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Preface

When I accepted appointment as Thomas 1. Gasson Pro-
fessor at Boston College for the two academic years
1983-84 and 1984-85, part of my commitment was to
give a public lecture each semester on some topic related
to my research interests. I agreed to the responsibility
eagerly, for it provided an excellent opportunity for me
to present to an educated audience—but one for whom
Indian affairs were not of special concern—a brief state-
ment on the place of Indians in American society, both
in the historic past and in the ongoing present.

I had just completed work on a comprehensive history
of the United States government’s Indian policy, pub-
lished in two volumes under the title The Great Father:
The United States Government and the American Indians
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1984), and the
Gasson Lectures gave me the incentive to distill from
that large work some themes and patterns that might
make sense to the nonspecialist without being completely
useless to scholars in the field. The positive reception
of the lectures, from a diverse audience of scholars,
teachers, and students, encouraged me to prepare them
for publication.

The theme of The Great Father, as the title implies,
is the paternalistic policy that marked much of the United
States government’s dealings with the Indians. I have
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repeated that theme here but with greater emphasis on
the dependency that was both the cause and the result of
the paternalism.

In focusing on the many manifestations of paternalism,
I of course do not intend to deny other aspects of the
complex events and policies that marked American In-
dian affairs. There was concern for national security, for
example, which dictated removal of Indians from coastal
and other strategic areas. There was a need, too often
augmented by avarice, for land on the part of the rapidly
growing white population and a capitalistic interest in
exploitation of natural resources. There was on the part
of many a sense of superiority that resulted, not in be-
nevolence, but in contempt and disdain for the Indians.
Some of these motivations and attitudes were stronger
among frontiersmen than they were among federal offi-
cials, who often sought to restrain the frontier whites and
soften their aggressions, but they were also part of the
milieu in which the government agents and the humani-
tarian reformers interested in the Indians worked. All this
played a significant part in America’s past, yet I believe
that no full understanding of Indian history is possible
without giving serious consideration and weight to the
paternalistic spirit.

The first two essays deal with the history of Indian-
white relations from the American Revolution to 1920,
a period in which fundamental outlines of American In-
dian policy were established. The final two essays carry
the story from 1920 to 1980, six decades of remarkable
change in the status of the Indians. By so dividing the
topic I hoped to avoid a popular error of thinking about
Indians only in the romantic past and not as continuing
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vibrant human communities changing and adapting to the
world around them.

The revival of concern for Indian rights, responsibil-
ities, and self-determination has created inescapable ten-
sions and paradoxes. They need to be understood and
squarely faced, of course, by both the Indians and his-
torians. Because it is difficult to appraise these current
movements without the perspective that time alone
brings, 1 offer my conclusions about them with a certain
tentativeness but also with the hope that they will be
informative and stimulating. The Indians, once facilely
thought to be a vanishing race as a result of disappearance
into the dominant white society, are instead persistent
and clearly identifiable groups within the nation, whose
history it behooves us all to know, and whose rights and
dignity it becomes us all to respect.

Boston College Francis Paul Prucha, S.J.
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1
Paternalism

One of the enduring issues facing the government and
the people of the United States through two centuries of
existence is the place of American Indians in American
society. Unlike other ethnic minorities that emigrated to
the New World in historic times, the native Americans
were in a sense indigenous. They laid claim to the land
of the entire continent, which they had inhabited since
their own migrations from Asia twenty-five to forty
thousand years ago. By the time Europeans came to settle
permanently in the New World, the Indians had de-
veloped a remarkable diversity of languages, political
organizations, and other cultural patterns, but the Euro-
pean invaders lumped them all together as “Indians” and
then devised political, economic, and often military ar-
rangements for intercultural contacts. From 1607, the
date of the first permanent English settiement in North
America, to the Revolutionary War, more than a century
and a half later, the American colonies and the British
imperial government established procedures that formed
the basis for the Indian policy of the United States. Yet
responsible officials of the new nation had to adjust and
adapt and create as the relations between the two races
and cultures changed.

There have been numerous attempts to narrate the
history of the United States government’s relations with
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the Indians and to describe the principles of American
Indian policy. It is not an easy task, for the subject is
too complex to be seen accurately in black and white.
The relations were increasingly anomalous, and historical
patterns could not be applied automatically by the United
States in its encounter with the aboriginal peoples. Nor
did the Indians, on their side, have coordinated strategies
for dealing with the newcomers. The outcome during the
two centuries of United States national existence, how-
ever, was clear enough: Europeans and their descendants
replaced the Indians on the continent, and ownership of
the land was transferred from Indians to whites.

How did the officials of the American government
who were responsible for Indian affairs view the relations
between whites and Indians? How did they understand
the plans and policies they proposed and implemented?
What were the roots of American Indian policy?

Some recent attempts to answer these questions, unfor-
tunately, tell us more about the views and commitments
of the writers than about the historical reality itself. In
the guilt-ridden decades of the 1960s and 1970s, we were
regaled with accounts of ruthless extermination—not of
whites by ferocious savage Indians, a once-popular view
in the early history of American settlement, but of Indians
by whites. The story was about a “conquistador mental-
ity” that sought to eliminate the Indians physically in
order to fulfill the covetous desires of the whites for
Indian lands. The emphasis has been on dispossession,
on a heartless disregard of the rights of Indians, and on
universal treaty-breaking by the United States govern-
ment. “It is doubtful,” one Indian writer declared in
1969, “that any nation will ever exceed the record of the
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United States for perfidy.” The scene is studded with
special villains, of whom President Andrew Jackson is
perhaps the most infamous. A scholar of the early na-
tional period has written: “Jacksonian Indian policy was
a blending of hypocrisy, cant, and rapaciousness, seem-
ingly shot through with inconsistencies. Inconsistencies
however are present only if the language of the presiden-
tial papers is taken seriously.” In removing the Indians,
this historian says, “the federal government had to dis-
play tact, cunning, guile, cajolery, and more than a hint
of coercion. That it proved more than equal to the task
was due in no small measure to Andrew Jackson’s dedi-
cation to it. His performance was not that of responsible
government official deferring to the will of constituents
but rather that of a zealot who fully shared their biases
and rapacity.”?

We have been treated to a Marxist interpretation that
claims, in the words of one writer, that “the existence of
the United States is the result of the massive robbery of
an entire continent and its resources from its aboriginal
owners.” According to this theory, “American Indians
have experienced modern colonialism, that is, the expan-
sion of the capitalist regimes into foreign areas, and
capitalist exploitation of lands, resources and labor.
American Indians have resisted colonialism using both
defensive and offensive techniques. The United States as
a socioeconomic and political entity is a result of that
process. American Indian communities today are
societies formed by their resistance to colonialism.”
Moreover, in this view, genocide was part and parcel of
colonialism, and racism was “a principal ideological
tool.” The Marxists want us to consider Indian resistance
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as class struggle and focus our attention on “the relation-
ship of the indigenous peoples to capital, not just on the
cultural relationships of Europeans and Indians.”

On the other hand, practitioners of psychohistory
would have us believe that Indian policy can be explained
in Freudian or other psychoanalytical terms. “Replacing
Indians upon the land,” one such historian has written,
“whites reunited themselves with nature. The rhetoric
of Manifest Destiny pictures America a ‘young and grow-
ing country’; it expanded through ‘swallowing territory,’
‘just as an animal eats to grow.” Savagery would inevit-
ably ‘be swallowed by’ civilization. Whites imagina-
tively regressed, as they described expansion, to fantasies
of infant omnipotence,” he says. “They entertained the
most primitive form of object relations, the annihilation
of the object through oral introjection.” In this view,
whites infantilized Indians in order to regain parental
authority, which had been repressed in the liberal politics
of the day. Andrew Jackson’s subjugation of the Indians,
in the same author’s analysis, was a result of separa-
tion anxiety; Jackson proved his manhood by destroying
Indians.*

Of course these approaches to the history of the Indians
in the United States offer some truth, but they all exhibit
an a priori commitment to a set of principles, procrustean
beds on which to stretch the events and personalities of
the past. The first paints United States policy as black as
possible in order to make the Indians look as noble as
possible and thus hopes to win support for today’s Indian
programs; it uses the past as a means to gain certain
ends in the present. The second is an ideological pattern
imposed upon the historical past, in which classes—
capitalists and workers—are set in opposition. The third
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overemphasizes psychological categories in an attempt to
delve deeply into the motivation of leaders (like Andrew
Jackson) or whole societies (like the North as opposed
to the South) in terms that might be understandable to
Freudian aficionados today but that would have been
incomprehensible to the people it tries to explain.

