriman’s Union Pacific Railroad, the relation-
ship between the two men is unclear. What is clear is that 
Harriman’s expedition reinforced Jackson’s distinction 
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between nature and Alaska Natives while promoting re-
source extraction under the pretense of western expansion. 
While the work of naturalists such as Muir promoted this 
divorced view of land, Edward Curtis (who had previ-
ously worked with Sheldon Jackson) further developed the 
image and status of Alaska Natives as dehumanized (see 
Jackson and Princeton Theological Seminary 1880:17). 
The trope of the dehumanized Native savage was already 
prevalent in Alaska, but Curtis used photography and 
art to add to this narrative, promoting the idea of the 
“Vanishing Race” (Curtis 1904). As a result of that famous 
concept, “Curtis, who staged many of his photographs, 
has been credited with helping to create a nostalgic and in-
accurate popular image of Native Americans” (Campbell 
2007:241; cf. Egan 2012:41–59).2 Curtis’s creation of the 
“Vanishing Race” was not accidental, as it “assumed that 
the Indians and the frontier—the western regions that had 
remained unclaimed by white settlers through the nine-
teenth century—were vanishing” (Miller 2013:42). 

Through this narrative, the Native population and the 
land drew even farther apart in the minds of settlers. It was 
this divorce of land and people on which Jackson framed 
his marketing of ecotourism to Alaska in his publication 
The North Star. This newsletter is filled with instances of 
uplifting the natural beauty of Alaska, discussing the de-
pravity of its Native population, and always ending with 
an advertisement for the North Pacific Railroad (which 
he assisted in creating) to Alaska through Yellowstone 
National Park (Jackson 1973:76). While Jackson’s por-
trayal of Alaska Natives is shocking, it is typically bal-
anced with the civilizing work of the boarding schools he 
created, thereby suggesting that the negative caricature 
of Native peoples is being corrected due to his efforts, 
as seen in Figure 1. In this excerpt from The North Star, 
Jackson (1973:8) describes the murder of an Alaska Native 
woman and blames the victim, stating, “The wages of sin 
is death.” Jackson follows this horrific instance of miss-
ing and murdered Indigenous women/people (MMIW/P) 
by talking about the good he is doing through assimila-
tive work and (to the right) advertising trips to Alaska via 
the Northern Pacific Railroad. This was another thing 
Jackson attempted to capitalize on. His ability to divorce 
the people from the land and then, through mechanisms 
of his own creation, do away with the existence of Native 
peoples, provided a pathway to interpreting the land with-
out consideration for Native peoples (e.g., see Pratt 1994). 
Thus, Jackson created and then sold the narrative of the 
Last Frontier through ecotourism.

ethnotourism

In 1884, Sheldon Jackson wrote a letter to an undisclosed 
senator about a trip he was organizing to Alaska via the 
North Pacific Railroad, on the same route promoted in The 
North Star. This letter was very much centered around eco-
tourism, describing the scenery in detail with the promise 
to “climb glaciers, see the wale [sic] in his northern home” 
and “feast upon the finest of fish . . . among the wildest and 
grandest of scenery”; however, Jackson also stated that the 
travelers would see “Indian Villages” and “inspect Indian 
Missions” (Jackson 1884:2). He further noted that the trip 
would be “instructional” (Jackson 1884:1). Ethnotourism 
was thus added to the ecotour itinerary. 

When considering the context of Alaska in this peri-
od, it is important to reckon with the reverberations of the 
discourse related to ethnotourism to contemporary times. 

Figure 1. Excerpt from The North Star (Jackson 1973:8), 
originally printed in 1888, that combines sensational-
ized, dark stories of the boarding schools Sheldon Jackson 
is running with tourism. 
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Jana Nosková interprets the intersection of the history of 
tourism in modern iterations of power structures by de-
scribing it as “neo-colonialism and imperialism, focusing 
primarily on the power asymmetries between developed 
and less developed countries (or peoples)” (Nosková and 
Scholl-Schneider 2020:395).

