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The History

OVERVIEW 

• A Grim Reckoning
• The Land Was Already Occupied
• Land and Purity of the Blood
• Early America: Treaties and Conflict
• The American Origin Story
• Jackson: The Indians Must Go
• War or Policy: It’s All the Same
• Termination: The Final Solution
• A New Reckoning
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• “Our nation was born in 
genocide.… We are perhaps 
the only nation which tried as 
a matter of national policy to 
wipe out its indigenous 
population.  Moreover, we 
elevated that tragic experience 
into a noble crusade. Indeed, 
even today we have not 
permitted ourselves to reject 
or feel remorse for this 
shameful episode.”

Martin Luther King, Jr.

Settler Colonialism

• Increasingly, historians are seeing the growth of the 
US as a kind of colonialism, specifically, settler 
colonialism

• The hordes of settlers who moved west from the 
Atlantic—whether immigrants or people seeking 
better circumstances—were—colonizing, making the 
land their own

• Indigenous peoples already there were not a part of 
the colonists’ plans: they were “others” who needed 
to move or be moved or worse
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Quick Test

• Envision the map of the US at the time of 
independence

• Most likely you thought of an approximation of the 
US as it looks today

• A Rorschach of unconscious “manifest destiny”
• Implication that America was terra nullius, a land 

without people and belonged to those who 
discovered it: The Doctrine of Discovery

• But the land was already occupied 
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Put picture here
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Lust for Land and White Christian 
Supremacy: Origins in the Old World…

• In Europe in the Middle Ages, communal land (the 
Commons) began to move to privately held 
property, something to be sought and valued

• In the Crusades and the Spanish Inquisition, the 
concept of Limpieza de Sangre—purity of the 
blood—grew

• White “old Christians” increasingly took precedence 
over Muslims, Jews, Africans became “the Other”

…Translated to the New World: Tailoring 
Policy to Settlers’ Needs

• Puritans saw themselves as the predestined “elect”, 
and the Indigenous were mere savages 

• A quarter million Scots-Irish a 100 years later added 
demand for opportunity that land offered to that 
Puritan exceptionalism

• The 1787 Northwest Ordinance accommodated both 
the Puritan Elect and the Scots-Irish land hunger by 
opening Native lands for settlement—and set 
national policy going forward
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Principled Negotiator or “Town Destroyer”? 

• George Washington wanted 
relations with Native peoples 
based on the “great principles 
of Justice and humanity”

• But his first principle was to 
get Indian land for settlers

• When the Indians refused to 
sell, he ordered militia “to lay 
waste all the settlements 
around”

• He was called the “town 
destroyer” by the Natives

Washington with 
Seneca Chief 

overlooking Pittsburgh
bronze by Hannah Buckels

Tecumseh and the Prophet

• At the start of the 1800s, the 
Shawnee brothers, Tecumseh and 
Tenkswatawa (the Prophet) sought 
an alliance encompassing 
Indigenous peoples from the Great 
Lakes to the Gulf of Mexico to 
drive the white settlers out of the 
Ohio Valley to the Atlantic
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• Their adversary was William Henry Harrison, who 
attacked their main stronghold, Prophet’s Town, 
killing 200 and then destroying, looting, and 
desecrating bodies

• This was the 1811 Battle of Tippecanoe that helped 
elect Harrison president in 1840 

The Last of the Mohicans: 
The Original Origin Story

• The novel created a 
vision of an American 
race, a merger of the 
Native and European 
worlds, involving not 
biology, but a 
dissolving of the 
Indian

James Fenimore Cooper
“our national novelist” 
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• This mythical view 
supported a culture 
of exceptionalism 
where a Chosen 
People overcame 
savages to build 
opportunity

Defining the Americans

• Emigrating from Europe was an act of disaffiliation, 
leaving everything behind

• Exhilarating sense of adventure, an “escape from 
history and oppression and law and irksome 
obligations, with absolute freedom, and the road has 
always led west”  Richard Slotkin

• Daniel Boone embodied the adventurer role model 
who gave Americans their belief that they could 
claim the land, even when it belonged to the Natives
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Dominance Equals Liberty

• Americans saw their settlement of Indigenous land 
as advancing American liberty

• The more land the settlers took, the more economic 
opportunity, democracy—freedom—for all