Now if the responsibility of historians is to understand
the past, and understand it, too, in some measure, on its
own terms, we must look at what the actors in the events
said and did and examine the society in which they lived.
We must be immersed as much as possible in the outlook
of their times and grasp sympathetically the perceptions
of the men and women who were responsible for directing
the United States government in its relations with the
American Indians. We cannot, therefore, write the his-
tory of Indian-white relations in the United States in
terms of biological racism (as the twentieth century
knows the concept), or in terms of extermination and
physical genocide, or in terms of class struggle (co-
lonialism or neocolonialism), or in terms of separation
anxiety of national leaders and conflict between “anal”
and “oral” societies.

Historians of Indian-white relations face the special
problem of dealing with two diverse cultures, for we
must understand two others, quite diverse in themselves.
We realize that it is necessary to know something of the
worldview of the Indians (because it is so different from
our own), and we do not want to judge one culture by
the norms of another. But we must also understand past
white societies and not assume that the 1830s can be
judged by the norms and values of the 1980s.

American society in the period from 1776 to 1920 was
an heir of the Enlightenment. It believed in the power of
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human reason to fathom the principles of natural law and
to organize society in accord with them. But it was even
more a deeply religious society, in which a commitment
to biblical truths and norms was assumed to be necessary
for both individuals and the nation. Within these intellec-
tual boundaries was fashioned an Indian policy that rested
upon three fundamental principles.

The first was that all mankind was one, that all human
beings were created innately equal by God and were
descendants of one set of parents, Adam and Eve. Thus
Thomas Jefferson believed in an essential, fixed human
nature, unchangeable by time or place, and he wrote
unequivocally in 1785: “lI believe the Indian then to
be in body and mind equal to the whiteman.” If the
circumstances of the Indians’ environment could be
changed, Jefferson thought, “we shall probably find that
they are formed in mind as well as in body, on the same
module with the ‘Homo sapiens Europaeus.’”*

This view was the common one of the age, bolstered
by a literal reading of Genesis. When, in the 1840s,
the so-called American School of Ethnology proposed
polygenesis—multiple creation of the races—and then
argued that the separate creation of the nonwhite races
accounted for innate inferiority of blacks and Indians,
their innovations were rejected by the government offi-
cials who handled Indian affairs. Thomas L. McKenney,
called by his modern biographer the “architect of Amer-
ica’s early Indian policy,” flatly rejected these first at-
tempts at a scientific racism. He held firm to monogenesis
and wrote in the 1840s:

I am aware that opinions are entertained by some, embracing
the theory of multiform creations; by such, the doctrine that
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the whole family of man sprang from one original and common
stock, is denied. There is, however, but one source whence
information can be derived on this subject—and that is the
Bible, and, until those who base their convictions on Bible
testimony, consent to throw aside that great landmark of truth,
they must continue in the belief that “the Lord God formed
man of the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils
the breath of life, when he became a living soul.” Being thus
formed, and thus endowed, he was put by his creator in the
garden, which was eastward, in Eden, whence flowed the river
which parted, and became into four heads; and that from his
fruitfulness his species were propagated.

The propagation of the entire human race from “an orig-
inal pair,” McKenney asserted, “is a truth so universally
admitted, as to render any elaborate argument in its sup-
port superfluous.” Since the Eden of Adam and Eve was
not in America, the Indians could not have been indige-
nous to America. McKenney believed that the Indians
were of Asiatic origin and had migrated to the New
World by way of Bering Strait.®

The polygenesis of the American School, in fact, be-
came a scientific oddity. The Indian reformers universally
held to the identity of the Indian’s human nature with
that of the whites and thus to the reformability of the
Indians. The commissioner of Indian affairs in 1868 as-
serted that “the fact stands out clear, well-defined, and
indisputable, that Indians, not only as individuals but as
tribes, are capable of civilization and of christianization.”
And one of his successors declared of Indian children in
1892: “They, too, are human and endowed with all the
faculties of human nature; made in the image of God,
being the likeness of their Creator, and having the same
possibilities of growth and development that are pos-
sessed by any other class of children.” He added, “The
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essential elements of human nature are the same in all
[races] and in each, and the possibilities of development
are limited only by the opportunities for growth and by
culture forces.””

Even though unity of mankind with its corollary of
innate equality of Indians and whites was firmly held and
universally proclaimed by makers of Indian policy, a
second principle must also be noted: The Indians in their
existing cultural circumstances were inferior to the
whites.

This inferiority was seen in many aspects of Indian
life, for the whites (unaware of the concepts of cultural
relativism and cultural pluralism that mark our own day)
looked upon the Indians from a superior ethnocentric
plateau. They saw cultures with primitive technologies,
engaged in some limited agriculture yet dependent to a
large extent upon hunting and gathering for food and
apparel. It was common for white Americans to refer to
Indian communities as hunter societies as opposed to
white societies engaged in agriculture and domestic in-
dustries.* They saw pagan religion, and although they
were no longer inclined (as had been the early Puritans)
to see Satan immediately behind Indian beliefs and cere-
monies, they compared the Indians’ religions unfavorably
with their own biblical Christianity. They contrasted the
preliterate Indian societies (which had no written lan-
guages) with the accomplishments of their own society
and judged the Indian languages generally worthless even
though of scientific interest. They saw .the increasing
dependence of the Indians upon trade for the goods they
had come to rely upon—guns and ammunition, kettles,
knives, and other metal implements, and woven cloth—
and they saw their own rapidly multiplying population
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overwhelming the static or declining numbers of the
Indian tribes.

As early as 1803 Jefferson, who generally urged hu-
manity in dealing with Indians but who was willing to
fall back upon fear if need be, wrote to a territorial
governor, “We presume that our strength and their weak-
ness is now so visible, that they must see we have only
to shut our hand to crush them.” And as the years passed,
the disparity between the Indian and white societies in-
creased. Secretary of War John C. Calhoun in January
1820 noted “partial advances” made by the Indians, but
he urged more radical measures and reported to Congress:

They must be brought gradually under our authority and laws,
or they will insensibly waste away in vice and misery. It is
impossible, with their customs, that they should exist as inde-
pendent communities, in the midst of civilized society. They
are not, in fact, an independent people, (I speak of those
surrounded by our population,) nor ought they to be so con-
sidered. They should be taken under our guardianship; and our
opinion, and not theirs, ought to prevail, in measures intended
for their civilization and happiness. A system less vigorous
may protract, but cannot arrest their fate.’

According to the Jeffersonians, however, the Indians’
inferiority was due to circumstances, not nature. The
Jeffersonians and their intellectual heirs were committed
environmentalists. The condition of the Indians, they
were convinced, was due to their way of life. Commis-
sioner of Indian Affairs T. Hartley Crawford noted in
1844 that the Indian race was “in no respect inferior to
our own race, except in being less fortunately cir-
cumstanced.” And Commissioner Thomas Jefferson
Morgan insisted a half century later that “whatever of
savagery or brutishness there has been in the history of
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[the Indian] people has been due rather to unfortunate
circumstances, for which they were not always responsi-
ble, than to any inherent defect of nature. Under proper
conditions the Indian baby grows into the cultivated,
refined Christian gentleman or lovely woman.”'°

Hence the third fundamental principle: The Indians’
culture could and should be transformed to equal or
approximate that of their white neighbors. The inexorable
progress exhibited in the history of human societies
meant that the Indian would move through stages of
society, from savagery to barbarism to ultimate civiliza-
tion, just as the ancestors of the Europeans themselves
had passed through those stages centuries ago. But Chris-
tian benevolence could not wait for the evolutionary
progress to work itself out over centuries. It was the duty
of Christians to speed up the process and to reform the
Indian societies through positive and sometimes forcible
means, the chief of which were instruction in agriculture
and education in Christian schools.

