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NINETEENTH CENTURY
NATIVE AMERICAN AUTOBIOGRAPHY
AS CAPTIVITY NARRATIVE

by
Susanne George

Horror stories of {ndians and their captives abound in Americau literature.’ First
brought to the attention of the public in the 17th and early 18th centuries by the
Mathers. both Increase and Conton, these early narratives instantly caught the public's
attention. With their typical emphasis on the brutal slayings and kidnappings of
innocent pioneers to their horrifie scenes of mutilation, deprivation, and sexual abuse,
they appealed to a society that firmly believed in the namral depravity of man and
acknowledged the abiding presence of evil in the world.

According 1o Charles M. Segal and David C. Stineback in Puritany and Manifest
Destiny, “1o the Puritan, the Native American was the instrument of Satan™ and his
“struggle against sin was, in part, a struggle against Satan as personitied by the Indian."™
Thus, early settlers eould rationalize all actions toward Indians. including western
expansionism and extermination, as erusades under God's command.

The narratives ehanged over time, explains Roy Harvey Pearce in “Significances
ol the Captivity Narrative,” from religions documents and spiritual confessions to
fictionalized and sensationalized accounts. Their purposes also changed, from symbolic
spiritual journeys to propaganda espousing Manifest Destiny, nntil by the end of the
18th century, they simply became melodramatic enfertainment. Later, anthropologists
and histonans collected captivity narratives as scholarship, *to see what [they] revealed
about the fronner and the frontiersman, 10 broaden the scope of the American historical
imagination.™

By the end of the 19th century, notes Frederick Drimumer in Caprured by the
Indians, as Nalive Amerieans were safely herded onto reservations, the Iribes
exchanged “the rele of the threatening, hostile raider for that of the peaceful farmer and
herdsman,” and “the captivity namative began to die out and disappear.” He adds, “This
is a shame.™

I would like to argue that the captivity narrative did not disappear at this time, but
that the sides merely reversed roles. No longer were the Indians the caplors. but the
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captives. Their autobiographies detailing their lives within the confines of the
reservations and their forced acculturation to the white man’s ways should be
considered as captivity narratives, foo.°

Ironically, early American refommers, in their humanitarian zeal, did not consider
their efforts to acculmurate Native Americans as cruelty, again looking 1o religiou as
rationalization for their actions. These idealists believed that education, acceptance of
the Christian faith, and assimilation to the white culture were the only means to “*save”
the Indians. Although the first school for Indiaus was founded in Havana, Cuba, in
1568, the period most vrucial for the western Indian nations occurred after the Civil
War.” At this time, Christian reformers. many of them mulitary Jeaders such as Richard
Henry Pratt and O.Q. Howard, were convinced thai education promised the quickest
and best road 1o assimilation.

Richard Henry Pratt, whose frontier years with the Cavalry brought him into close
association with units of freed Negro slaves and Indian scouts, developed the
philosophy that, for these minority citizens, “The rights of citizenship included
fraternity and equal privileges lor development.” All that minority groups needed to
be able tp compete on equal terms in the white community was education, concluding
that once Native American children could speak. read, and write English, they would
adjust to the civilized world. Pratt boasted. "] believe in immersing the Indians in our
civilization and when we get them under holdiug them there until they are thoroughly
soaked.”” Although Howard’s military career was marked by sincere humanitarian
eftort, he shared the same misplaced beliefs of his contemporaries in believing that
there was nothing in the Native Ameticau culture worth saving ®

Following the principles and theories of Pratt and Howard, schools like the Carlisle.
Hampton, and Forest Grove Instimtes as well as various missionary schools, removed
Native American children from what they considered the degrading inflvences of their
tribal communities and attempted 1o teach them the ways of the white man. The Bureau
of Indian Affairs supported this policy, believing that Indian children would assimilate
moye rapidly into Amerieau soeiety if they were kept from their reservations and
farmlies for long periods of lime. Although government and religious leaders’
humanitarian eoncerns were noble, they did nol consider how much human suffering
that their efforts to eradicate an entire culture would cause.

The first school session at Carlisle, Pennsylvama. began in 1879 with more than
two hundred children from about a hall'a dozen (ribes in an old cavalry barracks. which
served as the first scheol for the voung Native Americans. Later, off-reservation schools
began in Nebraska, Kansas, Oregon, and in Indian Territery, patterning themselves after
Carlisle. That the school should begin in a military barracks was appropriate, for it
became a son of prison 1o children sent there. Torn from their parents and their culture,
the Native American youths suffered loneliness. fear, hunger, aud abuse 1n the name of
Progress.