• The more they dominated the Indigenous, the more 
American values flourished

• “Freedom and dominion gives America…its Manifest 
Destiny” Wai-chee Dimock
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Andrew Jackson and Indian Removal

• Born to Scots-Irish immigrants, Jackson was 
orphaned as a boy, became wealthy and powerful in 
Tennessee

• Made his reputation fighting Creek (Muskogee) 
Indians in the southeast and then became the Hero 
of New Orleans, the last battle of the War of 1812

• Historians failed to place Indians at the center of 
Jackson’s life, interpreting the “Age of Jackson from 
every perspective but Indian destruction, the one 
from which it actually developed historically.”
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Supreme Court and the Cherokees

• Jackson’s election as president in 1828 was a signal 
to settlers to take over Indian land; states like 
Georgia moved to force Indians out

• Worcester v. Georgia (1832) the Court found that 
Georgia could not apply state laws to Cherokees, a 
nation “retaining their original natural rights as the 
undisputed possessors of the soil”

• Jackson purportedly said, “John Marshall has issued 
his decision, now let him enforce it.”

The Trail of Tears

• 86 US treaties with 26 Indigenous nations plus 1830 
“Indian Removal Act” to force Natives out

• The US even removed leaders and installed those 
who would sign off on treaties of removal

• 70,000 Indigenous people east of the Mississippi 
were forced off their land and relocated to Indian 
Territory

• 16,000 Cherokees left, 8,000 died along the way
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A Damning Assessment

• “An Indian who is as bad as the white men could not 
live in our nation; he would be put to death and 
eaten up by the wolves…” • Black Hawk

• Settlers were driving off Indian stock even before 
the owners were out of sight

• Settlers desecrated graves for valuables
• “The cruelest work I ever knew”
• “America, as it expanded across the continent, … 

killed, removed, and drove into extinction one tribe 
after another”
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Government Policy During the Civil War

• Significant tracts of Indigenous land were 
transferred to individuals (Homestead Act) and 
states (Morrill Act for Land Grant universities)

• Private companies got nearly 200 M acres from the 
Pacific Railroad Act by forming square-mile sections 
stretching for dozens of miles on either side of the 
tracks, leaving railroads free to sell for profit

• Brought settlers into western territories and allowed 
them to become states on backs of Natives 
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US/Indigenous Treaty-Making

• The US and Indigenous nations signed 371 treaties 
in the first century of the republic

• During treaty making, approximately two million 
square miles of land passed from Indigenous 
nations to the United States, some of it through 
treaty agreements and some through breach of 
standing treaties

Choosing a Different Path

• In 1871, Congress decreed “that hereafter no Indian 
nation or tribe within the territory of the United 
States shall be acknowledged or recognized as an 
independent nation, tribe, or power with whom the 
United States may contract by treaty”

• The US could now make laws affecting an 
Indigenous nation with or without negotiations or 
consent

• Still, native sovereign legal status was reaffirmed
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War to Win the West

• In order to create Indigenous economic dependency 
and pacification the federal government abetted the 
destruction of the Plains Nations’ economy—the 
buffalo

• From herds of 30M only 350+ were left by the 1880s
• Piles of bones taller than a man, stretching a mile 

along the railroad track
• The slaughter of people, buffalo, the grass, and the 

land contributed to the loss of topsoil and the Dust 
Bowl four decades later
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38 Sioux Indians

• In 1862, starving Dakota Sioux rose against settlers 
only to be crushed by Union Army troops, who 
slaughtered civilians

• 300 Sioux prisoners were sentenced to death; 
Lincoln ordered the numbers reduced, and 38 
randomly chosen were hung—the largest mass 
hanging in US history

• The leader, Little Crow, was not one of the 38 but 
was killed by a settler six months later while picking 
berries; the settler collected a $500 bounty

Put picture here
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The Official Line

• “We are not going to let a few thieving, ragged 
Indians stop the progress of [the railroads]”

• After an Indigenous alliance defeated US forces in 
battle (called “Fetterman’s Massacre” by the army), 
Sherman wrote to Grant:

“We must act with vindictive earnestness against 
the Sioux, even to their extermination, men, 
women, and children.”

