
From the Editor 

New Visions, Old Stories: The 

Emergence of a New Indian History 

[UJntil the late 1960s 
the history of Native 

American people, if 

taught at all, was a 

component of frontier 

history courses in 

which Indians, like 

geological barriers, 
severe climatic condi 

tions, and wild animals 
were obstacles to the 

Euro-American settle 

ment. 
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In 

February 1969, the "Profes 

sional Register" section ofthe 

American Historical Association News 

letter contained the first job listing for an 

"American Indian" history position at the 

University of Wisconsin at Stevens Point. 

Prior to 1969 no college or university in 

the United States had ever advertised for a 

historian specializing in Native-Ameri 
can history; indeed until the late 1960s the 

history of Native-American people, if 

taught at all, was a component of frontier 

history courses in which Indians, like geo 

logical barriers, severe climatic condi 

tions, and wild animals were obstacles to 

the Euro-American settlement. Within 

this interpretation, lip service was given to 

Native-American participation in the fur 

trade, but most teachers and historians 
focused upon the "Indian wars." Ray 

Allen Billington's Westward Expansion, 
the most widely used textbook in this 

period, entitled a chapter describing the 
western tribes' defense of their homelands 
as "The Indian Barrier" (1). 

By the early 1970s the focus of Na 

tive-American history began to change. 
As the consensus interpretation of Ameri 
can history crumbled and historians reap 

praised the roles of ethnic minority groups, 
scholars re-examined the relationship of 

Native Americans to the non-Indian ma 

jority and attempted to create a "new 
Indian history" which incorporated both 

history and anthropology. Unlike previ 

ous interpretations which had depicted 
Indian people only as foils for European 
activity, the new Indian history was more 

"Indian centered" and endeavored to 

present a Native-American perspective of 
events. Much of this activity emerged 
from scholars associated with the D'Arcy 

McNickle Center for the History of the 

American Indian, at the Newberry Li 

brary, in Chicago. 

During the past two decades these 

historians have expanded our understand 

ing of the Native-American experience. 
Although more traditional historians pre 

viously ignored the pre-Columbian pe 
riod, scholars recently have re-evaluated 

Native-American societies prior to 1492 

and have illustrated that they formed a rich 
mosaic of cultures with many similarities 
to contemporary societies in the Old World. 

Like the cultures which emerged beside 
the Tigris and Euphrates, the Nile, or the 

Ganges, the Adena, Hopewell, and Mis 

sissippian people of the American interior 

also were riverine societies which rose, 

flourished, and eventually declined. Gov 
erned by a theocracy, Cahokia, a nascent 

Mississippian city-state opposite modern 
St. Louis, boasted a population of over 

10,000 in 1100 A.D. Its markets offered 

products from a region encompassed by 
the Appalachians, the Great Lakes, the 

Rocky Mountains, and the Gulf of Mexico. 
Alvin M. Josephy Jr.'s America in 1492 

features a series of essays surveying pre 
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Columbian societies, while Francis 

Jenning' s interesting but controversial The 

Founders of America attempts to investi 

gate the relationships between the pro 
Columbian societies and historic tribes in 

the United States. Lynda N. Shaffer's 

Native Americans Before 1492 surveys 
the moundbuilding cultures of the eastern 

United States, and offers a concise, read 

able synopsis designed for a broad, gen 
eral audience (2). 

During the past two decades histori 

ans have reassessed their estimates of the 

pre-Columbian populations which com 

prised these societies. Prior to 1970 most 

textbooks stated that before European con 

tact, the Indian population of the United 

States numbered somewhere between one 

and one-half million people. More re 

cently, scholars such as Russell Thornton 

{American Indian Holocaust and Survival) 
and Henry Dobyns {Their Numbers Be 
come Thinned) have illustrated that the 

population was considerably larger, and 

now most historians believe that Native 

Americans numbered at least seven mil 

lion. The new assessments are particu 

larly significant, since Charles Hudson 

has shown that Spanish explorers such as 

Hernando de Soto encountered populous, 

complex Mississippian societies in the 

Southeast as late as 1540-1541, but when 

Europeans settled permanently along the 

Atlantic coast in the early-seventeenth 

century, they encountered far fewer Indi 
ans and found the ceremonial centers of 

the moundbuilders abandoned (3). 
Like Cahokia, some of these popula 

tion centers had declined prior to 1500, 
but the subsequent destruction of the Mis 

sissippians and other Native-American 

populations was intensified by the intro 

duction of Old World pathogens. Isolated 

in the Americas, Indian people had devel 

oped no natural immunities to the epidem 
ics that plagued Africa and Eurasia, and 