Many Native Amencans chronicle in their autobiographies the poignant events of
the £ eaptivity in the white man's schools. Francis La Flesche (1837-1932), an Omaha
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Sioux, received his schooling in a Preshyterian mission school north of Omaha,
Nebraska, in the mid 1860s. His autobiography was first published in 1900. Zitkala-Sa
or Gerrude Bonnin (1876-1938), a2 Yankion Sioux, obtained her education in the mid-
18805 at White's Manual Institute in Wabash, Indiana. Her autobiographical namatives
were first published in 1900 and 1901 in Harper's and Atlantic Monthly. Charles
Eastman or Ohiyesa (1858-1939), a Santee Sioux, went to the Santce Training School
during the mid-1870s at Yankton, South Dakota. His works appeared between 1902 and
1918. Luther Standing Bear (1863-1939), a Lakota Sigux who attended Carlisle in the
1880s, recorded his life and past in four books written between 1928 and 1934.° The
stories of these Native Ammericans, although from different schools, different tribes, and
often different decades, represent similar reactions to their school experiences and their
return to the reservation.

The personal accounts of these Indians” “captivities” in the American schools
follow nearly the same pattern as those of the raditional captivity narratives, such as
the one written by Mary Rowlandson after her 1675 kidnapping." The narratives begin
with an account of the capture, a narrative of the journey to their place of captivity, a
report of their cultural displacernent m an alien society, and au exposé of the sufferings
and cruelties they endured. They conclude with a description of the retum to their own
society. The emotional aud psychological scars inflicted upon Indiau children duriug
their “schooling” were as serious as those abhomed by the reading public in the
traditional Indian caprivity narratives.

1. The Capture

The most horrifying aspect of the traditional caplivity namatives is their
description of the capture. Mary Rowlandson pictured the Indian raid and her
kidnapping in her account: “There was one who was chopped into the head with a
hatchet, and stripped naked, and yet was crawling up and down. It is a solemn sight to
see so many Christians lying m their blood, some here, and some there, like a company
of sheep torn by wolves, all of them stripped naked by a company of hell-hounds.
roaring, singing, ranting, and insultiug, as if they would have torn our very hearts
out.”"!

The “capmre” of the Native American children was no less emotional than that of
the white captives, although false promises, not physical force, often lured mauy away
from their pareuts. In Zitkala-Sa’s American Indian Stories, missionaries came 10 the
Yankton Reservation and told 1he children of “a more beautiful country than ours™!*
where they could “pick all the red apples [they] could eat.””’ Zitkala-Sa’s mother
wamed her about “the white man’s lies,” saying, “Don’t believe a word they say! Their
words are sweet, but, my child, their deeds are bitter. You will cry for me, but they will
not even soothe you. Stay with-me, my little one! Yaur brother Dawee says that going
East, away from your mother, is 00 hard an experience for his sister.””* Not until later
did Zitkala-Sa lament, “Alas! They came, they saw, and they conquered!™'* Family
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members lefl behind moumned the losses intensely, 1oo. Zitkala-Sa's mother’s loud eries
pierced the night: “She cried aloud for her brothers" spirits to support her in her helpless
misery.”'®

When the faise promises and temptations didn’t work, the ageneies relied on
threats. According to George E. Hyde, in A Sioux Chronicle, Pratt himself would eome
out to the agencies and bully the Sioux parents into letting him take their children to the
white men’s land ta go to his big school far away, Many Sioux had little respect for
Pratt, knowing that “he knew only one method of negotiation—that which he used in
dealing with recalcitrant Indian boys at Carlisle. The moment anyone opposed his will
[he] grew angry.”!” In 1884, when Red Cloud’s camp at Pine Ridge refused to send
their seventy-five children to sehosol, Major Valentine T. McGillycuddy petitioned “the
Indian Office for permmission to cut off from the ration rolls all families in Red Cloud's
camp that refused to put their children in schoal.” He obtained permission to begin
starving the Indians into submission in 1885." Orphans helped fill the school quotas
when promises, threars, and starvation attempts failed.'*

