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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation explores the adaptation of traditionally objectified women’s spaces, into 
an arena for leadership development, research which incorporates the development of 
culturally relevant mechanisms of leadership training within Indigenous societies.  
Cultural pageants offer a place for young women to become spokespersons on social 
justice issues, without the sexual objectification of entering beauty pageants.  Such 
cultural pageants also provide a glimpse of how cultural groups wish their national 
identity to be portrayed to the general public.  Fifty years in the making, today’s Native 
Nations cultural pageants have been decolonized to present images of young leaders, 
confident in their heritage, introducing themselves in their Native language, and 
committed to cultural continuity and sustainable Nations.  This research examines a state-
wide Alaska Native pageant, Miss World Eskimo Indian Olympics, from three 
perspectives.  1) The young women who develop culturally based leadership skills.  2) 
The community, who gains language and cultural, revitalization and maintenance role 
models.  3) And the general public, who gains a much needed positive representation of a 
contemporary Indigenous women.  This study draws from interdisciplinary theories and 
research methodologies (including observation, in-depth interviews, questionnaires, 
surveys, and archival research) and follows the young women through to the contest at 
the national level, Miss Indian World, run annually in Albuquerque, through Gathering of 
Nations.  The underlying hypothesis is that women use cultural pageants as a stepping 
stone to advance their cultural leadership.  In doing so, they promote factors of 
community well-being affecting Indigenous communities, such as suicide prevention, 
substance abuse, and language and cultural revitalization. 
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PREFACE 

April 26th 2012 
Miss Indian World Talent Presentation 
Hard Rock Casino, Albuquerque. 
 
“Contestant number 27, Kelsey Wallace.  She is Yup’ik Eskimo, all the way from Bethel 
Alaska.  She’ll be performing the traditional Yup’ik Eskimo singing, dancing, and regalia 
presentation.  And her weakness is, of course, a candy store.  Miss Sweet Tooth, Kelsey 
Wallace.” 
 
Kelsey walks on stage dressed in full traditional Yup’ik regalia and stands next to her 
mother, who starts beating a hand drum.  They gently sing one verse of the Yup’ik 
pulling song. 
 
As her mother softly repeats the song in the background, Kelsey walks to the front of the 
stage and explains to the crowd of 2300 people: 
  

“This ancient song is about pulling.  Pulling from within for strength.  Each 
movement weaves a story of our ancestors through our drum.  To complete my 
dance I have sewn this wolf and wolverine nasqurrun, this naqugun from my late 
grandmother’s parka to this cloth qaspeqs and beads.  Except for these tegumiaks, 
my regalia is up to 60 years old and is made by my departed elders whose strength 
I embrace.  To revitalize dance once banished since my great grandfather’s time.  
I dedicate this pulling dance for all whose dance was taken away.” 

 
The crowd cheers.  Kelsey repeats the song, each time singing louder and stronger.  The 
crowd cheers again.  The song ends.  Kelsey waves to the audience thanking them 
“Quyana tamarpeci quyana.” 
--- 
April 27th 2012 
Miss Indian World Impromptu Speech 
“The Pitt,” Albuquerque. 
 
OK, your question is: What efforts are your tribe involved in concerning conservation 
and environmental preservation?  
 
“Waqaa, Waqaa… Subsistence is the way we live, and subsistence is what we depend on 
to keep, not only, our cultures alive, but to be able to… eat the salmon, our Mighty King 
Salmon, of Bethel Alaska…” 
--- 
It’s not a beauty pageant!  It’s a form of maintaining and promoting cultural well-being 
through leadership.  
--- 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

I was born in a small sea-side town called Sheringham on the east coast of 

England.  Quiet, cold, and damp each winter, the residents are scarcely seen in the town.  

Summer is a different story.  The town comes to life.  Flowers bloom, children return 

home from university, tourists flock to the beach, and the town council organizes a 

carnival.  We throw bean bags into buckets, watch the Morris dancers in the street, and 

play in the bumper cars at the fair.  Best of all, we line the streets ready to watch the 

parade.  The carnival queen has the honor of leading the parade each year.  When I was 

about 16, a friend and I entered the competition to become Sheringham's carnival queen.  

That year, eleven young women entered.  In our nicest dresses we walked around in a 

circle holding a number.  Silent, we walked around the room, grinning like the Cheshire 

Cat.  The judges, most of whom knew me, watched from the edges, with clip boards that 

held our names and numbers.  I forget who won that year. 

 Leaving the world of pageants behind, I came to America to pursue a career in 

academia.  One of the first classes I took focused on folklore.  In the class, we were 

introduced to the invention of traditions.  I was fascinated to investigate how traditions 

are formed and what constitutes folklore.  For our research papers we each had to choose 

a local tradition to write about.  Being new to the area, and without transport, I sought a 

tradition housed on campus.  The University held a pageant contest each year, Miss 

Native American University of Arizona.  I wonder if they get a chance to talk, I thought.  

This was my introduction to the tradition of Native American pageants. 
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 Miss Native American University of Arizona was similar to what I expected.  

Some of the recognized pageant elements were there: talent, impromptu questioning, 

personal interviews, and essays.  The difference came from the focus on Native issues in 

the contestant’s talents and speeches.  The winner was not picked because she looked 

virtuous; she was picked because she could effectively communicate to the campus 

community about being a contemporary Native American woman.  She was a cultural 

ambassador.  Finishing the paper, I moved onto other topics related to Indigenous 

women.  From time to time, as I would hear about Native pageants across the continent, I 

would stop and wonder if they were similar to the Miss Native American University of 

Arizona contest. 

 The following summer I travelled to Denali National Park, Alaska, to research my 

Master's thesis on Native Alaskan women's leadership in non-traditional communities.  

While there, I heard time and time again about the upcoming World Eskimo Indian 

Olympics (WEIO).  “You're into Native culture, you should go” I was told.  The next 

time I was in Fairbanks I went to the Carlson Center where WEIO was held.  My timing 

was off.  I arrived in between the day and evening events.  Like any good tourist, I 

politely browsed the crafts and picked up a brochure on the way out.  Back in Denali a 

few days later, I flicked through the brochure: “Miss World Eskimo Indian Olympics 

Pageant.”  My eyes lit up.  Now that would make a great dissertation I thought to myself.  

I was hooked. 

 Sheringham's carnival queen is a figure head.  Her role is similar to that of many 

beauty pageant winners around the world.  A voiceless girl who looks pretty on the cover 
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of a magazine, objectified in her role as an item of beauty, to be gazed upon by the 

spectators.  Miss Native American University of Arizona is an ambassador for Native 

people on campus, a vocal role which is supported by Native American Student Affairs, a 

university wide organization supporting Indigenous peoples across campus.  Miss WEIO 

takes pageantry to the next level.  WEIO develops leaders. 

Miss WEIO is much more than a beauty pageant.  It's a cultural pageant where 
women are honored for their strength, their determination, and their respect for 
the traditions which symbolize the heart of Native culture.  A true Miss WEIO 
carries strength, perseverance and pride in her heritage.  She carries the WEIO 
spirit in all the she does, ever mindful of the younger generation and her role as a 
leader. (WEIO Brochure 2008, 19) 

 
 

Guiding Research Questions 

The broad research question: 

• Have Alaska Native pageants become an arena for young women to gain valuable 
leadership skills, while being surrounded by others who share belief systems, 
norms, and a common history, therefore creating well-balanced leaders, able to 
become role models and cultural educators to their people, perpetuate language 
and well-being within their community, and through their roles as ambassadors 
for their people, become a much needed representation of an Indigenous woman 
in the twenty-first century, able to combat normalized stereotypical images. 

 
The focused research questions seek to answer:  

• When did Alaska Native pageants start? And how many have run over the years? 
• When, where, why, how did Miss WEIO and MIW start and who initiated them? 
• How and perhaps more importantly why, WEIO and MIW adapted pageants, 

originally a western construct based on physical appearance, to fit their needs? 
• What is the need being filled in WEIO and GON by the pageants? 
• Who are these young women entering the contest and what are they trying to 

achieve by entering? 
• What do the young women gain by winning the contest? 
• Are the young women objectified in the contest? 
• How are the young women judged and by whom? 
• What purpose and meaning do the pageants hold for the local community?   
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• What impact do the pageants have on the community, if any? 
• Do the elders in the community go to the pageants and if so what do they think 

about the contests? 
• Is there a gender and age difference between how the pageant is received in the 

community? 
 
 

Statement of Research Problem 

Can you name five American Indian/Alaska Native women CEO's or tribal 

leaders?  Was Wilma Mankiller among them?  Did you get to five?  Indigenous Women 

are often overlooked when it comes to research about women leaders (Northouse 2010).  

Stepping away from the well-known political leaders, such as Wilma Mankiller, there is 

little scholarly research on Native women leaders, what led them to become leaders, or 

how they developed the skills necessary to become leaders (Northouse 2010). 

 For decades, scholars believed that great leaders were “born” and not “made” 

(Northouse 2010, 15).  Recent scholarship suggests that leaders are not born with all of 

the skills they need to lead with, but that leaders develop skills throughout their lives 

(Northouse 2010).  Contemporary scholarship suggests that Indigenous women’s 

leadership is on the rise, yet we find little scholarly research exploring how Native 

women leaders are trained within Native communities (Tsosie 2010).  This leaves the 

question, how are Native women gaining the skills necessary to become leaders in their 

communities?  

 Traditionally, in Alaska, leaders were revered hunters, or elders who acquired 

great knowledge, or people who had great wealth and stature in society (Langdon 2002).  

This all changed as a result of the arrival of the Russian fur traders, missionaries, and 
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later with the onset of American education systems (Brown 2012; Langdon 2002).  In the 

latter, children were placed in a different education system, often miles away from their 

community, and restricted in their development as a community leader (Brown 2012).  

This American education system changed leadership training and re-categorized societal 

gendered roles in communities (Brown 2012; Langdon 2002).  Women could no longer 

maintain traditional tasks and duties (Tsosie 2010).  Once within the American education 

system, Indigenous women, along with their American counterparts, became trained as 

second class citizens, fit for a life of servitude, and domestic service.1   

 Through the perseverance of many women of all races this changed.  The civil 

rights movement of the 60s and 70s led to a rise in Indigenous social justice issues as 

organizations such as the American Indian Movement (AIM) fought for American Indian 

rights.  The women’s movements brought women’s issues to the forefront.  These 

movements led to a sharp rise in women’s leadership, including Native women’s 

leadership.  Nonetheless, little scholarly research exists exploring how Native women 

leaders are trained within Native communities. 

 Does the pageant process offer an environment in which leadership training can 

occur within an Indigenous setting, keeping cultural values at the heart of the process?  

This research is a case study of Native America pageants, specifically WEIO, which is 

one way in which Native Alaskan women develop leadership skills.  While this is not the 

                                                 
1 Indigenous women, who had enjoyed an equal but separate relationship with men up till now, were to be 
suddenly categorized as women of color and working class women at this time in American history - only 
fit for life as a second class citizen.  In comparison, middle and upper class American women were deemed 
“angels of the house” and placed on a pedestal to be gazed upon.  Neither set of women in American 
society was seen as a leader.  
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only way to develop leadership skills, with college education offering more and more 

academic leadership courses, this is one of very few that are culturally based.   

 Cultural pageants, such as Miss WEIO and Miss Indian World (MIW), should not 

be confused with pageants which pick winners based purely on beauty.  Miss WEIO and 

MIW contests require participants to have a general understanding of Indigenous issues 

in the twenty-first century.  The process starts several months, even years before applying 

to enter, with mental, physical, and practical skills being developed, such as language 

fluency, talent, history lessons, and cultural awareness.2  The contestants for Miss WIEO 

have to go through a rigorous week prior to the competition.  Within this week, the young 

women are being trained to become confident public speakers and be at ease answering 

questions from the public.  Having had the opportunity to develop valuable leadership 

skills, do the contestants and subsequent winner become role models within their 

communities?  As Miss WEIO is chosen and fulfills her reigning year, she travels to 

outside communities.  Though this process, does she also become an ambassador for her 

people, illustrating to the outside world what it is to be an Indigenous woman in the 

twenty-first century?  This research examines the pageant process, to see if the potential 

for these women to gain leadership skills and become educators both within and for their 

tribal nations becomes apparent. 

                                                 
2 See Billy Luther’s film for a glimpse behind the scenes of the Miss Navajo Nation pageant (2007).  
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Statement of Purpose and Significance 

This study argues that Alaska Native pageant winners develop leadership skills 

through pageant contests, and are trained as leaders in their local communities.  Further, 

that the local community identifies the winner as a leader, someone who could help 

inform the community about maintaining a healthy well-balanced, Indigenous lifestyle, 

which includes an interest in learning their language.  Lastly, this study shows that the 

winner becomes an ambassador of her people, representing her culture to the outside 

world.  Thus, she becomes a much needed representation of an Indigenous woman in the 

twenty-first century, able to combat normalized stereotypical images. 

This research is significant because it provides the first in depth and focused 

research on Alaska’s Indigenous pageants, exploring whether these pageants are training 

mechanisms for Native women to develop leadership skills.  In addition, this research 

demonstrates the ability of pageant winners to encourage language use among the 

community, and adds to the limited scholarly research on Alaskan Native women, 

American Indian women, and Native female leadership training.  Lastly, it increases the 

information on the complex effects that federal government educational policies had and 

are having in the lives of everyday Native American women. 

 

Limitations of Study 

This study researches one Alaska pageant in depth, Miss WEIO and one example 

of a National Indigenous American pageant, MIW, which draws competitors from across 
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the United States, Canada, and in two instances Indigenous people from across the world.  

Over the years, there have been approximately sixteen Native Alaskan pageants, 

including village, corporation, and organization, from all over the State of Alaska.3  

Eleven of these pageants are only accessible by plane.  Some of these pageants run every 

year, some every other year, and some when there is a volunteer to run them.4  Some 

pageants can be cancelled at the last minute because there are no contestants.5  These 

factors combined make researching each and every pageant in Alaska impossible.  For 

these reasons, this research focuses on how future Native Alaskan women leaders are 

trained using one pageant, Miss WEIO, as a case study. 

A second limitation of this study is the lack of scholarship on Native pageants and 

specifically pageants in Alaska.  There are many gaps in the history of these pageants 

which are impossible to fill with the time constraints of a dissertation.  The existing gaps 

have been stated, and every effort to explain them with interviews and secondary research 

has been made. 

Finally, had the researcher been an insider, or come from one of the pageant 

communities, this study would have been organized differently.  Cultural content may 

have been missed because the researcher did not understand the context.  All the 

interviews were carried out in English, however where heritage language words were 

used by the interviewees, they have been left in their original form.  The hope is that by 

having the interviewees check the transcripts, and community members proof read the 

                                                 
3 This information was based from internet searches, and photographic archives (sometimes with 
accompanying lists of entries) of contestants (most of whom wear sashes with their respective titles). 
4 This information was based from informal conversations with pageant contestants and organizers. 
5 When I was in Tanana, the pageant was cancelled because there was only one eligible contestant. 
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dissertation, this research will represent as many different views of the pageant process as 

possible. 

 

Definition of Terms 

The word pageant is used to describe a performance.  The Encyclopedia 

Britannica states “Pageants are usually used as a means of expressing national, 

communal, religious, or other kinds of group purpose or identity” (Encyclopedia 

Britannica Online, s.v. “Pageant”).  Cultural pageants express group identity.  

Referencing beauty queen, pageants are widely recognized as contests based on looks 

(Merriam Webster Dictionary online, s.v. “Beauty Queen”).  Within this research, 

“pageant” is taken to mean the actual contest the young women go through to become the 

reigning title holder. 

“Leader” refers to the idea that a person is admired by their community, and/or 

has developed a following in a community (Mankiller 2008; Northouse 2010).  In this 

sense, one does not have to be hired or elected or otherwise chosen to be in a position of 

leadership in a community.  Rather, a person can rise to a leadership position by her 

actions and/or her dedication to a community.  This definition takes into account that 

leaders come and go depending on the situation “situational leadership” (Northouse 

2010).  The roots of this definition of leadership is developed from contemporary 

Indigenous women’s literature from the Americas, which points to women leaders 

emerging from within Native communities through their endurance and commitment to 

traditional life ways. 
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“Well-balanced” has been used throughout this dissertation to mean having an 

internal wellness or balance in oneself.  For instance, the Diné would call it Hozho.  “At a 

higher level, or more appropriately the universal level, hozho describes a state (in the 

sense of condition) where every tangible and intangible thing is in its proper place and 

functioning well with everything else, such that the condition produced can be described 

as peace, harmony, and balance (for lack of better English terms)” (Austin 2007).  A 

“well-balanced leader” would therefore have Hozho.  

“Role model” means “a person whose behavior in a particular role is imitated by 

others” (Merriam Webster Dictionary online, s.v. “Role Model”).  This corresponds to 

the idea that a leader is a role model in her community.  “Ambassador,” a person who 

represents a Nation to an outside group, is used to show that the pageant winner 

symbolizes their community to the outside communities, whether it be other Native 

Nations, or the non-Indigenous communities to which the winner may travel.  

“Community” is used to refer to the people who attend, participate, and organize 

the pageant, and the contestant’s home community, whether it is an urban area such as 

Fairbanks, or a small village.  Pageants are held in many different communities and can 

be pan-Indian.  “Community” refers to the group of people surrounding the pageant, or 

pageant contestant. 

“Language revitalization” refers to the process in which communities decide to 

reverse the language shift and bring back their heritage language into daily use in their 

home.  The term “heritage language” refers to the language of your parents or ancestors, 

in this case the Native language of the tribe.  There are many reasons why a community 
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would wish to revitalize their language, from exerting “sovereignty” (the right to make 

and enforce one’s own laws) to keeping the ability to understand sacred knowledge and 

ceremonies to identifying with one’s unique culture. 

 Groups of people have been referred to by their chosen name for themselves 

within this dissertation, with the English name afterwards in parenthesis.  When writing 

about people from more than one cultural group, the terms Native American, Alaska 

Native, and Indigenous peoples have been used interchangeably. 

 

Roadmap 

This dissertation consists of eight chapters.  Chapter 1 continues with a historic 

overview of Alaska.  Chapter 2 reviews the literature on: Historic Native Women 

Leaders; Contemporary Indigenous Women Leaders; The history of pageants; Cultural 

Pageants; and Native Nations Pageants.  Chapter 3 explains the theoretical framework, 

research sites, data collection, and analysis of data.  Chapter 4 reviews Native Nations 

pageants and offers overviews of WEIO and MIW. 

Chapters 5, 6 and 7 examine what is gained from the pageants from three 

perspectives: (5) the contestants and subsequent winner; (6) the community (both the 

pageant audience and the community of the winner); and (7) the outside community.  

From the perspective of the contestants and subsequent winner, the evidence of whether 

the contests become an effective process of training a leader, and a common history is 

examined.  From the community’s perspective, this research determines if the contestants 

and subsequent winner become role-models and cultural educators within their own 
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communities, able to perpetuate language and well-being.  From the wider public's 

perspective, ambassadorship is discussed, as the question of sexual and cultural 

objectification is examined.  Chapter 8 offers some final thoughts. 

 

 Alaska History  

The WEIO contestants travel from as far as Barrow, an Iñupiat village on the tip 

of Alaska, to Juneau, a Tlingit town on the pan-handle, and the State capitol of Alaska, 

and on occasions from Canada and the continental US.  Alaska Native communities have 

thrived despite a number of changes starting with the interactions of the Russian traders, 

disease, strict American governmental educational policies, the incorporation of village 

and regional corporations, and continuing today with environmental and political issues, 

such as climate change and cultural revitalization.  As communities have adapted, so 

have educational practices, and consequently leadership training.  This dissertation offers 

an overview of Alaska Native education, and consequently leadership, illustrating the 

journey youth have been through to once again be trained within and by their 

community.6 

                                                 
6 Persons wishing to gain a deeper overview of individual cultural groups in Alaska can read from the vast 
works located on the Alaska Native Knowledge Network, the Alaska Cultural center in Anchorage, or from 
tribal websites.  Historical comparative works on Alaska Native peoples include The Native People of 
Alaska written by Steve J. Langdon, Native Cultures in Alaska: Looking Forward, Looking Back edited by 
Tricia Brown.  A detailed history of the Alaska can be found in Claus-M. Naske and Herman E. Slotnick’s 
book entitled Alaska: A History. 



28 

Figure 1: Krauss, Holton, Kerr, and West. 2011. Indigenous Peoples and Languages of Alaska. Fairbanks 
and Anchorage: Alaska Native Language Center and UAA Institute of Social and Economic Research.  
Copyright 2011 Alaska Native Language 

 

There are many different Indigenous groups represented in Alaska, each with their 

own language, culture, and social structures.  The original inhabitants of Alaska are made 

up of ten main cultural groups: Unangaˆx (Aleut), Sugpiaq (Alutiiq), Yup'ik, Siberian 

Yup’ik, Iñupiat, Athabascan, Eyak, Tlingit, Tsimshian, and Haida (Brown 2012).  Some 

of these groups, such as the Athabascans, can be further distinguished by several distinct 

languages (figure 1).  Each of the main ten cultural groups can be differentiated by 

several elements of culture; for example art, clothing, food, history, social and political 

organization, language, land, and world view/religion (Brown 2012; Langdon 2002).  
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Today these cultural groups live in numerous villages, each of which have shared cultural 

values but are independent from the next.   

 The social structure and consequently leadership in Alaska native communities 

always has been and still is diverse (appendix A).  Many communities had informal 

leaders; a variety of people who were knowledgeable would be sought out for different 

situations (Inuit Cultural Institute Elders Conference 1984a; Inuit Cultural Institute Elders 

Conference 1984b).  At the Inuit Cultural Institute Elders Conference in Pelly Bay in 

1982, and Rankin Inlet in 1983 gave this definition of leadership: “To the Inuit, leader 

means someone that you can turn to for advice.  For example, when a particular hunter is 

known to be one of the best, he would be asked for hunting advice” (Inuit Cultural 

Institute Elders Conference 1984a, 29).  Leadership theorists today would call this 

situational leadership, where a leader arises based on a specific situation (Northouse 

2010).  

 In Alaskan societies, women, just like men, would be called upon because of their 

knowledge and expertise, as seen in Two Old Women (Wallis 2004).  With the exception 

of Siberian Yup’ik peoples the vast majority of Alaska Native cultures were matrilineal 

(Langdon 2012); the lineage of a family was traced through the women (appendix A).  

Alaskan women held a separate but equal partnership with men, as opposed to an inferior 

role in society, holding prominent leadership roles in society.  People knew that both of 

the sexes were needed to live in balance.7  

                                                 
7 There were occasions when women would take on men’s duties, and as such were trained as men would 
be trained; therefore sex was not always an indicator of gender roles in society (Tsosie 2010).  When 
women did hold such positions, they were considered to have great power in society.  There were also 
Two-Spirit people who crossed traditional gender roles.  For more information read Two-Spirit People: 
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Alaska Native Education 

“U.S. educators assumed that Native societies also lacked educational 
systems” 

To remain and Indian (2006, 16) 
 

 Every culture has traditional forms of education.  Despite what U.S. educators 

assumed, Alaska Native cultures had complex educational systems.  Within such systems, 

women and men were equally given the necessary skills for survival in the harsh Alaskan 

climate.  Education was integrated into everyday life, occurring both in and from the 

communities.  Leaders of the community arose – either from specific needs, or through 

hereditary leadership – having learned through formal and informal educational practices, 

including, stories, observation, and continued interaction with elders. 

“Very little has been written about traditional approaches to teaching and learning 

among Alaska Native people prior to contact” (Barnhardt 2001, 15).  Barnhardt cites 

Yup'ik  authors Angayuqaq Oscar Kawagley and Harold Napoleon, Inupiaq author Edna 

Ahgeak MacLean, and the many memories of the elders “such as those described by 

Koyukon Athabascan, Eliza Jones” as contributing to the “large majority of knowledge 

about traditional Alaska Native education” (Barnhardt 2001, 15). 

 Traditional education in Alaska consisted of learning from family and community 

members at various times throughout one’s life whereas formal education in today’s 

society provides learning associated with grade school (Langdon 2002).  Skills and duties 

                                                                                                                                                 
Native American Gender Identity, Sexuality, and Spirituality edited by Sue-Ellen Jacobs, Wesley Thomas, 
and Sabine Lang.  
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would be divided up according to a person’s sex, with a few exceptions, and taught to 

children at the appropriate time.  In most Native societies, one’s sex would define the 

powers one held, powers which one would learn to control through education.8  

 One example of this is puberty seclusion practiced by most Alaska peoples 

(Markstrom 2008).  During first menses a girl was separated from her group so she could 

begin learning the skills necessary to become a woman (de Laguna 1972; Markstrom 

2008; McClellan 1975).  The mother and other elder women in the community would 

take charge of the girl’s learning.  Through stories and repetition the girl would gain 

skills – for instance sewing – and would learn values – for example the importance of 

hard work.  Such skills were necessary for acceptance into the community and for 

survival in the harsh Alaskan winter.9  Many educational practices such as puberty 

observances continued into the twentieth century and beyond, albeit in a different form 

(Williams 2012).  When the western education system was put in place in Alaska – 

education for the community, exclusively by the community – stopped. 

 

The Russian Influence 

In the 1700s, two major occurrences changed the education system for Alaska 

Native peoples; the arrival of Russian explorers and the introduction of new diseases.10  

                                                 
8 Carol Markstrom in her book on puberty observances explains the teachings to both boys and girls at 
puberty, a time which is marked with great power (2008).  Post-menopausal women were also considered 
to hold great power, and as such were deemed important in society. 
9 See Betty Issenman’s book on sewing in the arctic for examples of the levels of proficiency women had to 
reach in order to make clothes for the community (1997). 
10 The Tsimshian were the only group unaffected by the Russians due to their late arrival in Alaska (Brown 
2012, 150).  The Tsimshian arrived in Alaska in 1887 when a group of 800 people followed an English 
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Consequently, as education changed, traditional forms leadership changed as “explorers, 

fur traders, gold minors, and missionaries” reached Alaska (Brown 2012, 29).  The 

Russians maintained policies of assimilation, or in some cases total destruction, as 

disease ravaged the Native population spreading along trade networks used by the Alaska 

Native groups (Langdon 2002).  However, the educational effects of Russian contact 

varied significantly from group to group, leaving some tribes void of elders from whom 

to teach cultural knowledge.  

 The Unangaˆx first met the explorers in 1741 when Vitus Bering set foot in 

Alaska on behalf of the Russian government (Brown 2012; Langdon 2002).  The effects 

were devastating, as “warfare, disease and starvation” left the Unangaˆx with less than 

twenty percent of the population.  By the 19th century, Russian Orthodox priests sent over 

by the Russian government “established hospitals, schools, and created a Unangaˆx 

orthography” (Langdon 2002, 26).  The Unangaˆx adapted elements of Russian culture 

into their own (Langdon 2002).  Traditional ways of learning however, were lost when 

the population decreases and changes so rapidly.   

Having heard about the trauma of their neighbors the Koniag Sugpiaq fought 

against Russian invasion for twenty years (Langdon 2002).  In 1784, however, after an 

attack by the Russian Shelekhov, many Koniag Sugpiaq were taken hostage and males 

were required to “hunt sea otter, often in distant waters” (Langdon 2002, 45).  These 

traumas were to leave the Koniag Sugpiaq with less than twenty percent of the population 

(Langdon 2002).  The Chugach Sugpiaq on the other hand, who were first visited by 

                                                                                                                                                 
born, Anglican preacher, William Duncan, from Canada “to escape the damaging influences of alcohol and 
disease” (Brown 2012, 150). 
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Captain Cook, came under Russian rule in 1792 (Langdon 2002, 45).  Assimilation was 

soon to follow suit.  As with the Unangaˆx, Russian Orthodox priests were sent to the 

Sugpiaq to minister the people (Langdon 2002).  The priests allied with the Chugach 

Sugpiaq, against the brutal and inhumane practices of the Russian American Company 

(Langdon 2002).11  The use of inhumane practices efforts by the Russian American 

Company depleted the Indigenous population by half.  Traditional ways of learning were 

changed as survival became a priority.  Some cultural groups in Alaska however, were 

unaffected by the Russians. 

 The Eyak, along with the Yup'ik and Siberian Yup’ik appear to have been little 

influenced by the Russians due to a “lack of abundant developable resources such as 

gold, salmon, and minerals” (Langdon 2002, 61).  All around the Eyak, their neighboring 

cultures were being exploited by the Russians as hunters.  The Eyak, however, remained 

unscathed as they became “middlemen and traders” between the Tlingit, Sugpiaq 

Chugach, and the Atna’12 (Langdon 2002, 45).13 

The Yup'ik and Siberian Yup’ik remained relatively unscathed.14  This has led to 

the vibrant heritage language, dance, and cultural arts that are still seen throughout 

Yup’ik land today.  Many of the Miss WEIO winners interviewed came from this area.   

The Iñupiat peoples were perhaps one of the last to meet the Russians with 

“incidental contact in the early 19th century” (Langdon 2002, 77).  An era of “sustained 

                                                 
11 Many of the priests went onto marry Alaska Native women (Langdon 2002, 111). 
12 The Atna’ are part of the Athabascan groups of Alaska Native peoples, located in the interior of Alaska. 
13 Life for the Eyak peoples forever changed when the impending salmon industry came to their settlements 
in the 1890s; disease and exploitation ensued (Langdon 2002, 45).   
14 The exception was Bristol Bay, where, similarly to the Eyak, the “development of the sockeye salmon 
canning industry in the 1890s brought major social impacts and diseases” (Langdon 2002, 61).   
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and substantial interaction with the Euroamericans began” in 1850 with the ongoing sale 

of whale products, in which time disease spread across the coastal villages (Langdon 

2002, 77).  

 By the time the Athabascan groups, located in the interior of Alaska (figure 1), 

were contacted by the Russians for much needed fur “such as beaver, mink, marten and 

fox,” the policies of total destruction, or assimilation had been replaced by “trade and 

missionaries” (Langdon 2002, 112).  To complicate matters for the Russians, the English 

had already pushed through from Canada and established a trading post in Fort Yukon in 

1847 and held a monopoly on the market (Langdon 2002).  Although disease had an 

impact on many of the Athabascan groups, the affects were felt differently by each 

culture. 

 The Tlingit and Haida allied with the British and American traders, so they could 

“obtain arms and ammunition,” thus standing ground against invasion (Langdon 2002, 

110).  They were perhaps the only group to carry on their traditional education as they 

saw fit.  This changed when Russia sold Alaska to America for 2¢ an acre.  The Tongass 

Tlingit group objected to the sale stating “the Russians could not sell what they did not 

own” (Langdon 2002, 113).  The objections were to no avail. 

 Missionaries brought the word of God to the people, implementing school 

systems consisting of bilingual education (Barnhardt 2001).  For some, the outcome of 

the Russian missionaries was bilingual literacy skills for children in both their Native 

language and in Russian, skills that were invaluable to the fur traders; for others, disease, 

death and adaptation of traditional education was the lasting impact.   



35 

The American Influence 

The children were taught a new language (English) along with new 
knowledge and skills to become servants to the newcomers’ needs and 

laborers for newly established businesses. The Compulsory School 
Attendance Law was enacted, requiring families to remain in one location 
for many months of the year, thus ending the Native peoples’ practice of 

moving from place to place according to the seasons and migration 
patterns. The restrictive law initiated a twelve-year sentence given all 

Native children to attend school. Today, that sentence has increased to 
thirteen, including kindergarten. This has greatly reduced the freedom of 

people to be who they are, to learn traditional values, and to live in 
harmony with their environment. It has meant that the families and 

children no longer experience the great freedom of earlier times.  
—Angayuqaq Oscar Kawagley 1999, 11 

 

 Alaska “the last frontier” home to 229 federally recognized tribes, and many non-

federally recognized tribes, each with their own unique culture and way of life, was 

“sold” to America in 1867 for $7.2 million dollars (Langdon 2002, 113; Alaska 

Department of Health and Social Services “Indian Child Welfare”).  The original 

inhabitants of Alaska, who had not entered into any treaties to give up their land, became 

subject to the same series of Acts and legislation passed in America while Alaska was 

still under Russian rule. The first act affecting the people was the 1819 Civilization Fund 

Act which made monies available to contracted religious groups wishing to operate 

schools for Indigenous American children (Barnhardt 2001).  The Civilization Fund Act 

established the first legal basis in Alaska for federal responsibility of Indigenous 
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American children (Barnhardt 2001).15  All subsequent education policies were aimed at 

suppressing and eradicating the unique cultures of Alaska Native peoples; language and 

culture being at the forefront of the eradication.  Thus, education changed yet again, this 

time as the result of American influences. 

 In an effort to give the Native children of Alaska a “Christian upbringing and 

education,” Alaska was divided up into religious groups by Sheldon Jackson, a 

Presbyterian missionary (Brown 2012, 29; Langdon 2002, 115).   Rev. Jackson initiated a 

meeting between Christian missionaries in 1882 to decide which of the seven sects, 

Catholic, Congregational, Episcopal, Methodist, Moravian, Presbyterian, and Swedish-

Evangelical, were to open mission schools in what areas (Barnhardt 2001; Langdon 

2002).  The denominations are still evident today by the clear boundaries, which for the 

most part are arranged along language lines (Brown 2012). 

 Mission schools, in stark contrast to those run in the Russian era, were to employ 

a system of English only reading and writing (Brown 2012).  Students became “civilized” 

(Brown 2012, 30; Langdon 2002, 115).  Traditional language, religion, ceremonies, and 

educational practices known to generations had no place in these schools (Brown 2012; 

Langdon 2002).  The one exception to the rule was the mission school run by English 

born, William Duncan (Langdon 2002), in which schooling was conducted in Tsimshian 

(Brown 2012).  Lay missionary William Duncan kept traditional values in the mission 

school, which was founded after the Tsimshians moved from British Columbia to 

                                                 
15 American education had already been established in the continental USA through a series of treaties with 
the various Indian tribes and the federal government.  The treaty making process ended in 1871 with 
congressional legislation.   
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Annette Island in Alaska in 1887 (Brown 2012; Langdon 2002; Naske and Slotnick 

2011).  The philosophy of the Tsimshian’s community was to collectively own 

everything in the new community and to teach the children in their own language (Brown 

2012; Langdon 2002).  American missionary schools, in contrast to Duncan’s philosophy, 

held an English language only policy in their institutions (Brown 2012; Langdon 2002).   

 The Organic Act passed in 1884, the first official federal government legislation 

for Alaska, provided the establishment of the civil government and consequently the 

provision of government education in Alaska (Barnhardt 2001).  With this passing of this 

act, “the federal government established day schools in the Alaska villages and a limited 

number of state vocational boarding schools” for the students (Barnhardt 2001).  The 

federal government ran some schools, contracting out mission schools to the missionaries 

from various religious groups (Barnhardt 2001, 16).  Similarly to mission schools, 

English language only was regimented in the federal schools as the children learned the 

basics, reading, writing, mathematics, industrial skills, and “patriotic citizenship” 

(Barnhardt 2001, 16).  Alaska Native education was now regulated by American 

administrators. 

 As population increased during the gold rush, Congress approved “individual 

communities in Alaska to incorporate and establish schools, and maintain them through 

taxation” (Barnhardt 2001, 17).  For the communities that were too small, the 1905 

Nelson Act established “schools outside incorporated towns” (Barnhardt 2001, 17).  The 

schools were only for white students, and “small number of ‘civilized’ Native children,” 

thus the influx of non-Natives to Alaska reinforced the educational and social 
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expectations for Native Alaskan youth; Indigenous peoples as second class citizens 

(Barnhardt 2001, 17). 

 For Indigenous students from rural villages wishing to attend high school, far 

away federal boarding schools for Native people were the only option (Barnhardt 2001).  

Their experiences were similar to day schools.  Boarding schools in the early days, much 

like the government run day schools, suppressed languages, religion, and culture.  Yet, 

the boarding schools doubled as a source of resilience for some students, as they became 

“hotbeds of new and foreign Native customs, songs, dances, and traditions that students 

could adapt and bring back to their home” (Green and Troutman 2004, 63).  When 

culture was shared among the children, it was done so under the camouflage of a “safe” 

skill (Lomawaima and McCarty 2006).16  The creation of a gender based domestic sphere 

– in which women’s place was working in the home, and men on the fields, in 

comparison to women being in charge of food grown in the earth (agriculture), and men 

for on the earth (hunting) – was the greatest difference for the children attending day and 

boarding schools.  Children could no longer go home to families on evenings and 

weekends to continue learning traditional roles of men and women from their 

communities (Kawagley 1999). 

