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Introduction

What is American Indian, Native American, or First Nations history? What are its
boundaries? Its methods? Its struggles and debates? What is its relation to the
broader, interdisciplinary field of American Indian Studies? No single book could
hope for a definitive answer to these questions, for they imply a coherence that is —
and probably should be — lacking. A single volume may, however, aspire to discuss
basic ideas, survey useful writings, trace developing intellectual patterns, and pro-
pose questions that may structure Native American history in the years to come.
That, indeed, is our goal for this book. It is meant to serve as a useful reference
guide to concepts and literatures while at the same time moving readers to think
deeply about the issues at stake.

Indian history — as it is and has been preserved, narrated, and owned by native
people — is absolutely central to any thinking about American Indian pasts. First
Nations history-telling exists in oral traditions and written texts, in autobiographies
and “as-told-to” narratives, in geographies and memories throughout Indian coun-
try. Over the last several decades, however, its place has shifted: rather than existing
as the subject of inquiry, Indian history has become a critical agent of history-telling
itself — both in local native communities and in the world of global intellectual dis-
course. A fundamental premise of this book is that, in addition to changes driven by
the transformations of North American scholarship during the last generation, First
Nations history has been utterly remade by the challenges and engagements of
Native American people within and without the academy.

Since the 1960s, American Indian history has also emerged as a distinct and sig-
nificant field of academic study in predominantly Euro-American institutions.
During those decades, a significant number of historically minded anthropologists
have joined with historians interested in thinking about culture and about narrating
the stories of people who had fallen out of history-telling in the past. Often based in
colonial or Western American history, they began to read each other’s work and to
gather at conferences such as the annual meetings of the American Society for
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Ethnohistory. The resulting interdisciplinary approaches have been reinforced by
a shift in interest by some archaeologists toward Indian-European relations, as
opposed to “prehistory.” Changes in social and political climates during the 1960s
and 1970s generated additional interest in Indian histories, and created a context in
which Indian people began to question dominant historical narratives and to insist
that their own stories be heard in both popular and academic venues. As scholarship
and pedagogy in both the social sciences and the humanities have increasingly
emphasized multicultural approaches to their various subjects, American Indian his-
tory has grown in stature, analytical power, and diversity of approach.

Graduate students in early American history now routinely read works of Indian
history as they prepare for their comprehensive examinations and many choose
Native American topics for their dissertations. For later periods, Indian history has
become de rigueur for historians of the American West, and growing numbers of
specialists in other areas are likewise finding it central to their understanding of the
role of race and ethnicity in American life and in the formation of American identi-
ties. In short, the field is becoming mainstreamed. Meanwhile, historians of Native
America continue to expand their reach. Their histories long ago ceased to end at
Wounded Knee or some other moment thought to mark the final “disappearance”
of Indian people. As many of the essays here make clear, historians and ethnohistori-
ans have explored innumerable dimensions of Native American history in the twen-
ticth century. They have also contributed to the rich interdisciplinarity that charac-
terizes so much of recent scholarship. Their forays into cultural studies, identity
issues, global history, gender studies, and other developing areas of inquiry make
clear that the field will continue to change and to command the attention of a wide
range of historians and other scholars for some time to come.

In this Companion, we have tried to capture the thematic breadth of the First
Nations history that has developed during the last generation. In many cases, the
themes we have selected represent established scholarly traditions that have been
energized by new intellectual paradigms introduced by both native and non-native
thinkers, by both historians and non-historians. The study of native languages, for
example, has a long history in North American scholarship. So too do the issues sur-
rounding European empire, Indian religious expression, and native kinship, family,
and community. Other themes reflect traditional historical questions less frequently
applied to native people. What has labor and work meant to Indians, particularly as
they entered the wage labor markets of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries? Can
we think about Indians and warfare in ways that escape the stereotypes engendered
by the conquests of New England and the Great Plains? How have native people
responded to the opportunities and pressures of the fine art market?

American Indian history has not failed to be influenced by other emerging fields
of scholarship as well. These include new approaches drawn from environmental his-
tory, comparative history, and gender history. And Indian history has taken up an
array of compelling questions surrounding performance, identity, cultural broker-
age, race and blood, captivity, adoption, and slavery. In many other cases, First
Nations history has proven essential to the interests and goals of contemporary
Native American people. Legal studies, federal and state political relationships, issues
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of health and education and sovereignty — these fields represent scholarly interests
that have, in large part, been driven by Indian initiatives. Finally, certain themes in
this book focus more deliberately on Indian people’s own expressions of Indian
pasts, presents, and futures. Native literature has been one of the most important
venues for such expressions, but the reader will also find essays on historiography
and traditional systems of knowledge.

There are twenty-five essays in this book, each of which occupies a place both
within the study of history and within other fields as well. In writing about spiritual
traditions, for example, author Lee Irwin speaks both to Indian history and to the
study of comparative religion. He speaks as well — as do many of the authors in this
Companion — to those occupied with the relatively new, interdisciplinary, native-
centered field of American Indians Studies. Since the late 1960s and early 1970s,
native scholars have worked hard to unify their studies in academic departments and
programs such as those now operating at the University of California at Los Angeles
and at Davis, the University of Minnesota, and the University of Arizona. Native
American Studies has been a truly cross-disciplinary enterprise, incorporating cre-
ative writers, educators, political scientists, lawyers, linguists, sociologists, historians,
and others. Indeed, several of the contributors to this volume occupy positions in
Native Studies departments or programs.

Indian Studies casts a wide net, and, looking at themes or subjects, one might eas-
ily imagine this volume as a Companion to American Indian Studies rather than
Indian Aistory. We’ve not chosen that route, largely because of the way we’ve asked
writers to conceptualize their essays. Indian Studies quite rightly focuses on issues
and problems, using the insights of history and other disciplines as analytical cutting
tools. From an American Indian Studies perspective, a field such as “education,” for
example, would be examined not only through the lenses of the past, but also
through those of the present. Such an examination might include a treatment of the
politics of federal, state, and tribal funding, educational theory and research, longi-
tudinal and comparative studies of native and other “minority” educational institu-
tions, and so on. Instead, we’ve asked our contributors to think historically. Their
charge has been to present the state of American Indian history in their particular
fields, tracing its historical development, the changes that have occurred in the last
few decades, and the contemporary issues that have sparked the most interesting and
productive debates. We’ve asked them to consider the contributions of both Indians
and non-Indians, and to indicate the directions the field appears most likely to fol-
low during the next decade.

American Indian history has developed in relation to a set of problems, opportuni-
ties, and unique situations. As told by Europeans and white Americans, First Nations
history has traditionally, and perhaps inevitably, narrated the story of Euro-American
conquest. The earliest histories offered stories and interpretations that quivered with
mythic power and groaned under the weight of the ideologies of white cultural
superiority and Indian backwardness. Most of us are familiar with these ideologies to
the point that an obligatory catalog of images of either Indian savagery or nobility is
unnecessary. But subsequent historians have in general had to take conquest and the
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myths that accompanied it as their point of departure. Such departures have not
been easy, for all of us — both Indian and non-Indian — have had a harder time
escaping those myths than we might allow. What has been increasingly clear, how-
ever, is the ways in which those myths have been tied to the workings of power, and
the ways in which our contemporary tellings of Indian pasts continue to be tied up
in the same way.

Since so much Indian history has been created at a remove from Indian people,
historians have often become — and are sometimes trained to become — accustomed
to separating their own narratives from those either of Indian people or of the gov-
ernment and corporate officials who continue to impact Indian lives. But because
many Indian people have forced the issue, historians of native America have learned
anew the ways in which the telling of an Indian past can have political consequences
for the present. Politics, power, and the ongoing legacies of conquest will always
make the writing of Indian history a problematic endeavor.

In large part, this reality stems from the unique relations that most Native
American people have with federal governments, a relationship that is still misunder-
stood by most citizens of the United States and Canada. Treaty relationships and
subsequent legal decisions and legislation have embedded Indian people in power
struggles with state, provincial, and federal governments in ways unlike any other
ethnic or racial group. History, for Indian people and for historians of Indian North
America, does not simply revolve around abstract questions of identity, “what hap-
pened when” issues, or “objective” assessments of the past. Rather, every historical
narrative has the potential to change lives and policies in the contemporary world.
All Indian scholarship, whether the author chooses to recognize it or not, exists in
relation to this complicated, difficult, and often painful reality. In that sense, then, it
is strictly impossible to separate Indian history from the concern with contemporary
issues that has often characterized American Indian Studies. Even as they strive to
represent historical analyses and the historical development of intellectual fields,
many of the essays in this book also reflect and engage contemporary concerns.

As American Indian history becomes ever more a part of a new global indigenous
history, these issues will only grow more difficult. We think they will also grow more
compelling and more interesting. It is our deepest hope that the realities of power
and politics will not lead Indian scholars to exclude non-Indians from Indian histo-
ries. It is also our hope that non-Indian scholars will not shrug off Indian history as
something too difficult or too remote for them to pursue. Rather, we hope that
enlightened, critical, and reflexive writing in Indian history can be a place where
bridges can continue to be built — between Indians and non-Indians, between his-
tory and ethnography, between intellectual investigation and social action.

For that reason, we’ve sought out authors — Native American and non-native —
who are engaged in this kind of bridge-building. We’ve also encouraged approaches
that call rigid dualisms — Indian and white, myth and truth, history and ethnography —
into question. Like many of the authors, we believe that language conveys power,
and we have chosen to use an assortment of words to describe native people. These
include tribal designations in both English and native languages, and the words
“Indian,” “native,” “Native American,” “First Nations,” and “indigenous.” We
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recognize the problems and limitations of these words. We also recognize the ways
that Indian/native/indigenous people have made them their own. The tension
that sometimes surrounds these words illustrates in six-letter bits the complexities
that dog the maintenance, retention, and reshaping of culture in the colonial /post-
colonial settings that have led, over the long term, to this book.

We would like to thank Susan Rabinowitz and Ken Provencher, our editors at
Blackwell, for their patient support of this project. We also thank Patricia Murphy at
the University of Colorado and Stephanie Ziegler at Smith College for their help
with word-crunching and disk maintenance, and Timothy Willig at the University of
Massachusetts, Amherst, for compiling the bibliography at the end of the volume.
Phil Deloria would like to thank his wife, Peggy Burns, for her unrelenting calm, as
well as Roger Echo-Hawk and Angela Cavender Wilson, two Indian intellectuals
who could hardly be more different, yet who have helped form some of the under-
standings that underpin this book.
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Historiography

PHILir J. DELORIA

In 1997, Native historian Donald Fixico observed that more than 30,000 books had
been written about American Indians. The number may have been conservative then,
and it has certainly been surpassed since. Visit the call numbers between E51 and E99
in even the smallest library and marvel at the prodigious outpouring of writing on
Native people. As you browse those impressive stacks, however, don’t forget that
books and libraries are not the only ways of recording and communicating a past. It’s
worth bearing in mind one of Fixico’s other calculations: roughly 90 percent of those
books were written by non-Indians (Fixico, 1997: 3). Fixico’s observations suggest
at least three central historiographical problems. First of all, how do we make sense
of this vast library of texts, this Western canon of Indian history? Second, even if we
could order this canon, how would we then situate it in relation to the multiplicity
of Native histories, each of which poses political and epistemological challenges to the
Western tradition of history-telling itself? And third, can we imagine histories that
problematize or perhaps even transcend dualisms like Indian/non-Indian, linear/
cyclical, or oral /literate?

These problems defy easy solution, particularly in the course of a short essay.
Indeed, the very notion of historiography — a history of history-writing — immediately
raises an even deeper horizon of critical questions. How do people use their pasts to
perceive, imagine, and perpetuate ideas about cultural and social difference? How
have historical narratives reflected the relations of power between various groups of
Native people and various groups of Europeans? Can we even begin to perceive the
complex connections between social, political, economic, and environmental trans-
formations and the psychic and cultural changes that are refracted through the
historical consciousness of the writer or the storyteller?

Historiography — and particularly in a cross- or multicultural context — requires
us to think about epistemology — how we know what we know — in complex ways.
First, one has always to confront the epistemology of difference: how have non-Indian
writers understood Indians to be different? And, by extension, how have Indians
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conceptualized non-Indian difference? Second, one has to think about the ways that
epistemologies have changed across time. How was the historical consciousness avail-
able to Francis Parkman in the mid-nineteenth century different from that available
to John Neihardt in the carly twentieth? And how were they both different from
subjects like Black Hawk and Black Elk, both of whom narrated their own histories?
In this essay, I plan to think first about grappling with the Western tradition of his-
torical writing. The essay will then raise the question of Native historiography, before
finally trying to come to terms with the hybrid understandings of the past that
inevitably characterize our contemporary acts of history-telling.

Let us return first to the library. Traditional historical categories offer one useful
way of ordering the material. We could parse those 30,000-plus books using words
like military, political, diplomatic, social, cultural, women’s, race, class, gender, sexu-
ality, environmental, family, and so on. “Indian” would mark a kind of commonality,
but “Indian histories” would fit into other categories as well. One can see the oppor-
tunities and the problems with books such as Walter Williams’s The Spirit and the
Flesh, Will Roscoe’s The Zuni Man-Woman, and Two Spirit People, edited by
Sue-Ellen Jacobs, Wesley Thomas, and Sabine Lang. All are “Indian histories” that,
one might argue, fit more easily into the broader categories of gender and sexuality.
Alternatively, we might use an ordering scheme that relies more directly on discipline
or method. The categories would be different: archaeology, ethnology, ethnography,
ethnohistory, myth and symbol, folklore, sociology, policy studies, and so on.
But both kinds of categorizations, while useful, don’t generally meet the requirement
laid down by the “history” in the word “historiography” — the explanation of change
over time.

Historical periodization creates different kinds of categories, divisions that are tem-
poral rather than methodological or topical. Like all categories, these necessarily do
harm to their subjects — in this case, the continuity and flux of change over time.
Historiographical periodization implies, for example, that one can distill complex his-
torical consciousnesses down to recognizable definitions and examples. We know this
to be untrue. Yet periodization can also be an exercise in ordering that makes change
visible in productive ways. In that spirit, I want to suggest four broad historical
periods in Indian history-writing, each of which has overlaid, rather than supplanted,
those that have come before. Each suggests changes in social, political, and episte-
mological positions within non-Indian societies that have helped to produce new
kinds of history-writing. Obviously such crude paradigms will obscure shifts and
subtleties, but it is also true that additional historiographical inquiry will derive its
analytical power by breaking down these and other categories. With that caveat and
invitation, let us proceed:

1 Frontier History: In which spatial metaphors explain Indian—non-Indian differ-
ence in simple terms of geography, conflict, and eventual (and often predestined)
conquest (from contact to the present).

2 Racial/Developmental Hierarchy: In which more complex structures result from
scientific efforts to explain difference within a larger human landscape (from the
late eighteenth century to the present).
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3  Modernist History: A post-frontier paradigm in which people imagine social
boundaries to be fixed, while simultaneously retaining the possibility of their tran-
scendence (from the late nineteenth century to the present).

4 Postmodern/Postcolonial: Contemporary writing in which texts and histories seek
to deal with the tension between the liberating dissolution of boundaries and the
constant reshaping of them as political memories of the colonial past (roughly,
post-World War II to the present).

Frontier

Frederick Jackson Turner’s 1893 formulation of “the frontier” serves as a useful start-
ing place, for if it marks the beginning of a series of academic “frontier” histories, it
also represents the supposed end of the conditions that powered a long tradition of
popular history-writing (Turner, 1920). Turner saw American history in spatial terms,
a moving boundary between European civilization and Indian savagery. He didn’t
talk much about Native people, but he did codify the very old notion of a line that
separated Indian and non-Indian. That line defined the terrain of physical, political,
economic, and social struggle and it carried with it the expectation that white America
would inevitably triumph. Turner’s address — and his subsequent scholarship — insisted
that Americans had arrived at the endgame of a national teleology. In that sense, it
also serves as a useful marker of the modernist tradition of Indian historiography.

As Francis Jennings has pointed out, this spatial reading of Indian history as a con-
test between the savage and the civilized has origins as old as European colonization
itself (Jennings, 1975: 6-12). Frontier paradigms suggest a relation between the ways
in which Europeans understood cultural and racial difference and the ways in which
they understood empire and colony. Imagined around race, faith, economy, gender,
and geographical expansion, frontier oppositions mapped space and human differ-
ence together in ways that used the past to naturalize European dominance. The
distinct colonial experiences of different European powers produced, within this para-
digm, different kinds of histories. In New France, historians such as Gabriel Sagard
(Histoire du Canadn, 1636), Pierre Boucher (Histoire Véritable et Naturall, 1633),
and Francois DuCreux (Historia Canadensis, 1664) began recording frontier pasts
characterized by economic and religious encounters. Spanish colonial historians had
to confront pasts marked by greater violence and more frequent conflict. Their uses
of history are perhaps best illustrated by the famous 1550-1 debate between
Bartolomé de Las Casas, who criticized the excesses of Spanish conquest, and Juan
Ginés de Septlveda, who argued that one could easily conceive of a “just war” against
Indians who were “slaves by nature.” Likewise, Gonzalo Fernindez de Oviedo y
Valdés ( Historia general y natural de las Indias, 1537, 1557) and Francisco Lopez de
Gomara (Historia de lns Indias, 1552) offered prominent historical readings of the
Spanish colonial past that naturalized both conquest and Indian difference.

European writers, be they French, English, Spanish, Dutch, Russian or other,
assumed that Indians and Europeans confronted each other across a vast social
chasm, and their histories link Indian difference together with European expansion.
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In New England, Increase Mather’s Brief History (1676), John Underhill’s Newes
from America (1638), William Bradford’s Of Plymoutlh Plantation (1620-47, pub-
lished in 1856), and John Winthrop’s History of New England (2 vols., 1825-6) all
represent early American histories that rely on the notions of an Indian—white bound-
ary and physical conquest for their analytical and narrative force. Further south,
Samuel Purchas, William Byrd, John Smith, and others offered regionally inflected
histories using the same model.

Perhaps the most powerful American genre in this tradition was the captivity narra-
tive, a form that produced writings as diverse as Mary Rowlandson’s 1682 captivity
and Sarah Wakefield’s 1864 book, Six Weeks in the Sioux Teepees. The early captivity
narrative prefigured later modernist writing in its use of the metaphor of culture-
crossing, but it ultimately insisted upon a cultural difference understood through a
geography of conflict. Captivity, as Richard Slotkin has observed, offered one of the
few legitimate excuses for being on the far side of the frontier boundary. To know
Indian society and history, one had to learn it under duress. Even a sympathetic fig-
ure like Daniel Gookin, who crossed the boundary as a missionary, proved unable to
escape the dualist visions of the frontier. Along with Slotkin, Christopher Castiglia and
June Namias, among others, have offered significant analyses of this literature. Wilcomb
Washburn and Alden Vaughan have both edited collections of captivity narratives.

Nineteenth-century historians made only subtle alterations to the formula that
placed opposed societies fighting across a frontier boundary. And indeed, their writ-
ing reflected the prerogatives of American manifest destiny itself, as much a colonial
and imperial project as those of England, France, and Spain. Timothy Flint (Indian
Wars of the West, 1833), James Hall (Letters from the West, 1828, among others), and
Francis Parkman were among the multitude of nineteenth-century historians captured
by a clear and simple sense of boundary. Parkman’s Conspiracy of Pontinc (1851), for
example, used an Indian-war past to help explain a nineteenth-century present, Indian
wars both recent and impending. Seeing white America as “metal,” combining flexi-
bility and strength, Parkman viewed Indians as metaphorical rock, their inflexibility
explaining their eventual doom. “You can rarely change the form without destruction
of the substance,” he argued. “Races of inferior energy have possessed a power of
expansion and assimilation to which [the Indian] is a stranger; and it is this fixed and
rigid quality which has proven his ruin. He will not learn the arts of civilization, and
he and his forest must perish together” (p. 63). Parkman later went on to write the
monumental seven-volume study France and England in North America (1865-92)
which, along with the works of George Bancroft and William Prescott, make up the
dominant nineteenth-century histories of American frontier colonialism.

The story of Indian frontier conflict became a staple of popular history, with
frequent retellings in a variety of forms. These included drama, the penny press,
Indian-fighter autobiographies, memoirs of overland trail migration, Wild West show
performances, historical paintings, such as those of Frederic Remington, and “seri-
ous” popular histories, like Theodore Roosevelt’s Winning of the West (1889-96),
which portrayed American development as one long Indian war.

Turner was Roosevelt’s contemporary, and his famous thesis essentially founded the
twentieth-century field of Western American history, which has been the subsequent
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resting place for this particular historical paradigm and a frequent location for the
study of Indian history. Although the Turnerian frontier has been attacked by numer-
ous historians and transformed by neo-Turnerians and cultural pluralists, the notion
of a line or zone that demarks Indian—white conflict has continued to resound as a
key trope in Indian—European history. Popular history continues to use frontier mod-
els. And one can continue to find scholarly studies that focus on unambiguous con-
flict between Indians, settlers, and the federal government. Several publishers have
established core constituencies of both historians and readers who continue to find in
this particular category a meaningful history. Among many others, Kerwin Lee Klein
(Fromtiers of Historical Imagination, 1997) has written an excellent survey of the
transformations of the frontier idea in relation to Indians.

An equally interesting part of this tradition is the body of scholarship that has
looked critically at the ways the relation between a spatialized sense of racial and cul-
tural difference and the act of conquest have been expressed in history, literature, and
art. Roy Harvey Pearce’s classic Savagism and Civilization (1953) was one of the first
modern works to examine this discourse of difference in American history, and Pearce
has been ably followed by Richard Slotkin (particularly Regeneration through
Violence, 1973 and The Fatal Environment, 1985), Robert F. Berkhofer, Jr. (The
White Man’s Indian, 1978), Brian Dippie (The Vanishing American, 1982), and
others. Each of these writers seeks to show how the frontier metaphor was both prod-
uct and precursor of the various kinds of social dislocations Indian people have suf-
tered throughout American history. Gordon Sayre (Les Sauvages Américains, 1997)
and Olive Dickason (The Myth of the Savage, 1984) expand this treatment to cover
the French. Benjamin Keen (The Aztec Image in Western Thought, 1971) and, from a
moralist literary-critical position, Tzvetan Todorov (The Conquest of America, 1984)
have examined the discourses in Spanish examples. Among others, Anthony Pagden
(Eurvopean Encounters with the New World, 1993; Lovds of All the World, 1995) has
discussed European ideologies broadly and comparatively.

Finally, as probably the most familiar tradition in American history-writing, the
notion of frontier conflict between spatially defined civil and savage societies has been
a significant target for Native historians as well. In addition to the classic Native writ-
ers of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (see Hafen, this volume) more
recent Indian critiques have invariably had to confront various elements of the fron-
tier paradigm. Vine Deloria’s Custer Died for Your Sins (1969) offered a model for
the historically inflected polemic. The works of Elizabeth Cook-Lynn, Jack Forbes,
Ward Churchill, Donald Grinde, Scott Momaday and others have utilized the idea of
coherent cultural boundaries, while at the same time criticizing the way those bound-
aries have been called into being.

Racial Science and Hierarchies

Implicit — and often explicit — in the frontier tradition has been the question of race,
which has been inextricably linked to notions of savagery and civilization. If frontier
writing has its roots in the colonial encounter, then more complex, hierarchical
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considerations of race might be seen as having a slightly later starting point. In this
second tradition, one sees a change in structure from dualism and a single firm
boundary between two societies to social evolution, with its concomitant rankings of
the racial endowments of multiple peoples. If the first tradition has been aptly
suited to explain continuing colonial conflict, the second has been just as useful for
thinking about the scattering of people within the boundaries of the United States
and the world at large. Indians, Africans, whites, the black Irish, Latinos, and Asians —
where did each of these groups of people fit in relation to each other? And
how did one come to the knowledge that would allow one to make the necessary
distinctions?

The practices and procedures that characterized the scientific study of race
inevitably influenced Indian history-writing. These represent a diverse range of ideas,
from early speculation concerning Indian origins to amateur ethnology to the classic
Social Darwinism of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to today’s tor-
tured debates over racial difference. Particularly in the early cases, ethnologists and
historians assumed that different peoples could be ranked on a scale (rather than an
absolute boundary) that ran from varying levels of primitivism and savagery to vary-
ing levels of civilization. And while this tradition has its own popular historical rep-
resentations, it more significantly signals the beginning of the ongoing relation
between science and history in the creation of knowledge about Indian people
(Bieder, 1986; Hinsley, 1981; Pagden, 1993).

One mode of scientific racialism revolved around the question of origins (see
Darnell, this volume, for a discussion of mono- and polygenesis). James Adair’s
History of the American Indians (1775) might be seen as an carly example in this
particular historiographical tradition. Adair, who traded with several Southeastern
tribes and married among the Chickasaw, hypothesized that Indian people occupied
a unique racial position as the remnants of the lost tribes of Israel. Similarly, in the
early nineteenth century, artist George Catlin suggested that the Mandans were
“white,” the survivors of a Welsh expedition. Later historians would look for origins
among the Norse, Greeks, Egyptians, and others. The Book of Mormon (1829-30), for
example, constructed a thorough American prehistory for Indian people, placing
them squarely within the “lost tribes” tradition. Like these other treatments, The Book
of Mormon had then to account for racially “superior” Indian people (that is to say,
“white”) who occupied positions near the savage bottom of the developmental scale.
The Book explains this inconsistency historically, offering a North American past of
devastating war and cultural declension.

Some scholars — and more particularly, the popular media — continue today to
speculate about Indian origins and development in racial terms. The flurry over
Kennewick Man, a supposedly “caucasoid type” found amidst material 9,300 years
old, suggests the ongoing nature of this racialist tradition. The semantic slippages
between the technical term “caucasoid,” the racialist term “caucasian,” and the pop-
ular media gloss “white” raise loaded questions about Indians, Europeans, and North
American history. The tension in such instances results from complementary instincts —
cither the sympathetic naming of Indians as “white” or the less-benign claiming of
North America for Anglos. In the first instance, non-Indian accounts might elevate
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“noble” Indians above other races by granting them whiteness. In the second, they
might relegate Indians to the bottom of the hierarchy by positing a North American
prehistory crudely colored “white.” In either case, the linkages between science,
racial hierarchy, and history can be surprisingly consistent across time. David Hurst
Thomas’s Skull Wars: Kennewick Man, Archacology, and the Battle for Native
American Identity offers a brilliant reading, placing Kennewick in larger historical
context (2000).

Early ethnology often narrated Indian pasts in similar ways. As they sought to
understand Indians, writers like John Heckewelder, Henry Rowe Schoolcraft, Peter
Duponceau, and Samuel Morton wrestled with the tension between the absolute
difference of the frontier model and the hierarchical difference suggested by natural
science. Lewis Henry Morgan, for example, made what would become a classic
anthropological move, from the detailed descriptive study of difference found in
League of the Ho-de-no-sau-nee, or Iroguois to the comparative racial and linguistic
studies of Ancient Society (see Darnell, Miller, this volume). In League, Morgan (like
proto-cthnographer Heckewelder before him) investigated and described the cus-
toms, beliefs, rituals, structures, and histories of a single group of native people.
According to Morgan, the Iroquois were “advanced” in relation to other Indians, but
they lacked the progressive spirit to ascend the racial hierarchy. “The hunter state,”
Morgan insisted (despite abundant evidence of Iroquois agriculture), “is the zero of
human society and while the red man was bound by its spell, there was no hope of
his elevation” (p. 141). In passages such as this, Morgan saw a hierarchy that con-
nected the “zero” of Indianness with the agricultural civilization of Euro-Americans.
Samuel Morton’s Crania America (1839) sought to reveal the nature of American
racial hierarchies through a combination of physical anthropology (measuring the
cranial capacity of different racial groups) and phrenology (finding markers of racial
character in skull formations).

The writings of a third ethnologist, Henry Rowe Schoolcraft, offer a complex sense
of the mingled development of three strands in the intellectual history of race and
Indians. In Western Scenes and Reminiscences (1853), Schoolcraft’s early impressions
of Indians followed the oppositional logic of the frontier. “The word ‘Indian,”” he
recalled, “was synonymous then, as perhaps now, with half the opprobrious epithets
in the dictionary” (p. 65). But Schoolcraft found himself working among Indian peo-
ple, and saw an opportunity for scientific investigation. After a cross-racial marriage,
and years as an Indian agent, natural historian, and collector of Indian stories and
histories, Schoolcraft claimed he had learned to reject much of the frontier model.
Indians, he said, should be studied as a distinct branch of the human race. Focusing
on language, government, and religion, Schoolcraft undertook, in several different
projects, an ethnological and literary catalogue of the culture and history of the native
people of the Great Lakes and prairies. His output included Algic Researches (1839),
Oneotn (1844-5), Notes on the Iroquois (1846), and Historical and Statistical
Information (1851-7). When thinking comparatively, he was able to place racially
defined Indians in relation to a white society parsed along hierarchical class lines. “As
a class of men,” he observed, “native speakers, without letters or education, possess
a higher scope of thought and illustration, than the corresponding class in civilized
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life” (p. 67). And this insight nudged Schoolcraft toward a third notion, that of
evolutionary change. “The old idea that the Indian mind is not susceptible of a high
or advantageous development,” he argued, “rests on questionable data” (p. 67).
Schoolcraft, one should note, concluded his remarks with a return to frontier dual-
ism, insisting that native religion kept Indians “beyond the pale of civilization”
(p- 68). Elsewhere, he argued that it was not simply that Indian societies could not
advance — they had actually declined.

And yet, with the notion of evolutionary change, Schoolcraft pointed to future
permutations of racialist thinking. With the publication of Darwin’s Origin of Species
in 1859, intellectuals began wondering not just about racial difference, but about its
historical development. Anthropological writers such as Edward Tylor (1871) for-
mally posited a single “culture,” with people moving along a prescribed evolutionary
path that led from the savage to the civilized. Indians represented a stalled branch.
“They,” anthropologists argued, are what “we” once were — a living representation
of an earlier history (Stocking, 1968). The potted histories offered by late nine-
teenth- and early twentieth-century government policy makers, missionaries, and
anthropologists, for example, placed Indians on such a social evolutionary trajectory.

Much of the writing on Indians from the latter part of the nineteenth century is
oriented toward policy. The Indian Rights Association, for example, was only one
of many groups who naturalized the idea of'a developmental hierarchy. Taking a social
evolutionary past for granted, they looked toward a future characterized by rapid
Indian development, and they made this narrative concrete through the so-called
“Assimilation” policies. With white assistance, Indians could, in effect, escape the
frontier model and move up the hierarchy to become civilized, Christian, and eco-
nomically rational (Hoxie, 1984). Although tempered by the rise of cultural relativism
after World War I1, such developmental assumptions continue to live on today, under-
pinning federal and state policy, church missionary activity, and educational dogma.

Modernist History

Turner’s 1890 ending of the frontier marked another, equally significant moment of
change in white historical consciousness concerning Indians. The Wounded Knee
massacre, also in that year, seemed to many to be the final battle of the imperial strug-
gle for North America. Indians immediately looked different when seen through the
lens of what Renato Rosaldo has called “imperialist nostalgia” (Rosaldo, 1989). With
a modern sensibility tuned toward regret, much Indian history-writing continued to
see the past through the metaphor of boundaries — only now those boundaries were
not so much spatial and impenetrable as they were temporal and permeable
(P. Deloria, 1998).

Nostalgia permeates this tradition and it led writers to invert and to dissolve older,
“frontier” boundaries while at the same time retaining the racial privilege that came
with the developmental hierarchy. Helen Hunt Jackson’s 1881 A Century of
Dishonor, for example, did not engage the scientific concern with race that continued
to mark much historical writing. And while it accepted the dualistic division that
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characterized the frontier school, it flip-flopped the values assigned to civilization
and savagery. Jackson offered a history of white American barbarism, an empathetic
inversion that would frequently mark modernist writing.

But if inversion was one component of this historiographical tradition, so too was
the anthropological notion that one might participate in an Indian world, at least on
a small scale. Columbia anthropologist Franz Boas and his students led the way in
replacing the rigid racial divisions of the nineteenth century with the more permeable
cultural boundaries of the twentieth. Salvage anthropology — the logical descendant
of a Social Darwinian linking of history and science — proved most amenable to the
notion that one could cross time and culture to gather up an Indian past (Stocking,
1968). Yet most ethnographers were not thinking historically, for salvage anthropol-
ogy insisted upon Indians frozen in an “ethnographic present.” Rather, amateur his-
torians such as Stanley Vestal, E. A. Brininstool, George Hyde, and Walter McClintock
went among Indian people and gathered information for biography and history.

Perhaps the quintessential expressions of this modernist boundary-crossing revolve
around the Lakota holy man/Catholic catechist Black Elk. In 1931, poet John
Neihardt visited Black Elk in search of the historical material that eventually became
Black Elk Speaks (1932), and later, When the Tree Flowered (1951). Neihardt’s writ-
ing (or is it Black Elk’s speech? — the relations of literary production are confused, to
say the least) overflows with modernist regret, nostalgia, and the inversion of civil and
“savage” sympathies. In 1947, Joseph Epes Brown, deeply moved by Neihardt’s
book, made a similar visit to Black Elk’s home, where he stayed for several months.
The result was The Sacred Pipe (1953), which, like Black Elk, blurs the boundaries
between subject and recorder. Neihardt’s author tag, for example, reads “as told
through,” while Brown simply writes “recorded and edited by...” In such writing,
culture-crossing tended to be an individual issue, and so many similar works are bio-
graphical in nature. William Wildschut and Two Leggings, Frank Linderman and
Pretty Shield and Plenty Coups, Brininstool and Luther Standing Bear, Vestal and
White Bull, Walter Dyk and Left Handed, Leo Simmons and Don Talayesva, among
many others — these biographies and “as-told-to” histories all bear the mark of the
relationship between writer and anthropological informant. And this form has con-
tinued to have resonance and power, particularly when adapted by historically mind-
ed anthropologists such as Paul Radin (Crashing Thunder), Nancy Oestreich Lurie
(Mountain Wolf Woman), and Margot Liberty (John Stands In Timber). Recent pop-
ular writings include, among others, the various collaborations with Richard Erdoes
(Lame Deer, Seeker of Visions, 1972; Lakota Woman, 1990; Obitika Woman, 1993;
Crow Doyg, 1995; among others), Vada Carlson ( No Turning Back, 1964 ), and Mark
St. Pierre (Madonna Swan, 1991).

Perhaps the most significant moment in the modernist tradition, however, was the
formal linking of history and ethnography, two disciplines that had been dancing
together for over one hundred years. Founded in 1954, the American Society for
Ethnohistory focused on bringing the methods of ethnographic fieldwork and the
documentary evidentiary bases of American Indian history into explicit interdiscipli-
nary dialogue (Axtell, 1981). Ethnohistory has thrived in the years since, and many
of the classic recent works of Indian history have come from its adherents. Indeed,
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many of the chapters in this volume reflect the productive historical investigations
undertaken by ethnohistorians in fields such as demography, commerce, religion, law,
land tenure, and politics, among many others. Ethnohistorians have, in addition,
brought an increasing historiographical self-consciousness about their field, its direc-
tion, and its basis of knowledge and authority. Among the many noteworthy texts are
edited collections like Nancy O. Lurie and Eleanor Leacock’s North American
Indians in Historical Perspective (1971), William R. Swagerty’s Scholars and the
Indian Experience (1984), Calvin Martin’s The American Indian and the Problem of
History (1987), Colin Calloway’s New Directions in American Indian History
(1988), Jennifer S. H. Brown and Elizabeth Vibert’s Reading Beyond Words (1996),
Donald Fixico’s Rethinking Amervican Indian History (1997), Devon Mihesuah’s
Natives and Academics (1998), and Russell Thornton’s Studying Native America:
Problems and Prospects (1998).

In many ways, however, ethnohistory is simply the logical development of
modernist boundary-crossing traditions. As Kerwin Klein has argued, the blurring
of genres that finds historians doing fieldwork and anthropologists writing “library
dissertations” has “emptied ethnohistory of its methodological content” (Klein,
1997: 212). Ethnohistory now confronts issues that problematize its familiar prac-
tices and call out for new approaches to the telling of an Indian past. Those changes
have come, in part, from epistemological shifts that have altered recent understand-
ings of history. And they have come, in part, out of the critical presence of native
people in the familiar practices surrounding the production of knowledge.

Native Narrative

Before we can grapple with these issues, however, it is vital that we return to the ques-
tion, bracketed so many pages ago, of native narration of native pasts. As white
Americans have created a library of Indian history, native people have themselves been
engaged in the ongoing production of Indian histories. And if we insisted on thinking
about this first body of historiography in terms of accreting layers, each driven by his-
torical shifts in the conditions under which history was produced, we should do no
less for native histories. The historiography that emerges is every bit as complex, if per-
haps less easily captured, for native historical traditions are as diverse as tribes them-
selves. Indian people have persistently maintained oral records. Some of those records
have changed; others have remained relatively unchanged. Native people have metic-
ulously preserved the past in spiritual understandings and collective memories of place.
They have recorded the past in various written forms, including mnemonics, images,
and books. And they have reshaped it in order to meet social, cultural, and political
challenges. Indian history — as possessed and produced by native people — has been as
complicated and time-bound a process as it has been for non-Indians. In this, they
have been no different from any group of people in the world.

Native historians have insisted that, simply because the practice of oral tradition
and oral history has been so often invisible to the library, does not mean that it lacks
legitimacy. While academic debates concerning the nature of orality and literacy
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continue, scholars such as Jan Vansina have demonstrated that oral tradition can
preserve information across broad spans of time (Vansina, 1985). And native oral his-
tories have their own social and cultural legitimacy outside of academic judgements,
which have often been less concerned with meaning and context and more focused
on verifiable facticity. This is an ironic focus, given the problematizing of fact and the
emphasis on context that has characterized the post-structuralist awareness so much
a part of recent Euro-American history-telling. Nonetheless, as Angela Cavender
Wilson points out, oral history — when seen in a Native context — has certain affini-
ties with Euro-American history, operating, for example, under similar constraints
(Wilson, 1997). Stories are repeated under certain conditions, at certain times of the
year, in connection with certain landscapes, and, in many cases, are subject to the
“peer review” of knowing audiences. The Navajo Blessingway, for example, is a his-
tory that, one might argue, has remained largely unchanged across significant spans
of time and hundreds of retellings through exactly this kind of oversight.