During the Indian wars, other children were literally kidnapped. Angie Debo, in A
History of the Indians of the United States, explains: “White men, in raiding Indian
villages, also killed the children if sufficiently angered, and in kindlier moods they also
spared them. Placing them in a distant school was an extension of this humane impulse.
... They never understood the desperation of the bereaved parents. Even the Apache
prisoners crowded within the stoekades found ways to hide some of their children from
the Carlisle kidnapers [sic].™

Even in the reservation schools the children were not safe from kidnappers. In the
1880s, when Angel DeCora, a Winnebago, was in class one day, strange men entered
the room and through translators, asked her it she would like to ride on a train. The
prospect excited her. so she and six other children agreed 1o leave with the white men.
Angel related, “We did get the promised nide. We rode three days and three nights until
we reached Hampton, Va. My parents found out, but too late.”™! Hampton Institute
added seven new names 1o their roll call that week, seven unsuspecting children
kidnapped against their families’ wills.

The caprure of the Indian children was preceded by years ot battles as bloody as
those described by Rowlandson, battles beguo early In the westward expansion as
trappers, traders, mmess, and settlers raided the Indians’ lands. Many Native American
parents resisted the missionaries’ atternpis to educate their children in the white calture:
those parents who knew that the ability to speak, read, and wrile English would be
essential for their children and were willing 10 send them away (o school understood all
too well that the means to achieve this end would have disastrous effeets on their
children and their culture.
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I1. The Journey

In all traditiona) captivity narratives, the captives are torn from their familiar
environment and taken on a journey to an unknown or unfamiliar destination. As Mary
Rowlandsen began her “Second Remove,” she lamented, “I must tumn my back upon
the town and travel with them into the vast and desolate wilderness, [ knew not
whither"? while the Indians muntcd her saying, “ your master will knock your child in
the head, ‘and then a second, and then a third." your master will quickly knock your
child in the head’.”® The Indian children’s journeys to the unknown held as much
anxiety and hardship for them as it did for Rowlandson. Their travels away from the
safety of their families terrified the young Native Americans, and the sight of the large
steamboats and hooting trains as well as the hundreds of rude spectators cansed many
of theun to fear for their lives. Luther Standing Bear, the first male smdent to step inside
the grounds at Carlisle, vicwed himself as a eaptive as he recalled the scene of the
“eighty-odd blanketed boys and girls marching down the street surrounded by a jeering,
unsympathetic people whose only cmotions were those of hate and fear; the conquerors
looking upon the conquered.”™

For most of the Indian children, their joumney began with a ride on the unfamiliar
sicam loeomative. Standing Bear described his fear at eleven years old during the train
ride when “suddenly the whole house started to move away with us. . . We expected
every minute that the house would tip over, and that something temble would happen.
We held onr blankets between our teeth, because our hands were both busy hanging to
the seats, so frightened were wc.™” However, teal fear for their lives soon replaced
anxiety as the train rushed closer and closcr to the East where the Native Americans
believed the carth ended, for they had been taught that the earth was flat with four
comers. “The big boys were now singing brave songs™ and they “expected to be killed
beeause [they] had passed the moon.”” Standing Bear went East, as did many Indian
children, expecting 1o die.

The arrival at the large, wooden army barracks and schoolhouses did not comfort
the children, either. La Flesche deseribed his first day, using the detached third person:
“Everything seemed to be in a whirl. He ook fright, ran to the door that [irst caught his
sight, and went with a thud down to a landing, but did not lose his balance; hc took
another step, then fell headleng into a dreadful dark place. He screamed at the top of
his voice, frightened almost into a fit.™ Zitkala-Sa, too, described her terror:
“trembling with fear and distrust of the palefaces, my teeth chattering from the ehilly
ride, [ crept noiselessly in my soft moccasins along the narrow hall, keeping very close
10 the bare wall. I was as frightened as the captured young of a wild creature.”* Her
fear did not lessen as the days went by: “My body trembled more from fear than from
the snow I trod upoen. . .. As I did not hush my crying, one of the older ones whispered
to me, ‘Wait until you are alone in the night.”** Needing compassion, she begged for
her mother, but the pajeface eaptors would not comfort her.
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Although the journeys of these young Indians were often not as physically grueling
as those of the white captives, the children’s sense of displacement, isolation, and their
actual fear of dying equaled that of their counterparts.

