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of ceremonies observed by many native people. Indians are aware of their
common beliefs and interests, even if they aren’t always peaceful.

Ivor: When did the assimilation of Indians become prominent in the poli-
cies of European powers?

Helen: From the beginning, assimilation of the native.inhabit.ar}ts of. the
United States has been a perpetual aim of the first colonial administrations
and of the federal government once the United States had formed. I traced
this idea back to the European acceptance of the fact that the Pope had the
right to divide the world in half between Spaiq and Portugal. According
to a papal bull of 1497, the Spanish had the right to one half the globe
and the Portuguese the right to the other half, with the }mph(:{t duty to
convert everyone to Christianity. Since that time, Chrlstlap nations have
felt empowered with a mission to stamp out all other religions z.md put
down all peoples who would not accept the superior rehglpn, \thlCl’.l was
Christianity. Accepting Christianity was what made 'otherW1se blologlcally
appearing humans actually real people. The Spgglarfis wrote copiously
about how they would treat these New World civilizations. Of course they
were really stumped in coming to Mexico where they found a city that was
much greater than anything that existed in Europe-at the time.?? Peopl.e
who had a water system and aqueducts, who had.worked out a lot of engi-
neering problems, had superior art, made paper-.hl?e sul?stanceg out of tree
bark, kept records, and had an organized administrative society. To call
them nonhuman or not civilized was sort of difficult. Spaniards, however,
_still insisted that if they weren’t Christians, it was OK to enslave therp. If
they weren’t Christians they could kill them, but they should be baptized
before they were killed.

* The Protestants coming to New England didn’t do mugh better.. After
first excluding Indians, they tried converting them into native [Chrlstlap]
communities. A number of Christian Indian communities were created in
New England. The Indians who became Christians found that.they still
were not accepted as equals. The arrogance within European society made
Indians unacceptable until they took on the whole value system of western
European nations. On the other hand, the value system of western Euro-
pean nations was totally opposed to Indian values. This bgca.rlle more and
more evident. For example, in North American Indian societies, the status
of a man was measured by how much he could give away, rather than upon
how much he could accumulate. o

After the Revolutionary War, as part of an attempt to assimilate Indi-
ans, American denominations sent out missiona%‘ies. In. 1819, .the federal
government passed an appropriation to Christianize Indians, with the goal
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of transforming them into yeoman farmers.2* The idea of men going hunt-
ing and women doing all the gardening didn’t fit with the European ideal,
where men were supposed to be in the fields and the women where supposed
to be at home spinning and weaving. Missionaries considered it a real plus if
they could get the men out behind a plow, but that usually involved a horse.
If they could get the Indians into “horse and plow” agriculture, the authori-
ties felt the Indians exhibited one of the attributes of Christian society. They
also objected to Indians moving about, not understanding that what looked
nomadic—from the point of view of Europeans—was a very well-organized
system of utilizing the proper resources: one place to catch fish, a season to
hunt, a place to pick berries, a place for ceremonial purposes at a general
base camp. What appeared to outsiders like wandering was actually a well-
organized seasonal system. Another system of assimilation was promoted
in the schools; a great deal has been written about schools for Indians.

Missionaries and government officials thought that if natives didn’t
look like Indians, that if they cut their hair—an atrocity from the Indians’
point of view—and wore European-style clothing, this would signify that
they had been assimilated. Indian agents made census reports enumerating
how many Indians wore citizen dress and how many wore tribal clothing,
not realizing that changing clothing doesn’t change what’s going on in their
heads at all.

Missionaries observed that Indian religions involved dancing, so
they tried to forbid dancing. The Indians went off and danced in secret, -
because some of them were really dancing their history. They recalled their
history through dancing and the accompanying songs. For ignorant West-
erners, all dancing was equated with war dance, creating a fundamental
misunderstanding. o :

The most disappointing literature I've read about assimilation attempts
comes from the 1880s, where missionaries expressed a common disapproval
of Indian people, saying that “if only we could teach them to be selfish and
self-interested, then we would feel they were beginning to be more like citi-
zens. But they keep sharing, and everything we give them, they give away to
other people. We just don’t know what to do about this.” At the same time,
there were Indians protesting to the Bureau of Indian Affairs that they were
throwing out a missionary because he was immoral: He showed favoritism
by only giving presents to a few, instead of distributing them evenly among
the population. They felt the missionary was a bad example for children; he
was immoral so they wouldn’t allow him in the village anymore. You can
see what a conflict there was in these values.2* : '

During this period, Congress enacted legislation confining Indians to
reservations in order to open up the rest of the land for white people. They
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thought Indians would automatically see that the “American way” was a
better way to live. Instead, the Indians developed a great scorn for white
people, and continued to feel that their own society and value system was
superior.