And vyet, it is clear that there are distinctions to be made between, for example, oral
traditions that are held and renewed collectively and oral Jistories that may be personal
and Dbiographical. In a wide-ranging treatment of Indian history-telling, Peter
Nabokov suggests complicating three familiar categories of native historical narrative:
myth, legend, and folktale. “Myths” are sacred stories that take place in an earlier
world and are held as absolute truths (Nabokov, 1996). As Keith Basso has shown,
such stories continue to exist as vital collective narratives about the past — histories —
that give explanatory meaning to the world of the present. Apache place stories, in this
case, link contemporary landscape and culture to origins that have become essentially
timeless (Basso, 1996). “Legends” maintain their link to what might be called
“Western” historical time — they contain human characters and factual content.
“Folktales” exist as fictional literature, educational and entertaining. They include
“just so” stories, trickster tales, ghost stories, jokes, and other informal expressions.
Nabokov includes within this category “trickster” histories that are explicitly con-
structed as tools for political struggle. Obviously the categorical lines are just as
blurry in this accounting as they are in the Euro-American historical traditions already
discussed. Apaches, to return to Basso’s example, do not simply live in a static, mythic
world. They create new histories about newly created places, revealing the gaps and
fissures in any scheme that would sift out temporal distinctions among native histories.

But Indian histories are not simply defined by forms, contents, and acts of narra-
tion. Oral traditions and histories (like written texts) have constantly had to confront
the question of reading — a confrontation that origin stories always face: should they
be heard as literal depictions of historical events, as some proponents advise? Or do
they really function as metaphorical “pseudo-histories” containing renditions of cul-
tural circumstances rather than history, as most academic scholars suggest? Roger
Echo-Hawk (2000) has inquired into the historical content of origin stories, and he
proposes to employ academic tools to excavate arguably historical settings from nar-
ratives that feature an accumulated overburden of culturally specific interpretive detail.

This endorsement of academic analysis as the basis for deciding historicity could
easily be viewed as an affirmation of intellectual imperialism, a forced fitting of
Western historical consciousness on histories that are not meant to be considered
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so, and yet another attack on origin stories and oral history — the heart of Indian
historiographical traditions. A counter to such critique might be to suggest that the
major precepts of academic analysis, such as checks for veracity and questions of
authorship, readership, and context, ought to be recognized as a vital part of the tra-
dition of Indian history-telling and not as the sole domain of imperialistic non-Indian
history. In the end, the search for common ground between distinctive historio-
graphic traditions may yield insight into shared principles of history, bringing greater
complexity into the creation of the stories we tell about the past. But encounters
between deeply entrenched, coexisting worldviews are never easily negotiated. Where
one observer sees common ground, another might see contested territory, a place of
collision between imperialistic winners and victimized losers.

Native people have also recorded the past in ways that are not exclusively oral.
Plains winter counts, for example, function as mnemonic devices, with each picture
representing a memorable (oftentimes an idiosyncratic) event that allows the recol-
lection of a given year (Mallery, 1883/1972). And though the counts are arranged in
the form of a circle, they do in fact allow a “linear” conception of the relationship of
one or more past events. In addition to recording personal and collective narratives,
the Cherokee syllabary was sometimes used to record calendar information in a sim-
ilar way. And of course, native people have recorded their own personal and collec-
tive histories, both in native language orthographies and in written English.

Nineteenth-century Indian historians tended to be exceptional figures such as
William Apess, George Copway, Samson Occam, and a very few others. But by the
twentieth century, many native people had worked their way inside mission
Christianity and academic disciplines such as anthropology. Their cross-cultural writ-
ings, often inflected by the traditions of modernist history, frequently tried to use the
past to make a case for contemporary Indians. Anthropologists Arthur C. Parker,
Edward Dozier, J. N. B. Hewitt, and D’Arcy McNickle, writers Zitkala S, Pauline
Johnson, Charles Eastman, and John Joseph Mathews — these were only a few of
the native people who offered Indian histories as part of their literary output
(Hoxie, 1992).

The diversity of tribal experience makes it difficult to attempt any general peri-
odization of native history-telling. Nonetheless, one might suggest, as a starting
point, three broad periods: (1) an “oral /traditional” period in which people used and
recalled significant events as temporal markers embued with historical and cultural
significance, characterized, on the plains, for example, by the invention of winter
counts; (2) a period shaped by Christianization, in which mergings of the ideologies
and tropes of the Bible with those of oral traditions became relatively common, shap-
ing the nature of historical discourse among Indian people; (3) a period shaped by
academic and non-academic scholarship, in which detailed ethnographic and histori-
cal inquiry into Indian history helped reshape native conceptions and narrations of
the past. Such a periodization is not meant to suggest wholesale rewritings of Indian
pasts, but rather to cast into relief the subtle transformations in epistemology and nar-
rative which inevitably accompany the passage of time and cultural transmission.

Since the 1960s, then, we have seen Indian people playing increasingly important
roles in transforming the library of non-native histories. The political upheavals of the
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1960s not only made non-Indian historians more sensitive to issues, they also created
the social and political contexts for the development of an Indian academic history. In
1972, for example, D’Arcy McNickle was named the first director of the Newberry
Library’s Center for the History of the American Indian, which has offered a home to
many native scholars ever since. The first American Indian Studies programs came of
age in the early 1970s, and, like the McNickle Center, helped create native intellectual
centers for new approaches to Indian history. The list is significant, for many of these
scholars have been at the forefront of Indian history: Jack Forbes at the University of
California, Davis; Duane Champagne at UCLA; Gerald Vizenor, Terry Wilson, and
Clara Sue Kidwell at UC Berkeley; Vine Deloria, Scott Momaday, Tom Holm,
Ophelia Zepeda, and others at the University of Arizona; Elizabeth Cook-Lynn at
Washington State; Oren Lyons and John Mohawk at SUNY; Michael Dorris at
Dartmouth; Rupert Costo and Jeanette Henry at UC-Riverside.

Yet it is also the case that one cannot track a clean trajectory for recent Indian his-
tory beginning in the late 1960s. In Chicano history, for example, one can point to a
generation of Chicano Ph.D. recipients, the so-called “class of 75.” Mario T. Garcia,
Albert Camarillo, Oscar Martinez, Juan Gomez-Quinones, Ricardo Romo, Richard
Griswold del Castillo, among others, have moved through their careers together, pro-
ducing an initial burst of dissertation-based scholarship, sustained training of multiple
generations of students, and the development of a Chicano historical canon. The
products of a different political milieu, Indian intellectuals more frequently turned to
law or literature than to history or anthropology. And so in many ways, it was not
entirely the voices of Indian intellectuals that pushed history and ethnohistory to
open up to native perspectives. It was also the presence of Indian subjects — infor-
mants, readers, and students — who insisted upon making themselves heard.

Postmodern and Postcolonial

With that, we can now turn to consider the present moment in Indian history-telling
which, it strikes me, is one of achievement, activism, and uncertainty. Earlier, I used
the words “postmodern” and “postcolonial” as descriptive terms, and, despite the
shared trendiness of the “post” prefix, I suggested that one might see them as being
in tension with one another. I’ve argued that “frontier,” “hierarchical,” and “mod-
ern” schools of history-writing can be visualized in terms of the boundaries between
Indians and others that have been imagined, inverted, and problematized. A rigid and
largely impermeable frontier boundary mirrored the ideologies of colonial and im-
perial contest. A set of ranked distinctions put the problems of racial and ethnic
distinctiveness in a reassuring order. And if modernists have clearly marked the
boundaries between Indian and other, they have done so in order to transgress those
same markers of difference. However one defines “postmodernism,” it seems appar-
ent that sometime over the last few decades we’ve entered a moment in which such
boundaries have essentially disintegrated (Jameson, 1991).

One can see this disintegration in a social sense, for example, as cross-racial mar-
riage and mixed-blood identity have become important issues in both history and
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sociology. One can see it in the most recent census data, in which the Indian popu-
lation skyrocketed beyond any rational demographic explanation and which suggests
that non-Indians, having rejected certain ethnic borders, are simply choosing an iden-
tity that suits them. One sees it in aesthetics, as “Indian” themes in art and literature
have become accessible to the entire world. In politics and the media, we’ve watched
the dissolution of distinctions between public and private and between news and
entertainment. And among all the other places one might point, one also sees it in
the telling of history.

In addition to traditional treatments of politics and law, recent scholarship has
often focused more on the fluidities of culture and identity, particularly in socially
ambiguous situations. Gerald Vizenor, Richard White, Tsianina Lomawaima, Alan
Taylor, Craig Womack, James Merrell, Delphine Red Shirt, Alexandra Harmon, Greg
Sarris, Margaret Connell Szasz, James Clifton, among many others, have looked at
confused moments that have cast up individuals characterized by multiple identities
(see Hinderaker, this volume). What to make of figures like Simon Girty or Hendrik
Aupaumut or boarding school children or Wild West show performers? The answers
have often revolved around the ways in which cultural and social borders have been
confused or demolished. White’s Middle Ground (1991) and Merrell’s Indians’ New
World (1989), for example, use structuring metaphors that suggest worlds character-
ized by shattered social structure and consequent rebuilding. Contact Points (Cayton
and Teute, 1998), an important recent collection of essays, insists on a redefined
frontier, one conceived around “contested spaces” where “kinetic interactions” cre-
ate “new cultural matrices, American in their eclecticism, fluidity, individual determi-
nation and differentiation” (p. 2). Rather than considering the dynamics of visible
boundaries, such studies gain their coherence by examining subjects or groups in a
broad and multiplicitous “cultural field” in which clarity is lacking and identities are
cobbled out of confusion and conflict.

Pomo writer Greg Sarris’s outstanding Mabel McKay: Weaving the Dream (1994)
stands as an icon of this postmodern ambiguity. In the book, Sarris weaves coherence
out of the blurred threads of his own identity, that of Mabel McKay, his personal and
scholarly encounters with her, the space of the reservation and the city. By the time
he is through, there is little left of the lines formerly used to distinguish Indian from
non-Indian, historian from subject, literature from history, nature from supernature.
Many non-Indian writers have celebrated the general sense of liberation that comes
with such an embrace of ambiguity. Others have rejected it, preferring a more con-
servative approach to questions of truth and difference. But except as they have
included questions of “multiculturalism” and educational representation, the so-
called “culture wars” being fought among non-Indian intellectual elites have often
been irrelevant to many native writers. What has mattered has been the other
context, that of postcolonialism (although one should note that many Indian writers
hesitate over the term itself).

A full postmodern embrace of the individual subject can easily result in an attenu-
ation of the importance of history. What comes to matter is not so much the cause-
and-effect of the past as it is the ways individuals and groups have figured themselves
out in the midst of trying circumstances. Postcolonial approaches also focus on the
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individual, often the colonized person who finds a place and an identity through the
institutions of those who have done the colonizing. But the postcolonial focus on the
individual is different, for it requires a confrontation with the history that created
those trying circumstances (Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin, 1995; Bhabha, 1994).
The youngest generation of Indian historians, it seems to me, is concerned to insure,
in Kwame Anthony Appiah’s apt phrase, that the “post” in postcolonial is not the
same as the “post” in postmodern (Appiah, 1992). That is, in the midst of an incred-
ibly productive historical focus on boundary dissolution and ambiguity, native histor-
ians are also insisting on recognizing and reshaping boundaries both in the past and
in the present.

Any reinstallation of boundaries will, perhaps necessarily, include issues of identity
politics in the production of history. Perhaps never more than now, the question is
being raised: who should do Indian history? For what audience and for what reason?
Young Indian historians such as Angela Cavender Wilson and Anton Treuer, who
insist on the primacy of native language history and oral tradition, are passionate
advocates for the preservation of cultural difference in a postmodern world. To argue
otherwise would be to allow tribal people, histories, and traditions to dissolve into a
global melting pot far more effective and pernicious than the failed program of assim-
ilation of a century ago. But while these writers seek a certain purity — Indian histories
largely devoid of the colonialist documents of the conquerors, researched in native
languages among native elders — they also have to account for the impurities of his-
tories written in a postmodern moment. The “pure products” as James Clifford has
said, reworking William Carlos Williams, have “gone crazy” and there’s no going
back (Clifford, 1988). The desire for purity is, of course, a political desire. In that
sense, native-originated history ought to be considered on the same terrain as the
equally political non-native histories we’ve discussed. But if we choose to mark Indian
history as political, let us make doubly sure that we mark the politics that underlie
non-Indian histories as well, rejecting the claims to objectivity and truth that have
empowered those histories.

This multivalent reality suggests to me that future Indian histories may well be pro-
duced in a self-conscious collision, the politics and epistemology of purity and differ-
ence clashing with the politics and epistemology of ambiguity and fluidity. Thus, one
can see in Angela Wilson’s work an assertion that Indian oral history functions
in ways similar to European history, with specific checks and balances for something
called “accuracy.” At the same time, however, Wilson also insists that the epistemol-
ogy of oral tradition is radically different and that, in its difference, it challenges
Western ways of knowing. A paradox, then: histories overlap in method and practice.
But histories are also written and told to reject such overlaps, for practice is always
marked by power, and history has always been crucial to thinking about — and
contesting — power.

The best evidence for the continued working of power in history lies in the fact
that the frontier school of Indian historiography is alive and well, as are the propo-
nents of modernist desire and the voices of scientific racialism. This essay has, in
effect, been working through an ongoing set of authorial positions. Power relations
continue to make it possible for Euro-Americans to choose to write history through
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Euro-American lenses such as frontier, hierarchy, crossing. In challenging those
power relations — both directly and through the maintenance of Indian distinctive-
ness — it’s equally possible for native people to write history through a strictly native
lens. Intellectually, however, neither position seems tenable, for neither does justice
to what is, at least in terms of the last 500 years, a thoroughly cross-cultural history.
The best contemporary scholarship treats Indians and non-Indians in a changing
world, with historical consciousnesses that are the products of that world and of those
changes. Such scholarship recognizes the need to both dissolve and reassert bound-
aries at the same time.

Writing contemporary Indian history requires a creative weaving together of
contradictions. First, the political demands made by those concerned with colo-
nial/postcolonial issues require any historian — Indian or non-Indian - to engage in a
self-reflexive consideration of difference in the epistemology of history. How are
Indian people and Indian histories different, both in terms of the past and in terms
of the project at hand? Second, the realities of the postmodern moment require his-
torians to engage in a self-reflexive consideration of change in the epistemology of
history. How are the Indian histories of today not the Indian histories of the past?
Somehow, historians — Indian and non-Indian alike — need to escape the tendency to
force each other to choose loyalties from a dichotomous vision that splits history into
two untenable camps.

In the end, the most interesting new Indian histories will come from Native peo-
ple who have been able to look the Euro-American library full in the face, learning
its politics, its lessons, and its secrets. They will also come from non-Native people
who have been able to transcend the library and look Native people full in the face,
understanding their politics and their pasts. And they will come from individuals who
are naturally positioned in between and who work to develop their narratives with a
full awareness of difference and ambiguity, and change and timelessness.
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First Contacts

JOHN E. KICZA

On October 12, 1492, natives of a Bahama island met the captain of a Spanish expe-
dition as he landed. Such encounters would be repeated numerous times in North
America over the next couple of centuries. Oftentimes, however, the local people
knew of the Europeans even before meeting them. Furthermore, with increasing fre-
quency the material goods and diseases — and more rarely, the animals — that they had
brought to the Americas preceded their arrival. Though undoubtedly impressed by
certain of their attributes, the natives did not cower before the Europeans, nor were
they mystified by them. Instead they endeavored to make sense of them within the
context of their long-established cultures.

This chapter considers the nature and impact of early contact between the peoples
of North America and the Europeans who entered their territories. It devotes its early
sections to Spanish interaction with the indigenous societies of the Caribbean and
Mexico before turning to the Southwest and Southeast of the present United States,
important regions which the Spanish explored and colonized before other European
nations. We will then turn to the Northeast coast, where Indian peoples had dealt
with fishermen and traders from different European countries for over a century
before the English settled in New England and the French in Canada.

Overall, this chapter concentrates on the initial perceptions and interactions between
the natives and the Europeans in these major zones of North America, and presents
the dynamic responses of the indigenous peoples to changes brought by the newcom-
ers. Coverage stops with the establishment of stable colonies and extends beyond 1650
only when some significant process is being traced. The chapter develops comparisons
between the individual cases and highlights numerous commonalities. It notes salient
scholarly perspectives and debates regarding these early encounters and comments on
recent and emerging research trends.
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The Impact of the Spanish on the Caribbean Peoples

The indigenous peoples of the major Caribbean islands, generally termed Tainos,
numbered in the low millions, practiced swidden (slash-and-burn) agriculture based
on manioc cultivation, lived in substantial communities organized around kinship
groups, and organized themselves into chiefdoms. Hence, despite the tropical envir-
onment, their material culture and social and political organization substantially
resembled those of the Eastern Woodlands Indians of the North American mainland.

Spanish expansion typically emphasized active colonization of a new region rather
than trade alone. On his first voyage, Columbus seized seven natives — several of
whom soon escaped — to display in Spain and to train as translators for subsequent
expeditions. (Such kidnappings became common among European explorers.) He
commanded some 1,200 men (no women) to settle Hispaniola on his second voy-
age. Despite some conflicts between Taino chiefdoms and intrusive Spaniards, native
leaders did not initially try to drive off the Spaniards. They sought alliances with
them against local rivals, but staunchly resisted political subordination. The Spanish
searched for precious metals instead of planting crops, and they remained dependent
on the natives for food. The two sides traded considerably with each other, com-
monly combining these exchanges with ritual feasting and gift-giving. The Spanish
did not undertake systematic religious conversion in the first decades, nor did they
dispute native land ownership.

Many colonists mated with native women. A 1514 census indicates that perhaps
40 percent of the Spaniards lived with Indian women. But these men soon suffered
from official discrimination, the governor denying them additional lands. Also, perhaps
a hundred early settlers chose to live in native communities, a pattern repeated among
early colonists throughout the Americas.

In the Caribbean the Spanish continued their longstanding practice of ruling newly
occupied regions through local headmen. Taino leaders who refused to provide
laborers for mining enterprises were put in chains or even executed. The Spanish also
requisitioned foodstufts as tribute. This unrelenting demand for workers and supplies
disrupted indigenous crop production. Famine resulted as early as 1495-6, and many
chiefs thereupon began armed resistance. Some communities fled into the hinterland.
One group withdrew into the rugged backcountry in 1519 and withstood all
onslaughts until 1533, when it was pardoned by the governor.

A protracted period of warfare and devastation ensued, much of it involving
Spanish attacks against independent communities. The indigenous style of warfare,
which stressed close combat over ambush and flight, proved generally ineffective.
The incessant warfare did inspire unprecedented cooperation among Taino
provinces, including a coalition of fourteen caciques (chiefs) in one campaign.

The indigenous population plummeted as a consequence of warfare, the harsh
treatment of workers, and especially disease. Epidemic diseases brought from the Old
World caused the near elimination of the Tainos by 1550. Influenza may have aftlicted
Hispaniola as early as 1494, causing the death of many natives — and some Spaniards.
In 1518, the island was racked by smallpox. By 1520, the Tainos numbered no more
than 25,000, a population decrease of around 98 percent in a single generation. The
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colonists responded by searching the other major islands for replacements, accelerat-
ing Spanish exploration that led to the discovery of Florida and Mexico.

The ethnohistorical study of the early Caribbean has been severely restricted by the
sparse extant documentation. Centuries of warfare and the tropical climate have
destroyed most local records. Official reports and several second-hand chronicles pro-
vide the bulk of the surviving evidence. The virtual elimination of the indigenous
Caribbean population has prevented anthropologists from examining cultural prac-
tices in much depth. Few modern authors have written about the native peoples in
the initial decades of contact. Samuel M. Wilson (1990) has composed easily the best
book on the peoples of Hispaniola, focusing on the chiefs. As few additional docu-
ments are likely to emerge, a deeper understanding of the early Caribbean may well
depend on archaeological discoveries. Kathleen Deagan (1988, 1995) has adeptly
synthesized the findings to date. The Spanish conquest of the Aztec empire, on the
other hand, has generated an abundant historiography, one that includes early
Spanish and indigenous writing, nineteenth-century American writing by historians
such as William Prescott, and a range of contemporary interpretations.

The Spanish Conquest of the Aztec Empire

Spain’s Caribbean colonies were near stagnation, yielding little wealth, and attracting
few immigrants — or even significant governmental attention — when Cortés’ expedi-
tion conquered the massive and wealthy Aztec empire in 1519-21. While the issue
of the population of central Mexico remains hotly debated, most scholars agree that
the island-capital of Tenochtitlan contained over 200,000 people, and the empire
embraced some millions of subjects. The Aztecs could readily sustain armies of some
tens of thousands in the field for prolonged periods. Though it consisted of 371 city-
states organized into 38 provinces, the empire was less than a century old when the
Spanish arrived, and many of these societies had been subordinated for only a few
decades. All retained their individual ethnic identities, local rulers, and religious and
historical traditions. Uprisings against Aztec rule were common. Some provinces dis-
patched envoys to Cortés and even proposed military alliances.

In a highly original book, literary critic Tzvetan Todorov argued that the Aztec
conquest occurred largely because the Spanish did a superior job of manipulating
signs and understanding the character and intentions of their opponents (1984). The
primary reason they could do so, he posited, was their ability to communicate
through writing. The Aztecs remained preliterate, doomed by omens and an inabil-
ity to improvise, thoroughly bound to tradition and ritual. Todorov’s provocative
piece has influenced cultural studies scholarship with its theoretical intricacies and his-
torical grounding, but it also inspired a strong and compelling response from ethno-
historians of Mesoamerica.

Inga Clendinnen (1991) and James Lockhart (1993) address Todorov’s thesis most
directly. They point out that both the set of omens that supposedly foreshadowed the
Aztec defeat and the depiction of Montezuma as a hapless emperor were invented by
indigenous writers at least several decades after the conquest in an effort to understand
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the defeat within the native historical tradition. Incidents and statements chosen by
Todorov to exemplify Aztec dependence on ritual seem in fact to be misunderstand-
ings of Mesoamerican rhetorical conventions and diplomatic protocol.

To the contrary, the peoples of Mexico did not display overwhelming awe toward
the Spaniards. They viewed them as a previously unknown, foreign ethnic group
whose aims and values largely paralleled theirs. In his magisterial study The Nabuas
after the Conquest, James Lockhart (1992) points out that so many central Mexican
and Spanish cultural practices resembled each other that for a long time both soci-
eties thought that they were virtually identical. He has termed this “double mistaken
identity.” This perspective enabled the natives to retain many traditional practices, as
the colonial authorities incorrectly viewed them as local adoptions of Spanish norms.

Colonial indigenous chronicles, which typically reflect the viewpoint of the
authors’ ethnic provinces, commonly portray the Spanish as similar in nature and
behavior to their native rivals. Only descendants of the former imperial center treat
the Aztec defeat as a cataclysm. Many native annals and chronicles ignore or barely
mention the Spanish conquest: they are more likely to note the arrival of Christianity
and the construction of the first church in their province.

The Aztecs did not regard the Spanish as gods, but as outsiders whose powers
remained still undetermined. Cortés even told the first imperial official he met
that he represented a foreign monarch; the official responded that his emperor
was fully as powerful. Throughout North America, native societies typically regarded
Europeans initially with respect. They treated captive Europeans as slaves, however,
and fought or conducted diplomacy with European expeditions. Whatever awe
some natives may have initially held toward the newcomers rapidly dissipated with
experience.

The conquest period is replete with instances of natives taking the initiative and
manipulating the Spaniards to their own ends. The ruler of Cempoala, the first
province to side with the Spanish, advised Cortés to organize several nearby provinces
against the Aztecs. When the Tlaxcalans, the Aztecs’ longstanding enemies, sided
with the Spanish, they insisted that they attack an Aztec fortress. They may later have
deceived the Spanish into massacring the population of Cholula, a rival province.

Scholars of the conquest of Mexico generally point to the same set of contributing
factors — superior Spanish military technology (including horses); the European tradi-
tion of total war; the Mesoamerican emphasis on capturing rather than slaying one’s
enemies, coupled with an inflexible command structure; the numerous native
provinces that sided with the invaders; and the impact of epidemic disease on the
Aztecs — but they disagree profoundly on the significance that should be given to each.
Ross Hassig (1988, 1992, 1994) has systematically studied the Mesoamerican tradition
of warfare and the Spanish conquest. He emphasizes the fragmentation of the Aztec
empire, the contribution of native allies of the Spanish, and the famine inflicted on the
defenders of Tenochtitlan — an island city — by cutting off supplies from the mainland.
Alfred W. Crosby, Jr. (1972) argues that the smallpox epidemic that erupted in Mexico
as the Spanish began their siege was decisive, for it afflicted the city’s population to an
unprecedented extent, disrupted the civil and military hierarchies, and caused the
Aztecs to doubt their cause (for the foreign invaders were immune to the disease).
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Inga Clendinnen (1991) and Hugh Thomas (1993) are less monocausal in their
explanations, but note the tremendous devastation that the Spanish (and their allies,
to some extent) inflicted on the Aztecs. They point out that the attackers did not
merely impose a passive siege around Tenochtitlan, but had to invade and level the
city to force it to capitulate. (It is significant that the Spanish force suffered few casu-
alties during the several months of their aggressive siege, while the defenders endured
horrible losses.) A lack of warriors and foodstuffs may be the ultimate reason for the
Aztec defeat, but such might never have been attained without daily onslaughts —
generally successful — by the Spanish forces.

The scholarship on the native societies in the colonial period has a distinguished
heritage. The voluminous documentation produced about and by these complex cul-
tures has long attracted top researchers. In recent decades historians have analyzed
previously unutilized records composed by indigenous peoples in their own lan-
guages. Scholars practicing “The New Philology” have examined what individuals
and groups in native communities actually did and, often, how they explained them-
selves in their own words, with minimal external intervention in the account. Notable
books by Louise M. Burkhart (1989), S. L. Cline (1986, 1993), Robert Haskett
(1991), James Lockhart (1992), and Rebecca Horn (1998), complemented by
numerous articles by them and others, have illuminated the resilience and dynamic
character of these indigenous societies.

The Spanish in the American Southwest

The desert north of Mexico contained mostly nomadic peoples, with several semi-
sedentary societies thriving along river basins. The Spanish settled this vast, largely
desolate area only because of its substantial silver deposits. For several decades the
colonists had little military success against the nomadic tribes, which fought with
bows and arrows and used ambushes. Ultimately, these tribes accepted treaties that
required them to settle in villages under Spanish missionaries in return for a stipulated
amount of European goods each year. European diseases and manufactured goods
(the latter by 1533) flowed into northern Mexico and the American Southwest along
trade routes that had connected these regions with the civilizations of central Mexico
for some two thousand years.

The Coronado expedition of over 300 Spaniards (including at least three women),
1,000 central Mexican Indians, and 1,500 horses and pack animals explored much of
the region in 1540-2. The participants expected to find a land like central Mexico: they
discovered instead a demanding landscape, where water and foliage were rare. But the
well-watered upper Rio Grande River basin supported substantial communities of semi-
sedentary agricultural peoples, the Pueblos. Conflict soon ensued over Coronado’s
demands for supplies and authority. But with the expedition’s return to central Mexico,
the Spanish largely left the Pueblo Indians alone for over half'a century.

The Spanish did not undertake to colonize the Southwest until 1598. Then, Juan de
Onate, a Zacatecas mining heir, led some 500 people into Pueblo territory. He required
that native leaders swear fealty to the crown, but within a year the community of Acoma
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killed eleven Spaniards. In retaliation, the colonists killed over 800 inhabitants, many
of them women and children, as they retook the community. A number of captives
were forced into servitude.

As late as 1639, fewer than 300 colonists resided in New Mexico. The Spanish pop-
ulation remained small until after the Revolt of 1680, and Santa Fe remained the sole
settlement of any size. The total number of Spaniards who fled the province in 1680
did not exceed 800; at most a few hundred had been killed. Few Pueblos lived among
the colonists, remaining instead in their traditional communities. The Spaniards’
dependent labor force largely consisted of Navajos, Apaches, and members of other
tribes whom the colonists had “redeemed” from captivity by other tribes.

The number of Pueblo Indians plummeted during the century. Around 1500, their
population may have reached nearly 250,000 distributed among some 130 settle-
ments. But a 1678 survey found only 17,000 Pueblos residing in 46 communities.
Epidemic disease and drought-induced famine caused most of the decrease. The
colonists’ demands for maize as tribute exacerbated the periodic food shortages.

The Pueblos had long occupied a central position in trading systems through-
out the Southwest. The Spanish occupation greatly disrupted these patterns, which
were so crucial in a region of scarce resources. The Navajos and Apaches became
alienated from the Pueblos and raided them for the goods no longer available
through trade.

Ramoén Gutiérrez (1991) provides a systematic and stimulating consideration of
Pueblo culture and its modification under the Spanish. In a prize-winning book, he
cast the pre-contact Pueblo way of life as pacifist in orientation, with female sexuality
as the primary shaping force, sustaining peace and integrating foreign elements into
the culture. Women enjoyed sexual discretion, and their vital economic functions
gave them political and familial authority as well. Gutiérrez enumerates how the
Pueblos used their traditional values to make sense of the Spanish presence and how
their beliefs and practices were affected by it. However, Gutiérrez often substantiates
general assertions with only one or two examples and depicts a cultural homogeneity
throughout the region that seems problematic. American Indian scholars raised
numerous questions about the book that have led to serious re-evaluations of its
argument and use of evidence.

A small number of Franciscans arrived in the early 1600s to convert the Pueblos,
and they resided in Pueblo communities. Their ability to transform native culture was
severely limited and only some modifications occurred. Many Pueblos viewed bap-
tism as a death ritual, for it often occurred just before a person’s demise. They under-
stood the cross to be a prayer-stick, while the friars understood just the opposite.
The friars drew a parallel between the kachina cult and the cult of the saints.
Traditional dances for good crops continued, but combined with devotions toward
appropriate saints.

Fifteen years of drought and famine, exacerbated by Navajo and Apache raids, led
to the Revolt of 1680, which took on the characteristics of a revitalization movement.
Some Pueblos once again performed forbidden dances and harkened to their reli-
gious leaders. Already in 1672, one community had burned its church and killed
the friar. In the late 1670s, Popé, a religious leader from San Juan, traveled among



FIRST CONTACTS 33

communities promoting rebellion. He called for renewed respect for kachinas, saying
that they had already bestowed special powers on him.

Perhaps 8,000 warriors took part in the highly successful 1680 revolt. Only a few
communities refused to participate. Some Spaniards were killed, but most fled to
Santa Fe, where they were besieged for nine days. In desperation the defenders tled
to the nearest Spanish fort, El Paso. But despite the despoiling of churches and
destruction of livestock and other European introductions, only partial cultural
purification took place. The Pueblos retained most of their adopted European ma-
terial culture and also some aspects of Christian doctrine.

Don Diego de Vargas, commanding 60 soldiers, led the reconquest of New Mexico
in 1692. Most community leaders met him peacefully and submitted to Spanish
authority. But resistance emerged over the next year. Pueblo warriors occupied Santa
Fe in 1693, and Vargas routed them only after a siege. By the early 1700s, however,
the colonists felt secure enough to move away from the garrison at Santa Fe to found
two additional towns.

Spain’s Impact on the American Southeast

The Southeast contained some of the most populated and complex societies north of
central Mexico, enjoying the benefits of a productive agricultural system that regu-
larly rendered surpluses. Trading networks connected these sophisticated cultures to
each other and to less complex societies on their periphery. Settlements had grown
progressively larger and many contained large temples and platforms. In the half
millennium before the arrival of Europeans, distinct political capitals emerged, with
chiefdoms as the dominant political structures.

The Spanish had a profound early impact on these societies, although they would
withdraw from most of the region rather quickly and establish few settlements there.
Juan Ponce de Leén visited the Florida peninsula as early as 1513; he was killed on
his return in 1521. In 1526, Lucas Vazquez de Ayllén, a colonial official, led some
600 colonists to settle the “land of Chicora” in what became South Carolina. He was
inspired by the glowing description given by a native kidnapped from that area some
years earlier, whom the Spanish named Francisco de Chicora. Upon arrival, Francisco
and several other captives escaped into the interior. The colonists found the area to
be lacking in resources and lightly populated. A harsh winter killed three-quarters of
them (including Ayllén), and the survivors returned to the Caribbean.

In 1527, Panfilo de Narvaez led 300 men into western Florida. (Even at this early
date, the Spaniards found the Indians in possession of woven cloth, shoes, canvas, and
ironware washed up on the shore.) Narvéez tried to rule the Apalachees through a
captive headman, but they responded with surprise attacks, their longbows inflicting
significant casualties. Disease also debilitated the Spaniards. Many of the survivors
built barges to return to Mexico. After some years Alvar Nuniez Cabeza de Vaca and
three companions returned overland via the American Southwest; his account is a
classic primary source for Spanish-Indian contact. These brief Spanish inroads
into Florida were sufficient to transmit epidemics to the natives. When the de Soto
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expedition landed a decade later, its chroniclers noted widespread devastation from
disease. Some settlements were entirely deserted.

Though scholars have highlighted those few European captives who became
shamans or traders, most suffered worse fates. The Florida Indians seized a number
of shipwreck survivors. Many were slain; those kept alive were sometimes relegated
to slavery. Juan Ortiz, a captive from the Narviez expedition, had been cruelly tor-
tured and was slated for execution when a family decided to keep him as a slave.
De Soto ultimately rescued him more than a decade later.

With higher death rates from Spanish aggression but particularly from the new dis-
eases, the populations of many Southeastern societies declined steadily over decades.
Some peoples responded by increasing the adoption of outsiders into their commu-
nities. Now, however, those adopted might occasionally be Spanish or African rather
than Native American. Incorporating such people into their societies required revo-
lutionary redefinitions of community and ethnicity. But this enhanced adoption of
outsiders slowed demographic decline only slightly. It could not provide sufficient
substitutes to replace the substantial human losses.

Hernando de Soto’s large and destructive expedition throughout the Southeast
(1539—43) did not usually cause the indigenous societies great distress, despite his pol-
icy of pillage and intimidation. Notice of de Soto’s approach often reached communi-
ties in time for them to flee into the hinterland or to organize a resistance. On a few
occasions several tribes joined forces against the invaders. But while they inflicted
some casualties on the Europeans, de Soto’s men always prevailed, killing numerous
opponents with their swords, horses, and vicious dogs.

New epidemics accompanying the expedition caused heightened loss of life over
the following several decades, emptying even more settlements. This demographic
collapse severely damaged indigenous culture in the Southeast, reducing the
construction of ceremonial mounds and the frequency and scale of warfare. Craft
specialization diminished. Local societies could no longer produce abundant agricul-
tural surpluses, and settlement patterns became more dispersed, while the authority
of paramount chiefs decreased.

When the expedition returned to Mexico in 1543 after de Soto’s death, it left
behind hundreds of pigs brought along as a food supply. These proliferated and
became an important source of animal protein for the natives. Earlier explorers had
apparently introduced peach trees and watermelon, and the local peoples cultivated
them avidly. Finally, the glass beads and small metalware items brought by de Soto
spread along trading routes. Initially, chiefs hoarded them as status items; but in the
seventeenth century so many manufactured goods entered the region that they
became much more widely distributed.

Most Spanish activity in the Southeast after 1570 revolved around Franciscan mis-
sions in central and western Florida and along coastal Georgia, which were vital to
demarking the empire’s northern border. The few priests had to base themselves in
existing Indian settlements, for they could not coerce the natives into freestanding
missions. More than thirty missions were situated among the Guales, Timucuas,
Apalachees, and Apalachicolas. In 1655, some 26,000 natives lived in these districts.
Many of them labored periodically for the residents of San Agustin. The Franciscans
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declined to send envoys to the heavily populated societies farther west because they
would lack the military protection this substantial fortress provided.

As most missions were staffed by only a single priest, their religious impact was lim-
ited. The Franciscans had to acknowledge the prevailing native hierarchies.
Customary housing patterns also endured. But the conversion of some residents dis-
rupted religious traditions, bringing tension and sometimes conflict to community
and kinship groups. The greatest impact of the missions was the dramatic decrease
of the native population from unhealthy conditions and outbreaks of epidemic dis-
ease. Some Timucuan communities totally disappeared. Uprisings were common
among mission Indians: a series of devastating assaults in 1702—4 from English-
sponsored tribes in Carolina to the north largely ended the Florida missions (see
Dowd, this volume).

Although some chiefdoms had thrived for several centuries without major disrup-
tions, none of them survived unscathed the impact of the Spanish expeditions and
colonizing efforts of the sixteenth century. Aggressive armies passed through the
region almost every generation, inflicting highly destructive attacks and seizing sup-
plies and laborers. They spread epidemic diseases that decreased the native popula-
tion for years after their departure. Famines sometimes resulted. Political structures
and settlements became smaller and simpler, as people dispersed in response to dis-
ease outbreaks. Others fled from their homelands. Remnant societies combined with
each other to form new ethnicities. Such were the fruits of contact.

In the 1910s, 1920s, and 1930s, Herbert Bolton essentially founded a school of
Spanish borderlands scholarship. Examining Spanish colonial institutions — the mis-
sion, the entrada, the presidio, the trade fair — he limned a Spanish line stretching
from Florida through Texas to central California. In a series of books, articles, and
edited primary sources, Bolton and his students examined the dynamics of contact
and colonization surrounding this “rim of Christendom” (Magnaghi, 1998). Recent
scholars, such as David Weber, have drawn on this tradition. Yet it has also become
apparent that within the possibilities set by Spanish imperial structure, contact situa-
tions unfolded in many different ways depending on the specific interests and prac-
tices of different native groups. As we have seen, even Spanish practices varied across
time and region, making Mexico, Florida, and the Southwest very different pieces in
a “rim” of Spanish Christendom. And, of course, the Spanish represent only one of
the European societies making contact with native people.

The English in the American Southeast

By the time the English came to the Southeast in the 1580s, the preceding Spanish
ventures had already transformed native life. The initial English settlement at
Roanoke Island, composed entirely of men and intended as a privateering base,
quickly failed. A second attempt recruited families, each promised over 500 acres of
land. The local natives may have been initially impressed by the colonists’ technology,
particularly their weaponry, and their seeming ability to spread disease while remain-
ing immune themselves. But this high regard soon dissipated, and the settlers became
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caught up in traditional tribal rivalries, with different groups seeking to recruit them
against their enemies. Some native communities split internally over whether to wel-
come the Europeans or not.

Feeling militarily weak and outnumbered, the colonists attempted to intimidate the
neighboring peoples and seized their provisions to remedy their shortages. In 1590,
after an absence of three years, relief vessels arrived to find the colony abandoned.
Some evidence indicates that its survivors had moved north for protection under the
Powhatan confederacy.