The outcome, as it took form in the Indian policy of
the United States, can be expressed best by the word
paternalism. Christian statesmen and their missionary
allies looked upon the Indians as children toward whom
they had a parental or paternal responsibility. It was the
duty of parents to provide what was best for their minor
children, look out for their best interests (which the chil-
dren themselves could not judge), and assist the children
to move to full maturity. A parallel concept was that of
guardian and ward, in which the duties of the one toward
the other rested upon what was almost a parent-child
relationship. Guardian-ward was a legal relation, yet
it had some of the connotations of love and religious
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concern that surrounded the common nineteenth-century
view of parental or paternal responsibilities.

We need to note, of course, that paternalism could be
either benevolent or oppressive. Parents tended to see it
as benevolent; children often viewed the same actions as
unduly restrictive. Since children were defenseless, they
required assistance and support, and since children were
not fully responsible, they required guidance. These ideas
underlay the benevolent mode of paternalistic action, and
they dominated the thought of humanitarian reformers
who naively believed that with guidance and protection
the Indians would move quickly toward their majority
and take their place as independent citizens of the Repub-
lic. But this paternalism seemed never-ending, partly
because, as the nation expanded westward, the United
States government again and again came into contact
with new groups of Indians, for whom the process was
renewed; and partly because many Indians were slow to
assume the mantle of full independence and self-suffi-
ciency within the white man’s world.

The more sinister connotations of paternalism are
hinted at in the dictionary definition: “a policy or practice
of treating or governing people in a fatherly manner,
especially by providing for their needs without giving
them responsibility.” Worse still, children were igno-
rant; they could be deceived or treated in a way that
served the interests of adults—a kind of exploitative
paternalism."?

The paternalistic approach to Indian affairs was firmly
in place by the time of Thomas Jefferson’s administra-
tion. The object was to turn the Indian hunters into
yeoman farmers (a policy that fitted well with Jefferson’s
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agrarian propensities). If the Indians came to rely on
agriculture and domestic manufacture for their food and
clothing, they would no longer need extensive hunting
grounds and would willingly give up their unneeded lands
for white settlement (an outcome that fitted well with
Jefferson’s expansionism). Following the earlier example
of George Washington and Henry Knox, Jefferson sup-
ported programs to promote agriculture and spinning and
weaving among the tribes in close contact with white
settlement, and he repeatedly urged his ideas upon the
Indians who came east to meet with the Great Father. He
told a group of Miami, Potawatomi, and Wea Indians in
January 1802, “We shall with great pleasure see your
people become disposed to cultivate the earth, to raise
herds of useful animals and to spin and weave, for their
food and clothing. These resources are certain, they will
never disappoint you, while those of hunting may fail,
and expose your women and children to the miseries of
hunger and cold. We will with pleasure furnish you with
implements for the most necessary arts, and with persons
who may instruct [you] how to make and use them.”"?

Although it is possible to see Jefferson’s motive simply
as covetousness for Indian lands, such a view does vio-
lence to the thinking of the age. Jefferson and his contem-
poraries saw a mutual exchange between Indians and
whites, as Jefferson himself told Congress: “In leading
them thus to agriculture, to [domestic] manufacture, and
civilization; in bringing together their and our senti-
ments, and preparing them ultimately to participate in the
benefits of our Government, I trust and believe we are
acting for their greatest good.”"

The best exemplification of this Jeffersonian pater-
nalistic bent in Indian policy was the work of Thomas
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L. McKenney, a man of Quaker background who served
as superintendent of Indian trade from 1816 to 1822 and
then as the first head of the Indian Office, 1824—1830.
Although at first officially only superintendent of trade,
McKenney in fact made his office a center for humani-
tarian concern for the Indians, and he used his official
position to encourage the work of missionaries to the
Indians. He was especially interested in schools for In-
dian children, but he believed that all federal relations
with the tribes should be directed toward their civiliza-
tion. He spoke of Indian affairs as “the great cause of
justice and benevolence”; his concern was to Christianize
and civilize the Indians as rapidly as possible, and he
regarded them as children who had to be guided on the
way. As head of the Indian Office he urged the Indians
to emigrate to western lands where they would be out of
contact with the vices of white society and could escape
the pressures on their lands. McKenney saw the program
he promoted as a triple one—emigration, preservation,
and improvement of the Indians—all suffused with a
paternal spirit."* Lamenting the sad condition of the In-
dians in their present situation, he wrote: “Seeing as I do
the condition of these people, and that they are bordering
on destruction, I would, were I empowered, take them
firmly but kindly by the hand, and tell them they must
go; and 1 would do this, on the same principle that I
would take my own children by the hand, firmly, but
kindly and lead them from a district of Country in which
the plague was raging.”'*

McKenney was not alone in thinking of Indian emigra-
tion to the West in paternalistic terms. Whatever may
have been the purposes of the proponents of removal
(and some historians delight in charging them with all



14 Paternalism

sorts of evil motivation), the rhetoric of the age described
the Indians as children or wards, in need of guidance
from white officials who would work for their best in-
terests. Even John Marshall in his landmark case of
1831, Cherokee Nation v. Georgia, spoke of the Indians
as in “a state of pupilage” and declared that their relation
to the United States “resembles that of a ward to his
guardian.” The Indians, he said, “look to our government
for protection; rely upon its kindness and its power;
appeal to it for relief to their wants; and address the
president as their great father.”"’

Andrew Jackson, Marshall’s great opponent on Indian
removal as on other crucial issues, was especially force-
ful in justifying his position in terms of a father looking
after his children. He wrote in 1829:

You may rest assured that I shall adhere to the just and humane
policy towards the Indians which 1 have commenced. In this
spirit [ have recommended them to quit their possessions on
this side of the Mississippi, and go to a country to the west
where there is every probability that they will always be free
from the mercenary influence of White men, and undisturbed
by the local authority of the states: Under such circumstances
the General Government can exercise a parental control over
their interests and possibly perpetuate their race."

He saw removal of the Indians from the jurisdiction
of the ecastern states as a prelude to the government’s
“exercising such a general control over their affairs as
may be essential to their interest and safety.” In his
Farewell Address of March 4, 1837, Jackson reverted to
the same theme:

This unhappy race—the original dwellers in our land—are now
placed in a situation where we may well hope that they will
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share in the blessings of civilization and be saved from that
degradation and destruction to which they were rapidly hasten-
ing while they remained in the States; and while the safety and
comfort of our own citizens have been greatly promoted by
their removal, the philanthropist will rejoice that the remnant
of that ill-fated race has been at length placed beyond the reach
of injury or oppression, and that the paternal care of the General
Government will hereafter watch over them and protect them."

A superficial argument against the view of a paternalis-
tic Indian policy was the use of treaties to deal with the
Indian nations. The use of such formal instruments be-
spoke relations between equal sovereign political entities,
not a parent-child relationship. While such a case might
be made for the early years of the United States, when
the emerging nation was faced by Indian tribes of con-
siderable power, as the nineteenth century progressed,
the treaty system changed radically in nature. Treaties
(although retaining the old forms) became in fact instru-
ments used by the United States government for its
own purposes; treaties became instruments of American
paternalism.