IIL. Cultural Displacement

Adapting to a foreign culture presented additional hardships to captives. Differcnt
types of lodging, food, and clothing made their confinements more stressful. During
Mary Rowlandson’s captivity, the Indian's diet appalled her the most: “The first weck
of my being among them I hardly ate a thing; the second week I found my stomach
grow faint for want of soinething; and yet it was very hard to get down their filthy trash;
but the third week. though [ could think how formerly my stomach would rirn against
this or that, and 1 could starve aud die beforc I could eat such things, yet thcy were
swcet and savory to my taste.”’™

Although the Native American chifdreu slowly adjusted to the “paleface days,™
as Zitkala-Sa termed them, they had morc to adapt 1o than the food. Anxious to remove
all traces of “savagery™ from their new charges, white educators and missionarics tried
to strip and clip and scrub their children’s Indianness away, committing emotionally
harmful actions toward the younpsters.

The cutting of the boys’ and pirls’ hair universally caused the most trauma among
the children and parents alike. Zitkala-Sa lamentzd the loss of her Indian individuality
when the girls® glossy, black hair was cut. Among Native Americans, short hair was
only worn by moumners, and “shmgled hair by cowards.”*? Zitkala-Sa tried o escape,
but she was caught and tied securely in a chair.

1 cried alond, shaking my head all the while until I felt the cold blades of

the scissors against my neck, and heard them gnaw off one of my thick braids.

Then I lost my spirit. Since the day | was taken from my mother [ have

sntlered extreme indignities. People had stared at me. | had been tossed about

in the air like a wooden puppet. And now my long hair was shingled like a

coward's! in my anguish 1 moaned for my mother, but no one came to eomforn

nic. Not a sonl reasoned quietly with me, as my own mother used to do; for

now I was only onc of the many little animals driven by a herder.”

When Standmg Bear's turn came in the barber’s chair, he stated that *“it hort my
feelings to such an extent that it made tears come to my eyes. I do not recall whether
the barber noticed my agitation or not, nor did I care. All T was thinking about was the
hair that he had taken away from me.” He then realized that he was no longer an Indian,
but only “an imitation ot a white man,”*

The children were not alone in their anguish, for when chief Red Cloud
accompanied his daughter to the school at the Pine Ridge agency and saw the white
worrnen cutting the scalplocks of the young boys, he immediately withdrew her. These
scalplocks were “the Sioux badge of honor, a boy deprived of that lock would never
amount to anything and would spon become a social outcast.”
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Then, the children’s blankets and elothing were taken from them and replaced by
outfits that Standing Bear considered awkward and uncomfortable. Moreover, he
believed that trousers and handkerchiefs were “unsanitary and the ousers keplt us fror
breathing well. High collars, stiff-bosomed shirts, and suspenders fully three inches in
width were uneomfortable, while leather boots caused actual suffering.” The red tlannel
undergarments Standing Bear considered as “actual torture.™ Missionaries forced them
into tightly fitting clothes which, Zitkala-Sa recalled, made her feel “immodestly
dressed.””’

Next, they were given English names, thns erasing their identity. La Flesche
explained. “the aboriginal names were considered by the missionaries as heathenish,
and therefore should be obliterated. No less heathenish in their origin were the English
substitutes, but the loss of their original meaning and significance throngh long usage
had rendered thiem {it to continue as appellations for civilized folk.”*

Whereas Indian names had personal or symbolic connotations and ceremonies
often accompanied the ritual of naming, the English names forced upon the children at
the schools were chosen randomly with no connection to their individnahty. Standing
Bear pointed ont his name from a list on the blackboard he could not read. He
cxplained, “None of the names were read or explained to us, so of coursc we did not
know the sound or the meaning of any of them.” When the teacher handed him the
pointer, Standing Bear said, “I took the pointer and acted as if [ were about to touch an
enemy.™ He considered hus action a heroic act, a sort of “coup” on the enemy. [t was
the child’s attempt to rmarshal his cultural traditions to snrvive.

Finally, the missionaries prohibited the Indian children from speaking their own
language, a rule, stated La Flesche, which was “rigidly enforced with a hickory rod, so
that the new-comer, however socially inclined, was obliged to go about like a little
dummy until he had learned to express himself in English.”™ This harsb rule, especially
in the first months when the children were undergoing major cnltural and personal
adjustments, caused much emotional isolation. Standing Bear explained, “T now
remembered how hard it had been for us to forego the consolation of speech. I
remermbered how lonely we used to get and how we longed for the loved ones at home,
and the taking away of speech at that time only added to our depression. Those of us
who knew the sign language made use of it, but imagine what it meant to those who had
to remain silent. ™' With this one rule, the silencing of an individual, educators moved
effectively loward silencing an entire culture.