William Tecumseh Sherman

• One of the great heroes of the Civil 
War with a “trophy” middle name 
commemorating earlier Indian 
wars

• He was a proponent and 
practitioner of total war—scorched 
earth against civilians, targeting 
their food supplies (think 
Sherman’s March to the Sea)

• He commanded the US army in 
the West during the genocidal 
Indian Wars of the post Civil War 
period
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A Notorious Avatar of War

• In adopting total war, Sherman brought in George 
Armstrong Custer, who as one of his first acts 
attacked unarmed Cheyenne civilians on a 
reservation in Indian Country

• A chief and his wife, under white flag, came to tell 
Custer there were no warriors at the reservation, but 
Custer ordered them killed

• The troops then murdered over a hundred Cheyenne 
women and children, taking ghoulish trophies

George Armstrong Custer

• Graduated last in his class at 
West Point, but excelled in the 
Civil War, promoted to Brig. 
General of Michigan 
Volunteers at 23

• Joined Indian Wars in the 
West after the war

• Led 7th Cavalry in pursuit of 
Sioux and Cheyenne under  
Sitting Bull and Crazy Horse

• When he arrived at the Little 
Bighorn, instead of waiting for 
reinforcements, he divided his 
men and was overwhelmed by 
the 2000 warriors he faced—
all 260 men in the regiment 
died 
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TEXT here
Put picture here
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Crazy Horse

• A Sioux warrior adept in 
guerrilla warfare as well as the 
spiritual aspects of his culture, 
he left his people to surrender 
to the army in 1877 and was 
killed while in captivity

• As he left his people, he told 
them he would return to them 
“in the stone of the 
mountains”, the sacred Black 
Hills, or Paha Sapa

• Today, Crazy Horse is, indeed, 
returning “in the stone” as a 
massive carving in Paha Sapa, 
dwarfing Mt. Rushmore 
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1890 Wounded Knee Massacre

• 350 Lakotas—230 of them women and children—led 
by Spotted Elk were taken to the army camp at 
Wounded Knee Creek, where armed soldiers 
surrounded them with machine guns

• Soldiers ordered the Natives to be disarmed
• A deaf warrior, unable to understand, resisted and 

in a struggle, the rifle fired a shot
• Guns began firing a shell a second
• At the end three hundred Sioux lay dead

Put picture here
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A“My Lai” of the 19th Century?

• Congressional Medals of Honor were bestowed on 
twenty of the soldiers involved and a battle streamer 
was created to honor the event

• Sherman made clear that he regretted nothing of his 
three decades of carrying out genocide:

“Injins must either work or starve. They never have 
worked; they won’t work now, and they will never 
work.”

“The End of the Trail”

• Wounded Knee marked the 
end of Indigenous armed 
resistance

• James Earle Fraser’s statue 
gave rise to phrase, “The 
vanishing Indian”

Put picture here
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General Allotment (Dawes Act of 1887) or 
Policy of Assimilation

• Allotment transferred communal reservation land 
to individuals with a maximum of 160 acres per 
individual

• Unassigned lands, left over after allotment, were 
declared surplus and opened to settler 
homesteading

• Indigenous land base decreased by half as a result
• The result was the “Oklahoma Run” and, eventually, 

admission of Oklahoma as the 46th state

Senator Charles Dawes
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Curtis Act

• Curtis Act in 1898, unilaterally stripped sovereignty 
from Five Civilized Tribes, opening allotment of 90 
million acres in oil-rich Indian Territory

• Making a living on 160 acre allotments of Oklahoma soil 
was impossible, and many had to sell

• “Surplus” land could go to non-natives, resulting in 
incorporation of towns such as Tulsa, Ardmore, and 
Muskogee, hastening Oklahoma statehood

• The act also abolished tribal governments and ordered 
re-enrollment of tribal members
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Charles Curtis

• Author of the Curtis Act
• Kaw father, white 

mother
• Kansas Senator

Ethnic Cleansing Without War

• 1907, Indian Territory was dissolved, and the state 
of Oklahoma entered the Union

• Under the Dawes and Curtis Acts, privatization of 
Indigenous territories was imposed on half of all 
federal reservations

• The result: loss of three-fourths of the Indigenous 
land base
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Boarding Schools: 
New Colonial Tools of Assimilation

• The Dawes Act incorporated boarding schools into 
US Indian policy; most were modeled on the 
practice of stripping culture from Apache prisoners 