when these diseases were introduced into 

the western hemisphere, Native Ameri 

cans died by the millions. Both Thornton 

and Dobyns discuss this population de 

cline, but David Stannard's American 

Holocaust examines the combined impact 
of disease, European colonial policy, and 

the dissolution ofthe contemporary native 

societies. Alfred Crosby also discusses 

these events in The Columbian Exchange 
and provides a fascinating analysis of how 

the transmission of plants (especially food 

crops) and animals between the eastern 

and western hemispheres altered the sub 

sequent history of both regions (4). 
The initial meetings between Indians 

and Englishmen on the Atlantic coast pro 
duced tensions which changed both soci 

eties. Historians have illustrated that both 

sides interpreted the other through a pre 
conceived set of images, and that English 
colonists attempted to fit Native Ameri 
cans into a cultural framework imported 
from Europe. During the 1960s Roy 

Harvey Pearce analyzed British endeav 
ors to integrate Indians intellectually into 

European concepts of an "ordered" uni 

verse, while more recently James Axtell 

has illustrated that both sides soon re 

placed favorable assessments with more 

negative appraisals. Axtell asserts that 

Indian reassessments of Europeans resulted 

from Indian exposure to new diseases and 

European expansion, while the British 

adopted negative stereotypes of Native 

Americans to facilitate their imperialism 
(5). In a similar vein, Bernard Sheehan 

argues in Savagism and Civility that despite 
Native-American hospitality, colonists in 

Virginia were unable to transcend their sub 

scription to stereotypes of "ignoble sav 

ages." Focusing upon a later period, James 

Rawls illustrates that during the nineteenth 

century Anglo-American settlers in Califor 

Painting by Michael Hampshire. Courtesy of Cahokia Mounds State Historical Site 
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A Cahokia market. Markets at Cahokia contained products from throughout the eastern two-thirds of the modern United States. 
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nia continued to manipulate the public im 

age of Native Americans to serve their own 

political and economic purposes, while Rob 

ert Berkhofer's The White Man's Indian 

provides an excellent survey of how chang 

ing images of Native Americans have al 

ways influenced American science, literature, 

art, and Indian policy (6). 
Modern studies of the American fron 

tier indicate that Native Americans rarely 
fit such stereotyped images. Although 
Frederick Jackson Turner once described 

the frontier as "the meeting point between 

savagery and civilization," Francis 

Jenning's The Invasion of America points 
out that such concepts as "savagery" and 

"civilization" are ethnocentric terms rarely 

applied equally to both sides (7). More 

recently, historians such as Richard White, 
John Mack Farragher, and Daniel Usner 

have illustrated that until the middle de 

cades of the nineteenth century, the Ameri 
can frontier was a region of "inclusion" 

rather than "exclusion," and that Native 

American, European, and African-Ameri 

can populations and cultures blended 

together to form multi-cultural societies 

in which the parameters of ethnic and 

cultural identity overlapped and were in 

distinct. In The Middle Ground, White 

argues that French and Indian peoples in 

the Great Lakes region created a way of 

life where European and Indian worlds 

"melted at the edges and merged" and 

where it became unclear "whether a par 

ticular practice or way of doing things was 

French or Indian." These mixed-blood, 
bicultural societies dominated commerce 

in the Great Lakes and upper Mississippi 

Valley during the eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries, and mixed-blood 

leaders served as important intermediar 

ies between less acculturated tribal com 

munities and European and American 

governments. Usner's Indians, Settlers, 

and Slaves in a Frontier Exchange 

Economy illustrates that multi-ethnic so 

cieties in the South combined subsistence 

and barter economies to create a flexible 

socio-economic environment whose defi 

nitions of race and ethnicity were as fluid 
as its trading patterns. The emergence of 

plantation agriculture markedly altered 

this flexibility however, eventually fos 

tering more social stratification and more 

rigid definitions of race. Richard White's 

The Roots of Dependency traces these 

changes among the Choctaws and other 

tribes and analyzes the mechanisms uti 

lized by mixed-blood Choctaw planters to 

legitimize their usurpation of leadership. 

Farragher' s Daniel Boone provides an inter 

esting biographical study of the frontiers 

man, but also illustrates the striking 
similarities in economic activity, material 

culture, and gender roles between the 

Shawnees and white settlers in Kentucky(8). 

During the nineteenth century, as other 

Native Americans found themselves over 

whelmed by the changes swirling around 

them, many sought a religious deliverance 

from the political, social, and economic 

problems that plagued their communities. 

In The Death and Rebirth of the Seneca, a 

model of ethnohistorical inquiry, Anthony 
F. C. Wallace has traced the decline of the 

Seneca from a position of political and 

military dominance over the western 

Algonquian tribes during the middle-eigh 
teenth century, to the socio-economic de 

pendency of the reservation system in 

1800. Describing the Seneca enclaves as 

"slums in the wilderness," he illustrates 

how a social pathology of alcoholism, fear 

of witchcraft, and violence gave rise, in 

1799, to a revitalization movement led by 
the Seneca Prophet, Handsome Lake. 