 Education in Alaska continued to change with significant reports, such as the 

1928 Meriam Report, the 1934 Johnson-O’Malley Act (JOM), the 1936 Alaska Indian 

reorganization Act (AIRA), and the 1969 Kennedy Report (Barnhardt 2001).  As Native 

                                                 
16 An example of a safe Indigenous cultural skill is women learning beadwork and basket making, as the 
skill appears to coincide with federal government policies on young women becoming domesticated 
(Lomawaima & McCarty 2006).   
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children’s education was under federal control, as opposed to non-Native children’s 

education which was under local control, such monumental reports and Acts, opened the 

public’s eyes to the poor state of the school system for Indigenous children across 

America.  As early on as the Meriam report, recommendations were being made that 

“education be tied to communities, day schools extended, boarding schools reformed, 

Indian language and culture included in the development of the curriculum” (Barnhardt 

2001, 19). 

 In time, these reports helped to narrow the educational discrepancy between 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous children, however it was the civil rights movements of 

the 60s and 70s which led to a change in the educational atmosphere (Barnhardt 2001).  

Finally, the incorporation of Alaska Native language and culture back into the classroom 

was possible (Barnhardt 2001).  With the slow integration of local (Indigenous) 

Knowledge back into the classrooms, there was still a problem with the lack of secondary 

education in the villages (Barnhardt 2001). 

 In 1974, Molly Hootch, a Yup’ik student, was faced with the prospect of having 

to leave her community for four years if she wanted to attend high school.  The situation 

reached a crisis point when 400 eighth-grade students were sent to Chilocco boarding 

school in Oklahoma, due to a lack of BIA high schools in Alaska (Barnhardt 2001).  The 

high school crisis was finally resolved, two years later in 1976 when the Molly Hootch 

lawsuit was finally settled out of court in Tobeluk v. Lind (Barnhardt 2001).  The 

outcome made provisions for every community in Alaska to have a high school where 

there was an elementary school already in existence and one or more secondary student 
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wishing to attend (Barnhardt 2001).  For the first time in a century, Alaska Native youth 

could stay in their home village for the duration of their education and in doing so could 

continue to learn from their elders. 

 In recent years, government policies have stopped the genocide of destroying 

Indigenous cultures, with acts such as the Indian Civil Rights Act of 1968, Indian Self-

Determination and Educational Assistance Act of 1978, Indian Child Welfare Act of 

1978, American Indian Religious Freedom Act 1978, and Native American Graves 

Protection Act of 1990.  However, too many elders have passed away, who fluently 

spoke the language and held cultural knowledge, to ensure continuation of language and 

traditional culture.  According to the safety zone theory, the government passes 

legislation with regards to Native Peoples based on whether it would be safe or dangerous 

to “encourage” Indigenous activities (Lomawaima and McCarty 2006).  Activities that 

kept women in their role in the home, such as sewing, were deemed safe (Lomawaima 

and McCarty 2006).  Dangerous activities include language revitalization and cultural 

significant activities such as religious ceremonies.  In the traditional talent portion of the 

pageants, safe activities are showcased more often, with dangerous activities gaining the 

most applause.17  For communities such as the Eyak whose languages are no longer 

spoken by any members, the government’s end to assimilationist policies are too little too 

late.  Communities who have suffered irreparable damage at the hands of American 

government policies, but still have language speakers willing to work on revitalization, it 

is vital to resurrect lost languages and culture.   

                                                 
17 My personal observation is that songs and dances are widely appreciated by the audience. 
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Contemporary Alaska 

 Alaska has undergone significant change in the past century, both 

environmentally and culturally.  The Native people of Alaska, approximately 19.5% of 

the population, have been dealing with change since the 1700s, and are used to the 

process of adaptation (ADHR Report 2004; U.S. Bureau of the Census 2010).   

 Community leaders, such as the young women who win Alaska Native pageants, 

promote well-being among their community; they are role models.  Maintaining cultural 

identity in the face of change is important for well-being (Larsen, Schweitzer, and 

Fondahl 2010).  This task is daunting in Alaska, a culturally diverse area spanning 

586,000 square miles, or as the Alaskans like to point out, a state which is “two and a half 

times larger than Texas” (State of Alaska “Alaska kid’s corner”). A task which becomes 

even more daunting when many communities are isolated from each other, accessible 

only by plane.   

 

ANCSA and Corporate Alaska 

To complicate cultural leadership roles, tribal members in Alaska became 

corporate shareholders.  Oil was discovered in Alaska in 1958, a short time after it 

became the 49th state (Naske and Slotnick 2011).  In an effort to settle land claims, so 

that a pipeline could be laid to pump oil to the continental United States, the Alaska 

Native Claims Settlement Act (ANCSA) was passed in Congress.  This act turned the 
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Indigenous population of Alaska into shareholders.18  Alaska was once again split along 

language group lines, this time into twelve regional corporations, making a thirteenth 

corporation, based out of Seattle for those people living in the continental United States 

(figure 2).  Within the provisions of the Act, “Alaska Natives would receive $962.5 

million and, still more important to them, title to forty-four million acres of land” (Berger 

1985, 6).  The promise and the reality of the monies and land were quite different.  

 ANCSA, which created 13 regional and 200 village Corporations for the state of 

Alaska, forced the village corporations to establish new centralized forms of government 

and a new way of leadership within the villages.  This is problematic, as in the case of the 

Athabascans, “leadership is a complex structural phenomenon that generalizes power” 

(Fast 2002, 38).  The discrepancy between these two styles of leadership (centralized and 

generalized) can be understood when looking at the leadership style of a corporation 

CEO and the leadership style of a community based Native Alaskan leader. 

                                                 
18 If we follow the US policy on dealing with Native Nations, the shareholder is the progressive step in the 
assimilation process.  The US government decided that this would put the Alaska Native Peoples in charge 
of their own destiny, albeit in a western fashion.  While some Alaska Native leaders detested the decision 
to settle the land claims, it was deemed to be the best of a bad choice.  For more information on the 
ANCSA see Berger, Village Journey (1985). 
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 Recently in Alaska, traditional leaders have once again been chosen in villages, 

such as Tanana; these traditional leaders sit alongside corporation leaders in the 

community.19  This is one example of how the two forms of leadership can converge.  

The corporation leaders, who are responsible for making an income for their 

shareholders, are chosen from their credentials as business men and women, whereas the 

community leaders are chosen through their commitment and expertise in the 

community; much as Athabascans traditional became community leaders in in the past 

(Langdon 2002).  

 

                                                 
19 When in Tanana this summer, I witnessed the first traditional leader being appointed at the 
Nuchalawoyya celebration.   

Figure 2:  Holton, Gary.  2009. ANCSA Corporation Boundaries and Alaska Native Languages.  
Fairbanks and Anchorage: Alaska Native Language Center.  
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Well-being as Illustrated by the Arctic Social Indicators Report  

The Arctic Council, tasked with monitoring the well-being of the Arctic, is 

concerned with the rate of change both environmentally and culturally as global factors 

such as climate change can have a huge and varied impact on the arctic population 

(ADHR Report 2004).  In 2002, worried about the rate and level of change affecting the 

well-being of the residents, the Arctic Council commissioned the Artic Human 

Development Report.  It explains, “Arctic societies have a well-deserved reputation for 

resilience in the face of change. But today they are facing an unprecedented combination 

of rapid and stressful changes involving environmental processes… cultural 

developments…  economic changes… industrial developments… and political change” 

forces associated with globalization” (AHDR 2004, 10).20  This report “shed[s] light on 

the concept of human development itself, highlighting dimensions of human well-being 

that are not prominent in mainstream discussions of this topic” (ADHR 2004, 15). 

 The report had ten major sections featuring all aspects of culture in the Arctic, and 

gave a starting point for measuring human development, but the report had yet to identify 

a way to monitor any changes.  This was no easy task due to the diversity of the people in 

the arctic.  Between the years 2006-2009, based from the ADHR report, an international 

group of scholars and researchers devised the Arctic Social Indicators Report (Larsen, 

                                                 
20 Examples include: “environmental processes (e.g. the impacts of climate change), cultural developments 
(e.g. the erosion of indigenous languages), economic changes (e.g. the emergence of narrowly based mixed 
economies), industrial developments (e.g. the growing role of multinational corporations engaged in the 
extraction of natural resources), and political changes (e.g. the devolution of political authority)” (ADHR 
2004, 10). 
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Schweitzer, and Fondahl 2010), a system to monitor the well-being of the people living in 

the Arctic.  

 The Arctic Social Indicators report suggested six indicators for measuring and 

monitoring well-being in the Arctic (Larsen, Schweitzer, and Fondahl 2010).  These 

indicators were devised from teams, arranged into broad topics: 

• Health and Population 
• Material Well-being in the Arctic 
• Education 
• Cultural Well-being and Cultural Vitality 
• Contact with Nature 
• Fate Control 
 

Out of these six, learning your heritage language was mentioned as a way to indicate 

well-being in both the Cultural Well-Being and Cultural Vitality category, and the Fate 

Control category (Larsen, Schweitzer, and Fondahl 2010). 

 The cultural Well-Being and Cultural Vitality Indicator team identified the 

element of maintaining cultural identity, or as the report labels it cultural integrity, as 

important for well-being.  This is another dimension of the pageants in Alaska, as the 

winner has to be able to be confident in her knowledge of Alaska Native cultures.  

Defining culture, the report identifies seven dimensions of culture:  

• Language (its use and retention) 
• Knowledge (and its transmission) 
• Communication (including education and performance) 
• Spirituality, such as religion and ritual 
• Sociocultural events and media 
• Economic and subsistence practices 
• Social organization, institutions, and networks  
 

(Larsen, Schweitzer, and Fondahl 2010, 92). 
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 Having examined community based language revitalization methods, one can see 

how the use of language in a pageant contest could be classed as revolutionary.  People in 

the arctic, “frequently express worries about loss of indigenous language and traditional 

knowledge, two key components of culture, though in some instances revolutionary new 

methods for perpetuating and transmitting cultural institutions are being explored” 

(Larsen, Schweitzer, and Fondahl 2010, 16).  If pageant contestants both introduce 

themselves and fluently express ideas and concerns in their heritage language, this may 

lead to an increase in language use. 

 This dissertation shows that pageants can help create leaders, who can perpetuate 

a healthy lifestyle.  “Cultural integrity is a matter of being surrounded by and able to 

interact regularly with others who share belief systems, norms, and a common history. 

The advent of highly mobile societies has made us increasingly aware of the costs of 

post-modern lifestyles in terms of the loss of cultural integrity” (Larsen, Schweitzer, and 

Fondahl 2010, 20).  This dissertation argues that Native Nations pageants, in Alaska, 

have become an arena for young women to gain valuable leadership skills, while being 

surrounded by “others who share belief systems, norms, and a common history” (Larsen, 

Schweitzer, and Fondahl 2010, 20).  Pageants help create leaders, able to become role 

models and cultural educators to their people, and able to perpetuate language and well-

being within their community.  These winners are also ambassadors for their people, 

providing a much needed representation of a contemporary Indigenous woman. 
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Language and Cultural Revitalization 

Reversing the long term effects of the government’s assimilation policies on 

language has to start with the community.  Past federal government educational policies, 

such as English language only, have led to the loss of Indigenous languages; but even 

sleeping languages can be resurrected if the community pulls together (Hinton 2008).21 

 In Alaska, Indigenous languages have declined due to diminishing populations, 

disease, and the introduction of new languages such as Russian and English.  Krauss, 

states that of the 300 plus languages spoken in North America pre Columbus (U.S. Senate 

2000), only 175 native languages are still spoken today (U.S. Senate 2000).  Out of those 

175 languages spoken, only 20 are still spoken by all generations including children 

today (U.S. Senate 2000).  Within Alaska, he states that, as of 2000, there were 20 

languages total: 2 spoken by children and up; 7 spoken by parents and up; 10 spoken by 

Grandparents and up; and 1 that is nearly extinct, spoken by few older people (U.S. 

Senate 2000).  Without the continued efforts of communities, these last twenty languages 

will be no longer spoken in a few generations (U.S. Senate 2000). 

 Language decline can be reversed through a number of ways.  Total-immersion 

programs, such as the Pūnana Leo (language nest) and the Papahana Kaiapuni Hawai’i 

(Hawaiian Language Immersion Program) have been highly successful.22  Partial-

immersion programs or bilingual programs such as are run by the Arapaho have been 

                                                 
21 A sleeping language is a language that has no fluent language speakers left.  Miami, the language of the 
Miami Nation, whose members currently reside in Indiana and Oklahoma, was a sleeping language until 
Daryl Baldwin successfully resurrected it, by using archived material to teach his children the language; the 
whole family is now fluent speakers (Hinton 2008, 413-417). 
22 Both programs work by fully immersing the children in the heritage language.  From the moment the 
children enter the classroom to the moment the children leave (with the exception of one hour of instruction 
a day in English for grades 5-12) the only language spoken is Hawaiian (Warner 2008, 136-141) 
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successful in gaining partial understanding of the language, such as object names, colors, 

numbers and simple commands (Greymorning 1997).23  Community-Based programs, 

run by the Tlingit, consist of teaching through their use of dancing and singing 

(Dauenhauer and Dauenhauer 1998).24  The Advocates for Indigenous California 

Language Survival (AICLS) in California run a Master-Apprentice training program for 

people wishing to learn their heritage language.25  While not all the tactics above will be 

practical for every community, a combination of these examples can be used to help 

communities revitalize their languages. 

                                                 
23 The Arapaho elders, concerned with the prospect of the language disappearing brought in a specialist, 
Steve Greymorning (Greymorning 1997).  Setting up a partial-immersion program, Greymorning 
developed four language instruction lessons, in 15 minute intervals for some kindergarten children 
(Greymorning 1997).  The results were amazing as children started to speak Arapaho once again 
(Greymorning 1997).  The program expanded as preschool children were targeted to learn the language 
before the introduction of a school curriculum (Greymorning 1997).  The only problem was the limited 
vocabulary the children were learning and the inability of the children to “independently use and 
manipulate new speech forms” (Greymorning 1997, 5).  The children were learning the language, but were 
not becoming fluent speakers.   
24 The Tlingit’s use of language revitalization with community-based events creates a pride in the 
community.  Although no level of fluency is reached, there is “no doubt that singing and dancing are 
popular because they provide what educators call a ‘success experience’ for teachers and students” 
(Dauenhauer & Dauenhauer 1998, 68).  The problems for this type of language learning come from the 
student’s inability to pronounce words, and understand the context of the songs and dances.  Lenore 
Grenoble suggests that community-based language programs are useful because they “automatically 
address the problem of creating a domain for use of the local language” (Grenoble 2006, 60).  This is 
certainly an issue for communities in which children do not see the point in learning the heritage language.  
Dauenhauer & Dauenhauer state that children often do not put as much effort into learning their heritage 
language, as they think it should come naturally to them without effort (Dauenhauer & Dauenhauer 1998).  
By creating a community-based learning experience this lack of effort could be diminished and the children 
could once again want to learn their language.   
25 The Master-Apprentice program works by paring up one master (a person from the community who can 
fluently speak the language) with one apprentice (someone in the community who wishes to learn the 
language).  The instruction usually takes place for 20 hours a week in the home of the master (Hinton, 
Vera, and Steele 2002).  The benefits of this program are that the instruction can be on anything that is 
happening at that time.  Say for instance the master needs to do laundry, or cook food, clean the house, then 
the apprentice can help and they can carry out a conversation at the same time.  This process can be 
difficult for the first few weeks as the student does not have a large vocabulary, but over time it becomes 
easier to communicate.  The master apprentice program is undoubtedly the best way for an adult to learn a 
language.  However, it does take a big commitment on the part of the learner and the teacher.  The program 
will only work if both the master and apprentice are willing and able to spend twenty hours a week 
together.   
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Conclusion 

Alaska Native communities have gone through a number of changes starting with 

the interactions of the Russian traders, disease, assimilationist American governmental 

educational policies, and continuing today with the incorporation of village and regional 

corporations.  As communities have changed, so have the educational practices, and 

consequently leadership.   

 This dissertation analyzes one Native Alaskan pageant, Miss WEIO, determining 

why it started, how it evolved, and what its purpose is today.  The winner and first 

runner-up of Miss WEIO were followed to the national pageant, MIW, to identify if the 

leadership training process continued, and if the winner remained a role-model and 

ambassador.  In today’s societies, Native American pageants are events where Indigenous 

peoples come together to celebrate a shared culture.  This research tests the hypothesis 

that Alaska Native pageants are an arena for young women to gain valuable leadership 

skills, while being surrounded by “others who share belief systems, norms, and a 

common history” (Larsen, Schweitzer, and Fondahl 2010, 20).  The pageants help create 

well-balanced leaders, able to become role models and cultural educators for their people, 

and able to perpetuate language and well-being within their communities.  These winners, 

who are also ambassadors for their people, provide a much needed representation of a 

contemporary Indigenous woman. 
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CHAPTER 2: THE LITERATURE REVIEW 

The women agreed that an inner sense of self (i.e., who they are as 
people) has an important bearing on the external part of one's life 
(i.e., who they are as community leaders).  They also agreed that 

leadership is earned through action, such as sharing knowledge or 
experience with the community and working hard to serve it. 

—Tsosie 2010, 40 
 

Is there a difference in the way women and men lead?  Are there different types of 

leadership roles for women and men?  How do women and men acquire the necessary 

skills to become leaders?  Add culture into the equation.  Does culture make a difference 

in leadership styles, roles, and training?  The answer is inevitable yes (Northouse 2010).  

This chapter reviews Indigenous women’s leadership and pageant material to reflect on 

Indigenous women’s leadership styles and demonstrate how pageants both form and are 

formed by national identity. 

 

American Indian/Alaska Native Women’s Leadership 

Historical and contemporary American Indian/Alaska Native Women’s 

Leadership literature illustrates how Indigenous women leaders center their efforts on 

community well-being.  In the 1800s, concerns in the continental United States were 

based on land claims.  The early 1900s saw citizenship as a rising concern.  In the late 

1900s Indigenous rights focusing on issues such as hunting and fishing were at the 

forefront.  In recent years there has been a move towards healing and cultural 

revitalization, and often healing through cultural revitalization.  Leadership methods have 

continually adapted to meet new concerns about community. The information given in 
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this review however, demonstrates how “situational” (needs based) leadership was and 

still is the primary leadership style of Indigenous women leaders.  Further, that through 

this situational leadership, women hope to have a transformative effect of their 

communities. 

 

Historic Native Women Leaders 

There is a growing literature which establishes women as historically holding 

positions of leadership within Native communities.  The Cherokee had “Beloved 

Women” as part of their governmental structure (Carney 2005).  The Haudenosaunee 

women had to consent to the warriors going to war (Wagner 2001, 88).  In traditional 

Diné society, men or women could hold the highest office of power.26  The Powhatan left 

the fate of prisoners for the women to decide (Pecquet du Bellet 1907, 301).  There is no 

evidence of hereditary women’s leadership (although the Tlingits had hereditary male 

leadership) (Langdon 2002).  In most instances, women became leaders because of their 

knowledge and power.  Little is known about how these women were chosen, or if they 

were trained to become leaders.  Historic Indigenous leadership positions could be 

described as “situational leadership,” where a situation arises for a leadership position the 

person who is the best fit steps into that position (Northouse 2010, 94).   

                                                 
26 Denetdale (2006) states that Diné women today are discouraged from holding top positions in political 
office, due to oral history.  Explaining how traditional legends relinquish leadership to men, Denetdale’s 
sources cite the legend of Asdzáá Naat’áani (Women Chief), and how she “became lax in her authority” 
and almost ended the Diné race because of her stubbornness (Denetdale 2006, 16).  This legend has since 
been cited as the reason why women should not be leaders (Denetdale 2006).     
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As the structure of tribal government changed due to increased influence of 

colonialism, women's roles in society changed.  Kidwell (1992) explains the role of 

women during this transitional period as being one of a cultural broker: 

Wherever Europeans and native people encountered each other in the New World, 
cultural ideas and perceptions were at work, and processes of cultural change 
began to take place . . . There is an important Indian woman in virtually every 
major encounter between Europeans and Indians in the New World. As mistresses 
or wives, they counseled, translated, and guided white men . . . In this way, Indian 
women were the first important mediators of meaning between the cultures of two 
worlds. (1992, 97)   

 

This mediator role is one of an ambassador, or leader.  The women Kidwell (1992) 

explains as being “important … in virtually every major encounter” remain nameless in 

history books (97).  When historians and scholars have written about these women, they 

fall victim to the Pocahontas Perplex (Green 1975).27 

 Leadership roles were sometimes disguised under the premise of the “Princess” 

role, due to misunderstandings over the non-inherent leadership (Green 1975).28  This 

was the case with Matoaca,29 who held a role within her society to decide the fate of 

captives (Pecquet du Bellet 1907, 301).  The most recognized American Indian woman is 

famous for saving the life of captive, John Smith; the story however, is repeatedly taken 

                                                 
27 For a description of the Pocahontas perplex read Green (1975) “The Pocahontas perplex: The image of 
Indian Women in American culture.” 
28 In places such as England, the daughter of a King would be a Princess; newcomers to Native culture 
would assume that the daughter of a tribal leader would also be a Princess, as they failed to understand that 
leadership was not always determined by blood line. 
29 Or, as she is more commonly called, Pocahontas. 
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out of context, as can be evidence with the Disneyfication of events.30  As the first 

historical record of an American Indian woman, Matoaca’s role should be acknowledged, 

but only on a par with other Powhatan women who also held the same position in their 

society. 

 In Indigenous communities verbal records were kept and passed down from 

generation to generation through the use of oral tradition.31  These stories have only 

recently been taken seriously by western scholars in academic research (Basso 1996; 

Cruickshank 2005, 1998, 1990).  This lack of understanding of women’s leadership roles 

came from a lack of written records other than traveler’s journals and letters which reflect 

the biases of the colonizer.32  Adventurers travelling to “new” places in search of riches 

reported back, writing from an ethnocentric point of view; these would-be historians kept 

records that make up today's archives and history books.  Recent scholarship reinforces 

that roles and duties of women varied greatly depending on community location, season, 

age, education, family, and necessity, to name just a few factors.33 

 Traditionally, some tribes were matrilineal – the blood line followed the women, 

and some were patrilineal – the blood line followed the men.  In Alaska, the majority of 

                                                 
30 Many scholars have produced work on the historic inaccuracy of the Disney film Pocahontas.  What is 
troublesome with the film is that it portrays American Indian people as being one with nature, which leads 
to stereotypes that are prevalent today.  
31 The exception is a few tribes such as the Kiowa, who had a Dohasan calendar, (or winter counts as they 
are commonly called) on which historical landmarks were written (Calloway 2004). 
32 Mihesuah (2003) provides a historical background on women throughout the colonization process, 
summarizing the vast amount of historical information relates to Indigenous women through an Indigenous 
lens.  There is a lack of material on Indigenous women leaders (Hilden & Lee 2010; Barman 2010).  
Kellogg (Society of American Indians co-founder) is used as an example of how we need to go back into 
the archives and re-read and re-write material on Native women leaders (Hilden and Lee 2010).  There are 
problems trying to find early women's roles in society due to lack of information (Barman 2010).  
33 There is a vast and growing body of tribally specific literature focusing on women, which is too long to 
list.   
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tribes were matrilineal (appendix A).  Tribes, such as the Cherokee had a governing 

council in every town, consisting of men and women.  Clan mothers were an important 

part of Cherokee society; they would reprimand you if you misbehaved. 

 With reference to traditional leadership styles, Begay et al. (2007) state that 

western leaders “tended to ignore leaders – such as medicine people, elders, or women – 

whose authority lay outside Western conceptions of governance” illustrating that women 

in leadership positions within tribes occurred ( 277).  Second, they argue that women 

were chosen specifically for their skills, leadership included:  

Individuals whose authority, as in the past, comes not from elections but from 
demonstrated expertise (including cultural expertise) or from their positions in 
kinship relations: elders, clan mothers, medicine people, and the like. (Begay Jr., 
et al. 2007, 278) 
 

Indigenous women were chosen as leaders for their knowledge and wisdom; leadership 

was situational leadership. 

 Indigenous women in the 18th and 19th centuries were also political leaders.  Nan-

ye-hi (Nancy Ward), a Cherokee Beloved Woman, led a political battle to stop the 

Cherokees’ move to Arkansas in 1781 (Kilcup 2000).  Her use of maternal rhetoric- “we 

are your mothers; you are our sons”-and her use of a petition is mirrored in Sarah 

Winnemucca's work to return Paiute’s people's land to them 100 years later in 1883 

(Winnemucca 1994).  Winnemucca positioned herself as a leader in her Paiute society 

and in the greater society, by illustrating the values her people adhered to and that are (or 

should be) shared by her readers (Winnemucca 1994).  Winnemucca, the daughter of a 

tribal leader was called a “Paiute princess,” which belittles her work as an independent 
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leader (Winnemucca 1994).  Her leadership arose from both wanting to, and being in a 

position to help her people as one of the few English speaking delegates of her tribe 

(Winnemucca 1994).  Zitkala-Sa (Gertrude Bonnin) was a Yankton Sioux woman leader 

from the late 19th century.34  A prominent member of the Society of American Indians, 

an author, teacher and activist, Zitkala-Sa is remembered for her autobiographical texts 

and her involvement in the Society of American Indians (Fisher 1979; Hafen 1997; 

Willard 1985).  

 No prominent Native Alaskan women or men leaders have been mentioned in 

history books.  Autobiographies, give insights into the lives of Indigenous women in 

Alaska and their roles and/or duties in society (Hayes 2006; Pinson 2004; Wallis 2010; 

Wilder 1987; Wilder 2007).  Many Athabascan oral traditions that have now been 

recorded also tell of the duties and societal expectations of women and men (Beck 1989; 

Bernet 2001; Oleksa 2005; Smelcer, Vienneau, and Bevins 1992; Smelcer 1993; Wallis 

1997; Wallis 2004).35  By examining such texts, it becomes evident that respected 

storytellers were sought out for advice from community members, and as such were 

recognized as leaders for their wisdom (Wallis 2004).  

 Historically, Native American/Alaska Native women held leadership positions.  A 

lack of hereditary leadership indicates that women became situational leaders within their 

                                                 
34 As a teacher, Zitkala-Sa worked with Richard Henry Pratt at the infamous Carlisle Indian School 
(Zitkala-Sa 2003).  Although Zitkala-Sa's stay at Pratt's institution was short lived, she had little positive to 
say about her time there (Zitkala-Sa 2003). 
35 The purpose of including these duties and societal expectations in Athabascan oral traditions was 
twofold.  First, the listeners were informed of the protocols of each society (Babb 1997; Basso 1996; 
Cruikshank 1998, 2005).  Second, the oral traditions were spoken as warnings to members of the society, 
maintaining harmony and balance in the tribe; a necessity for survival in pre-industrial Alaska (Babb 1997; 
Basso 1996; Cruikshank 1998, 2005). 
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communities.  As women gained knowledge, experience, and stature within their 

communities, they would be called upon, or chosen for their capability as leaders.   

 

Contemporary Indigenous Women Leaders 

The twentieth century sees an increase in scholarship which focuses on 

Athabascan women leaders (Fast 2002; Mankiller 2004).  Focusing on the Native village 

Fort Yukon as a case study, Fast states that there are a “growing number of women in 

positions of Athabascan leadership [and that as leaders, these women’s roles are] 

…primarily one of mediator rather than as an exponent of power or authority” (2002, 35).  

This re-enforces the situational leadership theory.  James36 a prominent Gwich’in 

Athabascan activist from Arctic Village, states: 

I learned that womanhood means being respectful towards others and being 
willing to work, not expecting others to do everything for you.  When I was 
chosen by my people to speak out to protect our lands, they did not talk about me 
being a woman.  They chose me as one of the people they thought could do the 
job best.  They expected results from my work as an advocate for the Arctic 
National Wildlife Refuge and the birthplace of the porcupine caribou, not as a 
woman. (Mankiller 2004, 118) 
 

Traditional Athabascan society held gender secondary in choices of leadership. 

Situational leadership theory explains most Alaska Native leadership.37 

 Velma Wallis, a Gwich’in author from Fort Yukon, who published two books re-

telling traditional legends, and an autobiography, is called upon for her expertise in 

                                                 
36 Sarah James “grew up traditionally, speaking the Gwich’in language and following the caribou 
migration” (Mankiller 2004, 118)  She adds “From both my parents and my grandparents, I learned that 
womanhood means being respectful towards others and being willing to work, not expecting others to do 
everything for you” (Mankiller 2004, 118).  
37 With the exception of the Tlingit, who appear to have hereditary leadership. 
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Gwich’in and Athabascan history (Brown 2012).38  The strength of Wallis’ two main 

characters, Ch’idzigyaak, Sa’, and Jutthunvaa (the two old women), and their ability to 

survive alone, is an important characteristic in Gwich’in Athabascan women (Wallis 

2004).  Through situational leadership, the two old women become respected leaders in 

their band.  Through Wallis’ autobiography, evidence of both how Wallis became an 

authority on Athabascan life, and how situational leadership once occurred in Gwich’in 

life are given. 

 Little literature has been produced on Alaskan women as leaders in contemporary 

societies, apart from Fast’s, James’, and Wallis’ works.  Collectively, the literature 

suggests that women’s leadership in Alaska was and still is situationally based through 

community needs.   

 Wilma Mankiller, former chief of the Cherokee Nation is another example of a 

better known strong twentieth century woman leader (Mankiller 2000, 2004, 2005, 2008).  

Mankiller's life has been well documented by herself and others (Janda 2007; Mankiller 

2000, 2004, 2005, 2008).  Mankiller, who spent time listening to Indigenous women 

leaders, organized the thoughts of nineteen women leaders into a book (2004).  Themes 

such as community, violence, and healing emerge; issues that can also be seen in 

leadership which focuses on community well-being.  The seven chapters illustrate what 

women are trying to achieve through their leadership and how they lead in communities 

by adhering to traditional values about respect and community responsibility: “from a 

                                                 
38 Wallis’s work has been widely studied in academia (Babb 1997; Fast 2002; Myers 2006; Ramsey 1999).   
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young age, we are taught that we are given special gifts and we are supposed to use those 

gifts in an appropriate way and to share with others in a good way” (Mankiller 2004, 35).  

In the twenty-first century, a surge of recent scholarship addresses key issues in 

today’s American Indian women’s lives (Ackerman 2003; Anderson and Lawrence 2003; 

Fast 2002; Green 1975; Hernández-Avila 2005; Kidwell 2007; Mann 2008; Mankiller 

2004; Mihesuah 2003; Perdue 2001; Smith 2005; Suzack et al. 2010).   This scholarship 

illustrates American Indian women’s leadership through work with non-profits and grass 

roots organizations.  

Anderson and Lawrence (2003) provide positive approaches to community 

concerns over contemporary Indigenous issues, such as family, home, stability, 

wellbeing, and healing, illustrating how women are leading in various community 

adventures.39  The resonating message throughout the book is one of strength and 

determination: “Native women are actively shaping a better world for future generations” 

                                                 
39 Four chapters in particular highlight how women are leading in both traditional community settings and 
in urban areas.  Muise (2003) highlights the struggles of her Mi’Kmaq community in western 
Newfoundland.  While the community accepts they have problems that need addressing, the resonating 
theme in this chapter is the women’s roles in healing and rebuilding the community (Muise 2003, 25).  
Muise states, “[w]e have next to little political representation, yet no major shifts occur without the will of 
the women” (Muise 2003, 25).  This illustrates how women are leading in their communities by looking 
after the well-being of the community (Anderson & Lawrence 2003).  Leclair and Nicholson with Métis 
elder Hartey (2003) discuss a Métis women’s circle.  The founding of this circle illustrates the need for a 
communal meeting place and support group for Métis women (Leclair, Nicholson and Hartey 2003).  The 
circle supports women by encouraging them to share ideas, and by using their shared common culture to 
bring the women together (Leclair Nicholson and Hartey 2003).  By creating and taking part in the circle, 
these women are leading in contemporary society.  Maracle (2003) highlights how urban Aboriginal 
women are leading the way in urban Canadian centers.  Maracle (2003) states “[w]hen I look at urban 
organizations, I see a better representation of women than what I see among the chiefs, band councillors 
and leadership in the political organizations” (76).  This remark illustrates how the centrality of family and 
community to women’s lives transfers to women’s leadership philosophies in urban centers.  Maracle 
(2003) illustrates women asserting their leadership in urban centers.  Blaney (2003) illustrates women’s 
leadership through the organization of women’s groups.  By forming platforms for Aboriginal women to 
speak, the women who formed the Aboriginal Women’s Action Network are illustrating their responsibility 
to community in their leadership.  
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(Anderson and Lawrence 2003, 11).  The editors use women’s voices to show “where our 

communities are now and where we want them to go” (Anderson and Lawrence 2003, 

11), thereby creating a postcolonial text which forefronts the strength of women in 

today’s Indigenous societies. 

 Mihesuah (2003) explains the complexities of American Indian women’s lives.  

Issues related to researching and writing about American Indian women are explained, as 

she explains that “while female scholars who study Indigenous women have made 

significant inroads into their histories, many interpretations remain incorrect and 

underdeveloped, providing only partial answers to complicated questions about Native 

women” (Mihesuah 2003, 3).  By explaining how interpretations have been skewed in the 

past, Mihesuah (2003) helps readers to identify some key elements in both good and bad 

scholarship on American Indian women.  Mihesuah (2003) continues on to show 

American Indian women leaders in an assertive light, by covering topics such as the 

American Indian Movement and Anna Mae Pictou-Aquash.  Mihesuah (2003) illustrates 

the adaptation and survival of Native peoples, as opposed to focusing on their 

destruction.  These books (Anderson and Lawrence 2003, Mihesuah 2003) explore 

women leading with their indigenous cultural values in today’s urban and rural 

communities. 

Many texts focus on interpreting Indigenous women’s lives (Hernández-Avila 

2005, Mann 2008, Suzack et al. 2010).  Reading Native American Women (Hernández-

Avila 2005) consists of essays, formed as a guidebook on how to study literature, art, and 

historical texts related to American Indian women.  The fourteen authors are dedicated to 
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re-defining the way Indigenous women are written about and understood in today’s 

society.  Make a Beautiful Way (Mann 2008) written by four women, also forms a 

manual on understanding American Indian women in today’s society.  Both Hernández-

Avila (2005) and Mann (2008) are texts aimed not only at explaining, but also at 

educating readers on how to interpret Native women’s work, these books form a growing 

collection of reference material, ideal for scholars to use in classes. 

 Suzack et al. (2010) examine the origins of Indigenous Feminism through various 

authors and points of view.  The common theme throughout the book is the need for 

strong women leaders (Suzack et al. 2010).  Why Indigenous feminism is different from 

feminism and ethnic feminism is examined as the authors “propose Indigenous feminism 

as a rubric under which political and social organizing can and should take place” and 

add that “a single, normative definition of Indigenous feminism remains impossible 

because Indigenous women’s circumstances very enormously” (Suzack et al. 2010, 2).       

 Grey (2010) who defines feminism as “women deciding who women are and who 

or what they want to be” writes about her mother’s experiences (21).  Women, like her 

mother, were central to Inuit society, always put the needs of the community first (Grey 

2010).  Today everyone is a corporate shareholder, similar to Alaska (Grey 2010).  

