Native Americans of North America 

B. First Contact with Europeans, 1500s 

Although isolated Scandinavian explorers and traders established short-lived settlements in Greenland and eastern Canada around AD 1000, European advances into the Western Hemisphere did not fully begin until the late 1400s when Christopher Columbus set off from Spain in search of a westward route to Asia. Before that time, North America remained almost entirely isolated from the rest of the world's population. Such isolation proved to be the primary factor in Europe's successful advance into the Americas. Lacking immunities to common European diseases, Native Americans were susceptible to influenza, chicken pox, smallpox, measles, and other diseases. The results were devasting for Native American communities throughout the Americas.

B.1. European Diseases 

Beginning in 1492, Columbus's voyages to the New World, as Europeans soon called the Americas, initiated the first waves of epidemics for Native Americans. The Taíno (also known as the Island Arawak) and the Island Carib of the Caribbean were the first Native Americans to be nearly exterminated by European contact.

As Spanish conquistadores (conquerors) explored the Americas, Native American communities suffered. In the American Southeast, many large, densely populated Indian villages soon disintegrated following Spanish contact. Their concentrated communities and the humid, temperate climates created ripe and deadly conditions for disease. Scholars estimate that nearly 90 percent of some pre-contact Southeastern populations were gone by 1600. Similar population declines occurred throughout the Northeast, along the St. Lawrence River, and in the mid-Atlantic and coastal regions. In the arid Southwest, Spanish diseases were not as traumatic as elsewhere. But, generally, as Europeans encountered native populations, death and disease ensued. 

B.2. European Colonization 

Once begun, Spanish expansion accelerated with each passing year. Initially believing he had found Asia (what the Spanish referred to as “the Indies”), Columbus labeled all Native Americans as “Indians.” After his first 1492 expedition, Columbus returned the next year with five times as many ships, more than 1,000 Spanish settlers, and many more animals, particularly domesticated European horses, cattle, and pigs, none of which existed in the Western Hemisphere. Such animals and settlers were intended to transform Native American lands and turn Indian villages into Spanish-speaking, Christian communities. With these efforts, Spain began to colonize its newly claimed territory. Throughout the Americas, Spain and, later, other European powers violently took possession of Native American lands and turned them into outposts for their empires. 

With first contact, Native Americans and Europeans formed opinions about one another. Europeans first viewed Indians as either barbaric or noble savages—people who lived either according to no rules or to the noble rules of nature. Some Indians initially viewed Spanish colonizers as liberators from existing oppressive Native American regimes, such as the Aztec and Inca. These divisions between Indian tribes were crucial to Spain's many conquests. Other Native Americans did not passively accept Spanish rule. Many violently resisted. Others turned to each other as well as to the newly transplanted European religions for solace.

In the American Southwest and Southeast, Native Americans developed creative ways of resisting and adapting to Spanish intrusion. Some groups that encountered Spanish explorers and colonizers directed the Spanish away from their communities, telling Spanish explorers such as Francisco Vásquez de Coronado that the gold and wealth they sought was further away in their enemies' lands. In the Southwest, Pueblo peoples fought Spanish colonization until the late 1500s, when Spanish soldiers laid siege to Pueblo villages. The Pueblo continued to resist throughout the 1600s, which led to an uprising, known as the Pueblo Revolt of 1680, which drove the Spanish from the region for more than a decade.

In Spanish Florida, Timucua Indians became incorporated into the Spanish colony there. In return for accepting limited forms of Christianity, the Timucua received protections from the Spanish that surrounding Indians did not receive. Living within Spanish colonies protected some Indians from the most horrific forms of Spanish colonization, particularly slavery. The profitable mines of northern Mexico continuously hungered for Indian labor, and the Spanish enslaved many Southwestern Native Americans to work in Mexican mines.

Spanish colonization quickly compelled other European powers to join in the scramble for Native American lands. Followed by the French, Dutch, and then English, Spain's American conquests transformed Europe in countless ways. Spain not only imported European crops and animals to the Americas, it also began exporting Native American crops, resources, and products to Europe. Such exchanges quickly revolutionized both Europe and the Americas. Throughout Spain's American empire, millions of Native Americans labored for distant and unknown monarchs, digging enormous amounts of rock and precious metals. They also cultivated agricultural crops and manufactured goods for colonial rulers while tending Spanish herds. Native American crops such as tomatoes, beans, potatoes, and chocolate became staples in all European countries, while gold and silver mined by Native Americans transformed European economies. Native Americans, in sum, helped initiate the rise of Europe's great empires.