Many historians have commented upon the fact that Frem‘:h Eeople got
along with Indian people; that’s because the French peopl;e dldp 't want to
take away land from Indian people. This message appears in writings from
contemporary Indian speeches. The French formed marriage alliances and
became incorporated in kinship relations with Indian p§ople. They were
certainly exploiting the resources and encouraging the ¥nd1an people to har-
vest animal pelts for the fur trade, but they weren’t trying to take Fhelr land
away from them. The French gave them guns, supplied them with black—
smiths to repair the guns. When the British came along, they also were inter-
ested in the fur trade. Once the British acquired French Canada by treaty in
1763, they took over the French fur trade, and to .keep lands open for' this
trade, they tried to keep the non-Indian population cogﬁned to territory
east of the Appalachian Mountains and along the Atlantic coast. .

Of course the British authorities could not keep settlers within any
geographic bounds, unless they could build something akin to the Berlin
wall, extending from the Great Lakes down to th§ Gulf of Mex1co. That
was totally impossible. The avaricious land acquisitions of white people are
what set Indian people against the colonists, particularly thqse lfrf)m Vir-
ginia. They developed a scornful word, “Chemokamen,” for erglplans and
differentiated them from English people.?® “Chemokamen” is still a word
of scorn: Indian people who resent white people dancing at their powwows
say, “Chemokamen get out of the way.” On the other hand, an Englishman
is called “Sauganosh.” ‘

There are interesting differences among the French, Spanish, and
British administrative treatment of Indian people. The French never made
treaties recognizing Indian sovereignty or land rights. A recent pubhcatlop
by Denys Delage of Laval University sees the French attitudes towards Indi-

- ans based in the feudal traditions of medieval France, rather than in the

monarchic regimes whereby lands that were conquered belonged to the
crown.?¢ For the king of Spain, Mexico was his personal possession. The
whole philosophy of land tenure and the relationship of landlords to tenants
was entirely different for European countries.

Ivor: How did these agendas for the assimilation of Indian people continue
in the twentieth century?

Helen: The British and Americans were confident that “progress is being
more like us.” This problem persists. A federal project of the 1950s, called
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“relocation,” was to get Indians off the reservation and into the city where
they would be in a thoroughly Americanized environment. The theory was
that by acquiring jobs in the city, they would lose their identity as “the
people,” and would have to fit into the pattern of American society. They
were given one-way tickets to far away cities and minimal job training.2”
However, most of the people found their way back to the reservation. Some
returnees started a periodic migratory pattern from reservation to city and
back again. They’d make enough money in the city to go back to the reser-
vation for a time. In other cases, once one person had a place to live in a city,
all the relatives would come and live with them, creating a serious economic
problem.

- A successful adaptation to the city was made by the Mohawks, who
worked in high-rise steel construction in New York. They even had a “long-
house” arrangement in a part of Brooklyn. They definitely kept their social
organization intact while in the metropolitan environment. The government
attempts at assimilation have been perpetual.

Ivor: Whenever people of different worldviews live in contact situations for
long periods, a process called transculturation occurs, characterized by a
“give and take” process that can enrich all involved. How has Indian phi-
losophy influenced the American society?

Helen: Indian beliefs and value systems have affected American society,
because there’s a tendency for the suppressed native culture of any region to
rise to the surface. In this part of Michigan I can see the influence of Indian
methods of handling social problems to keep their people out of the crimi-
nal justice system. The Indian attitude is that in a serious confrontation
between individuals, there’s no absolute “right” and “wrong.” Everyone in
the community is affected. For example, a murder is damaging to the whole
social fabric, and everybody has to work to heal the rupture. Killing the
person who performed the murder is just an additional wound to the social
fabric, that isn’t any way of restoring balance and order, everyone has to
talk and come to an understanding in cases of conflict. Indian ideas of con-
flict resolution and healing the entire social fabric are being used in tribal
courts here in Michigan. What interests me is that here in Benzie County,
the sheriff’s office is consulting with Indian leaders about how to handle
problems, particularly those of juvenile infractions and domestic violence.
They work to resolve problems that would otherwise go through regular
courts, where somebody would be found to be “all right,” and another to
be “all wrong.” It’s very encouraging to see these efforts to heal social prob-
lems outside of the normal legal prosecution system.

Ivor: How are tribal groups expressing their sovereignty within the U.S.A.?
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Helen: Indian tribal people are increasingly asserting their own identity as
sovereign nations. Legal treatises will tell you that there are three kinds of
sovereignty in the U.S.: national, state, and tribal. There is constant conflict
and persistent efforts to work out boundaries of jurisdiction. Many Indian
tribes also are seeking justice in the international arena. The Hopi go to the
United Nations all the time. Nobody questions that the Six Nations issue
passports for their own people to travel abroad; even the federal govern-
ment has not seen fit to challenge that assertion of sovereignty. The Indi-
ans continue to send delegations both to The Hague and to Geneva, sepa-

rately, as independent nations of indigenous people. There are all sorts of -

groups of non-Western people who are going to the UN, and particularly
to Geneva, to places outside the U.S. to challenge American authority. This
is seldom reported in the national press, only in the native press, Indian
Country Today, where one finds a lot of very interesting information about
current Indian activities.
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This article is based on cassette-tape recorded interviews with Helen Tanner in her
home in Beulah, Michigan, conducted by Ivor Miller, 1o-11 November 2002. They
were transcribed by Charityhope Tolliver and edited by Helen Tanner in April 2004,
May 2006, and July 2006.
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