Despite these changes, Grey (2010) explains that “many Inuit women are at the forefront 

of leading the fight for the well-being of our people” (25).  Grey (2010) raises 

unanswered questions, such as: how are women gaining the experience necessary to lead 

in grassroots organizations?  And, why are there so few women tribal leaders?  
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 Tsosie (2010) investigates the construction of women’s leadership.  Native 

women “took strength from the history and traditions of her tribe” and are motivated to 

seek leadership positions due to “a sense of responsibility to ensure a secure future for the 

tribe” (Tsosie 2010, 38).  The same can be said about WEIO and MIW pageant 

contestants.  “The women agreed that an inner sense of self (i.e., who they are as people) 

has an important bearing on the external part of one's life (i.e., who they are as 

community leaders)” (Tsosie 2010, 40).  The Arctic Social Indicators report states that 

the health of people in the Arctic is determined by cultural fit (Larsen, Schweitzer, and 

Fondahl 2010).  If WEIO contestants are happy with themselves they are more likely to 

be leaders.  “The women agreed that leadership is earned through action, such as sharing 

knowledge or experience with the community and working hard to serve it” (Tsosie 2010, 

40).  This corresponds with transformational leadership. 

 Contemporary Indigenous women’s literature from Canada and America illustrate 

how Indigenous women are bringing change to their communities (Anderson and 

Lawrence 2003).  Through their work, a resonating feeling of accomplishment and pride 

at what has been achieved so far and what will be achieved in the future can be seen 

(Anderson and Lawrence 2003).  The literature neglects to mention how these women 

came to be in positions of leadership, or achieved the necessary training.  This 

dissertation demonstrates one opportunity to gain leadership skills – pageants – and how 

these winners can become a situational leader within their community.  
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Pageants 

Beauty pageants have evolved over the years from traditionally objectified 

women’s spaces, into arenas for leadership development.  Traditional defined as a 

patriarchal construct of gender used to objectify women, such events have both formed 

and been formed by national identity.  Beauty pageants in which women were once 

voiceless, now offer participants the opportunity to speak on social justice issues, thus 

lessening objectification.  Beauty pageants have evolved to provide positive leadership 

training for young women.  Cultural pageants have evolved from the beauty pageants to 

develop community based leaders.  Native pageants in particular produce young leaders 

who become role models for their Nations.  The information given in this review 

demonstrates how pageants are the primary venue to produce ambassadors, a 

representative of a culturally-active woman in any given community.  

 

The History of Pageants 

Choosing a woman representative to stand as a figure head for a group of people 

at an event can be traced all the way back to Greek Mythology (Brzuzy and Lind eds. 

2008; Cohen, Wilk, and Stoeltje 1996).  In Europe, the tradition of crowning a May 

Queen and May King in the May Day celebrations is one that still continues today.  Many 

small communities in England and across the world choose carnival queens every 

summer as icons to oversee the carnival proceedings.  The purposes of such queens have 

varied throughout time, yet the principle of choosing one person, worthy of being a 
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symbolic leader for an event, ceremony, or a community for a period of time, stays the 

same. 

 Beauty pageants as they are recognized today first appeared in America in the 

1850s, when P.T. Barnum published photographs of women in bathing suits in the 

newspapers (Brzuzy and Lind eds. 2008; Cohen, Wilk, and Stoeltje 1996).  Beauty 

pageants have continued to gain momentum and prestige as women from around America 

parade in swimsuits to compete for various local titles.  In 1921, the Miss America 

contest became the first national pageant in the USA, to gather “diverse forms… in one 

common place for one common goal in such a grand scale and scope” (Riverol 1992, 13).  

Miss America has undergone many changes over the years, amid protests. 

 Mulvey (2009) writes about the 1970 Miss World protests that she took part in, 

explaining how she demonstrated against the “passivity, not only the passivity of the girls 

on stage but the passivity that we [the protestors] felt in ourselves” (4).  Mulvey was not 

alone as feminists argued about the use and representation of women’s bodies, being 

subjected to and produced for the male gaze (Mulvey 2009).  The right of women’s 

control over women’s bodies was to manifest itself in the pageants, arguably yet another 

form of male dominance.  Women “are being turned all the time into objects of display, 

to be looked at and gazed at and stared at by men.  Yet, in a real sense, women are not 

there at all.  The parade has nothing to do with women, everything to do with man” 

(Mulvey 2009, 13).  The decision to keep the most objectifying aspect of the Miss 

America pageant, the swimsuit presentation, was approved by a public vote (Banet-

Weiser 1996).  Banet-Weiser argues that this objectification is necessary: “the efficiency 



64 

of the swimsuit competition lies in its focus on the body; in that focus, it allows the rest 

of the pageant to define itself as dedicated to far more than the body” (Banet-Weiser 

1996, 86).  Further, she gives agency to the women whom choose to partake in the 

competition each year (Banet-Weiser 1996).  

 Amid the arguments for and against the swimsuit portion of Miss America, 

women from around America claim agency as they compete locally for the chance to 

enter this national contest, often for prizes such as a "hollywood agent" (Brzuzy and Lind 

2008, 32; Cohen, Wilk, and Stoeltje 1996, 4).  Over the years the competition has 

arguably evolved from the original bathing suit competition to a scholarship competition 

offering “40 million dollars in cash and tuition prizes annually, making it the largest 

source of scholarships for women in the world” (Miss America: American experience 

“People and Events”).  The live television broadcast on September 11th 1954 turned the 

contest into the most well-known beauty pageant in the USA (Riverol 1992). 

 In an effort to pull away from beauty, the Miss America pageant added the social 

campaign clause in the 1980s (Miss America: American experience “People and 

Events”).  Through this, contestants could campaign for a better society.  One winner set 

up a non-for-profit for AIDS victims in Africa, her work raises the questions, has she 

become a transformative leader? (Brzuzy and Lind eds. 2008, 35).  This social clause 

campaign is perhaps the most similar to the Alaska Native pageants, in which the 

contestants and winners have a vested interest in bettering their community.  This aspect 

enables the pageant organizers to give the competition social values, which gives a voice 
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to contestants, and provides an excuse for mainstream viewers as they watch the women 

parade in a swimsuit.   

By adding a social campaign element and giving prizes to allow women to 

continue their education, the competition becomes a commendable event in which to 

participate (even though women still have to parade in a swimsuit and are judged on 

looks).  Changes that have occurred in the Miss America pageant can be seen as a 

reflection of the change in American society.  Women have stopped being seen as “just” 

objects of beauty in society, they now attend institutions of higher learning, and pursue 

careers.  Yet, the need for women to appear in swimsuits can be seen as a form of 

objectification, reinforcing the male need for women to be cast as objects to be gazed 

upon as opposed to leaders in our society.40  Today, the Miss America pageants have 

been the subject of many books (Riverol 1989; Watson and Martin 2004), dissertations 

(Riverol 1989), book chapters (Oppliger 2008) and articles (Dow 2003, Weintraub and 

Eisenberg 1966). 

 

Cultural Pageants  

Many countries hold pageants, some with aesthetic goals and prestigious titles and 

others based on a workable knowledge of the culture and giving back to the community.  

There has been a surprising amount of research based on cultural pageants in the US 

(Banet-Weiser 1996; Cannon 2009; Cohen, Wilk, and Stoeltje 2006; Denetdale 2006; 
                                                 
40 There is a difference between women wearing swimsuits, for instance at the beach, and women posing in 
swimsuits, for instance in magazines aimed at swimsuit sales, and in magazines aimed at pleasing men; 
Mulvey and Kilbourne both talk about the issues and harms behind such differences, revolving around the 
audiences in each instance.  Kilbourne in particular talks about the increased violence against women as an 
effect of objectification. 
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Greci Green 1997; Luther 2007; Roberts 2002; Schröder 2004; Yano 2006) and abroad 

(Barnes 1994, 1997; Billings 2009; Crawford et. al. 2008; Oliver 2009; Rochelle 2009; 

Schackt 2005). 

 Cultural pageants are contests where the cultural knowledge of the contestant is 

judged, as opposed to a beauty pageant, where beauty is the deciding factor.  As a 

phenomenon, the history and adaptation of cultural pageants has not been traced.  There 

is no overarching academic research stating when the first cultural pageants appeared in 

the USA or worldwide, or how and why cultural pageants have appeared.  It would seem, 

however, that cultural pageants may have started out as beauty pageants, or been based of 

the beauty pageant contest. 

 Pageants deal with concepts of identity.  In the Miss America contest, the winner 

needs to have a strong sense of identity to express to viewers what it means to be an 

American woman in today’s society.  Pageants tell a lot about any given culture, and can 

illustrate women’s roles in a society.  For instance, contests such as the Japanese Cherry 

Blossom Festival which takes place in Hawaii, explain what it is to be a young Japanese 

women in Hawaii, just as Miss America shows the world what it is to be a contemporary 

American women. 

 In comparison, the Miss WEIO competition shows how Indigenous cultures can 

illustrate their identity and traditions through a pageant contest.  Glassie (2003) states, 

one can look at “[t]radition as the creation of the future out of the past” (176),  pageants 

can become a connection between the past and the future, allowing the contestants to 

showcase traditional talents to the audience, that they might not otherwise have the 
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opportunity to learn about or experience.  Native women in pre-colonial times used tried 

and tested means to pass their culture on to the younger generations, as is evident through 

ceremonies such as puberty.  In today’s societies, Native women incorporate past 

practices in a contemporary manner to portray the identity of modern Indigenous women. 

 There are a distinctly more scholarly articles and book chapters which focus on 

cultural pageants outside of the United States (Billings 2009; Crawford et. al. 2008; 

Oliver 2009; Schackt 2005).  Barnes (1994, 1997) and Rochelle (2009) have also been 

included in this section as they both look at Jamaican beauty pageants through the lens of 

gendered racial identity.  Within these works, the similar issues of race, language, 

identity, cultural values, nation building, objectification, authenticity, and indignity are 

analyzed as five examples of pageants at the local and national levels.  Only one of the 

authors analyzes the contests through the eyes of the audience, doing so with focus 

groups, and thus raises the topic of objectification (Crawford et. al.  2008). While in a 

non-direct way, issues of leadership training, role model, and ambassadorship are 

inferred, none of the authors directly address these topics in their work. 

 Barnes (1994) writes about racial identity and nationalism through Jamaica 

pageants; in a similar way to that of Cannon (2009) in her article on Miss Navajo Nation.  

Unlike American feminists, who protested the Miss American pageant, “black feminists 

[in the Miss Jamaica pageant] rallied against the exclusion of women of color from the 

contest” (Barnes 1994, 476-477).  Barnes (1994) attributes this to the fact that black 

women are still trying to be recognized as women of beauty, and explains that the 
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pageant winner gains validation through her ambassador role, as she becomes the 

“embodiment of all that is Jamaican” (476-477).   

 Beauty is an ideology – beauty is not in the eye of the beholder but in fact in the 

eyes of the judges and organizers of the contest, as illustrated through their choice of 

winner – and that the contestants, who were all white, were “routinely paraded” and 

“flagrantly displayed and eroticized” something that was not happening to women of 

color (Barnes 1994, 477).  The white winner, upon entering the Miss Universe contest 

becomes black, as she meets the American perception of black - one drop of black blood 

(Barnes 1994).  The issue of race and beauty is deeply linked to Native Nations in two 

ways.  First, issues of race within Native Nations, through intermarriage, have been 

debated in term of national identity.  Second, Indigenous women have been cast as “the 

other,” which has allowed for abusive behaviors against Indigenous women (Smith 

2005). 

 In a similar fashion, Rowe (2009) writes on race and Jamaican pageants.  Black 

feminists support pageants in a “desire to be fully constituted as ‘women’ in a Western 

conceptual categorization that has traditionally made women of color its ‘Other” (Rowe 

2009, 46).  However, gendered constructs were used to “renegotiate race, specifically 

African-descended racial identities, to infer Jamaican’s departure from colonialism and 

entrance into the modernity of new nations” and uses Jamaican beauty pageants as an 

example of “gender in the role of nation building” (Rowe 2009, 37).  One could argue 

that Native Nations pageants of the 1950s have done the same. 

The ‘Ten Types’ competition had done much to popularize the notion of a plural 
Jamaica abroad… [but]… also revealed both a persistent unease with the African 
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female body and an attempt to contain the political energies of the black 
population…the overriding image… was an expansive representation of 
brownness that suggested brown identity as the natural representative motif of 
Jamaica. (Rowe 2009, 52) 
 

The idea that the winner’s color of skin can shape the perception of a culture to the 

outside world, illustrates the importance of the winner’s role of ambassador, and re-

enforces the importance of stereotypes. 

 Billings (2009) discusses the concept of language hierarchy for Tanzanian beauty 

queens.  This theme bears striking similarity to Native Nation’s pageants, as many 

communities struggle to regain heritage language dominance.  Billings (2009) explains 

that the lower class contestants, most of whom are Swahili speakers, learn little English at 

school, are more likely to win the competition if they can “fake it” by introducing 

themselves and answer questions in English.  Interestingly enough Swahili, although an 

Indigenous language, has been classed as non-ethnic (Billings 2009).  Billings states later 

on that none of the nation’s 127 Indigenous languages are spoken by the contestants in 

the pageant because they are the languages of the home and the village as opposed to 

belonging to the public sphere (Billings 2009).   

 While successful at the local level in “faking it” with their answers (where the 

viewers are not as fluent in English), as the contestants win, and move up the pageant 

ladder, their English skills are no longer effective (Billings 2009).  This is the opposite 

for Native Nations pageants contestants, whom would be unable to “fake” speaking their 

heritage language at the local level (where the public could be fluent), but able to “fake 

it” at the national competitions (where few of the same language speakers would be 
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present).  Billings states that beauty is not the only, or end factor in winning (Billings 

2009).  English language fluency represents a more important cultural norm (or language 

ideology) that can help you win the competition (Billings 2009).  If spoken incorrectly, 

one’s inability to speak English can lose you the competition (Billings 2009).  In this 

instance, beauty is therefore related to class and colonial identification. 

 Schackt (2005) raises the question of language as he writes about authenticity in 

Indian Beauty Pageants in Guatemala.  The Rab’in Ajaw pageant and other pageants have 

become “important arenas for the communication of Maya consciousness and identity” 

(Schackt 2005, 269).  In Guatemala, pageants are separated by race (Schackt 2005).  

Latinas participate in beauty pageants, while Indians participating in pageants in which 

they win based on “attitude for representing ‘cultural authenticity’” (Schackt 2005, 270).  

In Guatemala pageants, the traditional dress of the local village must be worn by 

contestants and “they must demonstrate mastery of their native Indian language as well as 

Spanish” (Schackt 2005, 273).  The “The Rab’in Ajaw [local pageant] was created on the 

model of (western) beauty pageants for the explicit purpose of countering the demise of 

Indian cultural forms” (Schackt 2005, 276).  Thus, by “demonstrate[ing] mastery of their 

native Indian language” language maintenance is placed as important in relation to 

cultural revitalization and the goals of the beauty pageant (Schackt 2005, 273).  

 With regards to nation building, the non-Indigenous pageant population who send 

winners on to world competitions, appropriate Indigenous attire for the global 

competitions in an effort to express Indigenous local cultures, without “incorporating the 

Indians themselves in this project” (Schackt 2005, 279).  By doing so, Guatemala 
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simultaneously acknowledges the Indigenous population, while projecting an image of 

Ladinas as the ideal Guatemalan women through the international pageant process 

(Schackt 2005).  Through Schackt’s discussion, the complexities both for and against 

beauty and cultural pageants, and the challenges of inclusion and exclusion of minority 

peoples into such pageants are shown.  This is particularly relevant to Native Nations 

pageants, many of whom carry a strict one quarter blood quantum rule. 

 Objectification is directly mentioned in Crawford et al. (2008) when the Napali 

beauty pageants signify the “country’s arrival on the global stage” (64).  “Every year, 

beauty pageants – local, regional, national, and international – put idealized 

representations of femininity on display” (Crawford et. al. 2008, 61).  However, there is 

“no empirical research into how they are understood and assimilated by spectators” on 

these pageants “despite the public visibility” (Crawford et. al. 2008, 65).  Focus groups 

and semi-structured interviews were conducted with women from Nepal, in which four 

themes were identified, objectification being one (Crawford et. al. 2008).  Topics 

discussed included: contestants being exploited; women’s bodies being over-exposed; 

and the possibility that thin contestants could trigger conditions such as anorexia nervosa 

and bulimia (Crawford et. al. 2008).  Although the focus groups agreed that 

objectification occurred, the urban women found the pageants empowering, a way of 

facilitating progress and promoting a positive presentation of Nepal to the outside world 

(Crawford et. al.  2008). 

 Banet-Weiser (1999) using examples from Miss America to frame pageants 

within the larger context of national identity, explains that pageants are about “gender 
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and nation as racialized categories” (Banet-Weiser 1999, 8).  Engaging with feminist 

methodology, she clearly states that she does not argue against the feminist approaches 

that pageants objectify women, but instead lets the contestants speak about their feeling 

on objectification, in the swimsuit element (1999).  If the women are seen as being 

objectified, they lose agency, and become victims, rather than actors who choose 

pageants as an event in which to participate (Banet-Weiser 1999). 

 Yano (2006) writes of the complexities of race, blood quantum, and culture of the 

annual Japanese Cherry Blossom Festival, in Hawaii, which are not dissimilar to the 

issues faced in Native Nations pageants.  Due to the interracial marriages that occur in 

Hawaii, there are debates over whether the contestants are Japanese enough to enter the 

contest, or whether there should be a more relaxed blood quantum rule in place (Yano 

2006). 

 Yano argues that “beauty queens, like other contemporary celebrities, hold 

symbolic prestige in representing the group, but no actual power in controlling that group 

or shaping its future,” which would disprove the transformative leadership theory (Yano 

2006, 14).   When talking about beauty queens, in regards to the Miss USA, or Miss 

Universe contest, the symbolic prestige can be equated, yet, in the context of cultural 

pageants, there is a very real representation that becomes politicalized as the winners 

strive to better their communities and the lives of Indigenous peoples.  In contrast, the 

winners that Yano interviews talk of being role models and leaders: “I think a large part 

of it is just promoting the awareness in the community of the Japanese culture and 

heritage” (Yano 2006, 162) “all I knew was that it was going to be a great experience to 
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learn about my Japanese culture and get more in touch with my roots, and learn 

leadership skills as well as public speaking and interpersonal skills” (Yano 2006, 178).  

These winners thoughts help reinforce the theory that the women are gaining invaluable 

leadership skills and that the community gains a positive cultural role model in the 

winners. 

The different facets of pageantry can have varied implications for Indigenous 

communities.  This is especially useful when thinking about why there are differences in 

pageants across the villages of Alaska.  Have Indigenous pageants been shaped to fill a 

need for representation in and of the community?  Were cultural pageants adapted from 

beauty pageants?  Or were they formed for multiple reasons?  This dissertation addresses 

these questions and builds upon the some of the themes (race and the other, language, 

identity, cultural values, nation building, objectification, authenticity, and indignity) 

mentioned above, exploring in more detail whether these pageants become a training 

mechanism for Native women to develop leadership skills.  This study analyzes the 

contests through a framework of leadership training, role modeling, and ambassadorship 

from the perspective of the contestants, audience, and wider communities. 

 

Native Nations Pageants 

There are a handful of scholarly articles, book chapters, and documentaries which 

focus directly on Native Nations pageants, (Cannon 2009; Denetdale 2006; Greci Green 

1997; Kozol 2005; Luther 2007; Roberts 2002; Schröder 2004), and a few which mention 

pageants in relation to issues such as boarding schools (Green and Troutman 2004) and 
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language revitalization (Nicholas 2008, 2009).  Within them, issues of race, leadership, 

responsibilities, communication, authenticity, performance, propaganda, and language 

shift are analyzed.  Three examples and analysis use Diné (Cannon 2009, Denetdale 

2006, Luther 2007), and White Mountain Apache (Schröder 2004).  Four scholars focus 

on intertribal contests (Green and Troutman 2004, Greci Green 1997; Kozol 2005; 

Nicholas 2008, 2009; Roberts 2002), within which, two include Miss Indian World 

(Greci Green 1997, Roberts 2002).  None of these studies analyze the contests from the 

angle of leader, role model, or ambassador, or from the point of view of the contestants, 

audience, and general public. 

 The most widely scrutinized pageant is Miss Navajo Nation; perhaps because it 

had been around since the 1950s and has had its share of complications.  For anyone 

wishing to gain an insight into the pageant, Luther (2007) documented one women’s 

journey to compete in the 2005 contest.  It illustrates the adaptation of the western 

pageant into a culturally relevant local pageant, by documenting the very real struggle of 

young women in speaking their heritage language in today’s Diné societies (Luther 

2007).  

 Cannon (2009) approached the Miss Navajo Nation pageant from the position of 

race and authenticity.  Cannon (2009) argues that “Radmilla Cody’s body and the Miss 

Navajo Nation pageant serve as symbolic sites of anxieties around so-called authentic 

racial, cultural, and national categories in the twenty-first century” (24).  While Cannon 

(2009) does not directly mention leadership, she does explain that the position of Miss 
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Navajo Nation is that of a role model and ambassador, and states that the winner has the 

duty of developing “strong relations with other Nations” (24).  

Denetdale (2006) approaches the Miss Navajo Nation through the lens of tribal 

leadership, but claims that Native pageants fall short, stating that they are “further 

evidence of the bifurcation of men’s and women’s roles wherein men participate fully in 

the public sphere while women are relegated to specific and limited participation in the 

same sphere” (17).  She credits the Miss Navajo Nation pageant as creating a visible 

space for women in the government as the role of Miss Navajo Nation, but adds that 

women are still discouraged from taking on leadership roles in government otherwise 

(Denetdale 2006).  She argues that the pageant process simultaneously puts women in the 

public and leadership sphere, but at relegates them to lower roles.  The remaining 

question is whether the pageant contest could in fact be a stepping stone to grassroots or 

political leadership at a later point?  In comparison to Alaska pageants, previous winners 

of WEIO become tribal leaders.  Are the pageants viewed differently in Alaska?  And, if 

so, is it because of cultural differences where, in Alaska one’s sex is not a factor to 

holding a leadership position (Mankiller 2004).  

 Miss White Mountain Apache has been examined by Schröder (2004) through the 

lens of local authenticity.  Since its inception the contest has held onto its language 

requirement (Schröder 2004).  In the beginning the contestants had to be fluent, now they 

must be knowledgeable of the language (Schröder 2004).  While he mentions cultural 

authenticity, including the pageants, he does not mention whether the ability to speak 

ones heritage language is a part of that authenticity or not; the reader has no way of 
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knowing if the competitors are fluent or not (Schröder 2004).  Leadership is once again 

missing from the study, but he gives an overview of the duties and responsibilities of the 

winner during their reigning year stating that “The position of Miss White Mountain 

Apache is indeed a full-time job and her public presence as official representative of the 

tribe equals that of the Chairman” (Schröder 2004, 126).  He also indirectly mentions the 

winner’s position as a role model (Schröder 2004).  This research builds on his idea of 

local authenticity as language use and leadership are examined. 

 Green and Troutman (2004) provide a historical overview of music and dance, 

pageants and princesses throughout the boarding school era.  The development of these 

events in the schools occurred because they were deemed “safe” and “deemed acceptable 

by the school administrators” (Green and Troutman 2004, 61, 76).  For example, “a 

fourth of July dance was much safer, if not the safest, form of dancing, because it seemed 

to laud the goals of ‘civilization’” (Green and Troutman 2004, 76).  The authors allude to 

the fact that the pageants started in the boarding schools between the 1930s and 1960s 

(Green and Troutman 2004).   

 These princesses help to “restore traditional knowledge such as Native language 

use and Native arts” adding that “the princess traditions at the schools – which ex-

students then took back to their homes – propped up both stereotypical images of Indian 

women and the retention, acquisition, and valuing of cultural knowledge” (Green and 

Troutman 2004, 82).  However, they do not state whether the women became leaders 

because of the pageant, or whether the young women were leaders when they entered the 
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pageant. Just that “princesses often became political leaders of their tribes and pueblos,” 

contradicting Denetdale’s views (Green and Troutman 2004, 83).   

When we see… what the princess competitions and pageants became…we can 
take some comfort – from the past and in the future.  In so many ways, Native 
students turned attempts to repress and replace Native tradition into something 
viable, and vital, for themselves as individuals and for their Native communities, 
local and national. (Green and Troutman 2004, 83) 
 

The “viable” and “vital” maintenance of “Native tradition” is leadership training for 

themselves, role models for their Native communities and ambassadorship for the 

national audience.  Although this could likely be the start of Native pageantry, there has 

been no research to link the boarding school pageants to the cultural pageants in Alaska.  

This dissertation builds on Green and Troutman’s findings, as the history of Miss WEIO 

is explored (2004). 

 Greci Green (1997) offers a cursory look into the public roles which pageant 

winners assume both within and outside of Indian country, at the four main national 

American Indian pageants.  Greci Green (1997) states that the public roles (of Miss 

Indian America, Miss Indian Nations, Miss Indian USA and Miss Indian World) are ones 

of ambassadorship and role modeling, although continues to point out that the “priority of 

most, if not all, ‘royalty’ is directed towards Indian communities” (249, 254). 

   Greci Green (1997) mentions leadership directly in reference to ambassadorship.  

When competitors have to submit resumes, they tend “to be very impressive: despite their 

young age, most of these women have been working with youth programs, might be 

teachers, nurses, or councilors in their communities, and may have received awards as 

outstanding students and in recognition for their work” (Greci Green 1997, 249, 251).  
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This highlights the fact that pageant contestants are already leaders.  Her second mention 

of ambassadorship points to a separate sphere for women’s participation in contemporary 

society: “Miss Indian World [1992-1994] considered the pageants as a contemporary 

form of female participation in tribal social and political life, a continuation of the 

traditional collaboration and respect between genders as well as of the more direct 

involvement that used to typify matrilineal societies” (Greci Green 1997, 254).   

 Greci Green (1997) leaves us with the thought that “perhaps the pageants are only 

a vehicle that uses Native traditions to define and provide a context that allows 

communities to build internal strength through the development of Native identity and 

conscience” (256).  A former MIW agrees, stating that the pageants have “to do with 

women finally standing up and taking back some of their power that they used to have” 

(Greci Green 1997, 254).  While this research is similar to that of Greci Green, in that the 

winner as an ambassador and a role model is examined, the leadership skills that the 

contestants gain through the pageant experience is additional reviewed.    

 Nicholas (2009) worked with three Hopi youth to explain how language and 

culture fit together; one of whom was the reigning Miss Indian Arizona.  Nicholas’ 

(2009) research signifies that “youth contend that the Hopi language is fundamental to 

‘fully’ participating in and understanding the Hopi way of life – a finding that offers hope 

for reinvigoration and (re)acquisition of the language among all generations” (321).  Miss 

Indian Arizona “gained a broader insight into tribal people, tribal nations, and Indian 

issues.  She also gained a better understanding of the cultural significance of Hopi 

women, developed pride in representing herself as a contemporary Indian women, and 
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recognized the role of the Hopi language in constructing Hopi cultural identity” (Nicholas 

2009, 326).  These gains are what are referred to in this research as leadership training. 

 Roberts (2002) followed the powwow circuit as she researched the role of ten 

pageant contests; one of which is Miss Indian World.  Roberts (2002) compares the 

contest to that of a beauty pageant, before concluding that “there are highly meaningful 

implications for further research about the signification of women not just in mass media, 

but also in local rituals such as these [native] beauty contests” (Roberts 2002, 264).  

“Powwow princesses and their communities offer hope for new models of meaning in 

communication” (Roberts 2002, 264).  There is no indication as to the role of the winner 

other than attending powwows, and the occasional representation of Native culture to 

non-natives.   

 The contestants need prior training before entering a contest such as MIW, but 

does not state how the contestants prepare; she does allude that one contest could be 

training for the next (Roberts 2002).  “While organizers establish traditional talent as the 

primary impetus behind the titles of princesses and Miss Indian World, public speaking is 

highly valued as the means of conveying such talent.  Thus, all Native American 

princesses must be outstanding public speakers” (Roberts 2002, 268).  What Roberts does 

not mention is why they need to be good public speakers; because of their dual roles as 

role models for their people and ambassadors of their people.   

 There is a lack of objectification in powwow princesses’ contests, in comparison 

to regular beauty contests.  Although a formal definition of objectification is not given, 

Roberts (2002) argues that the winners are “subjects rather than objects” (237-276).  
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Within the powwow competitions, the contestants are able to represent themselves 

through words, as opposed to their beauty counterparts who represent themselves through 

physical appearance (Roberts 2002).  This is evident in some pageants in which the 

young women do not have a chance to talk openly about their culture.  “Native contests 

seem to have little to do with physical attractiveness” and instead have “everything to do 

with community identity, ritual efficacy, achievement, and representation” (Roberts 

2002, 273).  To summarize, “but juxtapose the stoic Indian-maiden image with the 

humorous sass of any Miss Indian World contestant, and the human refusal to be 

objectified comes into specific relief… Young women can then do, not merely be; they 

can serve as exemplary agents, not merely exceptional beauties” (Roberts 2002, 277). 

 Kozol (2005) offers a view on numerous photographs taken of Miss Indian 

America and her counterparts that can be found in the BIA archives.  These photographs, 

which were used as propaganda to illustrate BIA success at assimilation, show Native 

people in a modern world (Kozol 2005).  Kozol raises questions such as, how the 

photographs “participate in the historical narration on Indian identities” and “how visual 

culture provides particular representations about agency, identity, and nationalism” 

(Kozol 2005, 66).   

 Kozol (2005) gives the winners agency, stating that photographs were staged and 

made for the BIA or governments gaze.  In comparison, Miss Indian America today has 

many photographs on Facebook, of a similar nature, head and shoulder shots, staged, and 

taken to be gazed upon, yet the gaze is from the Indigenous population.  The difference in 

photographs appears to be in the photographers of the pageant contests today, who are 
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often themselves Indigenous, or have strong ties to an Indigenous community.  The 

concept of the male gaze, and who the gazer is in specific circumstances is analyzed. 

 This dissertation explores in detail whether Miss WEIO and MIW have become a 

training mechanism for Native women to develop leadership skills.  Further, from the 

perspective of the winner, the community, and the general public, this study analyzes the 

pageants, from the angle of leadership training, role modeling, and ambassadorship.  This 

research also looks at whether the young women entering the contest are sexually, and 

culturally objectified in their roles as ambassadors.  

 

Conclusion 

Only a handful of historic Native women leaders have been researched by 

academics.  A lack of understanding as to how these women became leaders, and how 

they learned their leadership skills remains.  While situational leadership is useful in 

assessing leadership styles of the early women leaders.  One is left questioning if their 

educational experience differed from that of other women in their tribe.  These women 

may have gained leadership training other women did not, which led to their position of 

leadership. 

 The absence of academic research on contemporary Alaska Native women leaders 

is perhaps more troublesome.  Publicly well-known women, such as Velma Wallis, have 

become ambassadors of Alaska Native people to the outside world, as their work is 

authenticated by academia.  In contrast, women leaders who are not as well-known, 

experts in their cultures, such as Sarah James, have no authentication from academia.  
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Thus Indigenous women are still not being taken seriously in their roles as leaders in their 

communities. 

 There is a rise in scholarship about contemporary Native women leaders from 

Canada and the continental United States, which has been written by and about grass 

roots women activists.  These authors give some great examples of how women are 

leading in their communities by using their Indigenous values.  Collectively, the research 

shows how women are taking charge of healing their communities.  Yet, there is little if 

any information on how these women trained to be leaders, how they networked in their 

communities, and gained the respect and backing to carry out their projects.  

 All pageants define and are defined by national identity.  Cultural pageants – 

where the knowledge of one’s culture is judged, as opposed to a beauty pageant, where 

beauty is judged – provide an opportunity for non-mainstream groups to showcase their 

culture.  The adaptation of beauty pageants to cultural pageants is still not fully 

understood, as this tends not to be the subject of much research.  Native Nation’s 

pageants have received academic attention in recent years, and yet, none of these studies 

analyze the contests in a framework of leadership training, role modeling, and 

ambassadorship through the eyes of the contestants, audience, or wider communities.  

Moreover, all of the research seems to rely on observation of the judged parts of the 

competition.  But, only one, Luther’s documentary takes a behind the scenes look at an 

orientation. 

 Cultural Pageants outside of American have been the subject of several academic 

articles and books.  Within these, issues such as race, language, identity, cultural values, 
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nation building, objectification, authenticity, and indignity appear.  Only one of the 

authors, however, analyzes the contests through the eyes of the audience, with the use of 

focus groups, and raises the topic of objectification.  American Cultural Pageants have 

also been the subject of academic studies which focus on race, and identity. 

 This literature review has created a picture of how Indigenous women's leadership 

roles have adapted to meet new concerns about community well-being.  Clearly a need 

exists for future research on Indigenous women's leadership, leadership styles, and how 

Native American women leaders are trained within Native societies, so that Indigenous 

women’s leadership is no longer left out of research and conversations on leadership.  

Today, one arena in which Indigenous women can and have been developing their 

leadership skills are cultural pageants such as WEIO.  As Mankiller (2008) said, 

Indigenous women are more concerned with problems in the community, integrated 

concerns that may not make scientific breakthroughs, but concerns that will help bring 

about balance and well-being to a community.  Alaska Native cultural pageants, such as 

Miss WEIO, are one way for young women leaders to give back to the community. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

This research relied heavily on participant observation of WEIO and MIW.  The 

methodological goal was therefore to achieve a comfortable relationship between all 

involved, so that no one felt “studied.”  The relaxed atmosphere was created by an active 

participation in the pageant week.  In response to requests from organizers, data 

collection methods were changed to ensure the pageant was not in any way disrupted.  

Approval was sought from the University of Arizona’s institutional review board and all 

organizations and groups involved before any of the research data was collected 

(appendix B).  This chapter describes the methodology for data collection and analysis; 

provides research questions pertinent to this study; an overview of the research sites; data 

collection methods; analysis of the data; descriptions of theoretical frameworks; and 

concludes with comments explaining the interactions between the researcher and the 

participants and audience. 

 

Hypothesis and Research Questions 

This research asks: Do Alaska Native pageants develop leadership skills through 

an arena where contestants are surrounded by others who share belief systems, norms, 

and a common history?  Do these leaders become cultural maintenance role models to 

their people, able to perpetuate language and well-being within their community?  Do 

these young women become ambassadors?  And as such, do they provide the general 

public with a much needed representation of a contemporary Indigenous woman, which 

can displace normalized stereotypical images? 
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 In order to test this hypothesis, the following research questions were asked: 

• When did Alaska Native pageants start? And how many have run over the years? 
• When, where, why, how did Miss WEIO and MIW start and who initiated them? 
• How, and why, have WEIO and MIW adapted pageants to fit their needs? 
• What need is being filled in WEIO and GON by the pageants? 
• Who are these young women entering the contest and what are they trying to 

achieve by entering? 
• What do the young women gain by winning the contest? 
• Are the young women objectified in the contest? 
• How are the young women judged and by whom? 
• What purpose and meaning do the pageants hold for the local community?   
• What impact do the pageants have on the community, if any? 
• Do the elders in the community go to the pageants and if so what do they think 

about the contests? 
• Is there a gender and age difference between how the pageant is received in the 

community? 
 

Research Sites 

With generous support from the Nation Science Foundation’s Dissertation 

Improvement Grant #1107512, four research sites were visited during this project: 

Fairbanks, AK; Bethel, AK; Tanana, AK; and Albuquerque, NM.  The main pageant 

researched was conducted at Miss WEIO 2011 and 2012, held annually in Fairbanks, 

Alaska.  Fairbanks has a population of 31,535 with 10% of the population being 

American Indian and Alaska Native persons; this does not factor in the 7.9% of people 

reporting two or more races (U.S. Bureau of the Census 2010).  During WEIO, the 

American Indian and Alaska Native population increases.  In comparison the US has a 

0.9% population of American Indian and Alaska Native persons with 2.9% of people 

reporting two or more races (U.S. Bureau of the Census 2010).  Fairbanks, the state’s 

second largest city to Anchorage, has all the conveniences as such, including a university 
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with rich archives on Alaska’s history.  This made Fairbanks an ideal research base while 

in Alaska.  The summers of 2011 and 2012 were spent in Fairbanks, shadowing the 

WEIO pageant and conducting archival research at the University of Alaska, Fairbanks. 