Why treaties continued to be used is easy enough to
understand, for they were a convenient means ready at
hand, and the treaty-making power of the federal govern-
ment established by the Constitution was a principal sup-
port for centralized (rather than state) control of Indian
affairs. To be sure, as early as 1817 Andrew Jackson,
then commanding the Military Division of the South,
questioned the wisdom of the traditional procedure and
declared that to treat the Indians as though they were
independent nations rather than simply subjects of the
United States was nonsense. The treaty policy had grown
up out of necessity, he argued, when the United States
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had been too weak to enforce its regulations among the
Indians or keep peace in any other way. President Monroe
and Secretary of War Calhoun approved Jackson’s views,
but Congress would not abandon the treaty system, which
continued in force until 1871, modified in practice to
serve the purposes of the federal government.*

Treaties became civilizing instruments intended by the
federal government to move the Indians from their
aboriginal cultural patterns to the agricultural existence
that was deemed necessary for the Indians. Elements of
Indian policy were embedded in the treaties, which were
then presented to the Indians in council for their acquies-
cence. It is tempting to view this simply as a fraud, to
characterize the treaties, as Commissioner of Indian Af-
fairs Francis A. Walker did in the early 1870s, as “a mere
form to amuse and quiet savages, a half-compassionate,
half-contemptuous humoring of unruly children.”* But
that would be to ignore the strong strains of benevolent
paternalism that shine through the numerous treaties
made with the Indians in mid-century.

We can take as one example the series of treaties
signed in the 1850s, as the United States sought to open
up new areas in the Trans-Mississippi West to white
settlement and exploitation. Regardless of the tribes con-
cerned—whether Plains Indians in Kansas, salmon fisher-
men in the Pacific Northwest, or the Utes of New
Mexico—the treaties contained set provisions aimed at
transforming cultural patterns in order to enable the In-
dians to survive and prosper under the new circumstances
of American expansion. These were (1) reduction of the
Indian landholdings and designation of limited reserva-
tions, either as part of the old lands or in entirely new
locations; (2) provision of farm-sized plots of land for
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individual Indian families, to be allotted by the president
in severalty; (3) annuities that (at the discretion of the
president) could be expended for education and other
means to civilization; and (4) grants for establishing
farms and building mills and blacksmith shops, and em-
ployment for a set period of years of miliers, blacksmiths,
and farmers.”” That these treaties were imposed upon the
Indians increased rather than lessened the paternalistic
impact. “The Great Father felt for his children—he pitied
them,” Governor Isaac I. Stevens told the Indians in
Washington Territory, “and he has sent me here to-day
to express those feelings, and to make a Treaty for your
benefit.” Stevens’s wife wrote that the Indians “think so
much of the whites that a child can govern them.” Her
husband, she said, had them “right under his thumb—
they are afraid as death of him and do just as he tells
them.””

Another set of treaties was negotiated with the Indians
by the United States Indian Peace Commission in 1867
and 1868. The commission was authorized by Congress
in 1867 to take whatever steps were necessary to end the
warfare on the plains by responding to the grievances the
Indians had. The group comprised civilian officials and
high-ranking military men; it was chaired by the com-
missioner of Indian affairs, Nathaniel G. Taylor, who
epitomized the paternalistic outlook of Washington
officialdom. Taylor was a Methodist minister as well as
a politician, and he sought the “civilization” of the In-
dians with a vengeance. A newspaper correspondent
aptly said of him: “He writes poetry, has a fine command
of chaste English, wears a wig, preaches occasionally at
Washington, D.C., and is a most gentlemanly man, pos-
sessed of many scholarly traits. In reference to the Indian
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question he is inclined to be the red man’s friend; in fact,
few men with so warm a heart as his could very well be
otherwise.”*

As the Peace Commission went about its work, holding
councils with Indians in southern Kansas and along the
upper Missouri, the talks its members repeated to the
assembled tribal leaders made clear beyond any shadow
of doubt the purposes the Peace Commission had in
mind. Thus Taylor told the Crow Indians at Fort Laramie
that the government desired to set reservations apart for
them:

Upon the reservations you select, we propose to build a house
for your agent to live in, to build a mill to saw your timber,
and a mill to grind your wheat and corn, when you raise any;
a blacksmith shop and a house for your farmer, and such other
buildings as may be necessary. We also propose to furnish to
you homes and cattle, to enable you to begin to raise a supply
of stock with which to support your families when the game
has disappeared. We desire also to supply you with clothing
to make you comfortable and all necessary farming implements
so that you can make your living by farming. We will send
you teachers for your children.”

The Indians did not agree with this dream of a rosy
agricultural future, for they wanted to continue their free
life of buffalo hunting, but their views made little imprint
on the minds of the commissioners. Another member of
the commission, John B. Sanborn, told the Oglala Sioux:
“The President desires to see you prosperous and happy
and has sent us here to devise means to secure this end.
We have exercised our best judgment and adopted the
best plan to improve your condition and save your people.
Accept it and be happy.”*
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The treaties negotiated by the Indian Peace Commis-
sion represented this “best judgment” and were at the
heart civilizing treaties. So much has been made of the
reservation and land-cession provisions of the treaties
(notably the Fort Laramie Treaty of 1868) that the plan
for the Indians on the reservations has been all but forgot-
ten. These treaties were reformist documents, aimed at
attaining the humanitarian goals of the commission and
the government, although the reforming tendencies were
no doubt little understood by the Indians.”’

The treaty system ended in 1871, when Congress de-
cided that no more treaties would be made with Indian
tribes (although old treaties would stay in force), but the
paternalism of the federal government toward the Indians
continued. In fact, it acquired new life with the inaugu-
ration of the post—Civil War reforms known as Grant’s
peace policy.

The first step in that new policy was the creation of a
lay board to advise the Indian Office and serve as a
watchdog that might lessen or eliminate the fraud and
corruption for which the Indian Office had become
notorious. The ten members appointed to this Board of
Indian Commissioners by Grant were a remarkable col-
lection of high-minded Christian philanthropists, suf-
fused with a spirit of benevolence, who epitomized the
evangelical religious atmosphere of the nineteenth cen-
tury. For better or for worse, the American Indians fell
into the hands of this group and their successors.”

The board, in its first annual report in 1869, even
before it had had time to get much firsthand experience
with Indian affairs, drew up a blueprint that comprised
all the elements of federal Indian policy for the next half
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century. The report reflected the common wisdom of the
age regarding what to do about the Indian problem and
was to a great extent an a priori approach, coming from
the benevolence of a kindly group of religiously commit-
ted men who were convinced that they knew what was
best for the Indians. The proposals became staple ele-
ments in federal relations with the Indians and persisted
through the Indian wars that, paradoxically, coincided
with the peace policy.”

The board urged that the Indians be collected on small
contiguous reservations, with the idea that the whole
would become one large unit and eventually enter the
Union as a state. The reservation lands should be given
to the Indians in severalty and tribal relations discour-
aged. Money annuities should cease, for they promoted
idleness and vice. The board urged the establishment of
schools to teach the children English and wanted teachers
nominated by religious bodies. Christian missions, too,
should be encouraged and their schools fostered. “The
religion of our blessed Savior,” the members said, “is
believed to be the most effective agent for the civilization
of any people.” Agents and other employees of the Indian
service were to be appointed “with a view to their moral
as well as business qualifications, and aside from any
political consideration.”

Although the board insisted on an honest observance
of treaty obligations, it wanted ultimately to abandon the
treaty system and to abrogate existing treaties as soon as
a just method could be devised. “The legal status of the
uncivilized Indians,” it decided, “should be that of wards
of the government; the duty of the latter being to protect
them, to educate them in industry, the arts of civilization,
and the principles of Christianity; elevate them to the
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rights of citizenship, and to sustain and clothe them until
they can support themselves.”

To accomplish this benevolent program, the Indian
reservations from 1870 to 1882 were taken out of the
hands of political appointees and army officers and actu-
ally placed under the control of Christian church bodies,
which nominated the agents and other field employees
and sought by the goodness of the personnel to reform
the Indian service and transform the Indians."