This definition also includes the exotification of those 
“less developed” peoples while, of course, understanding 
that the level of development is based upon a Western 
European framework. Shari Huhndorf, in her work Going 
Native: Indians in the American Cultural Imagination, de-
scribes this phenomenon where:

By 1914, European Nations controlled over 85 
percent of the territories in the world, and seekers 
after the pleasures of “otherness” relied on Western 
political dominance to indulge their fascinations. 
Through the exertion of colonial power, the West 
thus made the rest of the world available, in vari-
ous ways, to its own citizens. Western travelers 
journeyed to distant lands, collectors amassed ex-
otic objects, prominent artists and writers sought 
inspiration in the ‘primitive,’ scientists researched 
these new subjects, explorers mapped uncharted 
territories, and corporations and entrepreneurs 
transformed colonial resources into vast profits. 
(Huhndorf 2001:83)

The colonial element of tourism reveals the role of other-
ness in solidifying societal understanding of Western dom-
inance over Indigenous peoples around the world. More 
specifically, for the purposes of this paper, ethnotourism 
can be defined as tourism focused on understanding a spe-
cific people group (in this case Alaska Natives) based on a 
Eurocentric—and very often dehumanizing—lens created 
by those in power. Furthermore, this frame of understand-
ing denies the self-identification and overall sovereignty of 
Alaska Native communities by usurping the narrative to 
put them in a space that is frozen in time and associated 
with negative social characteristics. Ethnotourism can 
therefore be seen to employ views of “savagery” and “hea-
thenism” based not in fact but instead on a perception of 
Eurocentric supremacy. Jackson’s efforts to develop eth-
notourism in Alaska conforming with this definition are 
illustrated not only by his writing in publications like The 
North Star but also through promotional imagery such as 
the so-called “heathen dance” (Fig. 2). As Miller notes, 
this “authentic experience for a turn-of-the-century tourist 
was based on that tourist’s preconceived ideas of what con-
stituted ‘Indianness,’” which was defined by the “Western-

based traditional constructions of what indigenous people 
should be, how they should dress, and what they should 
look like” (Miller 2013:47–48). This meant that while 
“authenticity” was desired, it could only be understood 
through the exotifying lens of colonial constructs and not 
defined by Alaska Native peoples. While ecotourism sets 
out to ideologically and physically separate Alaska Native 
peoples and the Alaska land, ethnotourism seeks to define 
the identity of Alaska Native peoples exclusively from the 
colonial gaze by determining “authenticity.” Both serve to 
designate Indigenous populations as the other.

In Jacksonian ethnotourism, this sort of imagery and 
Curtis’s “Vanishing Race” motif were used to represent 
both the “Disappearing Indian” (by touring Indian villag-
es) and the “reformed Native” (inspecting Indian missions 
and boarding schools) (e.g., Jackson 1884). Within these 
categories, Jackson himself was instrumental in the “dis-
appearance” and “reformation” of Native peoples through 
the boarding school system he established (Fig. 3). His 
widespread role in creating the Eurocentric identity of 
Alaska Native peoples in the nineteenth century was also 
evident in his 1887 convening of “the first meeting of the 
society of Alaska Natural History and Ethnology,” a body 
that did not have an Alaska Native present during its for-
mation or existence (Carlton 1999:33). Jackson shrewdly 
used the exoticism of the “Disappearing Indian” when of-
fering tourists the opportunity to purchase cultural items 
from supposedly soon-to-be-lost cultures (Jackson and 
Princeton Theological Seminary 1890–1892:1–2; Fig. 4). 
While it is not clear if any of the items being sold were 
stolen material culture that came into Jackson’s posses-
sion during his travels, it is known that he had his stu-
dents make art and other cultural objects (Cole 1985:76). 
The mental gymnastics that went into commodifying 
the very culture Jackson tried to exterminate will never 
be known; however, it is clear that, in Jackson’s scheme, 
Alaska Native cultures could exist only under his terms 
and for his benefit. Having students make such items (in 
schools meant to eradicate their cultures) to be sold to 
support the boarding school model is a solemn represen-
tation of Jacksonian ethnotourism.