Tanana, AK, chosen because of a connection made with Miss Nuchalawoyya 

during WEIO 2011, hosts the bi-yearly Nuchalawoyya festival, during which the Miss 

Nuchalawoyya pageant runs.  The researcher traveled to Tanana in June 2012 to observe 

the pageant, unfortunately, the one eligible contestant won automatically, thereby no 

pageant was held.  The researcher traveled to Bethel, AK, to stay with the family of Miss 

WEIO 2011 for the 4th of July celebrations.  While the Miss Kuskokwim pageant did not 

run in 2012, the opportunity arose to interview past WEIO winners and contestants while 

in Bethel.  The final research site, MIW in Albuquerque, was traveled to twice; February 

2012 for an interview with the organizer, and April 2012 to shadow the pageant contest. 

The original plan was to go to two village pageants, Tanana and Bethel, to gain a 

deeper understanding of the village level pageants.  While neither of these village 

pageants occurred, in-depth interviews were conducted in Bethel, and a deeper 

understanding of village life in Tanana and Bethel was gained.  Miss Nuchalawoyya is a 

small village pageant held in Tanana every other year.  Nuchalawoyya, meaning where 

the two rivers meet, is a Koyukon village with a population of 246 people.  86.6% of 

people in Tanana are American Indian and Alaska Native persons, with 2.8% of people 

reporting two or more races (U.S. Bureau of the Census 2010).  In contrast, Miss 

Kuskokwim is a larger village pageant which had been dormant for several years, but was 

held in 2011.  Miss Kuskokwim is based in Bethel, a hub for the surrounding Yup’ik 
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villages.  Bethel has a population of 6,080 people with 65.0% of the population being 

American Indian and Alaska Native persons, and 7.3% of people reporting two or more 

races (U.S. Bureau of the Census 2010). 

The Gathering of Nations (GON) pageant, MIW, which takes place in 

Albuquerque, was identified as the national pageant to conduct research, as the winner of 

the state pageant (WEIO) enters MIW.  Albuquerque has a population of 545,852 people 

with 4.6% of people in the population being American Indian and Alaska Native persons, 

with 4.6% of people reporting two or more races (U.S. Bureau of the Census 2010).  

During Gathering of Nations, the American Indian and Alaska Native population 

increases significantly. 

 

Data Collection 

The research methodology combined qualitative and quantitative data collection 

methods.  This provides an overview of Alaska Native pageants and a comprehensive 

study into Miss WEIO and MIW.  Before any research trips were taken, countless hours 

were spent at the University of Arizona’s library, accessing information on cultural 

pageants (Native Nation’s, American, and international), leadership, objectification, and 

to fully understand and secure a general knowledge in order to ask the right research 

questions.  This process continued up until the final draft of the dissertation was 

completed.  

Background information on Alaska Native pageants in general was then collected 

via questionnaires, websites, Facebook, blogs, newsletters, blank application forms, 
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DVDs, and informal interviews to create an overview on individual Alaska Native 

pageants (Galman 2007; Heath and Street 2008; Marshall and Rossman 2006; Seidman 

2006).  For the comprehensive study into the Miss WEIO and MIW, six data collection 

methods were used: community questionnaires, public information, observations, 

contestant questionnaires, audience surveys, and in-depth interviews of contestants and 

organizers.   

 First, to gain an overview of pageants in Alaska, and in an effort to determine 

how many pageants take place each year, when they started and how many people attend, 

surveys were sent to Native groups in Alaska who ran pageants.  Sixteen groups 

(appendix C) were identified through photographic WEIO archives of the past fifty years 

available on their public Facebook page.  After addresses were found online, 

questionnaires were sent to local tribes or organizations with stamped addressed 

envelopes (appendix D).  The pageant’s titles were also Googled for information.  

Despite follow up phone calls, none of the surveys were returned. 

 Second, information was collected from websites, Facebook, blogs, newsletters, 

blank pageant applications, DVDs, and informal interviews from the pageant winners and 

from the local community members, to gain historical information about Miss WEIO and 

MIW (Galman 2007; Heath and Street 2008; Marshall and Rossman 2006; Seidman 

2006).  This data was reviewed to offer an historical overview on Miss WEIO and MIW, 

and their sponsors, to illustrate changes in the pageants, and help guide the interview 

process by informing the researcher on the history of the pageants (Galman 2007; 

Marshall and Rossman 2006; Seidman 2006). 
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 Third, observations were made as participants/winners made public appearances.  

This information was, where possible logged into a tape recorder after each appearance 

(Galman 2007; Heath and Street 2008; Marshall and Rossman 2006; Seidman 2006).  

Observations included details about organization and procedures of each pageant event, 

incorporating how the girls were greeted by the public upon arrival, what the girls did 

during the event, progression of confidence levels of the participants/winners each time 

they make an appearance, and interactions between the participants and community 

members (Galman 2007; Heath and Street 2008; Marshall and Rossman 2006; Seidman 

2006).  These observations were used to determine: The impact pageants have on the 

community, and participants; If elders in the community go to the pageants; What elders 

think about the contests; If there is a gender and age difference between how the pageant 

is received in the community. 

 Fourth, questionnaires were given to contestants at orientation (appendix E), and 

where current contact information was held, were emailed to previous winners of WEIO 

and MIW by the pageant organizers (appendix F).  Anonymous questionnaires were used 

with the contestants.  Because of the limited timeframe of the pageants, it was impossible 

to conduct in-person interviews with all of the contestants.  Questionnaires were less 

intimidating and time consuming for the young women who had a tight schedule and had 

to prepare for events.  Questionnaires were useful to generalize information from in-

depth interviews.  Contestant questionnaires could not be sent in advance due to the late 

application dates.  The organizers sent out questionnaires to the previous winners by 

email, although none were returned.  The questionnaires enabled the contestants to share 
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experiences before participating in the pageant and would have enabled previous winners 

to share their experiences of being in the pageant (Kovach 2009).  The collected data 

answered the questions:  Who are these young women entering the contest and what are 

they trying to achieve by entering?  What do the young women gain by winning the 

contest?  What is the impact of entering? 

 Fifth, viewer surveys were conducted at the Miss WEIO and MIW talent contests 

(Marshall and Rossman 2006; Seidman 2006).  Every person who lined up before the 

contest started was asked if they would like to fill out a survey, offered a pen, and a 

cookie.  Broad questions about language and culture were included in the survey, 

intertwined with some general control questions, to discover whether language use at the 

contests sparked an interest in learning one’s heritage language (appendix G). 

 Open ended and demographic questions were used.  Surveys were produced by 

integrating three of the Arctic Social Indicators dimensions of culture; “Language (its use 

and retention); Knowledge (and its transmission); Communication (including education 

and performance)” with some placebo questions (appendix G) (Larsen, Schweitzer, and 

Fondahl 2010, 92).  These surveys ascertained the impact of the pageant on the 

community as a method of transmission of culture.  Using a variation of the Likert Scale 

(Likert 1932), questions such as “Which of these does Miss WEIO encourage you to do?” 

were asked.  A sliding scale was given for responses - not at all / a little / a lot.  By using 

a three point scale with closed questions, a statistical measurement was generated.  The 

Miss WEIO and MIW surveys were presented to the viewers in different ways due to the 

size and set up of the talent contests. 
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 At the Miss WEIO contest, the audience sat in a side room away from the main 

auditorium.  The room also hosted the elder’s hospitality area, which offered free tea, 

coffee and snacks for the elders who attend WEIO.  The area for the talents has 

approximately 65 chairs, some of which are used for the contestants, their chaperones and 

the committee.  Approximately 40 people came.  The survey had been previously 

discussed with the pageant organizers, and approved by the WEIO board of directors.  

Fifty surveys, pens, and complimentary snacks were placed on seats before the talent 

contest.  The majority of people in the room were the contestant’s chaperones, or close 

family members whom the researcher had met.  Several seats remained empty throughout 

the contest.  Together, this accounts for the low response rate.  Approximately four times 

before, during, and after the contest, the surveys were announced and the audience was 

directed to return the surveys to the researcher who would be standing at the back of the 

room after the contest.  Thirteen surveys were completed. 

 A month before the MIW contest, all surveys were discussed with the organizer, 

and approval was sought.  It was suggested that instead of trying to put surveys on seats, 

as the audience would be unlikely to fill them out, surveys should be handed out before 

the talent contest began.  Not sure as to how many people would fill out the surveys, and 

as to how much time there would be, 115 surveys (5%) were printed in advance.  The 

auditorium held approximately 2300 people, and tickets were bought in advance, there 

was ample opportunity to survey everyone.  All 115 surveys were handed out to people 

with a pen and a small snack, as they arrived and lined up.  The researcher introduced 

herself to couples or families in line asking who would like to fill out a survey.  Where 
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there were couples, most of the men would refer to their partners to fill out the surveys.  

When offered that they could fill out a survey each, most husbands would say no, and let 

their wife fill them out.  This is why more surveys were filled out by women than men.  

As surveys were handed out, the researcher was in a visible spot awaiting their return.  As 

the last ten or so were handed out, the doors to the auditorium opened up and everyone 

rushed in.  The researcher walked around the back of the auditorium looking for any last 

surveys to collect, but by this point most people had stopped filling them out.  85 surveys 

were returned. 

 The sample groups for the surveys consisted of six groups of community 

members, split by gender (male/female) and age (18-21; 21-61; 62+).  The surveys were 

used to produce a quantitative statistical data set which was useful to help clarify the 

views of the community.  This data helped answer the focused research questions: What 

purpose and meaning do the pageants hold for the local community?  What impact does 

the pageant have on the community, if any?  Do the elders in the community go to the 

pageants and if so what do they think about the contests?  Is there a gender and age 

difference between how the pageant is received in the community? 

 Nine interviews were conducted with selected pageant contestants, winners, and 

organizers from Miss WEIO, and the organizer from MIW was interviewed (appendix H) 

(Seidman 2006).  These interviews were completed to seek specific answer to the 

research questions, and to test the hypothesis.  Interviews were conducted at GON in 

Albuquerque, WEIO in Fairbanks, and with previous winners and contestants in Bethel.  

All interviews were transcribed verbatim and sent to the interviewees for them to check 
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for accuracy (Galman 2007; Marshall and Rossman 2006; Seidman 2006).  The organizer 

interviews were used to answer the following research questions: How and why, WEIO 

and MIW adapted pageants, originally a western construct based on physical appearance, 

to fit their needs?  How are the young women judged and by whom? 

The qualitative research methodologies – open ended questionnaires, 

observations, and in-depth interviews – were used to obtain the views of the participants, 

organizers, and community for both the WEIO and MIW pageants (Marshall and 

Rossman 2006).  The quantitative research methodologies – surveys – were used to 

generalize data from WEIO and MIW, and to identify the significance of these pageants 

to their respective communities.  Together, these data were used to address the 

hypothesis. 

 

Data Analysis 

Each of the five main data collection methods (background information, 

observations, questionnaires, surveys, and interviews) had a separate analysis attached.41   

 The collected information from websites, Facebook, blogs, newsletters, blank 

pageant applications, DVDs, and informal interviews from the pageant winners and from 

the local community members were organized into folders based on each pageant.  The 

information was used as a historical data of events, rules and protocols.  As there was 

little information on the history of the pageants in Alaska, and on MIW, and no 

contradictory information was found, the data was assumed to be historically accurate.  

                                                 
41 As communities questionnaires were not returned, there is no data analysis associated.   
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An example would be that names, dates and titles were used as fact, but interpretation of 

the pageant information by reporters, photographers and the like was not used in the 

research.  Where interviews with previous winners were displayed in newspaper articles, 

or in pageant brochures, this information was coded for four categories: previous 

experience, developing skills, role models, and ambassadorship. 

 Observations of the participants/winners at Miss WEIO and MIW as they made 

public appearances in the pageant were analyzed by coding the events into eleven 

categories based on leadership skills: 

1. Formal† introduction in heritage language 
2. Formal† small* group communication 
3. Informal small* group communication 
4. Formal† large* group conversation 
5. Informal large* group conversation 
6. Impromptu questions about culture 
7. One-on-one conversations 
8. Professional attitude 
9. Poise 
10. Being photographed 

 

* Small defined by approximately less than 20 people as opposed to large being 20 plus 
people 
†Formal defined by speech style presentation as opposed informal chit chat style 
conversation. 
 
This list of leadership skills was adapted from the skills set the contestants needed to win 

the competition.  Researcher observations of the pageant process were examined through 

Mulvey (2009), Berger (1972), and Kilbourne and Jhally (2010) work to see if the 

contestants feel objectified in the contests and how the public react to the contestants 

when out of the pageants sphere.   
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 Contestant questionnaires that were given out at orientation (appendix E) were 

analyzed and tabulated by coding for themes: leadership and role models.  The data set 

was worked out as percentages. 

 Audience surveys were conducted using a stratified sample of the Miss WEIO and 

MIW talent contest viewers and were analyzed by categorizing the data according to 

gender and age.  The answers to the first question, “I think the most important duty of 

Miss WEIO/ MIW is _______?” was arranged by gender and age, and coded for themes 

of leadership, role model, ambassador, or neither.  The answers to the second question, 

“Miss WEIO/MIW encourages me to?” was tabulated based on the three point likert 

scale, not at all, a little, and a lot.  The remainder of the survey was tabulated according to 

gender and age, but no consistencies were found.  The tabulated information was worked 

out as percentages. 

 The Miss WEIO and MIW in depth interviews with selected pageant contestants, 

winners, and organizers (appendix H), were originally analyzed by coding for evidence of 

four categories.  The coding categories: developing skills; role models; ambassadorship; 

and objectification, were used to see if evidence existed to confirm observations.  During 

the coding, it became evident that “previous experience” also needed to be added as a 

category.  The categories were then used as affirmation of the duties and roles of the 

winners (Seidman 2006).  In the case of objectification, by examining this information, 

one can see first, if the contestants feel at ease during the pageant contest, and second, if 

when the contestants are dressed in traditional clothing and taken out of sphere of the 
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pageant, the tourists turn the young women into cultural objects to be photographed, as 

opposed to young women.   

In depth analysis of the data sets are conducted through three distinct angles: (1) 

the contestants and subsequent winner; (2) the community (both the pageant audience and 

the community of the winner); and (3) the general public. 

 

Theoretical Frameworks 

What accounts for some of the pageant winners going on to be tribal leaders?  To 

understand if the winners are being trained as leaders, this study combines Mankiller’s 

(2008) theory of Indigenous women leaders with the theoretical framework of 

Transformative leadership, to ascertain why the young women entered the contests, and 

how the winners of the pageants are chosen, how they lead throughout their reigning 

year, and the relationships the winners have with their communities (Northouse 2010). 

 

Mankiller’s Theory of Leadership 

Mankiller explains in her theory about Indigenous leadership that there are 

philosophical and policy differences which distinguish Indigenous leaders (both women 

and men) from non-Indigenous leaders (Mankiller 2008).  Women have an 

interconnected approach to leading in governments, for example linking the economy, to 

health and to children (figure 3), their leadership style is collaborative, and team  
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Figure 4: Disconnected model of leadership 

 

work based (Mankiller 2008).  This linking is not shown is the disconnected model of 

leadership shown in figure 4.  Differentiating between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

women’s leadership styles, Mankiller explains that non-Indigenous women will highlight 

issues related to each other, whereas Indigenous women focus holistically on issues 

relating to community (figure 5) (Mankiller 2008).  

Figure 5: Mankiller's Indigenous women's leadership model 

 

Figure 3: Interconnected model of leadership 
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Mainstream Leadership Theories 

Figure 6: Mainstream Leadership Theories 

 

 There is inadequate research into Indigenous women’s leadership by scholars in 

the field of leadership (Northouse 2010).  Historically, skill and knowledge were central 

requirements when choosing Indigenous leaders, who had to gain recognition and 
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approval from their community.  Many of the known leadership theories do not work for 

Native Nations.  Transformative leadership - the ability of an individual to empower, or 

transform, their community, or followers – is used to show how the winners of the 

pageants can be seen as being leaders, role models and ambassadors (Northouse 2010).42   

Northouse (2010) argues that little work exists to date on the differences in 

women's and men's leadership, emphasizing that ethnic women's leadership has been for 

the most part ignored.   Northouse (2010) provides a useful overview of leadership 

theories, breaking leadership styles into five approaches (figure 6).  Looking at these 

theories for a fit with Indigenous communities, we can see many problems or 

contradictions with traditional values. 

 The Great Man theory or Trait theory - that you are born with the skills necessary 

to lead – ignores the need for leadership “training and development” (Northouse 2010, 

27).  The Skills theory assumes that once skills are learned, anyone can be a leader, 

which contradicts that leaders were sought out by the community (Northouse 2010).  The 

Style approach is problematic because it “focuses exclusively on what leaders do and 

how they act” without any regard to the community needs or interactions (Northouse 

2010, 69).  In most Indigenous societies, the leaders were and possibly still are all 

working towards the collective good.43 

 Situational leadership fits most with Indigenous leadership styles.  Situational 

leadership refers to the premise that each situation requires a different type of leadership 

style and skills (Northouse 2010).  The concept “has been used extensively in 

                                                 
42 Transformative leaders include Gandhi, Martin Luther King, and Mother Teresa amongst others. 
43 Although acknowledging that corruption occurs in all levels of government, even tribal government.    
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organizational leadership training and development” which complements this research 

(Northouse 2010, 89).  Situational leadership, summarizes most leadership in Native 

Nations, and within the pageant context, however, one criticism - that “the model does 

not provide guidelines for how leaders can use this approach in group settings as opposed 

to one-to-one contexts” - is relevant for pageant leadership (Northouse 2010, 108).   

Contingency theory states that for each situation there will be an appropriate 

leader (Northouse 2010).  The theory therefore “matches the leader and the situation, but 

does not demand that the leader fit every situation” (Northouse 2010, 115).  In this 

research, this would account for why some of the young women excel in some parts of 

the pageant contest elements, while other contestants excel in other parts.  However, 

when the young woman wins and is working in her community, she has to be a leader in 

all situations.  Path-goal theory “enhance[s] employee performance and employee 

satisfaction by focusing on employee motivation” (Northouse 2010, 125).  Theories such 

as this are unhelpful, because pageants do not always have a two way system of 

exchange, rather, the young women lead, inspire, encourage, but cannot see the results. 

Leader and follower (Leader-Member Exchange theory) is similar in style to the 

follower and Context approaches.  The difference is it “conceptualizes leadership as a 

process that is centered on the interactions between leaders and followers” (Northouse 

2010, 147).  The theory revolves around in-groups and out-groups; the in-groups operate 

to enhance the experience for all, putting in the extra effort, and as such, the leader works 

more closely with these people, the out-groups are the ones who are only working to 

receive pay, and are infrequently called upon for help (Northouse 2010).  This theory is 



101 

useful as it explains how relationships between leader and follower are unequal in 

organizations.  The pageant winner would therefore work closely with some community 

members, who are eager to help, while others have no “contract’ with the winner.  Again 

here the concept is helpful but does not fully explain the pageant leadership process. 

 Socialized leadership-collective good theory (transformative leadership) is the 

best theoretical fit for Native American leadership.  Transformative leadership is “an 

exceptional form of influence that moves followers to accomplish more than what is 

usually expected of them.  It is a process that often incorporates charismatic and 

visionary leadership” (Northouse 2010, 171).  It can be argued that charisma is a 

distinguishing factor in the woman who wins the contest.  Having won and continuing 

through her reigning year, the winner can have a transformative effect on her community, 

or the people she meets, for example perpetuating language and well-being within the 

community.  Yet, this is not always the case.  The transformative leadership theory takes 

into account the role of the leader and the follower, in this case the community.  Because 

“transformative leadership is the process whereby a person engages with others and 

creates a connection that raises the level of motivation and morality in both the leader and 

the follower,” if no connection is made between leader and follower, there will be no 

transformation (Northouse 2010, 172).  This matches the pageants, and the concept of 

cultural revitalization, such as the audience being inspired to learn their heritage 

language, or dances after viewing the pageant contest. 

 Authentic leadership, that leadership “is about the authenticity of leaders and their 

leadership” one would hope is always the case for leaders, however, we know that power 
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and money can be powerful motivators for leadership positions (Northouse 2010, 205).  

Within the pageant contests, scholarships can be motivators for entering, the authenticity 

can be proven from ongoing leadership exercises from contestants and winners alike after 

the contest is over.  An interesting question would be if the winner is chosen over others 

because of their authenticity as a leader, role model and ambassador.  Team leadership, is 

difficult to fit into this research, as the winner often works on her own, interacting with 

different organizations.  Psychodynamic approach assumes that certain personality types 

are better suited to certain leadership styles (Northouse 2010).  While each pageant 

winner takes on a leadership style that is best suited to her, the psychodynamic approach 

does not explain how it would be used, or the relationship between leaders and followers, 

or in the pageant’s case the winner and the community. 

 While there is a growing scholarship on how to train to be a leader, for Indigenous 

leadership, acknowledgement and approval from the community is a key factor in 

leadership.  Training to be a leader in an Indigenous community is therefore a hands-on 

job, and as such this training process has to start in a low risk environment.  Native 

Nations pageants offer this low risk hands on opportunity, to gain knowledge and skills, 

so their leadership will gain momentum, recognition and approval from the community 

will follow, and strategies for effective leadership will develop.  

 

Proposed Leadership Theory 

 Building of the above leadership theories, if we take the Arctic Social Indicators 

Report (Larsen, Schweitzer, and Fondahl 2010) as a measure for community well-being 
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(figure 7), use Mankiller’s (2008) theory on Indigenous leadership as an interconnected 

approach  (figure 5), and assume that Indigenous community leaders want to have a 

transformative effect (Northouse 2010) on their community (figure 6), then we end up 

with the “Community Well-being Model” (figure 8) as a model for promoting well-being 

in a community.  If the desired community outcome is well-being, then this model can be 

applied in any situation, and not just an Indigenous community, to ensure that the people 

in the community are healthy.    

 

Figure 7:  “Community Well-being” an adaptation of the Arctic Social Indicators report (Larsen, 
Schweitzer, and Fondahl 2010). 
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Figure 8: Community Well-being Model 

 

 The “Community Well-being Model” (figure 8) also accounts for the 

interconnectedness of language, ceremony, place, and sacred history, or otherwise known 

as the Peoplehood Matrix (Holm, Pearson, and Chavis, 2003).  For example, in the idea 

situation, the community’s heritage language, part of their “Culture” would be spoken in 

the formal and informal education systems, as well as being spoken in the local shops 

“Economy,” as well as the health facilities “Health.”  The option for children to learn the 

heritage language would tie into “Fate Control,” having the ability to be in charge of 

one’s future.  Ceremonies, which may be practiced by the community, and which can be 

used to restore balance to the earth, could also be practiced in the heritage language.  

Thus language becomes integral to all aspects of the “Community Well-being Model.”  In 
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the same way, land, sacred history, and ceremony are all interconnected to language, and 

to the six factors needed for a healthy community. 

 

Objectification Theories 

This study examines pageants which are seen by the outside world as a contest of 

beauty, therefore the question of sexual and cultural objectification of the contestant’s is 

important to discuss.  To determine if the young women who appear in the contest are 

objectified in any way, this study draws from the work of Mulvey (2009), Berger (1972), 

and Kilbourne and Jhally (2010).  This is used to measure the understanding how 

objectification works, and whether objectification can be harmful in any way to the 

contestants.  Scholars and women’s rights activists have argued that mainstream pageants 

objectify women (Banet-Weiser 1999).  In mainstream beauty contests, the women 

appear in a swimsuit which can lead to objectification (Kilbourne and Jhally 2010).  In 

contrast, in most Native Nation’s pageants, the women appear fully clothed, often 

without a visible outline of the body.  However, when the context changes, objectification 

occurs, for example, when the Native pageant contestants are taken out of the context of 

the pageant and meet the non-Native public, an element of cultural objectification occurs 

(Berger 1972).  As contestants are dressed in traditional clothing and taken out of context, 

tourists inadvertently turn the young women into cultural objects to be photographed 

(Berger 1972). 
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Conclusion 

Research questions, research sites, data collection, data analysis, and theoretical 

frameworks used for this dissertation were explained in this chapter.  Research was a 

collaborative effort between the researcher and community, and the researcher was 

involved with the community as opposed to an outsider watching events.  In this study, 

community involvement occurred at all stages of the process, as the viewer data sets were 

sent back to the organizations, and the chapters were sent to the organizations and 

interviewees for feedback. 

The theoretical framework used for this project combined Mankiller’s (2008) 

theories on Indigenous women leaders and Northouse’s (2010) ideas on Transformative 

leadership; both of which are combined to explore pageant winner’s views on their 

experiences.  The research sites changed during the study as connections were made and 

the researcher was invited out to villages in Alaska.  Although none of the village 

pageants were held during the visits to Tanana and Bethel, winners from Bethel were 

interviewed in their home town, and a deeper understanding of the communities that the 

winners came from was gained by the visits. 

The complete data set was used to test the hypothesis:  Have Alaska Native 

pageants become an arena for young women to gain valuable leadership skills, while 

being surrounded by others who share belief systems, norms, and a common history, 

therefore creating well-balanced leaders, able to become role models and cultural 

educators to their people, to perpetuate language and well-being within their community, 
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and through their roles as ambassadors for their people, become a positive representation 

of a contemporary Indigenous woman, able to combat normalized stereotypical images? 
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CHAPTER 4: MORE THAN SKIN DEEP 

Transformative leadership involves an exceptional form of 
influence that moves followers to accomplish more than what is 
usually expected of them.  It is a process that often incorporates 

charismatic and visionary leadership.  
—Northouse 2010, 171 

 
 Native Nation’s pageants are not beauty pageants.  They are a form of 

maintaining and promoting cultural well-being through leadership.  They are contests 

which celebrate and maintain cultural heritage.  They are contests in which participants 

develop skills in leadership.  Communities gain a language and cultural revitalization and 

maintenance role model.  Tribal Nations gain a representative of a modern Indigenous 

woman.  The overviews of Miss WEIO and MIW explain that the pageant process is 

more than the judged elements of the contest.  The week, which is intense work for all 

those involved, and the subsequent year, offers the opportunity for the contestants and 

winners to become transformative leaders, empowering those around them to celebrate 

and maintain their cultural heritage, and to being about community well-being.   

 

The Beginning of Native Nation’s Pageants 

A quick internet search wields numerous Indigenous pageants occurring each year 

within the United States.  From tribal pageants, to school and college pageants, pow-wow 

to non-for-profit organizations, pageants come in all shapes and sizes.  Little is written 

about how Native Nations pageants started, how they have evolved, and what their 

purposes are in communities today (Cannon 2090; Denetdale 2006; Greci Green 1997; 

Green and Troutman 2004; Kozol 2005; Luther 2007; Nicholas 2008, 2009; Roberts 
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2002; Schröder 2004).  At least two of the Native Nations pageants researched for this 

study in Alaska appear to have been adapted from beauty pageants (Personal 

communication).  Some of today’s Indigenous pageants appear to be beauty based.  To 

date, no research has been conducted on the Indigenous pageants that are beauty based, or 

Indigenous contestants who enter beauty pageants.  Research instead has been limited for 

the most part to either the Navajo Nation (Cannon 2009; Denetdale 2006; Luther 2007) or 

powwows (Greci Green 1997; Roberts 2002; Schröder 2004). 

 Some scholars speculate that pageants appeared at fairs, or boarding schools 

(Green and Troutman 2004; Schröder 2004).  Denetdale (2006) accredits the beginning of 

the Miss Navajo Nation contest, 1952, to Indian agents who were, at the time, both 

demonstrating assimilation and continuing the acculturation process.  Schröder (2004) 

agrees, stating that “Since the 1950s, beauty pageants have become part of the standard 

repertoire of ethnic festivals” (124).  Green and Troutman (2004) differ in opinion, 

explaining that federal government boarding schools such as Bacone College and 

Chilocco Indian School held pageant contests, and that “the hundreds of Miss Bacones, 

Miss Chiloccos, and later, Miss Navajos and Miss Cherokees, even Miss Indian 

Americas… were born in the [Indian] schools” (81).   

 American Indian women were re-defining themselves during this time after 

educational policies had forced them away from families and traditional practices (Green 

and Troutman 2004).  Students, having experienced the pageants at boarding schools, 

took them home to their communities (Green and Troutman 2004).  Although this could 

be the start of Native pageantry, no research has linked boarding school pageants to 
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Alaskan cultural pageants.  Kozol (2005) argues that the pageants started out of a 

community need for stability:  

For those who stayed [on the reservation], a variety of community organizations 
and cultural practices such as powwows, educational programs, summer camps, 
and beauty pageants helped to ameliorate exploitative conditions and address 
social and cultural needs… activities, like the beauty pageants, were more clearly 
adaptations of dominant social or cultural practices. (74) 
 
Dating back to the 1950s, many Indigenous groups held competitions to choose a 

young woman to be a representative of their organization; Miss Navajo Nation started in 

1952,44 and Miss Native American University of Arizona offers one such example.45  

These groups range from tribal run organizations, to intertribal PowWows, to intertribal 

gatherings.  Five national Native American contests have been identified as running since 

the 1950s.  Miss Indian America ran in Sheridan, WY, from 1952 until 1984, until it 

moved to Bismarck, ND and became Miss Indian Nations, ran through the annual United 

Tribes International Powwow (Seavey 2012).  Plans to bring back Miss Indian America 

                                                 
44 In the pageant, contestants butcher a sheep, make a fire and prepare a meal.  The participants perform a 
traditional talent and answer questions in Diné Bizaard (the Navajo language).  “The role of Miss Navajo 
Nation is to exemplify the essence and characters of First Woman, White Shell Woman and Changing 
Woman and to display leadership as the Goodwill Ambassador.  Miss Navajo Nation represents 
womanhood and fulfils the role of ‘grandmother, mother, aunt, and sister’ to the Navajo people and 
therefore she can speak as a leader, teacher, counsellor, advisor and friend.” (Miss Navajo Council Inc. 
“about us”).  The woman’s ability to carry out such tasks ensures that she is well versed in Diné culture and 
heritage, is in a position to maintain the Diné tradition, and can pass on her knowledge to others.  By 
performing these tasks and taking pride in Diné culture, contestants are respected by the wider Diné 
community. 
45 Miss NA U of A, which has existed since 1980, materialized out of the American Indian Society, 
(Amerind) (personal communication).  Amerind wanted to follow on from other colleges, such as Central 
Arizona College, which already had American Indian representatives (personal communication).  The 
concept was modelled on local reservation pageants, such as Miss Navajo, familiar to club members.  The 
new title holder would be a voice to American Indian students, as well as a role model for youth on the 
reservations.  This role model demonstrates to children that hard work and determination can earn you a 
place in college.  The concept behind Miss NA U of A is to show Indian communities that they can keep 
true to their traditions and beliefs while living away from their homeland and community (personal 
communication).  The ideal candidate demonstrates the balance of the two cultures at a college level 
(personal communication). 
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as Miss Native America are also currently underway (Miss Native America “home”). 

Miss National Congress of American Indians ran from 1968 until 2005 when it turned 

into a youth ambassador leadership program (Kauffman 2004; National Congress of 

American Indians “annual report”).  MIW started in 1984, through the Gathering of 

nations, and is still running (Gathering of Nations “Miss Indian World Past Winners”).  

Miss Indian USA ran from 1990 until 2000 (The American Indian Heritage Foundation 

“Miss Indian USA Scholarship Program”).  Lastly, Miss Native American USA started in 

2012 (Miss Native American USA “About”).   

Currently, in America there are three pageants that are open nationally to young 

Indigenous women.  MIW run through the Gathering of Nations; Miss Indian Nations run 

through the Annual United Tribes International Powwow, which is affiliated with the 

United Tribes Technical College; and Miss Native American USA.46   

The winner of Miss World Eskimo Indian Olympics has always had the 

opportunity to compete in future pageants if she so wishes.  When WEIO first started, the 

winner was sent on to the Miss Alaska pageant (1958-present).  Following this, Miss 

World Eskimo Indian Olympics was sent to compete in the Miss National Congress of 

American Indians contest (1961-2005) (National Congress of American Indians “annual 

report”).  Today, the winner of Miss World Eskimo Indian Olympics usually goes on to 

compete in MIW at the Gathering of Nations each year (1984-present) (Gathering of 

Nations “Miss Indian World Past Winners”). 

                                                 
46 Since finishing this research, another two national pageants have started/been reinstated, and a third in 
due to start next year. 
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Alaska Pageants 

Since the 1930s, there have been countless pageants held throughout Alaska to 

choose a young woman as a representative for a community, social event, or 

organization.47  All the contests in Alaska vary; in their judging and in the way winners 

represent their community.  The first Indigenous pageant, Miss Arctic Circle, started in 

Barrow in 1952.48  To date, sixteen groups in Alaska have been identified as running 

pageants: Miss Fairbanks Native Association, Miss Cama-i, Miss Tlingit Haida Youth 

Leadership Pageant, Miss Alaska Native Brotherhood, Miss Cook Inlet Cultural 

Ambassador, Miss Nuchalawoyya, Miss Top of the World, Miss Kuskikwim, Miss Arctic 

Circle, Miss Fort Yukon, Miss Ulguniq, Miss Toghotthele, Miss Newhaven, Miss 

Tikiigaa, Miss Native Village of Barrow, and Miss Norvick IRA (appendix C).49  Out of 

the original sixteen groups, it appears that only seven contests have run in the past five 

years (appendix C).50 

 The reasons for the decline in pageants have not been identified in this research.  

One organization stated they did not have the people to organize it, and were passing it 

on to the local village corporation.  In 2011 and 2012, pageants that had not been held for 

several years were reinstated.  Young women continue to enter pageants.  In the case of 

Miss WEIO the numbers of contestants remains stable each year. 

                                                 
47 This information was based from internet searches, and photographic archives (sometimes with 
accompanying lists of entries) of contestants (most of whom wear sashes with their respective titles). 
48 After extensive internet searching the earliest mention of a title holder was Miss Arctic Circle 1952. 
49 This information was also based from internet searches, and photographic archives. 
50 Ibid. 
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 The Indigenous pageants in Alaska all include similar elements.  They combine: 

personal interviews, traditional talents, impromptu questions, and essays.  Prizes are 

given for Miss Talented, Miss Traditional, Miss Congeniality, Miss Photogenic and 1st, 

2nd, and 3rd prize winners.  The duties of the winners vary.  Most of the local pageants 

winners compete in the annual WEIO competition in Fairbanks each July. 

 

WEIO 

Over the years, Alaska has only had one state wide contest exclusively for young 

Indigenous women, Miss WEIO.51  It is held annually in Fairbanks in conjunction with 

WEIO.  Traditional activities had been discouraged in Indigenous communities, by 

American assimilationist policies.  This was especially true among the youth.  WEIO 

started as a way to make sure some of these traditional activities continued to be passed 

on to younger generations (Gibson 2012; WEIO “about”). 

 In 1961, a group of WEIN Airways employees and pilots led by Bud Hagberg, 

decided to create a competition in Fairbanks, focused on Indigenous games of the Yupik, 

Inupiat, and Athabascan cultures (Fairbanks Daily News-Miner June 9, 1961).52  The 

competition was to bring together the best sportsmen from the villages to compete against 

each other (Fairbanks Daily News-Miner June 2, 1961).  Dancers from the regions were 

invited to perform and one woman from each village was to come to compete in a 

pageant (Fairbanks Daily News-Miner June 9, 1961). 

                                                 
51 Over the course of the past three years, no research has uncovered any other states pageants. 
52 The idea came after the pilots travelled to villages and saw traditional sports and games being played.   
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 On June 9th 1961, Frank H. Whaley travelled to Nome, Kotzebue and Point 

Barrow to “contact chambers of commerce and village leaders” about the games 

(Fairbanks Daily News-Miner June 9, 1961).  They were to “include dances, blanket toss, 

spear-throwing, teeter jumping, high jump, high kick, finger pull, neck pull, Eskimo 

wrestling, muktuk eating and an Eskimo yo-yo contest” (Fairbanks Daily News-Miner 

June 9, 1961).  Together with Hagberg, Frank H. Whaley, Bill English, and Silas 

Negovanna organized the first World Eskimo Olympics (Fairbanks Daily News-Miner 

June 9, 1961). 