These idealistic elements of the peace policy did not
prosper in the Gilded Age. Conflicts between the Board
of Indian Commissioners and the Department of the In-
terior over the board’s authority weakened the direct
influence of the board in Indian affairs, and the church-
appointed agents proved unsatisfactory, to a large extent
because of bickering between the religious denominations
about who should control which agencies. But the thrust
of the peace policy was not diverted from its primary
goals of rapid civilization and Christianization of the
Indians. Even the military men, who sought unsuccess-
fully in the late 1860s and 1870s to wrest control of
Indian affairs away from the civilian officials of the
Interior Department, differed little from their opponents
in the ultimate programs they proposed for the Indians.

As the structures of the peace policy weakened and
collapsed, the dominating influence on Indian affairs
came from Carl Schurz, who served as secretary of the
interior under President Hayes from 1877 to 1881. Schurz
was a hardheaded realist as well as a reformer, and his
firm convictions about dealing with Indians were as pater-
nalistic as those of the Christian philanthropists. In sum-
ming up the state of Indian affairs at the end of his tenure,
Schurz aptly encapsulated the official thought of his day.
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He believed in the ability of the Indians to move down
the path to white civilization and citizenship, but he
insisted that they must be carefully directed to the goal.
“Nothing is more indispensable than the protecting and
guiding care of the Government during the dangerous
period of transition from savage to civilized life,” he
wrote. Schurz saw the wild hunter turning to the new
ways. “He feels himself like a child in need of leading-
strings,” he said. “ . . . He is overcome by a feeling of
helplessness, and he naturally looks to the *‘Great Father’
to take him by the hand and guide him on. That guiding
hand must necessarily be one of authority and power to
command confidence and respect. It can be only that of
the government which the Indian is accustomed to regard
as a sort of omnipotence on the earth. Everything,”
Schurz added, “depends upon the wisdom and justice of
that guidance.” And he spoke of the government exercis-
ing “paternal functions [toward the Indians] until they are
sufficiently advanced to take care of themselves.”
Schurz’s statement coincided with the beginning of the
massive agitation for Indian reform that dominated the
last two decades of the nineteenth century. When the
Indian wars ended, the subjugated Indians, crushed in
spirit and impounded on reservations, fell into the hands
of a zealous group of men and women who were the
culmination of the humanitarian movement that had de-
veloped through the century. Organized into voluntary
associations like the Women’s National Indian Associa-
tion and the Indian Rights Association and meeting annu-
ally as the Lake Mohonk Conference of Friends of the
Indian, these Christian men and women were absolutely
sure that they knew what was best for the Indians. They
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brought into a new focus the scattered threads of reform,
and they exhibited a paternalism run rampant.*

These groups insisted first of all that the Indians throw
over their traditional tribalism with its communal em-
phasis and adopt the individualism that marked white
society. To accomplish this the reformers had a three-part
formula: (1) the reservations (which they correctly per-
ceived to be the basis of tribal community life) must be
broken up and the land allotted in severality to individual
Indians in parcels of 80, 160, or 320 acres; (2) the
individual Indians must be made subject to white laws
and ultimately accept the rights and duties of American
citizenship; and (3) the Indian children must be educated
in English-speaking schools, not only in the three R’s
but in vocational skills and in patriotic citizenship.

Unable to resist this cultural onslaught, the Indians to
a large extent succumbed. Under the provisions of the
Dawes Act of 1887, many reservations were broken up
into allotments and the surplus lands were sold to the
government for white settlement. As owners of private
property, to be developed and bequeathed to heirs, the
Indians were supposed to adopt the Puritan work ethic,
demand legal protection of their rights, and support edu-
cation for their children. When Indians received their
allotments under the act, they became citizens of the
United States. In the 1890s a national government school
system for the Indians was inaugurated—the inspiration
of Thomas Jefferson Morgan, commissioner of Indian
affairs under President Benjamin Harrison and the darling
of the Lake Mohonk Conference. “The whole tendency
of modern legislation in providing for the allotment of
lands in severalty and the conferring of citizenship upon
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Indians,” Morgan wrote, “has been toward greater free-
dom for the Indians and a more careful respect for their
individual rights. Nothing but the sternest necessity can
warrant the Government in deviating from this more
humane policy until it shall have accomplished its benign
work of the complete enfranchisement of these people.”

The purpose of the legislation of the late-nineteenth-
century reformers—Iand in severalty, citizenship, and
education—was to make the Indians self-supporting and
assimilate them into the general population. Then there
would be no more “Indian problem,” for there would be
no more persons identified as Indians. The Indian Office
would wither away, and government paternalism toward
the Indians would be at an end. Some reformers san-
guinely predicted that this would be a matter of only one
generation.

What actually happened, instead, was a multiplication
of employees in the Indian service and a proportionate
increase in the government’s direction of the Indians’
lives. This came about, primarily, because of the indi-
vidualization of the Indians, which led not to rapid self-
sufficiency but to continuing and in some cases almost
total dependence upon the federal government. Instead
of dealing with tribal entities, which in turn were respon-
sible for members of the tribe, the Indian Office, having
weakened or destroyed the tribal organization, now had
to deal directly with tens of thousands of individual and
dependent Indians—with the allottees, the students, and
individual Indians who needed medical care.

The result was total wardship for the Indians, which
was recognized and lamented by officials in the govern-
ment, but which no one seemed able to lessen. Commis-
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sioner of Indian Affairs William Jones saw this clearly
in 1901. “Certainly it is time to make a move toward
terminating the guardianship which has so long been
exercised over the Indians and putting them upon an
equal footing with the white man so far as their relations
with the Government are concerned,” he wrote in his
annual report. “Under the present system the Indian ward
never attains his majority. The guardianship goes on in
an unbroken line from father to son, and generation after
generation the Indian lives and dies a ward.”* Jones had
an obsession about self-support for the Indians, and he
condemned past policies and practices that he believed
prevented the Indians from attaining their majority, but
the general situation changed little or not at all as the
result of his efforts.

More than a dozen years later Commissioner Cato
Sells had a similar complaint and noted the deleterious
results of the system. He wrote:

The Government’s policy has been to coddle the restricted
Indian [that is, the one whose land was held in trust], transact
his business for him, do his thinking for him, giving him no
opportunity to grow strong by assuming responsibility, and
then suddenly, after he has become thoroughly emasculated
from nonuse of his powers, when he has obtained a certain
knowledge of the English language in the schools, restrictions
have been removed from his property, and in most cases it has
been quickly dissipated.”

Yet Sells was paternalistic at heart, despite his exten-
sive policy of removing from federal guardianship those
Indians who were found to be “competent.” He wanted
to involve the Indians in planning social services for
them because the planners required “a clear comprehen-
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sion of the viewpoint of those served.” But he quickly
took away with his left hand what he offered with his
right. “Oftentimes,” he noted, *“the Indian’s objection to
various plans made on his behalf may be based on minor
considerations which can be eliminated easily to the satis-
faction of the Indian and without seriously interfering
with the successful outcome of the plans devised for his
interests.”

It is true that in the early decades of the twentieth
century many Indians were rapidly—indeed almost reck-
lessty—pushed into independence. Those who were con-
sidered able to stand on their own feet received full
control of their property and were removed from the lists
of Indians for whom the government offered protection
and guidance. But it was also clear that thousands of
Indians were not yet competent to handle their own af-
fairs, For these the federal government continued its
guardianship, and its supervision became more and more
detailed, as provisions for health, schools, and manage-
ment of Indian land and funds multiplied. Sells’s
superior, Secretary of the Interior John Barton Payne,
grasped the situation well.*“It may take the Indians a very
long, long time to become really competent,” he told
Sells at the end of 1920; “but we should be patient and
not permit ourselves to be hurried. . . . [Flor a long time
yet the Indians must continue the wards of the nation,
and the nation must take care of them.””’

