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The Indian Movement:

Out of i

I

ndians burst dramatically upon the domestic scene
with the invasion of Alcatraz; the rapid-fire sequence
of protests and occupations which followed seemed
to carry the movement along to an inevitable confrontation at Wounded Knee. It seems difficult to remember that Alcatraz was half a decade ago, while even
Wounded Knee, in retrospect, seems like one of the last
battles of the 19th century Indian wars. The pace has
cooled rapidly since the occupation of Wounded Knee: primarily because many of the activists have been tied down
by trials arising from the occupation, but also, perhaps,
because of the dilemma of how Wounded Knee can be surpassed using the protest technique.
The contemporary Indian movement was, and continues
to be, so many things, that it is difficult to understand what
happened, what it meant, and where things are today.
Indians seemed to be a natural protest group in the late
Sixties; when protest movements began forcing a review of
America's historical blunders, no group seemed to have a
greater claim to redress than did Indians. If Americans were
seeking a domestic focus for their Vietnam frustrations
they could hardly have chosen better than the Indians, victims of such 19th century massacres as Wounded Knee and
Sand Creek-startling parallels with My Lai. When Dee
Wounded Knee, South Dakota, 1973
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Jack Eisenberg

Vounded Past
Brown's classic history of the dispossession of Indians, Bury
My Heart At Wounded Knee, hit the best seller lists, it was
apparent that Indians had a temporary blank check to air
their grievances.
With the historic mistreatment of Indians fresh in their
minds Americans turned to their evening television programs to discover that if anything conditions had become
worse for most of America's indigenous population. Suddenly Indians were fashionable, Southwestern Indian jewelry began to sell like hotcakes, and a benign form of radical
chic arrived in Indian country. Protests veered from the
intention of reclaiming lost lands to dramatizing conditions
and symbohzing the discriminatory relationship which had
grown up between white society as exemplified by the
Bureau of Indian Affairs-and the descendants of the Indian
warriors of old, who had figured in so much of American
history.
In reviewing the events of the last half decade we can
take any number of viewpoints as we try to understand
how deep and how broad the contemporary Indian protest
has been. By drawing the analysis as sharply as possible we
can perhaps try to establish where the movement is today
and project where it miglit go in the future. But the very
process of analysis creates a kind of dissension, since arriv-
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ing at an accounting involves a determination of wins and
losses, while the very essence of a movement is to maintain
the semblance of unified momentum in the face of reality.
Perhaps the first phenomenon that we can identify,
then, is the very clever response of the federal estabhshment in warding off the Indian movement from the outset.
Unlike the civil rights movement, which generated a certain
resistance among federal officials until it proved its moral
force and general popularity among private groups such as
churches and labor unions, Indians were always fairly popular; federal officials had for years shunted Indians aside by
maintaining publicly that they were doing everything possible to help while privately continuing to hamstring the
tribes.
The Bureau of Indian Affairs, Justice Department, and
other federal agencies seemed to have planned their strategy
long before Indians began to protest. When the cry for
self-determination by Indians became loudest, federal bureaucrats were already manipulating Indian politics to get
their favorite people installed in key leadership roles. Advisory committees were used to set tribe against tribe, area
against area, urban Indian against reservation Indian, and
non-federal against federal Indians, so that the movement
probably had little or no chance of escaping cooptation by
the federal government.
Cooptation worked because the movement began on the
assumption that there was a federal policy, or at least that
there was someone at the controls in Washington, and that
protests would effect change by placing pressures against
the formal government structures. It seems, however—again
looking at events in retrospect—that there really never was a
federal policy for dealing with Indian problems. Indian
problems and policies were in fact the province of numerous and nameless bureaucrats, none of whom had any desire to do more than keep the natives quiet, or at least to
keep them off tlie front pages.
Indians hit the governmental structures like divers hitting a pool of marshmallows, and in spite of the best efforts
of everyone, the marshmallow worked. No matter what
proposals Indians put forth for reform, the government
found a way to blunt them -by half-heartedly carrying out
Top Right: Trail of Broken Treaties demonstrations,
Washington, D.C., 1972
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Indian demands or by making it appear that reforms would
be forthcoming pending a reorganization of the Bureau of
Indian Affairs. In the past five years we have had three
conmiissioners, all Indians, who have pledged reform and
reorganization as a means of fulfilling Indian demands. But
in fact poUcy-makers higher up the ladder have never really
wanted change and the bureaucracy has moved into the
vacuum, thwarting even the feeble reformist efforts of the
latest commissioners.
There are certainly many places, events, and policies of
the last few years where Indians could probably have done
much better than they did. But over the long term the
staying power of an entrenched bureaucracy is so much
greater than the stamina of an outside movement that it
probably wouldn't have made much difference if we had
won some more battles in different areas. The fundamental
problem of Indians, understanding and dealing with the federal bureaucracy, has not been solved.
[A SENSE OF IMPENDING DOOM]