 Originally part of the Golden Days celebration, hosted by the Greater Fairbanks 

Chamber of Commerce each year, in July 1961, Fairbanks hosted the very first World 

Eskimo Olympics at Griffen Park (Fairbanks Daily News-Miner July 21, 1961).53  The 

first games consisted of athletes “and dance teams from Barrow, Unalakleet, Tanana, Fort 

Yukon, Noorvik and Nome” (WEIO “about”).  Dancers, singers and athletes, came 

together in a celebration of Native culture that would grow over the next 50 years.54  The 

competitors from across Alaska competed in events such as the “high-kick, blanket toss, 

(and) seal skinning” (WEIO “about”).  The Miss Eskimo Olympics Queen was to be 

chosen to reign over the events of the week (Fairbanks Daily News-Miner July 8, 1961).  

                                                 
53 The first Golden Days celebration was held in 1952 to honour Felix Pedro, the first person to discover 
gold in the Fairbanks area.  Although WEIO was not part of the 1952 celebration, the event did include 
“Friday: Dance Day” with “Eskimo dances, blanket tossing and other games” (Greater Fairbanks Chamber 
of Commerce).  As the Golden Days celebration had already incorporated Native culture into their 
celebrations, the move to hold the World Eskimo Olympics within the Golden Days celebration became a 
natural progression.  
54 Although in the beginning, the name Indian was left out of the games, instead calling them the World 
Eskimo Olympics, the first games consisted of “Four Eskimo dance groups, two Indian dance groups” 
(WEIO “about”).   
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Over the years the Olympics grew amid fears that the games would be forgotten to the 

“rapidly developing State of Alaska” (WEIO “about”).   

 The games continued to be held in conjunction with the Golden Days celebration 

up until 1970 when the Tundra Times took over sponsorship (WEIO “about”).55  At a 

time when the American government was changing the structure of tribal land ownership, 

the Tundra Times saw “the World Eskimo Olympics as a potential fund raiser to assist 

the newspaper in its mission, as defined by the late Howard Rock, founder and editor” 

(WEIO “about”). 

 From the 1970s onwards, WEIO saw subtle but important changes (WEIO 

“about”).56  The 70s saw the formal introduction of a women's division in the games 

(WEIO “about”).  “In 1973, the Board of Directors of Tundra Times passed a resolution 

changing the name of the World Eskimo Olympics to World Eskimo-Indian Olympics to 

more accurately reflect the ethnicity of the participants” (WEIO “about”).  The most 

important change occurred in 1976 when the organization was made into a non-profit 

“for the sole purpose of a planning, preparing, and staging the annual event” (WEIO 

“about”).  The board of directors, who voluntarily run WEIO, consists of a combination 

of one year, two year, and three year elected positions.57  These positions are all 

                                                 
55 The Tundra Times which ran from 1962-1997 was “the voice of Alaska Natives” (Tuzzy Consortium 
Library).  The mission of the newspaper was to “to aid the Alaska Native movement toward better solutions 
to the problems they confronted for decades” (WEIO “about”).  The Tundra Times, which ran at a time 
when Indigenous issues in America were coming to the forefront of American society, reported on events 
of importance to the ever changing Alaska Native way of life (Tuzzy Consortium Library).  Issues such as 
“settlement of land claims, founding of Native corporations, and the transfer of health and social services to 
Native-operated nonprofits,” were headlining the newspaper during this time (Tuzzy Consortium Library).   
56 The last of the subtle changes was to be the introduction of a new logo, “six interwoven rings 
representing the six major tribes in Alaska - Aleut, Athabascan, Inupiaq, Yup'ik, Haida, Tlingit, and 
Tsimpsian” (WEIO “about”). 
57 There are 9 people on the board.  There is currently one past Miss WEIO on the board. 
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nominated, voted for and announced at the general meeting on the last day of WEIO.58  

The Miss WEIO committee voluntarily runs the pageant, and consists of board members, 

staff, and volunteers.59   

 Many of the WEIO contestants compete in the games.60  During the games,  

Four awards are given each year as a tribute of contributions to the WEIO. They 
are: the A. E. “Bud” Hagberg Memorial Sportsmanship Athletic Award - chosen 
by the athletes among themselves - this award is presented to the outstanding 
sportsperson exemplifying the spirit of good sportsmanship; the Howard Rock 
Memorial Outstanding Athlete Award is another award to the best athlete chosen 
amongst the athletes themselves; and, the Frank Whaley Award Presentation for 
Outstanding Contributions is presented to the one individual or corporation who 
has demonstrated exemplary contributions of time, money and effort on an annual 
basis. (WEIO “about”) 
 

Over the years these awards have been given out to the Miss WEIO's.  In 2012 Marjorie 

Tabone (Miss WEIO 2010) won the A. E. “Bud” Hagberg Memorial Sportsmanship 

Athletic Award (WEIO “2011 results”). 

 

Miss WEIO 

The World Eskimo Indian Olympics has always had a pageant, although the 

competition has dramatically changed over the years.  By 1966, the swimsuit requirement 

no longer existed, and in 1984 the talent portion was introduced (WEIO 1984).  The 

crowns and sashes have changed over the years.  The original crown was made from 

ermine (Fairbanks Daily News-Miner 1967).  In 1967 Weir Negovanna from Wainwright 

                                                 
58 The researcher attended the 2011 and 2012 board meetings.  
59 The pageant organizer since 1998 has been re-elected to the board each time her term ended. 
60 A quick look at the results pages for 2010, 2011, and 2012 shows that the Miss WEIO winners often 
place 1st, 2nd, or 3rd in the Olympic Games (WEIO “2011 results”).  
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made a new crown out of ivory and baleen; the material “better  symbolize[d] the six 

Alaskan tribes” (Fairbanks Daily News-Miner 1967, 8).  The principle, however, remains 

the same, “An Eskimo queen will be chosen from candidates sent in by outlying villages 

to reign over the games” (Fairbanks Daily News-Miner July 9, 1961, 2).  Today the 

competitors have for the most part been chosen from their communities to represent them 

at WEIO, although there are a few candidates who self-nominate, proudly representing 

their families.  During the first year, seven women from seven villages competed for the 

title.  Thelma Ross was the very first Miss World Eskimo Olympics (Fairbanks Daily 

News-Miner July 22, 1961). 

 In 2011 and 2012, the young women were judged in Personal Interviews, a Talent 

Competition and Impromptu Speeches.  The prizes awarded for Miss WEIO include: 2nd 

runner up, 3rd runner up, Miss Talented, Miss Traditional, Miss Congeniality, and Miss 

Photogenic (Sears 2012).  Miss Congeniality is voted on by the contestants, and Miss 

Photogenic is decided by the photographer for WEIO (Sears 2012).  The week consists of 

a mix of activities for the community and for the competition (Sears 2012). 

 Judges for the contest are chosen yearly by the Miss WEIO committee (Sears 

2012).  They can be anyone who is willing or able to judge; community members, 

previous winners (Sears 2012).  For the 2011 contest, one of the judges was a former 

winner.  In the 2012 contest, two of the three judges were former winners. 
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Contest Week for 2011 and 2012 

The contest week begins on Monday at 9:00 am, and finishes late on Saturday 

night with the end of the games.  The week consists of a mix of activities for all ages, 

aimed at tourists, and the local Indigenous, and non-Indigenous communities (Sears 

2012).  Each activity is selected to help the competitors become at ease speaking with the 

public, practicing their talents, and promoting their cause. The schedule changes year by 

year, depending on logistics and connections that the organizers have with the Fairbanks 

community.  All the contestants are taken from place to place in a mini bus, driven by 

one of the pageant organizers; this provides a vital time for the contestants to bond.  The 

information given below is based on observations and on-going dialogues from the 2011 

and 2012 competitions.  The 2011 event coincided with the 50th anniversary of the 

games, and as such all the previous queens were asked to come and join in the festivities.  

The contestants arrived in Fairbanks on Sunday, where they and their chaperones check 

into their accommodation at the university, meet each other, and prepare for the week 

ahead.61 

 

Monday 

Monday morning the contestants and chaperones gather for the first time for their 

orientation meeting.  The meeting happens at the Morris Thompson cultural center.62  At 

this informal brunch, the contestants are invited to share food from home.  The contest 
                                                 
61 Chaperones are chosen by the contestants to attend the pageant.  Chaperones escort the contestants at all 
times, with the exception of certain events that are restricted in space, and while on the mini bus; 
chaperones usually travel in their own vehicles to allow the contestants to get to know one another. 
62 A place where tourists and locals can come and learn about the Indigenous cultures of Alaska through 
static exhibits, dancing and singing, artists, and videos. 
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organizers start the proceedings by introducing themselves, before allowing the 

contestants to introduce themselves for what will be the first of many times throughout 

the week.  As the organizers explain to the contestants and their chaperones about the 

week's activities the contestants relax and ask more and more questions.  The organizers 

explain the duties and responsibilities of the contestants during the week and what to 

expect if they win the title of Miss WEIO.  The 2011 orientation was particularly exciting 

as not only was the previous Miss WEIO there to share her experiences, but also the 

reigning MIW was there (the title the winner of Miss WEIO will eventually compete for).  

Once orientation was over and the contestants have looked around the center, they 

hopped on the minibus to The River Boat Discovery.  

Figure 9:  WEIO contestants at the Riverboat Discovery 
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The River Boat Discovery is a tourist attraction in Fairbanks.63  The WEIO 

contestant’s role on the River Boat Discovery is to act as cultural ambassadors.  The 

contestants for the most part wear their parkas, kuspucks, and moose or caribou hide 

dresses as they stand ready to have their photographs taken with the public, before, 

during, and after the boat ride.  Once on the boat, the contestants have a chance to relax 

as they get to know each other.   

On the return journey, the young women introduce themselves in the heritage 

language, and answer questions ranging from the materials used in their regalia, to the 

state of their heritage language.  The organizers answer questions about the upcoming  

 

                                                 
63 Guests travel every day throughout the summer on the guided tour as it journeys down the Chena River 
to the mouth of the Tanana and back.  On the way, amidst the commentary, the tourists see a plane take off 
and land on the water; a dog sled demonstration; a fish camp; a traditional Native Village; and get to taste 
Alaska smoked salmon on the boat.   

Figure 10: WEIO contestants introducing themselves on the Riverboat Discovery 
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WEIO games and advertise for the Olympics.  The public gaze upon the young women 

and ask them questions about Native culture.   

 The contestants get no break as they are whisked away to dinner at the Alaska 

Salmon Bake.64  The contestants sit down and eat, with only the occasional stop for a 

photo opportunity or to answer questions mid-meal.  This is another opportunity for the 

young women to bond, as they start to find out about each other's life back home.  Once 

they have eaten, the young women officially introduce themselves to the crowd of mostly 

tourists. 

 At 7:30 pm, the young women get their second burst of energy, as they walk over 

to the Pioneer Park to have their photos taken by WEIO's official photographer, Ron 

Murray.  Murray takes several sets of photographs of the girls, posing on the park set, 

standing by trees and standing by the reconstructed Alaska Native Village.  While the  

Figure 11: WEIO contestants at the photo shoot  

 
                                                 
64 The Salmon Bake is a seasonal outdoor buffet, offering freshly grilled salmon and steak.  Big with the 
tourists, just as with the River Boat Discovery, many of the tour companies use this attraction as one of 
their stops. 



122 

poses of the photos are left at the discretion of Murray, who has been a professional 

portrait photographer for years, the chaperones and contestants are quick and eager to 

make and encourage poses.  The first evening comes to an end 13 hours after the day 

began at around 10:00 pm, when the chaperones and contestants retire to their 

accommodations.  By the end of the first day friendships have been made.  All of the 

young women could equally represent WEIO.  It becomes hard to imagine that one of 

these confident young leaders will be chosen above the rest. 

 

Tuesday 

7:45 am the contestants were picked up and taken to the local radio stations.  

KFBX and KIAK interviewed the contestants, the previous winner, and the organizers.  

The young women, tired from the night before, began encouraging each other as they 

Figure 12: WEIO contestants and organizer Flora Roddy at the radio station  
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walked into the sound proof room.  Energy levels rose up as questions were asked to the 

organizers about when and where WEIO would be, and how much the entry fee was.  The 

contestants all had a chance to introduce themselves in their heritage language.  Each 

contestant was asked a different previously unknown question from the radio presenter, 

ranging from, “What title do you currently hold?”  “Why did you decide to enter WEIO?”  

“Can you say come down to WEIO, in your heritage language?” “What's it like to live in 

Kotzebue?”  The young women encouraged and cheered each other as they took it in turn 

to answer questions. 

 The Denali Center visit is the first of many visits to people from the Fairbanks 

community.65  The young women introduce themselves, perform their talents in 

preparation for Wednesday night, answer questions, and talk with the people who reside 

there.  The visit can be emotional, as the young women explain what brought them to 

Fairbanks to compete. 

 The contestants went to the Fairbanks Native Association to serve and eat lunch 

with the elders.  After everyone has eaten, the young women introduce themselves in 

their heritage language and sit down and talk to the elders.  For many of the elders in 

Fairbanks, this might be the first time they have heard anyone speak their heritage 

language in a long time.  For the young women, their chaperones and the organizers this 

is yet another invaluable opportunity to sit down and learn from the elders. 

                                                 
65 The Denali Center, adjacent to the hospital in Fairbanks, is for people who are not able to live by 
themselves.  This can include those in recovery, or those with severe physical disabilities.   
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 After lunch, the contestants went to the Noel Wein library in Fairbanks.  Here 

they have a chance to share their culture with the youth of Fairbanks, during part of the 

libraries summer children's event.  Children sit and watch as the contestants, who are an 

old hand at this now, introduce themselves, and showcase their talents, such as creation 

stories, dances, language and culture.  “Out of the mouths of babes” has never been as 

relevant as the contestants are put on the spot as the young children and the parents ask 

questions such as: “Do you live in igloos?”  “What do you wear under your dress?”  

“What do you keep in your bag?”  The Daily News Minor Press records such questions 

and to take photographs of the event.  Afterwards, the eager young audience has a chance 

to have their photographs taken with the contestants. 

 

Figure 13: WEIO contestants at the Noel Wein library 
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 For the 2011 year, the evening is rounded off with a potluck style dinner in a 

marquee outside the Carlson Center, the home of WEIO since 2006.  The contestants 

have a chance to meet the board of directors, athletes, and previous winners and elders, as 

everyone shares food from their home village.  Salmon, moose, berries, and whale meat 

(that year, one of the Iñupiat communities had just caught a whale) were among the 

delicacies. 

 

Wednesday 

At 11:00 am on Wednesday, the contestants went to the Fairbanks Native 

Association (FNA) Graff center.66  Lunch is shared, and conversations held, as the two 

groups find commonalities to talk about.  Elders were also present, as it was a regularly 

scheduled visit day.  After food, the troubled youth told their stories from their time at 

Graff, and enjoyed dancing and singing together with the elders and the youth.  The 

contestants provided the youth with a role model, as they shared experiences from home 

and hopes for the future.  The Graff center helps youth to overcome obstacles they have 

encountered, the youth stay at the center until they are ready to go back home to their 

families. 

 Up till this point in the week, the contestants have been focused on giving to the 

community by sharing personal experiences.  This process can be very emotional at times 

as the contestants talk about issues close to the heart.  The pageant has not seemed like a 

                                                 
66 The FNA Graff center is a program for troubled youth.  The residents stay full time in the facilities as 
they overcome addiction and emotional problems.  The residents are all Indigenous and can be from 
anywhere in Alaska. 
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competition till now, even though the contestants have been practicing introductions and 

answering questions from the public all week.  All that changes as the first portion of the 

judged competition begins.   The personal interviews were held at the Doyon 

headquarters.67  For the personal interviews, the contestants were taken to a quiet room, 

and one by one they went in front of the three judges. 

Figure 14: The blanket toss at WEIO 

 Wednesday is the opening ceremony of WEIO.  Permission is sought from the 

local tribe to host the games on their land, prominent politicians, mayors, and community 

members make introductions, and an Athabascan elder offers an opening prayer.  The 

                                                 
67 Doyon is the largest of the 12 regional corporations created through the ANCSA (Doyon, Limited.  
Company Overview).  The corporation shareholders are the interior Alaska Natives, mostly Athabascan 
groups (Doyon, Limited.  Company Overview).  When the researcher visited the building they saw an array 
of Athabascan artwork, created by shareholders, including a lovely moose hide banner made by one of the 
previous Miss WEIOs. 



127 

contestants enter the arena with the athletes and dance groups, and wave as they are 

introduced to the audience.  The games are officially underway.  

 The contestants make their way to a smaller room in the Carlson Center in 

preparation for their talent portion.  There is a quick meet and greet beforehand, as last 

minute preparations are made for the audio and visual aspects of the presentations.  The 

room holds approximately 50 people, with an elder’s hospitality area to the side, which 

has tables able to seat 20 more people. 

 In 2011 the pageant and WEIO celebrated its 50th anniversary of the games.  As 

such, the previous winners were asked to introduce themselves before the talent portion 

began.   

Figure 15: WEIO contestant Crystal Worl performing a dramatization of the Raven Creation story with her 
contemporary interpretive artwork in the background.  
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 The WEIO traditional talent consisted of a mixture of tradition content with 

modern delivery.  Examples include: a poster presentation of subsistence lifestyle; a 

dramatization of the Raven creation story, with interpretative paintings (figure 13); 

traditional dancing and singing; a speech on alcoholism; a demonstration of how to cut 

fish; a self-written song about abuses; a showing of a self-written book on culture; and 

storytelling through song and dance.  By the time the event had started, there was 

standing room only.  The contest was well received by the audience as the contestants 

shared parts of their culture. 

 

Figure 16: WEIO contestants at the Golden Days senior citizens lunch 
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Thursday  

After the interview and talent portions, the contestants had a chance to relax and 

enjoy the Golden Days senior citizens lunch at the Pioneer Park.68  For this luncheon, 

seniors from Fairbanks buy tickets to dress up in period costume and eat lunch.  Awards 

for community members are given out during the lunch, as recognition to community 

service.  The contestants each choose a table to sit and eat at, and have the chance to 

introduce themselves at the end of the meal. 

 Once lunch is finished, in 2011, the contestants were taken to North Pole, a 

neighboring community 10 minutes’ drive from Fairbanks.  At the North Pole hotel, the 

local Mayor is on hand to meet the contestants.  The local community is invited to ask 

questions of the young women, while having lemonade and cookies.  On the way back 

from the visit, the contestants all vote for Miss Congeniality. 

 The last judged element of the contest is on Wednesday evening as the impromptu 

questions are held in the pioneer room.  In 2011, the contestants were all asked different 

questions, so that contestants could hear each other’s answers.  For the 2012 year, the 

contestants were all asked the same question and brought in and out of the room, one at a 

time.  The judging is complete.  The competition part is over.  The next night someone 

will be crowned Miss WEIO.   

 

                                                 
68 As mentioned earlier, WEIO used to be a part of the Golden Days celebration, and still occurs the same 
week.  As such, WEIO still has one or two events each year on the contestant’s schedule which includes 
Golden Days.   
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Friday 

With the judging over, the contestants still had work to do out in the community 

during the day.  The Presbyterian Hospitality House was yet another place where the 

contestants shared their culture and knowledge with youth who were going through 

problems.  The youth listened to each of the contestants introduce herself and had an 

opportunity to ask questions and advice from the young women.  Again, this was a very 

emotional time as everyone talked about issues close to their heart, such as alcoholism, 

suicide, and cultural loss.  The contestants once again provided the youth with a positive 

role model. 

 The contestants are once again on the move, as they visit the main sponsor of the 

Miss WEIO pageant, local mobile phone operator, GCI.69  GCI has a meet and greet for 

their customers, sharing food with the young women.  This informal event is the last time 

the contestants meet with the public as part of WEIO. 

 As some of the contestants take part in the games each year, the young women are 

taken back to the accommodations, given time to relax, and then go to WEIO to look at 

the crafts and take part in the games as the competition part of the contest is over and all 

that is left is the Coronation that evening.   

 The WEIO coronation is a nerve-racking time for all who have been involved in 

the pageant.  The contestant, chaperones, organizers, and audience all wait to hear who 

will be representing WEIO for the upcoming year, and potentially be representing Alaska 

at MIW, at the Gathering of Nations in Albuquerque, in April.  The winner, once chosen, 

                                                 
69 GCI is the only cell phone operator to work in all the villages in Alaska. 
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has a seat on the stage watching over the games, handing out prizes to the winners at the 

end of the night. 

 The announcement of who has won Miss WEIO for all those involved is 

paramount to the Oscars.  The women are brought up on stage, where they wait as the 

prizes are given out for: Most Talented; Most Traditional (cultural knowledge); Most 

Photogenic; Miss Congeniality; Second Runner up; First runner up; Miss WEIO.  The 

contestants all cheer each other on as the prizes are awarded.  The winner, Miss WEIO 

2012 Rosemary Berg, is speechless as her name is announced. 

Figure 18:  The Miss WEIO 2012 winners 

Figure 17: Miss WEIO 2012 – Rosemary Berg 
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Saturday 

 Saturday is a chance for the contestants to relax and enjoy and take part in the 

games now that their part is over.  And, although we have a new Miss WEIO, the 

contestants have one last time to make a presence in the community, as they participate in 

the Golden Days parade, by waving at the crowds, as they are driven through the streets 

of Fairbanks in an old vehicle.  The streets of the route are lined with people, cheering on 

as the announcers explain who is driving past.  The event is a nice way for the contestants 

to finish the week’s activities. 

 The WEIO games continue, and the contestants are all encouraged to attend the 

WEIO general meeting that afternoon.  Although one has to be over 18 to vote, the views 

of the youth are welcomed at the meeting as athletes and the public ask questions and 

make suggestions. 

 

Responsibilities of Miss WEIO  

 Miss WEIO is the face of WEIO.  She is a role model to the youth, and an 

ambassador of her community.  She has the responsibilities of representing the 

organization throughout the whole of Alaska.  If she chooses, she also has the 

responsibility of representing Alaska at a national pageant.  Interviews with previous 

Miss WEIOs proved that winner’s duties are fluid, and varied greatly throughout the 

years (Andon 2011; Dullen 2012; Gibson 2011; Hoffman 2012; Jack 2012; John 2012; 

Kenick 2011; Maher 2011; Wallace 2012).  In 1967 the winner had to compete in the 

Miss Alaska pageant.  Miss WEIO 1967 remembers how she had to buy a swimsuit for 
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Miss Alaska occasion and how embarrassed she was wearing it (Kenick 2011).  She also 

remembers winning the Verna Grey prize award of $50 (Kenick 2011).  In the 1980s the 

winner was sent to the National Congress of American Indians (NCAI), which started in 

1944 (National Congress of American Indians “Welcome to NCAI”).  In 1986, Valerie 

Davidson won the NCIA competition in Phoenix, Arizona (Tundra Times 1986).  Since 

the 1990s the winners have gone to the Gathering of Nations, in Albuquerque to take part 

in the MIW contest.  To date, three Miss WEIO's have won the title of MIW (Gathering 

of Nations “Miss Indian World Past Winners”). 

 Miss WEIO wins a scholarship to attend university (WEIO “2012-2013 Miss 

WEIO Application”).  Since 1982, the scholarship was a full four year tuition waiver 

(Moore 2001).  In 2001, after legal issues at the University of Alaska, Fairbanks, the full 

tuition waiver ceased (Moore 2001).  Today, WEIO gives the winner $3000 towards her 

education (WEIO “2012-2013 Miss WEIO Application”).   

 

Gathering of Nations 

The MIW contest, held in conjunction with the Gathering of Nations PowWow, 

was created in 1983 by Derek Matthews (Gathering of Nations “about”).  Because of 

inconsistencies in judging at National Finals powwow, Matthews wanted to create a 

contest where competitors knew judging would be “conducted in a fair and ethical way” 

(Gathering of Nations “about”).  Since 1983 the Gathering of Nations PowWow has been 

held annually at the University of New Mexico's basketball's arena, “The Pitt,” in 

Albuquerque.  The three day event attracts thousands of visitors every year, and houses 
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39 dance competitions, 26 drum group competitions, and one MIW competition 

(Gathering of Nations “29th Annual”). 

Kickoff is Thursday evening with the MIW Talent Presentations.  The Talent 

portion, originally held at the Albuquerque convention center, was moved to the Hard 

Rock Hotel and Casino in 2011 (Personal communication).  Friday morning sees the 

excited spectators line up outside “The Pitt” bright and early ready for admittance to the 

arena.  The following two days is a myriad of people coming and going as they crowd to 

experience the dances, drumming, arts and crafts from over 800 artists at the Indian 

Traders Market, live music from all genres at Stage 49, and plenty of food that makes up 

Gathering of Nations.  “Over 3,000 indigenous / Native American / Indian dancers and 

Singers representing more than 500 tribes from Canada and the United States come to 

Albuquerque, New Mexico, USA annually to participate socially and competitively” 

(Gathering of Nations “frequently” ).  After watching the dancers, listening to the 

drummers, and looking around the market, it is time for the climax of the event; Saturday 

night's Grand Entry.  The bleachers are packed as the dancers make their way into the 

arena for the last time.  In a matter of moments, one of the 27 young women will be 

crowned MIW. 

 

Miss Indian World 

The first MIW contest was held in 1984, a year after Gathering of Nations 

Powwow started (Gathering of Nations “Miss Indian World Past Winners”).  The need 

arose “to have a representative of the organization with a broader message than just a 
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PowWow title holder, as the GON is a catalyst for keeping Native culture relevant in the 

daily lives of so many people” (Melonie Matthews, March 27, 2012, e-mail message to 

author).  Melonie Matthews has been the director of MIW since 1994.  “The pageant 

gives opportunity for Native women to display their culture and knowledge to a very 

large audience as well as it gives tribes a moment to be highlighted at the largest Native 

American event in North America.  The need filled is one of education, entertainment and 

cultural preservation” (Melonie Matthews, March 27, 2012, e-mail message to author).  

In order to create MIW, Derek Matthews consulted with “several women who had one 

time been either Native American title holders or pageant coordinators” (Melonie 

Matthews, March 27, 2012, e-mail message to author).  Throughout the years, the contest 

has evolved to fit in with the times.  The duties of MIW have grown, yet “the concept 

remains the same” (Melonie Matthews, March 27, 2012, e-mail message to author).  

“MIW serves two very important roles with the Native American communities; she is an 

ambassador to other tribes, cultures, races and people, representing all Native People.  

She is also a role model to young and old alike” (MIW Handout).   

Originally, contestants were judged on four areas: public speaking; personal 

interview; dance; and traditional presentation (Matthews 2012).  Judging would be 

conducted by one panel, who evaluated all four areas.  Since 1995, this has changed 

slightly so that individual panels appraise each of the four areas.  This made the judging 

process fairer as the panels would only rate one area; they could not make connections to 

the contestants throughout the week and be influenced by personality (Matthews 2012).  

Five years ago, the essay portion of the contest was added to make sure the contestants 
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were able to articulate their thoughts and ideas on paper (Matthews 2012).  No 

scholarships are awarded to MIW winners; the women are given cash prizes as is normal 

in powwow contests (Matthews 2012).  At the crowning ceremony, prizes are awarded 

for Best Public Speaking; Best Traditional Talent Presentation; Best Personal Interview; 

Best Essay; Best Dancer; Miss Congeniality; and most raffle tickets sold (Gathering of 

Nations “2012 Miss Indian World results”).70 

 

Contest Week for 2012 

The public portion of the MIW contest lasts for three days.  However the young 

women arrive two days earlier for orientation.  Research was carried out during the 2012 

MIW pageant, in which the first few days were held at the Hard Rock Hotel and Casino.  

The following information pertains to the 2012 year only.   

 

Tuesday 

On arrival into orientation room, three of the contestants greeted me.  Listening to 

the conversations about why they had chosen to represent their tribe clarified that these 

women were already leaders in their own right.  As more contestants arrived, there were 

to be 27 in total this year, I was introduced to Emergence Productions, who produced the 

Thursday night Traditional Talent Presentations.71  They have been producing the GON 

                                                 
70 Proceeds from the raffle tickets are used for expenses for the MIW pageant (MIW Application 2013). 
71 Emergence Productions specialize “in native American & indigenous performing arts through event 
production, artist booking & management and youth cultural empowerment” (Emergence Productions).   
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MIW Traditional Talent Presentations and Stage 49 at the Pitt for the past few years.72  

After chatting with Emergence productions about their role in the Traditional Talent 

Presentations, orientation started. 

  The contestants, who sat up front, were all given packets containing the rules and 

regulations for the week.  The chaperones and families, sat further back, listening to the 

committee explain what would happen throughout the week.  The rules were more about 

how to be a good role model to youth, and how to be respectful to others.  The 

contestants were told that MIW is a respected role model, who children will look up to, 

and elders want to meet (MIW orientation).  Formalities of paperwork had to be filled 

out, and an overview of how the competition was to be judged was given.  And being in a 

dry climate, advice was given as to how to stay healthy and avoid dehydration during the 

event. 

  After a five minute break, Emergence Productions took over.  It was their role to 

make sure the young women were prepared for their performance on stage.  Thursday 

night’s event was sold out last year, as 2,300 people came to watch the talents of these 

young women (Matthews 2012).  We moved the chairs into a big circle, contestants, 

chaperones and family, as Emergence Productions went through warm up exercises, 

getting to know one another, explained how to hold a microphone, showed the young 

women how to walk on and off stage in a confident manner, and explained how they 

would be called on and off stage.  As this was going on, the women were called one at a 

time to talk about the music and props they would be using for the talent portion.  The 

                                                 
72 Stage 49 is the name of the stage where contemporary Indigenous musicians perform each year 
(Gathering of Nations “home”).   
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evening ended with a prayer, the chairs were put away, and people began to drift off to 

bed.  

 

Wednesday 

The registration and raffle collection started at 9:00 am.  Each contestant collected 

a blue sash, a MIW badge and a number, which the judges would use to identify them as 

they lined up to officially registered for the pageant.  Once registered, they went inside 

the conference room to hand over their raffle ticket stubs and money.  To enter the MIW 

Figure 19: MIW contestant Crystal Worl checking in  
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competition the contestants have to sell 500 raffle tickets.73  A brief orientation started 

shortly after this, where the MIW committee introduced themselves.  The committee 

consisted of a director, co-director, and six members, one of whom was a previous 

winner and one a previous contestant and ranged in age from their twenties to sixties.  

The contestants had a change to meet one another, and take some photographs. 

 Figure 20: MIW 2011 with one of the 2012 MIW contestants  

 

                                                 
73 Tickets cost $2 each.  Prizes are awarded to contestants who sell a set amount of tickets, 1500, 2500, and 
3500 (MIW Application 2013).  Contestants also receive 10% of the money back for their expenses or 
personal use (MIW Application 2013).  
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After the orientation the first part of the judging started; the personal interview.  

The young women were given a packed lunch to eat outside the conference room, as the 

interviews were conducted in number order.  The contestants were told in the orientation 

to think of the personal interviews as a job interview.  They would be five minutes in 

length, and there would be a panel of five judges.  The young women were told not to 

discuss the interviews after they had finished, and were released for the rest of the 

afternoon.  The personal interviews were not observed.   

That evening, the contestants, the committee, the MC's for the Traditional Talent 

Presentations, and Derek and Dr. Lita Matthews all gathered for a reception dinner in the 

showroom.  Derek Matthews spoke to the young women, offering words of 

encouragement for the upcoming events.  The MCs, both well known in Native America, 

spoke about what it was like to be on stage for the Traditional Talent Presentations.  The 

drawing for the raffle tickets took place.  The young women were no longer strangers.  

They were becoming friends drawn together by a shared experience.  The competition of 

winning the MIW title had taken second place to the whirlwind that was the MIW 

Traditional Talent Presentations. 

 

Thursday 

It's show time.  The fact that the young women are being judged on this evening’s 

performance of talent would be enough to make anyone nervous.  But the evening is 

about more than judging.  The contestants are, together with various other people, putting 

on a performance for 2,300 paying customers. The evening, which is a celebration of 
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Indigenous culture, includes a contortionist, NGR Rising – an Indigenous New Zealand 

reggae band, an opening sequence of the meeting of two cultures and the talents of 27 

young women.   

The contestants arrived at 8:00 am to get started.  Emergence Productions are in 

charge today, and they start with a warm up exercise and a prayer, before the props 

people start their daunting task of collecting and organizing all of the props for the young 

women.  Each contestant has to explain where they need their props to appear on stage, as 

tables are organized in order of appearance.  The young women are shown how to come 

on and off stage in a professional manner.  Discussions ensue.  The contestants want to 

know how they should stand, hands on hips or not, and if they should wave.  The answer, 

“as long as it is consistent,” is given.  The young women collectively decided to place 

one hand on their hips, and wave with the other.  This is the only reminder that they are 

in a contest, being judged.  

Figure 21: Rehearsals of the traditional talents 
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 Emergence Productions had to manage the other performers too, and start 

practicing the whole opening scene.  It takes practice to get the timing right.  Once this is 

perfected, the crew breaks for lunch and the contestants are given an hour long yoga 

lesson to relax them and help focus them for the night’s event.  For anyone who has not 

had the chance to practice yoga, it is not for the weak hearted.  As an active person, 

participating for an hour was hard work, and the end result was as tiring as an hour at the 

gym, yet, the exercise was amazing to both relax and focus the mind.  A lunch was 

provided for the contestants afterwards in the Overlook Showroom, as they had a chance 

to relax and watch the event preparation.  After lunch, a sound check and a run through 

with props followed, as the excitement mounted. 

   

Figure 22: Alexandria doing a microphone check 
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 At this point the researcher left the rehearsals to carry out surveys with the 

audience.  The audience had started arriving at 3:00 pm to pick up their tickets.  Many 

waited by the doors to ensure a good seat.  As time went on, the will call tickets opened, 

and the lines were all the way into the casino as people waited to get into the showroom.  

The audience consisted of tribal chairmen, reigning Indigenous queens, tourists from 

Germany, school children from Albuquerque, men and women, old and young alike all 

here to see the beauty of Native culture.  An hour before the show the doors were opened 

and all that was left was to sit and wait. 

  The show started slightly after seven.  The energy level for the young women did 

not falter, 11 hours after they had started rehearsals.  The audience applauded as the 

judges were introduced, and the opening act came on.  Throughout the night the crowd 

cheered for the young women, standing on stage, proudly showcasing their culture for all 

to see.   

  The talents have to “reflect some Tradition(s) of” the contestant’s tribe (Gathering 

of Nations “2013-2014 Miss Indian World Application”).  As such, there is no modern 

element.  The talents consist of a mixture of: songs; dances; demonstrations of traditional 

activities; and dramatizations of oral stories.  At the end of the event, approximately ten 

o’clock, families waited to proudly talk to their young contestants.  The auditorium 

slowly emptied out, and the contestants finally retired to their rooms. 
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Friday 

Friday morning saw a change of venue as the contestants met at “the Pitt,” 

University of New Mexico's Basketball stadium.  Hundreds were lining up outside 

eagerly waiting to enter as the young women met in the Gathering of Nations arena for 

the first time.  The dancers and venders lined up.  For the first Grand Entry, the young 

women were taken from their room, down through the sports entrance to floor of “the 

Pitt.”74   

 Figure 23: Getting ready for the first Grand Entry 

 

                                                 
74 Grand Entry, for those who have not been to Gathering of Nations, is where the dancers are welcomed to 
the floor, one tribe at a time, until the dance floor is full.  The processions start with the head dancers, 
followed by MIW and the MIW contestants, followed by the dancers.   
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You could see the crowds in their seats as the contestants waited to enter for the first 

time.  The contestants were first to dance to the drum beat as they came onto the floor, 

and came off for their next judged event; Public Speaking. 

  The Public Speaking took place on the Stage 49, the stage for bands and singers.  

Each young woman was taken one at a time out onto the stage where she was asked one 

of five questions.  She had one minute to answer the question.  The audience was small 

for this event, mostly family and friends, with seating only for about 150 people.  A few 

Figure 24: Joanne Morales giving her impromptu 
speech 
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people stood around as the contestants spoke, taking photographs.  The young women all 

had had their chance to speak and vanished off into the crowd to enjoy a few hours of 

free time before the Dance competition later that night. 

  7 o'clock was the second Grand Entry.  The contestants were more relaxed as they 

knew what to expect the second time around.  Right after Grand Entry was the Dance 

Competition.  For the contestants who have grown up attending PowWows this is not 

unusual, but for those who have never been to a PowWow before it was daunting.   