Thus as the Indians lost their traditional way of life,
they became increasingly dependent upon the Great
Father for subsistence, for education, and for health
care. As their tribal organization was weakened and the
influence of the traditional elders and chiefs denigrated,
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deciston-making about their lives was more and more
assumed by the Indian agents and other government offi-
cials. According to the accepted wisdom of the day, the
Indians would remain in need of help until they were all,
at length, completely assimilated.



2
Dependency

Paternalism toward the Indians was not projected out of
some conscious or unconscious needs of the whites, nor
was it developed simply as a rationalization for crass
materialistic gain. It grew out of a genuine, though often
misguided, desire to aid peoples seen as inferior and
dependent—to bring to them the “blessings of Christian
civilization.”

We know that historical circumstances and events are
complex, the result of the interplay of many forces, and
that simple answers tend to be distorted answers. We
know, too, that not all Indian groups were the same and
that great variations obtained in regard to political and
economic power. Yet it seems clear that paternalism
flourished through the decades because the Indians were
in fact dependent and that they became more and more
dependent as the nineteenth century unfolded, that their
state of dependency called forth paternalistic responses
on the part of the federal government, and that the pater-
nalism in turn caused still further dependence.

Let us see how that was so, looking at restrictions
upon Indian political independence, at the loss of Indian
economic self-sufficiency and the resultant dependence
upon the whites for existence, and at the total wardship
status of the Indians under the reservation system.

The condition of the Indians changed through the de-
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cades, and dependency hit different tribes at different
times. But by the end of the nineteenth century the au-
tonomy and self-sufficiency of all the Indian tribes had
been radically diminished. Declining from a position of
prosperity and of considerable political and economic
power at the beginning of the national history of the
United States, the Indian tribes by the early decades of
the twentieth century had become politically subordinate
to and almost completely dominated by the federal gov-
ernment; they were economically dependent, too, upon
white goods and services.

If we go back to the end of the European colonial
period, we can see that the major Indian nations on the
frontiers of white settlement then played an important
diplomatic role. The anthropologist Edward H. Spicer,
in his illuminating book A Short History of the Indians
of the United States, speaks of the “many nations” in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries—Indian nations and
European nations (in their colonial extensions)—vying
for trade advantages, for land, and for political power.
A great majority of the Indians were not yet subordinated
politically or dominated culturally. Most of them, except
for the weakened and disintegrating eastern tribes, oper-
ated in a political arena where they could maintain their
accustomed independence through fighting or negotiation
and even win additional power over other Indians. One
needs only to think of the Six Nations of the Iroquois
Confederacy (the Mohawks and Senecas, for example)
or the powerful and diplomatically astute southern na-
tions (such as the Creeks and the Cherokees) to confirm
the point. At the beginning of the eighteenth century the
Europeans recognized fifty or sixty Indian “nations,”
whom both they and the Indians considered distinct polit-
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ical groups. At the same time there were a variety of
European “nations”—French, Dutch, Spanish, and
British (often broken down into distinct colonies, which
multiplied the political entities with whom the Indian
nations had to deal).’

After the Revolutionary War, with a considerable
sense of urgency, the United States signed treaties of
peace with the Iroquois at Fort Stanwix, New York, with
the southern tribes at Hopewell, South Carolina, and
with the Indians north of the Ohio at Fort McIntosh. The
use of treaties, carried over from British practice, was a
compelling indication that the Indians were considered
to be nations.

Yet the Indians’ situation had already changed substan-
tially, no matter what diplomatic forms still persisted.
The many nations operating in terms of rough equality
were being replaced by a single dominant nation, the
United States. The French, defeated by the British in the
Seven Years’ War, by the Peace of Paris in 1763 had
withdrawn from North America. The Spanish at the same
time had moved west beyond the Mississippi River (al-
though they regained Florida in 1783), and with the
patriots’ victory over the British in the Revolutionary
War, the United States became the master of the territory
stretching from the Great Lakes to Florida and from the
Atlantic Ocean to the Mississippi River. It is true that
Indian tribes could still look for succor from sympathetic
British agents in the north and from Spanish officials in
the south, but Jay’s Treaty with England in 1794 and the
Treaty of San Lorenzo with Spain in 1795 weakened the
influence of these two European imperial powers, and
the trans-Mississippi region became American with the
Louisiana Purchase in 1803.



Dependency 31

In the War of 1812, the Indians were defeated in both
the north and the south, despite their hopes for aid from
Great Britain, and the Treaty of Ghent signaled the end
of any further hope of holding back the new behemoth.
The Indians east of the Mississippi were well aware that
they were in a desperate struggle to escape domination
and that their way of life as well as their lands was
threatened. The failure of the great Shawnee chief
Tecumseh to establish a confederacy of Indian tribes
supported by the British, to resist American advance, in
a way had sealed their doom, for Tecumseh was trying
to reverse a movement that had already gathered signifi-
cant momentum.

The initial treaties with the Indians after the Revolution
had themselves made clear the acceptance by the Indians
of the paramount political role of the United States. Thus
the Treaty of Hopewell with the Cherokees (November
28, 1785) asserted: “The said Indians for themselves and
their respective tribes and towns do acknowledge all the
Cherokees to be under the protection of the United States
of America, and of no other sovereign whosoever.” And
the Indians agreed that “for the benefit and comfort of
the Indians, and for the prevention of injuries or oppres-
sions on the part of the citizens or Indians, the United
States in Congress assembled shall have the sole and
exclusive right of regulating the trade with the Indians,
and managing all their affairs in such manner as they
think proper.” Other treaties of the time and subsequent
treaties, too, made similar assertions without significant
or effective Indian remonstrance.” The Indian trade and
intercourse laws, moreover, established the dominance
of the United States in the external affairs of the tribes.’

It was this situation that Chief Justice John Marshall
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eloquently described in the case of Cherokee Nation v.
Georgia in 1831:

The Indian territory is admitted to compose a part of the
United States. In all our maps, geographical treatises, histories,
and laws, it is so considered. In all our intercourse with foreign
nations, in our commercial regulations, in any attempt at inter-
course between Indians and foreign nations, they are considered
as within the jurisdictional limits of the United States, subject
to many of those restraints which are imposed upon our own
citizens. . . . They and their country are considered by foreign
nations, as well as by ourselves, as being so completely under
the sovereignty and dominion of the United States, that any
attempt to acquire their lands, or to form a political connexion
with them, would be considered by all as an invasion of our
territory, and an act of hostility.*

The political dominance of the United States that re-
sulted from victories over Great Britain in 1783 and 1815
as well as from concomitant defeats of Indians during the
War of 1812 was matched by the growing power that
came from population growth. In 1790, the year of the
first federal census, the United States counted 3,929,000
persons. In 1810 the census showed 7,224,000; and by
1830, 12,901,000. Twenty years later, at mid-century,
the population of the United States stood at 23,261,000,
the thirteen original states had increased to thirty-one,
the frontier line of white settlement had jumped across
the Mississippi to the ninety-eighth meridian, and there
were sizable population centers in Texas and on the
Pacific coast. While this phenomenal white growth oc-
curred, the Indian nations declined. The Indian popula-
tion in 1850 was perhaps 350,000.°

A dramatic and often decisive role in this population
decline was played by devastating epidemics of European
diseases. Isolated for millennia in the New World, the
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Indians had developed no immunity to common Old
World diseases that were seldom fatal to the whites—
measles, scarlet fever, and whooping cough, for exam-
ple. More serious diseases like smallpox and cholera,
which hit white settlements, too, in some cases almost
wiped out Indian communities. The epidemics, carrying
off large segments of population, weakened the Indian
economic systems and dispirited the people, whose world
order seemed to have collapsed in the face of unknown
forces.®

Population size, of course, was not the only—or even
the most important—factor, for small nations could and
did survive among the nations of the world. Many Indians
and their white friends maintained that the proper status
of the Indian tribes was as small independent nations
under the protection of the United States. John Marshall
made use of this argument in Worcester v. Georgia when
he asserted: “The settled doctrine of the law of nations
is, that a weaker power does not surrender its indepen-
dence—its right to self-government, by associating with
a stronger, and taking its protection. A weak state, in
order to provide for its safety, may place itself under the
protection of one more powerful, without stripping itself
of the right of government, and ceasing to be a state.””
One could argue, too, that the Five Civilized Tribes in
the Indian Territory (present-day Oklahoma) had in fact
achieved that status.