Through his control over the boarding schools and in-
fluence of Alaska, Jackson helped form the societal vision 
of an “untouched land” to the exclusion of Alaska Native 
peoples while simultaneously defining and exoticizing 
Alaska Native identity. Therefore, Jackson created the 
model for colonial identities to recognize two opposing 
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Figure 2. “Heathen Dance, Alaska,” reprinted on a certificate acknowledging financial contributions to con-
struct the Presbyterian Mission Chapel and Home in Fort Wrangell, Alaska (Jackson 1855–1909:117).
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ideologies of an untouched land and an exoticized Alaska 
Native population. In this model, both land and the cari-
cature are allowed to exist, but never have any relation. 

alaska native history and the 
present: a critical approach

For hundreds of years, the Alaska Native population has 
been represented by the frameworks made widespread by 
Sheldon Jackson. It is therefore beneficial to understand 
the true history of Alaska and its peoples outside of these 
“othering” colonial frameworks. 

The name “Alaska” derives from an Unangan Tunuu 
word, Aláxsxaq or Alaxsxix, both meaning “Where the Sea 
Breaks Its Back” or the “main land.” Archaeological evi-
dence shows Alaska Native people have lived and thrived 
off the lands we refer to as Alaska for at least 10,000 years 
(e.g., Crowell et al. 2010:104). To provide a more specific 
example, the Native village of Point Hope, Alaska, has 
been continuously occupied for over 10,000 years (Jensen 
2014:11), making it the longest-inhabited place in the 
United States. On the other hand, the colonial history of 
Alaska spans just a couple hundred years. It is important 
to compare the long history of the Alaska Native peoples 
and land with its colonial history, for 200 years is a drop 

Figure 4. List of 
Sheldon Jackson’s in-
ventory to be sold to 
tourists and collectors 
(Jackson and Prince-
ton Theological Semi-
nary 1890–1892:1–
2). It includes such 
items as an ivory 
spear for $7.50, two 
masks for $6, and a 
pair of snowshoes for 
$2. This piece is hard 
to read, but it high-
lights an important 

point concerning the lack of legibility and auto-search ca-
pabilities of this document. Many of Jackson’s documents 
are in a similar state, meaning that to truly understand 
this history requires researching every document without 
automated or artificial intelligence assistance, demand-
ing an extra level of commitment. It also explains the 
slow pace with which this history is being uncovered and 
why current understandings of it have been narratively 
colonial in nature.

Figure 3. Students at Sitka Industrial Indian School. Jackson poses in the front, holding his hat (Jackson 1877–1909:8).
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in the bucket compared to a 10,000-year history. This rich 
Alaska Native history clearly reveals an unbreakable bond 
between the Indigenous peoples and the land, a history 
often ignored or unacknowledged by these colonial enti-
ties. For instance, “until 2005, the Alaska State Board of 
Education did not require students to receive instruction 
on the history of Alaska or Alaska Native cultures, so edu-
cators were not compelled to develop course materials on 
those subjects” (Pratt 2009:29).

Considering these facts, one must ask how Alaska 
has been distilled down to what it is portrayed as by the 
tourism industry today: a place comprised of mountains, 
brown bears, and glaciers and lacking Native representa-
tion or relationship. Alaska is not a place of European ori-
gin or claim on its Native peoples, making it the furthest 
thing from the “Last Frontier.” Marketing Alaska in such 
an ecocentric light perpetuates the earlier ecotourism mis-
conception of “untouched land.” For, regardless of the nar-
ratives of colonial-era ecotourism, Alaska is the ancestral 
homeland of the Alaska Native peoples. Thus, the absence 
of Alaska Native voices in the modern tourism industry 
constitutes a continuation of the Jacksonian frameworks 
of erasure.