et paradoxically, Indians in the last decade would
seem to have had more success than the environmentalists, the civil rights movement, consumer
activists and other citizen constituency groups.
Applying strict standards of judgment to the Indian movement, judging accompUshments on the basis of fundamental
laws controlling Indian life either passed or blocked—until
recently the standard by which many people evaluated
Indian affairs—we can state that Indians in recent years
have had fairly good success, at least until 1974. In the last
five years the Taos Pueblo had its Sacred Blue Lake restored to it. The claims of the Alaska Natives, pending over
a century, were finally resolved. Disputed lands taken by
other government agencies in the early part of the century,
such as those at Yakima and Warm Springs, have been returned. The Menominee tribe, which had been terminated
from federal supervision, was restored to full federal services in 1973.
In the courts Indians have had a number of unexpected
successes. The fishing rights struggle in the Pacific Northwest, which featured seemingly endless litigation and protest, resulted in a landmark decision in United States v.
Washington (1973) in which the treaty fishing rights were
upheld. Several very important income and sales tax cases
were won and Indians held their own in the very important
field of water rights. Cases on affirmative action in employing Indians were decided favorably (although the Bureau of
Indian Affairs has been working hard to negate the effect).
To be sure, the record of legal victories won by the
Indian movement, both in litigation and legislation, is very
impressive, and when one considers the complexity of the
field the success of Indians seems to be little short of miraculous. No corresponding five years in American history has
seen so many Indian legal victories in so many fields. In
remembering some of the hesitation and reluctance of
Indians to fight some of these battles, or recalling how few
people really worked to resolve the issues, the result does
seem incredible. I can remember when the movement to
restore the Menominees consisted of one or two people
meeting to make plans and rally support.
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Yet as the movement approaches its crest, one still feels
a sense of impending doom because of the long-term nature
of Indian problems with the federal bureaucracy. No satisfactory definition of either individual Indian rights or the
rights and status of tribal governments has been worked out
during these years and in these two areas there is a great
need for new concepts. On the issue of how much selfgoverrunent a tribe may exercise, neither thinking nor legal
concepts have progressed since the introduction of the
Indian Reorganization Act of 1934-outside of various undependable policy changes by the different administrations.
Reform of tribal governments is a very touchy area. The
situation on the reservations is neither as bad as the activists
would have it nor as good as the incumbent tribal chairmen
would see it, while the competency of the various tribal
governments varies from one reservation to another. What
many Indian people have refused to consider is the history
of the different tribes and reservations; many tribal governments today are hampered more than they realize by events
and policies of the past.
So while short-term victories have been impressive, many
of them have been built upon the intensity of the white
man's guilt and not on the permanent improvement of the
legal status of Indians. Today tribal governments have a
great deal of freedom because of the discretionary use of
federal rules and regulations and not because of any fundamental change in their legal rights. The peril of this situation becomes clear when Indians try to consolidate their
gains now that the feeling of white guilt has begun to wane,
and the mass of white citizens finds other causes to champion. Things that seemed reasonable and just when events
were moving at a fever pitch are suddenly neither new or
reasonable when the emotion dies.
Moving from the legal field to the area of raised public
consciousness, an avowed goal of the activists early in the
movement, one could say that Indians achieved and perhaps
even surpassed their wildest dreams. A substantial number
of people have become aware of modern Indians and of
that number perhaps a majority of sympathizers have
learned a great deal about Indian history and about
American history from the Indian side. If the moral arguments of American history had to be made, and they did,
we could not have chosen a more eloquent historian than
Dee Brown, whose chronology of the Indian wars shattered
traditional views of manifest destiny and seemed to neutralize any discussion of the inevitability of American standards of historical morality. Coming at a time when the
contemporary generation of whites was questioning the
foundation of America's view of itself, the Indian movement forced the issue of what America had really been and
who, in view of the disclosures of history, contemporary
Americans really were.
[STALLED IN ITS OWN RHETORIC]

