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Q&A with Professor Matthew Fletcher
By Shannon Duffy, ALI Director of Communications

Professor Matthew L.M. Fletcher of Michigan State University 
College of Law was recently selected to serve as Reporter for ALI’s 
Restatement Third, The Law of American Indians. Considered one 
of the leading scholars on Indian Law, Professor Fletcher recently 
published the sixth edition of Cases and Materials on Federal 
Indian Law, and American Indian Tribal Law, the first casebook 
for law students on tribal law. He also serves as Director of the 
Indigenous Law and Policy Center, and is the Chief Justice of the 
Poarch Band of Creek Indians Supreme Court and an appellate 
judge for several other tribes.

Q: The term “Native American” is used by many now, but the 
courts continue to use the term “American Indian.” Is this just 
due to tradition? What are your thoughts on which is the cor-
rect term?

A: “Indians” is listed on the side of the U.S. Code Title 25, and 
most of the statutes related to Indian law use that term. I think 
American Indian people prefer it, for the most part. Some still 
prefer Native Americans or even Indigenous peoples, but political 
correctness left Indian country pretty early. Ideally, every Indian 
person wants to be known first by their tribal affiliation. In my 
case, it’s Anishinaabe (Ottawa or Odawa).

Q: Can you briefly address the need for a Restatement of 
American Indian Law and what such a project might accom-

plish? Are there certain misconceptions about the field of Indian 
law that need to be corrected?

A: My goals are to bring clarity to the field and to highlight its 
importance. Just skim a year’s worth of Indian law cases from the 
western federal circuits and you will see they’re all but begging for 
clarity. It saddens me to hear, as Jeffrey Toobin reported in his new 
book [The Oath] on President Obama and the Supreme Court, 
that the Court’s clerks still think of the Indian law cases as “dogs.” 
Indian law is more important than that and deserves the Court’s 
time (which is, of course, why the Court grants cert in those 
cases). There is a bit of a disconnect between the judiciary and the 
stakeholders in Indian country—caused in large part by informa-
tion dissymmetry involving tribal realities—that the Restatement 
can go a long way toward resolving.

Q: Your wife is also a law professor and she is working with 
you as a Reporter on the project on Indian law. What are your 
secrets for maintaining a successful marriage while working so 
closely together?

A: Wenona [Singel] and I complement each other well. I’m head-
strong and energetic, and she is more circumspect and cautious. 
Also, we know when to close the door to our respective offices at 
work, and to dedicate our home to our boys instead of our work. 
It doesn’t hurt that she teaches me something new about the law 
every day.
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Q: Besides your current commitment as a Reporter for the new 
project on Indian Law, are there other Institute projects that 
interest you?

A: The projects on government ethics and employment law 
attracted my attention. I made sure to sit in on the employment-
law discussion at the Annual Meeting. My work in my former 
life as in-house counsel for Indian tribes focused heavily on both 
areas, and there was a great deal of overlap. Now, as a tribal appel-
late judge, I find government ethics and employment cases to be 
the most difficult.

Q: Have you traveled with your wife or as a family with the two 
kids? If so, what were the highlights of your trips? 

A: We’ve traveled all over the place with Owen, the older boy. 
He’s been to law conferences in Leiden, Berkeley, Cambridge, 
Manhattan, San Diego, Washington, D.C., and Albuquerque. 
After Emmett was born, we scaled back some of the family travel, 
but we’ve spent time in Albuquerque to teach at the American 
Indian Law Center’s Pre-Law Summer Institute and we try to 
spend time each summer in our tribal communities in Petoskey 
and Peshawbestown, Michigan.

Q: In addition to your teaching duties, you have taken numer-
ous appointments to sit as a judge on various tribal courts 
and you currently sit on five appellate courts. How did these 
appointments come about? And how has your judicial role 
informed your work as a professor, author, and scholar?

A: My first judicial appointment was with the Pokagon Band 
of Potawatomi Indians, and that largely came about to ensure 
that the appellate court would maintain a tie to the tribal com-
munity. Pokagon made a commitment to staff their appellate 
court with the highest-quality judges they could find nationally. 
Like many tribal governments, they looked to law professors and 
former state- or federal-court judges to fill the slots. Pokagon 
hired two very prominent law professors and me (at the time I 
was not teaching) for the appellate court. I was selected because 
I was a reasonably successful lawyer and Potawatomi descendant. 
My grandmother was legendary tribal leader Leopold Pokagon’s 
granddaughter. Since I entered the academy, several tribes have 
recruited me to apply for appointment. Law professors are natural 
fits for tribal appellate benches. The dockets are relatively light 
and we can maintain a connection to the action on the ground in 
Indian country, very important to our scholarship. 

Q: How are today’s law students different from those who 
graduated with you from the University of Michigan in 1997? 

A: They’re much, much more worried about their futures in the 
changing legal-services market. Big firms aren’t hiring like they 
once did, and the technology is changing dramatically, allowing 
for more standardization of legal advice (LegalZoom, and the 
like). Happily, I might add, there are far more law students inter-
ested in Indian law. Perhaps the $30-billion-a-year Indian gaming 
market has something to do with that. In states with many Indian 

tribes, the state governments and Indian tribes often are looking 
for lawyers.

Q: How did you come up with the name Turtle Talk for your 
blog on Indian Law issues, and how has the blog evolved?

A: Back in the 1970s, my mother worked for an organization in 
Grand Rapids, Michigan, called the Inter-Tribal Council, Inc. It 
put out a typewritten community newsletter called Turtle Talk, 
and I still have some copies of it. Also, the turtle clan people of 
the Michigan Indians (Anishinaabek) are known as the speakers 
for the community. 

Q: What led you to consider law as a career? 

A: There were many unmet legal needs for my tribal communi-
ties—the Michigan Ottawa and Potawatomi tribes—when I was 
growing up in the 1970s and 1980s. Tribal elders were traveling 
around to meet Indian kids going through the school systems and 
talking about needing more lawyers and doctors. I chose to be an 
attorney. Never could stand blood.

Q: Name one teacher in your life—from any stage of your edu-
cation—who had a profound effect on you and influenced the 
path of your academic career?

A: My high school English and debate teacher, Bob Kerley, taught 
me to think about how to argue the other side. He’s probably the 
reason I read law like a literary critic, and to this day am fascinated 
by law and literature studies.

Q: You have worked on numerous amicus briefs. What are your 
criteria for deciding when to weigh in on a pending case? And 
what, in your view, are the elements of a good amicus brief?

A: Great question! The usefulness of an amicus brief depends on 
the court. We’ve participated in more federal appellate and state 
appellate cases as amici because we hear over and over again that 
federal and state appellate judges really do read—and need—the 
amicus briefs. They don’t have the same resources as the U.S. 
Supreme Court, and they’re not as familiar with Indian-law cases. 
I think what they really want from an amicus brief is a less advo-
cacy-oriented research memorandum that focuses their attention 
to the precedents. We’ve limited our U.S. Supreme Court amicus 
work because the Court already has what it needs given its supe-
rior resources. I am told, however, that the Justices are grateful for 
amicus briefs that review their relevant precedents thoroughly. I 
suppose a good Supreme Court amicus brief directs an argument 
to a particular Justice in order to sway a vote, perhaps for public-
policy reasons. But that’s hit or miss, mostly miss. As to the cases 
in which we participate, they largely choose us. Our Indigenous 
Law and Policy Center, more by accident than design, has become 
known for our work on the Indian Child Welfare Act and Indian 
land claims, although we are soon going to file an amicus in a 
Navajo sovereign-immunity case.