• “Kill the Indian and save the man” was the motto
• Students were separated from their families, had 

their hair cut, names changed, prohibited from 
speaking their languages or practicing their 
religions, while being indoctrinated in Christianity

• They were taught that Indian culture was inferior

Carlisle Indian School
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Erasing the Indian at School

• “We all wore white man’s clothes and ate white 
man’s food and went to white man’s churches and 
spoke white man’s talk. And so after a while we also 
began to say Indians were bad”

• Corporal punishment unknown in Indigenous 
families, but routine in the boarding schools

• Being “too Indian”—the darker the child, the more 
often and severe the beatings

• Criminal to be Indian

As they entered 
the school in 1883

Henry Standing Bear
Wounded Yellow Robe     Chauncy Yellow Robe

Three years later
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A Legacy of Disrupting Lives

• Boarding School Healing Project, which began in 
2012, documented through research and oral history 
the extensive abuses that go beyond individual 
casualties to disruption of Indigenous life at every 
level

• On- and off-reservation boarding schools 
contributed significantly to the family and social 
dysfunction still found in Native communities

Indian Citizenship Act of 1924 but no 
End to Discrimination

• A third of Indigenous peoples did not have US 
citizenship; Natives could maintain tribal citizenship

• Indians still suffered from organized racism of the 
1920s with white supremacist tropes of eugenics and 
race purity

• US government policy began using “blood quantum” 
for Indigenousness, replacing culture (especially 
language) and self-identification

• Indigenous people were increasingly called to prove 
their degree of ancestry as a certain blood fraction
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New Deal for Indians: Reorganization

• The Indian Reorganization Act (IRA) of 1934 ended 
allotment of Indigenous land with government 
purchase of available land as “restoration”

• In a gesture to self-determination, it also called for 
creation of “tribal governments”, which tended to be 
authoritarian and Christian and amenable to 
undermining communal traditions

• As unintended consequences, the IRA did set legal 
precedents for self-determination and collective and 
cultural rights for the future

TEXT here
Put picture here
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The Roots of Termination

• The 1949 Hoover Commission recommended 
assimilation of native peoples as efficient and 
inevitable: “The only questions are: What kind of 
assimilation and how fast?”

• The 1952 House Report on the Bureau of Indian 
Affairs, portrayed termination as cost effective and 
benign in its effects 

• “ [I]t was decided that tribes should no longer be 
tribes, never mind that they had been tribes for 
thousands of years.”  Ben Nighthorse Campbell
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1953 Termination (CR 108) 

• CR 108 stated the government’s intent to assimilate 
Indigenous peoples as individuals (as opposed to 
one ethnic group) into mainstream American life 

• The policy would end the federal government’s 
recognition of tribal sovereignty, trusteeship over 
Indian reservations, and move native persons under 
state laws

• It would mean the immediate withdrawal of all 
federal aid, services, and protection, as well as the 
end of reservations

Arthur Vivian Watkins

• United States Senator from Utah
• Prime mover behind the 1950s 

Termination Policy for 
Indigenous peoples

• He wrote that his desire was to 
“help the Indians stand on their 
own two feet and become a white 
and delightsome people as the 
Book of Mormon prophesied they 
would become”

• He equated Termination with the 
Emancipation Proclamation and 
urged fellow legislators who 
supported civil rights to also 
support Termination for the same 
reasoning that it was the right 
thing to do 
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Giving Teeth to Termination

• Because CR 108 was a statement of intent and not 
law, it would require legislation to actually 
terminate a tribe

• To move things along, Congress passed laws to end 
exercise of sovereignty and speed assimilation
regardless of termination outcome:

• Public Law 280 transferred reservation policing 
from federal to state jurisdiction

• Public Law 949 provided support for Indigenous 
relocation to urban industrial areas 

Put picture here

William Henry Harrison, III

• Congressman (R-WY) 
introduced CR 108

• He was the great-great 
grandson of William Henry 
Harrison

Dillon S. Myer

• Director of BIA during Termination; 
he was also in charge of the 
Japanese-American internment 
camps in WWII

• He told the Osage they should be 
ready to pay taxes to “the greatest 
country in the world”
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Termination: Disastrous Effects

• Tribes were cut off from services for education, 
health care, housing, sanitation and utility sources, 
and related resources 