Wallace argues that Handsome Lake's 
new religion provided an effective moral 

sanction for the Senecas' adaptation to a 

Painting by Michael Hampshire. Courtesy of Cahokia Mounds State Historical Site 

Community activities. Containing eighty earthen mounds and a population over 10,000, Cahokia was a nascent Mississippian city-state that flourished opposite modern 

St. Louis in 1100A.D. 
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new world. By selectively adopting some 

European cultural patterns, the Senecas 

retained many facets of their own culture 

and strengthened their identity and self 

respect as Indians (9). 
Other revitalization movements were 

less successful. In The Shawnee Prophet 
and Tecumseh and the Quest for Indian 

Leadership, R. David Edmunds indicates 

that political fragmentation and socio 

economic decline among the 

Shawnees produced a more 

militant response. Denounc 

ing Americans as the "spawn 
of the serpent" (the children 

of the evil spirit), 
Tenskwatawa, or the Shawnee 

Prophet, expounded a doctrine 

urging his followers to disas 

sociate themselves from their 

white neighbors and to relin 

quish many aspects of Euro 

pean culture. Edmunds argues 

that the Prophet's religious 
doctrines provided the basis 

for Tecumseh's efforts to 

unify politically the tribes in 

the period before the War of 

1812. More recently, Gre 

gory Dowd's A Spirited 
Resistance describes 

Tecumseh's proposed confed 

eracy as the culmination of 

pan-tribal alliances which had 

existed for several decades 

(10). Joel Martin's Sacred 

Revolt examines similar revi 

talization movements among 

the Creeks, while Joseph 

Herring's Kennekuk: The 

Kickapoo Prophet analyzes a 

less militant revitalization 

movement among the 

Kickapoos in Illinois and Kan 

sas during the 1830s (11). Obviously, the 

revitalization movements reached their 

tragic finale in the Ghost Dance, which 

spread out of the Great Basin and onto the 

plains in 1890. James Mooney's The 

Ghost Dance, compiled and written shortly 
after the massacre at Wounded Knee, re 

mains the standard and most authoritative 

account of Wovoka and his religion, while 

Robert Utley's The Last Days of the Sioux 

Nation provides an excellent account of 

the Lakotas' involvement in the faith. 

More recently, Jensen, Paul, and Carter's 

Eyewitness at Wounded Knee provides a 

dramatic, pictorial account of these tragic 
circumstances (12). 

While many Lakota sought a religious 
deliverance through the mysticism of the 

Ghost Dance, their children were being 

Courtesy of the Tippecanoe County Historical Society 
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The frock coat and turban of Iowa, a Potawatomi from Wabash, reflects the acculturation 

typical of many Potawatomi metis. 

enrolled, both voluntarily and otherwise, 
in white men's schools. Intent upon as 

similating Native Americans into the 

Anglo-American mainstream, reformers 

urged that Indian children be separated 
from the "savagery" of their families and 

sent to boarding schools where they could 

be imbued with "education" and those 

cultural values deemed necessary for "civi 

lization." As James Axtell and other his 

torians have illustrated this practice 

emerged during the colonial period, but it 

reached its height between 1885 and 1930(13). 

Autobiographical accounts such as 

Francis La Flesche's The Middle Five, or 

Luther Standing Bear's My People the 

Sioux provide insights into the lives of 

individual Indian students, but recently 
scholars have assembled and analyzed 

accounts from large num 

bers of students, searching 
for patterns of experience 

which students shared. 

Michael Coleman's Ameri 
can Indian Children at 

School, 1850-1930 examines 

autobiographies and reminis 
cences of over one hundred 

Indians and illustrates that 

students seemed rather am 

bivalent about their board 

ing school experiences. Most 
were not surprised that 

school administrators relied 

upon student labor for the 

everyday maintenance ofthe 

institutions, and although 
most students underwent an 

initial period of homesick 
ness and adjustment, many 

"willingly accepted useful 

values, knowledge, and skills 

of an alien culture." 