As the home to more than 229 federally and state-
recognized tribes, Alaska has the highest percentage of 
Indigenous peoples in the United States (USDA Forest 
Service 2023:4). How can a place that has been the home 
to Alaska Native peoples for more than 10,000 years be a 
“Last Frontier”? There is much work to be done in tourism 
where too often panels and webinars spotlight Alaska yet 
have little to no Alaska Native representation. Together, 
we must lift the veil of misrepresentation to see the true 
beauty and truth of who and what Alaska is. In doing 
so, the fog of the unknown will rise, and Alaskans—and 
tourists—will see Alaska’s true beauty for what she is, a 
Native place. Our hope is for tourists to see Alaska with 
open eyes. However, to understand the state of Alaska, 
we need to know our past, particularly the painful parts. 
One organization leading this work is the Alaska Native 
Heritage Center (ANHC), the only statewide living cul-
tural center dedicated to preserving and strengthening 
all Alaska Native cultures and traditions. The best way to 
counteract the Jacksonian framework of ethnotourism is 
cultural tourism done on Alaska Native terms. 

The heart, the root, of cultural tourism is much more 
than that. It is the perpetuation of Alaska Native ways of 
life; it is healing; it is language revitalization; it is the ac-
curate telling of Alaska Native history; it is Alaska Native 

youth knowing they are part of a community that is living 
and vibrant, with a robust future, and that we have had and 
still have a powerful story and experience to share. In its 
simplest form, cultural tourism in Alaska creates a space 
for the Alaska Native community to learn more about 
their own cultures by sharing our traditions, stories, val-
ues, knowledge, and ways of life. In contrast to ecotourism 
and ethnotourism, cultural tourism “turn(s) to local cul-
tural models to shape their presentations of self” in a way 
that we “have the power to choose how to respond to the 
tourist (colonial) gaze” (Bunten 2008:382). As opposed 
to being described and othered by colonial frameworks, 
cultural tourism creates a place of self-determination and 
representation of Indigenous peoples. Through this self-
determination and representation, Alaska Native peoples 
can define not only ourselves but also our unbreakable re-
lationship to the land that has defined us for over 10,000 
years, undoing the negative effects of eco- and ethnotour-
ism. While this relationship has always existed, motifs 
such as the “Last Frontier” have sought to erase this narra-
tive within society, effectively manufacturing the divorce 
between the original peoples and the land. 

Cultural tourism sets out to create a mirror showing 
a true understanding of the “authentic” Native self while 
also redefining who the “other” is, in response to the co-
lonial window that warps Native identity to the goals of 
colonization. One element of cultural tourism that enti-
ties such as ANHC and the Alutiiq Museum do through 
the lens of self-determination and presentation is the 
participation in communal and societal cultural revital-
ization, reversing the Jacksonian structures to one where 
Native people see and define ourselves on our own terms, 
not only for healing from the effects of historical loss but 
also to create a future where our peoples can thrive. This 
creates a place where Alaska Native communities are able 
to define what is truly “authentic,” understood through 
our own ancestrally informed lens. In recent years the 
cultural tourism mirror has also redefined the “other” of 
the settler, shedding light on the historic and continued 
effects of colonialism. While the cultural tourism formula 
has consisted of “the greeting, the guide, demonstrated 
use of the heritage language, traditional architecture, a 
performance, a gift shop or souvenirs for sale, and, of-
ten, demonstration of traditional Native crafts” (Bunten 
2008:385), there has been a push to discuss more than 
just the precontact history and to show the true authen-
tic self of Alaska Native peoples, the role of colonial-
ism, and its continued effects. ANHC, for instance, has 
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created a “History of Education in Alaska” exhibit that 
looks at not only systems of education precontact but also 
the boarding school era, its continued effects touched on 
early in this work, and the cultural revitalization that is 
underway. This helps redefine not only the category of 
“authenticity” but also redesignates who is the “other,” all 
on Native peoples’ terms. 