The young children also had difficulty adjusting to the white man’s food,
considering it as unpalatable as the white captives described the Indian cuisine.
Standing Bear believed that “*Of all the changes we were foreed to make, that of diet
was doubtless the most injurious, for it was immediate and drastic. White bread we had
for the first meal and thereafter, as well as coffee and sugar. Had we been allowed our
own simple diet of meat, either boiled with soup or dried, and fruit, with perhaps a few
vegetables, we should have thrived.™* With weakened bedies and souls, it is no wonder
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that within the first three years of school, “nearly one half of the children from the
Plains were dead.”™"

The children’s days were regimented by a system of bells, aad strict military order
govemned their every move. Zitkala-Sa explained how this new culture distressed her:
“A large bell rang for breakfast, its loud metallic voice crashiug through the belfry
overhead and inte our sensitive ears, The annoying clatter of shoes on bare floors gave
us nopeace, , . And though my spirit tore itself in stugpling for its lost freedom, ali was
nseless.”* Eastman summed up the feelings of these culturally displaced youngsters,
stripped of their hair, their clothing, their names, their language, and their health, when
he exclaimed: “I felt like a wild goose with its wings clipped.”**

IV, Sulferings and Cruelties

Readers of captivity narratives shudder at the cruelties, ofientimes exaggerated or
sensationalized, that Indians ivflicted upon their white captives. Mary Rowlandson
described this incident in her travail when she was hungry and went to visit a kind
Indian woman who had once given her food: “When I was there, there came an Iudian
to look afier me, who when he found me, kicked me al) along. I went home and found
venison roasting that night, but they would not give me one bit of it,” Rowlandsen
explained, “Semetimes I met with favor, and sometimes with nothing but frowns.™*
Although Rowlandson’s physical torments de not compare in degree with the cruelties
of some other white captives, they are probably more indicative of the treatment that
mast white captives received at the hands of their Indian captors.

Native American children endured equally cruel physical oppression and neglect.
Unsympathetic teachers demanded rigid adherenee to rules and inflicted unneeessarily
harsh corporal punishment. Discipline was swift and relentless, and often the Indian
children, unfamiliar with white customs or vnable lo speak or understand English, did
not comprehend why they were being hurt. La Flesche and a friend, who were attending
the Presbyterian Indian Mission School north of Omaha, Nebraska, were caught in an
innocent boyish prank and punished severely:

Gray-beard brought down the stick heavily on Brush’s shoulders, an inch
of the sapling broke; then he struck faster and faster, and at each siroke a piece
fell off. Brush stoed with clenched fists, determined not to show any flinching;
but we could see that he felt keenly the blows. He went to his desk, and buried
his face in his arms.

I’'m afraid this isn’t hickory,” says Gray-beard, throwing on the floor the
stump of the switch. “I know this one is,” and he dealt blow after blow on the
broad shoulders of Alexander, who pave no sign of pain. The boy stood
unmoved, every muscle relaxed, even his hands were open, showing no
emotion whatever. The svick was wormn ont, and Gray-beard threw the stump
on the floor. ¥



41

However, the worsit cruelty inflicted by the teachers at the Mission School La
Flesche attended occurred when a young orphan brought by a grandmeother accidentally
hit the teacher with a clod of dirt: “Catehing 2 firmn grip on the hand of the boy, Gray-
beard dealt blow after blow on the visibly swelling band. The man seemed to lose all
self-contrel, gritting his teeth and breathing heavily, while the child writhed in pain,
turmned blue, and lost his breath.” La Flesche was horrified and unable “to reconcile the
act of Gray-beard with the teachings of the missionaries.”®

When the leading Sioux chicfs Red Cloud, Red Dog, and Spotted Tail visited
Carlisle in 1880, they were angry at the educational program, for they wished their
children to be taught 1o speak, read, and write English, not work as drudges in the
fields. The physieal pnnishiment the youngsters received also incensed them. According
to George E. Hyde in A Sioux Chronicle, the chiefs were incensed at the “thugs on the
staff whose duty it was to beat the pupils.” The Native American leaders could not
understand how Chnstian people in the East could approve of Pratt’s plan when “they
knew that he had men and women on his payroll under the euphemistic designation of
disciplinarians whose main duty was to thurmp recalcitrant Indian boys and girls into
submission.” ™ A bill was introduced into Congress to halt snch beatings at Indian
schools, but Pratt personally went io Washington to fight it and won, delaying its
passage for twenty-five years.”