But such a protectorate system requires that the weaker
state have substantial internal autonomy and self-suffi-
ciency. For most of the Indian tribes, that condition dis-
appeared because with the coming of the Europeans they
could no longer maintain their age-old subsistence pat-
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terns intact. The tribes, once self-sufficient, were trans-
formed into groups dependent upon the market economy
of the whites. This radical revolution has only recently
received careful attention from historians, who are learn-
ing to work in ecological and environmental history as
well as in the more traditional forms of political and
economic history.*

The aboriginal societies that the Indians had developed
in relation to their environments—whether hunting and
gathering societies or semiagricultural communities—
worked on a reciprocal and self-sustaining basis. Land
and other resources were gifts of nature to be used, not
commodities to be accumulated for profit and power.
Political leaders were those who successfully managed
an equitable distribution of the fruits of the earth. We
must not, in a romantic mood, picture these communities
as idyllic, for bad seasons and warfare brought hardship
and misery, but the mixed hunting-gathering-horticul-
tural system of the Indians was a stable one. The goal of
production was economic security, not maximized use of
resources, and security was achieved by diversity of pro-
duction.’

White contact changed these Indian economies and in
some cases destroyed them. We can see this by a brief
glance at three examples.

In New England, when the first white men came to
settle, they encountered Indian communities that had
established workable relationships with the environment.
Those in southern New England, where the English con-
centrated their settlements, had a partly agricultural,
partly hunting-gathering economy, which provided sub-
sistence for the population. Moving through cycles of
plenty and want, the Indians exploited the seasonal diver-
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sity of the region by seasonal mobility, as they bal-
anced their cultivated crops with hunting and gathering
of wild foodstuffs. These patterns were largely destroyed
by the invading English, who established permanent set-
tlements, bounded the land with fences and private own-
ership, and transformed the ecosystems on which the
Indians had built their subsistence economies. The In-
dians were drawn into the market network of the English
and became increasingly dependent upon the white soci-
ety as their traditional means of survival disappeared.
The fur trade, for example, revolutionized the Indian
economy by a new commercialism, which soon threat-
ened the supply of animals. And the expanding and
fenced lands of the English settlers eroded the land base
on which the Indians had depended.'

Similarly, the Choctaw Indians in the southeastern
United States, before white contact, had developed a
mixture of agriculture and hunting, the combination of
which provided reasonable security if not abundance.
The chief’s primary obligation was generosity in the
distribution of goods acquired in communal hunting and
agriculture, and this'reciprocal system was a mainstay of
Choctaw life.

The coming of the whites not only changed the ecolog-
ical basis on which the Choctaws had lived, but European
trade goods became necessities for the Indians, and the
market system ensnared them. They now hunted deer,
not for a secure subsistence to augment their agriculture,
but for skins to trade to the English or French for guns
or liquor. The chiefs desperately needed European goods
to distribute to their tribesmen if they were to maintain
their positions of authority and prestige. It was a gradual
process, but in the end the Choctaws succumbed. Their



36 Dependency

traditional economy collapsed in the face of the new
market economy, and older leaders gave place to mixed-
bloods who understood the new system and operated
within it. A recent study of the transition among the
Choctaws concludes: “The market and liquor emptied the
forests of game; they brought into the nation the white
traders who intermarried, pushed cattle herds into the
borderlands, and started cotton plantations. . . . For the
Choctaws as a whole, trade and market meant not wealth
but impoverishment, not well-being but dependency, and
not progress but exile and dispossession. They never
fought the Americans; they were never conquered. In-
stead, through the market they were made dependent and
dispossessed.”"

A third and compelling example of the decline to
dependency is that of the Teton Sioux in Dakota. In 1850
they had been masters of the northern plains and had
dominated the treaty conference at Fort Laramie in 1851.
Only thirty years later, in 1880, they were living on
reservations, settled there against their will. Warfare,
which had been a dominant activity and one by which
men achieved prestige, wealth, and rank, was gone. The
tribal economy based on the buffalo hunts also disap-
peared. The vanishing herds—destroyed by white hunters
for their hides—symbolized the vanishing way of life;
and traditional diet, clothing, lodging, and other cultural
objects were no more. Rations and annuity goods re-
placed the buffalo as the principal source of material
goods.'? Politically, too, many of the old forms were
shattered, and the government Indian agent became in-
creasingly dominant against the chiefs and warriors on
the reservation. To top it all, the government organized
a crusade against Indian religious and social customs.
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The result for the Sioux was poverty, despondency, and
almost despair—and a dependency that was nearly abso-
lute.

Still another factor was involved in the movement
toward dependency: the technological revolution that the
European invasion brought to Indian lives. The Indians
of America north of Mexico, when Columbus stumbled
upon the New World, were fundamentally Stone Age
peoples. They had no domesticated animals except the
dog and no metal tools; most had no woven garments.
Then came the whites with a technological mastery that
the Indians lacked, with horses and cattle and sheep, with
steel knives and copper kettles, with cotton cloth and
woolen blankets—and with guns and gunpowder. Some
of these elements of European culture were adopted by
the Indians and worked into their own subsistence pat-
terns. The dramatic instance, of course, was the horse;
animals and techniques were taken over by the Indians
of the Southwest from the Spanish and then rapidly dif-
fused north and northeast until by the middle of the
eighteenth century the Plains Indians had been trans-
formed into nomadic horsemen. Similarly, the sheep first
acquired from the Spanish became a mainstay of the
Navajo Indians, and use of wool for spinning and weav-
ing of rugs and blankets became a mark of those Indians.

But many Indians, adopting the knives, axes, hoes,
kettles, and blankets, to say nothing of beads, mirrors,
and other ornaments, became dependent upon the whites
for these trade goods. Of signal importance was the gun,
as a hunting tool to replace spears and bows and arrows
and as a military weapon (a new force in continuing tribal
warfare). As these manufactured goods changed from
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luxuries or novelties to absolute necessities, the Indians
became caught .in the white man’s economic network.
Granted this dependence upon tools and other items,
there were two alternatives: The Indians themselves could
learn to produce the artifacts, or they must obtain them
from the whites. As to domestic animals—horses and
sheep—the Indians became self-sufficient, breeding and
adapting the animals for their own uses. As to manufac-
tured goods, the Indians never learned to produce, or
even to repair, their own. Here was an economic depen-
dency of far-reaching scope, which increased as environ-
mental changes made the European goods increasingly
important. (For example, as hunting grounds were de-
pleted, guns—more effective than bows and arrows—
became indispensable for providing subsistence from
hunting.)

As early as 1772, Choctaw chiefs in council with the
English abjectly acknowledged their helplessness as they
pleaded for English goods. “We are poor and Incapable
of making Necessaries for ourselves,” said one great
medal chief, and another asserted that the Choctaws were
“Ignorant and helpless as the Beasts in the woods].]
Incapable of making Necessaries for ourselves[,] our sole
dependence is upon you.”"

The dependence of the Indians on trade or on presents
was early recognized by officials of the United States.
Lewis Cass, governor of Michigan Territory, in 1816
spoke of a moral obligation to provide for the Indians
who had given up “the fairest portion of their Country”
to the whites and who now found it difficult to subsist
by hunting alone. Without the annual presents they had
come to expect from the government, Cass found it
“difficult to conceive how they could support and clothe
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themselves.” When Cass and William Clark, superinten-
dent of Indian affairs at St. Louis, were called upon by
the secretary of war in 1829 to draw up regulations for
the Indian department, they noted unequivocally: “The
time when the Indians generally could supply themselves
with food and clothing, without any of the articles of
civilized life, has long since passed away.”"