• Termination directly caused decay within the tribe 
including poverty, alcoholism, high suicide rates, 
low educational achievement, disintegration of the 
family, poor housing, high dropout rates from 
school, trafficking of Indian women for prostitution, 
disproportionate numbers in penal institutions, 
increased infant mortality, decreased life 
expectancy, and loss of identity
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Restitution: A New Beginning

• First legislation to return Indigenous land restored 
the Taos Pueblo’s sacred Blue Lake

• Nixon: “The Congress of the United States now 
returns that land to whom it belongs”

• Setting a precedent?  In the debate some states 
claimed “every acre…is threatened by claims [for] 
some ancestral right to the land”

• Congress decided it was unique; in fact, it set a 
precedent

Put picture here
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McGirt v. Oklahoma—SCOTUS 2020

• “Today we are asked whether the land these treaties 
promised remains an Indian reservation for 
purposes of federal criminal law.  Because Congress 
has not said otherwise, we hold the government to 
its word.”   Justice Gorsuch

• “Today’s decision will allow the Nation to honor our 
ancestors by maintaining our established 
sovereignty and territorial boundaries.”

Muskogee (Creek) Nation

TEXT here
Put picture here
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After Five Centuries, Real Power

Her campaign slogan was, “Congress has never heard 
a voice like mine.”
Now the person with that voice will be overseeing one-
fifth of the land in the US, much of it taken from 
Indigenous people
“…a former secretary of the interior once proclaimed 
his goal to ‘civilize or exterminate us’” 
“Even if she can’t reverse history, she is poised to 
make some” • Timothy Egan, NYT

Deb Halland

• Secretary of the Interior
• Enrolled member of 

Laguna Pueblo
• 35th generation New 

Mexican
• One of first two Native 

American women to be 
elected to Congress

Put picture here
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…and the Literature
The Night Watchman
Louise Erdrich

For a PDF of these slides, please email 
dianedhenderson@gmail.com

• New York Times Bestseller
• Washington Post Best Book 

of 2020
• Amazon Best Book of 2020
• NPR Best Book of 2020
• CBS Sunday Morning Best 

Book of the Year
• Kirkus Reviews Best Fiction 

of 2020
• Chicago Public Library’s 

Best of the Best
• Good Housekeeping Best 

Book of 2020
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Louise Erdrich

About the Author

• Born in 1954 in Little Falls, Minnesota, and raised in 
Wahpeton, North Dakota, part of Lake Traverse 
Reservation

• First of seven children of a Chippewa Indian mother, 
who was born on the Turtle Mountain Ojibwe 
Reservation, and a German-American father—
both taught at Bureau of Indian Affairs Schools

• Member of first coed class at Dartmouth, which was 
the same year Native-American Studies Department 
was established there

• MA in Writing from Johns Hopkins 
• Returned to Dartmouth as Writer in Residence
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• Married Michael Dorris, he was Dartmouth faculty—
the first chair of the Native American Program—and 
author of A Yellow Raft in Blue Water

• They co-wrote two essay collections
• They have since divorced.
• She now lives in Minneapolis where she co-owns a 

bookstore with her sister Heid

A locus for Indigirati—literate  
Indigenous people who have 

survived over half a millennium 
on this continent

Her Work

• 5 nonfiction books (first in 1982)
• 3 poetry anthologies (first in 1984)
• 17 adult novels
▫ First novel, Love Medicine (1984) was the first in a 

series 8 novels revolving around a group of characters
▫ 10 stand-alone novels

• 2 picture books—first in 1996
• 5 young adult novels—first in 2005
• 1 short story collection in 2009
• Too many short stories in anthologies and 

periodicals to count



3/16/2021

Her Recognition
 1983: Pushcart Prize for her poem "Indian Boarding School“ and National 

Magazine Award for fiction for her short story "Scales
 1984: National Book Critics Circle Award for Fiction, for Love Medicine
 1985: Guggenheim Fellowship in Creative Arts-
 1987: O. Henry Award, for the short story "Fleur" (published in Esquire, 8-86)
 1999: Finalist for National Book Award for The Birchbark House
 2000: Lifetime Achievement Award from the Native Writers' Circle of the 