Figure 25: Crystal dancing at the dance competition 
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The rules are simple, for the dance the young women have to dance their interpretation of 

a powwow song (MIW orientation).  The song is random, depending on the next drum 

group.  But the young women dances consist of traditional dances from their regions 

(MIW orientation).  The contestants danced in two separate groups, each person dancing 

at the same time as others in her group.  There was great diversity among the regalia, 

movements, and stature.  As the young women left the Pitt, another day was drawing to a 

close. 

 

Saturday 

Bright and early on Saturday morning the contestants met for the crowning 

rehearsal.  As the days had worn on, MIW seemed less like a competition and more like 

an event that one took part in, a performance of talented young women almost, yet, here 

they were, practicing where they had to stand when the winner was announced.  A 

reminder that tomorrow the competition would be over and one of the 27 young women 

would be going home with the title of MIW 2012.  The contestants practiced lining up, 

walking on, and took it in turns to pretend to win a title.  “And Miss Congeniality goes to 

…” The MCs made it fun as they practiced the quickest way to walk round to MIW 2011 

to collect their prize.  After everyone was comfortable with their places, they went back 

to the room for brunch where they would vote on Miss Congeniality. 

 The levels of emotion on the last day were running high, but not because the 

contestants were tired, or under pressure; even though they had every right to be after 

their intense five day schedule.  The emotion ran high because of the genuine exchanges 
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of love and friendship and camaraderie that had formed between the young women.  

Because of the cultural exchanges that had taken place throughout the week, of shared 

experiences partaking in cultural event where “you” are spokesperson for your tribe, the 

honor, that you are standing humbly in front of thousands of people, representing “your” 

people, who have passed before you, and the seven generations who are yet to come.  

Each of the young women stood up and shared what the week had meant to them.  Many 

of them choked back the tears as they spoke about how they had grown as a person and 

learnt so much from each other.  Derek and his wife Dr. Lita Matthews offered words of 

praise and encouragement to the contestants.  Each of the young women introduced 

themselves once again and voted for Miss Congeniality.  There was one more Grand 

Entry before the contestants were free to listen to the contemporary bands performing on 

Stage 49, look at the vendors, and watch the dancers. 

Figure 26: Juanita dancing in the Grand Entry 
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 The arena was full for the final Grand Entry.  Not one seat was empty.  The 

applause and cheers as dancers packed onto the arena floor were paramount to a music 

concert.  And the energy was astounding.  The current MIW entered the arena, gave her 

outgoing speech and demonstrated her talent - the one leg kick, one of the games from 

WEIO.  The contestants came on and were introduced to the crowd for the last time.  

They announced the individual prizes first: Best Public Speaking; Best Traditional Talent 

Presentation; Best Personal Interview; Best Essay; Best Dancer; Miss Congeniality; and 

most raffle tickets sold.  Then came third runner up, and second runner up, and finally the 
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2012 MIW was announced.  She was given the crown and sash while everyone cheered 

and clapped.  The contestants danced behind her for an honor song.  A press conference 

was held immediately afterwards, and the winner and runners up were asked questions 

about their week.  Formalities followed as the new MIW signed a contract and was told 

what would happen in the following year.  The pageant was over.  Goodbyes were said as 

people drifted away.  But they each took home with them a little piece of each other’s 

culture. 

 

 

Figure 27: Joanne Morales - 1st runner up 
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Responsibilities of MIW 

Every day the young women were coached on what was expected by the MIW 

committee.  But in the end, there could only be one winner.  MIW has the responsibility 

of being an ambassador of her people (Matthews 2012).  MIW will have duties as the 

representative of Gathering of Nations, and will travel nationally and internationally, 

depending on what the need is that year (Matthews 2012).  The winner receives a small 

stipend to spend on what she deems necessary to her duties.  GON is the longest standing 

national competition in North America, attracting young women from across the 

continent.  The contest has never been about external beauty, but about the traditional 

strength and culture of the women who compete. 

MIW receives a cash prize as is common in competition powwows (Gathering of 

Nations “2013-2014 Miss Indian World Application”).  The amount varies from year to 

year depending on sponsorship (Matthews 2012).  The winners of each judged portion 

also receive cash prizes (Gathering of Nations “2013-2014 Miss Indian World 

Application”). 

 

Why Do Contestants Enter Native Nations Pageants? 

 There are several reasons why contestants choose to enter Miss WEIO and MIW.  

One does not have to enter one contest to progress to the next.  Each contest allows 

contestants to represent family.  The contestant questionnaires conducted at MIW showed 

that contestants entered for reasons of community betterment: “I decided to pursue this 
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title to use the platform that MIW will provide to continue encouraging American Indians 

and Alaska Natives to seek higher education and to provide inspiration and understanding 

of the opportunities and benefits of the arts to enhance Native lives and communities” 

(Worl 2012).  Contestants also entered because MIW is an “honorable role” for women, 

“one that is inspiring.”  The young women feel that by entering they are honoring their 

ancestors and can “make a difference in Indigenous communities across the world.”  

Further, they want to represent their people and set good examples for the younger 

generations.   Conversations at Miss WEIO show that contestants saw the pageant as a 

way to promote causes within their community, to be a positive role model, and because 

the pageants were watched growing up. 

Table 1: Eligibility requirements 

Eligibility requirements WEIO MIW 

Tribal enrolment Must be at least one quarter 
(¼) degree Alaskan Native or 
a member of a recognized 
Alaskan, American or 
Canadian Indian, Aleut, or 
Eskimo tribe. 

Native or Indigenous 
women (verifiable Tribal 
affiliation) 

Age 18-25 18-25  

Relationship status Never been married or have 
had any children. 

Single, never been 
married, and no 
dependents 

Other Has acknowledged, accepted 
or signed a sobriety and drug-
free pledge. 
 

Knowledge of Tribal 
traditions 

(Gathering of Nations “2013-2014 Miss Indian World Application;” WEIO 2012). 

 Once the contest is over, the winner is whisked away, and madness ensues for a 

few minutes or hours as photographs are taken or interviews are conducted.  The 
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organization arranges an interview the next morning, or a social activity a couple of 

months later, but there is no pre-prescribed list of duties or activities.  The winner decides 

what they want to achieve in their year.  This is an important skill of an effective leader.  

 

Conclusion 

 Native Nation’s pageants are a celebration of Indigenous culture.  In today’s 

society, where increasing problems arise from social, environmental, economic, and 

political problems in communities, there is a need for cultural preservation.  Pageant 

winners have to be confident in their knowledge of the Indigenous cultures they are 

representing.75  In the Arctic Social Indicators report for measuring and monitoring well-

being in the Arctic, learning your heritage language was mentioned as important for 

Cultural Well-Being, Cultural Vitality, and Fate Control (Larsen, Schweitzer, and 

Fondahl 2010).  This is another dimension of the pageants in Alaska, as the winner if 

often confident introducing herself in her language.  The report identifies seven 

dimensions of culture that are important for community well-being: Language; 

Knowledge; Communication; Spirituality; Sociocultural events; Economic and 

subsistence practices; Social organization  (Larsen, Schweitzer, and Fondahl 2010, 92).  

As can be seen in the descriptions of the pageants, all of these elements are incorporated.   

                                                 
75 The question of how much the contestants and winners are trained in local law and policy relating to 
Alaska Native peoples has been raised.  While there is no training in the pageant contest, the education in 
Alaska encompasses topics such as ANCSA.  While the contestants or winners were not directly asked this 
in the course of the interviews, some contestants commented during public events that they were minoring 
in Alaska Native Studies at the University of Alaska, Fairbanks.  Previous winners also noted that they had 
attended the Alaska Federation of Natives conference, which is political group concerned with Alaska 
Native law and policy, suggesting that they would be aware of current topics relevant to Alaska Native 
laws and policies.  The current MIW and the previous MIW both identified in newspaper interviews that 
they were either majoring or minoring in Native studies at University. 
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CHAPTER 5: DEVELOPING LEADERSHIP SKILLS  

In this chapter, in-depth analysis of the data set is conducted through the first of 

three distinct angles: (1) the contestants and subsequent winner; (2) the community (both 

the pageant audience and the community of the winner); and (3) the outside community.  

Mankiller’s (2008) Indigenous women’s leadership theory is used in conjunction with 

transformative leadership (Northouse 2010).  From the perspective of the contestants, this 

research examines whether the pageants provides effective leadership training.  This 

research proves that pageants help contestants to develop as leaders.  Skills developed 

include: formal introduction of oneself  in the heritage language; formal small group 

communication; informal small group communication; formal large group conversation; 

informal large group conversation; impromptu questions about culture; one-on-one 

conversations; professional attitude; and poise.  Further, the winners have the opportunity 

to network with community members, and gain funding to further their causes within 

Indigenous communities.  

 

Previous Experience 

The original hypothesis of this study – contestants entered the pageants to become 

leaders – was quickly disproven as it became obvious that young women entering the 

contests were already leaders.  A preexisting skill set, based on formal and informal 

learning that the contestants brought with them, was not initially acknowledged.  In 

interviews, contestants referenced previous skills gained from prior experiences as being 

instrumental in them winning the contest; skills such as previous pageants, student officer 
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positions, public speaking classes, and family engagement in politics.  Pageants therefore 

offer a venue for young women to continue to develop their leadership. 

 Many WEIO contestants bring with them skills from holding previous pageant 

titles in villages or organizations.  “Once you get to WEIO, those girls have won their 

first round of competition and they are more seasoned… they know what they’re doing, 

and they’ve put time into their talent” (Sattler 2012).  Having already spoken in front of 

judges and the public, and being forced to articulate their thoughts on their culture, the 

contestants have the confidence to appear at a bigger venue, Miss WEIO (Sattler 2012).  

“Since I became the IAIA Ambassador, I have been fortunate in gaining many valuable 

skills such as public speaking, writing, networking, and communicating” (Worl 2012).  

Contestants have also gaged what is affective and gathered ideas from other participants 

about regalia and talents.  Some village contests require winners to perform duties as title 

holder.  Winners, therefore, may develop leadership skills before arriving in Fairbanks, 

depending on how far in advance the village pageant occurs.    

 Some contestants gained skills from participating in high school bodies such as 

student government.  Sattler (2012) states, “I’d also been practicing in other venues, like 

speech class, or student government,” adding that most of the pageant elements have 

been practiced before attending WEIO.  Student government requires high levels of 

communication and organizational skills, and is another form of youth leadership training 

in today’s society; albeit one that is based on the school’s value system. 

 Taking classes which taught leadership skills, such as public speaking was 

mentioned by some contestants: “my teachers were pushing me over the years to be up 
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front and talk, and so by the time I was in the pageant I was comfortable enough, despite 

being a small town girl (John 2012).  Many high schools and colleges in America require 

such classes from their students.  While not all students will thrive in such situations, 

those who do benefit are provided with an invaluable experience which can help them at 

the pageants. 

 Family engagement in politics, in this case tribal government, was helpful in 

understanding leadership skills: 

I’ve always been in state wide AFN [Alaska Federation of Natives] meetings, 
since I was in high school, like 8th 9th grade, so, and having a father whose a 
tribal leader and watching him over the years, having deep deep appreciation and 
interest in tribal matters, made me feel that it’s important to stop and listen to 
what people have to say. (John 2012) 
 

Thus contestants had already learnt how to listen to the issues involved.  Further, having 

the opportunity to network is an important leadership skill, one that both WEIO and MIW 

encourage. 

 Kelsey Wallace (2012) agrees that attendance at AFN, a public conference, 

helped her to feel at ease in formal public situations: “my senior year of high school, I 

gave the keynote speech [at the AFN Conference] and that was directed towards the 

entire delegation.”  This experience helped prepare Kelsey to articulate herself to the 

judges at WEIO. 

 The wealth of knowledge and skills the contestants bring with them, help them 

win the contest.  Skills, such as public speaking and confidence, take time to develop and 

cannot be learned over a week long contest.  The pageant provides a chance for the 
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women to practice the skills they already know.  Practice is important to develop 

leadership skills through the pageants. 

 

The Contest Week 

Table 28: WEIO and MIW comparison chart 

 WEIO MIW 

Length of pageant 6 days 4 days 

Number of participants 5 average 26 average 

Size of audience of the traditional talent 40 approximately 2300 approximately 

Number of judges 3 total 5 per judged event 

Number of judged events 4 5 

 

 The WEIO and MIW contest weeks are very different.  WEIO averages five 

participants.  It is a state contest which includes many smaller activities for the local 

community, both Indigenous and non-Indigenous.  MIW averages twenty-six 

participants, and is a national contest requiring high levels of rehearsals for the big public 

stand-alone and PowWow events.  The time scales of the two events are also different.  

WEIO lasts six days with three days of competition, and MIW lasting four days with 

three days of competition.  Both the size of the events and the goals of each organization 

are reflected in what the contestants do during their contest week (table 2, 3, and 4). 

Staying poised, being photographed, and keeping a cheery disposition are all part 

of what it takes to be the reigning Miss WEIO or MIW; skills you rarely have a chance to 

experience outside the worlds of celebrities.  This is where charisma can shine through in 
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the future title holder, sometimes tipping the balance, but is by no means the only 

attribute needed to win the competition.  Many of the young women bring with them 

invaluable skills, the contest is still an opportunity for the participants to refine, hone in, 

and practice their leadership skills. 

 

Observations 

In order to evaluate whether leadership skills were being gained during cultural 

pageants, observations from two consecutive years of WEIO, 2011 and 2012, and from 

one year of GON 2012, were made, and subsequently coded for twelve leadership skills 

(table 3 and 4). 

 During the public events, the contestants had a chance to formally introduce 

themselves in their heritage language.  Many of the young women entering the contest 

are not Indigenous speakers and their native tongue did not come easily.  In 2012, more 

than half the WEIO contestants were in University, taking classes in their heritage 

language.  The opportunity to introduce themselves affords the contestants and 

subsequent winners respect from their elders (many of whom speak the language) and 

community (many of whom cannot).  Repeating the introductions helps the contestants to 

gain confidence and a natural flow to speaking their language in public. 
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Table 3: Miss WEIO public events. 
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 Event 

Orientation x x x     x x x  
River Boat Discovery x x x x  x x x  x x 
Alaska Salmon Bake x  x   x x x  x x 
Photograph session       x x x x x 
Radio Station x x    x x x  x x 
Denali Center x  x x  x x x  x x 
Fairbanks Native 
Association 

x x x   x x x  x x 

Noel Wein library x   x x x x x  x x 
Potluck      x x x  x  
FNA Graff x  x   x x x  x x 
Personal interviews x      x x  x  
Opening ceremony        x  x x 
Talent portion x   x    x  x x 
Golden Days senior 
citizens lunch 

x   x  x x x  x x 

North Pole hotel x  x   x x x  x x 
Impromptu questions      x  x  x x 
Presbyterian 
Hospitality House 

x   x  x x x  x x 

Meet and greet at GCI     x   x x x  x x 
WEIO coronation        x  x x 
Golden Days parade        x  x x 
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Table 4: MIW public events. 

 

 The contestants practiced answering questions from the public, both in small and 

larger settings, and in a formal and informal style (table 3 and 4).  The size of the crowd 

is relevant to the level of leadership the contestants take on at any given point in their 
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 Event 

Orientation      x x x x x x 
Registration      x x x x x x 
Personal Interview x     x x x  x x 
Reception Dinner    x x x x x x x x 
Talent Rehearsals     x x x x x x x 
Talent Show    x    x  x x 
Grand Entry        x  x x 
Public Speaking x   x  x  x  x x 
Grand Entry        x  x x 
PowWow Dancing        x  x x 
Crowning Rehearsal   x     x x x x 
Brunch   x   x x x x x x 
Final Grand Entry        x  x x 
Winners Press 
Conference 

x x    x x x  x x 
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future.  Some of the communities the contestants come from are relatively small, under 

300 people.  The opportunity to present to large groups in a formal basis may not be as 

readily available to young women from the smaller villages compared to someone who 

goes to a large public school in Fairbanks or Anchorage.  The informal group setting 

affords the contestants the opportunity to speak about issues in a more relaxed setting 

without the familiarity of knowing the audience, again something that may not be an 

option to a young woman from a smaller community. 

One element that all pageants have in common is the impromptu question section.  

These two pageants are no different.  What is different about both WEIO and MIW is that 

contestants have the opportunity to practice answering questions about their culture.  

Anyone who comes from either an Indigenous background, or worked in American 

Indian studies knows that Native cultures are usually misrepresented and misunderstood.  

Experience is the only skill that prepares you to answer questions articulately and 

accurately.  In both contests, the pageant weeks provide a safe and supportive 

environment to answer questions from the public, community, contestants, and judges as 

the young women, who are all in the same situation, support and help each other.  The art 

of talking professionally in a one-on-one conversation is a skill that the contestants 

gained.  This skill improves with practice.  This is, perhaps, one skill that cannot be 

practiced very easily without the same pressures that are in place in a competition. 

Interviewing is an invaluable skill that is essential in life, and yet hard to replicate.  

Contestants have one-on-one conversations throughout the pageant, with business 

owners, politicians, elders, and the public, while representing WEIO, their culture, and 
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sometimes all Indigenous people of Alaska.  In the MIW pageant, contestants have to 

speak with the program organizers, performance organizers, and radio and video hosts as 

they prepare for their competition.  All of these opportunities help prepare the contestants 

for their personal interviews, and develop invaluable skills. 

At WEIO the participants had multiple opportunities to speak in public before 

judged events, giving an opportunity for contestants to sharpen their leadership skills.  

Observations from MIW proved that contestants had multiple opportunities to work with 

professionals on elements of performance before the actual judged events.  Tables 3 and 

4, identify skills contestants gained from each event, and illustrate differences at the two 

pageants, revealing how both contests help the young women to become at ease 

answering questions from the public, perfecting formal introductions, and learning from 

themselves and each other how best to articulate their thoughts. 

 

Interviews 

The interviews with the previous winners at WIEO proved that the contestants 

had developed skills and/or perfected skills throughout the pageant.  The contestants 

gained “a lot of really good, real life world experience during the WEIO week,” a week 

full of activities (Jack 2012).  The experience was useful because of the variety of 

communication skills the contestants gain, for example “introducing themselves in front 

of people… talking one-on-one with people… talking in larger groups… public 

speaking” (Jack 2012).  These skills “will serve them in their whole life,” compared to 

people that might not have gone through pageants (Jack 2012).  The contestants learn 
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how to “conduct themselves during interviews and maybe have some more poise and 

confidence and polish” compared to other people (Jack 2012).  The skill is also 

developed by contestants who do not win “ just being here the week is an incredible time 

of growth and development … they meet people from all across the state, they learn how 

to conduct themselves, and they also have a chance to perform their traditional talent” 

(Jack 2012).   

The pageant process “develop[s] you as a speaker” (Gibson 2012).  The “different 

crowds… three times a day” help to develop this growth (Gibson 2012).  “They grow as 

speakers, as leaders, personally they grow… they’re just sharing their hearts and their 

ideas” and “getting comfortable” in different situations (Gibson 2012).  This growth 

brings people together and contestant support each other (Gibson 2012).  “You’ll tell 

each other you did a good job” (Gibson 2012).  Throughout the interviews, the 

contestants, winners, organizers, and judges recognized skill development in contest.   

 The organizers take the young women into the community, to get them ready for 

the judged portions of the contest (Roddy 2012).  “The practice of introducing yourself in 

front of a group whether it’s small or large, just having that practice even in one week we 

can see how much they’ve grown from the first day orientation at 9:00 on Monday, until 

the final speech or whatever on Saturday” (Roddy 2012).   

 Sears has been running the Miss WEIO contest since 1998 (2012).  When asked 

about how she plans the events for the contestants, she said “I didn’t have one specific 

thing in mind for bringing them out there but it’s a variety of things” (Sears 2012).  “A 

lot of them do come from smaller villages and they don’t have the opportunity to get in 
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front of big crowds, or at least not as big as what we can provide for them, or they don’t 

have the type of… community activities” that Fairbanks can offer (Sears 2012).   

 The organizers have a “variety of things” in mind when planning the pageant 

events.  “I try and get some tourist type things in there, but then the social services [are] 

… a big thing right now, and role models, and having the girls help in that aspect” (Sears 

2012).  The young women are given the opportunity to enjoy the week, see some of 

Fairbanks, network, become role models, and to learn from themselves and each other. 

 The winners of Miss WEIO agreed that they have an opportunity to develop skills 

throughout the week.  “I think it’s being able to respond on a moment’s notice of what it 

is they may want to share, and trying to do it articulately, being articulate in responding” 

(John 2012).  Miss WEIO has to express herself “in so many words and in such a short 

period of time” and “prioritize what message you want to pull out” and then “elaborate 

on it very briefly” (John 2012).  This develops confidence because they become “more 

comfortable to walk up to people and introduce yourself” and “just taking the time to try 

and look at somebody in the eye, and talk with them about matters you feel are 

important” (John 2012).  These skills are invaluable for leadership. 

 The pageant is “a really good venue for developing leadership qualities… self-

awareness, recognizing the strengths of your culture, um, it puts you in a really different 

situation than almost anything else… you have to prepare, you have to do well in your 

interview, you have to become a better person” (Sattler 2012).  One contestant who had 

competed in local, state and two national pageants, winning Miss Kuskokwim, Miss 

GON and Miss NCIA adds: “you can really see their strengths and you can see your 
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weaknesses, they are very glaring compared to their strengths sometimes” (Sattler 2012).  

The contest helps to solidify all these skills throughout the week long process. 

 Some contestants argue that the skills cannot be replicated elsewhere.  One 

contestant elaborates:  “you really cannot teach these skills without [pageants] and a lot 

of it is just getting over fear, of being uncomfortable, or competing … the thing I love 

about WEIO is it’s team work and competing… it’s like helping your competitors but 

also competing” (Sattler 2012).  Getting over fear is an important leadership trait, one 

that cannot be easily replicated in leadership training materials, but that is important in 

the leadership development process.  

 During these contests one can see “the confidence that’s raised within the 

contestants” (Hoffman 2012).   

Does the title translate to these people being leaders in the communities, I say no, 
they were gonna be leaders… the biggest impact is on … all the other contestants 
that didn’t win, this is a point that they will never experience again, they are not 
gonna be leaders, they are not going to be in front of crowds… showing their 
talent, and answering questions… whatever their lives have become, that’s a point 
that shines. (Hoffman 2012) 
 

All contestants gain skills throughout the week, not just the winners.  Collectively, 

contestants develop skills that cannot be readily gained through other venues.  This study, 

however, interviews only previous winners.  In retrospect, interviewing previous 

contestants from the past fifty years, would show the impact, if any, the contest had on 

their future chosen career. 

 Participants enter the contest because they are leaders in their communities, and 

see these pageants as a way of continuing to be a leader.  According to this judge, 

contestants are born leaders, but they develop and learn the skill set, and continue to learn 
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from the pageant experience.  This is contrary to the trait theory where born leaders 

already possess the skills needed to lead in society.   

There is growth, and also a sense of learning to get your confidence up enough to 
be able to speak… but if you are a born leader … this is what they want to do, so 
they have those innate behaviors that they want to lead and help their people… if 
they don’t make it… it’s like a self-analyzing yourself and saying ok, what did I 
do wrong, what did I do right, and just learn how to pick yourself up again, and if 
you’re a true leader you’re gonna do that and you’re gonna come back and be 
more impressive the next time. (Jefko 2012) 
 

Transformative leadership theory does not state whether leaders are born or made, 

however, it does pay attention to the leaders and followers, and the charisma element, 

which suggests that personality is contemporaneous with becoming a leader.   

 Participants, organizers, and judges agree that skills are being developed 

throughout the contest.  The skill development is evident when the judges saw a 

difference in the contestants from their first meeting for the personal interviews on 

Wednesday to the final judged event (Jack 2012; Jefko 2012).   

 Development of skills was evident in the MIW contest.  The organizer of the 

contest agreed that the pageant helps young women train to become future leaders.  

Women are being trained as future leaders (Matthews 2012).  “Their whole demeanor, 

everything changed throughout the week… Confidence… we have this short period of 

time, but in that short period of time… we did see them grow… four or five days, all of a 

sudden, they went from super-duper quiet to they were like the one who won Miss 

Congeniality” (Matthews 2012).  Pageants accomplish leadership training.   

 Some contestants come from urban areas, and can feel isolated from Native 

culture, and are misunderstood by mainstream society, or contestants come from rural 
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communities, who have to get used to the crowds of people and a different pace, the 

organizer explains (Matthews 2012).  There is a mixture of contestants who come to 

MIW each year and they all need different support (Matthews 2012).   

Over the course of the week, they’re getting microphones shoved in their face, 
they’re getting interviewed, they’re getting other girls asking them questions and, 
and appreciating them, so it’s all this back and forth… of sharing, and in the 
course of that week, literally, you see the little wall flower turn into this giant 
bloom, of you know, fantastic floral arrangement, and it’s so amazing.  (Matthews 
2012) 
 

 The development of leadership skills is not accidental; organizers purposefully 

mold the contest in order for participants to get the most out of entering MIW.  “I had 

every committee person connect with the girls, on a one-on-one… we kept it so that it 

was like a sorority for that week, we just keep together, the togetherness of that and the 

sharing, they realize that they are not so isolated and so alone” (Matthews 2012).  “Part of 

becoming leaders is the fact that they see us… in a position of authority, they see us in a 

position of leadership… because we have a lot to share and they have a lot to share… 

that’s what life is all about and that’s what our culture is about” (Matthews 2012).  

Because of the magnitude of MIW, each participant is assigned a committee member as a 

mentor (Matthews 2012).  The mentors, themselves are strong, confident, Indigenous 

women, become role models for the participants throughout the week.  The importance of 

a strong female role model is established in this model of leadership training.  The 

interaction between the committee and contestants is important. 
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The Reigning Year 

The reigning year for the winners of Miss WEIO and MIW are very similar.  Both 

winners are invited to participate in various events state and nationwide, as well as 

initiating opportunities themselves to conduct public service.  The winner’s duties are 

“completely up to the person whether they want to go and do something, or whether they 

want to make that impact with people” (Wallace 2012).  Transformative leadership 

theory supports the pageant process.  Other theories can help justify components of the 

pageant process, but do not explain how the winners can help cultural revitalization.  

Transformative theory, by considering the relationship between leader and the follower 

(in this case the community), and by utilizing charismatic leadership, illustrates how 

winners can transform their communities to work toward holistic well-being, through 

cultural maintenance and revitalization.  

 The economy in particular can factor largely into the winners plans for the 

coming year.  For both Miss WEIO and MIW, the travel from the winner’s home town to 

the organization or events can be expensive, especially if the winner is from a remote 

town or village.  The organizations cannot fully fund the winners to travel around the 

country all year.  For the winners this means an increased role in the fundraising for their 

travels. 

 In an effort to determine what the winners have accomplished during their 

reigning years, and if they have refined, honed, and practiced their leadership skills, as 

well as learning new skills, surveys were sent to previous winners of both contests; 
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unfortunately none were returned.  The information in the section comes from interviews 

from nine of the previous winners of WEIO, Table 5.  

Table 5: WEIO Interviewees. 

Winning Year Name 
1967 Leora Kenick 
1972 Helen Andon 
1990 Jolene John 
1991 Malinda Maher 
1992 Anastasia Cooke 
1998 Ingermaria Jack 
2008 Kimberly Dullen 
2009 Alana Gibson 
2011 Kelsey Wallace 
 
 When previous WEIO winners were asked about duties, or what they achieved 

over their reigning year, their answers varied from speaking at schools to giving speeches 

at large public events.  Similar elements and consequently similar communication and 

people skills continued to develop throughout the reigning year.  The continued 

development of leadership skills improved from the range of activities the winner 

attended.   

 Kelsey Wallace, 2011 Miss WIEO, attended and spoke at the Alaska Federations 

of Natives convention.  The experience of being in the contest week of WEIO helped 

prepare the winner for activities throughout their reigning year.  Wallace had to introduce 

herself, something that she had the opportunity to do during WEIO on several occasions.  

Wallace talked to small groups of people, just as she would have many times throughout 

the WEIO contest week, improving and building upon her communication skills. 

 Winners developed professional communication skills.  “I’ve always been really 

good with… communication skills, but it’s also given me more insight to the professional 
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side of things, like professional communication… good people skills… managing my 

time (Wallace 2012).  Observations were made time and time again, as participants 

expressed themselves in a variety of ways, for children and adults from various cultural 

backgrounds to understand.   

Wallace (2012) learned traditional cultural skills and values throughout her 

experience.  She explains:   

I’ve been able to build strongly off is representing my people in the right way… 
before when I was running for Miss Kuskokwim … I knew where I was from… 
what we did… but along the way I’ve been taught so many things… traditionally 
back when my elders were living the traditional life style… how they were able to 
incorporate those values into everything that they were doing.  That’s something 
that’s really changed for me, most of the really big decisions that I have to make, I 
remember my traditional ways that I’ve been taught, more so than when I did 
back in high school.  Back in high school I, or even my first year after high 
school, I would have just made a decision and not even though twice, but now I 
stop and I kinda reevaluate everything. (Wallace 2012) 
 

The pageant helped young women prepare to become leaders.  It also developed cultural 

values, as they learned dance and improved their language fluency through the pageant 

process. 

 The local community banded together to teach the participant about their cultural 

heritage, or traditional dances, language use or customs.  The young women entering 

these contests were supported by family, friends, and community members as they won 

one contest and go onto the next (Sattler 2012; Wallace 2012).  Wallace (2012) was 

helped by a Yupik elder, the same elder that had also helped Hoffman (2012) and Sattler 

(2012) as they entered the Miss WEIO contest.  The learning does not stop at leadership 

skills in the western sense, as defined in the literature, but also in the broader sense as 

was referred to when looking at the work of the Arctic Social Indicators Report (Larsen, 
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Schweitzer, and Fondahl 2010).  The holistic development of young women as leaders is 

important to maintaining community well-being.  Using Mankiller’s (2008) Indigenous 

women’s leadership theory, the community has to be at the heart of the leader. 

 The development of leadership skills through the pageant process helped a 

contestant with her political campaign (Sattler 2012).  The experience for the contestants 

is similar to the political process of primaries.  Politicians refine, hone, and practice their 

responses as they get more experience working with crowds.   

[The pageant] really gets you to think on your feet… if you’re trying to… 
showcase your ideas, you have to put yourself in their shoes… manipulate your 
answer so that they get where you’re coming from … if this group of people 
thinks this way, then I kinda change what I’m saying so that they are able to have 
that connection with what I’m trying to say… I saw her [Dorothy Shockley] 
speak… people were asking her questions, like what makes you a leader…how 
will you be able to showcase your leadership within… the senate seat, and then 
when I asked the questions last night [Miss WEIO talent contest]… you see 
yourself as a young Alaska Native leader, how are you gonna embody that as 
Miss WEIO?  … these [pageants] are …preps I guess, if someone is looking to 
get into the political runs. (Wallace 2012) 
 

The pageant process is preparation for anyone wishing to go onto a public position in 

government or otherwise.   

The Navajo Nation’s pageant creates a separate sphere for women in politics, one 

that is alongside the tribal government (Denetdale 2006).  There are no academic studies 

conducted to ascertain how many women in tribal leadership positions have attended or 

won a pageant contest.  In Alaska, many of the women involved with pageants had top 

managerial positions in their corporations.  While beauty pageants could arguably be 

detrimental to a political position - connecting images of bathing suits with the women - 

cultural pageants are not.  Positive leadership training occurs during the pageant year. 
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 The reigning year gives the winners the opportunity to network, and to improve 

on their leadership skills.  It is up to the winner to decide what they want to achieve 

throughout their reigning year.  The winners balance their jobs or college career as they 

conduct their reigning year.  “I’ve found myself … standing up and saying, no… I said I 

came here to speak and I’m gonna speak… be assertive and strong and remember who 

you are” (Wallace 2012).  The contest helped solidify her position as a young Yup’ik 

woman. 

 The reigning year is a progression of skills development that had begun in the 

WEIO contest “you do develop even more… different skills, it kinda changes because 

then you’re… speaking up… you … develop a way of getting on the phone and … 

planning, and getting ready to do different things… it continues to grow” (Gibson 2012).   

 Several pageant winners had similar leadership development.   

It was great balancing everything that I was going through at that time… I had a 
desire to finish school, or keep going on with school, but I also… took every 
opportunity to stop what I was doing, to talk about or represent these cultures and 
agencies… And there are some things that you learn, the behind the scenes 
conversations between the parents, the sponsors, the facilitators of the events and 
… that sort of conversation you don’t quite get to experience anywhere else. 
(John 2012) 
 

Skills such as networking cannot be developed through school classes.  Further, the 

pageants develop a culturally relevant skill set.  The Arctic Social Indicators report states 

that culturally relevant learning perpetuates a healthy lifestyle (Larsen, Schweitzer, and 

Fondahl 2010).   

 Leadership skills developed through the pageant might not be acquired under 

other circumstances. 
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NCAI another experience of meeting wonderful folks from their tribes from 
across the United States… you’re amongst tribal leaders, tribal chairpersons, 
elders, chiefs of their tribes, and council members.  To have listened to them 
during their discussions … it’s similar … the Alaska Federation of Natives 
[where] … they talked about the same matters, the same issues, except maybe 
other things that we in Alaska don’t experience and they get to cover issues that 
are reservation based in the lower 48. (John 2012) 

 
Events attended in the pageant’s winners reigning year can be instrumental in broadening 

horizons and introducing the young women to the complexities of Indigenous life in the 

United states, both in the political and social sense.  The winners of such contests are sent 

to meet with politicians in Washington D.C., and in local meetings in their role as 

ambassadors.  

 

What do the young women gain from the pageant? 

Many winners gained skills and positive experience which changed their lives 

(Wallace 2012).  The face that the title gave recognition and funding was not initially 

considered.  Younger people often have their ideas overlooked, but the title made 

winner’s ideas and opinions listened to (Wallace 2012).  The title was not just for the 

winner: “it was my family also… it gave all of us an opportunity to learn more about our 

culture and ourselves, and I think my family grew too, like our relationship grew 

stronger” (Wallace 2012).  The pageant experience helped the winners get into the 

positions they have today.  “The winners, title holders become role models, and leaders, 

but I think they were role models and leaders to begin with, and it just further solidifies 

their position” (Hoffman 2012). 
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 The pageant contest was a turning point for the winners and had made a 

difference to their future careers.  It was “one of the most exciting things I’ve ever done,” 

(Dullen 2011).  One winner said the pageant brought friendships and excitement, the 

energy of the games, the comradery of the contestants, and the support of the people 

(Andon 2011).  Another said it was a “highlight of her life” (Kenick 2011).  Some of the 

skills the winners learnt had stayed with them (Kenick 2011).  The skills and the whole 

experience had helped them get into the positions of leadership.  “It definitely helped 

me… when I ran… in a political campaign, there were many of the same qualities that 

you need to have, quick on your feet and poise, you know, thought things through, and all 

of those things really helped” (Sattler 2012).  There is no correlation that winning the 

competition can produce a leader, yet the interviews indicate that leaders are motivated 

enough to enter the pageant.  There are a small number of women in leadership positions 

today who entered the pageant. 

 Winning the pageant provides in many situations financial support and prestige 

needed to carry out platforms within the chosen community/ies.  This is demonstrated by 

looking at the winners reigning year.  For instance, the winners going to schools to talk 

with youth, could be seen as an extension of what the contestants do through the WEIO 

week.  This year’s MIW meet the First Lady, Michelle Obama (Growing Thunder 2012).  

One of the previous Miss WEIO’s who won Miss NCIA went to the White House 

(Andon 2011).  A MIW, previously Miss WEIO spoke at a legislation hearing for the 7th 

Generation (Gathering of Nations “Recent Miss Indian World News”).  
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Conclusion 

The competition weeks for WEIO and MIW are intense and exhausting.  Anyone 

who competes undoubtedly takes away an experience that will be in their memory for a 

lifetime.  Contestants come to the pageant with a pre-existing set of skills, which is 

developed during the contest week, and in the case of the winner, is solidified during the 

reigning year.  Winners have an opportunity to network with community leaders, and 

continue to gain communication and people skills.  It is apparent that one does not have 

to be a winner to gain leadership skills through a pageant.  Entering the contest alone is 

enough to gain or develop leadership skills.  It is also evident that you do not have to 

enter one contest to progress to the next; each contest allows contestants to represent 

family.   