Even though corporal punishinent was not uncommaon even in white boarding
schools, and many teachers were dedicated and compassionate individuals, the cause
far the severe discipline was unique. Teachers routinely disciplined Indian children for
speaking their native langnage, for singing Indian songs, for not understanding English,
and, 35 a consequence, for running away from school. When compared to the
traditionally lenient upbringing of most Indian children. such harsh physical
punishment for previonsly approved behavior was alien and inconprehensible.

Mosl appalling, however, were the great nnmbers of children who died from
disease, neplect. starvation, and even homesickness at the Indian schools. Grippe,
whooping cough, smallpox, pulmonary diseases, and tuberculosis spread rapidly in the
crowded schoolrooms and dormuitories. Zitkala-Sa, even as a child, understoed the lack
of medical resources and attention, stating, “I grew bitter, and censured the woman for
cruel neglect of our physical ills.”™ Later, when Zitkala-Sa was a teacher herself at
Carlisle, she understood more clearly the woeful medical conditions at the school: *Au
inebriate paleface sat stupid in a doctor’s chair, while Indian patients carried their
ailments to untimely graves.”*

The sufferings and cruelties forced upon the uncomprehending Native American
children were all the more tragic since the pain was consciously inflicted by a sociery
that prided itself in its democracy, snpeniority, and Chnistian chanty.
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V. The Return

The reunion of white captives with their families and friends was usually
accampanied by rejoicing and thankfulness, and most were welcomed wholeheartedly
back into the community, often paying ransoms as high as two thousand dollars.™
Rawlandson spoke of “pitiful, tender-hearted and compassionate Christians,”
“tenderhearted friends,” “Bounty and religious charity,” and “public thanksgiving" al
her retum.** Although she moumned the loss of laved ones killed during the attack, the
ordeal taught her “the vanity of . . . outward things" and that “we must rely on God
Himself, and our whole dependence must be npon him."** As a result of her eaptivity,
she considered herself now one of the “elect” and had an important role to fulfill in her
eommunity: to serve as an example for others 1o appreeiate the poodness of God and
ttot stray from the Puritan paths of righteousness.

Indian families, af course, rejoiced at the return of their onee-captive sons and
danghters, but the dramatic changes affected upon their children and the emotional and
physical scars they brought back home with them made homecomings tragic. The
newly-acculturated youths returned complete strangers o their families and were unable
to fit baek into their own soeieties. Zitkala-Sa explained, “Even nature seemed to have
no place for me. [ was neither a wee girl nor a !all one; neither a wild Indian nor a tame
one. This deplorable situation was the effect of my brief conrse in the East.™ In her
story of the “Soft-Hearted Sioux,” a young Christian returned to his tribe, and the
medicine man taunted, *“What loyal son is he who, returning to his father’s people.
wears a foreigner’s dress? . .. Here is the traitor to his people.”™

Often, upon retumning to their families and villages, the restored captives were not
greeted with celebrations, but suspicion. Traditional members of their own tribes
considered them as oulcasts and looked upon them, stated La Flesche, as “make-believe
white men,"** neither white nor Indian. “Some of the boys came back years later, tumed
into imitation whites, and most of them were unhappy,” states Hyde in 4 Sioux
Chronicle. "Some died off there in the white men’s land and were ttever seen again.™®”

Standing Bear reported the sad spectacle of returned children who could no longer
speak their native language, or pretended they could not out of shame, and who tumed
to “deception and trickery.™' They became like lhe young men in Zitkala-8a’s
autobiographical tale “The Blue-Siar Woman,” tricksters who preyed on the old. the
uneducaied. and the helpless and who "thrived 1n their grafting business. . .. the by-
product of an unwieldy bnreaucracy over the nation’s wards."®

Most unfortunate, the white world sull regarded the edneated Indians as inferior
and did not allow them the hrotherhood and equahty Pratt and other assimilanonists had
envisioned. In 1890, Standing Bear and a group uf uther students who had just returned
from Carlisle held a council meeting to discuss what they could do with the education
they had received a1 the msutution and which they had found useless back on ihe
reservation. Fifleen of them decided that each should open a little shop if the
government wauld give them Lhe necessary touls. Sianding Bear, who believed this (o
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be an excellent idea, drew up a letter for them to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs,
only to have their request ignored.® Even the Indians wbo had positions within the
white systern on their own reservations, like Zitkala’s brother Dawee, lost them to white
men: “the Great Father at Washington sent a white son to take my brother’s pen from
him,”* and he was not able to make use of his Eastern education.