The Jamestown colony of 1607 shared some characteristics with the Roanoke
enterprise. The initial colonists were all men. Though inadequately supplied, they
showed little interest in cultivating their own food and died in great numbers in the
hot lowlands. The leaders aspired to make fortunes from mining precious metals
and exploiting native laborers, but had no success. They only shifted to cultivating
tobacco when these initial plans proved unfeasible. Like other coastal societies,
the Powhatans had interacted with members of various European countries over the
preceding decades, and the chiefs appreciated that differences existed among the
Europeans.

While the Spanish recognized native rights to the land and to their own leaders,
the English did not. Instead they seized property they coveted, and tried to have
indigenous leaders recognize the English monarch’s sovereignty. Such strategies
rarely succeeded until a tribe had been decimated and stripped of its resources. The
English never entertained the massive absorption of Indians into their colonial soci-
eties, as did the Spanish. As early as 1610, Jamestown was placed under new laws
intended to minimize the integration of natives into the settlement. They further
stipulated that nearby tribes should be subjugated and required to pay tribute, with
recalcitrant chiefs to be incarcerated. Also unlike the Spanish, the English brought no
missionaries with them, showing, in fact, little interest in converting the natives.
Finally, finding no immediately exploitable resources in the region comparable to the
abundant wealth in central Mexico, the Spanish treated the Southeast as the north-
ern periphery of their empire, maintaining only a modest presence in one corner of
it. For the English, however, the same region represented the most promising eco-
nomic zone to which they could aspire on the mainland. Hence from the earliest
years of settlement they continued to invest men, money, and goods, transforming
the indigenous way of life in the process.

Jamestown remained dependent on the Powhatan confederacy for foodstuffs for
several years. Further, recognizing their military disadvantage, the English main-
tained a continual military alert. But the abundant vacant land eliminated conflicts
over resources until tobacco emerged as a commercial crop. The Powhatans showed
no awe of the English. The settlers died in great numbers in an environment in which
the Powhatans had long thrived. Epidemic disease did not afflict them for a couple
of decades. Some settlers abandoned the colony to live in native communities. In the
carly years, Powhatan played a waiting game to sce if the English would eventually
thrive, and also possibly provide assistance against rival tribes as he expanded his small
empire. But as early as 1610, the settlers showed their military might by attacking
the Paspaheghs, a people friendly to Powhatan, and their ruthless style of warfare
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by killing the children and keeping the women. A haughty female chief was put to
the sword.

The emergence of tobacco as a cash crop guaranteed the colony’s survival. Many
more English flocked to Jamestown, heightening the demand for land. The colony
had little regard for the indigenous population, for trade with them had declined,
particularly as food became more abundant, and the natives showed they would never
become a dependent labor force — though some young men did work on settlers’
estates to earn money to purchase European goods. Natives moved freely around
Jamestown and routinely borrowed English tools, boats, and the like. Numerous
Indians were falling into debt, probably from their deepening reliance on manufac-
tured items. The first epidemics hit the Powhatans in 1617 and 1619.

By 1622, the Powhatans, now led by Opechancanough, feared losing their lands
and their population and being overrun by the English. They therefore tried to
destroy the colony in a concerted military attack. They killed a fourth of the colonists
and then withdrew in traditional native style, figuring that the survivors would see
that they had been defeated and would withdraw from the region. But instead the
English counterattacked and burned down Powhatan settlements and storchouses,
killing indiscriminately. The Powhatans continued to behave in traditional manner,
killing male captives but retaining the women as workers until they were ransomed a
year later. They could not curtail the influx of people and material from England,
despite all their efforts, and became ever a smaller minority on their own lands and
more dependent on European goods. The colonists no longer maintained any idea of
living alongside the natives. Instead they claimed more and more land, refusing to
recognize native ownership. They also frequently raided native communities, forcing
the various peoples farther into the interior, where they were often absorbed by more
powerful tribes.

In 1644, the aged Opechancanough led his people in one more assault against the
colonists, killing some 400 and taking many prisoners. Yet again, the Powhatans did
not follow up on their successful initial attack, enabling the English to regroup. The
colonists now took the offensive, killing some natives, forcing many others to flee,
and selling prisoners as slaves. By 1646, the Powhatan empire was no more, and
Opechancanough was killed while an English prisoner. His successor agreed to a
treaty stating that he held his lands as a subject of the king of England, to whom he
even paid a modest annual tribute. No Indians were allowed into English-controlled
territory without permission.

The natives of the Carolinas had been far more directly affected by the early
Spanish expeditions into the Southeast than were those of Virginia. Their populations
had been reduced by epidemics and they had somewhat greater exposure to
European goods. Then left largely alone for several generations until English traders
arrived around 1670, their numbers recovered somewhat, and their leadership, cere-
monies, and customs stabilized. The Carolina tribes sought to profit as middlemen,
providing European goods to peoples in the interior, while colonial traders strove to
prevent this by traveling into the interior themselves.

By the middle of the seventeenth century, some Carolina peoples — especially the
Westoes — were armed and financed by Virginia traders to raid native settlements deep
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into the hinterland to capture slaves. Expeditions even penetrated deep into Spanish
Florida, most notably destroying the Apalachees in 1702—4. These were exchanged
for imported items and sold into slavery on Virginia tobacco plantations. These vul-
nerable tribes were finally able to acquire firearms from Carolina merchants for pro-
tection, once this rival colony to Virginia was founded a couple of decades later. Over
subsequent decades, the balance of military power shifted repeatedly among the
Southeastern peoples, so the predators in one period sometimes became the hunted
in the next.

Describing the encounters of peoples of Eastern North America — and especially
those of the Southeast — with Europeans and their influences, James Merrell has
remarked that they faced three waves: disease, traders, and settlers. But the early con-
tacts are much more varied and complex than this single sequence. For example,
sometimes they had to deal with Spanish expeditions before disease made any impact.
In other cases the primary initial threat was other tribes raiding for slaves to trade.
With the exception of Jamestown and other English settlements, contact situations in
the Southeast until recently received relatively less scholarly attention. Recent treat-
ments by Merrell (1989), Helen Rountree (1990, 1993), Peter Wood, and others
(1989) have shed new light on the South and Southeast.

The English in the American Northeast

The coastal peoples of the Northeast had numerous dealings with Europeans over
more than a century before the first English colony was established there in 1620. In
just the first decade of the sixteenth century, on at least four occasions explorers kid-
napped a total of perhaps a dozen Mi’kmags. In the 1520s Verrazzano traded with
Indians who had done so previously with other Europeans and were very selective in
their choices. Peoples along the entire east coast obtained diverse European items
during the sixteenth century. Such goods quickly entered longstanding trading net-
works and reached societies located far in the interior, sometimes decades before
Europeans arrived in their territory.

The Europeans especially coveted the furs the Indians obtained from trapping and
hunting. As some coastal tribes became more dependent on European goods, they
resorted to hunting full time, neglecting other subsistence pursuits and relying on
outsiders for their food supplies. Tribal chiefs found their power enhanced, as custom
dictated that they receive a share of each hunt and as Europeans made known their
preference for dealing with single leaders. This translated into more goods that lead-
ers could redistribute to their people in return for greater authority and prestige.
Neighboring societies competed more frequently over hunting zones and access to
European traders. Warfare increased, and seemingly became more deadly, as the tra-
ditional practice of blood feuds was replaced — or at least combined — with elimination
of one’s opponent from a certain territory. Traders could substantially determine the
outcome of indigenous warfare through the provision of firearms.

But by the perverse logic of contact with Europeans, the native groups most suc-
cessful —and hence most intimate with these outsiders — were thereby most likely to be
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exposed to the epidemic diseases they carried. Archaeological findings have reinforced
documentary evidence of widespread deaths from epidemics decades before the found-
ing of colonial settlements. This rapid depopulation weakened native cultures, and per-
haps caused them to question their religions and traditional healers who could offer no
remedy for these horrible afflictions.

Initially, Indians desired only certain items, such as colored glass beads, which they
could readily incorporate into their religious systems and their established material
culture. Axe blades and copper implements, for example, might be worn as adorn-
ments rather than used as tools. In some early exchanges, the Indians rejected cloth
goods, even silk, in favor of items that Europeans — and subsequent observers —
valued only as trinkets. Use of these foreign items was initially restricted to native
leaders, who found in them enhanced prestige. Such objects were incorporated into
traditional religious practices, often being buried with the dead. But within two gen-
erations, European cloth, metal tools, and firearms were distributed more widely
throughout the native population as their practical utility became generally recog-
nized. Scholars have long puzzled over the meanings associated with markets, trade,
and commodities themselves in these early contact situations. How did Indians value
“trinkets” and utilitarian goods? How did trade change native societies? To what
extent did Indian people adopt profit motives and other market understandings?
How slowly or rapidly did such changes occur? The debate between Hammell and
Trigger over how Indians perceived and used European goods and how widely such
items were distributed, for example, seems to reflect the different time period exam-
ined by each author (Miller and Hammell, 1986; Hammell, 1987; Trigger, 1991).

As the Eastern Woodlands Indians periodically shifted their village locations, they
acquired only such goods as could be conveniently carried. Their level of consump-
tion was thus inherently limited. Nor did they seem to recognize the existence of
market forces. Once an exchange value had been established, they expected it always
to prevail and were unreceptive to pleas from European traders that supply and
demand had changed. The Indians were discerning consumers, insisting on specific
types and quality of goods, sometimes even demanding particular designs. They like-
wise insisted that trade be conducted within the framework of indigenous customs,
with much discussion, eating and drinking, and the giving of gifts before the com-
mencement of business negotiations.

Once the English in New England, the Dutch in New Netherlands, and the French
in Canada had established colonies and begun a lively competition for beaver pelts, the
interior societies greatly increased their harvest of hides and soon depleted these
animals over a broad area. Certain native peoples responded by competing to become
crucial middlemen between the coastal colonies and the suppliers far in the interior.
Indigenous warfare seems to have increased and become more deadly as a consequence.

Calvin Martin has argued that when epidemic diseases began to decimate native
societies and traditional sacred invocations failed to cure the victims, the natives
blamed the animals, whom they stripped of their spiritual aura (Martin, 1978). They
then trapped them into extinction. But this view has received various criticisms.
Native peoples historically switched quite pragmatically from one religious leader to
another and from one sacred belief to another — within cultural parameters — in their
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insistence on spiritual effectiveness in bringing about cures and military victories.
Further, animal overkill may have preceded the onset of epidemics. The natives
placed a high value on leisure, often prizing it over the extra effort required to bring
in more pelts. Also, they seem to have responded more to the tangible benefits they
obtained from European traders than to any loss of belief in the beneficial sacredness
of the animal world. Turning away rather quickly from trade for purely decorative
items, the native peoples sought instead cloth and metal goods that improved their
lives in tangible fashion (Krech, 1981).

When the first settlers of Massachusetts arrived in 1620, they found a land recently
devastated by disease. Epidemics had swept through the native communities of the
Northeast in 1616-18, reducing the population by 75-90 percent, and leaving many
villages and agricultural fields vacant. Threatened by peoples of the interior who were
intact and powerful, the coastal peoples initially welcomed the settlers as potential
allies. But they resisted the colonists’ persistent efforts to subordinate them. They
insisted on being treated as sovereign peoples and demanded the political ritual and
gift-giving that characteristically accompanied native diplomatic affairs. Soon, how-
ever, the colonists began to pressure the natives over land ownership and legal juris-
diction in disputes, refusing to recognize their sovereignty. Factionalism increased
within tribes and villages, engendered by disputes over how to respond to pressures
from the colonists and also by certain limited efforts at religious conversion.

A wave of smallpox in 1633 reduced the remaining native societies even further,
decimated their leadership, and opened up yet more land to the Puritans. While the
indigenous population plummeted, English immigrants continued to arrive in sub-
stantial numbers, ever worsening the ratio between the two groups. In the second
half of the 1630s, the settlers undertook a major military campaign against the res-
olutely independent Pequots. The tribe was nearly eliminated, with those not killed
being sold into slavery and a remnant group fleeing from the region. Long dominated
by the ideological heirs of the New England Puritans, the historiography of early
Indian—European encounters in New England broke open in the last quarter of the
twentieth century. Works by Jennings (1975), Salisbury (1982), and others have
stressed the perspectives and experiences of natives, as well as the English, in order to
highlight the intercultural dimensions of contact and colonization.

The French in Canada

French interaction with the peoples of eastern Canada dates from the mid-1530s,
when Jacques Cartier made two voyages up the St. Laurence River. The people he
encountered showed an immediate eagerness to barter: they may already have traded
with passing ships. As early as Cartier’s second voyage, the headman of Stadacona
tried to prevent the French from proceeding upriver in order to control trade with
those tribes. Relations between the French and Stadacona’s chiefs became so frayed
that Cartier decided to construct a fort protected by a moat. But when many of the
French became ill from scurvy — with some dying — during the winter of 1535-6, the
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natives provided them with a remedy made from tree bark. Like Columbus, Cartier
returned to France with kidnapped Indians after each voyage.

Hostilities arising from a third Cartier voyage (1541-2) poisoned Franco-Indian
relations on the St. Laurence for several decades. Only in the 1580s did French fur
traders begin frequenting the region, and only in 1608 did they establish a permanent
settlement, when Samuel de Champlain constructed a trading house that eventually
became Quebec City. Unlike the Spanish and the English the French never colonized
in great numbers and they avoided land disputes with the natives. Few French women
immigrated to early New France, and many colonists mated with Indian women, fur-
ther cementing ties between the two peoples. The French did not assert sovereignty
over indigenous societies. Disputes between the two sides were commonly resolved
by negotiations. The French well appreciated that their small population in Canada
depended on native allies for its economic viability and for military support against
hostile tribes and European rivals.

The fur trade persisted as the colony’s economic base until the British takeover in
the late eighteenth century. French traders remained heavily dependent on Indian
trappers for pelts. The natives always saw trade as a component of a larger political
and military alliance rather than as an independent activity. When Champlain set up
his trading house, the local Indians insisted that he join them against their foes, the
Iroquois. Champlain’s few muskets had the desired impact and the Iroquois were
routed, with many taken captive.

The fur-trading tribes did not obtain European goods only for consumption. The
Hurons, the first native group to become indispensable middlemen in the fur trade,
bartered imported wares with tribes farther west, thereby enhancing their status.
Huron chiefs, with more gifts to distribute, enhanced their authority with their fel-
low tribesmen and in diplomatic negotiations.

The Indians of eastern Canada suffered greatly from epidemic diseases. The
Hurons were among the most afflicted, rendering them vulnerable to military
onslaughts from the Iroquois. But in time the Iroquois themselves were hard hit by
disease. Both societies had their populations cut by more than half in the twenty years
following the onset of the epidemics in the mid-1630s.

The early and continuing role of Jesuit missionaries had a major impact on the
native cultures, strengthening their ties to the French, but also causing factionalism
within communities. Initially, the Indians accepted missionaries for fear of exclusion
from the fur trade if they refused. By displaying their technological abilities, forecast-
ing eclipses and other natural events, and their greater effectiveness at healing, the
Jesuits encouraged the natives to believe they had supernatural powers. They prose-
lytized natives in their own communities and recognized their chiefs. Unlike the
Spanish, they did not erect independent missions. Nor did they show open disdain
for indigenous culture and attempt to Europeanize their followers. Yet tension and
animosity developed within communities when some members converted while
others did not. Converts no longer participated in public festivals and rituals, under-
cutting the reciprocity that was so central to native culture. Some converts refused to
fight alongside traditionalists.
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Economic relations and demographic ratios dictated a quite distinct experience for
the peoples of eastern Canada compared to those societies to the south, that were
beleaguered in turn by the Spanish and English. The French did not subject them to
concerted warfare or to attacks on their sovereignty or ownership of land. The few
French settlers well appreciated that they remained at the forbearance of the local
societies and that the Indians were indispensable to the profitable functioning of the
fur trade. Certainly, the Jesuit missionaries had some modifying effect on native cul-
ture, but even here they sought reconciliation of belief systems and rituals more than
the elimination of indigenous traditions. Epidemics, though, devastated the native
peoples in a manner quite comparable to their counterparts to the south.

Concluding Remarks

The early contacts between North American native societies and European explorers,
traders, and settlers discussed in this essay argue the centrality of epidemic disease
and control over human and natural resources in shaping these interactions. In
most cases, both the native and European groups continued confident in the superi-
ority of their own cultures. They were not intimidated by the new people they
encountered, and rather readily incorporated new goods and techniques into their
cultural practices and fundamental beliefs. In the evolving situation of the early
contact period, for example, with deaths from disease and sometimes heightened
warfare, native people often turned to indigenous traditions, adopting captives and
remnant societies.

Both natives and newcomers remained sure of their own interpretations of one
another. Yet moments of contact also opened the door to the creative cross-cultural
misunderstandings discussed by James Lockhart and Richard White (The Middle
Ground). Some of the most interesting scholarship in this area focuses on the meet-
ings of Europeans and Pacific Islanders (Dening, 1980; Sahlins, 1995; Obeyesekere,
1992), and its insights have made their way into Americanist studies. It is no coinci-
dence that Greg Dening, an Australian historian of Pacific contact, introduces a
recent edited volume on identity in early America, Through a Glass Darkly (Hotfman
et al., 1997). Such innovations in cultural analysis, however, remain necessarily
undergirded by considerations of military, social, economic, and biological power.

When Europeans coveted the lands, precious metals, or labor resources of the
indigenous societies, they sought to subordinate Indians. When, however, the local
peoples maintained a central role in trade, as with furs, or were crucial as military
allies, they generally retained their autonomy. Settlers and natives typically negotiated
their relationships and terms of exchange informally and on site. The sponsoring
countries did not develop overarching policies toward indigenous peoples, certainly
not in this still inchoate formative period.

Even peoples far removed from the European presence felt its impact. Coastal
tribes traded imported goods to those of the interior; epidemic disease spread across
the countryside, often along trade routes; and European animals such as swine and
horses were adopted by distant peoples.



FIRST CONTACTS 43

The native cultures responded resourcefully and selectively to the unprecedented
challenge represented by the increasing European presence. Few natives chose to live
among the colonists. Indigenous societies endeavored to retain their ethnic identities,
autonomy, and cultural traditions before the duress and great changes that sur-
rounded them.
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Wag the Imperial Dog: Indians
and Overseas Empires in

North America, 1650-1776

GREGORY EVANS DOWD

Historiography

When Indian history took root in the early American field in the 1970s and 1980s,
it did so largely — but not entirely — as an exotic, anthropological species called ethno-
history. Until then, Indians had played little role in the dominant contest between the
scholarly progressive and whiggish traditions. At the same time, a more conservative
imperial tradition took notice of Indians as difficult, colorful obstacles. While these
three schools focused on the eastern seaboard, from out of the West came a “Spanish
Borderlands” school, and from out of Canada came a cluster of important works
attending to New France (see Weber, 1992; Frégault, 1955). Both challenged the
narrow Anglocentrism of the imperial school, but only as its hostile cousins, for
they shared its disposition toward Indians. Neither they nor the imperial school
affected the increasingly fiery debates between progressives and Whigs, which left
Indians in the shadows as demography, class, Christianity, and republicanism con-
tended for the attention of early Americanist scholars. Indians — hard to count,
generally non-Christian, and outside the social structure and the po/is — did not seem
much to belong.

During the 1970s, some early American scholars caught up with the civil rights,
“red power,” and environmental movements. Scholars of a neo-progressive bent,
such as Francis Jennings (1975) and Gary Nash (1974), and a few scholars of a neo-
Whig inclination, most notably James Axtell (1972), joined such Canadian scholars
as W. J. Eccles (1969) and ethnohistorian Bruce Trigger (1976) to include Indians
as critical figures in their histories. Already Wilbur Jacobs (1950), with borderlands
training, had been moving with his students in the same direction. By the middle of
the 1980s Indian studies became one of the most dynamic areas of colonial North
American history. Ethnohistorians, such as Anthony F. C. Wallace (1969), diligently
at work for a generation, attracted the interest of a newer coterie of professional
historians, and the word “empire” again appeared in the titles of early American
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histories. Anti-imperial world-systems theory attracted several scholars (Jennings,
1984, 1988; White, 1983; Delage, 1985), all of whom owed an ironic debt to the
imperial school, which had at least acknowledged Indians.

This essay will explore the history and recent historiography of Native Americans’
relations with the rising overseas empires of Spain, Russia, France, and the
Netherlands in the region now comprising the United States and Canada. It moves
in rough clockwise fashion, from encounters in the Southeast, westward across the
Southwest to California, northward to the Pacific Northwest, eastward through
Canada and the Great Lakes, and finally shifting southward to the Atlantic Northeast.
There it remains for a time, examining the intricate historiography of French and
British imperial relations with the Iroquois League, before turning to the role of
Indians in the imperial wars of the mid-eighteenth century. The goal is to illuminate
the history of Indian relations with the European empires by raising comparisons and
by viewing those relations in a larger continental context. The essay pays less atten-
tion to some topics that are discussed in other chapters of this volume (see Rollings;
Albers; Brown and Schenck).

As European nation-states built empires in the Americas, they claimed possession
of vast regions by right of papal grant, discovery, conquest, occupancy, or improve-
ment. Rarely did they concede that Indians possessed dominium or, to use the mod-
ern term, sovereignty (see Alfred, this volume). Sixteenth-century Spanish jurists
came the closest to such a concession. They recognized prior Indian dominion but at
the same time declared such dominion as subject to easy forfeiture when Indian vio-
lations of Spanish rights, according to sixteenth-century Christendom’s norms, gave
Spain a just cause for conquest (Williams, 1990). Seventeenth- and eighteenth-
century English and French colonizers did not much bother with the possibility of
Indian dominion. Anthony Pagden (1995) has suggested that, unlike the Spanish,
the English and French avoided justifying their sovereignty with arguments from just
conquest and instead denied Indian sovereignty in the first place on the putative
grounds that the natives failed to improve the land (zerra nullius). Patricia Seed
(1995) has ethnographically interpreted the different rites through which each
European nation claimed possession of America. Whatever the accuracy of these sub-
tle readings, the differences among the justifications of the various European nations
could not have meant much to Indians. At root, European powers agreed more than
they disagreed on the issue of Indian sovereignty. So firmly did Europeans share such
convictions by the eighteenth century that all colonial powers made treaties with one
another in which they exchanged Indian land with abandon, much to the implicated
Indians’ horror and disgust.

Even in direct dealings with Indians, Europeans did not concede sovereignty. The
“treaties” they made with Indians did nothing to admit the fundamental integrity of
Indian independence, however the word “treaty” might, to modern ears, ring of a
true deal between independent powers. The Dutch and the English employed the
treaty mechanism much less frequently than historians assume; indeed the word
“treaty” itself was used loosely in the seventeenth century, and not very commonly
(Dickason, 1989). To be sure, negotiations for land often represented a genuine
European accommodation to native demands, protocols, and goals. Occasionally,
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Europeans recognized — however mistakenly — the sovereign leadership of Indian
“kings,” but such recognition usually suited the deeper purpose of buttressing one
European crown’s claim to fundamental sovereignty against that of a European rival
(Hinderaker, 1996). While Europeans often conceded measures of what today would
be called aboriginal “title” or self-government, there is little evidence that European
powers ever allowed a serious consideration of Indian sovereignty or dominion to
make a difference in their actions. That the idea of Indian sovereignty went for the
most part unacknowledged speaks volumes about imperial attitudes toward Indians
(Williams, 1990; Jones, 1982; Dickason, 1989).

The postcolonial, subaltern studies movement, so important to recent debates in
the history of India, has had little direct impact on American Indian historical schol-
arship. Yet many investigations of the practices of Native American subalterns and
mediators in overseas colonialism reveal how those roles effectively complicated the
Europeans’ assumptions of sovereignty. From La Florida to California, the Spanish
depended upon some Indians to exercise a degree of leadership. In La Florida
Franciscans captured and intensified an aboriginal tributary system (Bushnell, 1989;
Hann and McEwan, 1998; Milanich, 1999). Spanish authorities incorporated Pueblo
caciques into New Mexico’s administrative structure, particularly to secure Indian
labor and tribute (Gutiérrez, 1991). Similarly, in California, according to Steven
Hackel (1994), Indian subalterns employed their status as native leaders to negotiate
with the Spanish in the interest of their people.

With great variations, this effort to recruit a subaltern native leadership would be
made by every other empire in the colonies, but Spain, intruding among some of
the more hierarchically organized societies in North America, had more success.
Russians, French, Dutch, and Britons, to be sure, cultivated Indian leaders, but rarely
did they integrate Indians into a hierarchical, European-dominated society. Once
again, the nature of pre-existing Indian societies profoundly influenced the imperial
system in North America. Nonetheless, Indian individuals everywhere emerged
alongside Europeans as “culture brokers” or mediators between empires and indige-
nous nations (Richter, 1988; White, 1991; Merrell, 1999).

By 1776 Indian peoples — organized in hundreds, perhaps thousands, of small-scale
societies — had encountered the overseas empires of Spain, England, France, the
Netherlands, and Russia, and the continent had everywhere witnessed dramatically
accelerated cultural change, powerful imperial conflict, massive demographic and
ecological transition, and profound political transformation. So thorough were these
changes that until recently, most scholars assumed that they were inevitable.

The denial of inevitability is the hallmark, perhaps even the project, of much of the
scholarship on empires and Indians in the 1980s and 1990s. European powers did
not always look like promising candidates for imperial expansion as the colonial era
opened, and their own national compositions were liquid and changing, rent with
expansion, amalgamation, fusion, warfare, and sometimes rebellion. The European
turbulence, swirling outward, encountered autonomous American winds and swept
them into an unpredictable vortex. Some Indian peoples were able to respond to the
invasion of overseas empires with new, still-independent political arrangements that
sometimes built upon processes under way &efore the peoples had regular, sustained
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contact with Europeans (Salisbury, 1996). Notable examples include the rise and
augmentation of the Iroquois League, the formation of the multi-ethnic Creek con-
federacy, the expansion of the Lakotas, and the creation or ethnogenesis of the
Catawba, Choctaw, Crow, Comanche, and Seminole peoples (Galloway, 1997;
Merrell, 1989; Sturtevant, 1971; Trigger, 1985; Jennings, 1984; Anderson, 1984,
1999). Indians often welcomed and sustained newcomers, usually with the hope —
not always misplaced — that they could bend the newcomers to their own purposes
and even incorporate them into their own peoples (Salisbury, 1982; Kupperman,
1980). Other peoples capitalized on the presence of Europeans to form powerful
alliances, such as the Great Lakes Indians’ alliances with France and the Iroquois
League’s flexible “Covenant Chain” with Great Britain (White, 1991; Richter, 1992).
Indians also played a variety of economic roles in the colonies. In short, so much was
up for grabs in the national or political identities of so many peoples — European and
American — that the inevitability of an Anglo-American triumph north of the
Rio Grande is no longer taken for granted. Once a sturdy feature of the old imperial
school, it now seems a topic worthy of conversation in pipe-smoke under gaslight.

Francis Parkman once declared that where Spain conquered and Britain dispos-
sessed the Indians, France “embraced and cherished” them (Jaenen, 1976: 7). The
reality was more complex. North American Indians had widely differing cultures,
societies, and politics. The fact that Spain, operating in the southern reaches, tended
to encounter more hierarchically organized societies shaped its relations with Indians,
as did the fact that France dealt more frequently with relatively egalitarian societies.
Though all European powers strove to make vassals of Indians and to fix certain
Indian leaders as key players in the imperial project, the Spanish had the most suc-
cess, a fact that almost certainly reflects Indian, not European, realities. The nature
of Indian alliances influenced all imperial histories, as did even the various established
Indian diplomatic protocols — whether in Alaska or Louisiana.

Spain

Spain first penetrated and established colonies in what is now the United States. (See
Kicza, this volume.) In 1565, Pedro Menéndez de Aviléz placed the first enduring
Spanish colony in St. Augustine, in the neighborhood of the Timucuas. Though he
scattered small, short-lived posts and missions from Charlotte’s Bay (Florida) to the
York River (Virginia), only St. Augustine survived into the early seventeenth century.
When the Spanish arrived, the Timucuan-speaking peoples may have numbered
around 200,000. Whatever the initial size of the population, it diminished to as low
as 1,000 by the end of the seventeenth century. This represented a far greater decline
than that among the Apalachees, whose numbers fell from perhaps 50,000 at contact
to 10,000 by 1675. Discase was likely the primary culprit. But especially after 1633,
when Timucuas, Guales, and Apalachees came under the sway of the Spanish, a
Franciscan mission system and the labor regime it imposed to feed its missionaries
and garrisons also took their toll. Many Indians found Franciscan rule oppressive.
Individual Indian flight was a common response, and the people sometimes rose in
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rebellion: Guales of coastal Georgia rebelled in 1597, Apalachees in 1647, and
Timucuas in 1656. The Apalachee revolt saw seven of eight missions torched, three
missionaries killed, and enormous battles between Apalachee rebels on the one side
and victorious intertribal-Spanish forces on the other. The Timucuan revolt remains
distinctive in that missionaries were deliberately spared; many of the Timucuans had
become Catholic, indeed some of their leaders had become literate and coordinated
their activities in handwriting. With Apalachee assistance, mounted Spanish troops
put the rebellion down (Milanich, 1999; Hann, 1988, 1996; Hann and McEwan,
1998; Bushnell, 1989).

English-sponsored invasion, not Indian rebellion, ended the mission system, anni-
hilating, enslaving, and dispersing its thousands of neophytes. From the 1670s, Indian
allies of South Carolina began raiding the thatched, wattle-and-daub missions for
slaves and altar goods to sell in the English market. Between 1702 and 1710, raids by
hundreds of armed Creeks, Yamasees, and other Indians, along with English troops,
wiped the mission villages off the map. The most devastating of these raids came in
1703—4 when South Carolinian James Moore and thousands of Indian allies carried
off over 4,000 people. No body of Catholics and few bodies of Indians would sufter
more in the history of what is now the United States. One Spanish official estimated
in 1710 that 12,000 Indians had been enslaved. The missions, of which the
Franciscans had established more than 150 over several generations, lay in shambles
as those who escaped the onslaughts fled for their lives. St. Augustine and its satellites
remained, attracting and inviting Indians as well as slave fugitives from the English.
Many other Indians joined the enlarging Creek “confederacy,” whose emerging multi-
cultural entities actually gained population in the disease-ridden eighteenth century.
The Creeks and their later offshoots, the Seminoles, not the Spanish, would dominate
the culture of much of the Southeast until displaced by Anglo-Americans in the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries (Hann, 1988, 1996; Milanich, 1999).

Spain would leave more durable marks in the Rio Grande region, but here too the
empire faced serious setbacks. (See Kicza, this volume.) Culturally, the region was
highly complex, with varied Indian societies speaking many different languages. Of
the perhaps 60,000 to 80,000 Pueblo people, there were eight separate groups in
clusters of small town organizations on the Rio Grande — the Piro, Tompiro, Kere (or
Keresan), Northern Tiwa, Southern Tiwa, Tano, Towa, and Tewa — and two further
west: the Zuni and the Hopi. Sharing considerably in material culture and somewhat
in religion, these peoples spoke a half dozen distinct languages, and traded and
fought both among one another and with the more scattered and mobile Utes and
Apachean (including Navajo) peoples. Already these many Indian peoples had
formed a shifting quilt of enclaves, establishing a unique pattern of cultural geogra-
phy that, with great changes in the particulars, would endure throughout the colo-
nial period and into the present. Almost every imaginable form of acculturation
would appear in the valley and its surroundings, and here the Indian societies — expe-
rienced from the outset in dealing with others — would prove to be among the most
obviously resilient and enduring in the history of North America (Spicer, 1962).

By 1680 there were almost 2,500 colonists in New Mexico, but the Indians’ num-
bers had fallen dramatically in the pueblos of the Piro, Kere, Southern Tiwa,
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Northern Tiwa, Tano, Towa, and Tewa. Disease undoubtedly took the major toll,
but so did drought, periodic rebellion, and exploitative labor. The seventeenth cen-
tury also saw increasing attacks by Utes, Apaches, and Navajos. Inspired by Spanish
slave-raiding expeditions against them, by the Spaniards’ disruption of their tradi-
tional trade with various Pueblos, and by the stories of Pueblo refugees from Spanish
exploitation living among them, these non-farming neighbors of the Pueblos gradu-
ally gained horses and proved formidable opponents. As the new Christian sacred
world did not appear to be favoring them, Pueblo Indians began turning back to
older beliefs and practices. Franciscans responded to such revivals of traditional reli-
gion with charges of witchcraft and idolatry, and they punished some forty-seven reli-
gious leaders before the Pueblos rose in rebellion against what one scholar considers
a Spanish “theocracy” (Knaut, 1995; Gutiérrez, 1991; Anderson, 1999). The reli-
gious character of the Pueblo revolt of 1680 is clear. Of the three main leaders, two,
Popé and Catiti, led Pueblo ceremonies. Overcoming tremendous language barriers,
the Pueblos of the valley forced the Spanish out of the upper Rio Grande. Flecing
Spaniards and Pueblo supporters took refuge in El Paso del Norte (founded 1659),
leaving behind 396 dead, twenty-one of them priests (Bowden, 1981; John, 1975).
The remarkable unity that Pueblos had forged as a weapon against Spain proved
fragile; conflict among and within the towns erupted, and after twelve years, Spain
capitalized on the divisions to reconquer the Rio Grande. Again, resistance met
severe reprisals; at Santa Fe in 1693, seventy captured Pueblo Indians were publicly
executed and some 400 people of all ages and both sexes were sentenced to ten years
of servitude. A subsequent revolt in 1696 killed twenty-six Spaniards (five of them
priests), but it was suppressed with Pueblo assistance (Espinosa, 1988). For all this,
Spain’s reconquest was not recapitulation. French influence on the Great Plains, and
the growing power of the emergent Comanches, had by now created new dangers to
New Mexico. The threat of violence from displaced Southern Plains peoples, some
armed with French trade guns, encouraged the reconciliation of Pueblos and
Spaniards; even Hopis, far to the west and persistently independent, extended olive
branches to the Spanish as the eighteenth century drew to a close (John, 1975).
Within this new, more violent context, the colony’s religious mission declined, as it
did also in La Florida in the wake of the disastrous slave raids. Franciscans failed to
recover their theocratic rule, and presidios became more central to the colonizing pro-
ject. These were not simply military garrisons with flying companies of mounted men,
but centers for patronage and negotiation. Franciscans among the Pueblos adapted
to the changes, learning for the most part to ignore “idolatrous” practices celebrated
out of their sight. Nonetheless, the Pueblo population continued to drop in the
Rio Grande Valley; it amounted to some 10,000 people by the end of the Spanish
period, a mere sixth of what it had been in Onate’s day (Knaut, 1995; John, 1975).
Spanish explorers had skirted and penetrated the coasts of Texas since 1519 and
California since 1542. Spanish expansion into northern Mexico and into the upper
Rio Grande had vast cultural repercussions in the central and lower valley, and
beyond, as Indians displaced by settlers or by epidemics forged new relationships and
as horses and firepower expanded trade networks and Indian alliances on the Plains
(Anderson, 1999). But not until the late seventeenth century in eastern Texas and the
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eighteenth century in California did Spain establish a presence. Much as French activ-
ity in La Florida had drawn a defensive Spanish response, so did French activity in
Louisiana and Russian and British activity in the Pacific Northwest draw New Spain
to secure its flanks in Texas and California. As in La Florida and New Mexico, sol-
diers and missionaries undertook the political task of checking European competi-
tion, with missionaries initially dominating the enterprise.

Short-lived Spanish missions were placed among the Caddos of ecast Texas
in 1690 and again in 1716. Consisting of at least three separate and far-flung alliances
in Louisiana, Arkansas, and Texas, the agricultural Caddos emerged as key players in
the diplomacy of the region, gaining arms from the French and trading them with the
Comanches, Wichitas, and Tonkawas. All of these groups were, along with others in
Texas, called the “Nortenos.” By 1793, Spain had founded as many as eight presidios
and forty missions in Texas. But at no one time was Spain able to garrison more than
five presidios, and none of the missions, save those around San Antonio and at Goliad,
successfully converted Indians. Even in those two places missionaries faced frequent,
sometimes collective, desertion. Death rates within the missions were depressingly
high, outpacing birth rates in most years (Smith, 1995; Anderson, 1999).

In California, the Franciscan Junipero Serra placed the first mission at San Diego in
1769, and by 1776 he had extended his reach to San Francisco. Because the Catholic
Church has advanced Serra to the brink of canonization, his treatment of Indians has
become the subject of heated debate. Severe corporal punishment, ordered by
missionaries, including Serra, is well documented. Some of the best demographic
work on Indians has established — though the precise figures are likely to remain a
mystery — a vast population decline, attributable not only to disease but also to dietary
deficiencies and a severe labor regimen (Jackson and Castillo, 1995; Cooke, 1976).

In New Mexico after 1696 and in La Florida after 1710, the centrality of the mis-
sions faded in the face of increased militarization. The process intensified toward the
end of the eighteenth century, and swept California as New Spain “secularized” mis-
sions in its northern borderlands. Throughout the century, Indian enemies of Spanish
Texas and New Mexico gained firepower, expanded their political and military orga-
nization, and strained the poor resources of the presidio system (Weber, 1992;
Hurtado, 1988; Anderson, 1999).

San Antonio de Béjar, with its presidio (1718) and five missions, would form the
center of Spanish Texas by the 1760s. Its social fabric included African, Spanish, and
mestizo settlers from New Spain, recent immigrants from the Canary Islands (1731),
as well as Texas mission Indians, though the last were largely segregated from town
life until late in the century. Remnant bands of coastal Karankawas and Coahuiltecans
made up the neophytes. Colonists faced chronic labor shortages, and they converted
retaliatory strikes against Apaches into slave-raiding expeditions — often protested
against by missionaries. Apaches also found themselves dislodged by the expansion of
the Comanches onto the southern Great Plains in the early eighteenth century. San
Antonio was thus frequently at war with various Apache peoples: intense warfare
occurred in 1720-5 and 1731-9, and a massive Apache attack on the city in 1745
was repelled only with the assistance of armed mission Indians. As Spanish colonists
became convinced that they had not the power to dominate the still-independent and
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increasingly well-armed Nortenos, they made peace with such peoples as the Lipan
and Natagé Apaches after 1749, and the Comanches, Tonkawas, and Wichitas after
the 1770s. But they remained at odds with eastern Apaches (including the Jicarilla
Apache, Mescalero Apache, and Kiowa Apache peoples) throughout the colonial
period (Chipman, 1992; Teja, 1995; Hinojosa, 1991; Smith, 1995).