Mankiller (2008) provides a theoretical leadership model which places 

community in the center of leadership.  In the Indigenous context, leadership skills are 

not isolated from social content where people lead for the community good.  WEIO 

follows this model by placing community in the center of the contestant’s leadership 

development process.  The WEIO winners have proven that family and traditional values 

are incorporated into leadership.  Family and community support becomes invaluable in 

the pageant process.  Becoming a pageant winner does not guarantee you will become a 

community leader in the future.  The pageant process is a mechanism of leadership 

training, in which contestants and subsequent winners develop leadership skills. 
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CHAPTER 6: ROLE MODELS AND CULTURAL EDUCATORS 

In this chapter, in-depth analysis of the data set is conducted through the second 

of three distinct angles: (2) the community (both the pageant audience and the 

community of the winner).  Mankiller’s (2008) leadership theory and transformative 

leadership (Northouse 2010) are applied to understand winner’s experiences as language 

and cultural revitalization and maintenance role models.  Language revitalization 

techniques are used to explain that pageants are a source of language regeneration within 

the communities.  Together, this research proves that winners become role-models for 

language and cultural revitalization within their own communities, including normalizing 

heritage language use. 

 

The Contest Week 

The contest week takes on a very different meaning when looked at from the 

perspective of the community.  Is the pageant seen as just another event to attend, or is 

there some deeper meaning for the people watching?  The effort displayed by contestants 

- some of whom were not first language speakers and had to work hard on the fluency – 

became apparent.  The audience may be inspired to do something.  Through their 

platforms, the contestants may “transform” the audience to better themselves.  

Transformative leadership is “an exceptional form of influence that moves 

followers to accomplish more than what is usually expected of them” (Northouse 2010, 

171).  Hearing the speeches, may have motivated the community members to accomplish 

something positive.  The audience, who spoke the same heritage language as the 
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contestant, may be inspired to learn that language.  The contestant speaking about suicide 

prevention or alcoholism may have inspired the audience to talk with family or friends, or 

overcome an addiction, or open a dialogue within their community. 

 

Audience Survey Results 

In the survey, broad questions about language and culture were asked, intertwined 

with control questions, in an effort to specifically seek out an answer to whether language 

use at the contests sparked an interest in learning one’s language (appendix G).  To 

categorize the data, and to give the audience a chance to bring up their own topics and 

ideas, some open ended and some demographic questions were used. 

 For Miss WEIO, 50 surveys (77%) were placed on seats and thirteen surveys 

(2%) were completed.  For MIW, 115 surveys (5%) were printed and 85 surveys (3%) 

were completed.  Results showed that the audience was encouraged to learn their tribe’s 

dances, history, language, and songs.  This is evident in the traditional talents of Miss 

WEIO and MIW.  The audience was indifferent about the control question placed - work 

for tribal council - as there was no direct correlation between watching a talent and tribal 

council.   

 

Demographic information 

Demographic questions were asked to assess who came to the contests.  The 

information gathered generated a picture of who was attending the contests.   
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Table 6: Age and gender of audience 

 
 
Table 7: Race of audience 

 

Further questions were asked to access pageant knowledge of the audience: 
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• Do you watch Miss ___ every year? 
• Are you thinking of coming to Miss __ next year? 
• Have you ever won a Native Nations pageant? 
• Are you a current winner of a Native Nations Pageant? 

Table 8: WEIO pageant knowledge questions 

Do you come

every year?

Will you come

next year?

Have you ever

won a pageant?

Are you currently

a pageant

winner?

No 5 8 8

Yes 2 4

First year 6
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Table 9:  MIW pageant knowledge questions 

Do you come

every year?

Will you come

next year?

Have you ever

won a pageant?

Are you currently

a pageant

winner?

Sometimes 29

No 28 49 53

Yes 14 46 10 6

First year 34
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Duty of title holder 

1. “I think the most important duty of Miss WEIO/ MIW is _______?” 

The audience stated that the duties ranged from “being a leader,” to “be a role model for 

young native youth,” to “educating non-natives about the diversity and living history of 

natives.”  Leadership was only mentioned twice.  Role models and ambassadorship were 

mentioned multiple times by viewers of all ages.  The duties of leaders to be a role model 

and ambassador, then by looking at the data holistically, it could support the claim that 

the most important duty of the winner was leadership. 

 

  

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 10:  Question 1: I think the most important duty of Miss WEIO/ MIW is_______ 
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Women 18-
21 

- 0 1 0 1 1 4 3 0 7 

Women 21-
61 

- 3 3 0 7 1  15 25 2 44 

Women 62+ - - - -  0 4 5 0 10 
Total 
Women 

- 3 4 0 8 2 23 33 2 61 

   
Men 18-21 - 0 1 0 1 0 0 2 1 3 
Men 21-61 - 0 2 0 2 0 2 6 1 10 

Men 62+ - - - 0  - - - - 1 

Total Men - 0 3 0 3 0 2 8 2 14 
   
Unknown 
Gender 

- - - - 2 0 5 4 0 10 

   
Total  - 3 7 0 13 2 30 45 4 85 
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Audience encouragement 

2.  Miss WEIO/MIW encourages me to ___. 

The questions in this section of the audience survey determine the degree of 

encouragement of pageant attendance.  The responses are grouped according to themes:  

Language; Education; Leadership and Culture.  The responses either had a positive (a lot 

or a little) or no affect (not at all).   

In Table 11 there is 95% positive encouragement for learning their Indigenous language. 

Table 11: Language 

Language 
Positive No Affect 

A lot A Little  Not at All Total 
WEIO MIW WEIO MIW WEIO MIW 

Language 6 62 6 13 0 5 92 
87 5 92 

95% 5% 100% 
 

In Table 12, there is also a 95% positive encouragement for continuing education.   

Table 12: Education 

Education 
Positive No Affect 

A lot A Little  Not at All Total 
WEIO MIW WEIO MIW WEIO MIW 

Education 5 70 5 7 2 3 92 
87 5 92 

95% 5% 100% 
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In Table 13, there is also a 95% to positive encouragement for leadership. 

Table 13: Leadership 

Leadership 
Positive No Affect 

A lot A Little  Not at All Total 
WEIO MIW WEIO MIW WEIO MIW 

Leadership 6 66 6 11 1 4 94 
89 5 94 

95% 5% 100% 
 

In Table 14, there is a 91% positive encouragement for cultural activities, including 

(dance, history, and songs).   

Table 14: Culture 

Culture  
Positive No Affect 

A lot A Little  Not at All Total 
WEIO MIW WEIO MIW WEIO MIW 

Dance 5 49 6 22 1 11 94 
History 2 68 5 7 0 5 87 
Song 8 49 4 26 0 7 94 

251 24 275 
91% 9% 100% 

 

These survey results overwhelming prove that attending these pageants are positively 

encouraging the audience to maintain and revitalize their cultural heritage.  The results 

also show that the pageant is seen as encouraging young women into higher education 

and to develop leadership skills 

 In contrast, the control question showed a 59% positive encouragement to work 

for council.  This result indicates that Native Nations pageants are seen as a way to 

maintain and revitalize cultural traditions.  
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Table 15: Audience control question 

Control:  Work for Council 
Positive No Affect 

A lot A Little  Not at All Total 
WEIO MIW WEIO MIW WEIO MIW 

Council 1 20 4 29 6 32 92 
54 38 92 

59% 41% 100% 
 

Attendance information 

The MIW audience was asked what their top three reasons for coming to the 

pageant each year were.  The question was left open ended to avoid influencing the 

audience.  Fifteen of the audience stated that they were attending to support a friend.  

Twenty-two came to enjoy Indigenous culture.  Seven people attended for entertainment.  

This data illustrates that the audience are attending for cultural reasons, including a sense 

of pride in seeing Indigenous culture.  Pageants are therefore an ideal venue for cultural 

revitalization and maintenance.      

 

Other information 

The final question asked “Is there anything else you would like to add about the 

contest?”  Forty four people left it blank.  Out of those that did answer: nine people 

commented to the organizers; and twenty nine people showed support for the contestants 

with comments such as “great opportunity and goal setting activity for native women.  

Good stepping stone to building self-esteem and confidence,” and “I enjoy the strength 

and pride demonstrated by all young girls/women running,” and “great event.” 
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 If assumed that the same effect is happening across all the events that the 

contestants take part in throughout the week, then in the course of a week, cultural 

revitalization may occur.  Surveys do not explain what happens after the competition was 

over, and everything quieted down.  There is no evidence that those people who were 

enthused do actually learn their language, dances, or history.  They may walk away and 

do nothing.  Pageants are a form of cultural revitalization, not dissimilar to the Tlingit, in 

which they use community-based events to create a pride in the community. 

 

The Reigning Year 

 There is no ordinary year for the winner.  The economy, popularity of the contest, 

prior commitments of the winner, personal issues, and various other indescribable 

circumstances make for each and every year to be different.  To gauge potential of the 

winner as a language and cultural revitalization and maintenance role model, the research 

strategy draws from lived experiences of the previous winners. 

 

Winner Interviews  

Passages have been taken from six previous winners to summarize the duties of 

the respective winners.  The winners themselves, the committee, and the judges were 

asked for their input on what it is that Miss WEIO does during the year, so that an overall 

picture of the reigning year could be gained.  The interviews span 44 years of the 

competition and start with the experiences of Wallace, Miss WEIO 2011. 
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 One event that stood out in Wallace’s (2012) mind was “chairing FNA or the 

Festival of Native Arts,” in particular the “stage committee.”  “I got to talk to a lot of 

people in dance groups from around here… to go to a couple of their practices and see 

how long their dances are… that really broadened my knowledge of their kind of dancing 

in this area” (Wallace 2012).  Cultural learning occurs as Miss WEIO and is integral to 

developing a well-rounded leader, capable of putting community first (Mankiller 2008).   

 The second memorable event was speaking at “the Alaska Federations of Natives 

convention” (Wallace 2012).  At the event Wallace gave a formal introduction on stage, 

she had to “tell them who we [the current Miss WEIO and MIW] are and what we’re 

doing” (Wallace 2012).  This is similar to the Miss WEIO introductions (Wallace 2012).  

What stood out to Wallace (2012) were the small group talks to the youth.  “They had me 

and Marge [Miss Indian World] there speaking… they wanted… us talking about 

personal experience and …ways that we were able to improve as people, on ourselves 

from this [Miss WEIO/ MIW] title” (Wallace 2012). 

 Throughout the reigning year, there are opportunities to practice leadership skills, 

learn from the elders, and become a role model to the youth.  The Alaska Federation of 

Natives (AFN) is the largest and most recognized political body in Alaska (Alaska 

Federation of Natives “home”).  Each year AFN holds a conference, highlighting issues 

from around Alaska (Alaska Federation of Natives “home”).  They have an elders and 

youth conference, where young people have a place to voice their opinion, and learn from 

their elders.  AFN asking the reigning Miss WEIO and the reigning MIW to speak about 

“ways that we were able to improve as people,” (Wallace 2012) is evidence that AFN 
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looks at the pageant winners as respected role models, someone that the youth will listen 

to.  This learning experience can be explained through the transformative leadership 

theory, where, “a person engages with others and creates a connection that raises the level 

of motivation and morality in both the leader and the follower” (Northouse 2010, 172).  

Wallace’s experiences demonstrate the two-way learning process. 

 Wallace’s website shows other activities the winner attended throughout the year.  

They include: 1) a State wide conference (Alaska Federation of Natives); 2) MC for the 

Festival of Native Arts, hosted at the University of Alaska, Fairbanks in March; 3) a float 

in the Fourth of July parade in Bethel with Miss Cama-I.  This allowed the opportunities 

to be seen by the youth in Bethel, Fairbanks, and statewide. 

 Dullen (2012) - Miss WEIO 2008 - attended WEIO board meeting, gave medals 

at WEIO and entered Miss Indian World.  Dullen (2012) attended as many events as 

possible, including basketball games, the sports hall of fame, and the Alaska 50th 

anniversary Rose Ball parade.  Dullen (2012) motivated and enthused people about her 

talent, hide tanning; an art that has been on the decline in recent years. She also motivated 

people to learn their language as an important element of her accomplishments (Dullen 

2012).  While she was visible throughout her reigning year, the platform she promoted 

was cultural revitalization, demonstrating tanning and speaking her language (Dullen 

2012). 

 Maher (Miss WEIO 1991) had to: 1) be available for the WEIO games and 

contestants the following year, 2) competed in the NCIA contest with the WEIO athletes, 

3) became a storyteller at the elementary schools, and 4) attended high school graduations 
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(Maher 2012).  Asked about her accomplishments throughout her reigning year as, her 

biggest accomplishments were the shows she had an opportunity to partake in (Maher 

2012).  Throughout the summer, Princess tours brought people to cultural shows in 

Alaska Land, performed twice each afternoon.  The winner had the opportunity to 

practice communication skills, while also being a role model to the youth, and an 

ambassador to the wider population visiting Alaska. 

 John won Miss Kuskokwim, Miss WEIO and Miss NCIA pageants in 1990.  “The 

expectation was that if I were invited to any function or event, to consider accepting 

them, and to represent all the different groups, but primarily NCAI” (John 2012).  “I 

would attend their NCAI’s meetings throughout the year, they hold several of them at 

different locations… in the process as different tribes saw me, they would make 

invitations for me to attend their groups, so I had few of those chances.  Here in Alaska 

same thing, I would travel to conferences, and local events if I could” (John 2012) 

 There is no standard reigning year.  The events that the winners attend are varied.  

The message presented by the winners revolves around culture.  “Our people is always 

encompassed in everything” (John 2012). Being a role model and an ambassador 

therefore encompasses one’s culture.  

 What stood out throughout one reigning year was:  

Being the positive role model for all Yup’ik people or Alaskan Natives in general 
or Native Americans… doing your part in the community, being productive, 
keeping in mind the communities well-being in general, and just in general having 
respect for everyone, knowing that we’re all human, we all make mistakes, and 
hoping for a better day or future for that individual… just all around, you know 
holistically am I demonstrating what our people expect of all of us, and I hope I 
have done that. (John 2012) 
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The winners see themselves as role models and ambassadors for both Yup’ik and Native 

people.  Winners communicate a healthy life style to all. 

 During 1971, WEIO’s biggest sponsor was the Tundra Times (WEIO “about”).  

Andon (Miss WEIO 1971) attended Tundra Times fundraisers, and went to California on 

a cultural exchange with Miss Antelope Valley (Andon 2011).  The previous year Miss 

Antelope Valley had come to Alaska, so 1971 was Miss WEIO’s opportunity to visit for a 

week, interacting with Native people there (Andon 2011). 

 During her reigning year, she was in her second year at Bible College (Andon 

2011).  This was the year when a Senator was missing in a plane crash in between 

Fairbanks and Anchorage (Andon 2011).  Months later, Mr. Thomas, a lobbyist, called 

about a possible prayer breakfast with President Nixon at the White House (Andon 2011).  

Andon (2011) remembers being in awe driving past the White House.  Andon’s (2011) 

experience again illustrates the variety of the winner’s reigning years, and highlights the 

amazing opportunities. 

 Kenick won Miss WEIO in 1967, the year of the great Fairbanks flood (2011).  In 

that year, Kenick competed in the Miss Alaska pageant, a beauty pageant, and was asked 

to give speeches at the Alaska Native Brotherhood in Nome (2011).  The experience as a 

whole was an accomplishment (Kenick 2011).  She spent the 2011 year of the WEIO 

contest accompanying the contestants to events, observed that competition had changed 

greatly since she competed (Kenick 2011).  During her time, they had learned how to 

carry oneself, how to be graceful, pleasantries, and that it was training for young girls 

(Kenick 2011).  Kenick experience is vastly different from the current contest.  This is a 
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reflection of the changes in the pageant since its inception, which have been brought 

about by the WEIO organizers. 

 From these six winners it becomes apparent that there is a range of opportunities 

which vary from year to year.  There is a rise in role model duties in recent years, with 

multiple opportunities for the winners to be role models throughout the year.  The 

audience pays attention to the pageants, and winners have opportunities throughout their 

reigning year to be role models.  But, do the winners recognize that they may be role 

models? 

 “You are expected automatically to be a positive role model… someone that 

people can look up to” (Wallace 2012).  This role model status was not just for the 

younger generations (Wallace 2012).  “I’ve had older people come up to me, people my 

parents age, come up to me and say thank you for representing our people and our tribes 

in this way” (Wallace 2012).  Miss WEIO is “expected to be a role model automatically,” 

she pointed out that to her the more important duty was to go out there and make a 

difference (Wallace 2012).  “You’re crowned Miss WEIO and you’re given the sash and 

the crown, and you’re told you know, you’re a role model now, but it’s actually taking 

that initiative to actually go places” (Wallace 2012).  She attributes her ideas to not just 

herself, but her family too: “my dad gave me the idea to go here, or my mom gave me the 

idea, or I took the initiative to go there” (Wallace 2012).   

 It is up to the winner to make the most of her year, adding, “it’s really up to that 

person… to uphold that title that you’re given” (Wallace 2012).  There is an expectation 

that Miss WIEO will be a role model, but that they are not told directly how you should 
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do this.  Moreover, Wallace (2012) gives an indication here that each winner’s 

experience will be different.  Looking to transformative theory, some winners will take 

that initiative and make a difference in the community, whereas others may not.  As each 

of the contestants come from varied backgrounds, they have very different ideas about 

what they want to achieve in their reigning year, and event planning is left up to the 

winners to decide and varies greatly. 

 “Your duties and responsibilities are what you make of them” (Hoffman 2012).  

As Miss WEIO, “we knew our duty was to try and compete for our area and promote 

yourself so that in effect you’d be promoting your Yup’ik people” (Hoffman 2012).  The 

year she entered they had to sign a sobriety pledge “I took that to heart… I employed that 

for that year that we used it, I felt that it was my responsibility to live up to what I had 

signed” (Hoffman 2012).  This was the only mention of a sobriety pledge with the 

interviewees, although, today, the WEIO contestants all have to sign one. 

 There is the complication of some winners having no sense of responsibility to be 

a role model.  While people expected “that you would conduct yourself with respect” not 

all the winners would do so (Hoffman 2012).  In relation to a different Miss Kuskokwim, 

Hoffman (2012) received phone calls from community members complaining that Miss 

Kuskokwim was misbehaving.  “When it became a problem with this one girl, I even 

called her and said, do you realize that people look at you this way, and so you should 

conduct yourself accordingly” (Hoffman 2012).  The responsibility was “overwhelming” 

and that some people “that don’t respect that will dismiss it, and so for some people there 

might be no responsibility” (Hoffman 2012).    
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 Hoffman (2012) raised the idea that some winners may not have a positive 

pageant experience, or may have accomplished nothing in their reigning year.  All the 

interviewed winners had positive experiences with which they were happy to discuss.  

The possibility that some pageant winners did nothing all year, or were not positive role 

models, cannot be discounted.  Transformative leadership theory explains that the 

experiences change with each leader the emphasis is not just on the leader, but on the 

leaders and followers.  Some of the young leaders may not have anything to lead, and 

therefore will not be productive role models and ambassadors.   

 Other winners embraced the concept of being a role model. 

I often went to schools and talked with them and even tried to demonstrate what 
I’ve seen that isn’t our culture, and talking with them about what it is they could 
do as well… I would first let them know… I grew up in this village… and that 
I’m no different … To me, what’s important is as long as you pick a career, or 
you know, a lifestyle… that makes you happy, and aim for, do what it is you want 
to do, or need to do to get to that point, and continue living, you know life is too 
short to live unhappy and as long as we try to do good, that’s all that matters. 
(John 2012). 

 
Many of the winners spoke about their experiences with the youth, and being role models 

for the youth.  As the winners spoke about this time and time again, it was a commonly 

accepted duty of the winner. 

 The elders in the community often see the winner as a role model, in the same 

way as the youth: 

You know my elders were my grandparents, and great grandparents in the 
community… my grandfather came up to me and said in Yup’ik “kingaq 
tookanokah [spelling]” which means have you become King? …pageantry isn’t 
common, you wouldn’t have known what a Queen is… the best thing for him to 
relate it to was the king of a castle…all I could is smile and not argue, shake 
people’s hands, and people would hug me and say I’m so proud of you, and so all 
around it was a great feeling. (John 2012) 



192 

 
The contest winner is acknowledged by the community as a whole, including the elders, 

and not just by the youth. 

 The youth are excited to see the contest, because they aspire to be the title holder.  

Elders are happy and proud because the winners represent the community.  “The kids 

look up to the pageant and … little pre-teens admire the idea of one day being able to 

compete… I think the elders really do beam at the idea of seeing their young people there 

… the village really takes pride in whoever the person is, … she really does carry that 

community representation down and her win is our win” (Hoffman 2012).  

 Sattler (2012) was influenced by watching the pageant as a child.  She spoke of 

seeing one winner and being “just so taken by that because she’s… classic Yup’ik 

looking… I was so impressed that it wasn’t somebody who was white looking, or half 

looking, I was like wow, she is beautiful, and, I mean it, I think it really helped me see 

Yup’ik women as beautiful in a different way” (Sattler 2012).  This is very poignant.  

Typically, beauty contests choose white mainstream women as the winners.  Mainstream 

society never deems someone who does not fit this role as beautiful.  This paved the way 

for Sattler, “it formed my ideas… she was… the Miss Kuskokwim in the 80s and it was a 

real nice picture of her on the cover of the tundra drums, and I was just like, wow, and I 

think there was something in me that said, wow, maybe someday I could do that” (2012).   

 

Judges Interviews 

The judges shared what they were looking for in winner.  Although the judges 

have pre-prescribed criteria for choosing the winner, the judges input in the role of Miss 
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WEIO are important.  All the judges were interviewed together.  In 2012 two of the 

judges were previous winners.   

 The judges replied in broad categories of role model, and ambassador, but also 

gave individual elements for which they look.  For instance, Jack (2012) looks for 

someone who is: 1) “very comfortable speaking in front of other people” 2) has “poise 

and grace,” 3) is good in front of crowds or one-on-one, 4) “somebody that’s not gonna 

be bashful or shy,” 5) is “genuine and honest,” 6) has a “knowledgeable about their 

culture” and 7) has “a special spirit about them” (Jack 2012).  Others look for 1) “a 

passion, 2) a seriousness, 3) a charisma,” 4) consistency, “in how they carry themselves 

with their messages,” 5) someone who can “carry herself,” 6) with “genuineness,” and 7) 

“confidence” (Jefko 2012).   

 Some judges looks a “special uniqueness,” “consistency” and “cultural 

knowledge,” but also looks for someone who will “represent the spirit of WEIO,” to 

maintain traditional culture (Gibson 2012).   

In the beginning we came together because we were afraid that we were losing 
our culture… we decided to put on these games to… bring each other together, 
compete… it was just a way to keep going, and keep retaining our culture, even 
the language our dance, our artwork, expression, everything about us, was just 
here at the games, was just a way to keep it, but she needs to hold onto that… 
that’s why WEIO is here. (Gibson 2012) 

 
The judges look for a leader who is a good communicator, has poise, personality, a 

special charisma, can be a role model for youth, an ambassador to all, and above all 

someone who maintains cultural values.  “Somebody that will lead a clean lifestyle… no 

tobacco, no alcohol, no drugs, that’s very important for our native people, because our 

people struggle with those addictions” (Jack 2012).  
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 Miss WEIO “touch[es] the lives of the youth, the Native youth,” because “they’re 

the ones that are the most at risk for being indifferent to our culture, and not knowing 

about our culture… maybe even perhaps being ashamed of our culture” (Jack 2012).  

“Retaining our cultures, of all Alaska” is important, Miss WEIO could do this by 

“speak[ing] loud and just be[ing] proud of who they are” (Gibson 2012).  Some judges 

brought up education and in particular, “sex education,” “I’ve seen some of my younger 

cousins… pregnant at 16, not finishing high school” (Jefko 2012).  Collectively, the 

judges look for a leader who is a role model to the younger generations, and demonstrate 

cultural maintenance.        

 

Organizers Interviews 

 Miss WEIO is “A cultural pageant… because they’re promoting their culture or 

promoting the sustainability of the culture and to carry it on and to be a role model for 

younger people to get involved with their cultural activities” (Sears 2012).  This again 

illustrates that the organizers see the winner as a role model. 

 Having seen the growth of the winner over the year, Roddy advises Miss WEIO 

to “try to reach out to as many groups as possible… in whatever community they live in” 

(Roddy 2012).  It can be hard to do: “sometimes they don’t get the opportunity to do that, 

but I think every opportunity they get, that’s the one thing that’s gonna preserve our 

culture” (Roddy 2012).  The winner has to portray sobriety: “we want the youth and the 

adults and elders to not be substance abusers, our world would just be a better place if 

substance abuse didn’t exist, so it’s a very important part” (Roddy 2012).   
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“People are realizing that it’s [our language] something that we need to preserve 

and promote.  And I think a lot of people are learning… and even in the interior, not just 

on the coastal areas” (Roddy 2012).  The decline of languages in Alaska was due to the 

enforced English only policy in American government run schools.  Today’s Alaska 

Native youth are graduating from immersion schools.  Speaking your heritage language is 

now once more a subject of pride now amongst the youth (Roddy 2012).  “It’s the in 

thing to do now; it’s cool to be Native now” (Roddy 2012).  Language is important, but it 

takes a lot of commitment to learn a language.  “It’s like the difference between someone 

talking in a village, and knowing their language from heart and someone whose been in 

an urban city their whole life and is taking a Yup’ik language class” (Wallace 2012).  The 

pageants are one form of language and cultural maintenance and revitalization. 

 Going to places and hearing different perspectives on issues are important to the 

contestants and winners (Wallace 2012).  Some winners spoke with people who had no 

role models in life (Wallace 2012).  A visit to FNA Graff during the WEIO week was 

carried with Wallace the entire year (Wallace 2012).  She met someone from back home, 

who thanked her for being a role model to the youth, and stated “it’s really cool seeing 

someone from home being able to do this” (Wallace 2012).  Devastatingly, the young 

man had passed away last winter from alcohol related problems (Wallace 2012).  The 

conversations she had with him have stayed with her.  Good role models are a necessity 

in life. 

 Since then, Wallace thought of ways to make a difference in the lives of troubled 

youth in the communities (2012).  Having more youth representatives, for example, 



196 

“Miss Bethel Native Corporation or you know even a Mr. Bethel Native corporation” 

would be helpful (Wallace 2012).  The corporation could even have a “youth liaison” 

instead of a pageant title holder (Wallace 2012).  Strong role models can help in the local 

communities with issues facing troubled youth.  Wallace and her friends see pageants as 

filling that role model need.  There is a potential for the winners to become positive 

change agents within their own communities during their reigning year. 

 

Language Revitalization and Cultural Revitalization Community Gain 

 Limitations exist within this study when trying to look at the future effects of the 

winner’s presence on the community.  There are undoubtedly short term effects that 

occur.  Short term effects happen every time the contestants and subsequent winner is out 

in public.  This may be enough to perpetuate language revitalization or well-being in a 

community. 

 The Tlingit have a vibrant cultural heritage which they are striving to keep alive.  

As the Central Council, Tlingit and Haida Indian Tribes of Alaska explains: 

We perpetuate and preserve our traditions to ensure that future generations inherit 
their rightful heritage as Tlingit and Haida people. The practiced customs and 
traditions of our people must be passed on from one generation to the next with 
pride and dignity.  Our rich cultural history and practices will be passed on to 
future generations through our traditional dances and ceremonies. (Central 
Council: Tlingit and Haida Indian Tribes of Alaska “our History”) 
 

This commitment to maintaining the Tlingit culture perhaps makes them an ideal 

example of community-based language learning.  The Tlingit’s example of teaching 
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songs and dance through community-based programs shows this commitment.  This is 

similar to the talents performed in the pageant (Dauenhauer and Dauenhauer 1998). 

 The Tlingit’s use of language revitalization with community-based events creates 

a pride in the community (Dauenhauer and Dauenhauer 1998); just as Alaska pageants 

create pride in the local communities.  Although no level of fluency is reached by the 

youth learning songs and dances, there is “no doubt that singing and dancing are popular 

because they provide what educators call a ‘success experience’ for teachers and 

students” (Dauenhauer and Dauenhauer 1998, 68).  The problems for this type of 

language learning come from the student’s inability to pronounce words, and understand 

the context of the songs and dances (Dauenhauer and Dauenhauer 1998).  However, to 

the outside observer, the fact that the community comes together to sing and dance looks 

like language revitalization is working.  In the same way, the audience and the outside 

viewers see that the young women in Miss WEIO are introducing themselves in their 

heritage language, but are not aware of the level of fluency of the young women. 

 Community-based language programs are useful because they “automatically 

address the problem of creating a domain for use of the local language” (Grenoble 2006, 

60).  This is certainly an issue for communities in which children do not see the point in 

learning the heritage language.  Children often do not put as much effort into learning 

their heritage language, as they think it should come naturally to them without effort 

(Dauenhauer and Dauenhauer 1998, 83).  By creating a community-based learning 

experience, such as pageants, this lack of effort could be diminished and the children 

could once again want to learn their language. 
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 Many people in the community can benefit from language revitalization taught 

through community-based events.  For those wishing to maintain language use of the 

community-based approach is certainly a step forward.  Having participants speak their 

language in the judged and non-judged activities of pageants, helps to normalize and 

perpetuate language use.  The only problem with the community-based learning is that a 

full level of fluency would be hard to obtain.  Some pageants, however, like Miss Navajo 

Nation, have insisted that all contestants are fluent speakers before entering (Miss Navajo 

Council Inc. “about us”).  In some cases, like that of Crystal Fraizer, a contestant who 

was filmed in Billy Luther’s documentary Miss Navajo Nation, we see that by entering 

the pageant and placing second, Fraizer became determined to become a fluent speaker 

(2007). 

 While the surveys did not point specifically to language revitalization as a side 

effect of role models in pageants, cultural revitalization as a whole could be seen as being 

increased when attending the pageant.  In thinking about language revitalization, the 

contestants during the pageant and the winners of the pageant during the following year 

may help revitalize a language.   

 With Indigenous languages in the United States are in a state of rapid decline, 

there is no one strategy that can help revive them.  Instead, a multifaceted approach is 

needed.  The approaches will depend on: the age and fluency of the speakers; the 

availability of the language materials; the priority of language revitalization to the 

community; and the time and resources available in the community to spend of this 
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project.  Pageants are one way that communities can perpetuate language use and the 

participants and organizers are aware of the cultural revitalization discussion. 

 

Conclusion 

Arctic societies “are facing an unprecedented combination of rapid and stressful 

changes involving environmental processes… cultural developments… economic 

changes… industrial developments… and political change” forces associated with 

globalization” (AHDR 2004, 10).  Maintaining, and where needed revitalizing, cultural 

activities become a necessary response to coping with such changes (Larsen, Schweitzer, 

and Fondahl 2010, 92).  Pageants provide the idea venue for expressing culture, as 

identified by the Arctic Social Indicators report (Larsen, Schweitzer, and Fondahl 2010, 

92).  In this way, Alaska Native pageants help perpetuate a once prohibited or 

“dangerous” culture, in which, decreased cultural activities, such as dance and 

ceremonies, occurred over the course of two centuries, due to a passing of elders from 

disease, time spent away from community, and Russian and American educational 

practices.76  Pageant contestants perform traditional talents, resulting in dances, songs, 

and cultural activities once again being shared within the community.   

 The young women leaders perpetuate cultural maintenance and revitalization.  In 

Alaska, none of the Indigenous pageants have a language requirement, yet, at Miss WEIO 

2012, all of the contestants introduced themselves in their heritage language.  The 

contestants promote language revitalization by setting the spoken language as the norm in 

                                                 
76 “Dangerous” refers to the safety zone theory by Lomawaima and McCarty (2006). 
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such contests.  Participants express a desire for cultural maintenance and see language as 

a part of this process.   

 The community gains from the contest.  Whether this is a temporary or permanent 

gain needs to be examined through a longitudinal study.  Breaking the audience down by 

gender and age, one can see that people of all ages, and genders go to the contests.  In 

conclusion, communities see the contests and winners as language and cultural 

revitalization and maintenance role-models.  As such, the winners become cultural 

educators within their own communities, including being able to perpetuate language and 

well-being.  The Arctic Social Indicators report for measuring and monitoring well-being 

in the Arctic, states that learning your heritage language is an indicator of well-being for 

as measured through both the Cultural Well-Being and Cultural Vitality category and the 

Fate Control category (Larsen, Schweitzer, and Fondahl 2010).  Thus, reaffirming the 

importance of language use to a healthy, well-balanced community.   
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CHAPTER 7: OBJECTIFICATION, AMBASSADORSHIP, AND NATIONAL 

IDENTITY  

 This chapter addresses objectification, ambassadorship, and national identity, of 

the pageants from the perspective of the general public, or wider public.  The works of 

Mulvey (2009), Berger (1972), and Kilbourne and Jhally (2010) evaluate how the outside 

community views the pageants.  Diné philosophy, the scholarship of Schwartz (2001), 

and Fryberg et al. (2008), explain cultural context and the positive and negative 

representations of Native Americans impacting the self-esteem of both Native Americans 

and non-Native Americans.  The complex issues involved with pageants from the general 

public’s perspective are explored, as it is found that Indigenous pageants give voice to the 

young women, minimalizing objectification, as the young women become ambassadors 

for their nation and the wider Indigenous community in America.  In their role as an 

ambassador, they become an iconic figure of a contemporary Indigenous woman. 

 

Objectification 

Pageants as Social Constructs of Gender and the Male Gaze 

Most Alaska Native cultures are matrilineal (appendix A), but incorporate 

patriarchal constructs of gender into their societies.  Pageants are one such construct.  

Early feminists were concerned with women’s rights to control their bodies; “women’s 

struggles to gain rights over their bodies could not be divorced from questions of image 

and representation” (Mulvey 2009, xxxiii).  Within many pageants, women are paraded, 

often voiceless, to be gazed upon by men, and judged according to the culture’s ideals of 
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beauty.  This process is called objectification.  Objectification – turning a person into an 

object – has many forms. 

 The first person to address the concept of the male gaze and the objectification of 

women was British feminist Laura Mulvey (2009).  The role of women in cinema is 

“passive/female” as opposed to the “active/male” and suggests that “the determining 

male gaze projects its fantasy onto the female figure, which is styled accordingly” 

(Mulvey 2009, 19).77  This is especially poignant when thinking about the swimsuit 

elements of a mainstream pageant.  When such portions of the contest are judged by men, 

the participants become objects of desire both for the judges and the audience; just as in 

film, women become objects for the male actors and the audience to gaze upon (Murvey 

2009).78  While Native Nations pageants do not have swimsuit elements, their contestants 

do portray the ideal Indigenous women, and although this does not reflect mainstream 

ideals of women.  The contestants could arguably be objectified through both Indigenous 

standards of beauty, and the concept of the “other.” 

 Since the mass production of images, and the use of such images in advertising, 

the context of the image is changed and/or lost (Berger 1972).  For example, a picture 

painted of a women hanging in Congress would have a different meaning to a replica 

poster hanging on a college student’s wall (Berger 1972).  The quality and dimension of 

the painting versus the quality and dimension of the paper replica, the frame and 

information displayed next to the painting compared to the lack of frame and information 

                                                 
77 Mulvey draws heavily from Freudian theories of castration threat to signify why men objectify women in 
this way (Mulvey 2009, 6-13).    
78 This research does not take into account GLBTQ views. 
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around the replica, the lighting, spacing, and even the other wall coverings would all 

change how the image is viewed (Berger 1972).  This change in context can be used to 

explain how women in pageants are objectified.  At pageants, Native women are not 

objectified when looked at by viewers who understand their culture.  When the young 

women are taken out of the pageant, into the public sphere, the women become culturally 

objectified, as they become an object to be gazed upon. 

 In advertising, a women’s body is taken out of context; for example, you will see 

a pair of legs, for an advertisement for stockings, the image seen is unrealistic, 

photoshopped to look flawless (Kilbourne and Jhally 2010).  This perfect image is always 

white and always young (Kilbourne and Jhally 2010).   