C. Early Relations and Trade, 1500s to 1700s 

Following the Spanish, the French, Dutch, and English began to colonize North America. These colonization efforts, however, varied between as well as within each European empire. It is best, then, to think of colonial North America as linked but separate regions with varied economies and different relationships between Europeans and Native Americans. 

1. Relations with French and Dutch 

France's earliest explorations in North America followed two main rivers in the East, the Mississippi and St. Lawrence. Along the St. Lawrence, French explorers such as Jacques Cartier established trading and political relations with different Iroquois and Algonquian peoples. Cartier ventured inland as far as the Iroquois town of Hochelaga (the present site of Montréal) in 1535. Seeking food, furs, and hides from Native Americans, the French traded manufactured goods such as firearms, blankets, metal, and cloth. As the French and Iroquois each vied for supremacy over the emerging fur trade in the 1600s, relations between the two sides quickly deteriorated and the French aligned themselves with the Algonquian. 

Trading became the primary form of economic exchange throughout New France, as France's North American empire was known by 1608. It stretched from the mouth of the St. Lawrence River on the Atlantic Ocean, past the French settlements of Québec City and Montréal, into the Great Lakes, and down the Mississippi River, eventually reaching present-day New Orleans. Throughout this large area, diverse Native Americans and French peoples intermixed and laid the foundation for a new, hybrid society.

Below the St. Lawrence and along the Hudson River, Iroquois and southern Algonquian groups encountered traders and settlers from The Netherlands. Beginning in 1624, the Dutch established prominent trading centers such as New Amsterdam (later New York City) and Fort Orange (later Albany, New York) in a colony they called New Netherland. At these trading centers, the Mohawk and the four other nations of the Iroquois Confederacy (Onondaga, Cayuga, Oneida, and Seneca) quickly consolidated control over the fur trade with the Dutch. These five nations expanded their territories at the expense of other groups, driving away rivals such as the Mahicans.

The Iroquois enlarged their territories not only to gain access to their rivals' fur supplies, particularly beaver pelts, but also to ensure their own political survival. Native Americans who successfully integrated themselves into European trading spheres gained indispensable access to European trade goods, including guns, metals, and cloth. Those who did not suffered.

Throughout northeastern North America, Native Americans competed with each other as well as with Europeans for access to natural resources, while permitting the establishment of small European trading settlements. A tenuous but ultimately enduring coexistence developed between the Iroquois and Dutch settlers in New Netherland and between the Algonquian and French settlers in New France that revolved around trade, particularly the fur trade.

2. Relations with English 

Many English newcomers to North America, like their French, Dutch, and Spanish predecessors, had similar motivations to trade and profit. However, many other English newcomers did not; they wanted to find new lands to settle and to build new lives for themselves. This difference separated the English from the other European colonial powers in North America.

Following the Protestant Reformation in the early 1500s, England was home to competing religious sects and groups. One group of people who followed the tenets of Puritanism and were known as Puritans decided to leave England and Europe altogether to establish a new society in North America. They had limited intentions of coexisting with Native Americans and adapting themselves to Native American ways because they intended to live according to their strict interpretations of Christian theology. In 1620 a group of Puritans, also known as Pilgrims, established the Plymouth colony. They soon came into bitter conflict with Native Americans in New England.

Although their initial survival depended upon Native American hospitality, particularly gifts and food, Puritan leaders soon demanded too much of local Native Americans, including the Pequot. The Pequot resisted Puritan land invasions and in the 1630s fought a bitter war for survival. In one battle at Mystic River in 1637 Puritan soldiers and their Native American allies surrounded and exterminated an entire Pequot town of several hundred people. Interpreting Pequot misfortune as a sign of divine favor, Puritan leaders expanded their influence, conquering much of New England throughout the 1600s. From 1675 to 1676 they fought King Philip's War against the Wampanoag and other Native American groups. After winning that war, Puritan control over the Massachusetts colony was secured, and additional Puritan villages sprouted up throughout the region.