Many Native Awericans contimied on to eollege. Eastman graduated from
Darntmouth College and went on to receive a medical degree at Boston University. He
began his practice at the Pine Ridge Indian ageney in Nebraska; however, when he
exposed fraudulent practices at the agency, he was charged as insubordinate and forced
to resign. When he attempted to establish a medieal practice in St. Paul, Minnesota,
after being one of the few to pass the medical examination for that state, he conplained
he was “persistently solicited for illegal practice, and this by persons who were not only
intelligent, but apparently of good social standing.” Eastman refused such illegal
solicitations as well as tempting offers to perform “Indian treatments.” Thus, the
education that the white man promised would transform the Indian into a full member
of eivilized society proved wornthlcss, in the white world as well as on their own
reservations.

Zitkala-Sa described white men and women as “a cold race whosc hearts were
frozen hard with prejudice.™® Alden T. Baughan writes in Narratives of North
American Indian Capriviry that although the integration of the white into Indian society
may have been trauman, their assimilation was “‘genuine and binding upon the Indian.
By contrast, the integration of the Indian into the white society was often more formal
than real.”™®’

V1. Conclusion

Baoth the captivity namatives written by early white setilers and the autobiographies
of Native Americans record the paraliel experiences of whites captured by tndians and
forced to live within tribal communities and of Indians capnired by whites and held
against their wills in white educational facilities. Just as some of the white captives
assimilated into the Indian culture of their captors,” so did many Native Amcricans,
especially those children taken from their families at an early age. However, nearly all
Indian antobiographies contain incidents which record the emotional, physical, and
cultural abuses imposed upon them just as praphically as those described hy white
captives.

Alice Poindexter Fisher. in The Trunsformarion of Tradition, notes the traumatic
impact these schools had on their captive pnpils: “The Indian, educated off the
reservation by whites, abandons for a time the traditions of his hentage. Dunng this
liminal state of trying to pass from one way of life to another, the protagonist becomes
alienated from those nmitive and spiritual faculties that have been the touchstone for
truth. As he becomes further disoriented, he suffers an emnotional and psychological
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crisis that often places him in physical danger and threatens a total disintegration of the
self.™?

What sets the Indian narratives apart is their unrewarding returm 1o society, either
the white man’s world or the Indian’s, mtensifying their culiural displacement. Zitkala-
Sa summed up the cffect of ber captivity in white-run Indian scheots: “But few there
are who have pauscd 10 question whether reat lifc o1 long-lasting death lies beneath this
semblance of civilization.™ Eastman was another who questioned the worth of his
acculwration and the values of civilized society: “I am an Indian; and whilc [ have
learned mueh from civilization, for which 1 am grateful, | have never lost my Indian
sense of right and justice. [ am for development and progress along social and spiritual
lines, rather than those of commerce, nationalism, nr material cfticiency.”'

Even Standing Bear, one of those who succeeded in the white world, felt so
strongly ahout the harm denc to him, his fellow students, and his culture that it caused
him fo resolve: “if today [ had a voung mind to dircct, (o starton the joumey of life, and
I was taced with the duty of choosing between the natural way of my ferefathers and
that of the white man’'s present woy of civilization, 1 would, for its welfare,
unbesitatingly ser that child’s feet in the path of my forefathers. I would raise him to be
an Indian.”™

Although both Indian and white captives record similar experiences. imporiant
differences exist i (he audiences and the purposes af the texts. The captivity narranives
of the Euro-Americans appealed to the writers” own social and spirital communities
who accepted them back into the fold. Their purposes were three-lold: 1o warn
Christians of their fenucus positien w God’s universe if they continued in their sinful
ways, to prociaim the grace of God for the physical and spiritual salvation, perhaps
even election, of the captive, and to justily the takeover by Euto-Americans of the
“savage” Indians’ Tands. The narrater and the auvdience shared religious, soeial, and
intelleemal beliefs, and the language appealed to these eommon grounds.