The image isn’t real; it’s artificial, it’s constructed.  But real women and girls 
measure ourselves against this image every single day.  It’s an impossible ideal 
for just about everyone, but it’s absolutely impossible for women who aren’t 
white.  Women of color are generally considered beautiful only if they 
approximate the white ideal. (Kilbourne and Jhally 2010) 
 

The swimsuit element of the Miss America contest is a point of objectification: “the sight 

of ten or twelve female bodies lined up to be judged and evaluated according to how 

closely they approximate this [American mainstream] ideal provides a stunning 

illustration of the objectification and the resulting commodification of women’s bodies” 

(Banet-Weiser 1999, 59).79   

 Banet-Weiser (1999) argues that a woman not being allowed to speak in the 

swimsuit component is essential, because it allows for a separate sphere for women to be 

judged on their bodies:   

                                                 
79 The Miss America contest argues that the swimsuit section is a measurement of physical fitness (Banet-
Weiser 1999, 59). 
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The swimsuit competition minimizes the potential threat that contestants pose as 
intelligent speaking subjects by insisting that they are also bodies … it clear that 
the contestants are both ‘only’ bodies and also future scholars and career women, 
thus rendering invisible the tension between woman and subject while producing 
a feminine subject that both wants to save the world and wants to show of her 
body-but does not want to save the world by showing off her body. (Banet-Weiser 
1999, 77)80 
 

The swimsuit element, while arguably objectifying women (turning the body into an 

objects to be scored on a sheet), creates a place for womanhood to be acknowledged, 

separate from the young women’s ability.81  Arguably, by having the swimsuit element 

separate and unvoiced, women control the way they are to be judged in the rest of the 

competition.  

Figure 29: WEIO contestants at the Salmon Bake wareing kuspucks 

 

 In contrast, the Miss WEIO and MIW contests have no swimsuit elements.  The 

young women wear traditional attire, mostly kuspuks (which the young women are 

                                                 
80 Emphasis added in original text. 
81 Jennifer Denetdale argued that the Navajo Nation pageant creates a separate sphere for women in 
government by having a figure head role without governmental power.   
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wearing in figure 29), which often does not visibly outline the body.  Gender is not 

central to the contest; in fact, some of the contests in Alaska want youth ambassadors, 

and have male counterparts.82  Concepts of gender become relevant, however, in the 

representation of the Christianized westernized version of the ideal women.  Pageant 

contestants have to be young, single, and pure.83    Objectification in the sexualized sense 

may not occur in cultural pageants, but there is a different form of objectification that 

occurs, that of the unknown “other.” 

 

Levels of Understanding 

Part of the attraction of cultural pageants, is being introduced to cultures for the 

first time, seeing how participants portray their culture within the pageant, and seeing 

national identity portrayed through pageants.  Self-portrayal is important on so many 

different levels.   

A mysterious illness occurred in Diné society in the 1990s, claiming the lives of 

27 victims, both native and non-native (Schwartz 2001).  To understand the cause of the 

illness, traditional medicine men looked into their history and culture.  They found 

answers by examining the oral history of the nation, because they knew the twelve levels 

of understanding involved in Diné culture (Schwartz 2001).84  Taken out of context of 

                                                 
82 There is both a Mr. and a Miss Cama-I, and in northern Alaska, I have been told there is another contest 
which has a winner for both sexes.   
83 Arguably, the Christianized western model is followed because communities are choosing a role-model 
for their youth. 
84 An excess of rain caused an abundant piñon crop, and over populated deer mice that spread the 
Hantavirus (Schwartz 2001, 36).  Traditionally, in Diné culture, any item of clothing that came into contact 
with mice would be burned, thus the disease would not have spread (Schwartz 2001, 36).  The Medicine 
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Diné oral history, the Indian Health Service and the Center for Disease Control could not 

locate the cause of the mysterious illness (Schwartz 2001).  In Diné culture, oral history 

and the present day are interrelated, to be happy and healthy in Diné society one has to 

understand history and apply it to the present day.  The interconnectedness of Diné 

society illustrates that context is vital to understanding life. 

 There are twelve levels of understanding that the medicine men used and 

understood in their investigation; the four main ones are hózhóójí hane’, diné k’ehjí 

hane’, hatááł k’ehjí hane’, naayéé’ jí hane’ (Schwartz 2001, 25).  “Hózhóójí hane’ is the 

elementary level of knowledge, or philosophy, used to teach young children” (Schwartz 

2001).  In this level, creation stories are told as you would tell a fairy tale (Schwartz 

2001).  As the levels progress, so the fairytale becomes an abstract metaphor for 

understanding Diné culture and life.  It was this abstract level that the medicine men used 

to solve the mystery (Schwartz 2001). 

 The people who watch the pageant contests, view the traditional talents 

performed, and see the young women in their traditional attire, may understand the 

culture on a very basic level, a fairy tale, or on a deeper level, that of abstract thinking.  

The public can be seen on a sliding scale of those who know about a specific Indigenous 

culture on one end, and those who do not.  This sliding scale can be understood in terms 

of levels of understanding. 

 People understand cultures at various depths, depending on their prior knowledge, 

expertise, and cultural background.  This cultural knowledge takes a lifetime to 

                                                                                                                                                 
men, however, argued that deer mice were not the cause of the disease, but monsters, caused by 
disharmony in Diné culture (Schwartz 2001, 26).  As long as disharmony existed, so would disease.      
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understand (Basso 1996; Cruikshank 2005; Sarris 1994).  The more one understands a 

culture the more one can contextualize a cultural event, and understand what is taking 

place.  Native Nations cultural pageants are no different. 

 

Objectification in the Contest Week 

Throughout the WEIO and MIW pageants, the participants continually meet the 

public outside of the contest venue.  The public is both Indigenous and non-Indigenous, 

some are unfamiliar with the contestant’s cultures.  The audience may understand the 

contest in the cultural context.  If not, the contestants may become culturally objectified 

throughout the pageant process.  The general public may not take the young women 

seriously in their leadership role.  

Table 16: List of events where contestants meet the wider public. 

Miss WEIO Events MIW Events 
Orientation 
River Boat Discovery 
Alaska Salmon Bake 
Photograph session 
Radio Station 
Denali Center 
Fairbanks Native Association 
Noel Wein library 
Potluck 
FNA Graff 
Personal interviews 
Opening ceremony 
Talent portion 
Golden Days senior citizens lunch 
North Pole hotel 
Impromptu questions 
Presbyterian Hospitality House 
Meet and greet at GCI   
WEIO coronation 
Golden Days parade 

Orientation 
Registration 
Personal Interview 
Reception Dinner 
Talent Rehearsals 
Talent Show 
Grand Entry 
Public Speaking 
Grand Entry 
PowWow Dancing 
Crowning Rehearsal 
Brunch 
Final Grand Entry 
Winners Press Conference 
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 The questions being asked by the non-native audience differed from the questions 

asked by the native audience (Wallace 2012).  This confirms that the level of 

understanding makes a difference in the way that the pageant contestants and winners 

view the contest.  The winner may have to change their answers depending on the context 

of the situation (Wallace 2012).  “With the non-natives I’ve noticed a lot of times, it’s 

more about pictures… they don’t really care just so long as there’s a pretty little girl here 

standing in her regalia” (Wallace 2012).   

  “They’re not really interested in the cultural aspect of the regalia or myself, they 

are more interested in… how I got my title, or how old I am, or where I’m from” 

(Wallace 2012).  In comparison, the questions from Native Americans consisted of “did 

you go to fish camp last summer” or “how old I was when I cut fish… it’s more focused 

on the little elements in my culture, rather than how did I get my title, or what’s this ruff 

made out of” (Wallace 2012).  There was a difference in the native and non-native 

questions “no disrespect, it’s a huge difference between being asked questions by my 

native people rather than the white people” (Wallace 2012).  This confirmed the concept 

of levels of understanding influencing the responses of the audience.   

 In relation to levels of understanding, there is a difference when talking to the 

other contestants at MIW, or visiting with people in “the Pitt.”  The contestants asked 

“culture focused questions” similar to those she would hear from the audience at WEIO, 

but added that “even some of the girls didn’t really know about their culture so they 

asked … the same questions that non-natives would ask” (Wallace 2012).  This illustrates 

that there is not a Native-non Native split in how the public treats the pageant contestants, 
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and different levels of understanding.  The winners may not be fully aware of everything 

within their culture as they are still learning” (Wallace 2012). 

 There are differences in taking part in competitions at the state and national level, 

for instance, Miss WEIO, and MIW.  At Miss WEIO, the responses are “more from the 

heart” because the audience is made up of a fair representation of the contestant’s 

villages, and the support offered by the audience is felt by the contestants during the 

competition week (Wallace 2012).  In contrast, at MIW, the audience is unaware of the 

Alaskan village culture, so the context is lost, and instead, a pan-tribal Alaskan image is 

portrayed of a subsistence fisher and hunter (Wallace 2012).  This illustrates that the 

Alaska Native cultures are less well known in the continental United States.  The levels 

of understanding at the national based MIW pageant are different than at the state based 

Miss WEIO, therefore the young women feel differently about their experiences. 

 Miss WEIO is “A cultural pageant… because they’re promoting their culture or 

promoting the sustainability of the culture and to carry it on and to be a role model for 

younger people to get involved with their cultural activities” (Sears 2012).  The audiences 

from the Riverboat discovery, however, “think it’s just a beauty pageant, oh they’re so 

pretty” (Sears 2012).  The levels of understanding that the public holds influences their 

view, interpret, and consequently treatment of the young women competing.   

 At various times throughout the contest week participants are surrounded by 

people from other cultures.  This audience often wants to have their picture taken with the 

contestants as they appear exotic in relation to the audience’s culture - in the same way 

that visitors to Canada want photographs of themselves with the Mounties, or visitors to 
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England want pictures of the guards at Buckingham Palace.  The difference comes from 

the accompanied voice.  There are differences between the way contestants are treated by 

people from their same culture, other Indigenous people and non-Indigenous people 

throughout the week and year, based on levels of understanding.  However, the young 

women can represent themselves through speech, de-objectifying themselves. 

 

Ambassadorship and National Identity  

 Throughout the reigning year, the young women continue to have an effect on the 

outside community as their new found roles as ambassadors.  The previous Miss WEIO’s 

and MIWs have met the First Lady, presented before congress, and travelled to New 

Zealand (Growing Thunder 2012; Gathering of Nations “Recent Miss Indian World 

News”; Gathering of Nations “gathering of Nations newsletter”).85  In these contexts the 

winners have become ambassadors for the Indigenous peoples of North America.  They 

are a representative example of what it is to be an Indigenous woman in the twenty-first 

century.  

 Contestants follow Mankiller’s (2008) leadership theory, by putting the needs of 

the community that they are representing, above their own wants and needs, or their own 

communities wants and needs, because, they are the “face of WEIO” (Wallace 2012).  

There are many different communities represented through WEIO, and each one has its 

own way of handling matters, you have to respect each culture, and the differences they 

hold true, while keeping true to your own beliefs (Wallace 2012).  There are people who 

                                                 
85 While the duties of the winner vary from year to year, the winner of MIW becomes an ambassador for all 
Native peoples and has been called upon in this role as and when necessary.  
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look to the winners as an example of not only a young Yup’ik woman, but also an 

ambassador of all of Alaska Native people (Sattler 2012).  The winner has to be mindful 

of all the other cultural groups she represents (Wallace 2012).   

 A Yup’ik elder volunteered to meet with Sattler (2012) and talk her through the 

regalia she would be wearing in the pageant.  The Yup’ik elder went out of his way, by 

coming to the airport to meet her in the short time between her connecting flights (Sattler 

2012).  He lent her regalia that were generations old, so she would have the proper attire 

to represent her people in the pageant (Sattler 2012).  More importantly, he explained the 

symbolism of the regalia “what the numbers symbolized, what the colors symbolized, all 

the different items” (Sattler 2012).  He explained that most people do not know about 

Yup’iks, Miss WEIO is an ambassador for all Yup’ik people (Sattler 2012).  “This isn’t 

just about me winning this competition, this is about people learning about Yup’iks and 

who we are for the first time, and I’m [probably] gonna be the only person they’ve ever 

met who is Yup’ik” (Sattler 2012).  Both the young women, and their communities, know 

that they are ambassadors of and for their people. 

 The judges agree one of the roles of Miss WEIO is to be an ambassador. The 

contestants and winners are “knowledgeable about their culture and they want to share 

their culture with others” (Jack 2012).  They are “a goodwill ambassador…about Native 

culture in general, theirs and … all of the cultures in Alaska, and lower 48 even, with 

Natives and non-Natives alike” (Jack 2012).  The winners are an ambassador, “not only 

for herself and her village, but as for the state as a whole… representing who we are at 

Miss WEIO… these are young ladies from all different aspects of Alaska, and when she 
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becomes Miss WEIO she also embodies all those people together, in order to be one 

voice from one state… with one message” (Jefko 2012).   

 The communities, organizations, and the young women acknowledge their 

ambassador position.  In the context of the pageants, the winners have been ambassadors 

for the Indigenous peoples of North America showcasing a positive image of a modern 

Indigenous woman.  The level of understanding, however, changes how the main-stream 

public views the pageant contestants and winners.   

 

Indigenous community gains 

Positive and negative representations of Native Americans can impact the self-

esteem of both Native Americans and non-Native Americans (Fryberg et al. 2008).  

Contestants and winners can provide a role model for the youth and help create a healthy 

well-balanced lifestyle (Fryberg et al. 2008). 

 Fryberg extensively researches the importance of positive role models for one’s 

self-esteem (2008).  The detrimental effects of stereotyping Native American people are 

shown (Fryberg et al. 2008).  Images of Pocahontas, the Cleveland Indian mascot, and 

stereotypical negative outcomes of reservations life were shown to both Native and non-

Native high school students (Fryberg et al. 2008).  Native students suffered from deflated 

self-esteem while artificial inflation of self-esteem was found with non-Native students 

(Fryberg et al. 2008).  This work is particularly useful when thinking about what a 

positive role model can do to the self-esteem of the youth in the villages of Alaska. 
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 There is a lack of contemporary Indigenous female role models in today’s society.  

When they do appear, they are often cast as “the other.”  There are few representations in 

the media of Indigenous women.  A little Native girl in hospital wanted a beauty queen’s 

photograph because the queen looked like her (Sato 2008).  “Mommy, this girl has brown 

hair and brown eyes like me” (Sato 2008, 10).  This illustrates the importance of 

representation and social fit for Native American youth.  Winning second runner-up in 

Miss America was a “first for Native American women ever” (Sato 2008, 11).  

Mainstream pageant winners are predominantly white (Banet-Weiser 1999; Barnes 1994, 

1997; Billings 2009; Cohen, Wilk, and Stoeltje 1996; Oliver 2009; Rochelle 2009; 

Schackt 2005; Yano 2006) 

 Pageant organizers for Miss Ebony tried to find Native girls to enter the contest 

(Barnes 1994).  Self-objections manifested in concerns about their hair not looking nice 

enough (Barnes 1994).  The contestants were given “comb, brush, mirror, even advice on 

hair style” (Barnes 1994, 481).  Given that mainstream images of beautiful are always 

young, white, and then, it is not surprising that that Indigenous women who do not fit the 

mainstream images have lower self-esteem and do not feel beautiful.  However, when the 

women did enter the contest, the results were increased self-esteem:    

Villagers took pride in the fact that Star [the local newspaper] featured picture of 
local women in its pages whether they made it to the finals or not.  Young women 
themselves emboldened by the fact that their dark skin and ‘bad’ hair did not 
disqualify them from cultural norms of attractiveness, felt a new sense of 
confidence and self worth… I am pretty, Didn’t you see my picture in the Star? 
(Barnes 1994, 481)  
  

Young Indigenous women enter pageants provides a visual representation that is positive 

to young Indigenous women all across Alaska. They are constantly told by advertising on 
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American television that only white is beautiful.  If “the swimsuit competition both 

mirrors and invents standards for the ‘average’ American body,” then the Alaska Native 

cultural pageants can both mirror and invent Alaska Native beauty (Banet-Weiser 1999, 

63). 

 Racial categories based on heritage were used to divide the contestants, by having 

separate categories for each race.  This is in essence what Native pageants in Alaska do 

by having a representative for each cultural group at WEIO (Barnes 1994).  In the 

Jamaican pageant, each different Jamaican culture was represented by a woman (Barnes 

1994).  Although choosing categories and fits prove problematic, this helps with cultural 

fit of the youth as role models.  It provides racial pride, which can help with health 

related issues (Barnes 1994).  Each group “would have their dignity and sense of self 

worth validated through their access to the institutions that regulated cultural norms of 

physical attractiveness” (Barnes 1994, 480).  This is exactly what the cultural pageants in 

Alaska do.  They provide a venue for Indigenous women who identify with a given 

culture, to compete for a title. 

 

Non-Indigenous community gains 

Cody’s reign caused controversy in the Navajo Nation because she was half 

African-American, and half Navajo (Cannon 2009, Denetdale 2006).  “The experience of 

having your Miss Navajo Nation reign challenged calls to mind the debate over the 

Cherokee Freedman.  Is this an issue across the Native community, or African-Native 

Americans having trouble finding acceptance?” (Gordy 2011).  The fact that a Navajo 
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Nation citizen is being asked to comment on a Cherokee Nation matter is evidence of 

both the low level of understanding of Native Nations sovereignty and the acceptance of 

Native Nation’s pageant winners as a leader and authority about not just their own, but an 

ambassador for all Indigenous peoples in America.86   

 In the context of color and national identity, unlike American feminists, who 

protested the Miss American pageant, “black feminists rallied against the exclusion of 

women of color from the contest” (Barnes 1994, 476-477).  Black women are still trying 

to be recognized as women of beauty.  The winner of the pageant gains validation from 

her role as the ambassador of Jamaica.  She is the “embodiment of all that is Jamaican” 

(Barnes 1994, 476-477).  In the Miss Navajo Nation pageant Cody entered the 

competition for “cultural and political reasons” (Cannon 2009, 28).  “I really wanted to 

run for Miss Navajo to make a statement.  And that statement is that racial people such as 

I really want to be taken seriously” (Cannon 2009, 28).  As an ambassador for the outside 

world, Cody has started the process of normalizing both the Black-Indian and the 

beautiful Indigenous woman in mainstream society. 

 In a similar way, black women supporting the beauty contests “reflects a 

trajectory of black feminist thought concerned with restoring self-hood to black 

women… the desire to be fully constituted as ‘women’ in a Western conceptual 

categorization that has traditionally made women of color its ‘Other” (Rowe 2009, 46).  

                                                 
86 Interestingly, I have found no evidence that the winners would be asked questions about Canadian or 
Mexican Indigenous peoples, even though many tribes cross international boundaries into both countries, 
leading me to believe that the clear marked boarders of countries are believed to be mirrored in Native 
Nations. 
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There is a deep need for women of color to be viewed as beautiful.  Native Nations 

cultural pageants are one way for this to occur.87 

 

Conclusion 

 Nationally and globally, negative imagery of Indigenous women creates and 

reinforces stereotypes.88  To promote positive stereotypes of strong confident women, 

positive imagery is needed.  Native Nations cultural pageants provide that positive 

imagery, but, only when the young women are presented in the right context and are 

given a voice.  Objectification occurs when women are voiceless, such as the swimsuit 

portion of Miss America or in the every present advertising industry. 

 The Miss Navajo pageant provides a separate sphere for women in tribal politics 

(Denetdale 2006).  Yet, within this sphere, women have a voice.  In a similar way, Miss 

WEIO and MIW carve out a separate sphere for women.  This occurs in similar way to 

traditional leadership in many Alaskan communities.  Instead of women being chosen for 

a specific task by the community, women are voted into the position by judges.  Once 

trained in the position of Miss WEIO or MIW, the young women, are called upon for 

their knowledge and expertise in public and political spheres.  The stigma of being a 

pageant winner, voiceless and sexually objectified in the swimsuit portion, subjects the 

winners to no political voice.  In contrast, cultural pageant winners who have a voice, 

                                                 
87 Social institutions such as pageants can fill many roles.  Native American pageant winners are multi-
functional in that they can fill the role of leaders, role model, and ambassador and also normalize women of 
color as beautiful.  One has to question however, who is defining beauty.  Western defined beauty and 
Native defined beauty are very different.  Native pageants are based on internal beauty related to culture, an 
achievable reality.  In comparison, Mainstream beauty pageants focus on harmful notions of beauty that are 
unachievable for most body types, and can therefore lower self-esteem.  
88 See Land O’ Lakes products, the Disney film Pocahontas, and the merchandise of the film. 
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training, and skills, are able to use the pageant experience to venture into a variety of 

spheres. 
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CHAPTER 8: CONCLUSION 

In response to the word “pageant,” most people imagine a size zero, white 

woman, wearing a swimsuit and wanting world peace.  People rarely imagine a young 

Indigenous woman confidently introducing herself in her heritage language, performing 

Nunavut-style throat singing, and developing leadership skills.  This is what the audience 

observes at WEIO.  Since the 1950s, Native Nations have adapted beauty pageants to fit 

community needs.  Few scholarly studies exist however, about Indigenous pageants or 

how these pageants are received in their local communities. 

 In Alaska, the pageant heyday has passed.  Newspapers in Alaska once contained 

countless pictures and commentaries about beauty pageants help by almost every 

organization.  With the onset of nationally organized pageants, such as Miss America, 

pageants that were once based on beauty are no longer produced by local organizations, 

and thus local pageants have ceased to exist.89   

 Alaska Native pageants, once common place among most of the villages in 

Alaska, have dwindled in numbers.  In recent years, communities are once again 

reinstating cultural pageants, therefore indicating a need.  Youth leadership contests are 

opening up, both for young men and women.  Where pageants do exist, they symbolize a 

need for ambassador; a representation of an organization. Low pageant contestant 

turnout, could be a sign of decreasing interest in cultural preservation or perhaps less 

need in a given community for a gender-based program. 
                                                 
89 The Alaska economy boomed with the gold rush.  One has to wonder if the pageant phenomenon also 
followed the rush of people coming to Alaska in search of riches, and whether the native Alaska pageants 
were influenced as such.  The decrease in pageants could be due to: the feminist movement of the 70s; the 
extreme living conditions in Alaska; or the movement of people after the gold rush.  More research needs to 
be conducted to discover the answer. 
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  This dissertation provides an in-depth analysis of two pageants, Miss WEIO and 

MIW, as a form of leadership development.  Data was gathered by using a mixed 

methodology of in-depth interviews, surveys, questionnaires, observation, and archival 

research.  Two summers were spent in Fairbanks, Alaska working with the WEIO.  To 

meet contestants and previous winners, the researcher travelled to Tanana and Bethel.  

The 2011 Miss WEIO winner and first runner-up were shadowed in Albuquerque as they 

competed for MIW at the GON.  

 The data was analyzed through frameworks of leadership development, role-

models, ambassadorship and objectification.  Mankiller’s (2008) theory of Indigenous 

women leaders was used in conjunction with Transformative Leadership (2010).  

Objectification theories, language revitalization theories, Diné philosophies about levels 

of understanding, and stereotype theories were also used.   

 This dissertation proved that Alaska Native pageants are an arena for young 

women to gain valuable leadership skills.  “To create change, transformational leaders 

become strong role models for their followers.  They have a highly developed set of 

moral values and a self-determined sense of identity.  They are confident, competent, and 

articulate, and they express strong ideals” (Northouse 2010, 186).  The pageant process in 

Alaska provides this.  Such pageants help create well-balanced leaders, ambassadors for 

their people, role models and cultural educators to their people, perpetuating language 

and well-being within their community. 

 This dissertation: 

• Analyzed the perceptions of contestants, audience, judges, and organizers 
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• Added to the literature on pageants and leadership, distinguishing Native Nations 
cultural pageants in Alaska as a form of leadership training 

• Added to existing leadership theories to illustrate non-traditional forms of 
leadership training 

• Gave one example of how the identities of potential leaders are formed in 
Indigenous societies 

• Shared insight into cultural preservation techniques, such as language 
revitalization, and Indigenous well-being 

• Provided an analysis of objectification based on levels of understanding culture 
 

Summary of Findings 

WEIO was the only Alaska Native pageant thoroughly researched in this 

dissertation.  WEIO started in Fairbanks in 1961 (WEIO “about”).  The pageant evolved 

from a swimsuit pageant, encouraging young women to attend college, to a cultural 

maintenance and preservation event, providing women an opportunity to enhance 

leadership skills, become a cultural role model within their community, and an 

ambassador to the outside world.  Native communities have adapted pageants, originally 

a western construct based on physical appearance, based on a need to provide positive 

women role models in communities.   

 The majority of WEIO contestants are college students.  They enter for a variety 

of reasons.  The young women gain practical experience at leadership.  They organize 

and plan their events, coordinate with groups and organizations, and fundraise to promote 

their platform.  None of the contestants mentioned sexual objectification but instead 

mentioned that they were treated differently by people depending on the person’s prior 

knowledge of the culture, suggesting instead that a form of cultural objectification occurs.  

The judging varies each year, although there is a rubric for grading the contestants.  The 
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judges are members of the community who are available to volunteer their time and favor 

cultural preservation. 

 Contestants and winners gain valuable skills in leadership through the pageant 

week, and their subsequent year as winners.  While the contestants are already leaders 

going into the pageant, they increase skills, earn sponsorships, further their cause in their 

Native communities, and network with leaders in their community.  The contest is 

therefore a form of leadership training for the young women.   

 The pageant has a positive impact on the cultural maintenance within community, 

although it is unknown if the impact is long lasting.  Pageants, which consist of talents 

steeped in tradition, are a form of cultural preservation.  Some talents demonstrate how to 

use age old equipment, such as cradle boards, while other talents explain how to make 

traditional food, such as Hopi piki bread.  Having “traditions” only appear in pageant 

talents relegates them to special events - versus integrating them into everyday life.  

Some pageants contestants may contribute to the idea of Indigenous people as a group 

living in the past, by having only old “traditions” showcased.  Other contestants, such as 

some from WEIO 2011 and 2012, incorporate modern interpretations of “tradition.”  By 

integrating modern paraphernalia into their talents – such as Tlingit deigned snowboards 

– contestants can provide accurate representations of contemporary Indigenous life, while 

simultaneously accomplishing cultural maintenance. 

 Language loss is occurring at an alarming rate in Indigenous communities.  

Revolutionary measures to revitalize languages within communities have been created.  

Seeing a person of prestige speak their heritage language may motivate some to learn 
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and/or also speak their heritage language.  When all prestigious people within a 

community speak their heritage language, we may see a change in language use in the 

community.  If language use in communities became common place once again, then 

language revitalization would be successful. 

 Beauty pageants are notorious for objectifying women.  In contrast, cultural 

pageants have become contemporary advertisements for young Indigenous women.  They 

portray a positive body image which can have the opposite effect of advertising images 

which objectify women and lower self-esteem (Kilbourne and Jhally 2010).  The young 

women are culturally objectified in the contest - in the same way that tourist attractions 

objectify people – when encountered by people who do not understand the culture.  

Contestants are not sexually objectified in the way that beauty pageants objectify women. 

 As ambassadors, the pageant winners become a symbol of national identity.  They 

illustrate to the outside world, what it is to be a contemporary Indigenous women.  The 

appearance of confident young women increases the cultural fit of youth in their society 

and helps deal with issues such as retention rates in schools, and health issues.  Research 

has shown that positive role models are needed and that negative role models can have a 

detrimental effect on self-esteem (Fryberg et al. 2008).  The pageant contestants could fill 

a need.  Alaskan communities are small enough that the winner of a contest could be 

known by the entire community. 

 Native American pageant winners are multi-functional in that they can fill the role 

of leaders, role model, and ambassador and also normalize women of color as beautiful.  

One has to question however, who is defining beauty.  Western defined beauty and 



223 

Native defined beauty are very different.  Native pageants are based on internal beauty 

related to culture, an achievable reality.  In comparison, mainstream beauty pageants 

focus on harmful notions of beauty that are unachievable for most body types, and can 

therefore lower self-esteem. 

 

Further Research 

Many questions arose in relation to pageants and leadership.  One of the original 

problems was the lack of information on Native Nations Pageants, Native women’s 

leadership, and Native women’s leadership training. 

 There were several unanswered questions relating to the origins of such pageants 

in the villages of Alaska.  Why these pageants started remains largely unanswered.  

Speculation can be made based on conversations about Miss Cam-ai, Miss Kuskokwim, 

and Miss WEIO.  The pageants may have started as beauty contests, and were later 

transformed into cultural contests.  To identify the origin of each pageant would require 

travelling to each village, tracking down some of the previous winners, and looking 

through local achieved material.  Indigenous pageants may have started in the boarding 

schools.  It would be worthwhile to pursue historical research with the pageants’ 

beginnings in the federal boarding schools.  This might determine their purpose for the 

contestants in the schools and would be a starting point for linking the boarding school 

pageants to the tribal pageants.  Studying oral histories held at the University of Alaska, 

Fairbanks archives, for reference to pageants in the Alaskan villages would be useful to 
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identify their origins and to examine if there is a correlation between the boarding school 

pageants and the pageants in Alaska. 

 There is a lack of information on Native women’s leadership.  From the point of 

view of the community of the contestants and subsequent winners, surveys were carried 

out to determine if the contestants were seen as leaders and role models.  Surveys are 

limited in scope, and although they are useful in collecting large amounts of data, they 

can be ambiguous.  There are still questions about the extent to which the audience 

recognize the contestants as leaders, the degree to which the audience feels compelled to 

learn their heritage language as a result of contest, and how viewers feel about the 

contestants and subsequent winners during the rest of the year.  More in depth research 

methodologies, such as talking circles aimed at defining leadership from the 

communities’ points of view, and evaluating the effects of the pageants on the 

community, during, six months, and one year after the contest would be one way to gain 

this information. 

 This research is predominantly about Native women’s leadership training.  There 

are broader unanswered questions relating to the pageants.  Previous winners were 

interviewed after they had won to determine what they gained from being in the contests.  

It would be beneficial, albeit difficult, to interview the contestants before they start in the 

pageant, and then again after the pageant had finished, to determine specific skills which 

were gained.  This information could also be gathered in a survey, with a talking circle at 

the end involving all of the contestants to verify that the contestants were all thinking of 

leadership in the same way.  The difficulty lies in the time scale of knowing who is 
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entering the contest when.  This type of data collection may be possible with some of the 

larger contests, which require the applications far in advance.  However, it has been 

difficult to collect information about the contestants in advance.  When gathered the 

information would be useful to see how the skills developed compare to formal 

leadership training offered at the tribal or corporate level. 

 Concepts of beauty within Native American pageants have not been addressed.   

Native American cultural pageants can normalize women of color as beautiful.  One has 

to question however, who is defining beauty.  Western defined beauty and Native defined 

beauty are very different.  Native pageants are based on internal beauty related to culture, 

an achievable reality.  In comparison, Mainstream beauty pageants focus on harmful 

notions of beauty that are unachievable for most body types, and can therefore lower self-

esteem.  Research, similar to Fryberg’s (2008), which looks at the self-esteem level of 

young women after seeing a Native Nation’s pageant winner would help identify whether 

the image could have a positive effect on self-esteem, compared to the Pocahontas image 

which lowers Native peoples self-esteem, but artificially raises non-Native peoples self-

esteem.  

 Thought has to be given to whether the information gained from these questions 

would be beneficial to communities.  Seeing if the pageants could be a useful tool for 

language revitalization has proven helpful.  Enforcing a language requirement is not 

necessary practical, although it has however worked for tribes such as the Diné (Navajo) 

Nation.  Continuing to work on research related to role models and ambassadorship could 

also be beneficial to tribal nations who are struggling with issues relating to confidence 
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and self-esteem of youth.  However, these research projects could be broadened in their 

case studies to include more than just pageants; for instance within WEIO the athletes 

could be used to investigate the attributes of role models.  In any case, future research 

should start with the tribe or group at the heart of the research proposal. 

 

Final Thoughts 

 Standing behind the scenes of these pageants has given me a new appreciation of 

what kind of person it takes to stand up on stage, with your heart in your hand, and share 

the most important part of your culture.  It takes someone who is humble enough to learn 

from others.  It takes someone who is proud to be a role model.  It takes someone who is 

knowledgeable enough to explain their culture.  It takes a leader. 
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APPENDIX A: SOCIAL ORGANIZATION OF ALASKA NATIVE CULTURAL 
GROUPS 

 

 
 
 
 
 
Culture 

D
ec

ad
en

cy 

Unangaˆx (Aleut) matrilineal 
Sugpiaq (Alutiiq) matrilineal 
Yup'ik matrilineal 
Siberian Yup’ik patrilineal 
Iñupiat  
Athabascan matrilineal 
Eyak  
Tlingit matrilineal 
Tsimshian matrilineal 
Haida matrilineal 
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APPENDIX B: ORGANIZATION APPROVAL 
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APPENDIX C: KNOWN PAGEANTS IN ALASKA 

Name Location Event Last date 
held 

Miss Fairbanks Native 
Association 

Fairbanks Annual membership meeting March March 7th 
2012 

Miss Camai Bethel Cama-i festival March March 26th 
2012  

Miss Tlingit Haida Youth 
Leadership Pageant 

Various Central Council Tlingit and Haida Indian Tribes of 
Alaska's Annual General Assembly 

April 17th – 
19th 2007 

Miss Alaska Native 
Brotherhood 

Nome  May 2010? 

Miss Cook Inlet Cultural 
Ambassador 

Anchorage  June 12th 
1999? 

Miss Nuchalawoyya Tanana Onee, Nuchalawoyya June June 15th 
2012 

Miss Top of the World Barrow 4th of July July 4th? 

Miss Kuskokwim Bethel 4th of July July 4th 2011 

Miss Arctic Circle Kotzebue 4th of July July 4th 2011 

Miss Tikiigaa Point 
Hope 

 2012 

Miss Fort Yukon Fort 
Yukon 

 1999 

Miss Ulguniq Wainright  2001 

Miss Toghotthele Nenana  2002 

Miss Newhalen Newhalen  2002 

Miss Native Village of 
Barrow 

Barrow  2003 

Miss Noorvik IRA Noorvik  2010 

Miss Minto Minto   

Miss Nik’aghun   2006? 

Miss Evansville Evansville   
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APPENDIX D: QUESTIONAIRE FOR ALASKA NATIVE PAGEANTS 

 

I am interested in finding out about Miss _______ 

 

1. How and when did it start? 
2. When was the last year it was held? 
3. If it stopped, why did it stop? 
4. Does it run every year? 
5. How many contestants do you usually have each year? 
6. What is your audience turnout for the event? 
7. Is it part of a bigger activity or a standalone contest? 
8. Would you be interested in answering further questions? 
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APPENDIX E: QUESTIONAIRES GIVEN TO THE CONTESTANTS AT 
ORIENTATION 
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APPENDIX F: QUESTIONAIRES EMAILED TO PREVIOUS WINNERS OF WEIO 
AND MIW 
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APPENDIX G: QUESTIONAIRE FOR AUDIENCE AT TALENT CONTEST 
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APPENDIX H: PAGEANT, CONTESTANT, AND WINNER, INTERVIEWEES WITH 
YEARS OF PARTICIPATION 

Miss WEIO contestants 
Year Name  Method 
1967 Leora Kenick Interview 
1972 Helen Andon Interview 
1984 Malinda Maher Interview 
1990 Jolene John Interview 
1991 Malinda Maher Interview 
1992 Anastasia Cooke Interview 
1993 Mary Sattler Interview 
1998 Inger Maria Jack Interview 
2008 Kimberly Dullen Interview 
2009 Alana Gibson Interview 
2011 Kelsey Wallace Interview/observation 
2011 Crystal Worl Interview/observation 
2011 Katelyn Zuray Survey/observation 
2011 Anonymous  Survey/observation 
2011 Anonymous Observation 
2012 Anonymous Observation 
2012 Anonymous Observation 
2012 Anonymous Observation 
2012 Anonymous Observation 
2012 Anonymous Observation 
 

Miss Indian World 
Year Name  Method 
2011 Kelsey Wallace Interview/observation 
2011 Crystal Worl Interview/observation 
2011 Anonymous  Survey/observation 
2011 Anonymous  Survey/observation 
2011 Anonymous  Survey/observation 
2011 Anonymous  Survey/observation 
2011 Anonymous  Survey/observation 
2011 Anonymous  Survey/observation 
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