Other English colonies were established throughout eastern North America, including Jamestown in Virginia in 1607 and colonies in the Carolinas in the 1640s. These mid- and southern Atlantic colonies soon resembled the Spanish and French colonies in the West Indies where servile, or indentured, labor (and increasingly African American slave labor) provided the basis for plantation economies. In Virginia and the Carolinas, English landlords secured land from local Native Americans through treaties or just took the land through royal charters or land grants. They then began planting crops for export to Europe. Such crops included tobacco in Virginia and rice, indigo, and tobacco in the Carolinas. In both regions, Native Americans initially entered into trading relations with the English and enjoyed the economic opportunities provided by the fur and deerskin trade.

Increasingly, however, as in New England, English settlers wanted more Native American land, and they often forced treaties upon starving Native American groups in exchange for European goods. As native lands became English ranches, farms, and plantations, Native Americans were often plunged into a state of dependency and despair because they no longer could support themselves by growing their own food. Losing lands along the coastal Atlantic, landless Indians often migrated into the interior of North America or violently resisted further English encroachment. The English won a series of brutal wars against the Powhatan Confederacy in Virginia in the mid-1600s and later in 1715 against the Yamasee in the Carolinas. These wars initiated the demise of these once powerful Native American groups.

Throughout North America, Native Americans witnessed the introduction of radically new technologies and ways of life. Foreigners from distant lands arrived in their homelands. They came in strange vessels, carried strange items, spoke strange languages, and often acted violently towards native communities. Native American worlds quickly became turned upside down, as North America became “new worlds for all,” as one historian has argued. Such new and revolutionary developments brought unprecedented changes to Native American societies and created fundamentally different ways of living for all peoples within as well as outside of European colonies.

D. Middle Ground, 1600s to 1700s 

Following the arrival of Europeans in North America, Native Americans suffered from diseases, increased intertribal warfare, and the effects of European settlement. Such challenging developments did not, however, cause the demise of native power and autonomy. On the contrary, European exploration and colonization of North America, while devastating for many, increased the power and influence of other Indian groups. Often aligned through trade, diplomacy, and alliances, Native Americans throughout the 17th and 18th centuries controlled the vast majority of territory throughout what is now the United States and Canada. Native Americans remained, then, central to the history of these periods.

Some scholars characterize some areas of North America in the period after European contact and before complete Euro-American domination as a “middle ground,” a time when neither Native Americans nor Europeans were the supreme rulers of a given territory and when the ties between Indians and whites were stronger than their differences. While more of a general concept than an actual historic region or period, such middle grounds existed throughout portions of North America in the 1600s and 1700s.

1. New France 

New France best embodies the concept of a middle ground. As the French expanded throughout the interior of North America, French traders and, later, Catholic missionaries relied upon native guides and hospitality for survival. Algonquian-speaking peoples, including the Ojibwa (Chippewa), Ottawa, Fox, and Cree, understood the lands and customs of eastern North America far better than any French person. In addition to trade, the French and Native Americans developed ties that included intermarriage, shared forms of entertainment, and religious worship. French traders and Indian women had children, and their mixed-blood offspring became known as the Métis. The French and Native Americans also formed military and political alliances. Throughout the Great Lakes region, French and Algonquian communities all feared the Iroquois, and together they helped drive the Iroquois out of the western Great Lakes in the late 1600s. Such shared forms of living characterized French colonization in North America and reveal how Indians adapted to and used European colonialism for their own purposes. In many parts of New France, distinctions between Native Americans and Europeans did not even exist.

2. Changing Lifeways 

The effects of such alliances and intermixture soon spread outside of New France. To the north and west of New France, French as well as Indian fur traders traded with numerous Native American groups from the Northern Plains. This trade not only spread new technologies, but also forever transformed these interior portions of North America.

In the far western Great Lakes in the 1600s and early 1700s, French-aligned Ojibwa communities increasingly traded with different Siouan-speaking peoples, including the Lakota (Teton) and Dakota (Santee). The Ojibwa passed along French guns, ammunition, metals, and other technologies. Armed with new and superior forms of weaponry, the Lakota and Dakota Sioux quickly consolidated control over the headwaters of the Mississippi River and began dominating the lands of their enemies, particularly the sedentary villages of the Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara along the Missouri River. As European diseases devastated concentrated village peoples, more nomadic groups in the center of the continent began gaining supremacy. Their power and mobility was aided greatly by the spread of new tools and technologies from the Southern Plains and Southwest, including the horse.