The Spanish by no means took full possession of the Southwest. The Yumas of
California and Arizona provide but one example of a people who expelled the colo-
nizers and then kept them at bay. Initially cooperative with Spanish colonizers, Yumas
successfully rebelled in 1781 and would remain largely independent until the
American period (Weber, 1992).

Throughout the sixteenth century, Spain’s colonial enterprise had developed in
North America without serious European interference. And even into the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries, the only colony in New Spain’s northern frontiers
to face the genuine threat of European conquest was La Florida. There the threats
were manifested with extreme force. The Spanish empire asserted its sovereignty over
large tracts of North America, rejecting that of “conquered” Indian peoples. The
reality on the ground, however, proved to be immeasurably more complicated.

Russia

Russians had provoked Spain’s advance into Alta California. Vitus Bering and Alexi
Chirkov first sailed eastward in 1741 from Kamchatka, beginning a lucrative sea-otter
pelt trade. Despite their resistance, the Unangan and Sugpiat peoples — known to the
Russians as “Aleuts” — fell subject to this highly exploitative Russian thrust. During
the first fifty years, Russians held entire villages hostage for the good behavior of
Aleut men serving as hunter-slaves. By century’s end, Russians had imposed a regu-
lar form of serfdom on many of the remaining Aleuts, forcing labor from all adult
males. Disease, as always, took a heavy toll (Gibson, 1978).

Toward the end of the century the Russians conquered Kodiak Island, which
became the base of operations for the Golikov-Shelikhov Company that spearheaded
the Russian colonization of the Sitka and Yakutak Bay area in Tlingit territory. Here
the Russians met the more hierarchically and broadly organized Tlingits and Haidas.
Russians attempted to influence Tlingit and Haida clan and village political structures
through such means as elevating “medal chiefs” and offering privileges to coopera-
tive leaders. But they never made vassals of the Tlingits; constant negotiation and
periodic warfare characterized relations (Gibson, 1978; Dean, 1995). Here, as clse-
where, empire was highly contested, appearing difterently to the colonizers than it
did to their ostensibly subject Indians.

France

Nowhere more than in New France did Indian action and protocols shape both im-
perial policy and rivalries with other European powers. France launched the first
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sustained effort in North America with its colony at Quebec (1608), which remained
the heart of a French North American enterprise that eventually touched Indians
across most of the continent. Yet as early as 1630, the English and the Dutch out-
numbered the French in eastern North America by a ratio of twenty-seven to one
(Trudel, 1966: 438-9). This uneven ratio of Canadiens to their southern colonial
enemies goes far toward explaining the close ties of Canada to its Indian neighbors.

By the 1660s, the French had established a far-flung network of alliances with
many of the peoples of the Great Lakes region. Initially, the Hurons of the Ontario
peninsula provided the outlet for an intertribal alliance, but by 1649 they had been
decimated by diseases and defeated by the Five Nations Iroquois League. Survivors
fled, alongside their Ottawa, Potawatomi, and Ojibwa allies, temporarily to settle the
region south of Lake Superior. By the time many of these peoples returned eastward
to the Michigan peninsula in the 1660s, the French proved at last able to supply them
adequately with traders and firearms (Trigger, 1976; White, 1991; Delage, 1985).
The resulting Upper Great Lakes alliance lasted a century, decisively shaping the his-
tory of eastern North America.

Sustained by exchanges of arms for military services, the alliance also featured some
striking ideological props, for example a flexible rhetorical device so convenient that
French officials were later able to employ it in Louisiana. Indians agreed to call the
French governor and his representatives “Father” — indeed they may have come up
with the designation on their own. But delighted as French officers were with the
term, they were unable to convince Indians that it implied a subordinate’s obedience
to a French patriarch. Instead, the French “fathers” found they had to act as did
Indian fathers, somewhat distant and above all generous, especially with gifts of
European manufacture. Furthermore, “fathers” had to mediate disputes among their
“children” if they wished to sustain the alliance against the Iroquois, the Dutch, and
later the English (Galloway, 1989; White, 1991).

France would find the role of “father” enormously taxing, for it meant often being
sucked into Indian wars fought for Indian, not imperial, purposes. Most notable were
the Fox (or Mesquakie) Wars, though even the wars against the British-allied Indians
of the Southeast were of dubious value to France. The cost of supplying Indian allies
embarrassed colonial officials, not so much fiscally as politically: crown officials
resented having to pay warriors they could not control (Edmunds and Peyser, 1993;
White, 1991; Merrell, 1989; Desbarats, 1995).

Whereas scholars once assumed that Indian-European trade ties led rapidly to
Indians’ economic dependence on Europeans, some have rejected that argument, at
least for the French. Richard White (1991) and W. J. Eccles (1983) have suggested
that French garrisons and French imperial policy depended upon Indians. France,
rather than expanding its empire in the interest of commerce, subsidized its Indian
commerce, and thereby its Indian allies, to expand its imperial claims. White chal-
lenges the idea of Indian dependency itself, arguing that European products had not
so completely replaced those of native design and were not so readily available to
Indians as to generate abject dependence on the trade. While most scholars applaud
the recognition that imperial governments and settlers had to rely upon Indians to
accomplish their goals, White’s narrower argument that Indian peoples in the Great
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Lakes region remained economically independent of France and Europe until the
1760s has met opposition. Daniel Richter (1992), Bruce Trigger (1991), Denys
Delage (1985), and others see signs of Indian dependence on the market — a signifi-
cant disadvantage vis-a-vis Europe — at very early dates.

Daniel H. Usner’s (1992) study of the lower Mississippi Valley provides a different
approach. Examining the trading practices of various peoples, he finds that Indians,
free Africans and African-Americans, and even slaves exhibited surprising levels of
independence in their engagement with Euro-Americans and Europeans in the
regional market. He never doubts the importance of European-made goods to all the
region’s peoples, but he does stress that Europeans and their governments were
unable to achieve direct control over the regional economy until the full expansion
of the plantation economy after 1783.

The idea that France was more open than other Europeans to Indians was not new
in Francis Parkman’s day; it grew out of an Anglo-American recognition that New
France, more successfully than British North America, had won and fielded Indian
allies. The notion would indeed become a French conceit, what Cornelius Jaenen
(1976, 1982) has debunked as the mythical notion of the génie coloninl. Recent
scholars attribute French “success” in Indian diplomatic and military relations less to
a peculiar, natural, cultural, or intellectual Gallic affinity for “natives,” and more to
the material dimensions of demography and economy. Their studies cast French
colonists and a variety of Indian peoples together in forms of mutual dependence, not
mutual admiration. Low French populations combined with a relatively high French
level of material wealth to provide unique conditions for successful alliances (White,
1991; Galloway, 1989; Dickason, 1984).

If demographic weakness is central to any explanation of French diplomatic success
with Indians, the picture of success is itself accurate only at a high degree of abstrac-
tion. At the local level, one finds striking French failure everywhere. Some of France’s
successtul alliances were realized only by alienating other Indians. Far from experi-
encing a warm and enduring French embrace, Five Nations Iroquois, Mesquakies,
Chickasaws, and others faced Gallic invasions. Louisiana’s record is particularly
mixed. As in New France, officials were able to convince allied Choctaw and Tunica
Indians to address them as “fathers” because of the term’s ambiguity among cultures
with drastically different conceptions of fatherhood. French officials aggressively
seized upon the opportunity presented by widespread Indian hostility to the English
during the Yamasee War and built Fort Toulouse (1717) among the Alabaman con-
federates of the Creeks. The next year, with vast Indian support, the French took
Pensacola from the Spanish. But for all this success, Louisiana faced many failures. In
1715 Antoine Lamothe Cadillac blundered into a needless war with the Natchez
when he failed to conform to native diplomatic protocols. In the series of Natchez
wars that followed, hundreds of colonists and many more Indians were killed. Wars
between the French and the Chickasaw did little to impress France’s Choctaw allies
with French military prowess. Nor were French officials able to resolve disputes over
cross-cultural murders as factions of alienated Choctaws courted the English. The
result was a severe Choctaw Civil War (1747-50) that devastated Louisiana’s princi-
pal Indian ally on the eve of the Seven Years War. One may find much talent in French
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colonial Louisiana, but one must look elsewhere for a peculiar colonial genius (Usner,
1992; Galloway, 1989; White, 1983).

Despite the limited success of the French in Louisiana, their grand alliance with
the Great Lakes Indians was the avant-garde of their empire until the Seven Years
War (1756-63). Even after the fall of New France in 1760, Ottawas, Ojibwas,
Potawatomis, and other former allies at times sought a resurrection of the fallen French
North America, a call for imperial restoration that was without parallel. While Indians
elsewhere courted Spain, Russia, Great Britain, or the Netherlands as allies, nowhere
else did Indians forge alliances across wide tribal boundaries and organize to seck the
restoration of a fallen overseas empire in America. The anomaly is a mark of France’s
failure to have its way, to be truly sovereign, over much of its claimed territory.

The Netherlands

New Netherland was a famously polyglot colony, heavily colored by Algonquian cul-
tural forms, even as the Dutch West Indian Company (WIC) infiltrated the coastal
Algonquian and interior Iroquoian worlds. Together, Indian and Dutch traders
developed a trade jargon based on Algonquian languages, and the Dutch adopted,
exchanged, and briefly became economically dependent upon wampum. Between
1625 and 1654 the WIC planted colonies from the Mohawk to the Delaware River.
It competed successfully until the late 1630s with the English for control of the
Connecticut Valley fur trade, and in the 1650s it absorbed tiny Swedish and Finnish
colonies on the Delaware River. Trade dominated life, and the low population limit-
ed its threat to Indians until the eve of the English conquest in 1664, when Dutch
numbers rose dramatically to some 10,000 (Trelease, 1960; Dennis, 1993; Delage,
1985).

The Dutch initially established good relations with the various Algonquian-speak-
ing peoples of the Hudson Valley, especially the Mohicans in the neighborhood of
Fort Orange (later, Albany), some 120 miles north of Manhattan, and the Munsees,
Wappingers, and related peoples around the mouth of the Hudson. These peoples
fared quickly for the worse. The Dutch found trade relations with the Mohawks more
advantageous than with the Mohicans, and shifted their alliances accordingly. Fort
Orange had long been a rival to New England and New France for the regional fur
trade, and by 1663 it had long been trumping its enemies. So successful was one
colonist, Arent van Curler, in mediating relations with the Mohawks that variations
of “Curler” became terms of respect used by Six Nations Indians for any good Dutch
or, later, English mediator. Van Curler was not alone, and in outposts like
Schenectady several Dutch traders married Mohawks (Richter, 1992).

Along the lower Hudson River, however, Munsees lost crops to Dutch livestock and
grew highly indebted to Dutch merchants. At the same time, they faced the dramatic
blundering of Governor Willem Kieft, who demanded tribute and provoked a war
(1639—45). New Netherland’s forces, which included English who had settled on Long
Island, spared neither women nor children as they destroyed several villages, most
notably Pavonia (1643) and Poundridge (1644). Well-armed Indians, meanwhile,
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pinned the colonists down, inhibited farming, and reduced the colony to desperation.
Peace, when it came, was negotiated. Kieft was recalled and replaced as governor by
Peter Stuyvesant. Indian casualties were high, perhaps exceeding a thousand persons
killed (Trelease, 1960).

One of Stuyvesant’s major accomplishments was to take the Delaware Valley from
Sweden. The Swedes had established Fort Christina (1638), which became the heart
of New Sweden, a small, poor colony with little access to the European goods and
supplies necessary for the Indian trade. In the early 1650s, Sweden’s Johan Rising
arrived with settlers and supplies, and the little colony was soon at war with the
Dutch. Stuyvesant invaded and absorbed the colony. When he returned to New
Amsterdam, his own colony was again at war with local Munsee Indians, increasingly
alienated by Dutch merchants who traded more actively with the Mohawks. The
Dutch may have been correct in their estimation of the Mohawks as more valuable
trading partners than the increasingly hostile Algonquian-speaking peoples of the
Hudson Valley, but they paid a dear price for ignoring their near neighbors. When
English forces came by land and sea to take the colony in 1664, Stuyvesant could not
even think of calling up local Indian allies (Trelease, 1960).

Overseas Empires and the Iroquois League

The Mohawks, the eastern “door” of the Five Nations Iroquois, inhabited their
“Longhouse,” or League, with the Oneidas, Onondagas, Cayugas, and Senecas. The
League originated a century before contact, and it has in the past been viewed as an
aggressive, expansionist empire in its own right. Scholars today doubt that the term
“empire” suits an entity that was less political than ceremonial, that existed less to make
conquest abroad than to maintain peace at home, that had no metropolitan center, no
bureaucracy, no taxes, and no army. Even the Iroquois conquests — a subject of evoca-
tive, romantic, and for some colonies, self-interested history — have been debunked
(Jennings, 1984). But if the Iroquois are no longer seen to have possessed an empire,
their history continues to fascinate scholars. Much of the best anthropological and his-
torical scholarship, and indeed much of the history of French, Dutch, and English
colonies, visits the Longhouse (Fenton, 1998; Tooker, 1978; Webb, 1984). The
League dealt extensively with other Indian peoples and with three of the empires; by
the 1740s, its “Covenant Chain” with Great Britain, along with the rival Upper Great
Lakes’ Indians alliance with France, formed two great networks that bound strategic
relations throughout much of eastern North America. Both were by then fraying
dangerously, however, producing local crises that precipitated the Seven Years War.
Scholars have long recognized that great violence convulsed the entire Great Lakes
region in the mid- to late seventeenth century, and they have long known, too, that
despite its colonial aspect the violence was not under imperial European direction. By
the late 1640s, the Mohawks and their League brethren devastated the Ontario
peninsula and the region south of Lake Erie. George T. Hunt (1940) argued that the
violence was about trade and plunder; Indians fought one another for goods and the
control of trade routes. Francis Jennings (1984) and W. J. Eccles (1983) modified
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Hunt’s thesis, viewing the Iroquois less as piratical raiders or conquerors of Indian
enemies than as warriors and statesmen aggressively seeking to control the diploma-
cy of the interior, and willing to negotiate with Europeans in the process.

Daniel K. Richter (1992) further modified the “Beaver Wars” interpretation, insisting
that the League, was, first of all, less a political than a ceremonial union. The so-called
Beaver Wars did have economic causes but were also the result of sacred readings of
a worldly disaster: epidemic disease, which had halved the population to 10,000 in
the space of a generation. According to tradition, captives and scalps could calm the
anguished souls of the deceased and their still-living relatives, and captives could help
repopulate the League. War provided desperate solutions to problems of depopula-
tion, at least until the mid-1660s, when the first round of the Beaver Wars ended in
a series of negotiations. However, the second round of intensified wars, from the
1680s to 1701, misfired badly. The League’s former enemies, by this time well-armed
and often in concert with French troops, struck back, devastating much of Iroquoia
and ultimately causing the Iroquois to make peace with their neighbors in 1701. If
the Iroquois had gained a western empire in the first round of Beaver Wars, it was
erased in the second. But J. A. Brandio and William A. Starna (1996; see also
Brandio, 1997) have argued strongly that, however badly the League suffered, its
enemies were also exhausted and anxious for an end to bloodshed. The League
secured a favorable peace in 1701, allowing it shared access not only to good hunting
territories in what is now Ontario and Michigan, but also to the important diplomatic
and trading venues of Montreal and Detroit.

Matthew Dennis (1993) focused even more directly on the sacred dimension of
League policy. In his view, warfare itself has been drastically over-emphasized. The
League was, he insists, less about war than about peace, and most of its seventeenth-
century history can be interpreted as a quest for the incorporation and adoption of
strangers. Thus the wars themselves were in part the offspring of a noble dream, to
amalgamate the Dutch, French, Algonquian, and Huron peoples under the Great
Tree of Peace. Only in the face of widespread disease and in the wake of the Jesuit
intrusion into Iroquoia in the 1650s and 1660s — leading to a departure en masse of
Catholic converts to Canada — did the dream dissolve. In its sad wake, the Iroquois
turned from the Great Tree of Peace and toward the idea of military alliance with
their new English neighbors, an alliance termed the Covenant Chain.

The workings of the League, and the nature of its “Covenant Chain” with Great
Britain, are related subjects with large literatures. William Fenton (1998) and Bruce
Trigger (1976) suggest that, although the League was not a full-blown state, it
served political ends: it inhibited violence among its members and it institutionalized
the resolution of members’ disputes. Indeed, League members generally refused to
go to war against one another until the American Revolution. But it did not promise
unity in war or diplomacy, and certainly did not realize such unity for any extended
period during the colonial period. Richter (1992) argues that imperialism shaped
League politics, as factions divided along lines he calls francophilic, anglophilic, and
neutral. And he hints that divisive League politics may have been responsible for the
unintentional emergence of the much vaunted policy of Iroquois neutrality after
1701, referred to by Anthony F. C. Wallace (1969) as the Iroquois “play-oft system.”
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The Covenant Chain, sometimes confused with the Iroquois League, was another
matter altogether. Variations of the metaphor “chain” were common in the language
of colonial-Indian relations in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. After the
Third Anglo-Dutch War left New York firmly in English hands in 1674, the English
had the good fortune to inherit, along with several key Dutch mediators, the Dutch
relationship with the Iroquois League. As early as 1677, the phrase “Covenant
Chain” entered the official record of Anglo-Iroquois negotiations. For the League
and for the English, the relationship provided — or promised to provide — a measure
of security against French-allied attacks, the reconciliation of trade imbalances, and a
way to negotiate mutual disputes over trade, boundaries, and isolated killings.
Additionally, for the British, it promised a way of controlling nearby Indian neigh-
bors. Mohawk intervention at English urging, for example, contributed to the isola-
tion of New England’s enemies in King Philip’s War (1675-6). For the League, it
augmented Iroquois prestige, while for the English, who early on viewed the League
as subject to the Crown, it enlarged the British empire (Jennings, 1984).

When the British failed to support the League militarily against French-allied inva-
sions of the late 1680s, however, the League made its famous treaties in 1701.
Teganissorens, also known as Dedanisora, accompanied by thirty-seven others, treat-
ed with the French and French-allied tribes at Montreal, gaining access to the interi-
or trade. Meanwhile at Albany, Iroquois leaders allowed Western Indians access to
Albany merchants, and they yielded to New York lands they did not possess, while
avoiding firm military commitments. It was a remarkable success (Brandio and
Starna, 1996). For twenty years, war had failed the League, except to the immediate
south, where the League capitalized on the collapse of the Susquehannocks to gain
authority over the upper Susquehanna River. Indians from throughout the East took
refuge there under League auspices (Jennings, 1975). When the Tuscaroras of North
Carolina, defeated by the English, moved to the northern stretches of the valley, they
were welcomed as junior partners and became the sixth nation of the League.

In the early eighteenth century, the British continued to view the League as close-
ly bound by the Covenant Chain. Such reasoning enabled colonists to declare author-
ity, not only over the League, but over all its supposed dependents on the
Susquehanna and, more importantly, over all its claimed lands, which stretched pre-
posterously beyond the Alleghenies into Kentucky and Illinois. Delaware Indians
proved to be particularly vulnerable to this arrangement. The collective strength of
the League and the British colonies persuaded Delawares to surrender lands in the
Delaware Valley. In exchange they would receive homes on the Susquehanna where
they would live under League protection, but without title to their adopted home-
lands. The League gained a southern buffer in the Susquehanna Valley against the
setters” expansion while the British obtained a vast new territory in the upper
Delaware Valley for settlement.

Yet even during this period, divisions originating at the village level plagued
the League. Deeply disappointed by New York’s neglect during the French-Indian
invasions of 1687, Senecas especially grew wary of the English. They allowed the
establishment of a French trading post at Niagara in 1720 and a French garrison
there in 1723. Mohawks, conversely, tilted enough toward the British to permit Fort
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Oswego on Lake Ontario in 1727. The famed Iroquois play-off system existed less as
a policy of the central council-fire than as that center’s struggle to hold as indepen-
dent villages took matters into their own hands. Some villagers sought even more
independence, and emigrated after 1720 from their Seneca “castles” to repopulate
the Ohio Valley. These “Mingos,” as they came to be called, while still occasionally
involved with the League, effectively pursued their own goals. Migrating with others
to the Ohio Valley, they joined the larger defection from the Covenant Chain by the
League’s purportedly dependent Indian nations: Delawares, Shawnees, and other
Algonquian inhabitants of the Susquehanna Valley. Secking land and game, they car-
ried memories of dispossession at the hands of British and League authorities to a
region where the French beckoned (McConnell, 1992).

Northeastern Indians and the Anglo-French Wars, 1744-1763

While the Covenant Chain wore thin through internal division and external migration,
the grand French alliance with the upper Great Lakes Indians faced similar troubles.
Some former allies of the French migrated southeastward along the southern shore of
Lake Erie. A leader among them stands as an example: the Wyandot, Angouriot.
Disgruntled with French policies urging constant war on Chickasaws, Cherokees, and
other Southeastern Indians, Angouriot established Sandusky in 1740. Wyandots
under Orontony followed him to the place, and they invited British traders, whose
trading posts appeared in the Upper Ohio in 1741. Prior to and during King George’s
War (1744-8), the flow of French trade goods was interrupted on the high seas, and
French officials and their close Indian allies came very close to facing open revolt in
the Great Lakes. Sandusky folk and other dissident migrants killed five French traders,
and Orontony sent one of the scalps to Pennsylvania in a clear bid for a British alliance.
Many of the peoples on whom the French thought they could depend considered
secret proposals to drive the French from the Lakes, but despite a flare-up of anti-
French violence in 1747 from Green Bay to Michilimackinac to Fort Miami to
Detroit, no general conflict erupted (White, 1991; Edmunds, 1978). Still, leading
alliance chiefs — French, Métis, and Indian — were alarmed. When King George’s War
ended, these leaders prepared to regain control. Thus two great alliance systems, the
Covenant Chain and the Great Lakes alliance, looked to the Ohio region and saw
defection. It was as if two tall trees with shallow roots leaned toward one another as
high imperial winds rose. Indian folk migrations were shaping imperial decisions.

The Seven Years War would alter the imperial maps of North America as much as
any conflict to come, and it profoundly influenced affairs around the world. The war
had many causes in Europe and elsewhere, but it began with Indian defectors in the
Ohio country as much as it did with empires; its initial skirmishes involved Indian as
well as colonial gunmen in the Allegheny’s tributary valleys and forests. For two years
before any empire officially declared war, Indians and colonials both rallied and shot
at one another; the turbulence sucked in imperial armies.

In the last decade or so of the twentieth century, scholars took seriously the
idea that Indians were not only allies or mercenaries, but that Indian action helped
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bring on the war (Jennings, 1988). Daniel Richter (1988) had already suggested that
village politics could shape imperial power. Richard White (1991) then outlined the
process by which French officials struggled to gain control over their deteriorating
alliance in the Great Lakes. Important Ottawas and Chippewas supported, even led, the
effort to assert greater control over the region. Forces composed of Upper Great Lakes
Indians dominated the early actions that drew British attention to the region. Most
notable was the attack at Pickawillany in 1752, when a primarily Indian—-Méti force vio-
lently shut down British trade. Similarly constituted forces, accompanied by French
officers and troops, helped establish French forts on the Upper Ohio at Presque Isle,
Venango, Le Beouf, and Duquesne. These actions attracted the visit of George
Washington in 1753, his botched invasion of 1754, and the disastrous effort by General
Edward Braddock and his British regulars and colonial militiamen to seize Fort
Duquesne in 1755. The men who defeated Braddock were for the most part Great
Lakes Indians. They saw the maintenance of the Great Lakes alliance as very much their
fight — and they were determined to win the struggle for human loyalties that, far more
than land, had brought on their war. They were able, through early military successes
against the British, to rally to their cause such erstwhile members of the Covenant
Chain as Delawares, Shawnees, and Mingos. The result was a massive Indian-French
alliance against the British colonies. The British lost most remaining northern Indian
support later in 1755, after hundreds of Iroquois, mostly Mohawks, collided with a
French and Canadian force south of Crown Point, New York. The battle was a stand-
oft and the Six Nations remained divided, so the Mohawks quietly disengaged until
they could more confidently expect British victory in 1759 (Jennings, 1988).

If Indian action and interest contributed to the explosion of this great American
war, Indian allies could not prevent France’s defeat. The British proved to be better
supplied with everything from people to foodstuffs to manpower to gunpowder —
indeed gunpowder was manufactured nowhere in Canada. Indian dependence on
unavailable French ammunition hampered Indian warriors late in the war. Like
England, France sent to America fine generals who misunderstood Indians; unlike
England, France could not afford to ignore Indian realities. The Marquis de
Montcalm, according to Ian Steele (1994) in an expansion of earlier interpretations
by W. J. Eccles (1969) and Guy Frégault (1955), deeply misunderstood these reali-
ties, fought according to European forms, and alienated his best allies. France itself
became increasingly mindful of the enormous cost and small benefit North America
had provided to the home country. And as the war ended, France surrendered its
North American colonies and its claims to vast lands it had never peopled. Louisiana
went to Spain by a secret treaty in 1762, and Canada to Britain by the formal Treaty
of Paris (1763). Indians were not parties to cither agreement.

The empires of France, Spain, and Great Britain had followed every precedent in
disregarding Indian sovereignty as they divided the continent in the closing years of
the Seven Years War. At the capitulation of Montreal (1760), Britons gained the
French claim to Canada and the French posts in the west. But the treaties of 1762
and 1763 meant a massive reshuftling of land. As their terms became known in the
spring of 1763, the sheer audacity outraged many Indians, who organized to nullify
those terms in what has come to be known as Pontiac’s War (1763-5).
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Like the Seven Years War, Pontiac’s War was an imperial crisis in which Indians,
Britons, and French officers (the last still awaiting official evacuation orders) argued
or fought about the place of Indians in the British North American empire.
Historians from Francis Parkman to Richard White (1991) are in agreement that
British officers helped to precipitate the war by terminating key French practices at
the French posts they now controlled in the American interior, most notably the giv-
ing of gifts, including guns, to firm up relations and mediate disputes. These British
decisions signaled British intentions to master Indians, and many former allies of
France turned once more against their former enemies. Indeed throughout Pontiac’s
War, Indians sought French assistance and predicted the revival of New France and
the rising of the defeated French king. Britons, convinced by such seeming loyalty
that French North Americans encouraged the crisis, blamed Jesuits, traders, and the
remaining French officers in Louisiana and Illinois of a vast conspiracy. In fact,
Indians had decided to make war; they received very little clear French encourage-
ment or assistance. The war also had a millennial dimension, as Indians seeking to
restore the French counterweight to British North America appealed to sacred pow-
ers in a nativistic movement. Against them, for the most part, were Indian Christians.
Throughout the east, whether among Protestant Oneidas or Catholic reserve Indians
of the St. Lawrence, Christian Indians either opposed the anti-British war or were its
most reluctant supporters (Dowd, 1990, 1992).

Although British officers carried orders to march through Indian villages spread-
ing fire and death, soldiers killed few Indians directly, and they burned no villages
west of the Appalachians. A smallpox epidemic, to be sure, was deliberately initiated
at British Fort Pitt, although it is possible that the contagion — already present in the
Upper Ohio — had arrived through other vectors. The war ended in a series of
treaties, and Britons learned in its course that it was cheaper and easier to adapt to
native protocols than to insist on a mastery the empire lacked the power to enforce.
Indians too, short of ammunition, convinced of the demise of New France, and cog-
nizant of their material dependence upon trade with Europeans, conceded to the
British the possession of several key posts. They thus acknowledged a new, highly
ambiguous, relationship with Great Britain (White, 1991; Jennings, 1988). The issue
of sovereignty was left unsettled.

The conflagrations of the 1750s and 1760s — born of political struggles among
Indian villagers and of Indians’ determination to defend their independence and their
established ways of dealing with Europeans — demonstrate the limits of both
French—Indian cooperation and British colonial mastery. They also bring home to
scholars the critical influence of Indians on North American history. The Seven Years
War, very much an Indian crisis in its American origins, brought about great colonial
changes in government — the elimination of New France, of French Louisiana, and
of Spanish La Florida. Viewed in combination with Pontiac’s War, the Seven Years
War convinced the British imperial government that American colonials could not
defend themselves and should pay taxes to defray the army’s expenses. The two wars
thus contributed to the series of imperial crises that brought on the American
Revolution.
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Indians, Colonial History, and Revolution

Any modern colonial historian would have to account for Indians as shapers of colo-
nial politics, which may explain why the old imperial school, with its mastery of
administrative detail, noticed Indians all over the record. From the very earliest estab-
lishment of European colonies, Indians shaped political affairs. (See Kicza, this vol-
ume.) Subsequent Indian rebellions, moreover, forced dramatic changes in imperial
organization from Florida, where the Timucua rebellion (1656) led to the recall of
governor Diego de Rebolledo, to California, in the Yuma case, over a century later.
The Pueblo Revolt not only shut down New Mexico’s government for twelve years,
but reoriented it thereafter. Indian affairs forced administrative change almost every-
where. Iroquois defeats of New France led to the royal takeover of the previously cor-
porate colony in 1663. France’s Louisiana Company (Compagnie des Indies) likewise
collapsed in the wake of the Natchez uprising of 1729. To be sure, the Dutch West
India Company survived long enough to be dislodged by English arms, but Indians
had already shaken up New Netherland’s government. Governor Kieft’s recall fol-
lowing his disastrous war against the Indians is but one example. In the English
colonies the pattern is also clear. Massachusetts, Plymouth, and the Carolinas all had
their charters revoked as a result, at least partially, of royal investigations following
disastrous Indian wars: King Philip’s or Metacom’s War (1675-6), and the Yamasee
War (1715-16). Virginia lost its longest-serving seventeenth-century governor as a
result of Bacon’s Rebellion (1676), in which Indian policy played a critical role.
Rumors of Catholic-Indian conspiracies dislodged Maryland’s proprietary govern-
ment during the Glorious Revolution.

In the late eighteenth century, the British imperial administration found itself, like
France before it, increasingly devoting royal troops and resources cither to fight or to
manage Indians — even after the conquest of French Canada. The most significant result
of this intensifying imperial attention to the colonies was the greatest of all changes in
colonial governance, that brought on by the American Revolution, the event that marks
the beginning of the end of overseas empires in America (Jennings, 1988). So could the
native tail powerfully wag the imperial dog in the unpredictable colonial world.
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Health, Disease, and Demography

RUSSELL THORNTON

The Native American population of the total Western Hemisphere underwent drastic
decline following European contact and its associated colonialism. Some population
recovery occurred. The extent of any recovery is open to debate, however, since esti-
mates of aboriginal population size for the hemisphere vary widely. These estimates
range from the mere 8.4 million suggested by Alfred L. Kroeber (1939), to 53.9 mil-
lion arrived at by William Denevan (1992) to more than 100 million asserted by
Henry Dobyns (1966, 1983); some 75 million seems a reasonable estimate, as I have
argued elsewhere (Thornton, 1987: 25). Population recovery for the Western
Hemisphere is also a function of how historic and contemporary indigenous popula-
tions are defined. Such definitions are equally open to debate, and vary considerably
from country to country in the hemisphere. The censuses of different countries,
for example, enumerate Native Americans differently and the way in which a country
enumerates Native Americans may vary from census to census. As a result, good
figures do not exist as to the size of the current total Native American population of
the Western Hemisphere and we do not know how current definitions of the popu-
lations relate to aboriginal populations. Certainly, the total population is smaller than
the estimated 75 million circa 1492. (Some people have suggested informally a cur-
rent size of 50 million.) It can only be said with certainty that specific Western
Hemispheric populations were destroyed, more or less “permanently” reduced, or
declined sharply but experienced some subsequent population growth. (And some
populations are even far larger today than in 1492, depending on how the popula-
tions are currently defined.) It may be pointed out, however, that the overwhelming
majority of the more than 5.8 billion people alive in the world today are descendants
of the 500 million occupants of the Eastern Hemisphere in 1492. The past 500 years
have witnessed unparalleled population growth for those of the Eastern Hemisphere,
while the Native Americans of the Western Hemisphere have struggled to survive as
distinct populations.
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Native North America

As the size of the aboriginal population of America north of present-day Mexico is
debated by scholars, so too do they debate the magnitude of population decline. The
classic estimate of aboriginal population size for this area is by James Mooney. Early
in the twentieth century, he estimated individual Native American tribal populations,
summed them by regions, and then totaled the regions to arrive at an estimate of
1,152,000 for North America north of the Rio Grande River at first (extensive)
European contact (see Mooney, 1928; see also Mooney, 1910). Generations of sub-
sequent scholars generally accepted Mooney’s estimate, although Alfred Kroeber
(1939: 131-66, esp. 131—4) considered it excessive for the California area and low-
ered it to barely over 1 million. Kroeber then suggested that “Mooney’s total of
about 1,150,000, reduced to 1,025,000 by the California substitution, will ultimately
shrink to around 900,000, possibly somewhat farther” (1939: 134).

These early estimates were challenged in 1966, when Henry Dobyns (1966) used
depopulation ratios to assert an aboriginal population size for North America north
of Mexico of between 9.8 and 12.25 million. He did so by calculating the average
rate of decline for American Indian groups that had fairly well-known population his-
tories and then multiplying nadir populations by the average rate to achieve aborigi-
nal population size estimates. In 1983, Dobyns (1983) again used depopulation
ratios (from epidemics) but this time included possible carrying-capacities of Native
American environments and technologies to estimate some 18 million aboriginal
Native Americans north of Mesoamerica (an area including northern Mexico as well
as present-day United States, Canada, and Greenland).

The vast majority of scholars now agree that Mooney significantly underestimated
aboriginal population size for the area north of the Rio Grande and thus also the
baseline from which aboriginal population decline may be fully assessed. The prob-
lem is that he did not consider the possibility of significant population decline prior
to his dates of first extensive European contact, which ranged from Ap 1600 to 1845,
depending on the region in question (see Ubelaker, 1992: 287-8; Thornton, 1987:
25-8). On the other hand, most scholars also consider Dobyns’s estimates to be
excessive. There is little consensus for a higher population figure: estimates have var-
ied from around 2 million by Douglas Ubelaker (1988) to almost 4 million (reduced
from an earlier estimate of almost 4.5 million) by William M. Denevan (1992 [1976]:
xvii—xxix) to the slightly more than 7 million estimate I arrived at and continue to use
(see Thornton and Marsh Thornton, 1981: 47-53; Thornton, 1987: 25-32). (For a
recent, thorough consideration of North American estimates see Daniels, 1992.) My
estimate includes somewhat more than 5 million people for the conterminous United
States area and somewhat more than 2 million for present-day Canada, Alaska, and
Greenland combined.

Such dissension notwithstanding, substantial depopulation did occur after
European arrival and colonization; there is no argument about this point. The Native
American population of the United States, Canada, and Greenland combined reached
a nadir population of perhaps only 375,000 at around 1900 (Thornton, 1987: 42-3),
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although it may have been somewhat higher (see Ubelaker, 1988 for a higher nadir
figure).

Through the 1990s, “holocaust” emerged as the metaphor to view the population
collapse of Native Americans accompanying European expansion into this hemisphere.
Likewise, this “holocaust” has emerged as crucial to understanding the full impact of
colonialism upon Native Americans and their subsequent social, cultural, biological,
and perhaps psychological changes. Native American societies and cultures and Native
Americans as biological and psychological entities were all impacted by demographic
collapse following 1492. The social and cultural collapse accompanying demographic
change are well known. Not so well known are biological changes through selective
mortality in epidemics and “population bottlenecks” whereby populations contract
and then expand, producing biological differences between the two points.

Population Decline and the Epidemic Disease “Myth”

The effects of “Old World” diseases on Native American populations of the Western
Hemisphere have been important in the debate on aboriginal population size and
decline, and their role has been extensively discussed. There were considerably fewer
infectious diseases here than in the Eastern Hemisphere. New diseases which impacted
native populations include smallpox, measles, the bubonic plague, cholera, typhoid,
diphtheria, scarlet fever, whooping cough, malaria, and yellow fever, as well as some
venereal diseases. America was not a “disease-free” paradise before the Europeans
arrived, however; serious diseases were present, particularly tuberculosis and diseases
caused by treponemas, e.g. syphilis, yaws, pinta. Nevertheless, one scholar concludes
that “it is quite clear that the two worlds of disease were different enough so that the
post-Columbian effect of Old World diseases on the Native Americans was devastat-
ing” (Merbs, 1992: 36).

Scholars have also shown that the life expectancies of Native Americans did not dif-
fer that much from those of their European counterparts, with their complement of
infectious diseases. Life expectancies for Native Americans — generally in the twenties
to early thirties — were kept relatively low by famine, nutritional deficiency diseases
(e.g. pellagra), warfare, parasites, dysentery, influenza, fevers, and other ailments in
addition to tuberculosis and treponemal infections (Thornton, 1987: 37-41;
Newman, 1976; Reinhard, 1990).

Reasons for the relatively few infectious diseases in this hemisphere are not fully
understood. They surely include, however, the existence of fewer domesticated ani-
mals, from which many human diseases arise. Perhaps they include the presence of
fewer large centers of population concentration, which foster many diseases. They
probably include a low overall population density in this hemisphere, a condition hin-
dering the survival of many diseases.

It is generally thought that humans came first to America from Asia, and the Native
American descendants of these first humans here have common ancestors at some
point in history with contemporary Asian peoples. Most argue that the Homo sapiens
sapiens who would become Native Americans migrated across cold and barren Beringa
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(the land connecting both hemispheres at certain times) and moved into the interior
of North America across present-day Alaska and Canada, probably along the eastern
edge of the Canadian Rocky Mountains. Some argue, however, that humans came
here first by boat, along the northwest coast of North America. There were perhaps
three migrations: one, the Paleo-Indians, as early as 40,000 years ago; a second, the
Na-Dine, as recent as 12,000 years ago; and a third, the Eskimo [Inuit] and Aleutian
Islanders, about 9,000 to 10,000 years ago. These migrations across Beringa (or over
water) may have served as a filter restricting pathogens from entering the Western
Hemisphere, as such organisms cannot survive in extremely cold temperatures.

In any event, Native Americans lacked immunity to new diseases from Europe
and Africa. Native Americans lacked prior exposure to specific diseases such as
smallpox and measles, whereby recovery typically provides lifelong immunity. Thus
new diseases produced “virgin soil epidemics” in which a new disease spreads to vir-
tually all members of a population (and may be particularly virulent) (see Crosby,
1976). Native Americans in 1492 also seemingly were remarkably genetically homo-
geneous. Because of this viral infections were pre-adapted to successive hosts and
never encountered a wide variety of new immune response (see Black, 1992).
Technically, they had “a lack of genetic polymorphism in the MHC (major histo-
compatibility complex) alleles,” as a young Passamaquoddy immunologist expressed
it to me. This characteristic reflects a lack of historic contact with many diseases
to which their immune systems could “adapt,” meaning that Native Americans were
unusually susceptible to diseases from the other hemisphere. These diseases and
the apparent relative homogeneity of the Native American population in dealing
with the new diseases caused widespread population reduction. There is no question
about this.