However, for the Native Amencans who were often uot acceplcd back into their
eommunitics, their audience was nol thei own people but the culfure that abducted
theni. As such, their narraiives fulfilied different purposes. Written prunarily for a white
audicuce, the autobiographies, rather than serving as an example for other Native
Amencans to follow, attesnpied w awaken white Americans io the wrongs done an
entire nation while reoffirming the positive yuatives of the Indian civilization.
Foremost, the texis celebrated the Native American way of life as more humane, morc
in touch with the earth, and more community-centered in an attempt to replace the
“savage™ and “pagan” stcrcotvpical thinking of their readers. Next, they attempted 1o
project their own actions and syuritual beliefs as moie pure than those of the Euro-
American culture Who professed the golden rule but acred seilishly. Too, many of the
nofratives scrved as polinical statements of the mjustices they suffered. testimnnzes of
the atroeilics that never made the buld newspaper headlines as did those of the white
caplives.
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Moreovcr, the language and the systems of belief that the Native Americans had
to employ was not a shared one. To explain the Indian spirituality, the narrators had to
apply Biblical comparisons; to describe their connectedness with Mother Earth, they
had to allude to Wordsworth and the Remantics; and to air their own grievances, they
needed to employ snbversion rather than confrontation, or their audience would not
accept thern, Moreover, to do all of this, they not only had to nse a “foreign™ language
but an alien system of communication—written, nol oral.

Despite all of the efforts of carly reformers to erase the Indian culture, Native
American voices were heard and their histories saved. Tribal ideatity and native
traditions not enly survived but are renewing their strength and following. Presses
acrass the United States are cumrently publishing new cditions of the early 20th century
works as well as poetry, novels, and antobiographical works by contemporary native
Americans,

This current revival and reasscssment of our past is important, for, as James Axtell
states, “‘evaluation is intrinsic to the histarical process, not an option, because the moral
connotations of the everyday words we use are part of their descriplive meaning,”™ We
must jndge the past not only “to do justice to it . . . To set the record straight,””* but
also “to advance our own moral education.”

Standing Bear bclicved that “the attempted transformation of the ludian by the
white man and the chaos that has resulted are but the fruits of the white man’s
disobedience of a fundamental and spiritual law.”™ That law, he explained,
encompassed "an intense and absorbing love for nature; a respect for life; enriching
faith in a Suprcme Power; and principles of truth, honesty, generosity, cquity, and
brotherhood as a guide to mundane relations.”™’

With the growing awareness and appreciation of cultural diversity, many in the
whilc community are now looking to Native American beliefs and traditions as moral
and spirirual guides 1o ease their own increasing sense of alienation and to help them
establish a new set of values, especially concemning hnmanity’s relatiouship with the
environment,

Many ironies exist in this expropriation. First, Eurcamericans are seeking strength
and knowledge from the very culturc that their forefathers and foremothers considered
as savage and inferior—a culture that they eould not desiroy. Second. as noted by
Robert F. Berkhofer, Jr., in The White Man s Indian, Whites have historically created
an image or stereotype of the Indian to suit their ends, whether for economic, religious.
or cultural exploitation and expansion,™ And, last, the idea of the Noble or Romantic
Savage and the promise of a ntopian existence in harmony with nature and reason has
existed since the 18th and 19th centuries.

So how do Americans, as a whole, reconcile historic facts from opposing
viewpoints and centuries of image-making and exploitation to solve the very real
dilernmas of the approaching rwenty-first century? What Jane Tompkins suggests to me
in **Indians’: Textualism, Morality, and the Problemn of History,” is that each of us must



46

“piece logether the story of European-Indian relations™” for ourselves as best we can
and work morally toward solving, or at least not repeating, the mistakes of the past.

NOTES

L. Throughout my research, 1 diseovered conflicting preferences in the usc of the terms “Indian,”
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Indians (Washinglon, D.C.: University Press of Ameriea, [983), and "indians of North America™
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G.P. Putnam, 1577}, 49.
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1947y, 17.
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Dover, 1989), 10.

5. In Land of the Spotted Eagle (1933; seprint, Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press 1978),
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as his experiences at Carlisle.

6. Oppelt, fndian Colleges, presents a thorough history of the “Historic Aniecedents of
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1867-1904, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1964), xi, xv.
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[9G7- 190G, {Lineoin: University of Nebraska Press, 1989), xix.
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eourse, are not negalive in their attitudes toward their school experiences, Many, such as La
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whites captured by Indians, chose nol Lo go back 1o the white civilization.

10. Mary Rowlandson, A Narrative of the Captivity and Restoration of Mrs. Mary
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