The horse revolutionized the lives of Native Americans in much of the West during the 1600s. Domesticated horses first arrived in North America with the Spanish in the 1500s. Widespread horse trading between Native Americans began in the Southwest in the early 1600s, when sedentary Pueblo groups began stealing horses from Spanish herds and trading them to surrounding nomadic peoples such as the Navajo and Apache. As northern peoples incorporated horses into their societies, they increasingly raided Spanish colonies.

Navajo, Apache, Ute, Comanche, and other northern peoples all reoriented their economies and their territorial movements around the horse. The Apache, for example, became among the most adept horse traders and raiders in human history. Arriving in New Mexico to both trade and raid, these northern peoples limited the expansion of Spanish settlement throughout New Mexico and Texas while plunging the region into centuries of constant upheaval. Trading, raiding, and stealing horses not only from the Spanish but also each other, Plains and mountain peoples throughout the West increased the spread of the horse in all directions. They exchanged horses to more distant Native Americans for other trade goods, including French and English guns, ammunition, alcohol, metals, cloth, and jewelry.

By 1700 most of North America remained outside the sphere of European control, but increasingly within the sphere of European influence. East of the Mississippi, European colonial regimes controlled settlements along the Atlantic and throughout major river sheds. Within these colonies, Native Americans and Europeans encountered one another, initially regarded each as alien, but often over time constructed shared forms of living that minimized their differences. In New France, New Netherland, and even portions of New England and Virginia, survival necessitated coexistence and cooperation.

Throughout much of Canada and west of the Mississippi, however, European colonization had yet to unfold. Few Europeans knew of the diversity and sophisticated cultures of the peoples who inhabited these lands. Most Native American languages, beliefs, and practices remained outside the realm of European knowledge. The areas of present-day California and the Pacific Northwest, for example, still retained the most concentrated Native American populations and included thousands of distinct, though interconnected, communities. Within the next century and a half, however, European influences and conflicts would forever reshape most of North America.

E. Conflicts and Wars, 1700s to 1815 

From 1700 to 1815 most of eastern North America became incorporated into European spheres of control and, eventually, into the newly formed United States. As European empires competed for land, resources, and allies, Native Americans found themselves in a tightening circle. Thousands of British settlers and African slaves arrived each year during the 1700s, accelerating the demand for Native American land. Native Americans, often in alliance with rival European powers, resisted such expansion, and throughout the 18th century they participated in a series of wars between the European empires. By the end of these contests, all but one of Europe's empires—Britain--had given up its claims to eastern North America. Ultimately, Britain and the United States vied with each other and with their Native American allies for control of North America.

Native American warriors provided the majority of combatants during this century of war. These conflicts were not only between rival Europeans but also between competing Native American powers. Native Americans fought each other not only for specific resources, such as furs, but also to achieve supremacy over territories, trade networks, and even European allies. 

1. Conflicts in the Northeast 

After 1701 a balance of power emerged in northeastern North America in which some powers competed for supremacy, while others sought to maintain the status quo. The balance of power included three principal groups: New France and its Algonquian allies; the British colonies, including New York, New England, and Virginia; and the Iroquois Confederacy and its Native American allies.

The Iroquois in particular tried to maintain balance between the French and British. Receiving gifts and favors from both, the Iroquois followed a path of neutrality during a series of wars between the French and British, refusing to side with either but threatening to fight whenever their interests became compromised. After siding with the English in King William's War (1689-1697) and suffering devastating losses, the Iroquois pursued a policy of neutrality through Queen Anne's War (1702-1713), King George's War (1744-1748), and the French and Indian War (1754-1763). Fearing that Iroquois power might tip the scales in favor of their rivals, both British and French leaders heeded the threats of the powerful Iroquois.

2. Conflicts in the Southeast 

Native Americans in the Southeast also attempted to play European rivals off one another. With Spanish Florida to the south, French Louisiana to the west, and the British Carolinas to the east, the Choctaw, Creek, Chickasaw, and Cherokee—who later became known with the Seminole as the Five Civilized Tribes—leveraged favors from Spanish, French, and British officials. Dominating the interior portions of the Southeast, these groups competed with each other for resources, particularly deerskins, captives, and food, which they traded for European goods. Such competition increasingly brought bloodshed. Just as the Spanish, French, and British attempted to enlist Native Americans to fight in their wars, Native Americans tried to recruit European support, especially in the form of guns and ammunition, for their intertribal conflicts.

