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Abstract

This paper explores the portrayal of lawyers in American Indian fiction, a largely ignored intersection between law and literature, and examines what their stories might offer to our collective understanding of the disconnect between the rule of law (or one's role in the  law) and individual morality.  The benefits of studying literary lawyers to illuminate this dilemma are well documented by legal ethics scholars.  Indeed, a significant body of scholarship has developed around traditional Western literary figures such as the hero Atticus Finch from Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird.  Little attention, however, has been devoted by the legal academy to the law as depicted in American Indian literature though a number of excellent options exist. One such novel is The Indian Lawyer by James Welch.  Welch’s work tells the story of Sylvester Yellow Calf, a Stanford law educated Blackfeet Indian who recently made partner at a prestigious Montana firm and is the favored candidate for U.S. Senate.  We learn quickly that Yellow Calf struggles on a number of levels to reconcile the disconnect between the law and his own morality.  Through a close textual reading of the novel, this paper identifies ways that Yellow Calf’s story sheds light on the obligations and ethical duties of lawyers that might be different from what we learn from the Atticus Finches of the literary world.