The timing and magnitude of “Old World” disease episodes and subsequent
depopulation, however, is still being debated. Soon after European arrival in the
Western Hemisphere, discases devastated American Indian populations in areas of
present-day Mexico, the Caribbean, and Central and South America. Some scholars
have also argued that diseases moved northward early in the sixteenth century from
European settlements in the Caribbean and Mesoamerica and spread to North
America through early European explorations, colonies, slave raids, shipwrecks, and
other native contacts (see, for example, Dobyns, 1983; Upham, 1986).

The diseases, according to these scholars, infected native populations in both the
Southeast and the Southwest of present-day United States during the initial decades
of the sixteenth century. They frequently culminated in epidemics and pandemics that
devastated Native American populations of not only these regions but other regions
as well. Consequently, they assert, the aboriginal population of North America was
exceedingly large, but was reduced greatly by epidemic disease prior to significant his-
torical documentation.

Scholarly research has generally refuted arguments regarding continent-wide pan-
demics of smallpox and other diseases during the sixteenth century. As Larsen (1994:
109) concludes with respect to smallpox, “archaeological, historical, and bioarchaeo-
logical studies provide compelling evidence that the arrival of Europeans did not
occasion a sudden pandemic of smallpox in the early sixteenth century.”
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Significant population decline in the Southeast, and perhaps in the Southwest, did
begin sometime during the sixteenth century. Some research (e.g., Ramenofsky, 1987;
Smith, 1987) supports the notion that it was caused by epidemic disease in the
Southeast (and Mississippi Valley region); similarly, it is possible that smallpox was
present early in the Southwest (see Upham, 1986, 1987; Reft, 1987). Still debated is
whether sixteenth-century diseases in the Southeast — and by implication, the
Southwest — occurred as region-wide pandemics, as more isolated epidemics, or even
as mere episodes (see, for example, Smith, 1987; Blakely and Detweiler-Blakely,
1989; Thornton, Warren, and Miller, 1992; Zubrow, 1990). More likely, the pattern
of disease “was a patchwork affair, striking some populations and not others at vari-
ous times” (Larsen, 1994: 109). Neither the epidemic disease pattern in North
America nor the depopulation of Native American peoples by epidemic disease are
tully understood by scholars, however.

Human populations constantly change in composition as members are born, die,
or move into or out of the population. As discussed elsewhere (Thornton, Miller, and
Warren, 1991), the underlying population patterns may be termed a “demographic
regime,” that is, determinants of fertility, mortality, and migration which, interacting
together, produce population growth, decline, or stability over a particular time.
Such patterns are typically relatively stable, and influence the population’s ability to
respond to disturbances such as those caused by disease episodes.

It was likely not the direct effects of any single epidemic or even any single disease
which produced the long-term population reduction of most Native American
groups. Disturbances such as epidemics may result in only short-term population
decline as populations may return to pre-disease levels of population growth, decline,
or stability. For example, I (Thornton, Miller, and Warren, 1991) have simulated this
for smallpox epidemics. Herring (1994) has illustrated that recovery of a Native
American population occurred following the influenza epidemic of 1918-19, and
Boyd (1992) has shown the temporary effects of a smallpox epidemic as well as the
longer effects of a measles epidemic. Similarly, the historian William H. McNeill
(1976: 150) concluded: “the period required for medieval European populations to
absorb the shock of renewed exposure to plague seems to have been between 100
and 133 years, that is, about five to six human generations.” Population recovery may
even occur following repeated cycles of different diseases. The “Black Death” plague
in Europe from 1347 to 1352 caused huge population losses, as there was popula-
tion reduction because of the cyclic recurrence of the plague and the occurrence of
other diseases such as typhus, influenza, and measles. European populations did
recover, although not until late in the fifteenth century; however, they did recover
(Gottfried, 1983: xv—xvi, 129-35, 156-9).

The indirect effects of disease episodes appear more important in population
decline. Such effects include the social disruption accompanying epidemics, as
described, for example, by Neel and others (Neel et al., 1970; Neel and Weiss, 1975;
Neel, 1978) among the Yanomama Indians of South America and discussed by
McGrath (1991). They also include decreased fertility accompanying reduced fecun-
dity due to the disease or resulting from marital disruption, such as the loss of a
spouse. The nature of Native American societies, including pre-existing patterns of
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social organization, also influenced population reduction and/or recovery, as I have
shown regarding the Tolowa of northern California (Thornton, 1984b, 1986; sce
also Zubrow, 1990; Decker, 1991; Boyd, 1992; Larsen, 1994).

Native American population decline resulted not only from European and African
diseases but also from the many effects of colonialism, subtle or otherwise. As Larsen
(1994: 110) summarizes, the emphasis on disease “has overshadowed a host of other
important consequences of contact such as population relocation, forced labor,
dietary change, and other areas.” Colonialism also interacted with disease to produce
population decline: Meister (1976: 165) notes that “later population decline result-
ing from disease was made possible because Indians had been driven from their land
and robbed of their other resources.”

Native American societies were removed and relocated, warred upon and massa-
cred, and undermined ecologically and economically. All of these products of colo-
nialism caused population decline due to fertility decreases as well as mortality
increases, as I (Thornton, 1988) have pointed out and as Stannard (1990) has ana-
lyzed regarding Native Hawaiians. The Cherokee “Trail of Tears” from the Southeast
to Indian Territory, for example, produced substantial population losses, partly from
the mortality of diseases such as cholera but also from decreased fertility and
increased mortality due to malnutrition and starvation (Thornton, 1984a). Southern
California Indians were missionized, which confined them in new disease environ-
ments that took a demographic toll via both fertility and mortality (see, for example,
Walker and Johnson, 1994). Their eventual displacement resulted in selective out-
migration and lower fertility as well as assimilation (see Harvey, 1967). Northern
California Indians were subjected to pseudo war and outright genocide as well as the
destruction of their traditional patterns of subsistence (see Thornton, 1984a, 1986;
Thornton and Walker, 1998). And while it is hard to address direct effects on mor-
tality and fertility, Plains Indians lost much of their social and cultural life and most
of their economic base when the great herds of buffalo were destroyed (Thornton,
1987: 51-3).

Population Recovery

After some 400 years of population decline beginning soon after the arrival of
Columbus in the Western Hemisphere, the Native American population north of
Mexico began to increase around the turn of the twentieth century. The U.S. Census
Bureau’s decennial enumerations indicate a Native American population growth for
the United States that has been nearly continuous since 1900 (except for an influenza
epidemic in 1918 that caused serious losses and some changes in enumeration pro-
cedures) to more than 1.4 million by 1980 and to more than 1.9 million by 1990.
(Changing definitions and procedures for enumerating Native Americans used by the
U.S. Bureau of the Census also had an effect on the enumerated population size from
census to census during the twentieth century.) To this may be added some 740,000
Native Americans in Canada in 1986 (575,000 American Indians, 35,000 Inuit
[Eskimos], and 130,000 Métis) plus some increase to today and perhaps 30,000
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Native Americans in Greenland. The total then becomes some 2.75 million in North
America north of Mexico. This is obviously a significant increase from the perhaps
tewer than 400,000 around the turn of the century, about 250,000 of which were in
the United States; however, 2.75 million remains far less than the estimated 7 million
circa 1492. It is also but a fraction of the total current populations of the United States
(250 million in 1990) and Canada (more than 25 million in 1990) (Thornton, 1994a).

U.S. Census enumerations also provide self-reported tribal affiliations and ances-
tries. The 1990 Census reported the ten largest tribal affiliations in the United States
as Cherokee, 308,000; Navajo, 219,000; Chippewa (Ojibwa), 104,000; Sioux,
103,000; Choctaw, 82,000; Pueblo, 53,000; Apache, 50,000; Iroquois, 49,000;
Lumbee, 48,000; and Creek, 44,000 (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1993: figure 2).
About 11 percent of those identifying as Native American in the 1990 Census did not
report a tribal affiliation.

This population recovery was in part a result of lower mortality rates and increases
in life expectancy as the effects of “Old World” disease and associated colonialism
lessened (see Thornton, 1987: 159-85; Snipp, 1989: 66-9). For example, some data
indicate that life expectancy at birth increased from 51.6 years in 1940 to 71.1 years
in 1980, compared with a change from 64.2 years to 74.4 years in the life expectancy
of whites during the four decades (Snipp, 1989: 67-9). Nonctheless, the health
status of American Indians remains very poor. Their rate of diabetes, for example, is
twice that of whites, and they are three times more likely to die of diabetes than are
whites; their alcohol-related death rate is over five times that of the general popula-
tion; and their suicide rate is over half again that of the U.S. population. Similarly,
Indian people continue to suffer from cirrhosis, influenza, and pneumonia, and peri-
natal and early infancy diseases at greater rates than the general population (see, for
example, Thornton, 1987: 169-72).

The population recovery also resulted from changing fertility patterns and adapta-
tion through intermarriage with non-native peoples during the twentieth century,
whereby American Indian birth rates have remained higher than those of the average
North American population (Thornton, Sandefur, and Snipp, 1991). Early in the
twentieth century, at around the point of the Native American population nadir in
the United States, the fecundity and fertility of Native Americans — particularly “full
bloods” — was of considerable concern to government officials (see U.S. Bureau of
the Census, 1915: 157-9). Soon, however, fertility increased; indeed, the twentieth-
century recovery of the Native American population of the United States has been
driven by Native American fertility increases and Native American fertility levels higher
than those of the total United States population (Thornton, Sandefur, and Snipp,
1991), while mortality decreases have also occurred. In 1980, for example, married
American Indian women 35 to 44 years of age had a mean number of children ever
born of 3.61 in comparison to 2.77 for the total U.S. population and only 2.67 for
the white segment of the population (Thornton, Sandefur, and Snipp, 1991: 360).
Intermarried American Indian women generally had lower fertility rates in 1980 than
American Indian women married to American Indian men; however, intermarried,
American Indian women still had higher fertility than the total U.S. population
(Thornton, Sandefur, and Snipp, 1991: 362, 364-5).
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The very nature of this population history and recovery has had and continues to
have profound effects upon the Native American population, particularly on ques-
tions of who Native Americans are and how they define themselves, at both the group
and individual levels. Many remnant American Indian groups in the eastern United
States, for example, joined with the Iroquois and were adopted by them, as were the
Tuscarora who fled northward from the Carolinas to escape the slave trade. Similarly,
the migration of various tribes into the Mississippi River valley and their amalgama-
tion there has been illustrated: Brain (1971) noted that the Natchez changed mar-
riage rules to adopt other Indians as relatives. My earlier study of the Tolowa and
Yuki Indians of northern California indicates that depopulation in and of itself was
not the only factor determining tribal survival. Included along with magnitude of
depopulation was a difference in reservation experiences. The Yuki were placed on a
reservation with other tribes, intermarried with them, and thereby became merged
with other tribes of the Covelo Indian Community of Confederated Tribes of the
Round Valley Indian Reservation. Also included were pre-existing patterns of social
organization — Tolowa kinship patterns allowed the easy incorporation of female out-
siders into the tribe through marriage but offspring were defined as Tolowa since
Tolowa society is both patrilocal and patrilineal (Thornton, 1984b).

Various new “Native American” groups were created in response to the demo-
graphic events of Euro-American contact. The Métis of Canada and the United
States—Canadian border are the most well-known: this Indian—-white “racially mixed”
group was created, they say, “nine months after the first white man set foot in
Canada.” New peoples also include the Lumbee, and historically prominent tribes
such as the Catawba. New peoples also encompass many and varied triracial groups
throughout the Atlantic, southeastern, and southern states. James Mooney (1907) of
the Smithsonian surveyed many of these peoples in the early 1900s and found a
strong sense of Indian identity along with a fear of being absorbed into the African-
American population. William Harlen Gilbert, Jr. (1946: 438), of the Library of
Congress, surveyed such communities in the mid-1940s, and found “little evidence
for the supposition that they are being absorbed to any great extent into either the
white or the Negro groups.” In fact, he found they were increasing in size. (The total
population for these groups in 1960 was estimated at 100,000 by Berry [1963: 57].)

“Old” and “New” Native Americans

The twentieth-century increase in the Native American population reflected in suc-
cessive censuses of the United States was due in part to changes in the identification
of individuals as “Native American.” The U.S. Census enumerates individuals as of
only one race. Since 1960 the U.S. Census has relied on self-identification to ascer-
tain an individual’s race. Much of the increase in the American Indian population —
excluding Eskimos (Inuit) and Aleuts — from 523,591 in 1960, to 792,730 in 1970,
to 1.37 million in 1980, to more than 1.8 million in 1990, resulted from individuals
not identifying as American Indian in an earlier census but identifying as such in a later
census. (Some 7 million Americans had some degree of Native American ancestry.)
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It may be estimated, for example, that about 25 percent of the population “growth”
of American Indians from 1960 to 1970, about 60 percent of the “growth” from
1970 to 1980, and about 35 percent of the “growth” from 1980 to 1990 may be
accounted for by these changing identifications (Passel, 1976; Passel and Berman,
1986; Thornton, 1987: 220-1; Harris, 1994: 583; Eschbach, 1995: 89). In other
words, the “error of closure” — the difference between a natural increase and the
enumerated population from one time to another (assuming no migration) — was
8.5 percent in the 1970 census count, 25.2 in the 1980 count, and 9.2 in the 1990
count (see Passel, 1976; Passel and Berman, 1986: 164; Harris, 1994: 583).

Why did this occur? The political mobilization of Native Americans in the 1960s
and 1970s along with other ethnic pride movements may have lifted part of the stigma
attached to a Native American racial identity. This would be especially true for
persons of mixed ancestry who formerly may have declined to disclose their Native
American background for this reason. Conversely, however, individuals with only
minimal Native American background may have identified as Native American out of
a desire to affirm a marginal ethnic identity and their “romanticized” notion of being
Native American.

Tribal Membership Requirements

Many different criteria may be used to delimit a population. Language, residence,
cultural affiliation, recognition by a community, degree of “blood,” genecalogical lines
of descent, and self-identification have all been used at some point in the past to
define both the total Native American population and specific tribal populations. Of
course, each measure produces a different population, and which variables are ulti-
mately employed to define a population is an arbitrary decision. The implications for
Native Americans, however, can be enormous.

Native Americans are unique among ethnic and racial groups in their formal tribal
affiliations and in their relationships with the United States government. Today, 317
American Indian tribes in the United States are legally recognized by the federal gov-
ernment and receive services from the U.S. Bureau of Indian Affairs (U.S. Bureau of
Indian Affairs, 1993: 54364-9). There are some tribes recognized by states but not
by the federal government. There are also some 217 Alaska Native Village Areas iden-
tified in the 1990 Census, containing a total of 9,807 American Indians, 32,502 Inuit
(Eskimo), and 4,935 Aleuts (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1992: table 2). In addition,
there are about 125 to 150 tribes seeking federal recognition and dozens of others
who may do so in the future. Contemporary American Indians typically must be
enrolled members of one of the 317 federally recognized tribes to receive benefits
from either the tribe or the federal government. To do so, they must meet various
criteria for tribal membership, which vary from tribe to tribe and are typically set
forth in tribal constitutions approved by the U.S. Bureau of Indian Affairs. Upon
membership, individuals are typically issued tribal enrollment (or registration) num-
bers and cards that identify their special status as members of a particular American
Indian tribe.
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The process of enrollment in a Native American tribe has historical roots that extend
back to the early nineteenth century. As the U.S. government dispossessed native peo-
ples, treaties established specific rights, privileges, goods, and money to which those
party to a treaty — both tribes as entities and individual tribal members — were entitled.
The practices of creating formal censuses and keeping lists of names of tribal members
evolved to insure an accurate and equitable distribution of benefits. Over time, Native
Americans themselves established more formal tribal governments, including consti-
tutions, and began to regulate their membership more carefully, especially in regard to
land allotments, royalties from the sale of resources, distributions of tribal funds, and
voting. In the twentieth century, the U.S. government established additional criteria
to determine eligibility for benefits such as educational aid and health care.

The federal government also implemented the Wheeler-Howard Act (or Indian
Reorganization Act) of 1934, under which most current tribes are organized. The
Act was “the culmination of the reform movement of the 1920s led by John Collier,”
and “reversed the policy of allotment and encouraged tribal organization” (Prucha,
1975: 222). The Act encouraged tribes to have written constitutions, containing a
membership provision. Generally, these constitutions were either first established or,
if already existent, modified after the Act of 1934. (A few groups, however, have no
written constitution; the Pueblo of Taos does not, for example: they say they have “a
traditional form of Government.”)

A variety of court cases have tested tribal membership requirements. From the dis-
putes, American Indian tribal governments won the right to determine their own
membership: “The courts have consistently recognized that in the absence of express
legislation by Congress to the contrary, an Indian tribe has complete authority to
determine all questions of its own membership” (Cohen, 1942: 136).

Individuals enrolled in federally recognized tribes also receive a Certificate of
Degree of Indian Blood (referred to as a CDIB) from the Bureau of Indian Affairs
specifying a certain degree of Indian blood, that is, a blood quantum. The Bureau of
Indian Affairs uses a blood quantum definition — generally a one-fourth degree of
Native American blood — and/or tribal membership to recognize an individual as
Native American. Each tribe, however, has a particular set of requirements — gener-
ally including a blood quantum — for membership (enrollment) of individuals in the
tribe. Typically, a blood quantum is established by tracing ancestry back through time
to a relative or relatives on earlier tribal rolls or censuses where the relative’s propor-
tion of Native American blood was recorded. In such historic instances, more often
than not it was simply self-indicated.

Enrollment criteria have sometimes changed over time; often, the change has been
to establish minimum blood quantum requirements. For instance, in 1931, the
Eastern Band of Cherokee Indian established a one-sixteenth blood quantum
requirement for those born thereafter (Cohen, 1942: 5). Sometimes the change has
been to establish higher requirements: the Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes
have tightened their membership requirements since 1935, and in 1960 established
that only those born with a one-quarter or more blood quantum could be tribal
members (Trosper, 1976: 256). Conversely, tribes may reduce their blood quantum
requirements, sometimes even eliminating a specified minimum requirement. Cohen
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Table 4.1 Blood quantum requirement of American Indian tribes by reservation
basis and size

Blood quantum vequivement

More than Y4 Ya or less No minimum requivement
Number of tribes 21 183 98
Reservation-based 85.7% 83.1% 63.9%
Median size 1,022 1,096 1,185

Note: Information not available on 15 tribes.

Source: U.S. Bureau of Indian Affairs (unpublished tribal constitutions and tribal enroll-
ment data obtained by the author).

(1942: 136) writes: “The general trend of the tribal enactments on membership is
away from the older notion that rights of tribal membership run with Indian blood,
no matter how diluted the stream. Instead it is recognized that membership in a tribe
is a political relation rather than a racial attribute.” Blood quantum requirements for
membership in contemporary tribes vary widely from tribe to tribe. Some tribes, such
as the Walker River Paiute, require at least a one-half Indian (or tribal) blood quan-
tum; many tribes, such as the Navajo, require a one-fourth blood quantum; some
tribes, generally in California and Oklahoma, require a one-cighth or one-sixteenth
or one-thirty-second blood quantum; and many tribes have no minimum blood quan-
tum requirement but only require a documented tribal lineage. A summary of the
blood quantum requirements for federally recognized tribes is presented in table 4.1.

In 1990, about one-fourth of the Native American population, some 437,079
American Indians (and 182 Inuit [ Eskimo] and 97 Aleuts), lived on 314 reservations
and trust lands; about half of these, some 218,290 American Indians (and 25 Inuit
[Eskimo] and 5 Aleuts), lived on the 10 largest reservations and trust lands: Navajo
Reservation and trust lands, 143,405; Pine Ridge Reservation and trust lands,
11,182; Fort Apache Reservation, 9,825; Gila River Reservation, 9,116; Papago
Reservation, 8,480; Rosebud Reservation and trust lands, 8,043; San Carlos
Reservation, 7,110; Zuni Pueblo, 7,073; Hopi Pueblo and trust lands, 7,061; and
Blackfeet Reservation, 7,025 (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1993: 1). Alaskan Eskimos
(Inuit) and Aleuts present a somewhat different picture from American Indians. Most
are tied to small, local communities, representing ancestral grounds rather than
government reservations.

American Indian tribes located on reservations tend to have higher blood quantum
requirements for membership than those not located on reservations. As indicated in
table 4.1, more than 85 percent of tribes requiring more than one-quarter blood
quantum for membership are reservation-based, whereas less than 64 percent of
the tribes having no minimum requirement are reservation-based. Those tribes on
reservations have seemingly been able to maintain exclusive membership by setting
higher blood quanta since reservation location has generally served to isolate the tribe
from non-Indians and intermarriage with them. Tribes without a reservation base
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have maintained an snclusive membership by setting lower blood quanta for mem-
bership since their populations interacted more with non-Indian populations and
intermarried with them. As additionally indicated in table 4.1, tribes with more
restrictive blood quantum requirements tend to be somewhat smaller than those with
a less restrictive blood quantum requirement, although the differences are not par-
ticularly striking.

In the early 1980s the total membership of federally recognized tribes was about
900,000. Therefore, many of the 1.37 million individuals identifying themselves as
American Indian in the 1980 Census were not actually enrolled members of federally
recognized tribes. In fact, only about two-thirds were. In the late 1980s the total
membership of these tribes was somewhat more than 1 million (U.S. Bureau
of Indian Affairs, unpublished data); hence, only about 60 percent of the more than
1.8 million people identifying themselves as American Indian in the 1990 Census
were actually enrolled in a federally recognized tribe.

Differences between self-identification and tribal enrollment varied considerably
from tribe to tribe. Most of the 158,633 Navajos enumerated in the 1980 Census and
the 219,198 enumerated in the 1990 Census were enrolled in the Navajo Nation;
however, only about one-third of the 232,344 Cherokees enumerated in the 1980
Census and the 308,132 Cherokees enumerated in the 1990 Census were actually
enrolled in one of the three Cherokee tribes (the Cherokee Nation of Oklahoma, the
Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians [of North Carolina], or the United Keetoowah
Band of Cherokee Indians of Oklahoma) (Thornton, 1990: 170-2; 1994a). Thus the
Navajo Nation is the American Indian tribe with the largest number of enrolled mem-
bers, but more individuals identifying as Native American identified as “Cherokee” in
the 1980 and 1990 Censuses than as any other tribe.

The nature of the population recovery of Native Americans has produced different
distinctive Native American populations along both “racial” and tribal lines. “Racial”
heterogeneity has been produced whereby many individuals with few “Native
American genes” are within the Native American population, defined either tribally
or by the U.S. Census (or by most other methods). It has also produced tribal varia-
tions, not only in terms of membership requirements but more importantly in terms
of whether or not an individual is a tribal member. A dichotomy has emerged
between Native Americans and tribal Native Americans.

Urbanization and Intermarriage

By the beginning of the twentieth century, surviving Native American groups in the
United States had been redistributed. Much of this occurred during the nineteenth
century with Native American removals, the establishment of the reservation system,
and the subsequent elimination and allotment of some reservations. According to the
1990 Census, the ten states with the largest Native American populations were:
Oklahoma, 252,000; California, 242,000; Arizona, 204,000; New Mexico, 134,000;
Alaska, 86,000; Washington, 81,000; North Carolina, 80,000; Texas, 66,000; New
York, 63,000; and Michigan, 56,000 (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1993: tigure 3).
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A redistribution of Native Americans has also occurred through urbanization in the
United States. Only .4 percent of the American Indians in the United States lived in
urban areas in 1900. By 1950, this had increased to 13.4 percent; however, by 1990,
56.2 percent of American Indians lived in urban areas (Thornton, 1994b). Important
in this urbanization was the migration to urban areas, some of which occurred under
the Bureau of Indian Affairs relocation program which began in 1950 to assist
American Indians in moving from reservation (and rural) areas to selected urban
areas (Thornton, 1994b). U.S. cities with the largest Native American populations
are New York City, Oklahoma City, Phoenix, Tulsa, Los Angeles, Minneapolis-
St. Paul, Anchorage, and Albuquerque (Thornton, 1994Db).

The above-described pattern of requiring low percentages of Indian blood for tribal
membership and dealing with the federal government to certify it may be seen in part
as a result of “a demographic legacy of 1492.” As the numbers of Native Americans
declined and Native Americans came into greater contact with whites, blacks, and
others, Native American peoples increasingly married with non-Indians. As a result,
they have had to rely more and more on formal certification as proof of their
“Indianness.” This pattern has accelerated with urbanization as it has increased the
numbers of non-natives that Native Americans have encountered and thus raised
intermarriage rates of Native Americans with non-natives: today, almost 60 percent
of all American Indians are married to non-Indians. Moreover, it has been argued
that the “new Native Americans” who changed their census definitions of themselves,
as discussed above, are more likely to be intermarried.

Urbanization has also seemingly brought about some decreased emphasis on
Native American tribal identity. About 20 percent of American Indians enumerated
in the 1970 Census reported no tribe, but only about 10 percent of those on reser-
vations reported no tribe while about 30 percent of those in urban areas reported no
tribe. Comparable data from the 1980 and 1990 Censuses are not available: the 1980
Census indicated about 25 percent reported no tribal affiliation (Thornton, 1987:
238); the 1990 Census indicated about 15 percent reported no tribal affiliation. As
indicated in the 1990 Census, only some one-fourth of all American Indians speak an
Indian language at home; however, census enumerations also indicate that urban res-
idents are far less likely than reservation residents to speak an Indian language, or
even participate in tribal cultural activities.

If these trends continue, both the genetic and the tribal distinctiveness of the total
Native American population will be greatly lessened. A Native American population
comprising primarily “old” Native Americans strongly attached to their tribes will
change to a population with a predominance of “new” Native American individuals
who may or may not have tribal attachments or even tribal identities. It may even
make sense at some point in the future to speak mainly of Native Americans as
people of Native American ancestry or ethnicity.
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Native American Systems
of Knowledge

CLARA SUE KIDWELL

In American historical consciousness, Indians are often imagined as children of
nature, hunters roaming over vast areas from which they took only what they needed
to survive and no more. The popular image belies the remarkably sophisticated
techniques that native peoples used to control their environments. New work in
archaeology and ethnohistory has revealed much about the intellectual sophistication
of American Indians in North America and the ways in which they observed, under-
stood, and sought to control their environments. Recent scholarship suggests that
native agricultural practices, for instance, were much more diverse and subtle than the
image allows. Native systems of knowledge are difficult to describe, for while they
often reflect familiar Western processes — observation, deduction, hypothesis, experi-
mentation — they also rest upon fundamentally different understandings of a world
that can be alive with intent and will. Recent scholarship has sought to describe native
knowledges as they existed prior to contact and as they changed in relation to
European introductions. In terms of contact, that scholarship has focused on pro-
cesses of adaptation rather than acculturation. The result is a richer understanding of
the ways in which the worldviews of different cultures converge and diverge over
time. This essay will reflect briefly on the relation between native and non-native sys-
tems of knowledge, examine some of the most important areas of Indian knowledge,
and consider the nature of native adaptation.

Native American and European Systems of Knowledge

The image of Peter Minuet purchasing the island of Manhattan from the Indians for
$24 worth of beads and trinkets is part of the mythology of American culture. The
commonly held belief that wampum — easily seen as just another bead — was the
Indians’ form of money is part of that mythology. Both ideas reflect a peculiarly
Western notion that objects can be assigned a specific value and used as money.
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Minuet’s exchange reinforces the idea that the Indians had no concept of the value
of land and were merely intrigued by gaudy baubles. The use of wampum strings
and belts woven of wampum beads is understood in the Western terms of buying and
selling, rather than what it actually was — a signifier of a contractual relationship.

The idealized bead, then, becomes a way of viewing different cultural understand-
ings of the world and of human relationships. It can also be used to explore a histor-
ical assumption — that a technologically superior Western civilization, with its metal
tools, weapons, and modes of mass production, overwhelmed native peoples and
native systems of knowledge. It gives us a way of understanding that exchange of
objects can introduce new knowledge and information that cause historical change in
culturally specific ways. And if we find a bead “good to think with,” so too can we
apply its insights to kettles, guns, horses, and the myriad other objects that lie at the
nexus of intercultural trade and imagination.

Native American systems of knowledge are often characterized as religious or
magical. Native people explained their environments in terms of immanent power
manifest in physical reality, a power that aroused feelings of awe. Manido in
Algonquian languages, Orenda in Iroquoian languages, and Wakan in Siouan lan-
guages — these are all terms for this immanent power (Williams, 1973: 190-1;
DeMallie, 1987: 28-35; Hewitt, 1902: 33—46). These terms designate things that are
out of the ordinary, that have unusual characteristics, or that behave differently. The
capacity to act or to express difference is seen as evidence that the forces of nature
have will and volition. The natural world is thus an intentional one, filled with beings,
human and other, who exercise will and choice.

At one point in his fieldwork among the Ojibwa, A. Irving Hallowell asked an old
man: “Are all the stones we see about us here alive?” The man reflected a while and
answered, “No! But some are.” The question and the answer epitomize a crucial dis-
tinction between native and Western systems of knowledge. Hallowell was trying to
establish a linguistic category, a place for a word in a descriptive and analytical hier-
archy. For the old man, some stones were important, for they had the potential to act
(Hallowell, 1976: 362-3).

Western science presupposes a nature composed of physical forces acting according
to laws. Those forces have no personal aspect. They can be understood rationally
because their behavior is lawful, rather than willful. Laws are based on systematic
observation of the natural environment and the ability to predict the outcome of
events based on perceived natural patterns. As we know, however, Europeans also had
traditions of knowledge that admitted the possibility of an active will in nature.
Enlightenment rationality was not Europe’s only mode of thought.

At the time of initial contacts between native peoples and European colonizers, for
example, the European world was still alive with Aristotelean doctrines of natural
place, which decreed that objects fell because they sought to reach the center of the
earth. More important, the Christian idea of God’s will and natural order was lodged
equally firmly in place. God might intervene in human and non-human affairs, but
always on the side of his Christian believers. Colonizers attributed the diseases that
struck Indian populations after contact, for example, to God’s divine intervention on
their behalf. John Winthrop in 1634 wrote that the natives around Boston “...are
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neere all dead of the small Poxe, so as the Lord hathe cleared our title to what we pos-
sess...” (Pearce, 1965: 19). Colonization and enlightenment, however, went hand in
hand, and scientific rationalism gained in epistemological power as the colonial drama
unfolded.

European science was based in concepts of lawful behavior of natural forces. Native
American beliefs were based on the willful behavior of those forces. The one presup-
posed fixed and rational ways of understanding those laws. The other looked toward
intimate interaction with the forces of nature through dreams, visions, ceremonies,
and through intuitive and personal ways of comprehending and controlling those
forces. Europeans observed in the world the work of God and marveled at its order.
Native people in the Americas saw themselves as active agents in bringing events
about because of their ability to establish relationships with the beings who populated
the world.

The “beads and trinkets” that so fascinated Indians may not have been exotic so
much as they were similar to objects that had spiritual powers in Indian cultures.
Crystals, for example, were used in divining because they projected light and shifted
the perspective of things viewed through them. Glass beads were similar to crystals
(Miller and Hammell, 1986: 315-18). Wampum beads, laboriously cut and shaped
from the coahoag shells found on beaches along the New England coast, had sacred
significance. Wampum belts carried in a physical sense the sacred words that were
spoken into them, and they thus became records of understandings and agreements
(Salisbury, 1982: 149).

Confronted with the unfamiliar, Indians found ways to put European technology
into their own systems of thought. They often reasoned by analogy, adopting new
goods when they recognized similarities to things that they already used. The
Tsimshian on the Pacific Coast in the nineteenth century replaced deer hooves with
brass thimbles on the fringes of dance aprons. The analogy of hooves and thimbles
lay in the rhythmic sound that accompanied the dance. The basic Tsimshian under-
standing of the dance remained the same (Barnett, 1942: 23-6).

Within their own systems of thought, Indians also reasoned by metaphor, organiz-
ing categories of beings by their relationships to the physical world around them and
seeing physical phenomena as manifestations of spiritual power. Where analogies are
based on similarities of form or function, metaphors establish a sense of identity
between two objects. Analogies make the unknown familiar because of its resem-
blance to something that is known. A metaphor, however, is deeply embedded in
culture because it depends on existing, shared assumptions about the nature of rela-
tionships between objects. In contact situations, one might link the two. A European
bead is like a wampum bead; the wampum bead is both physical object and
metaphorical embodiment of human thought, speech, and action.

Copper kettles have similar significance as analogy and metaphor. Many native peo-
ples used clay cooking pots, but the French in Canada introduced literally thousands
of copper and brass kettles into the trade. The Mi’kmaq in Nova Scotia began to use
them not only for cooking (analogy) but also in their burial practices (metaphor). In
some cases kettles were flattened to line the floor of a grave, and in some graves they
were used to hold offerings. In some, kettles were found broken or slashed with an
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axe to ceremonially kill them so they could accompany the spirit of the deceased. The
idea that kettles had souls vastly amused early French traders, but their use as grave
goods indicates their cultural significance to the Mi’kmaq (Martin, 1975: 114-15;
Turgeon, 1997: 11-15). A copper kettle may replace a clay pot as a container for a
soul. It may be “killed,” i.e., broken, so it can accompany the soul of the deceased to
another world. The killing assures that it will not be put to further use in the land of
the living. The kettle thus takes its place in a cultural system of knowledge.

Subsistence

Corn is often synonymous with American Indian cultures in grade school textbooks,
and indeed corn, beans, and squash were, and in some areas still are, the agricultural
staples of historic Indian villages. But agriculture in North America began not with
corn but with the domestication of sunflowers in the Midwest and Northeast by
about 4000-1000 BcC. Jerusalem artichokes, another widely used food source, are
actually tuberous roots of a species of sunflower. The appearance of domesticated
squash in central Missouri as early as 2300-2000 BC indicates the development of an
independent agricultural hearth in the Eastern Woodlands. Native people cultivated
marsh elder, knotweed, maygrass, and goosefoot, plants that would be considered
weeds in modern society, for their oil and protein-rich seeds (Cowan, 1985: 207-17).

Although corn was domesticated in northern Mexico about 4000 BC, and intro-
duced into the American Southwest in about 1300 BC, it did not appear in the
Northeast until about 200 BC, and it remained a relatively minor crop in the agricul-
tural complex until about the beginning of the Mississippian period around
AD 750 (Yarnell, 1993: 17, 22-3). Bottle gourds and Devil’s Claw were also part of
the agricultural complex in the Southwest, the former used for containers and the
latter for fibers used to make baskets (Heiser, 1985: 63-7).

Domestication of plants entails systematic observation and use of the natural envir-
onment. It is thus the most basic form of science in human activity. It implies an
understanding of the outcome of events, for example, that seeds will reproduce their
own kind. It also involves systematic modification of the environment. Plants that
flourished in the wild in flood-disturbed river bed environments moved easily into
human-disturbed environments around villages. Wild plants produced large numbers
of small seeds and fruits that dropped easily from the plant so they could propagate
themselves. Women, the primary gatherers in Indian societies, favored plants with
larger and tighter seed and fruit clusters that did not scatter easily. Because of selec-
tion, plants lost the ability to spread their own seeds, and humans had to take respon-
sibility for propagation by deliberately harvesting and planting seeds. Morphologically,
domesticated plants have larger and thinner-coated seeds than wild plants.

If the domestication of corn is a result of systematic human activity, native stories
about the origin of corn demonstrate the metaphorical nature of Indian understand-
ings of their relationship with the natural world. In the Cherokee story, Selu,
the mother, and her husband, the hunter Kintuah, have two sons. Selu provides a
delicious food (corn) but will not reveal its source. Her sons follow her one day and
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find her rubbing skin from her body into a basket, where it becomes grains of
corn. They then fear her as a witch, and when she discovers that they know her secret,
she tells them that they must clear the ground in front of the cabin, kill her, and
drag her body seven times around the ground. The brothers kill her, but they clear
only seven small spaces, and they drag her body around them only twice. Thus, corn
grows only in some places, and Cherokees work their fields only twice (Mooney,
1982: 242-5).

The story identifies Selu as mother, as source of food, as earth, and her death is
necessary to bring forth the life of corn, identifying her with the seasonal cycles of
planting and harvesting and the alternation of seasons. The fact that her blood must
touch the earth associates the female menstrual cycle and power to give birth with
the growth of the corn, and women’s work as farmers is further association of female
fertility with the fertility of the earth. The knowledge associated with corn and other
domesticated plants rested on observation and experimentation and upon a
metaphorical, spiritual understanding of the world. The fact that corn was widely
used throughout North America attests to a ready acceptance by native people of a
food source analogous to others that had already been independently domesticated.

Time and History

The cycles of the natural environment oriented native people to the repetition of events
rather than to the linear progression that preoccupied Europeans. The Christian world-
view pointed toward the ultimate end of salvation. Native worldviews were more often
concerned with events that repeated themselves on a regular basis — the growth and
harvest of crops, the mating and migration of animals, the movements of stars and
planets. Yet, if astronomy rests upon cycles, it is nonetheless a quintessentially histori-
cal discipline. Recognition of patterns in celestial events depends on accumulation of
data over extended periods of time, usually greater than those of the lifetime of a
single observer, and it requires some form of record-keeping.

Although the best known evidence for sophisticated astronomical knowledge in the
Americas is from Mayan, Aztec, and Incan sources, Indian people in North America
also left permanent records of their knowledge in medicine wheels and building align-
ments. Fajada Butte, near the Pueblo ruins in Chaco Canyon, New Mexico, is one
such site. There, a spiral carved into a rock face is exactly bisected by a dagger of light
on the day of the summer solstice. At the winter solstice, two daggers touch the edges
of the spiral, enclosing it in a frame (Sofaer, Zinser, and Sinclair, 1979: 283-91).
Medicine wheels in Saskatchewan indicate that the Blackfeet may have oriented their
tipis on a north—south axis that allowed observation of eastern sunrise solstice sites;
oral traditions tell of calendar men who observed the sun to predict certain cere-
monies (Kehoe and Kehoe, 1977: 85-95). In the Big Horn Mountains of Wyoming,
a circle of stones with spokes and cairns forms a medicine wheel. Sight lines across
the cairns point to the rising of the sun at the summer solstice and possibly to the
helical rising of Sirius, Rigel, and Aldebaran. It was constructed about Ap 1500
(Eddy, 1974: 1035-43).
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The sun, however, is not simply an inanimate body subject to observation. It is
often the metaphor that embodies relations between humans and the world. Its
passage from winter solstice point to summer solstice point is accomplished because
people give it energy through their ceremonies. The Soyal, a nine-day Hopi ceremo-
ny conducted around the winter solstice, assures that the sun will be able to rise from
his southern “house” and begin his journey back across the sky. Niman Kachina marks
the summer solstice (McCluskey, 1982: 42; Fewkes, 1920: 496). The timing is deter-
mined by systematic observation of the sun’s rising and setting points along the hori-
zon for several days before the solstice (McCluskey, 1982: 39—40). The Hopi system
is based on both empirical observation and cultural belief. The points along the hori-
zon that sun watchers observe have been identified based on long periods of earlier
observation. The basic assumption is that the sun is a spirit, but that he follows
a regular path through the sky. Likewise a group of Lakota elders has explained how
the path of the sun through the constellations corresponds with the geography of
the Black Hills (Paha Sapa). And those correspondences exist in relation to certain
Lakota rituals performed at specific times and places (Haile, 1947; Goodman, 1992).