However, such dependency on European powers ultimately proved disastrous for many Native American groups. As Britain drove France, and later Spain, from the region, southeastern Native Americans soon lacked rival European nations to play off one another. They quickly became isolated with only limited resources to offer land-hungry British settlers.

3. Three Pivotal Wars 

Three pivotal conflicts in the second half of the 1700s and in the first decades of the 1800s eroded the balance of power in North America. These conflicts were the French and Indian War, the American Revolution (1775-1783), and the War of 1812 (1812-1815). At the end of these conflicts, the survival of Native Americans became squarely linked to the British in the territory of Canada and to the Americans in the United States.

The first critical stage came during the French and Indian War between France and Britain. Unlike any of the previous conflicts between the French and British, this contest consumed far more resources and was fought literally around the world—in Europe, North America, Asia, and on the high seas. (It was known as the Seven Years' War in Europe.) The conflict began in the Ohio River Valley backcountry with clashes between British settlers and French and Indian forces, and it left few regions of New France and British North America untouched.

From eastern Canada, down the St. Lawrence and Hudson rivers, into the Great Lakes and along the Ohio River, Native Americans and French forces clashed with British forces and their Indian allies. Framing the conflict as a struggle for the future control of North America, Britain and France deployed thousands of men, hundreds of ships, and many other resources. With mastery of the seas and a much larger fighting force on the ground, Britain and its Native American allies outlasted the more experienced French and Native American forces. At the Treaty of Paris in 1763, France ceded its North American empire to Britain, and New France was no more. At the end of the war, France effectively abandoned hundreds of thousands of Native American allies as well as thousands of Métis and French settlers. 

After Britain defeated France, Algonquian leaders throughout the former region of New France demanded that British officials recognize and honor the rights and customs that they had forged in more than a century of relations with the French. If the British failed, for example, to supply Native Americans with gifts, particularly ammunition, it was more than insulting; it threatened their survival. Essentially trying to force their new British rulers to adopt the roles of their former French allies and to reassert Native American autonomy, Native American leaders, under such commanders as the Ottawa chief Pontiac, went to war against the British in the early 1760s.

However, Britain did not want another war, and its leaders knew that they could not continue to fight Native Americans in the forests of former New France. British officials consequently began respecting Native American demands and even began protecting Native American lands from settlers. In the Royal Proclamation of 1763, Britain set aside land west of the Appalachian Mountains for Native Americans and prohibited the expansion of settlements there.

With this move, British rulers angered the 13 British colonies along the Atlantic Ocean, which coveted Native American lands in the interior. Long accustomed to subjugating Native Americans through trade and warfare, the colonists wanted to turn more Native American homelands into farms and slave plantations. Colonists protested British land policies and the taxes that Britain levied to repay its debts from the wars. The colonists soon began imagining a future without British rulers. Such imaginings became the spark for the American Revolution.

When the American Revolution began, many Native Americans initially tried to stay outside of what appeared to them to be an internal dispute between family members. However, many quickly realized the stakes of the struggle and aligned themselves with the British. Having struggled to get the British to recognize their rights, the Algonquians, for example, bitterly resisted the colonists' efforts to become independent. So, too, did the Iroquois, who similarly understood that the colonists coveted Native American lands for development. Iroquois and Algonquian homelands became critical battlegrounds during the war, as many revolutionary generals invaded Native American territories. George Washington, George Rogers Clark, and John Sullivan all became renowned fighters of Indians. Sullivan and Clark inflicted terrible damage on Native American communities, burning crops, destroying towns, and displacing women, children, and the elderly.

After the colonists defeated the British in 1783, most Native Americans had little energy or resources left to fight the United States alone because much of the fighting had taken place on their homelands. The Iroquois, whose mighty confederacy had controlled so many lands, now became increasingly disunited. They granted enormous land cessions to the new republic, which became their primary form of appeasement.