The French observer Alexis de Tocqueville remarked
sharply on this Indian dependency in the early 1830s:

When the Indians alone dwelt in the wilderness from which
now they are driven, their needs were few. They made their
weapons themselves, the water of the rivers was their only
drink, and the animals they hunted provided them with food
and clothes.

The Europeans introduced firearms, iron, and brandy among
the indigenous population of North America; they taught it to
substitute our cloth for the barbaric clothes which had previ-
ously satisfied Indian simplicity. While contracting new tastes,
the Indians did not learn the arts to gratify them, and they had
to have recourse to the industry of the whites. In return for
these goods, which they did not know how to make, the savages
could offer nothing but the rich furs still abounding in their
forests. From that time forward hunting had to provide not only
for their own needs but also for the frivolous passions of
Europe. They no longer hunted for forest animals simply for
food, but in order to obtain the only things they could barter
with us."

The Indians’ need for trade goods was used by the
white governments from early times for political ends. It
had been clearly recognized by the European colonial
governments that trade was the great means of cementing
political alliances—that the Indians would support in
war those upon whom they depended for trade—and
the United States played the same game. In early years
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government officials worried about how to divert the
Indian trade from British to American traders and how
to provide adequately for the Indians’ wants. The govern-
ment trading houses established in President Washing-
ton’s administration and eagerly fostered by Jefferson
and others were intended, as Washington said, “to con-
ciliate their [the Indians’] attachment.” The federal gov-
ernment hoped by its trading-house system to drive out
the private traders. If that were done, the United States
would have power to control the actions of the Indians
by granting or withholding supplies. All these political
maneuverings were based on the fact that the Indians had
become fundamentally dependent upon white goods.'s

The Plains Indians, too, suffered technological depen-
dency. As long as the buffalo still existed, the Indians
continued to hunt them. For that activity guns and am-
munition had become essential, but the whites controlled
the supply of firearms. When the United States Indian
Peace Commission treated with the Plains Indians in
1867 and 1868, its goal was to persuade the Indians to
give up their old ways and settle down on reservations
in an agricultural life, to become civilized in the white
man’s pattern of subsistence. The Indians wanted none
of it. While the commissigners were extolling the benefits
of a peaceful life as farmers, the Indians looked for a
continuing supply of guns and powder so that they could
still profit from the hunt. The whites wanted to withhold
the weapons, in large part because they feared that the
guns would be used in warfare against the whites, but
also because they hoped by destroying reliance on the
buffalo to induce or force the Indians to farm.

In pitiable scenes the Indians pleaded with the commis-
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sioners. Black Foot of the Crows said at Fort Laramie in
1867: “You speak of putting us on a reservation and
teaching us to farm. We were not brought up to that and
are not able to do it. The talk does not please us. We
want horses to run after the game and guns and am-
munition to kill it. I would like to live just as I have been
raised.” The Sioux chief Spotted Tail echoed those sen-
timents. “Now we want to live as our fathers have lived,
on the buffalo and the deer that we now find on our
hunting grounds,” he said. “We love to roam over the
plains. We love our wigwams. We love to hunt. We do
not want to live like the white man. The Indian cannot
be a white man. We are men like you, but the Great
Spirit gave us hunting grounds, gave us the buffalo, the
elk, the deer, and the antelope. Our fathers have taught
us to hunt and live on the Plains and we are contented.”"’

But the old life now required guns and lead and pow-
der. Man That Walks under Ground, an Oglala Sioux,
admitted their dependency. “l am an Indian and cannot
make powder,” he said. “We cannot make balls and
caps, and in what direction shall we go to make peace
and to live happy, unless we can get ammunition from
you?’'®

Indian dependency increased as the traditional means
of survival were weakened and destroyed in the passage
of time. When land cessions depleted hunting grounds
and the bounty of fur-bearing animals disappeared, an-
nuities received by the Indians in payment for land
replaced the fur trade in supplying what the Indians
required. It was a more insidious form of dependence,
for annuities, whether in goods or in money, required no
work on the part of the Indians, who came to live on the
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annuities and on the supplementary rations often supplied
by the government as a kind of dole.

For the Plains Indians the loss of economic indepen-
dence came later than it did for the eastern tribes, but it
was just as inexorable. Greatly weakened by loss of their
buffalo supplies, they at length succumbed to the military
power of the United States and were forced to reserva-
tions just as their brothers in the East and in the Far West
had been. Custer’s defeat in 1876 was but a bricf moment
of glory for the Sioux and the Cheyennes, and Chief
Joseph’s Nez Perces provided new excitement in their
attempt to flee pursuing white soldiers in 1877. But
Joseph’s reputed surrender speech could serve for all the
Indians: “Hear me, my chiefs, I am tired; my heart is
sick and sad. From where the sun now stands I will fight
no more forever.”"”

By the time the Indians were crushed militarily, they
had already lost their status as independent political en-
tities, which could deal with the United States through
treaties. For a long time there had been grumbling on the
part of whites that the treaty system had become an
absurdity. Even early in the nineteenth century perceptive
men had seen the incongruity of treating the Indian tribes
as equals; and after the Civil War the grumblings became
a full chorus. The staunch Indian advocate Bishop Henry
B. Whipple lamented in 1864 that “we treat as an inde-
pendent nation a people whom we will not permit to
exercise one single element of that sovereign power
which is necessary to a nation’s existence.” And Ely S.
Parker, the Seneca Indian who served as President
Grant’s commissioner of Indian affairs, insisted in 1869
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that the treaty system be scrapped, since it falsely im-
pressed upon the tribes a notion of national indepen-
dence. “It is time,” Parker said, ‘‘that this idea should be
dispelled, and the government cease the cruel farce of
thus dealing with its helpless and ignorant wards.””

The end came in 1871, occasioned by a squabble
between the two houses of Congress, as the House of
Representatives complained that it was denied a part in
managing Indian affairs because it had no part in the
treaty-making process. In an obscure section of the Indian
appropriation bill, Congress declared that “hereafter no
Indian nation or tribe within the territory of the United
States shall be acknowledged or recognized as an inde-
pendent nation, tribe, or power with whom the United
States may contract by treaty,” although it acknowledged
the continuing validity of existing treaties.”'

The internal affairs of the Indian tribes, it is true, were
not directly affected by the legislation, but here too the
tribes were unable to resist federal encroachment on their
autonomy. Most notably, by the Major Crimes Act of
1885, Congress made certain serious criminal acts com-
mitted by Indians federal crimes and took them out of
the jurisdiction of the tribes themselves.?

As the nineteenth century neared its close, the Indians
on the reservations became almost completely dependent,
a dependency that paradoxically was intensified by the
very programs and policies that the paternalistic govern-
ment of the United States instituted to assist the depen-
dent Indians.

The reservations at first were considered to be “hot-
houses,” in which the civilization programs of the Indian
Office could prosper under ideal conditions. There the



44 Dependency

Indians would be gathered into concentrated popula-
tion masses, where schools and churches could flourish
and where the agricultural skills that were needed for
the transformation of the Indians into yeoman farmers
could be taught. It was a tightly controlled environ-
ment in which the politically appointed Indian agent was
supreme.

Schoolmasters—often supplied by missionary societies
—inculcated patriotic American citizenship; agency phy-
sicians sought to cure disease and simultaneously deni-
grate the traditional medicine men; agency farmers,
blacksmiths, and other artisans promoted cultivation of
crops; and agency police, at the command of the agent,
preserved law and order. Under such regulated condi-
tions, the environmentalist officials and reformers hoped
to produce a new generation of Indians who, having
thrown over their old ways and the tribal authorities that
supported them, could fend for themselves in the white
man’s world as self-supporting individuals and families.

The programs were duly instituted, but t