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U.S. History (Gr. 11) New West Charter



Instructor: Ms. Hynes

Historiography Journal:

Entry #1

Read the following text and then answer the questions listed below in a well-organized, 5-paragraph essay of 1 – 2 pages.
From Savages to Sovereigns: A General Historiography of American Indian History

By: Jeffrey P. Shepherd, Ph.D.

1. Track and describe the evolution of Native American historiography over time; how does each successive historiographic trend reflect the time period during which it was formulated?

2. What conclusions can you draw about the nature of history as a discipline?

Jeffrey P. Shepherd, Ph.D.

Department of History

University of Texas at El Paso

“From Savages to Sovereigns: A General Historiography of American Indian History”
Introduction


The field of Native American history has changed considerably since the late nineteenth century, when the professionalization of scholarly inquiry into Native pasts overlapped with military conquest of Indigenous communities.  To a great extent, the relationship between the scholarly academic world and the worlds of Native people in the United States has always been interconnected.  Socio-political events in history have shaped scholarly interpretations, and scholarship has influenced public policy, race relations, and (sometimes detrimentally) the evolution of Native sovereignty.  Whether it is the early writings of Progressive Era historians interested in assimilation and citizenship, liberal “muck-racking” authors expressing moral indignation about the exploitation of Native people, policy specialists in the 1960s worried about “Indian segregation,” culturally sensitive “New Indian historians” of the 1990s, or ethno-historians using bottom up frameworks rooted in culture, or recent debates about decolonization promulgated by Native Studies scholars, the historiographical arc of Indian history has been politicized, polarized, and dynamic.  


This paper will follow that arc by emphasizing the main trends in writing about American Indian pasts.  It will focus on traditional writings that cast Indians as savage barriers to progress, liberal versions of Indian history that portray Indians as passive victims, the influence of anthropology on Indian history, the emergence of the “New Indian History,” and the variations in Native American Studies scholarship that the profession has seen in recent years.   The paper will highlight key authors and arguments that best reflect the themes of that particular “genre” or “school” of scholarship. By situating the shifts in the literature and debates between scholars within larger socio-historical changes, this paper provides a deeper understanding of the myriad ways in which writing about Native American pasts has changed over the past 100 years.  
The first “scholarly” work about Native Peoples appeared in the mid-1800s as the United States expanded westward.  Influenced by Manifest Destiny and legitimized by the professionalization of ethnography, anthropology and history, scholars such as Henry Louis Morgan sought a scientific justification for the dispossession of Native lands.  These fields produced monographs that portrayed Indians as savage barriers to civilization, as passive recipients of the fruits of Christianity, as doomed relics of the past, and as “noble” savages on their last vision quest.  This work reflected the frontier “thesis” of Frederick Jackson Turner and the closing of the American West, as reflected in American ideology.  Based on his work, ensuing scholars believed that Indian history ended in 1890 with the final military battles against the Apache, and the symbolic defeat of the Sioux at the Wounded Knee Massacre, arguably the most powerful Native nation to have confronted the United States.  Industrialization, modernity, and the expansion of American military power across the globe, combined with the Progressive Era reform impulse towards assimilation, seemed to signal the end of the line for autonomous Indian communities.  Into this “new era” of American history came a flood of anthropologists such as Franz Boaz, James Mooney, and Alfred Kroeber, who catalogued the disappearance of the tribes for museums and universities of the country, in a genre known as “salvage anthropology.”  Thus, the ethnographic and “professional” writings of this era of incipient Indian history reflected the assimilation of the early twentieth century.  

Despite these predominating factors, there were eventual changes in the literature.  Writing in the tradition of muckraking journalists and Progressive historians, Angie Debo’s And Still the Waters Run (1940) quickly became a classic of Indian history, with research conducted during the Depression by a female independent scholar, with a Ph.D. from the University of Oklahoma.  Like her other work, And Still the Waters Run exposed the plunder of Indian lands by white settlers, bankers, politicians, and landsharks. 
  Her book focused on the 1880s to the 1930s during the allotment era and the worst cases of anti-Indian violence in Oklahoma.  She told a story of BIA (Bureau of Indian Affairs) officials, missionaries, and white elites, who stole communal lands and exploited Native resources.  This was an important book because she uncovered the sordid truth of greed that Oklahomans had denied with myths of progress and patriotism.  She condemned government policy, white Oklahomans, and the academy.  Yet, its primary weakness was that she portrayed Indians as victims and subjects, not active agents.  