The Algonquians still fought the Americans in continuous wars throughout the 1790s and into the 1800s, culminating in the War of 1812 between the United States and Britain. As tens of thousands of settlers rushed west after the American Revolution, the Shawnee, Fox, and other Algonquian groups united into powerful confederacies. With British support, the vastly outnumbered Native Americans repelled several U.S. invasions. When Britain negotiated peace with the United States in 1815 and Spain later transferred Florida to the United States, Native Americans east of the Mississippi no longer had any European powers to whom to turn. The young American nation now claimed, by right of conquest and cession, much of the former lands of Spain, France, and Britain. How to deal with the hundreds of thousands of Native Americans throughout these regions now preoccupied the highest levels of U.S. government.

F. Removal Trends, 1815 to 1870 

For Native Americans, the century following the independence of the United States brought even greater changes than the previous century of war. No Native American, European, or U.S. leader could have predicted that in the century following independence, the United States would control its own empire from the Atlantic to the Pacific Ocean. The United States was founded as a land of liberty, where individuals had inherent rights and could participate in a democracy. Such rights, however, did not extend to all of the nation's peoples, including Native Americans, who were not viewed by the U.S. government as citizens, and often not even as human beings.

Early leaders, such as Thomas Jefferson, generally saw Native Americans in two contrasting ways. Native Americans could either assimilate and choose to live within the United States like “civilized” Americans or the government would remove them to the recently established Indian Territory west of the Mississippi River. There was essentially no option for Native Americans to continue to live in their homelands as distinct peoples. As the United States expanded, the opportunities for Native Americans to live autonomous and independent lives declined ever further.

1. United States 

In the Northeast, after military resistance was no longer feasible, many Native Americans found alternative ways of surviving. Many incorporated Christian teachings into their own cultures and began adapting to the new economic realities of American life by becoming farmers, hunters, or traders. Among the Seneca of the Iroquois Confederacy, religious leaders such as Handsome Lake fused Iroquois and Christian spiritual values and called upon their followers to adopt aspects of American economic practices and gender roles. Handsome Lake, for example, instructed Seneca men to farm, which was traditionally a women's activity, and to allow missionaries among them. Such adaptation enabled the Seneca and other Iroquois groups to survive in New York and eastern Canada, although they continued, often clandestinely, many traditional political, religious, and social practices.

Although some Native Americans made efforts to assimilate to various degrees, other Native Americans resisted those attempts, and American settlers increasingly pressured the U.S. government to drive Native Americans from their lands. Following the Louisiana Purchase in 1803, when the United States purchased a vast region west of the Mississippi from France, President Thomas Jefferson suddenly had a huge area of land on which to push Native Americans. Moving Native Americans west became the primary goal of the U.S. government for the next two generations. In 1824 the Bureau of Indian Affairs was established within the Department of War to oversee relations with Native Americans, and federal Indian agents were appointed to deal with tribes. In 1830 President Andrew Jackson signed the Indian Removal Act, which authorized the removal of eastern tribes to lands west of the Mississippi.

Indian removal became a death knell for both native and nonnative peoples committed to peaceful coexistence. In regions such as the Ohio River Valley and Great Lakes where Native Americans and Europeans had lived together for generations, U.S. policies now called for Indian families to leave their homelands. When nations such as the Sac (Sauk) under Black Hawk resisted in the 1830s, the U.S. Army fought them to defeat.

When the state of Georgia tried to take Cherokee lands, the Cherokee insisted that the state had no jurisdiction over its lands because the Cherokee, like the United States, was a nation and thus not subject to state authority. In the 1830s the Supreme Court of the United States clarified the legal status of Native Americans in a series of cases. In one ruling, Worcester v. Georgia (1832), Chief Justice John Marshall ruled that Native Americans were members of distinct, sovereign nations within the United States who did not fall under state authority but solely under the jurisdiction of the federal government. The Constitution of the United States, Marshall reasoned, always considered Native Americans as nations, and the Congress of the United States had related with them accordingly through treaties—the “supreme law of the land.” Such landmark rulings institutionalized relations between Native Americans and the U.S. government and created the “government-to-government” framework that remains the backbone of federal Indian law. (Under that framework, the U.S. government recognizes Native American tribes as sovereign nations and negotiates with them as one government to another.) Unfortunately for the Cherokee and other Native Americans supposedly protected by treaties, the federal government did not enforce the treaties and increasingly deprived them of their legal and constitutional rights.