Coleman's volume contains 

many interesting vignettes 

illustrating the students' ex 

periences, and his bibliogra 

phy offers a rich opportunity 
for additional investigation of 

this subject (14). 
In contrast to Coleman's 

examination of student ex 

periences at a broad spec 
trum of institutions, Tsianina 

Lomawaima's They Called It Prairie 

Light: The Story of Chilocco Indian 

School provides an in-depth analysis of 

the experiences of students at Chilocco, a 

school in northern Oklahoma which em 

phasized agricultural and vocational edu 

cation. Based upon careful research and 

extensive interviews of Chilocco alumni, 

6 OAH Magazine ofHistory Summer 1995 

This content downloaded from 128.122.149.81 on Thu, 26 Feb 2015 21:03:11 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


Lomawaima indicates that students often 

formed tribal cliques, and that divisions 

emerged between students from eastern 

and western Oklahoma. Like many of the 

students in Coleman's study, the Chilocco 

alumni often disliked the regimentation of 

school life, but they also retained some 

favorable memories of their Chilocco en 

rollment. Few, however, enrolled their 

own children at the institu 

tion. Devon Mihesuah'sCw/ 

tivating the Rosebuds provides 
a good account of the Chero 

kee Female Seminary, a trib 

ally administered institution 

modeled after Mount Holy oke 

College which enrolled pri 

marily mixed-blood students, 
while Robert Trennert's The 

Phoenix Indian School indi 
cates that this Arizona institu 

tion, although dedicated to 

assimilation, generally failed 

in its mission and was vulner 

able to criticism by reformers 

during the New Deal era (15). 
In addition, two films also 

provide valuable insights into 

the boarding school experi 
ence. "In the White Man's 

Image," a television documen 

tary produced as part of "The 

American Experience" criti 

cally examines the career of 

Richard Pratt and the estab 

lishment of Carlisle Indian 

School, while "Where The 

Spirit Lives" provides a dra 

matic, if heart-rending drama 

tization of student experiences 
in a Canadian boarding school 

during the 1920s (16). 
Since the 1960s, Native 

Americans in growing num 

bers have added a new "Indian 

voice" to the analysis of Native-American 

history, and the recent Indian commentary 
has engendered considerable discussion. 

During the early 1970s Vine Deloria Jr. took 

non-Indian scholars, politicians, and theolo 

gians to task, and although Deloria's com 

ments were not directed specifically at 

historians, his witty, if sometimes acerbic, 

commentary caused many historians and 

anthropologists to re-examine their motives 

and methodology (17). More recently, other 

Indian historians have argued that both the 

American Revolution and the Constitution 
were markedly influenced by Native-Ameri 
can concepts of politics and representative 

government; and although many academic 

scholars have disagreed, the Native-Ameri 

Courtesy of the Tippecanoe County Historical Society 

Jean Baptist Brouillette, a prominent Miami m?tis, was a properous entrepreneur in 

Indiana during the 1830s. 

can assertions have attracted the attention of 

the general public, including influential 

members of Congress (18). 

Perhaps the most cogent plea for the 

inclusion of a new Native-American per 

spective in the writing of Native-Ameri 
can history comes from Donald A. Grinde, 
a Yamasee historian and a member of the 

history faculty at California Polytechnic 
State University, at San Luis Obispo. In 

"Teaching American Indian History: A 

Native American Voice," Grinde argues 
that the very structure of American history 

incorporates a series of Euro-American 

assumptions about change and "progress" 

in the western hemisphere that imprisons 
the history of Native-American people 

within parameters often alien 

to Native-American cultures. 

Reflecting perspectives simi 

lar to those included in the 

discussion of African-Ameri 
can or women's history in Pe 

ter Novick's That Noble 

Dream, Grinde argues that 

"the image of the American 

Indian in history, literature, 
and art has been largely an 

'invented' tradition external 

to the American Indian expe 
rience." Grinde points out 

that Native-American histo 

rians have never championed 
"essentialism" (that only 
scholars of Native-American 

descent can write Native 

American history), but that 

many Indian historians be 

lieve that current scholarship 
often excludes an authentic 

Native-American voice, and 

that many non-Indian schol 

ars continue to produce an 

"American-Indian history" 

that is "just the history of In 

dian-white relations (and the 

colonial conquest perspective 
at that), or is the history of 

governmental bureaucracies 

that have dealt with Ameri 
can Indians." Grinde sug 

gests that historians immerse 

themselves in Native-Ameri 
can language and culture ("how far, for 

example, [would] a graduate student in 

French history ... get without a knowl 

edge of French and the [opportunity] to go 
to France to pursue scholarly research as 

well as to gain an understanding of French 

life") and includes a good discussion of 

essays and books which are sensitive to a 
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From American Indian Holocaust and Survival: A Population History Since 1492 by Russell Thornton. 
Copyright 1987 by the University of Oklahoma Press. 
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Sioux pictographs from Winter Counts: a) measles; b) whooping cough; c) smallpox; d) starvation; e) dropsy; 
and f) cholera. 

Native-American perspective. Although 
some historians might challenge some of 

Grinde's recommendations, almost all 

would agree with his conclusion that "a 

critical and potent Native voice . . . will 

enrich the multivocality of American his 

tory and widen our perspectives" (19). 
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