The “Indian as victim” school of historiography was an improvement upon “Indians as savage,” but it nonetheless left a lot to be desired.  Most of this work emerged in the wake of the civil rights movements and in the context of anti-war protest against Vietnam.  Greater awareness of the grievances of marginalized peoples caused historians to investigate the historical roots and experiences of theses groups, yet the work such scholars produced perpetuated the belief that non-white peoples were simply victims.  Alvin Josephy’s The Nez Perce and the Opening of the West (1965) followed this model by closely scrutinizing Nez Perce relations with surrounding whites and Indians, the abuses of American military, and the damage caused by American expansion.
Other works followed in this same vein.   Donald Berthrong’s The Cheyenne and Arapaho Ordeal: Reservation and Agency Life in the Indian Territory, 1875-1907, addresses the period preceding Oklahoma statehood, during which the federal government tried to remake the Cheyenne and Arapaho into “replicas of white, Christian, farmer citizens.”  Berthrong describes how allotment, brought to Indian Territory as the Curtis Act of 1898, was supposed to make Indians into prosperous farmers.  Instead, allotment divided Indian lands into minuscule parcels unfit for substantial agriculture or ranching, the climate and soil were inimical to farming, and Congressional failure to provide adequate farming equipment undermined the policy.  Ultimately, Berthrong recounts an endless list of white transgressions and Indian loss.  Greed, chauvinism, and the prevailing economic and racial beliefs of the time “trapped” non-Indians in exploitative behaviors.  Although The Cheyenne and Arapaho Ordeal is an important work, its emphasis on the actions of the white agents, its reliance on a single perspective, and its inability to critically assess how Indians adapted to and incorporated the changes around them, gives us a one sided picture of history.
    


The “victim school” of Indian history began to crack as soon as it emerged as a dominant paradigm.  Sparked by two key works, Vine Deloria’s Custer Died for Your Sins: An Indian Manifesto (1969), and Dee Brown’s Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee, (1971), the victim school now had a competing interpretive stance that included victimization and resistance.  Custer Died for Your Sins was written by the Standing Rock Sioux author and activist as a scathing indictment of American culture, anthropologists, and Christianity.  It was the clearest articulation of the growing Indian movement from an intellectual and member of a prominent Sioux family.  He moved beyond historical topics to discuss the continued impact of racism and dispossession in one of the most trenchant books of the post war era.  The book was part of a historiographical shift that reflected--partially--the political context of the growing Indian movement of the late 1960s.  Brown’s work was more palatable to the public and reached a wider audience.  It spawned numerous movies and television programs that highlighted anti-Indian elements of American history, while contributing to the noble savage mythos.  And yet, Brown conveyed persistence alongside victimization and racism. 

By the 1980s, a new generation of scholars—all influenced by the 1960s—emerged with specific training in American Indian History.  They borrowed from ethnohistory, social history, and even American Foreign Relations to write books that put Native Peoples in the center of history as active agents in historical change. The common themes of this body of “New Indian History” are complexity, Indian agency, and focus on Indian perceptions and their own agendas rather than reactionary behavior.  Also, these works place Indian history as a part of and complement to, traditional narratives on American history.   Indians had an impact on the course of American development, not as an obstacle, but as an active shaper of history.  This genre is best represented by James Merrill, James Axtell, Gregory E. Dowd, R.D. Edmunds, R. White, N. Salisbury, Colin Calloway, Jean M. O’Brien, and Theda Perdue.  They focused their work primarily on the colonial era and the nineteenth century, but added new aspects such as women’s history, labor and environment, treaties, urbanization, and even the twentieth century. 

� Geronimo (1976); A History of the Indians of the United States (1970). 





� One could compare his work with William T. Hagan; United States-Comanche Relations, published in 1976, 