The Pleiades are another important celestial marker of planting seasons. In the
Northern Hemisphere they are a winter constellation. The dates of their first and last
appearance in the night sky depend upon the latitude of the observer, and they gen-
erally correspond to the times of the first and last killing frosts. These dates for the
Seneca communities in present-day New York state (approximately 42° north latitude)
are generally between October 10-15 and May 15-19. Seneca com requires approx-
imately 120 days of frost-free weather to mature, a period well within the period of
153 to 163 days of the Pleiades’ absence from the sky. The zenith passage of the
Pleiades marks the mid-point of the frost season and traditionally has been the signal
for the beginning of the traditional Seneca Midwinter Ceremony. The Seneca believed
that the stars were spirits who danced above the longhouse (Ceci, 1978: 306-8).

Although major ceremonies may be timed by annual celestial events such as the
appearance of the Pleiades directly overhead or by solstices, the more important cal-
endric event for American Indian tribes was the waxing and waning of the moon. The
combination of the appearance of the moon and the occurrence of events in nature
served to give months names like “Moon of Ripe Choke Cherries” (Mandan — July).
Astronomical knowledge continues to be used in the timing of elements of the Girls’
Puberty Ceremony in the contemporary Mescalero Apache tribe. The main singer in
the ceremony times the final song of the ceremony to end exactly at sunrise by watch-
ing the rotation of the stars of the Big Dipper through the smokehole of the tipi in
which the ceremony is held. The song is responsible for “pulling the sun over the
horizon” but its timing depends upon precise knowledge of celestial movements
(Farrer, 1991: 38-59).

The importance of systematic observation of celestial bodies can be inferred from
the appearance of a standardized unit of measure in the alignment of mounds. At the
Toltec Mounds site in central Arkansas, this standard (called the Toltec module) is
47.5 meters, and the 18 mounds in the complex and their surrounding embankment
are spaced at various extensions of this basic unit. Two mounds are the primary ref-
erence points for the module and are aligned to summer and winter solstices. Similar
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spacing and solstice alignments have been found for 28 mound sites in the lower
Mississippi River valley. At Cahokia, the great mound complex across the Mississippi
River from St. Louis, the module was “extended in magnitude out to 22 times and
even 44 times.”

Fully 75 percent of the Mississippian mound sites analyzed by scholars also feature
one or more solar alignments, and some showed equinoctial and stellar sightings
(most often of Vega and Sirius). Complex alignments of massive mounds with solar
phenomena indicate that the builders were capable of mobilizing both long-term
record-keeping of some form and the resources of a wide-spread population. From
the mound tops they could announce times for planting and harvesting floodplain
gardens (Rolingson, 1990: 27-50).

In Mesoamerica, the Mayans and Aztecs viewed a sky much different from that of
their European conquerors. In the temperate latitudes of Europe, the movement of
the sun along the horizon is much more dramatic than in the tropics, where the sun
moves more directly overhead through a much narrower range of the horizon (Aveni,
1980: 40). The next brightest object in the sky after the sun and the moon and most
dramatic in its complex movements across the sky, the planet Venus was both deity
and focus of observation and record-keeping (Thompson, 1966: 262-3). The
Dresden codex, a Mayan hieroglyphic text, described in mathematical notations the
path of Venus in relation to the sun, its periods of appearance in the sky as the morn-
ing star and then the evening star, and gave a table of lunar eclipse predictions,
another indication of the sophistication with which the Maya realized the relationship
between the sun and moon in their passage through the night sky. The numerical val-
ues in the table are mathematically consistent in recording the pattern of the 584-day
solar cycle of Venus, but the dates of actual appearance and disappearance of the
planet did not coincide with the math, and corrections (roughly equivalent to the
leap year in the Gregorian calendar) were inserted in the tables (Aveni, 1980:
189-90). Building alignments also served as permanent records of astronomical
observations. At Caracol Tower at Chichen Itza, a Mayan site dating to about
AD 800, windows aligned with the further northernmost and southernmost helical
rising of Venus and the point of disappearance of the Pleiades from the sky on the
date of the vernal equinox (Aveni, 1980: 261-2, 264-6).

The Mayan sense of history is connected to a calendar system that evolved over a
long period of time, beginning probably with the Olmec culture that flourished from
ca. 1500-600 BC, and that was capable of recording cycles of long duration
(Lounsbury, 1970-80: vol. 15, p. 813). The calendar was a combination of two sys-
tems — a sacred calendar of 260 days (the Tzolkin), and a 365-day solar calendar
referred to as the Vague Year — both of which allowed observation and metaphorical
interpretation. The Sacred Year and the Vague Year created a 52-year cycle called the
calendar round. The combination of day names in the Tzolkin and the Vague Year gave
a unique identity to each day in the calendar round, which made it possible to record
unique historical events. It took 18,980 days (or 52 years) to return to the same com-
bination of named and numbered days that began this cycle (Lounsbury, p. 765).

The Aztecs who arrived in the valley of Mexico in the thirteenth century AD inher-
ited the Mayan calendar system and marked the end of the 52-year cycle with a
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ceremony called the “Binding of the Years,” which involved the sacrifice of a captive
to feed the sun with blood to sustain its strength for the next cycle. The timing of
the ceremony was determined by the zenith passage of the Pleiades (Krupp, 1982:
9-13). The Mayans also had a day count, by which they reckoned the absolute num-
ber of days in their history. Although the day count might imply a linear sense of
history, the cycle of the calendar round seems to have been the more important
concept. Calendar notation included glyphs designated as day carriers, and crucial
calendric conjunctions were occasions for changes in political leadership. The deaths
of rulers and the accession of new rulers were memorialized in dates on stelae, and
because these transitions had occurred and would occur, the Mayans and Aztecs
essentially remembered the future based on what had happened in the past (Farriss,
1987: 577). Although the Mayan and Aztec cultures differed dramatically from
Hopi culture, there is an underlying similarity in the concerns of their calendar sys-
tems. Human efforts maintained the cycles of the sun for both the Aztecs and the
Hopi. The primary concern for all three cultures was the repetition of events in
understandable ways — what had happened before must surely happen again.

Indian people were also generally aware that the lunar year did not correspond to
the solar year. A Ho-Chunk (Winnebago) calendar stick dating from the nineteenth
century recorded not only two precise, non-arithmetic records of observable lunar
years of twelve months, but also notations that incorporated a thirteenth intercalary
month every three years in order to bring the lunar calendar into phase with the solar
tropical year (Marshack, 1985: 27-51).

Acculturation and Accommodation

Beads and trinkets (brass bells, mirrors, buttons) were only a small part of the com-
plex of European trade goods introduced to native people. Indians replaced their
own goods with metal utensils, trade cloth, and guns. They did not, however, auto-
matically accept all the trade goods they were offered. Salisbury points out (1982:
52-3) that in the early sixteenth century, the Narragansetts accepted a wide variety of
goods because trade was a way of establishing alliances, whereas the Abenaki, who
had no interest in alliances with European explorers and fishermen, demanded only
metal utilitarian goods that could be substituted for stone tools.

The anthropological paradigm of acculturation presupposes that cultures are char-
acterized by discrete sets of traits and values, and in the historical experience of con-
tact between cultures, those of the dominant society are accepted by and replace
those of the subordinate society (Redfield, Linton, and Herskovits, 1936: 149-52).
From the cultural presumption that European technology was superior to native
technology, scholars have argued that trade goods led to the decline or transforma-
tion of Indian cultures. Stone Age culture must necessarily give way to European Iron
Age culture (Quimby, 1966: 3).

The vast literature on the Indian trade generally stresses Indians’ growing depen-
dence on both European goods and alcohol as factors in the degradation of Indian
cultures. Initially amazed at the uses of axes, knives, and guns, Indians very quickly
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recognized the superiority of these items to their own tools and put aside their tradi-
tional implements in favor of these trade goods. They soon became dependent upon
them in ways that led to change in native economies. Jennings (1975: 86) summa-
rizes the situation: “New commodities replaced old. Iron and steel implements made
copper and stone obsolete. Instead of exchanging surpluses of their own products,
the tribes abandoned their crafts in order to concentrate on obtaining surpluses of the
goods desired by Europeans.”

Indians were not, however, uncritical consumers or unwary buyers. Malone (1993:
37) concludes that Indians were selective in their adoption of foreign products.
“Favored goods usually satisfied functional or symbolic needs already existing in the
aboriginal culture.” Although Indians were generally terrified by guns in their first
encounters, they soon learned their usefulness in hunting and warfare. Indians in
New England also learned quickly to mold bullets and sharpen the flints of their
weapons. They could replace broken stocks and salvage parts from damaged
weapons, but repairing mechanisms and metal parts of guns was generally beyond
their skill, and for those purposes they relied on blacksmiths (Malone, 1993: 45, 95).

Guns also took their place in some native systems of thought. The report of the
gun was analogous to the sound of thunder, which was in turn associated with rain,
fertility, crops, and renewal. The Cherokee integrated guns into their Green Corn
Ceremony. Frank Speck reported that in the 1930s, men carried guns during the
ceremony and fired them at periodic intervals. Gunshot became the source of the
spiritual power of thunder and rain (Speck and Broom, 1983: 47).

In contemporary Yuchi culture in Oklahoma, guns are still used in the Lizard
Dance. They continue to represent thunder, but their firing replaces lost elements
of songs whose words formerly summoned thunder (White Deer, 1995: 11). The
Cheyenne, on the other hand, believed that thunder and lightning were malevolent
beings and fired guns to drive them off. Mandan ceremonial leaders consecrated guns
in a ritual closely resembling other purification rites. The Blackfeet attempted to cure
illnesses in horses by loading a gun with powder and firing it at the horse’s side. The
shock might cure the horse (Ewers, 1997: 49-50). For the Heiltsuk on the Northwest
Coast, Harkin (1997: 86) maintains that “The rifle is iconic of the Heiltsuk notion of
corporeal causality.” Its bullets penetrate the human body in the same way that objects
can be injected into a person’s body by witchcraft. This action at a distance appears as
a form of power; guns might casily be seen as part of witchcraft. In sum, the gun
entered native systems of knowledge as metaphor, analogy, substitute, and wholly new
practice.

Guns also allowed Indians to alter their environments through more efficient hunt-
ing. Guns and metal traps could more easily kill animals, and they led to the depletion
of animal populations, especially the deer and beaver whose skins were important in
the trade. Calvin Martin (1978) has argued, however, that even the rapid disappear-
ance of beavers in northeastern hunting territories can be explained by looking at
native worldviews. Indians, according to Martin, believed that the beavers were
angered by their adoption of elements of the white man’s culture and were withdraw-
ing deliberately from contact with Indian hunters. Disappearance of animals from
traditional hunting grounds and large-scale animal deaths from disease were seen as
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animals “making war” on humans, and Indian hunters felt justified in retaliating by
making war on the animals. Martin’s provocative thesis presented a classic “systems of
knowledge” problem — how did Indian people understand ecology, technology, and
the fur trade? His work was challenged almost immediately by Indian people
and anthropologists alike (Krech, 1981). The thesis was based on flimsy evidence and,
despite Martin’s attempt to construct a native perspective, his argument adopted non-
Indian assumptions about war and spiritual belief.

Yet Martin was right in thinking that the complex interplay of human beings and
spiritual powers operating in the natural environment could help explain the adop-
tion of European technology by Indian tribes. The Chippewa integrated the term
“Manitou,” their word for transcendent spiritual power, into their name for glass
beads, manitominens, min (berries), ens (a diminutive), roughly translated as “small
sacred berries.” Steel was manitobiwibik, sacred iron. The Dakota word for power is
Wakan, which can be translated as something that is difficult to understand, and
maza wakan (sacred iron, a gun) demonstrated its power to act in mysterious ways
(White, 1994: 369). Bradley (1987: 110) argues that the Iroquois acquired trade
goods which, because of their mysteriousness, represented power. As evidence he
cites the sudden appearance of grave offerings after European contact, a custom
rarely practiced before, and the vast quantity of trade items among those offerings,
along with shells, crystal, and copper, indigenous materials denoting power.
European goods were fully adopted into the potlatch ceremony on the Northwest
Coast. Daniel Cramner, who hosted a great Kwakiutl potlatch in 1921, gave cash, gas
boats, and pool tables to two chiefs, commenting “It hurt them.” The sentiment is
totally in keeping with the intent to shame or humiliate high-ranking guests in order
to establish one’s own social privileges (Codere, 1966: 117). As products of
European systems of knowledge, the trade goods that made their way into native
knowledge systems offer difficult but suggestive opportunities for thinking about
cultural interaction and exchange.

Science and Ethnoscience

The seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in Europe saw the rise of the scientific rev-
olution. Nicholas Copernicus proposed a sun-centered mathematical model of the
universe. Galileo Galilei established laws describing the acceleration of falling bodies
and asserted the physical reality of planetary motion. Using observational data from
the Danish astronomer Tycho Brahe, Johann Kepler determined the elliptical shape
of planetary orbits. Isaac Newton promulgated the law of gravity, and Carl van Linne
established his great classification system for plants and animals. The intellectual
achievements of the scientific revolution codified and classified the cycles and patterns
of nature into immutable laws.

Native people, as we have seen, recognized cycles and patterns too, but they saw
them in terms of relationships between humans and the environment. The Linnean
system proposed that sexual organs were the main factors in the classification of
plants. The Navajo classified plants as male and female, based on qualities associated
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with gender rather than sex. Woody plants are male, while slender, flexible plants are
female. External form determines. Ethnoscience, then, involves understandings of
Native systems of classification which, like European systems, operate within their
own cultural logics. Plants may be classified together because they grow in proxim-
ity with each other. Appearance, history, spiritual position — these and other factors
helped define classificatory position. Many plants may be broadly classified as med-
icinal because of the effects they have upon the human body.

Such effects constituted the basis for healing in Native societies, and they also mark
the point at which European and Native practices converged. The European medical
doctrine of simples was based on similarities between physical characteristics of plants
and aspects of the human body. Indian uses of plants were based on the belief that
plants as living beings had powers that affected the well-being of human beings.
Physical similarity between plants and the human body was an indication of a special
relationship. The juice of milkweed (Asclepius sp.), for example, was used among the
Ojibwa for female complaints. Bloodroot (Sanguinaria canadensis) was widely used
in a variety of ways, from a dye to a strong emetic. When a Chippewa woman in
Minnesota today digs roots, leaves a pinch of tobacco in the hole, and ends her prayer
to the plant with Megwich (“Thanks”), she still expresses this belief in the spiritual
nature of the plant.

Many white settlers in America adopted Indian herbal medicines. White trillium,
for example, was called “squaw flower” by whites who put it to the same use as
Indians, an aid in childbirth. A number of plants used by American Indians have been
listed in the United States Pharmacopein (Vogel, 1970: 267, 3367, 3546, 384-5).
Although ethnographers scoffed at Indian curing ceremonies as mere superstition,
patent medicines based on supposed Indian formulas became popular during the
nineteenth century, and books on Indian herbal medicines were widely used (Gibson,
1967: 34-9, 74-9; Hallowell, 1965: 239—41). Ironically, the failure of native healers
to deal with European-introduced epidemic diseases such as smallpox, measles, and
cholera often served to discredit them and promoted acceptance of Christian
missionaries (Axtell, 1985: 97-8).

Orality and Literacy

Writing was one of the most amazing skills that Europeans brought to North
America. Indeed, Axtell (1985: 102-3) maintains that the Hurons were awed by the
ability of French Jesuits to read and write, activities that they took as a sign of mys-
terious power. For people who believed that human thought was a causal element in
the processes of the natural world and influenced things at a distance, the ability of
Europeans to know about distant events by reading messages was a sign of spiritual
power. Europeans, of course, had their own belief in the power of the word of God
to transform Indians into Christians. Christian hymns could counter native songs,
which missionaries sometimes considered incantations to the devil (Calloway, 1991:
48). Priests and ministers labored to reduce Indian languages to written form so that
native people could read the word of God and be transformed by it.
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The introduction of literacy to Indian people was done with the main intent of
converting them to Christianity, which was as important as technology in changing
native knowledges. Christianity, for example, introduced a linear concept of time to
people whose oral traditions were based in cyclical memories of past events (Todorov,
1992: 80-1). The repetition of the past was less important than a striving toward the
future, and the printed page itself forced linearity upon meaning (Ong, 1982: 121).

The association of writing and Christianity discouraged many adult Indians from
adopting literacy, although mission schools made an impact on their Indian students.
It was not until 1821 that Sequoyah, a Cherokee who knew no English, devised a syl-
labic form of writing for the Cherokee language. The Cherokee Phoenix, the tribal
newspaper, published articles in English and Cherokee beginning in 1828. It became
a major vehicle for expressions of sentiments in favor of and opposed to the proposed
government policy of Indian removal (McLoughlin, 1984: 183-5, 233). The publi-
cation of constitutions and laws in the Cherokee and Choctaw languages during the
late 1820s is striking evidence of the changing circumstances wrought by technology
and literacy. Indian nations sought to prove that they had become civilized and
capable of living with their white neighbors while inexorable forces of American
expansion pushed them to the west.

Continuity and Change

The major divergence between American Indian and European systems of knowledge
lies in the perception of the role of human beings in the processes of nature. In
European science, humans manipulate circumstances to test the validity of laws through
experiments. In Indian cultures, human action in reciprocal relationship with spiritual
action brings about the cycles of the environment. The Hopi, for example, would not
think of not performing their ceremonies to see if the sun would remain at rest. To do
so would risk the continuation of their world. Human beings are an integral part of the
processes of the natural world, not observers who stand outside those processes.

Columbus’s world in 1492 was still alive with mysterious forces. Alchemists sought
the Philosopher’s Stone, which had the power to transmute base metals into gold.
Magnetism was understood as an invisible fluid that acted between objects. In many
respects, will in natural objects was part of the European world as well as the
American Indian world. Columbus charted his voyage to the New World with crude
instruments — an hourglass to tell time, the mariner’s compass for direction, and a
simple quadrant to shoot the angles of stars above the horizon. Dead reckoning and
a good deal of luck got him to the Americas. His religion convinced him in his later
years that he had actually discovered Eden on earth (Morrison, 1942: 183-96). But
the urge that drove Europeans to explore and to seek material wealth in unknown
regions was also part of the intellectual renaissance that led to the development of
modern science. Greek philosophers knew theoretically that the world was round, but
Columbus’s and Magellan’s voyages gave physical proof of the fact.

Europeans brought to the native people of these newly discovered lands new
systems of knowledge — a belief in the absolute power of the Christian God and a
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technology based on metal, mechanical energy, and domesticated animals. Where
Indian goods were handmade, unique objects, European-manufactured trade goods
could be produced uniformly in large quantities. The sheer abundance of strings of
beads may have amazed Indians who laboriously drilled each shell bead of a wampum
belt by hand. Even as it connects different peoples, then, a bead also reflects ditter-
ent systems of cultural knowledge.

Indian people became increasingly dependent on European goods as their tradi-
tional subsistence patterns changed under the impact of European settlement, the
effects of European diseases, and the introduction of domesticated livestock. The
intellectual change in worldview was less dramatic, however, as Indian people found
ways to integrate new ideas into their own systems of knowledge. Though they might
adopt metal hoes to work their fields, Cherokee women could still understand that
the story of Selu, the corn mother, encompassed many layers of meaning and associ-
ation between corn and human life. The story showed the essential importance of
natural cycles in human life.

Guns made hunting more efficient, and they exacerbated intertribal warfare, both
conditions that led to cultural change. They were also, however, a new form of
thunder that fit into older ceremonies that renewed human relationships with the
spiritual world. Anthropologist Marshall Sahlins argues that new influences change a
culture even when they are adopted into seemingly traditional forms (Sahlins, 1985:
138-9). But perhaps the truest sign of cultural change was not dependence on guns
in hunting, war, and ritual, but the more dramatic moments when Indian leaders
agreed to support schools to expose their citizens to “the benefits of instruction in
the mechanic and ordinary arts of life” (Treaty with the Choctaw, 1825, cited in
Kappler, 1904—41: vol. 1, p. 212). Missionaries measured the progress of civilization
among the Choctaws in the number of cards, spinning wheels, and looms used by
women in the Nation (Schermerhorn, 1814 ,/1846: 20-1). When Indians expressed
an interest in learning new skills to replace the old, the process of cultural adaptation
and change was well underway.

Yet, in varying degrees, Indian people have continued to pursue traditional cere-
monies that keep them grounded in the cycles of nature. The Yuchi Lizard Dance and
variations of the traditional southeastern Green Corn Ceremony are still performed
in parts of Oklahoma. The Hopi ceremonial cycle is maintained on the mesas in cen-
tral Arizona. The Makah tribe of Neah Bay, Washington has regained the right to
hunt whales for subsistence, now using gasoline-powered boats and explosive pow-
ered harpoons, rather than the traditional cedar canoes and yew wood harpoons.
Although Sahlins maintains that the more things remain the same, the more they
change, in many cases systems of knowledge based on seasonal and religious cycles
coexist with modern and changing technology.
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Native American Spirituality:
History, Theory, and
Reformulation

LEE IRWIN

Throughout the twentieth century, the study of Native American religions was
dominated by three primary ethnographic vectors: studies of individual religious lead-
ers or visible practitioners; intensive “cultural” studies of the role of rites, ceremonies,
and beliefs in a specific native community; and comparative theorizing that cuts
across religious practices in search of common unifying themes. These studies have
been based primarily in the perceptions, observations, and theories of non-native
observers. Often these non-native, written observations have then been used as pri-
mary sources for the subsequent study of native religions. Further, the context of
Christian missionization, anthropological categorical reductions, and a surplus of his-
torical narratives written by non-native observers has resulted in the dominance of an
“outsider” understanding of native religions. Indian beliefs and practices have fre-
quently been recorded in limited selections in the form of monographs and field
reports by those often unfamiliar with the language and thought worlds of native
practitioners. Subsequently, there can exist significant tensions between the actual
spiritual beliefs and practices within a given native community and the external liter-
ature on the religion of that community authored by non-native scholars.

In order to gain a sense of the complexity of indigenous native spiritual traditions
and their transformations in the twentieth century, it is necessary to consider the dia-
logical interfaces between native practitioners and the non-native observers whose
written productions have dominated the field. The heart of religious practice within
native communities is not a written text, nor is it an explicitly rationalized creed, nor
is it usually based in a dogmatic set of required beliefs. In general, native religions are
flexible, have nuanced interpretations based in personal experience, and revolve
around the sanctioned leadership of those regarded as knowledgeable through many
years of training and specialized experience. Each community has its own unique pat-
terns, language, and social structures that intimately unite religious beliefs and social
practices in a holistic worldview. Further, communally distinctive rites are tied to
native systems of knowledge based in many generations of close observation, precise
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symbolic coding, and complex behavioral and linguistic forms of intergenerational
communication (Kidwell, this volume). These systems of knowledge are locally devel-
oped and tied to specific environments. While this knowledge was shared between
groups, significant differences can also be found between communities sharing mutual
or adjoining territories.

In most cases, the specific language of each group is crucial for the correct perfor-
mance of religious actions; it is equally important in the act of interpretation. Native
people classify religious knowledge through linguistic categories associated with
diverse types of practitioners, ritual leaders, experienced elders, and a number of spe-
cial societies, all empowered to moderate and supervise the practice of specific rites
and communal religious events. Such events are embedded in social codes of respect,
proper behavior, and ethical attitudes. They often help sanction leadership roles
ranging from kin relations and society membership to varying degrees of social and
political influence through elected or inherited leadership. The whole is embedded in
a sacred landscape whose contours and places are rich in stories, remembered events,
cosmological structures, and which resonate the power of sanctified places through a
symbolic understanding of the interdependent relationships between place, plants,
animals, and human beings.

In the overall sense, context is more crucial than text for native religions. A text
isolated from its performative, social, and religious context is apt to be seen as a rad-
ical diminishment (and distortion) of the religious event. The emotional, symbolic,
and spiritual content communicated through spoken, sung, and enacted words often
registers a communal understanding that is not reducible to a representational text
(Gill, 1981). This problem is made even more complex by the significance attributed
by native religionists to the sacred qualities of the languages used in prayer and cere-
mony (Powers, 1986). Descriptive works, particularly those written by non-native
observers, often fail to adequately represent the complexity of native religious life.
The gap between the performative context, its symbolic processes, gestures, objects,
prayers, invocations, and communal narratives, and the written descriptive account is
immense. Written descriptions of actual religious practices simply cannot contain the
full nuances that pervade and legitimize the means through which a ceremony
empowers and enriches the practitioners. Further, all native religions have undergone
often radical historical transformations that are frequently absent in descriptions that
present native religions as “timeless” creations of a mythicized, archaic past. The writ-
ten history of Native American religions, then, is often burdened by misunderstand-
ing, romanticization, and biased misconception. In part, these problems stem from
the irreducibility of religious experience to scholarly text. In part, they also originate
in the problems of cross-cultural translation. It is also the case, however, that such
problems must also be seen in the context of political oppression and the denial of
the legitimacy of native peoples to practice native religions (Irwin, 1996 /7).

In reviewing the history of scholarly productions on native religions, there are
four (heuristic) areas of study that reflect the various predispositions taken by schol-
ars. These four may be summarized historically as: early descriptive ethnography by
literate non-native observers; folklore collections and anthropological monographs
concerning specific native religions; thematic and comparative religious studies; and
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contemporary native (and co-authored) productions of the late twentieth century.
Writers and scholars in each of these areas have tended to produce characteristic
works reflecting historically shared cultural biases toward the subject of native reli-
gion. Fach area still has its active scholars, though anthropological studies in native
religion have declined whereas comparative religious studies have increased, although
slowly and as a minor discipline within the larger field of comparative world religions.
For those who are unfamiliar with the study of native religions, a good overview is
given in Champagne (1994: 441-523) and a useful history of native religious stud-
ies with extensive bibliography is found in Hultkrantz (1983).

Early Descriptive Ethnography

With over 500 native communities, each practicing its own spiritual traditions in a con-
text tied to local landscapes, seasonal rites, major life changes, a unique language, and
a multitude of special ceremonies and practices generally closed to outsiders, it is no
surprise that there is only a fragmentary, piecemeal historical record of native religions.
While the earliest religious ethnography (Taino) dates back to 1496, everything
recorded is fragmentary and isolated by the writers’ lack of familiarity with the wider
contexts of native religion. I use the term “descriptive ethnography” loosely to mean
usually brief, sporadic descriptions of native beliefs, practices, or “customs” acquired
from only a few native individuals. Often there is little understanding of religious prac-
tice as a whole, and inevitably native “religions” in such descriptions are subsumed into
an overarching rhetoric that diminishes native practices while celebrating Euro-
American Christian values (Tinker, 1993). No early ethnography escapes this early para-
digm of comparison; native religions are “pagan” or “savage” or (later) “primitive” in
contrast to Christian beliefs. By implication, therefore, they were seen as hardly worth
studying or recording, and such records are often “curiosities” of exotic “savage cus-
toms” whose significance for native practitioners is dismissed or largely misunderstood.
While genuine curiosity and interest may have motivated observers, the same observers
commonly recorded native religious activities as “childlike” and “superstitious.”

Such attitudes are seen clearly in the writings on native religions by early Spanish
Franciscan and French Jesuit authors. While these volumes contain a multitude of
carly observations on native religious practices or beliefs, they are subsumed into a
Christian rhetoric that thoroughly “demonizes” all native religions and their practi-
tioners. Native religious images were all regarded as “idols” and native religious lead-
ers as “servants of the devil,” “necromancers,” or “conjurers” — terms that persisted
into the early twentieth century. Arriving in Mexico, the invaders burned and
destroyed all “idols,” dismantled temples, and persecuted native priests. The working
assumption, among Catholic missionaries, was that while native peoples had “reli-
gion,” it was a worship of “demons and idols” and must therefore be overthrown.
Thus the Christian mythic world was projected onto native peoples and their reli-
gious world was reduced to an alien construct — native religions were strictly engaged
in demonic practices. Sahagtin (ca. 1560), the Franciscan priest who learned the
Nahua language and collected detailed ethnography on Aztec religion, was motivated
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by a desire to combat the demonic aspects of Nahua religion. The demonization of
native religions in Mexico is discussed by Cervantes (1994) but has not yet been
thoroughly studied in the rest of North America, where it was a common strategy
among missionaries.

Even more restrictive were Europeans who represented native people as having no
religion whatsoever. Many Jesuit authors saw nothing but “very tenacious customs”
that could not be described as religion in terms familiar to Euro-Christian mission-
aries. Such observers overlooked thoroughly complex native ceremonies, religious
beliefs, and social relations that gave meaning and coherence to native life. This
wholesale denial of native religions lasted well into the nineteenth century. Some
writers were more receptive to the intrinsic value of native languages and beliefs and
yet Gabriel Sagard (ca. 1632) could blithely write, “their language is defective in
words for many things ... like Trinity, Glory, Paradise, Hell, Church, etc.” Such state-
ments are less concerned with understanding difference than they are with using lin-
guistic distinctions to assert superiority. A similar denial or incorporation into
Christian mythos can be seen clearly in English colonial sources as well. For example,
William Strachey in 1612 writes of the Powhatan, “their chief god is no other than
the Devil.” Robert Beverley (¢a. 1705) and John Lawson (ca. 1712) write extensively
on Virginia Indian religions but always with an eye to denouncing their “pagan” or
“superstitious” character. And yet, many native peoples did become members of
Christian communities, thus creating an alternative “native religion” in the form of
native Christianity (Rollings, this volume).

Over time authors emerged who did not seek to deny the value of native religion
and were collectors of exotic aspects of native cultures. Artists, explorers, and early
ethnographers attributed some value to native religions but often as “survivals” of a
more primitive age. People like Maximilian, Prince of Wied, who was an astounding
collector of everything “Indian,” along with artist Carl Bodmer, recorded many
details (and objects) of native religions along the Missouri in the 1830s. Artist
George Catlin recorded two volumes of notes along with many hundreds of drawings
and paintings depicting native ceremonies he claimed to have witnessed. Henry
Schoolcraft, whose wife was Chippewa, in 1859 produced a two-volume work con-
taining many details of native religion. Schoolcraft, like many before and after him,
constantly fails to make any clear distinctions between native groups. This problem
plagues many early ethnographic sources; generalizations are made for “Indian reli-
gion” which simply blur the differences between the real beliefs and practices of
specific peoples, creating instead an abstract “mental picture” of Indian religion
related to no group at all. If missionaries “demonized,” then secular ethnographers
transformed native religious experiences into abstract, dehistoricized portraits.

Some observers wrote on religion more specifically; for example, Johann Georg
Kohl (¢a. 1860) among the Ojibwa; Stephen Powers (ca. 1877) among the California
Indians; Gideon Pond (ca. 1867), Stephen Riggs (ca. 1880), and James Owen
Dorsey (ca. 1894) among the Dakota. Yet their narrowly constrained writing tends
toward abstraction, generalizing observations of specific actors into “essential” repre-
sentations of whole peoples. This part-for-whole analogy satisfied a general popular
interest in Indian culture when it no longer was seen as a direct threat but rather as
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a fading image of the past. But it also tended toward abstractions based on fragmen-
tary information neither contextualized nor actually understood. In these cases, and
many like them, the native religious worldview was shrunk to often arbitrary exam-
ples isolated from a full account of the specific communal practices and beliefs.
Writers like George Bird Grinnell (¢c2. 1910) among the Cheyenne and Pawnee and
Walter McClintock (ca. 1910) among the Blackfeet represent examples of somewhat
more comprehensive writing. These men lived with native peoples and collected
much that is valuable in understanding the specifics of Cheyenne or Blackfeet reli-
gions in the nineteenth century. But both distanced themselves by proclaiming the
superiority of “Western civilization” and both tended to see native peoples from a
romanticized perspective as “noble savages” whose days were bound to pass. Both
engaged in salvage ethnology that fixed native religions in an archaic past and refused
to admit the actual historical transformations saturating every aspect of native life.

Anthropology and Native Religions

In 1851 Lewis Henry Morgan, with the help of Seneca ethnologist Ely Parker, pub-
lished his work on Iroquois culture and the religion of Handsome Lake. This publi-
cation marks the beginning of anthropological studies of native religions. In 1879,
Major John Wesley Powell became the first director of the Burecau of American
Ethnology (BAE). As a dedicated evolutionist interested in native languages, Powell
promoted the study of native culture, religion, and mythology as remnants of a more
“barbaric” age whose survival was threatened by the Indian Removal Act (1830) and
the so-called “decline” of native life in the face of the aggressive settlement of the
west. Powell, influenced by Morgan’s evolutionary scheme — savagery—barbarism—
civilization — wrote concerning Indian mythology of North America that “all these
tribes are found in the higher stages of barbarism” (Hultkrantz, 1983: 9). While not
all those who published in the BAE Annual Reports and Bulletins shared this perspec-
tive, many did, and most saw traditional native culture (and religion) as “survivals”
from an age now past or fading. This attitude continued well into the mid-twentieth
century. Yet much of the BAE’s published work represents the most detailed and spe-
cific information now available for nineteenth- and early twentieth-century native reli-
gions. Many of these volumes contain a wealth of details on native religious practice
and ceremonies, though with a frequent lack of attention to the native epistemologies
that underpinned ceremonial actions. More problematically, these volumes often
recorded native religions as “in decline” and refused to view processes of historical
adaptation as viable expressions of positive change in native religions.

James Mooney’s work (1900) on the Ghost Dance, recently rereleased, deserves
special mention as it includes within it the first attempt to describe Native American
religions in historical terms (1991: 662-792). Mooney traces the history of Native
American religious movements, most motivated by attempts to sustain or reclaim
traditional native religious values and practices. Mooney no longer restricted native
religions to static, local “traditional” paradigms disconnected from historical processes
of interaction and development. He wrote on Neolin (ca. 1764) and the Delaware
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Prophet movement, Tenskwatawa the Kispoko-Shawnee prophet (ca. 1820),
Kenekuk (ca. 1840) the Kickapoo religious leader, Tavibo and the 1870 dreamer
dance movement of the Northwest, and the associated movements of the Wanapam
religious leader Smohalla (¢a. 1880), and the Shaker religious movement led by John
and Mary Slocum (Squaxin, ca. 1880s). These foreground an extensive treatment of
Wovoka (Jack Wilson, d. 1932), the Paiute Ghost Dance leader, and of the beliefs,
practices, songs, and history of the Ghost Dance movement, including the tragic
killing of over 300 Lakota at Wounded Knee (1890). Most of these leaders have been
subjects of more recent scholarship (Edmunds, 1983; Herring, 1988; Ruby, 1989;
Ruby and Brown, 1996), but there are few overviews of the entire history of the
movements they led (Irwin, 1996/7).

Unfortunately, many ecarly anthropologists and folklorists ignored Mooney’s
attempt to give historical depth to native religious cultures. Many BAE ethnographies
isolated native cultures in a past that was seen as no longer viable in a Christian-
scientific present. While native peoples might interact and modestly influence each
other, core cultural practices were bracketed by an idea of “tradition” thoroughly iso-
lated from contemporary adaptations of inherited beliefs or practices. Ethnographers
valued “old ways” while ignoring adaptation, survival, and the reconstitution of
native thought and action in a world destroyed by settlement, genocide, and restric-
tion to reservations. In this context, “religion” was “traditional religion” — that
is, religion unaffected by modern (or even Christian) influences. This bracketing out
of more recent influences gives these works a static quality that contributes to a con-
tinuing tendency among many non-native scholars to over-value the past and to
devalue the present as less meaningful in terms of religious beliefs or practices.

Similarly, anthropologists and folklorists rarely showed native religions as playing a
central or critical role in determining social action or in motivating cultural behavior.
They had little or no training in comparative religions, knew nothing about the study
and history of other world religions and, in compensation, tended to develop reli-
gious theories in complete isolation from the larger discourses within the academic
study of religion. In many ways, the latter was a reaction to a fervent missionary pres-
ence that continued to attack native religions as pagan and barbarous. Some BAE
publications managed to avoid the extremes of either denouncing native religions as
pagan superstitions or of ignoring and minimalizing them. Alice Fletcher, for exam-
ple, working with both James Murie (Pawnee, d. 1921) and Francis La Flesche
(Omaha, d. 1932), produced very credible works on both Pawnee (22nd Annual
Report, 1904) and Omaha religion (27th Annual Report, 1906). Native author
Francis La Flesche wrote many articles on Omaha, Osage, and other native religions.
John Hewitt (Tuscarora, d. 1937), working with linguist Erminnie Smith, wrote on
Iroquois language and cosmology (21st, 1903, and 43rd Annual Report, 1908).
Edward Goodbird (Hidatsa, d. 1938) published with G. L. Wilson his life story
(1914) with many details on Hidatsa religion, and Arthur Parker (Seneca ethnologist,
d. 1955) published the “Code of Handsome Lake” (1912).

Under the influence of Franz Boas, anthropologists wrote many monographs and
articles on native culture and religion. While the theoretical impact of Boas on
anthropology was significant, his contribution was slight in the area of religion. Boas
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typically saw religion as a minor area of concern and as more or less a by-product of
other social processes (Hultkrantz, 1983: 18). His interest, and those of his many
students, was on the overall “culture pattern” and on a “historical method” of deter-
mining the influence of adjoining native cultures. While he collected useful linguistic
texts, his concern lay in dissemination and amalgamation of culture traits, not in the
integrative, explanatory, or classificatory functions of religious beliefs. Subsequently,
many of Boas’s students, while stressing the importance of fieldwork and text collec-
tion, tended to minimalize the importance of native religions. For example, Boas’s
1930 treatment of Kwakiutl religion, written with the help of George Hunt
(Kwakiutl) whom Boas does not credit, is strictly linguistic and shows little sensitiv-
ity toward the more cohesive functions of religion. Nevertheless, many of the native
texts gathered by Boas and his students represent primary linguistic sources for the
study of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century native religion.