t is precisely at this point that the Indian movement
seems to have stalled in its own rhetoric. Profound
and sometimes heated discussion has been rocking
Indian country concerning the Indian identity. Activist groups seem to maintain a strong sentiment that a return
to traditions is imperative, and raise a broad range of ques-
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A.I.M. Conference, Standing Rock Sioux
Reservation, South Dakota, June 1974

tions about how Indians can really return to the old ways
or stabilize Indian communities by evoking virtues of former days. The most devastating accusation against antiIndian Senators and Congressmen has been that they are
trying to extinguish Indian culture, and few people in Congress have ever wished to face this kind of attack while
trying to reorganize the legal status of Indians. The cultural
argument has thus been the most potent counterattack for
trying to prevent the federal government from abandoning
or "terminating" the special position of Indians.
Yet it must be apparent to everyone, and particularly to
Indians, that times have indeed changed, and with that
change have come irreversible shifts in cultural outlook.
Today we make pottery, carve wood, and carry on many
crafts traditions for the tourist trade. We do not use very
many of those products ourselves. We have telephones, go
to college, buy cars, and have jobs, and do a great many
things that were simply absent in the old culture. In many
ways Indians participate in the contemporary technical
culture as much as other Americans. But very few Indians
have come to realize how drastically this change affects the
responsibility of their community as a whole to participate
in the formation of a new American identity.
Time and life-styles have changed very rapidly in recent
years and the Indian life-style—predominantly rural and
perhaps even similar to contemporary folklife-style-is not
as exotic as Indians would like to think. While we have been
attacking Anglo-Saxon culture as represented by the older
generation of white Americans, the immediate past generation of whites has created a new life-style which is quite
compatible with many ideas and customs once advocated
by Indians alone. Thus as we have worked to sensitize white
America a part of it has made a quantum jump toward our
original cultural position.
What may be the tragedy of contemporary Indian existence is the seemingly continual failure of Indians to recognize the change in America's post-Vietnam identity. If
Indians are to survive tlie rapid cultural change that the rest
of society is making, the Indian community will simply have
to allow some of its members to develop their talents and
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contacts with the rest of American society. Today there is a
feeling of betrayal and jealousy among Indians whenever
another Indian attempts to relate to contemporary developments. Individual Indians attempting to succeed at any field
unrelated to the general conception .of Indian life—be it
folksinging, small business, scholarship, or professional
careers—come under tremendous pressure from other
Indians and are the object of undeserved ridicule and suspicion. They face accusation of trying to be "better" or
"smarter" than other Indians.
The result of this in-group attitude is that an increasing
number of younger and educated Indians are becoming discontented at being unable to use their minds and talents in
developing their careers as individuals. An unarticulated
restlessness exists in Indian country: talented Indians,
afraid of social pressure, do not contribute their best efforts
toward either the solution of Indian problems or the leading of all Americans to understand the great similarity of
Indian dreams and the dreams and goals of other citizens.
[A TRAGIC CONCLUSION]