President Jackson even went so far as to ignore Marshall's rulings, in direct violation of the Constitution, which states that the Supreme Court can override presidential and congressional power. He refused to use federal power to prevent states from removing Native Americans from their lands. The federal government then used the army to remove thousands of Cherokee, who were marched at gunpoint about 1,285 km (about 800 mi) from Georgia to the Indian Territory during 1838 and 1839 along what became known as the Trail of Tears. Thousands died along the way due to malnutrition, disease, and violence.

The lands west of the Mississippi were not, however, the empty lands that U.S. policymakers believed them to be. Powerful Native American nations, such as the Comanche, Pawnee, Kiowa, and Lakota Sioux, controlled much of the Northern and Southern Plains. Recently removed Native Americans from the East often had little in common with these Plains peoples, and conflicts sometimes ensued. Some eastern groups, such as the Delaware (Lenni Lenape), became intermediaries in the West, serving as guides, traders, and translators for white trappers and explorers. By the mid-19th century, after the United States had won the Mexican War (1846-1848) and acquired the northern half of Mexico, few Native Americans in North America outside of British Canada could remain independent of U.S. control. The United States now claimed much of the continent and was no longer content with driving Native Americans west to Indian Territory.

2. British Canada 

In British Canada, indigenous peoples faced different challenges. After the War of 1812, Britain still claimed Canada, and Indians continued to interact with British officials, settlers, and traders, as well as the French who remained. During the 1800s Indians such as the Cree continued to exchange furs with British traders and trading companies, including the Hudson's Bay Company in western and northern regions. In eastern Canada, Indians such as the Mi'kmaq (Micmac) and Iroquois faced increasing pressures for their land from British settlers. This pressure came especially from Loyalists, colonists who had supported Britain in the American Revolution and then flocked by the tens of thousands north to British Canada.

However, British land policies mandated that Indians could only cede their lands to the British government. So settlers pressured British officials to remove Indians from the fertile farmlands in southern Ontario and Québec and to create land reserves for Indians away from European settlements. Pressures for removal in Canada paled in comparison to those in the United States, but important treaties, including an 1850 agreement with the Ojibwa, instituted important land cessions and provisions. These treaties generally stated that the government would provide annual payments to Indians in return for Indian land. The government then moved the Indians onto land reserves. These treaties formalized legal relations between Indians and the British government. After Canada achieved self-government in 1867, however, relations between the new government and Indians would become, as in the United States, severely tested.

G. Wars and Treaties, 1850s to 1900s 

The process of removal effectively emptied much of eastern North America of Native Americans, especially in the Deep South and Midwest. The American Civil War (1861-1865) fundamentally transformed U.S. society and accelerated its expansion into Native American homelands. American industry and technologies, for example, dramatically increased after the war, and much of the continent became linked through commerce and railroads. As in the first half of the century, Native Americans bitterly resisted such expansion, often fighting against overwhelming odds. By the end of the century, however, no region of the West remained outside of the U.S. government and economy, and Native Americans were confined to newly created reservations.

1. Influx of White Settlers 

As the United States acquired millions of acres of fertile farmland along the Pacific Coast and in the Great Plains and the Southwest, Native Americans became increasingly displaced and dispossessed. Mining, forestry, and other extractive industries depleted resources on which Native Americans depended. In California, white settlers dispossessed Native Americans from both valley and mountain territories. The Gold Rush of 1849 devastated the Miwok, Maidu, Pomo, and other Native Americans in northern California, who witnessed the invasion of hundreds of thousands of non-Indians. In order to survive, many Native Americans participated in mining enterprises as domestics, laborers, and miners. White violence against Native Americans in California quickly created bitter relations. White men routinely raped Indian women, and when Native Americans retaliated, whites escalated the violence. California went from being one of the most populous regions of Native America to being one of the least populous, as violence, disease, and impoverishment reduced California's Indian population from nearly 250,000 in 1700 to less than 5,000 by 1900.

White migrants who rushed to California and the Oregon Territory also came into conflict with Native Americans as they traveled across the country. Westward pioneer routes such as the Oregon and Overland trails followed Native American trails and bisected many Native American hunting, grazing, and gathering territories. Whites often killed food supplies such as buffalo and elk and moved thousands of cattle, sheep, and horses along grasslands and waterways on which Native Americans depended. The Pawnee in Nebraska, for example, began taxing white migrants for passage through Pawnee lands and for consuming Pawnee resources. Pawnee taxes became a form of compensation for lost property.