ANHC supports people from all the widely diverse 
Alaska Native cultural and language groups that make 
up the history and foundation of this state and are very 
vital to the fabric of Alaska. Since opening our doors to 
the public in 1999, ANHC has worked with millions of 
people worldwide, including Alaska Native youth, elders, 
and the broader community throughout Alaska. ANHC 
serves as a gathering place for the multitribal Alaska 
Native community and as a focal point for visitors who 
wish to learn about Alaska Native cultures, heritages, and 
traditions. At ANHC, we believe everyone deserves access 
to their culture, no matter where they live, and has a fun-
damental right to know their history. We also know our 
cultures are our strongest forms of medicine and central 
to our identities and ways of life. ANHC is aware that 
cultural tourism in Alaska takes on many forms. It can 
be Native and tribally owned businesses, cultural centers, 
and museums; it might be Native artists and storytell-
ers; it may be unforgettable Alaska excursions, like walk-
ing tours, cruises, guided hunting, and fishing; it could 
be unique experiences with Native food and art. ANHC 
has also created an Indigenous research program, Lach’qu 
Sukdu (“true story”), tasked with doing healing research 
for the well-being of all Alaska Native peoples. ANHC’s 
devotion to uncovering the true history of this past is fu-
eled by the recognition that healing can only occur when 
Alaska Natives know what we need healing from, which 
can only occur through research. Through the work of 
Lach’qu Sukdu, ANHC has begun to uncover not only the 
history of the boarding schools but the issues connected to 
this colonizing project (including eco- and ethnotourism). 
Lach’qu Sukdu has become Alaska’s leader in researching 
and uncovering this history, working with the various ec-
clesial denominations and federal entities and making it 
possible for Alaska Natives to tell our own story. 

One avenue for telling this story is through ANHC’s 
boarding school exhibit mentioned earlier. As the first of 
its kind, this exhibit will discuss not only this tough his-
tory but the entire history of education through an Alaska 
Native lens. ANHC is also in the process of bringing heal-
ing to the Alaska Native community through ceremony. 

For instance, the 2023 Boarding School Haida Healing 
Totem Pole and Potlatch represented ANHC’s devotion to 
healing through research and by taking back the owner-
ship and narrative of our collective identities. These are 
just a few examples of the work ANHC is doing, but they 
highlight the organization’s emphasis on being not only 
a true representation of Alaska Natives but also a place 
of healing for all from the lasting effects of the board-
ing school era. ANHC is a place where the truth will be 
shared through research and ceremony passed down by 
our ancestors, needed by our communities today. For the 
first step in healing is learning the truth.

conclusion

For the last several years, the ANHC has proudly co-led 
a statewide cultural tourism workgroup dedicated to 
identifying cultural tourism successes and barriers. We 
have worked with our partners across Alaska to enhance 
cultural tourism businesses’ capacity building at a com-
munity level. This work enriches and increases cultural 
connections, understanding, and respect, building em-
pathy and relationships in our Alaska communities. 
ANHC is also in the beginning stages of creating the first 
statewide “Cultural Tourism Economic Impact Report.” 
Additionally, ANHC has submitted proposals to federal 
agencies with the goal of advancing rural communities 
and our state. ANHC has also worked in partnership 
with non-Native entities to advance tourism and cultural 
tourism, counteracting the Jacksonian models and frame-
works meant for erasure. For it is through true Alaska 
Native representation and our connection to the land that 
we can begin to break down those colonial frameworks, 
together. Quyana.
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notes

1.	 There are various primary source documents in which 
Jackson highlights his role in the construction of the 
North Pacific Railroad. This is an important topic, 
but it is not the focus of this paper.

2.	 The authors agree with Campbell’s assessment of Cur-
tis’s work, but his subsequent statement that the pho-
tographs taken by Curtis during the 1899 Harriman 
expedition were “refreshingly free of the stagecraft” re-
veals Campbell’s lack of familiarity with Alaska Native 
culture. That is, many of the photographs were not true 
representations of Alaska Native populations.
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