Americas
 2001: Finalist for National Book Award for The Last Report on the 

Miracle at Little No Horse
 2007: Honorary Doctorate, the University of North Dakota
 2009: Honorary Doctorate Dartmouth College and finalist, Pulitzer Prize 

for Fiction for The Plague of Doves
 2009: Kenyon Review Award for Literary Achievement
 2012: National Book Award for Fiction for The Round House
 2014: PEN/Saul Bellow Award for Achievement in American Fiction
 2015: Library of Congress Prize for American Fiction
 2016: National Book Critics Circle Award for Fiction, for LaRose

Her Guiding Principle

• “Contemporary Native American writers have 
therefore a task quite different from that of other 
writers….[T]hey must tell the stories of 
contemporary survivors while protecting and 
celebrating the cores of cultures left in the wake of 
the catastrophe.”

• Louise Erdrich, “Where I Ought to Be: 
a Writer’s Sense of Place,”

New York Times, July 28, 1985
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Her Legacy

• Erdrich is considered to be one of the most 
important modern Native American writers. Her 
work combines a postmodern approach, utilizing 
multiple viewpoint characters, complex timelines, 
and shifts in points-of-view to tell the stories of 
Ojibwe people in both historical and modern 
settings. A key aspect of her work is shared 
characters and settings, which has been likened to 
William Faulkner’s work. Her style is narrative and 
implicitly evokes the oral traditions of Native 
American cultures—she has described her technique 
as simply being "a storyteller.

• www.thoughtco.com/biography-of-louise-erdrich

Her Place in Contemporary Fiction

• “In an astonishing, virtuoso performance sustained 
over more than two decades, Erdrich has produced 
… interlinked novels that braid the lives of a series of 
fallible, lovable, and unpredictable characters of 
German, Cree, métis, and Ojibwe heritage…The 
painful history…resonates throughout her work. In 
her hands we laugh and cry while listening to and 
absorbing home truths that, taken to heart, have the 
power to change our world. We listen because these 
truths come sinew-stitched into the very fabric of 
the tapestry she weaves so artfully.”

• Elizabeth Blair, World and I
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And …

• “Her intimate knowledge of the Native American 
world in collision with the white world has allowed 
her, over more than a dozen books, to create a 
brilliantly realized alternate history as rich as 
Faulkner’s Yoknapatawpha County, Mississippi.”

• O, The Oprah Magazine

How We Got Here

• I had previously read (adored) several of her novels, 
particularly The Round House and LaRose

• Then my Book Buddies and I agreed to read 
The Night Watchman

• Stan and I had previously developed a History and 
Literature on This Tender Land, a novel that starts 
out in an “Indian School,” so this resonated

• Stan read it and agreed it would be a great addition to 
our repertoire
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And We Also Agreed …

• It is a story in which magic and harsh realities collide in a 
breathtaking, but ultimately satisfying way. Like those ancestors 
who linger in the shadows of the pages, the characters Erdrich has 
created will remain with the reader long after the book is closed.”

• New York Journal of Books

• “Erdrich delivers a magisterial epic that brings her power of 
witness to every page…We are grateful to be allowed into this 

world.” • Luis Alberto Urrea, New York Times Book Review

• "With The Night Watchman, Louise Erdrich rediscovers her 
genius…This tapestry of stories is a signature of Erdrich’s literary 
craft, but she does it so beautifully that it’s tempting to forget how 
remarkable it is.” • Ron Charles, Washington Post 

And It Is (of course) Historical Fiction

• Historical fiction transports readers to another 
time and place

• Writing historical fiction requires a balance of 
research and creativity

• While it often includes real people and events, the 
genre offers a fiction writer many opportunities to 
tell a wholly unique story
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It is also Native American Literature

• Native American literature has come to mean works 
of fiction written by indigenous peoples that tell 
stories about cultural settings, places, and 
experiences of peoples from indigenous nations, 
cultures, and traditions. 

• Native American Renaissance: a term used to 
describe the explosion of such work in the 1960s; 
inspired by revised views of the history

• Erdrich is generally identified as part of the second 
wave of the Renaissance

Leslie Marmon Silko
2006

Stephen Graham Jones
2020

Tommy Orange
2018

Longlisted for National Book 
Award for Fiction

Brandon Hobson
2019

Finalist for National 
Book Award

Richard Wagamese
2018

Sherman Alexie
2007

National Book Award for 
Young People’s Literature

N. Scott Momaday
1968

Pulitzer Prize 1969