Emerging anthropological theory contributed strongly to a disjunction between
non-native and native perceptions of religion. First, anthropologists applied evolu-
tionary theories which placed native religion and culture on the lower stratum of
development. Secondly, they marginalized the role of native religions in indigenous
social life. In general, throughout this period, native religions were seen as peripheral
to Euro-American interests, which turned on the theoretical construction of cultural
categories and various analytic schemes. Commonly anthropologists, folklorists, and
religionists treated native religion as “superstition” and as wholly secondary to ana-
lytic theories that gave precedence to social-cultural influences based largely in non-
native behavioral models. This was a direct inheritance of earlier views of European
and later American “social scientists” who simply assumed the superiority of their
own culture and intellectual worldview. Scientific rationalism continued this displace-
ment of religion from the center of native life, focusing primarily on structural and
functional ideas often alien to native religious values.

While anthropologists described many rituals and ceremonies during this period,
they displayed an obvious lack of attention to or understanding of the underlying
native epistemologies that sustained the ceremonies. Robert Lowie, for example, col-
lected detailed information on Absalooke (Crow) religion but saw such religion as
reducible to a “religious thrill” that motivated ritual behavior — an idea utterly at odds
with Crow explanations (Fitzgerald, 1994). Paul Radin collected many texts in
Winnebago, including a biography of Winnebago peyotist Sam Blowsnake (ca. 1926),
but thought of the trickster figure as reflecting a “non-descript person obsessed by
hunger and ... sexuality” (Radin, 1956: 165). Clark Wissler, working with Blackfeet
native D. C. Duvall, recorded religious beliefs, dreams, and stories but few explana-
tions, being primarily interested in material culture. On the other hand, Wissler also
supported Pawnee ethnologist James Murie in his recording of Pawnee ceremonies
and their many complex bundle rites. Working with Lakota religionist George Sword,
Thomas Tyon, and other Lakota, James R. Walker (b. 1849) recorded valuable beliefs
but also constructed his own version of Lakota myth using ideas borrowed from
Greek classical mythology. Frank Linderman (ca. 1930s) published on the life of
Crow leader Plenty Coups and Crow medicine woman Pretty Shield but recorded
religious beliefs in a fragmentary and disjointed fashion. Some co-produced work
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stands out, for example Frank Speck’s 1931 work with Delaware Big House leader
Witapanoxwe and his 1949 work with Cayuga-Oneida ethnologist Alexander General
on the mid-winter rites of the Cayuga.

During this same period many native authors published works relevant to the study
of native religions, independent of anthropology. Many of these works have been
overlooked and ignored by mainstream non-native academics. Delaware author
Richard Adams (¢a. 1910) published several works on Delaware religion reflecting
contemporary attitudes toward religion. Wahpeton-Mdewakanton Dakota author
Charles Eastman (ca. 1910) wrote many books, several relevant to religious studies.
Eastman criticized non-native writers for denouncing native religions or reducing
them to parodies of actual native religious life. He also supported the idea of assimi-
lation into mainstream American life and sentimentalized the past (Warrior, 1995).
Eastman represents the inner tensions between being both Native and Christian, and
he sought to epitomize native religions insofar as they contributed a positive view of
native peoples (Treat, 1996). Anishinaabe author Gerald Vizenor (1994) calls
Eastman a “warrior of survivance” who sought to overcome the tragedy of Wounded
Knee (where he helped treat the wounded) by remembering native traditions in a
more positive light. Brulé writer and religionist Luther Standing Bear (d. 1939) also
wrote several works related to Lakota religion, as did Yankton ethnologist Ella
Deloria (d. 1971) who published a collection of Dakota texts (¢a. 1933) and a fictive
biography of a traditional female Lakota life. Osage writer and ethnologist John
Joseph Mathews (d. 1979) also contributed to this growing literature on the bound-
aries between native and non-native values and perspectives in the struggle for
authentic self-representation (Warrior, 1995).

Comparative History of Native Religions

The next phase of the study of native religions, beginning in the mid-1920s, built on
ethnology already collected and moved toward works that attempted to compare
local traditions and to identify shared religious practices. Edward Curtis’s (1907-30)
twenty-volume ethnographic and photographic survey, for example, contains sections
on native religion for every community he visited. Such writings also integrated an
increasingly ethnohistorical perspective into the study of specific communities.
During this period, some authors began to incorporate historical perspectives into
descriptive ethnographies by identifying specific, historically identifiable “religious
movements.” Leslie Spier (¢a. 1930), building on Mooney, wrote on Klamath Ghost
Dance and on the historical development of the “prophet dance” in the Northwest.
John R. Swanton wrote on Creek Indian religion by collecting a multitude of histor-
ical writings to produce a synthetic overview of Indians of the southeast United
States. Charles Hudson (¢a. 1976), building on Swanton, later produced a more ana-
lytic work on “southeast” Indians. These works show a new methodological drive
to assemble a wide variety of written texts from the earliest period to the present.
These texts then served as resources for a categorical analysis of native religions in
geographic areas said to share “cultural traits.”
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These works are significantly limited, however, by the tendency to conflate (or
“essentialize”) various ethnic groups and to draw sweeping generalizations which,
once again, turn local historical practices into abstract intellectual idealizations. A
more significant synthesis is found in James Howard’s (1968) publications on pre-
contact religion and the “southeast ceremonial complex” — a construct based in the
marriage of archaeology and historical ethnography. Contemporary works in this
direction are found in Galloway (1989). Ruth Benedict’s (1923) writing on the
“guardian spirit complex” throughout North America is a classic example of compar-
ative trait analysis, with sweeping conclusions that turn the non-native construct of
“guardian spirit” into a highly dislocated abstract idea. In her work on “patterns of
culture” she further attempted a comparative analysis by distinguishing between the
individualistic “Dionysian” Plains religions and the communal “Apollonian” Pueblo
religions, further conflating the individual groups by a delimiting construct based
in “culture areas.” Benedict’s work shows the influence of mid-twentieth-century
“personality and culture” behavioralism. It also sought to explain native cultural dif-
ferences by applying comparative models from an ancient “classical” past (Greece).
Such “differences” reduce native behavior to remote and archaic norms and thereby
reinforce an understanding of native peoples as idealized types in contrast to the
complexity, diversity, and differences found in contemporary native communities.

A more useful early comparative study on the topic of “shamanism” is Willard
Park’s research with the Paviotso. Park gives simple but useful definitions of a
“shaman” as one who has “direct relationships with spirits ... and acquires supernat-
ural power through direct personal experience.” Shamans stand in contrast to priests
who are ritual experts, even though Park notes an overlap between the two (Park,
1975: 10). Frank Speck, A. Irving Hallowell, and Edgar Siskin all contributed to dis-
cussions on types of native healers and “conjurers” — a dismissive term used well into
the twentieth century that masks many native linguistic distinctions and terms. The
construct of “shaman” is itself problematic, stemming as it does from the Evenki-
Tungus peoples of central Siberia. Mircea Eliade’s (1964) comparative work on
shamanism further obscures the role of religious specialists in native communities
while making seriously mistaken observations for North America. Every native com-
munity had its own systems of classification based in native lexicons that have
continued into the present, often undergoing revision and reclassification. More
contemporary treatments of the subject are found in John Grim (1983) and
Ake Hultkrantz (1992).

By mid-century, many scholars combined fieldwork and archival research. William
H. Gilbert’s history of Cherokee society and religion was based on archival research
using the Payne-Butrick manuscripts in the Newberry Library. Alfred W. Bowers’s
(ca. 1950s) many publications on Mandan and on Hidatsa social and ceremonial
organization are excellent compilations of existing historical resources, fieldwork, and
appreciation for the central role of religion in native life, as are Father John Cooper’s
(ca. 1950s) writings on A’ani/Gros Ventres religion. While based on native narratives
and long-term relationships with native practitioners, all these works tend to ignore
contemporary problems of adaptation and change, particularly the impact of
Christianity. Native religions are given a fuller explication in these works but they
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tend to divorce narratives of the “old ways” from current struggles, often by the same
practitioners, to adapt to cultural changes that had profound impact on religious
identity.

Consider, on the other hand, San Juan anthropologist Alfonso Ortiz, who has writ-
ten an excellent native-oriented work on Tewa religion, The Tewa World (1969), that
shows how important it is to explicate the full epistemology that underlies the prac-
tice and worldview of Pueblo religion and how the impact of Spanish culture and
Christian missionization changed (and did not change) Pueblo culture. Ortiz’s work
stands out as a unique native view that thoroughly confirms the sophistication and
complexity of Pueblo religious beliefs. The writing on the Plains Sun Dance is equally
revealing. The Sun Dance tradition was early recorded among the Arapaho
(G. A. Dorsey), the Crow (Lowie), the Blackfeet (McClintock and Wissler), and the
Oglala (Walker). This early research was synthesized by Spier (¢ca. 1921) in terms of
diffusion and trait distribution. But these works record little of what motivates or
gives meaning or explanation to the ceremony as a religious activity (Hultkrantz,
1983: 55). Even though the Sun Dance was suppressed by the Bureau of Indian
Aftairs, practices continued and resurfaced in the 1970s, giving birth to more Sun
Dance literature among the Ute (Jorgensen), the Cheyenne (Powell), the Shoshone-
Crow (Voget, 1984), and the Lakota (Holler, 1995). Native Lakota Sun Dance and
religious leaders like Black Elk (d. 1950), John Fire Lame Deer (d. 1976), Frank
Fools Crow (d. 1989), and Leonard Crow Dog, as well as Crow Sun Dance leader
John Trehero (d. 1985) and Tom Yellowtail, all have co-produced biographies criti-
cal to the study of northern Plains Sun Dance traditions. The Sun Dance tradition
has increasingly become the source of a resurgent pan-Indian expression of native
religious identity that has been adopted by some native groups for whom it was
formerly marginal or non-existent. Many native practitioners from northern Plains
communities in which the Sun Dance is central regard this popularization with great
skepticism. The underlying tensions revolve around issues of religious solidarity,
strategies of spiritual affirmation, and historical changes, all frequently in conflict with
“traditionalized” views of local native religious practice.

Another thematic area is the study of the peyote movement and its development in
the Native American Church (NAC) after 1918. Unfortunately most of this literature
takes a view of peyote as a “hallucinogen” and thereby diminishes the native religious
explanations for its use as a spiritually empowering sacrament. Rationalist descriptions
of the practice as producing “hallucinations” is part of the ongoing denial of native
religious beliefs and values. Associating peyote with “drugs” is a falsification of the
religious motives and native epistemologies that regard peyote as a sacred substance
that gives visionary power and guiding insight to sincere practitioners. Many peyotists
have been persecuted for following their religion and NAC has waged a long battle
to gain recognition and protection for the sacramental use of peyote. Some peyote
rites are non-Christian, others are extensively Christian, and some combine varying
degrees of both. The literature is fairly extensive and begins with Weston La Barre’s
original study of the “peyote cult.” Other primary studies include works by
J. S. Slotkin, David Aberle, Omer Stuart, Paul Steinmetz, and peyote roadmen (lead-
ers) Sylvester Brito and Leonard Crow Dog; there is also an excellent collection of
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articles edited by Huston Smith and Reuben Snake (Snake and Smith, 1996). This
last is particularly valuable as it is the only work to give extensive materials from actual
peyote practitioners as well as clear descriptions of the rites recorded by lifelong
peyote roadmen. In 1994, Public Law 103-344 made the transportation and use of
peyote “for traditional ceremonial purposes” legal — a law as yet untested in the
courts (Weaver, 1998: 227).

In 1953 Ake Hultkrantz published his comparative study of the concept of the
“soul” among native peoples of North America, and Joseph Epes Brown published
his account of the “seven rites” of Oglala holyman Black Elk. These two publications
mark the entry of comparative religious scholars into the field of native religious stud-
ies. Brown (1964) also published a short monograph which attempts to summarize
a universally shared epistemology for native religions, based primarily on his research
among the Lakota. This work applies ideas drawn from other world religions and
seeks to integrate native traditions into a global perspective. In 1979, Hultkrantz
published a one-volume survey of native religions based on thematic topics that cut
across many diverse communities. Hultkrantz maintains that the category of the
“supernatural” is intrinsic to native thought, an idea now repudiated by many con-
temporary authors who contend that native religionists never saw a distinction
between the natural and the supernatural, a distinction imported from Christian
metaphysics. Western metaphysical ideas and intellectual categories too easily obscure
the cultural differences that mark the unique and special features of a native religion
so valued by its practitioners.

Native religionists have rarely displayed interest in articulating abstract theories of
religion that would show the commonality of practices and beliefs with other native
communities. Instead, the emphasis has fallen on the unique, linguistically centered,
specific cultural practices and oral traditions that best characterize the primary
spiritual values of a particular community. For example, George Horse Capture
(A’ani/Gros Ventre) published The Seven Visions of Bull Lodge (1980) as a remark-
able first-hand native account of A’ani vision quest rites and the inner life and values
of a renowned A’ani healer and pipe-keeper. Such a narrative highlights the unique
features of A’ani spiritual life as invested in specific rites or objects owned by clan or
family line and shows how the vision experience is part of the development of an
A’ani religious worldview. Another example is Percy Bullchild’s (1985) account of
Blackfeet oral traditions on creation and religious beliefs. Bullchild’s book has been
largely ignored by non-native scholars because it clearly shows syncretic influences;
yet it is exactly these influences that are shaping much of contemporary native reli-
gious development.

Many scholarly works have tended to ignore contemporary changes and the com-
plex intersection of native identities within a variety of social and religious contexts,
each of which acts to shape religious attitudes. Authors have continued to bracket out
problems of native Christianity, pan-Indian influences, and political actions that
address problems of religious oppression. Issues of historical transformation or
the importance of new social contexts (urban life, non-native education, popular
American culture, etc.) on native religions are often ignored and thus perpetuate a
tendency to think of native religions as most authentic in the past. While some studies
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show a genuine respect for native religions in an ideal sense, they often fail to ground
observations in the complexity of changing religious traditions and the dislocation
of native religious practices in a largely hostile or manipulative non-native cultural
climate.

In contrast to the comparative perspective, in 1972 Yankton author Vine Deloria
Jr. published his famous work, God Is Red: A Native View of Religion (reissued,
1994). This work marks a transition to contemporary scholarship on native religions.
Its two central concerns are the failure of the U.S. government to protect native reli-
gions from secular encroachments and the misinterpretation of native religions by
non-native scholars. Deloria is concerned with the many false stereotypes of “Indians”
that continue to undermine the authentic concerns of native religionists. He is par-
ticularly critical of the absence of native voices in the representation of native religion.
Popular press and movie images create a fictive version of native peoples completely
alienated from the reality of contemporary reservation and urban life. Reservation
religion is not locked into a static past but is undergoing constant change and trans-
formation, as it always has; native religions are not static, but dynamic and constantly
engaged in processes of renewal. Deloria also heavily critiques Christianity and
Christian missionaries for their aggressive rejection of native religious perspectives.

Deloria sees native traditions as locally grounded in geographic, spatial narratives
that fully empower local ritual and religious behaviors. These traditions cannot be
casily transported to other localities, much less stripped of their local narrative and
symbolic orientations. Rather than chronological history, the geographic locale is pri-
mary in establishing the basic patterns of religious action. The focal point of the geo-
graphic orientation is found in the local symbolizations of nature in aesthetic religious
forms: in a Sun Dance lodge, in sandpaintings, in pipe bowls, medicine bundles, or
ceremonial dress. Further, these forms are tied to dreams, visions, and a variety of
cognitive states unique to advanced practitioners of the religions. Native religious
epistemology is grounded in a synthesis mediated between ritual practices in local,
highly revered settings and a receptivity to natural forms imbued with power that
exceeds normal human awareness. Such mediation by religious leaders is regarded as
entirely natural and a function of proper relations between human beings and all
species that inhabit a local area. The disbelief of outsiders is basically irrelevant; what
is crucial is kinship, communal relationships, and responsibilities within the religious
group. Communal membership is an irreducible fact; religious knowledge is particu-
lar, local, and culturally distinctive to the community. These issues set the stage for
contemporary writings on native religions (Irwin, 1998).

Contemporary Native Spirituality

In 1982, David Carrasco published Quetzalcoat! and the Irony of Empire, which is
strongly influenced by Mircea Eliade and the comparative study of world religions.
Despite its comparative focus, Quetzalcontl is a ground-breaking book, for it takes a
central figure from Aztec life and surveys its historical development under the impact
of colonization. Carrasco shows clearly how Aztec religious thinking and ceremony
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is embedded in its own unique epistemology, symbolism, and iconography, and how
the Aztec and Nahua sought to reinterpret Aztec religion in the post-conquest
period. The following year, Christopher Vecsey published his work on Ojibwa reli-
gion, showing how the impact of Christian missionization resulted in the formation
of new religious identity among present-day Ojibwas. William McLoughlin (1984)
likewise published a compendium on the Cherokee Ghost Dance as an extensive his-
torical overview of the multiple interfaces between “traditional” and native
Christianity. In 1985, Clifford Trazfer edited a special volume of essays on Native
American prophets (American Indian Quarterly, vol. 9(3)) that is a pointedly
historical survey of outstanding native religious leaders placed directly in the dynam-
ics of cultural conflict, each struggling to redefine religious traditions in the light of
missionization and the impact of new religious ideas.

These volumes clearly illustrate a new concern for more historically grounded
approaches to the study of native religions, approaches that emphasize the dynamics
of historical confrontation between native and Euro-American cultures. In that
process, the struggle to redefine native religions is clearly linked to strategies of sur-
vival initiated by native religious leaders. Within their respective communities, these
leaders sought to institute changes that would preserve core native values while also
accommodating, in various degrees, government policies aimed at suppressing native
religion. Raymond DeMallie and Douglas Parks’s (1987) edited volume is another
landmark, representing a synthesis of native and non-native authors writing on past
and present Lakota religious traditions, as well as contemporary issues such as peyote,
Christianity, and women’s role in native religion. This volume elucidates the value of
a dialogical approach to the study of native religions, gathering together a variety of
voices and refusing to privilege non-native scholars over native practitioners. Other
works that show an increased sensitivity to the historical transformations of native reli-
gions are Frisbie (1987) on Navajo sacred bundle traditions, Gruzinski (1989) on the
“god-man” of the Mexican highlands, Ruby (1989) on the northwest coast religious
leaders Smohalla and Skolaskin, Joel Martin (1991) writing on southeastern native
religions as motivating the 1814 Muskogee revolt, Armin Geertz’s (1994) work on
Hopi prophecy, and Howard Harrod’s (1995) excellent work on Mandan-Hidatsa
religion. All of these emphasize the historical conditions of colonialism and they see
strategies of cultural innovation and resistance as an intrinsic feature of native religious
adaptation in the face of religious bias and the politics of oppression.

If such works reflect a new scholarly sensitivity toward issues of history and power,
the last decades have not been without other problems. We have seen, for example,
the publication of popular works by native authors who claim to represent the spiri-
tual traditions of their community but who are viewed by many other natives as “plas-
tic Indians” — a term applied to natives and non-natives who claim falsely to represent
native religions. Mohawk scholar Christopher Jocks (in Irwin, 1997) has discussed
this “spirituality for sale” that continues to disempower the sacred character of native
religions. The late twentieth-century popularization and imitation of native religions
after centuries of oppression and denial is another stage in the unequal power rela-
tions between native communities and dominant cultural production. Can spiritual-
ity be transformed into saleable products disconnected from communal approval and
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the sanction of community religious leaders? In fact, many works claiming to “repre-
sent” native religious culture have been repudiated by the natal communities of the
authors. Many non-native persons have also made doubtful claims to native identity
in order to capitalize on the current popularity of native religions.

In the 1990s there also appeared a significant number of co-authored works related
to individuals who are either practitioners or leaders in native religions. These are usu-
ally written by a non-native and issued under both names. Many have been autobio-
graphical. Richard Erdoes’s life of peyote road woman Mary Crow Dog, for example,
tells the story of the second standoff at Wounded Knee (1973) and its connection to
Lakota spirituality. Erdoes also co-authored two other works: one with Lakota pipe-
carrier Archie Fire Lame Deer and another with peyote roadman and healer Leonard
Crow Dog. These books have been criticized for their failure to clarify the role of the
non-native author. Such books tend as well to locate their subjects at the heart of
native spirituality, when the authors may be marginal within their native communities.

An example of a co-authored work which gives a lucid portrait of one woman’s
struggle to maintain her native religious identity in a radically changing world is
Miwok-Pomo author Greg Sarris’s (1994) excellent book on dreamer, healer, and
renowned basket-maker Mabel McKay. This is a fine example of new directions in co-
authored ethnography. Sarris writes in a dialogical, narrative mode that captures the
relationship between himself and Mabel McKay in a poignant way. There is no attempt
to summarize or essentialize either her personhood or her life, nor to make any claims
about her role within the Pomo community other than the respect she received from
many of her contemporaries. It is a story of a remarkable woman whose spiritual influ-
ence on those around her was a lasting testimony to her Pomo spiritual heritage
(Irwin, 1998). Michael Fitzgerald (1994) also published a sincere, readable, co-
authored work on the life of Crow Sun Dance leader Tom Yellowtail. Mark St. Pierre
and his Oglala wife, Tilda Long Soldier, published an excellent, semi-biographical
account (1994) of female religious traditions among the Lakota, gathered with the
help of many women who contributed to the volume. Arlene Hirschfelder and
Paulette Molin (1992), Duane Champagne (1994), and Fred Hoxie (1996) have all
produced encyclopedic works that contribute to the study of native religions.

The increasing presence of Indian people in the field has created more opportuni-
ties for dialog, while bringing native issues to the fore. In 1995, for example, Robert
Allen Warrior published his important Tribal Secrets: Recovering Amevican Indian
Intellectunl Traditions. This book deals not only with native religions and literature,
but also with the question of Native American “intellectual sovereignty” — a theme
that is primary in the reconstitution of the study of native religious traditions. Warrior
traces the intellectual history of native thought through three periods: first, the post-
Wounded Knee (1890) massacre and the formation of goals of assimilation and part-
nership with friends-of-Indians groups by isolated native intellectuals; second, the
struggle between reservation religionists who resisted assimilation and the romanti-
cizing of the native past; and third, the rebirth of native identity led by Vine Deloria
Jr. and the emergence of confrontational ideologies and an aggressive local national-
ism no longer willing to accept mainstream definitions of native religion or identity.
What do native people say about native identity, religion, and culture? This question
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cannot be answered in the abstract but must engage complexity, diversity, difference,
tension, ambiguity, and multivocal perspectives irreducible to simple “universals.”
Warrior discusses Deloria’s writings on religion in depth, emphasizing that “tradi-
tions” are guidelines to an experiential, process-oriented way of living. He raises
important methodological questions for the future study of native religions by recog-
nizing the intellectual rights of native scholars to define and articulate unique per-
spectives on the role and significance of religion in shaping native intellectual history.

Contemporary works on Native American religions have continued to emphasize
the priority of native voices in determining authentic representation. Native authors
George Tinker (1993) and James Treat (1996) have written critical works on native
Christian identity and the problematic history of missionization. Assimilation of
native peoples within Christianity is by no means an annulment of native identity; in
fact, ideas within these volumes suggest that native people continue to value being
native in ways that enhance and give new meaning to the Christian experience
(Weaver, 1998). Another concern is the ongoing issue of religious freedom that has
become paramount in determining local development of native religions; many court
cases have marked the history of religious oppression, including issues of burial rights
and the control of native dead (Vecsey, 1993; Wunder, 1996).

Changes in the study of native religions through the 1990s have contributed to the
emergence of a more dialogical approach, one that views native peoples as engaged in
creative processes of spiritual transformation that value the past while also seeking
indigenous self-definition in the present (Thorpe, 1996). Further, studies in native
religions are no longer isolated from the contemporary dynamics of political action
and the search for a more just and equitable recognition at the state and federal level
of government (Wunder, 1996). Native religions cannot be bracketed in the historical
past nor regarded as illegitimate simply because they do not conform to non-native
romanticized stereotypes of artificially constructed bygone eras. Contemporary native
concerns challenge scholars to disassemble the essentialized views of past native cultures
in order to see them as highly complex, living traditions fully engaged with problems
of religious identity that intersect many diverse areas of social life. Native religions
cannot be reduced to “traditional” reservation ceremonies, but must include the
urban, Western educational politics of identity negotiation, gender diversity, and cul-
tural boundaries that are constantly shifting and realigning. Future research will nec-
essarily address gender concerns, religious political rights, control of burial remains,
emergent theologies of native Christianity, and a thorough revisioning of native reli-
gious history. Clearly, the study of native religion is undergoing a major transforma-
tion, and it is equally clear that future work will require an increasing emphasis on the
dynamics of historical transformation, as well as a recognition of native intellectual
rights in the ongoing interpretation of native religions (Irwin, 1997, 1998).
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Indians and Christianity

WILLARD HUGHES ROLLINGS

In this matter of change, people are like the grass. They toss and sway and even seem
to flow before the forces that make for change, as grass bows to the wind. But the
rude force moves on, people are found still rooted in the soil of the past. Again, like
grass, people produce seed; and the seed will fly with the wind and finding a friendly
soil and climate, start a new generation. To change, yet to remain steadfast — that
would seem to be the need of all living things. (McNickle and Fey, 1970: 3)

Continuity and change characterizes the history of all peoples, but the European
invasion of North America was so rapid and devastating that compromise and conti-
nuity take on a richer and more complex meaning in the history of North American
Indians. The words of Salish Métis author and activist D’Arcy McNickle and Harold
Fey provide an appropriate metaphor for Indian—European relations. Native
Americans were the grass while Europeans constituted the “rude force” moving
across North America, bringing enormous, incomprehensible changes for the native
inhabitants. Europeans introduced new technologies, weapons, plants, animals, and
pathogens to the Indians’ North American world. They also carried their culture,
their ways of looking at and making sense of the world, and their way of assessing the
value and spiritual position of people, places, and things. A fundamental component
of their culture was, of course, their religion — Christianity.

The principal colonizers of North America — Spanish, French, and English — were
all Christians. Although they adhered to a variety of faiths, ranging from the Roman
Catholicism of the Spanish to the Puritan Protestantism of England, they shared a
European-centered, Christian worldview. Their religious practices varied in detail and
emphasis, but all worshiped a single, patriarchal God who had created the universe
and all animate and inanimate substances within it. The Europeans’ confidence in the
exclusive truthfulness of Christianity played varying roles in their efforts at conquest
and colonization. For some, spreading Christianity among the heathen was integral
to those efforts, while for others conversion of the Indians was secondary to goals of
dispossession, domination, or exploitation.
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Despite enormous variations in beliefs and practices, all Native American religions
recognize humans as but one of many spiritual creatures inhabiting the universe.
Humans maintained their place within the universe through acts of reciprocity
toward one another. Religious ritual was the means by which they expressed reci-
procity, thereby helping maintain the required balance in the universe. In contrast,
Christian colonizers sought to fulfill the biblical injunction to “be fruitful and multi-
ply, and fill the earth, and subdue it; and rule over the fish of the sea and over the
birds of the sky and over the cattle and over all the earth, and over every creeping
thing that creeps on the earth” (Genesis 1:28).

This belief in the supremacy of humankind over nature, so firmly embedded in
Judeo-Christian culture, was entirely alien to the native peoples of North America.
They could not conceive of a world solely dominated by humans. Native American
theology/mythology is replete with animals playing critical interactive roles with
humans. This was in striking contrast to Judeo-Christian traditions in which animals
play minor roles at best. In the entire Bible there are only two instances of animals
speaking to humans. In Genesis 3:1-4, the serpent, an agent of evil, persuades Eve
to violate Yahweh’s instructions, and in Numbers 22:28-30, Balaam’s ass protests his
beating on Balaam’s journey to Moab.

Europeans believed that, among the earth’s myriad life forms, only humans pos-
sessed spiritual value, and they arranged their cosmos according to a hierarchical con-
struct in which their God reigned supreme over the world he had created.
Humankind existed somewhere below God and the angels but definitely above the
natural world. In Genesis 2:19, God gives Adam (mankind) the power to name all of
the animals. Also in Genesis (chapters 7-8), Noah chooses the animals to save from
the great flood. Christians were culturally conditioned to seize, control, and consume
nature. With an ethos centered on social, natural, and supernatural worlds shaped by
reciprocity, Indians never understood European ideologies of human domination and
nature’s submission.

Through critical assessment of historical documents, scholars can often determine
the chief goals of the Europeans and the ways in which Christian beliefs and practices,
including missionary efforts, reinforced those goals. Such inquiries are possible not
simply because Europeans were literate and left written records of their thoughts and
deeds. They are also facilitated by the fact that most scholars are themselves products
of a European Judeo-Christian heritage that helps them to grasp the actions and
motives of past Christian figures, even at a cultural and historical distance.

This intellectual and cultural affinity simply does not exist for Euro-American
scholars looking at Native American spirituality. Indians practiced a wide variety of
religions. In North America at the beginning of the European invasion there were
more than twenty million Native Americans, speaking in over four hundred languages
and dialects, worshipping countless deities in immeasurable ways, all generally incom-
prehensible to the Europeans. Those diverse beliefs and practices would be recorded
in writing largely by outsiders — literate Europeans and Euro-Americans who under-
stood little if anything about native spirituality. More often than not, they produced
their accounts long after their Indian subjects had been attacked by catastrophic epi-
demics that had killed up to 90 percent of native populations. In oral cultures where
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religious traditions and beliefs were preserved in the minds of practitioners, pandemic
diseases destroyed indigenous libraries and seminaries. Under such conditions, only
the fragments of religions survived.

Despite the variety and diversity of experiences they depict, most studies of Indians
and Christianity have been until recently simple historical narratives couched in
Christian theology. Early studies of Christian missionaries, for example, depicted
them in heartrending narratives as individuals who made great sacrifices to go among
the uncivilized heathen to bring them the word and way of life of the one true,
Christian, God. Individuals such as fathers Eusebio Kino and Junipero Serra were
frontier saints who wanted only to save the heathen of Sonora and Alta California.
French Jesuits like Claude Allouez and Jacques Marquette endured the harsh
Canadian winters to save Indian souls for Christ. John Eliot and Thomas Mayhew
were tireless saints who sought to bring the good word to the Natives of New
England. Narcissa and Marcus Whitman were self-sacrificing martyrs murdered by
the bloodthirsty savages they were trying to save. Such early studies were framed by
Euro-Americans as contests and conflicts between the well-intentioned Christian
believers and the non-believing Indians.

These sympathetic interpretations of missionaries were followed by reactive stud-
ies, often focused on the cultural destruction conducted by the Christians. In these
counter-narratives, Serra and Kino were genocidal emissaries of the Spanish Empire,
while Allouez and Marquette were intent on paving the way for French domination.
By a similar logic, Eliot and Mayhew appeared as handmaidens of Puritan hegemony,
and the Whitmans as agents of the aggressive and racist United States.

The more sophisticated studies that emerged during the late twentieth century reveal
a history of Indians and Christianity that is more complex than stories of either cultural
survival or destruction. This more recent scholarship has uncovered a diverse and
complex set of processes that varied according to time, people, and circumstances. The
older and simpler interpretations of attack and resistance have been replaced by a richer
set of questions about Native Americans and their myriad responses to Christianity.
Such responses run a long gamut, from utter rejection to complete acceptance of
Christianity. In between lies a complex terrain of religious and cultural exchange:
traditionalist—Christian factionalism, the simultaneous practice of Christianity and tra-
ditional religions, be it overt or covert, conversion with aggressive proselytizing, partial
conversion, pretended conversion, the creation of Native—Christian hybrid faiths. And
while these analytical categories are at best very rough, each needs to be considered
when undertaking a case study. (In addition to works cited elsewhere in this chapter,
see Taylor, 1996; Radding, 1998; Weber, 1989; Bowden, 1981.)

One of the most destructive effects of proselytization was factionalism.
Seventeenth-century French Jesuits went among the Natives of southeastern Canada
and recorded vivid, detailed accounts of Native American life in their Jesuit Relations
(Morrison, 1986). These accounts grudgingly conceded that the Indians had reli-
gion, but labeled it primitive and savage. While rejecting the very premises of native
theology, the Jesuits used indigenous religions as foundations upon which to teach
the Indians Christianity. In this respect they were diametrically opposed to both
Protestant and Franciscan Catholic practices. Nevertheless, Jesuits initially insisted
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that indigenous practices were sinful and had to be repudiated by Indian Christians.
The combination of different Christian belief systems and still vital native spirituali-
ties often led to factional disputes. Among the Huron (Wendat) in the 1640s, for
example, Christian—traditionalist factionalism resulted in a bitter internal division that
left them vulnerable to defeat and dispersal by the Iroquois in 1648-9 (Trigger,
1976; Salisbury, 1992).

Recent scholars on French colonialism in North America tend to dismiss earlier
generalizations that characterized the process in terms of either conflict or Indian
acculturation to French culture and values. Instead they analyze the complex and
changing interaction between the French and the Indians. They reveal the outright
rejection of the missionary message by some and the willingness of others to incor-
porate Christian symbols and rituals into their traditional practices. These scholars
examine the impact of disease on the conversion process and the role of the expand-
ing French trade in creating physical and spiritual change among the Natives
(Trigger, 1976; Jaenen, 1976; Delage, 1993; Tanner, 1987; Bonvillain, 1986;
Dickason, 1984; White, 1991).

Following the demise of the Huron Confederacy, for example, the Jesuits modified
their tactics, enabling some Indians to accept some clements of the new faith and
incorporate them into their spiritual lives. In 1667 Jesuit Father Claude Allouez
visited the Mesquakie Indians. Recently defeated by the Seneca, the Mesquakie were
willing to listen to the new shaman and add his manitou (spiritual power) to their
pantheon. They allowed Allouez to erect a large cross in a village, and in 1671 when
village warriors prepared to attack the Sioux they painted their bodies, shields, and
weapons with crosses. The attack was successtful but when Mesquakie warriors, again
adorned with Christian symbols, launched another attack a year later, they were
defeated. Upon returning home, they tore down the cross and refused to permit
Allouez to return to the village (Miller, 1955: 251; White, 1991: 7-10).

Other Indians likewise first read aspects of European culture in terms of their own
cosmologies. When English Puritans arrived in New England, they wanted to con-
vert the natives there to Christianity. But Puritanism, with its emphasis on the role of
the individual outside the context of the group, and its beliefs in heaven and hell, sin,
guilt, and domination, was so alien to the Massachusett, Pawtucket, and Wampanoag
peoples that they simply ignored it at first (Salisbury, 1982: 38, 56). At the same
time, however, these and other New England Native Americans were interested in
English material goods. Believing that the metal tools, cooking pots, axes, cloth, and
guns possessed spiritual qualities, the natives read European technology as a manifes-
tation of manitou. The new goods were evidence of the newcomers’ manitou, and
the New England Natives believed that they could secure that power within their
own spiritual frameworks. In order to acquire the new items, they exchanged gifts
with the Europeans in a manner consistent with their spiritual system of reciprocity.
(Salisbury, 1982: 37-9; Salisbury, 1999: 114-15). The physical act of exchanging
material goods was familiar to both peoples, but its meaning was very different for
each. Europeans thought they were engaged in a simple economic activity, while the
Natives believed they were engaged in a religious ritual, exchanging gifts to acquire
spiritual power and cement friendships. Ironically, they were both correct.
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Working in eastern Massachusetts Bay, Puritan missionary John Eliot met with lim-
ited success among Massachusett and Pawtucket Indians — those most devastated by
epidemics and in closest proximity to English settlements. In 1644 Massachusetts Bay
created a “praying town,” Natick, for its first “praying Indians.” There Eliot set about
to complete the process of converting the residents to Christianity, whereby they
could transcend their “savage” state and become “civilized” humans. Colony law for-
bid the praying Indians to practice their own religion, and compelled them to observe
the Christian Sabbath and attend Puritan church services. Eliot, other Englishmen,
and, eventually, native preachers and teachers provided religious instruction. By
1674, Eliot had created 14 praying towns, forerunners of modern reservations,
whose inhabitants would be kept separate from both hostile settlers and non-
Christian Indians. He attempted to persuade praying Indians to change their appear-
ance, dress, food, polity, and economics to become civilized Christian Indians
(Salisbury, 1974; Axtell, 1985).

Meanwhile, other Puritan missionaries enjoyed some success among those Indians
most isolated from contact with both colonists and other Native peoples. In particu-
lar, the Wampanoag of Martha’s Vineyard incorporated Christian missions into their
spiritual and social lives. Living on an island and outnumbering the Puritans, they
escaped the pressing Puritan demands for land that their fellow Wampanoag and
other Indians confronted on the mainland. When a new round of epidemics struck in
the mid-1640s, and their shamans were unable to stop the death and suffering, sev-
cral island leaders professed the new faith. But the Wampanoag did not simply “con-
vert.” They created their own Wampanoag Christianity which served their needs and
yet was consistent with their cultural values and practices. Native ministers assumed
traditional shamanistic functions and redesigned the ritual calendar to include both
Christian holidays and Wampanoag ceremonial occasions that entailed feasting,
singing, and dancing (Ronda, 1980).

Immediately prior to King Philip’s War (1675-6), missionaries sought to expand
their activities as the English moved into previously uncolonized Indian homelands.
Missionaries were one of the sources of Native resentment that fueled the war. After
the bloodshed of the war and the defeat of the Natives, Puritan conversion efforts
declined (Salisbury, 1974; Axtell, 1985: 179-217, 243-7; Lepore, 1998). The hatred
engendered by the violence of the war convinced most colonists that the Indians were
mere savages incapable or unworthy of conversion. Missionaries and some others
continued to work with natives, but made little headway. One reason for this was that
while a minority of former praying Indians continued to identity as Christians, few
new converts were forthcoming until the advent of the Great Awakening revivals of
the 1740s.

Whereas missionaries were never the direct targets of violence in New England,
Pueblo Indians in the Upper Rio Grande Valley directed their ire particularly at
Franciscan missionaries living among them during the Pueblo Revolt (1680). When
Don Juan Onate arrived with Franciscan missionaries to found the colony of New
Mexico in 1598, the Pueblo people were uninterested in Catholic Christianity. Over
the next several decades, however, some Pueblos began to welcome the Christian
God into their cosmology. There were enough superficial similarities between the
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beliefs and practices of Roman Catholics and Pueblos that many natives could rec-
oncile the two. Each had a distinct priesthood whose members employed ritual
chanting in their religious ceremonies. Each had elaborate altars at the sites of their
rituals, and had complex religious calendars. Roman Catholic saints whose past acts
had raised them to sainthood were comparable to the Pueblo mythic figures who had
accomplished great deeds and were remembered and revered by the Pueblo. Both
were remembered and honored by the performance of dance, drama, and ritual
(Bowden, 1975).