T

he problems of joining in the formation of a real
American identity are apparent in the field of
Indian education. The new momentum in Indian
education began in 1960, as Indians cast off the old
stereotype of the "savage" who was "good with his hands."
Indian education has made great progress in nearly every
field. Indians now control nearly 90 school boards ranging
from primary schools up through community colleges and
the Navajos in particular have telescoped a century of
educational progress into a mere 15 years, creating their
own community college and numerous Navajo-controUed
local educational institutions.
No one knows the exact numbers but reasonable estimates would place nearly 25,000 Indians in college or posthigh school educational courses—an astounding figure given
that as late as 1960 there were probably not more than
2,000 Indians in higher education. Today there are probably that many Indians in graduate courses, a substantial
number of them in law school and medical school. Considering that there are only about 800,000 Indians in the
country and over half of them are under 18 years of age the
educational phenomenon and its ensuing problems become
even more intense.
Where are all the educated Indians going to go? A traditional complaint has pointed to the lack of Indians in the
Bureau of Indian Affairs. At the current rate of educational
expansion, the bureau could soon be manned totally by
Indians, with a continuing supply of educated Indians still
to be placed. For some time government jobs have been
considered stepping stones to other employment; and
new organizations in the private sector have provided jobs
for a substantial number of educated Indians. But as the
economy declines, unemployment may cause considerable
disruption in the Indian community.
Still, the current success of Indians in the field of
education has been indisputable, and much of it was directly related in one way or another to the activist ideologies.
The invaders of Alcatraz were college students and many of
the proposals of the recent protests originated in the gene-
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ration of Indians now in college. Yet the very success of
Indians has created some severe problems which even participation in the movement as an activist cannot solve. Never
has a minority group had to absorb so many educated members in such a short time as have Indians in this past decade.
Much of the apparent confusion among Indians today is
simply the process of adjusting to this massive change while
trying to cope with political and social problems of longstanding duration.
Desp'te their successes, and the buoyant optimism of
many Indians about the future of the movement, prospects
for the future are bleak, and a great many Indians denounce
the visionaries of that future as disloyal to the community.
Yet it does not take a prophet to project the extent of the
crisis which Indians face. Looming on the horizon are two
world problems—famine and energy—which may combine
to crush the best efforts of Indians to continue moving
forward.
The guilt which white Americans have lavished on
Indians in recent years is rapidly being transferred to world
famine. And the need for energy, when it really comes, will
demand that the government find a way to confiscate
energy resources on Indian reservations. Guilt vanishes fast
in a chilly office building in an energy-sparse urban society.
Both of these crises are moving into center stage much
faster than affluent whites can comprehend and while
Indians are at least aware of the energy crunch very few are
able to comprehend how the sight of starving milHons on
evening television will affect the attitude of American society towards its own poor and hungry.
Perhaps the movement could be saved or could cushion
the shock which it must face if Indians could understand
their role on the world scene. Continued isolation on cultural grounds and withdrawing from participation in domestic
movements will simply result in making the vanishing
American vanish once again. The Indian experience of
oppression, concentrated in the past, but still present on
many reservations and among urban Indians, is simply not
as devastating as what the world will probably soon experience.
At present Indians show no sense of understanding the
crises that are galloping onto the American foreign and
domestic scene. Instead of reconciling old differences, forgiving ideological heresies, or seeking out new aUies on the
domestic scene, many Indian leaders seem to want to
remain aloof from current problems and continue to recite
the sins of the white man and the non-Indian activities of
the current crop of activists. Unless the movement forgives
itself for being too successful and concentrates on the consolidation of a new and better definition of America's
responsibility to American Indians, the movement may well
degenerate into a fratricidal struggle for declining federal
dollars and public attention—a tragic conclusion to a struggle that has come so far in such a short time.
Vine Deloria, Jr., a Standing Rock Sioux, was born in Martin, South Dakota, a border town on the Pine Ridge Indian
Reservation. Formerly Executive Director of the National
Congress of American Indians, he is the author of Custer
Died for Your Sins (Delacorte).
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