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Each of the tribes in Montana are now known by names that have been given to them by others,
though they each have a name for themselves in their own language. For example, the Qlispé tribe is
known as Pend d’Oreille, which derives from the French word for the pendant earrings worn by men
and women of that tribe.3 A list of the names tribes call themselves, as well as their language groups is 
provided in Appendix A.

Like other governments, tribal governments have the inherent power to regulate their members and
territory. They also provide important services and perform essential governmental functions for the
benefit of their members. Through these efforts, tribes contribute significantly to the overall state
economy. According to the most recent data, tribes brought over $1 billion annually into the state for 
2003-2009.4 They also bring a deep, rich history and culture that contributes to Montana’s cultural
heritage and contemporary identity.

Historically, Montana was not the homeland of all the tribes
located here today. Likewise, there were tribes such as the
Shoshoni and other bands of Chippewa in this area that are
no longer here. As settlers moved into the eastern United
States, eastern tribes were pushed west. Eventually, this
brought new tribes and settlers into the area, displacing
other tribes along the way. To contextualize this rapidly
changing cultural and political landscape, one significant
non-Indian presence in what is now Montana was the Lewis
and Clark expedition in 1805, only a little over 200 years
ago, and the first treaties between the federal
government and tribes in this area were signed in the
1850s.

Much has changed in the last two hundred years. For one thing, in 1805, American Indians comprised
one hundred percent of the population. Today, they comprise almost seven percent, with about sixty
percent living on the seven reservations in the state.5

Like all reservations across America, these reservations are territories reserved by or for tribes for their
exclusive use as a permanent tribal homeland. Some were created through treaties while others were 
created by statutes and executive orders for tribes forcibly removed from their homelands. Today,
non-Indians, as well as Indians from other tribes, reside on all the reservations in the state. For 
example, non-Indians comprise as much as seventy-three percent of the population on the Flathead 
Reservation and as little as four percent on Rocky Boy’s Reservation.6

Urban Indians and Other Tribes in Montana

About forty percent of Montana’s American Indian population do not live on reservations. Instead,
they reside in the small communities or urban areas of Montana. Besides American Indians from the
twelve tribal nations, numerous other American Indians representing other tribes also reside or have
resided in Montana.

Detroit Publishing Co, P. (1906) Gros Ventre Camp. Fort Belknap 
reservation, Mont. Montana, 1906. [Detroit, Michigan: Detroit 
Publishing Co] [Photograph] Retrieved from the Library of
Congress.

We are all so lucky to call Montana home - it is a beautiful place. We must continue to challenge ourselves to find inspiration and meaning in the place that 
we live and are caretakers of, in how we raise our families and hold our communities up. This is part of being a good steward, a good relative in our state, 
but it also includes knowing our history—the true history of this land, especially of the first peoples, the Tribal nations who have cared for it since time 
immemorial—we can build a better future, a better Montana. Then we will truly be a place that supports and includes all Montanans.

Indian Education for All Unit
Montana O�ce of Public Instruction