But the two worldviews directly conflicted in more fundamental ways. The
Franciscans preached that the followers of Christ decided as individuals to become
Christians, thus separating themselves markedly from non-Christians. Pueblos, on the
other hand, believed that humans were inextricably connected to their communities
and that everyone was certain to reach the other world after death, regardless of his
or her earthly behavior. As one Pueblo Indian described it, “to die in a pueblo is not
to become dead but to return to the only real life there is; one changes houses and
rejoins the ancestors” (Bowden, 1975: 224). Whereas the Spanish spoke of a world
controlled by a single heavenly creator who directed his people to exploit the
resources of the earth, the Pueblo believed that all patterns of life had been created
when they emerged from beneath the earth. They believed that the patterns were
eternal and needed to remain synchronized with natural rhythms. The earth was
sacred, and the Pueblo people were only one of the many types of beings who inhab-
ited it. The eternal rhythms of this holy place were maintained by orderly and sacred
behavior, unlike for the Spanish who insisted only on the conquest and domination
of nature and humanity (Bowden, 1975).

The Franciscan priests, however, vigorously repudiated the Pueblos’ religion as
pagan and attacked their sacred sites and objects. Raiding the sacred chambers (kivas)
in the pueblos, they destroyed Kachina masks, altars, prayer sticks, and sacred rattles —
all material manifestations of the Pueblo religion. These attacks forced the Pueblo to
make terrible choices. They could either abandon their way of life and become
Spanish peasants, adopt some of the superficial and visible features of Catholicism
while continuing to practice their old religion in secret, or drive the Spanish away.

The Pueblo peoples of New Mexico did all three. Some avoided the missions alto-
gether, but many more continued to practice their faith secretly while attending
church, seemingly converted to Catholicism. But as Franciscan attacks on the kivas
and religious leaders intensified during the 1670s, the compromises became too great
for the Pueblos. A combination of drought and disease (evidence that Catholicism
was having destructive rather than beneficial effects), along with brutal suppression
of their traditional religion, led the Pueblo to stage the singlemost successful rebel-
lion against Europeans anywhere in colonial North America. Led by a San Juan Tewa
shaman, Popé, the Pueblos destroyed the missions, burning the statues of saints and
other Catholic icons, and washed themselves with yucca suds to cleanse themselves of
Christianity (Bowden, 1975; Weber, 1992; Knaut, 1995).

By 1696, the Spanish had regained control of most of the region. Their control
was now tempered, however, by the Pueblo successes of 1680. The Spanish compro-
mised on matters of religion. In the words of Borderlands scholar John Kessell
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(1989), the Spanish of New Mexico became religious pragmatists and accepted a
synthesis of Roman Catholicism and Pueblo religions. The Franciscans returned to
Indian communities, but they accepted a limited participation in Pueblo life.
Franciscan priests performed baptisms, officiated at marriages, and supervised buri-
als, but they no longer interfered — at least overtly — with traditional religious practice.

The Pueblos of the Rio Grande Valley also compromised. They allowed the
Catholics to build churches in their Pueblos, they allowed priests to celebrate mass in
the churches, and they accepted baptism. They moditied Catholicism to fit within the
existing systems of their religion. They observed Christmas and Easter, but with lit-
tle emphasis on the birth, death, and resurrection of Jesus. Instead Pueblo people
used the Christian holidays as opportunities to hold traditional dances and make
offerings to elders. Pueblo people attended mass but refused to go to confession; per-
haps to avoid giving up spiritual secrets; or simply because of an inability to reconcile
Catholic notions of sin and priestly absolution with their Pueblo worldview (Spicer,
1972: 506-8).

Like the Pueblos, other Indians violently rejected the imposition of Christianity and
its accompanying cultural demands. Living in an isolated and remote region to the
west of the Rio Grande Valley, the Hopi also rose up and attacked the Franciscan mis-
sions in 1680. Thereafter they practiced their traditional faith undisturbed until the
late nineteenth century when Christian missionaries, aided by the federal government,
moved onto their lands. The Ipai and Tipai people of southern California violently
rejected Franciscan attempts to convert them and repeatedly attacked the mission of
San Diego de Alcala to drive the Spanish from their lands. In 1847 the Cayuse Indians,
ravaged by epidemic disease and angered by the brutal behavior of Protestant mis-
sionaries Marcus and Narcissa Whitman, killed them and destroyed their mission
(Hackett, 1942; Knaut, 1995; Castillo, 1989: 385-91; Jeffrey, 1991: 205-19).

When traditional ways became irrelevant to new realities, some Indians created new
faiths that incorporated familiar symbols and ritual with new ideologies. Sometimes
these were combined in a syncretic faith; in other cases natives followed two religions
simultaneously. Jesuit missionaries working in Baja California and Northern Sonora
during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries experienced such syncretism when
they combined small native communities into larger villages, and tried to change the
Indians’ lives and to convert them to Catholicism. The most energetic and “success-
ful” of these Jesuits was Father Eusebio Kino. In 1696 he established a series of mis-
sion churches among the Tohono O’Odham rancherias in the Santa Cruz Valley in
present-day southern Arizona and Sonora. The Jesuits learned the languages of the
people, and allowed the Indians to retain the form and substance of their traditional
religions. Sonoran Indians incorporated their traditional ceremonies within Roman
Catholic ritual. The Opatas, Mayo, and Yaqui created their own unique Christianity
(Spicer, 1972: 505).

After Spain expelled the Jesuits from its American colonies in 1767, the native peo-
ple took over and operated the mission churches by themselves. The Yaqui continue
to celebrate Christian holidays filled with indigenous symbolism and ritual. Holy
Week, the last week of Lent, is still celebrated with a combination of Jesuit Catholicism
and indigenous Yaqui symbol and ceremony. During the week, they re-enact the
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arrest, trial and execution of Jesus. Within the Christian pageant, chapeyeka, coyote
dancers of the Yaqui military society, capture Jesus for the evil Pharisees (fariseos) and
guard him until Holy Saturday (The Gloria), the day before Easter Sunday. In a long
series of rituals throughout that holy day, evil is defeated by small boys dressed as
angels, along with pascolns, Yaqui fiesta dancers, and deer dancers performing to insure
and sanction the defeat of evil and the resurrection of Jesus (Painter, 1986: 241,
471-93).

In Alta (Upper) California, where Spanish missionary activity began in 1769, the
encounters between Franciscans and Native Americans have produced debates and
controversies among non-academics and scholars alike. The early twentieth-century
scholarship of Herbert Bolton and his later follower, John Francis Bannon, insisted
that the Franciscans, led by Father Junipero Serra, tried to save the Indians and
improve their lives (Bolton, 1917; Bannon, 1964 ). The missionaries immediately set
about to transform them into Spanish peasants tied to the life and land of the
Franciscan missions. The “mission myth,” in which selfless padres taught lazy, naked
Indians discipline, religion, and the virtues of hard work, survives even today in
California tourist literature (Pohlmann, 1974: 1).

Later scholarship challenged the vision of devoted priests working among docile
mission Indians. Cahuilla scholar Rupert Costo and Jeanette Henry Costo (1987)
depicted the Franciscans as ruthless agents of genocide, intent on destroying the
California Indians’ culture while exploiting their land and labor. According to this
“genocidal myth,” the Franciscans put the mission Indians to work as slave labor at
the missions and oppressed them solely for the profit of the Roman Catholic Church.

The reality of the California missions system and the nature of Christian conver-
sion lies somewhere in between these two myths. The more recent work of Steven
Hackel (1997) provides a clearer understanding of California mission realities. Hackel
argues that mission Indians maintained their communities and successfully resisted
many of the Franciscans’ demands and pressures to abandon traditional culture
despite the multiple upheavals and abuses arising from Spanish colonization.

Although the mission Indians were forced to convert, there is little evidence that
the conversions were genuine spiritual conversions. The history of Alta California
reveals that once the missions were secularized the Indians dispersed. When the mis-
sions were transferred to private hands after Mexican independence, few Indians
remained at the churches. While some remained on the ranchos created from the for-
mer missions, the rancheros were more interested in cattle than the spiritual welfare
of their workers. Those who left the missions often moved to the coastal communi-
ties where they found work created by the opening of the Mexican trade frontiers.

Following the annexation of California and the gold rush of the late 1840s,
California Indians confronted Anglo-American violence as well as the end of the
economies that had supported them. Large numbers moved to Euro-American com-
munities and, in the face of massive mortality and exploitation, they created hybrid
traditional-Catholic cultures and communities (Hurtado, 1988: 126, 201, 210;
Phillips, 1993: 100; Haas, 1995: 91-3, 105).

With the gradual defeat of a region’s tribes by the combination of warfare, disease,
and alcohol, white Americans evicted Indians and seized their lands, or confined
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them on small reservations where missionaries and teachers forced an alien culture
upon them. Following colonial precedents, and despite constitutional injunctions to
separate church and state, Christian missionaries served as agents of the federal gov-
ernment. In 1819 the United States Congress passed the Indian Civilization Act to
provide funding for “the civilization of the Indian tribes” (Prucha, 1984, vol. 1: 181).
The agents for this civilization program were Christian missionaries who eagerly
accepted federal funding and established missions through Indian country.
Throughout the nineteenth century both Protestant and Roman Catholic mission-
aries worked with the federal government’s support to facilitate the assimilation of
Native Americans into American society. An integral part of this assimilation process
was the elimination of native culture and the conversion of Indians to Christianity.
Indian children were placed in reservation schools and educated in white cultural
ways, and some were taken forcibly from their families and educated in distant board-
ing schools where Christianity was an integral part of the curriculum (see
Lomawaima, this volume).

Thousands of Native Americans converted to Christianity during the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries. While the nature of their conversions remains unclear,
ample evidence exists to show that many Indians exchanged their traditional spiritual
beliefs for Christian ones. Individuals like Samson Occam (Mohegan), William Apess
(Pequot), George Copway (Anishinabe), Kanchi (Choctaw), Electra Quinney
(Housatannuck), Daniel Adams (Mohawk), Willie Folsom (Choctaw), and Duane
Porter (Anishinabe) became preachers who spread a message of Indian Christianity
among their people and to sympathetic white audiences.

As carly as the Great Awakening of the mid-eighteenth century, some Native
Americans were separating the message of Christianity from the behavior of its
European and Euro-American messengers. Samson Occam, a Mohegan who con-
verted to Christianity at the age of sixteen, became a teacher and minister in Native
communities in New York and southern New England. He became an ardent
spokesman for Native Americans and preached Christian sermons against the
corrupting influences that had arrived with the whites, alcohol in particular. After
raising money for the creation of an Indian school (Dartmouth College), Occam dis-
covered that the school was intended primarily for white students. Convinced that
Native Americans would never find justice in white society, he gathered together a
group of southern New England Indians from several tribes to move west, away from
whites. At the invitation of the Oneida, they created the Brotherton community on
that tribe’s land in upstate New York. The Brotherton community later accompanied
the Oneida in a move further west to Wisconsin, again attempting to practice Indian
Christianity away from the corrupting influence of whites (Strong, 1996; Blodget,
1935).

A later New England Indian convert was even more blatant in his condemnation of
white Christians. William Apess, a Pequot born in Massachusetts, worked to convert
Native Americans to Christianity to improve the quality of their lives. He believed that
Jesus was the means to recapture harmony, and preached a religion that promised hope
within a familiar framework (Noley, 1998). Apess accepted the Christian notion of sin,
but differed with Euro-American Christians on its true nature. He believed that sin
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was the disruption of a harmonious life and creators of the disharmony were the true
sinners. Attracted to the egalitarian nature of the Methodist faith he became a minister
in 1829, and used the pulpit to advocate Indian rights. As an itinerant Methodist min-
ister he became the leading Native American advocate of the era, writing several books
denouncing mistreatment of New England Indians in both the past and the present and
leading a revolt of Mashpee Wampanoag against the authority of whites who controlled
their community and church (O’Connell, 1992).

George Copway (Kahgegagahbowh), a Rice Lake Ojibwa, grew up amid the chaos
generated by tens of thousands of whites bringing disease and alcohol to western
Ontario during the 1820s. In his autobiography, Life, History and Travels (1847),
Copway reveals that dreams and visions, important elements of traditional Ojibwa
religion, convinced him to accept Christianity (Brown and Brightman, 1988). He
was specifically attracted to Methodism because of its egalitarian ideology and its
strong stand against alcohol. Copway’s conversion seemed complete, for throughout
his book Running Sketches of Men and Places (1851), he rejects the Native spiritual
cthos in favor of a white Christian one, as revealed in passages such as, “Man is the
one for whom this world is made.” Copway pursued an active and successful life as a
Methodist missionary and author (Smith, 1996: 134-5).

In other instances, however, Indians actively and simultaneously practiced two
cross-cultural religions. The renowned Oglala Black Elk was a Lakota wicasa wakan
(Holy Man) who was simultaneously a Roman Catholic catechist working to estab-
lish Catholicism among his people. Although converting to Catholicism in 1917,
Black Elk continued to play an active role in traditional Lakota Sun Dances. Both
Clyde Holler (1995) and Michael Steltenkamp (1993) have carefully examined Black
Elk’s theological bi-culturalism. While neither of these scholars has solved the mys-
tery of such spiritual duality, they provide insights into the act of simultaneous wor-
ship in multiple cultures.

For many Indian peoples, the impact of colonization was so severe that neither
traditional religion nor Christianity sufficed to explain in meaningful terms the new
realities of their lives. Virgin soil epidemics killed as many as 80 percent of the Native
Americans of North America (Crosby, 1976; see also Thornton, this volume). The
impact of such losses is incomprehensible today. The European presence dramatically
changed Native American economies. European traders used metal goods, guns, and
liquor to lure Indians into the larger capitalist market economy then emerging
around the Atlantic. As a result, many Native American communities became depen-
dent on their trade with Europeans. Quite frequently, after exhausting local game
resources they needed to obtain European trade goods, Indians began invading their
neighbors’ territories. The result was frequent and deadly warfare that brought fur-
ther losses of population and devastation of communities. Whenever traders added
alcohol to their inventories, Native American socicties were torn still further apart. In
many instances when neither traditional religion nor Christianity were able to stop
the strife, strain, death, and overall sense of spiritual crisis caused by European inva-
sions, Indian people created new religions to revitalize their lives and cultures. While
striking departures from both traditional beliefs and Christianity, the new movements
usually reflected the influences of both.



INDIANS AND CHRISTIANITY 131

A common feature of most of the revitalization movements was the presence of a
messianic figure who, divinely inspired, directed the transformation of Native peo-
ples’ lives and cultures. In the eighteenth century, Neolin, also known as the
Delaware Prophet, advocated a new way of life and a rejection of European culture
for his people and others in the Ohio Valley-Great Lakes region. In the early
nineteenth century Handsome Lake created a new religious foundation for the
Seneca. At about the same time Tenskwatawa, also known as “the Shawnee Prophet,”
sought to unite the tribes of the Old Northwest under his pan-Indian revitalization
faith. In the late nineteenth century, the Paiute prophet Wovoka shared his Ghost
Dance movement with Indians from throughout the West. Both Handsome Lake and
Wovoka revered Jesus as a major prophet, and Tenskwatawa conducted ceremonies
that were influenced by the Catholic communion service (Dowd, 1992b; Wallace,
1969; Moses, 1985; Mooney, 1896; Hittman, 1997).

Religious revitalization movements were frequently associated with political move-
ments that sought to maintain native control of Indian cultures and lands. When
Neolin preached spiritual renewal and pan-Indianism, he was joined in 1763 by the
Ottawa political leader, Pontiac, in resisting British takeover of the Ohio—Great Lakes
forts recently abandoned by the French. Tenskwatawa, the Shawnee Prophet,
preached nativism and worked alongside his brother Tecumseh to unite tribes
to defend their lands against the United States’ efforts to dominate the Old
Northwest. While the political dimension of revitalization movements was critical,
scholars have frequently placed an undue emphasis on it. Recent work by Dowd
(1992b) and Martin (1991) has redirected attention to the spiritual foundations of
such movements.

Whereas early revitalization movements usually became pan-Indian because their
prophets crossed tribal boundaries, the Ghost Dance of the late 1880s saw a reversal
of this pattern. Indian people from all directions traveled, usually by train, to visit
Wovoka at his home at Walker Lake in Nevada. There they heard him describe his
prophecy of a return of all the dead ancestors and animals, a stark contrast to the
death and destruction that nearly all western Indians had experienced during the pre-
ceding generation or two. Visitors from Indian Territory took the message of
Wovoka’s prophecy home and practiced it according to his dictums, but without dis-
rupting familiar cultural patterns. Others adapted it to their own circumstances and
cultural contexts. After visiting Wovoka, for example, Teton Lakota leaders Short Bull
and Kicking Bear took the Ghost Dance back to Pine Ridge where tensions festered
between the people and nearby army troops.

The results of the revitalization movements varied according to time and circum-
stance. That of Neolin and Pontiac largely failed in the face of British determination
to establish firm control of the Ohio—Great Lakes region. Its legacy remained, how-
ever, to inspire Tenskwatawa’s movement. The latter was crushed by the violence of
the War of 1812. Wovoka’s Ghost Dance ended for the Lakota on a cold morning in
December 1890 when army troops massacred Big Foot’s dancers at Wounded Knee.
Although the Ghost Dance continued peacefully in Indian Territory for several years,
it eventually faded away when life there failed to improve (Stewart, 1987: 222). On
the other hand, Handsome Lake’s prescription for a new way of life revived the
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Iroquois, and his code is still followed by many Seneca, Cayuga, Oneida, Tuscarora,
Onondoga, and Mohawk people in New York and Ontario (Wallace, 1969).

The peoples in Indian Territory who abandoned the Ghost Dance turned soon
thereafter to another new hybrid faith that centered around collective use of the hal-
lucinogenic drug, peyote. The chaos and crowding of native peoples and cultures in
Indian Territory, combined with continued invasions by whites, perpetuated a sense
of spiritual crisis. The ritual use of peyote as a means of undertaking a spiritual pas-
sage came to Indian Territory in the late nineteenth century from Mexico and South
Texas. Many Indians who took peyote in Indian Territory and elsewhere did so to
fulfill the quest for visions that was central to the spiritual traditions of many Indian
cultures. At the same time, however, Jesus often figured in their visions.

Peyote was, and remains to this day, a controversial substance. Some whites and
Indians believed it was a harmful drug and should be outlawed, while others claimed
that it was, like the wine used in Christian communion ceremonies, a sacred sacra-
ment. In an attempt to protect their religion and legitimize the use of peyote, fol-
lowers organized the Native American Church in 1918 (Stewart, 1987: 222). The
federal government did not halt the Native American Church in Indian Territory
because its faith was sufficiently couched in Christian terms, was sufficiently discrete
in its practice, and because its followers included the more politically cooperative
Indians of the region. Nevertheless, Native American Church members fought
almost continuously through the twentieth century to practice their religion. The
most recent blow was Employment Division, Department of Human Resources of
Oregon, et al., v. Alfred L. Smith, et al. (1990), in which the Supreme Court ruled
that states can deny employment to Native American Church members on the
grounds that peyote is an illicit drug, not a holy sacrament.

While some Indians turned to the Native American Church at the turn of the twen-
tieth century, others, educated at Christian boarding schools, converted to
Christianity as a means of bridging the gap between white and Native cultures. In the
tradition of Occam, Apess, and Copway some became outspoken advocates of Indian
rights. The most notable among these converts was Charles Eastman (Ohiyesa), a
Wahpeton and Mdewakanton Dakota who had survived the Santee Conflict of 1862.
Educated at Dartmouth, he received a medical degree from Boston College. He was
the first doctor to tend to the survivors of the carnage of the Wounded Knee
Massacre, and its horrors shaped his life.

Like Apess and others, Eastman accepted Christ’s truths, but was repelled by the
divergence of American society from Christ’s teaching. He attempted to serve as a
cultural translator to explain Indian spirituality to Euro-Americans. He explained his
purpose at the beginning of his Soul of the Indian (1911): “I have attempted to paint
the religious life of the typical American Indian as it was before he knew the white
man. I have long wished to do this, because I cannot find that it has ever been seri-
ously, adequately, and sincerely done. The religion of the Indian is the last thing
about him that the man of another race will ever understand” (Eastman, 1971: ix—x).

Eastman’s mission has continued beyond his time, as Native American spiritual
leaders and politically minded writers have confronted Indian realities and Christian
theology. During the New Deal, Commissioner of Indian Affairs John Collier
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strengthened the status of native religions while ending the use of missionaries in
boarding and day schools. The democratic rhetoric of World War II and, later, the
Civil Rights movement of the 1960s sparked a cultural resurgence that inspired many
Natives to seize greater control of their lives and property. Some Native Americans
now direct Christian churches while others have abandoned Christianity and revived
older religious practices with traditional songs, rites, practices, and beliefs (Deloria,
1994: 4-24; Nagel, 19906).

Native Americans have recently begun to talk and write openly about their reli-
gions in public. While there is now a great deal of discussion about all facets of Native
religion and the place of traditional spirituality in today’s world, the significant fea-
ture of the recent flowering is the fact that Native Americans have seized control of
the dialogue. They are directing the discourse (Irwin, this volume).

Some Native Americans insist that Native American religions and Christianity are
inherently incompatible and that no compromise between them is possible. Vine
Deloria Jr., the son of an Episcopal priest and a graduate of a Christian seminary,
wrote a powerful challenge to Native Christians with his God Is Red (1972). Deloria
argues that because of fundamental differences between their worldviews, Native
Americans and Europeans can never reconcile their religious beliefs. He asserts that
Native Americans base their religions on place and largely ignore time, while those of
European heritage focus on time and discount place. Western Christians focus on his-
tory to prove the validity of Jesus’ message. They attempt to place Jesus in historical
time and claim that his legitimacy rests on the historical proof of his existence.
Indians, on the other hand, pay attention to the message and do not try to prove the
historical existence of the messenger. Lakota people are not concerned with White
Buffalo Woman’s exact place in history but rather with her message and its applica-
tion to their present lives (Schultz and Tinker, 1996: 63). Native Americans’ religious
focus is on their communities in the present, and if their prayers and rituals work, that
success in itself is sufficient evidence of their religion’s validity. Deloria (1994: 103;
1999) claims that this focus represents something more than spiritual pragmatism,
explaining that tribal ritual and ceremony are so integral to a community’s very being
that the facts about its origins in time are immaterial.

Deloria’s arguments have triggered serious debate among Native Americans. While
some agree completely with him, others insist that Native Americans can and continue
to create meaningful religious compromises consistent with tradition and Christianity.
Indian Christians maintain that they can remove Jesus and Christianity from the colo-
nizers’ hands altogether, accepting Christ’s teachings and making Christianity theirs by
placing Christ within a spatial context without reference to a historical one. They insist
that it makes no difference whether Christ was in Galilee or Gallup, that his message is
consistent with their traditional religions. While the debate is significant, the real value
of the issues raised is the simple fact that they are being argued about by Native
Americans.

James Treat, for example, has edited a collection of twenty-one essays by Indian
Christian writers entitled Native and Christian: Indigenous Voices on Religious
Identity in the United States and Canada (1996). His fine introduction focuses on
contemporary Native Christian narrative discourse. The collection offers a wide range
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of essays on Native Christianity. George Tinker and Paul Schultz urge Indian
Christians to begin the process of shifting the individualistic nature of Christianity to
one of community. Robert Allen Warrior challenges Christian liberation theology,
arguing that tribal peoples must carefully examine Christian theology before em-
bracing it as a pattern for liberation. He reminds readers that the biblical story of Israel
and Canaan legitimizes Isracl’s conquest of Canaan, whereas tribal peoples must
identify with the indigenous people of Canaan. He points out that Yahweh com-
manded Israel to invade Canaan and smite the indigenous people and suggests that
tribal peoples look elsewhere for justice and peace. Other contributions range from
Sister Marie Therese Archambault’s essay about the need to “de-evangelize” native
people to Sister Juanita Little’s discussion of the nature of her Indian Catholicism.

While these and other Native authors contribute to the development of a Native
Christian discourse, others have rejected Christianity altogether or worked to develop
an even broader view. Cherokee scholar Jace Weaver (1998) has edited a collection
on contemporary Native American religious concerns, Native American Religious
Identity: Unforgotten Gods. The readings reveal the diversity of religious experience
and expression of Native peoples after 500 years of colonialism. It includes essays
about traditional Native religions, Indian Christianity, and syncretic religions by
Native writers such as Homer Noley Jr., Donald Grinde Jr., Tweedy Sombrero, Craig
Womack, and Freda McDonald. Taken together, the seventeen essays demonstrate
the diversity of experience and expression in Native American Christianity.

Since the mid-twentieth century, Native scholars have turned the discussion of
Native Americans and Christianity on its head. Once controlled by non-Indian
Christian theologians and the historians who followed them, the leading scholarship
now comes from Native People, both Christian and non-Christian themselves. As his-
torians, theologians, and autobiographers, Native authors are producing sharp,
sophisticated scholarship on the nature of the interaction of Indians and Christianity.
While scholars continue to struggle to make sense of the fragments of Indian visions
and voices from the past, they need not struggle to understand the present.
For Native Americans are writing and speaking, and all scholars have to do is pay
attention.
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Kinship, Family Kindreds, and
Community

JAY MILLER

Native peoples have always lived in mutually supportive communities whose members
included diverse ranks and species. Communal ties exist at many different levels —
immediate and extended families, “fictive” kin relations that make community
members into family members, “made” kin relations with strangers, and a broad
understanding of the relatedness of animals, plants, and landscapes (see Irwin,
Kidwell, this volume). The nature of these relations has changed during the last 500
years, but kinship itself, with its ties, obligations, and sanctions, has continued to
structure most — if not all — native societies. Likewise, as a critical part of social analy-
sis, kinship has long been the focus of ethnographic study. Indeed, in many ways
kinship studies have defined scholarship just as surely as kinship itself helps define
Indian worlds.

Based on a cultural interpretation of biology rather than straight genetics, any
kinship system is largely taken for granted by its members, who regard it as somehow
innate. Europeans, for example, often imposed a naturalized Protestant notion of the
“feeble family” — a married pair with children — on the native “full family.” A group-
ing of all who ate, slept, worked, and lived together, whether by birth, adoption, mar-
riage, or proximity, the “full family” seemed to many Indian people equally innate
and natural. Scholars have sought to put analytical order, not only on “full” and
“feeble” families, but on an even greater diversity of kin relations. Families (as an
abstracted analytical unit) mesh into larger kinship networks that scholars have
defined using three well-known types — unilateral, bilateral, and ambilateral.

Unilateral (one-sided) kinship occurred in more complicated and populous
societies where it was traced only through the father, only through the mother, or
through each parent for different purposes. In these cases, family households were
submerged within lineages, transgenerational linkages through fathers and sons or
through mothers and daughters within larger institutions. But patrilineages and
matrilineages were not mirror images of each other because men always took the
public community positions of leadership in both. In other words, while men were
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both leaders and kinsmen because of who their fathers were in a patrilineage, for a
matrilineage-based community, kinship depended on mothers but leadership passed
from brothers to nephews through the common link of a woman who was sister to
the office holder and mother to the inheritor, as described for the Iroquois and Hopi
since the 1600s.

Lineages are, in turn, components of larger groupings such as clans, phratries, and,
sometimes, moieties. While lineages rarely have a name apart from the oldest living
grandparent, all of these larger clanship units are named formally. Whether a patriclan
or a matriclan, real or metaphorical kinship was traced among all clan members, so
they could not marry each other. And when, for example, a member of the Turtle
clan traveled, he or she would receive a warm welcome and open hospitality in any
Turtle clan household, even of another tribe. The virtues of this mystical bond of
clanship, therefore, are readily apparent because of the wide range of kin, mutual
caring, and supportive protection which are automatically assumed among clans-
people. If a member is hurt, injured, or killed, men of the same clan as the victim are
obligated to take revenge or otherwise seek justice.

Clans, in turn, gather into phratries, often on the basis of some logical parallel that
forbids intermarriage. Thus, clans called Crane, Frog, Sand, and Willow might
belong to a Water phratry. Among the Hopi, phratries protect rituals owned by clans
from extinction. A ritual’s last official will teach its rite to a man in another clan with-
in that same phratry so it can then take over hosting that rite.

Moieties, whether composed of phratries or only of basic households, divide a com-
munity into two halves, bisecting the universe into sky or earth, land or water, right or
left, and any other likely opposition. In the south, moieties called Red and White, sym-
bolic of War and Peace, characterized the sophisticated Mississippian farmers, the ances-
tors of tribes who later emerged in the Southeast such as Creeks, Cherokees, Choctaws,
and Catawbas. Along the upper Mississippi and Missouri River, various Siouan peoples
had Earth or Sky moieties, each composed of a number of clans aligned into land,
water, and air phratries. Among the Pueblos of the Southwest, Summer and Winter,
also known as Squash and Turquoise, defined the characteristic halves.

Bilateral (both-sided) systems included only about three generations. They focus
around a set of individuals who form a kindred, a unit also found in modern American
society. Members of a kindred can be traced through both the mother and the father
as far as acceptable memory allows. Among tribes, therefore, kindreds were huge. In
practice, however, kindreds functioned in terms of significant individuals who guided
and directed the membership. Most commonly, a nodal kindred formed around the
node of a married couple, and, after their deaths, around a cluster of their children,
siblings (brothers and sisters) with their spouses and children. A typical example is the
tiospaye of the Lakota, larger than a married couple for protection but smaller than a
tribe to be easily fed. In cases where an office or fetish was inherited, successors
formed the descent line of a stem kindred, as with the transmission of certain sacred
bundles among towns of the Skidi Pawnee confederacy.

Ambilateral (chosen sides) descent can be traced through both parents, with the
resulting discrete units called septs, though actual residence determines which of the
possible septs someone belongs to at that moment. Where primogeniture or primacy
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is vital, high ranks trace membership in a 7amage composed only of privileged links
such as that from first-born son to first-born son, who in turn marry only first-born
daughters, important in the proper inheritance of high or chiefly rank, as among
Wakashans of central British Columbia.

Thus, kinship was and is not everywhere the same. Settling among the farming
towns of the Northeast, Frenchmen came face to face with elaborate “mother right”
matrilineal systems. Again and again, across North America, curious observers would
discover yet another tribe or nation with what came to be technically called matri-
lineal descent, because it challenged or contrasted so strongly to their own natural-
ized “father right” of kinship traced through men.

Inland in central New York, the Hodenosaunee, renamed Iroquois, gave a strong
political cast to their matrilineality by assigning cach of the fifty name-titles of the 7oy-
aner (federal chiefs) of their league to a particular matriline of mothers—daughters
within a matriclan named for an animal, plant, or other species-like natural entity.
These clans formed phratries and moieties, all traced through women composing the
original league of Five Nations (Mohawk, Oneida, Onondaga, Cayuga, and Seneca).

This array of descriptive kinship terms has its own history. While features of
Iroquois and related Huron matrilineality were mentioned in Jesuit Relations, per-
haps the earliest analytical treatment of native kinship came from Joseph-Frangois
Lafitau (1685-1740) in his two-volume comparison of the Iroquois with ancient
Hebrews, Egyptians, Greeks, and Romans (1724). Indeed, for over a century train-
ing in the classics proved vital in establishing frameworks for the interpretation of
Indian kinship diversity. Unfortunately, this framework — set in a racist, colonial,
Eurocentric context — was avowedly evolutionary, with England or France set
unabashedly at its apex.

The most influential of these interpretations was articulated in the massive research
and publications of Lewis Henry Morgan (1818-81), the “inventor [or father!] of
kinship studies.” Life experiences in central New York did much to precondition
Morgan’s interest in kinship. He came from a large wealthy family of half-siblings,
married his own cousin, and suffered the loss of his children while away conducting
kinship research among tribes in the West.

Trained as a lawyer, Morgan became involved in a men’s literary club that modeled
itself loosely on the Iroquois Confederacy. He became interested in land frauds that
threatened to dispossess remaining Iroquois, and he befriended Ely S. Parker
(Hasanoanda), a sixteen-year-old Seneca interpreter and lobbyist who went on to
become a civil engineer, Civil War aide to Ulysses Grant, and first native
Commissioner of Indian Affairs.

In return for his help in the struggle for their homeland, the Parker family assisted
Morgan in his research on Iroquois society, thus pointing the way toward his schol-
arly career. Relying on his knowledge of Latin and law, Morgan adopted classical
terms in order to generalize his findings, though not all have remained in use. Nor
was his terminology consistent, using, for example, both tribe and gens for what is
now called clan, as in his League of the Ho-de-no-sau-nee, or Iroquois (1851). Still,
Morgan’s treatment is remarkably sophisticated, covering recent history, geography,
leadership, councils, beliefs, rituals, reforms by the prophet Handsome Lake, dances,
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games, settlements, clothing, grammar, trails, place-names, and failures of United
States Indian policy.

Having worked out Seneca kinship terminology with the Parkers in 1846, Morgan
was delighted to discover a similar pattern in 1858 among the Ojibwa near
Marquette, Michigan, where he was pursuing the legal work for railroads that, in
time, made him wealthy. Financial security allowed him to pursue his consuming,
detailed, intellectual interest in kinship terminology and systematics. Following estab-
lished procedure, Morgan made a list of 286 possible terms for degrees of kin rela-
tionship by descent or marriage. During the early summers of 1859-62, he visited
many tribes in the West, filling out these schedules carefully and consistently.
Supported by William Cass, Secretary of State and himself a scholar of Great Lakes
Indians, Morgan sent copies of this schedule to Indian agents and, secking global
comparisons, to foreign diplomats.

With meticulous care, Morgan assembled and analyzed these lists in his monu-
mental Systems of Consanguinity and Affinity of the Human Family, finished in 1866,
accepted by the Smithsonian as Contributions to Knowledge 17 in 1868, but not
published until 1870. Using known linguistic classifications, he arranged the sched-
ules into so-called families (Darnell, this volume). Seeing the “families” in terms of
social evolution, he named each after a useful invention thought to characterize a par-
ticular stage. Adopting Aryan from “plowing” and Turanian from “horsemanship,”
he coined for native North Americans the Ganowanian family (from Seneca gano
“arrow” + wa-a-no “bow”) and gave lists for 80 tribal examples, divided by language
stock into branches according to topographical region, geographical subregions, male
or female line, and “rovers” or villagers.

In contrast to American political divisions — town, county, and state — he regarded
Ganowanians as organized by tribe, nation, and confederacy, “founded respectively
upon consanguinity, dialect, and stock-language” (Morgan, 1870: 141). For all of
humanity, he argued, kin-term systems were either descriptive or classificatory,
depending on whether primary terms were modified to apply to each relative sepa-
rately and distinctly (e.g. mother’s brother) or to generalized clusterings (e.g. uncle)
of like relationship (Morgan, 1870: 12).

Pursuing larger implications of these data in terms of social evolutionary tenets,
Morgan outlined a model of “human progress” in his Ancient Society, Researches in
the Lines of Human Progress from Savagery through Barbarism to Civilization (1877).
In the book, he distinguished the social development of the community (Societas)
from the political development of the state (Civitas). Though now embarrassing and
discredited, what makes Ancient Society constantly useful is the raw data it marshals
and its unhesitating willingness to compare societies cross-culturally. Rome and
Greece are treated the same way as Australians, Iroquois, and other American nations.
Morgan’s terminology here is modern and consistent, using gens for clan, phratry for
clan clusters, along with tribe, nation, and confederacy for land-based polities. Still
missing, however, were terms for lineage and moiety.

Despite its Anglocentrism, Morgan’s work truly laid the foundation for much
subsequent Americanist research. Later American and British scholarship did not
invent a whole new focus (Reining, 1972; Fortes, 1972), but instead returned to data
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in Systems of Consanguinity and Affinity of the Human Family. In Morgan’s own
lifetime, Scottish writers used his forms to refute some of his own arguments. His
spellings have been updated and his lists filled out, but Morgan’s data remain funda-
mental to all subsequent work in kinship. He forever changed the way in which all
human societies were studied.

The American West and Northwest presented the next great challenges for this
developing model of ancient American (and world) kinship. John Wesley Powell of
the Bureau of American Ethnology gathered substantive data on the Numic speakers
of the Great Basin, noting polyandry (a woman with several husbands at the same
time) and resource territories. Powell proved unable to grasp nodal kindreds as the
bases of these small and scattered communities, and he too let himself be misguided
by a social evolutionary schema.

Columbia University’s Franz Boas, a founder of academic anthropology,
researched extensively in the Pacific Northwest and trained several native people to
record tribal ethnographies in their native languages. His closest collaborator was
George Hunt, son of a Tlingit mother and Scottish trader father raised at Fort Rupert
where the dominant tribe was the Kwakiutl (now included among Kwakwaka’wakw,
“those who speak Kwakwala”).

The entire Northwest Coast is filled with exceptions to many cherished rules, and
it particularly calls into question crude linkages between language, subsistence, and
social organization. Though fishers and gatherers, Northwest Coast nations orga-
nized themselves as confederacies or chiefdoms similar to the most intensive farmers.
Along the modern Alaska—Canada border, matrilineal peoples symbolically based
themselves in “houses,” variously expressed as cedar plank longhouses, inherited
crests and treasures, and corporate holders of fisheries, lands, names, and ranks
assumed to be immortal.

Along the mid-coast, among Wakashans like the Kwakwaka’wakw, people talked
about their membership in numaym, a stem kindred that baffled Boas.
Understanding of these non-unilineal groupings came in the 1960s among scholars
who had worked in the Pacific among islanders with similar systems (Davenport,
1959). To existing understandings of unilineality and bilaterality was now added
ambilaterality, with “ambi-” indicating that members had a choice in tracing their
affiliations. Thus, almost a century after Boas first grappled with the numaym, tur-
ther comparative work in the Pacific (Firth, 1957) revealed the importance of choice
and claims to prestige for many patterns of descent.

Final clarification of the issue came from a Toquaht chief on the west coast of
Vancouver Island, who reminded a Welsh anthropologist (Kenyon, 1980: 86), con-
fused about local kinship, that the Nootkan system was much like her own with
nobles concerned about both existing kinship and pedigreed descent traced through
genealogies of first-borns, while commoners had only kinship to trace relationships
to people living in the here and now.

Of Boas’s students, Robert Lowie had the greatest concern with kinship (Graburn,
1971), but it was Alfred Kroeber (1909), seeking to avoid Morgan’s classificatory/
descriptive dichotomy, who firs