Confident that their occupation of Native American lands was divinely ordained—a 19th-century ideology known as Manifest Destiny—white settlers increasingly fought the Pawnee and other Native Americans for their land and resources. The fighting compelled the federal government to use the U.S. Army to ensure white security. In the mid-19th century the army became one of the primary instruments of federal Indian policy.

Since Native Americans were unwilling to leave their homelands, the government developed new policies for resolving conflicts between white settlers and Native Americans. Whereas early 19th-century treaties aimed primarily at removing Native Americans from their lands in the East, in the West Army officials negotiated so-called peace treaties that attempted to ensure peaceful relations between Native Americans and whites by creating bounded Native American territories called reservations from which white settlers were prohibited. As in the first part of the century, however, the government repeatedly dishonored and violated these agreements. From Minnesota to Arizona, Native Americans committed to treaties they believed would ensure their survival and protection. When whites violated these agreements, Native Americans retaliated.

2. Indian Wars 

The western conflicts in the United States between Native Americans and whites from 1850 to 1880 are known as the Indian Wars, and, like all wars, originated from a series of betrayals, attacks, and broken promises. The most extensive conflicts generally included the most powerful and populous Native American nations: the Comanche and Kiowa, among others, in the Southern Plains; the Lakota Sioux, Cheyenne, Shoshone, and Blackfeet, among others, in the Northern Plains; the Apache and Navajo, among others, in the Southwest; the Ute, Shoshone, Bannock, and Paiute in the Great Basin; and the Nez Perce, Spokane, and Yakama in the Northwest. These and other Native American nations resisted white expansion and fought brutal campaigns for their survival. Mescalero and Chiricahua Apache, for example, waged guerrilla wars throughout New Mexico, Arizona, and northern Mexico for more than a generation. Lakota, Cheyenne, and Arapaho leaders united to drive non-Indians out of their grazing and hunting lands. Many Native American leaders, such as Sitting Bull and Chief Joseph, migrated or tried to migrate to Canada to escape U.S. settlers and soldiers.

In all these conflicts, Native American men and women defended not only lands and resources but also their ways of life. Most Native Americans remained deeply and spiritually attached to their homelands, and seeing them converted to white ranches or farms threatened their deepest convictions. Warfare was also culturally sanctioned and respected among most Native Americans. Men honored their families and communities by defending them, and women helped men prepare for battle. The military defeat of so many Native American nations and their subsequent confinement to reservations became, then, more than military, political, or economic defeats; they represented fundamental threats to the fabric of Native American life. And, as they had for countless generations, Native Americans struggled to adapt to their changing and often hostile new environments.

Initially, the U.S. government meant reservations to be protected enclaves, territories where Native Americans could live away from the destructive influences of white settlers. At the treaties of Medicine Lodge (1867) and Fort Laramie (1868), for example, the U.S. government negotiated enormous land cessions with Northern and Southern Plains peoples, respectively. In an attempt to clear a large central corridor through the continent, the government recognized extensive Comanche and Sioux land claims and created large reservations for these powerful Plains peoples. Like early Navajo and Ute treaty lands, these reservations were vast and included millions of acres, and Native American leaders such as Red Cloud believed that their fights with the U.S. Army were now over.

To Native Americans' misfortune, however, white settlers and prospectors continued to demand Indian lands, even in federally protected reservations. After the discovery of gold in the Black Hills in the 1870s, miners rushed into the Great Sioux Reservation while the federal government stood idly by. Enraged Sioux leaders such as Crazy Horse and Sitting Bull decided to leave the reservation altogether and moved onto the Plains. There they defeated U.S. Cavalry forces under George Armstrong Custer in the summer of 1876 at the Battle of the Little Bighorn. Stunned at their defeat, U.S. Army leaders began a relentless campaign to subjugate the Sioux and to confine them on smaller reservations in South Dakota. Stationing military forces within reservation lands, the army continued to harass Sioux families. In 1890 U.S. Cavalry forces exacted revenge for Custer's defeat at Wounded Knee, killing more than 300 Sioux men, women, and children, the great majority of whom were unarmed bystanders.

3. New Canadian Government 

In the last decades of the 19th century, the new Canadian government began establishing its dominance over native peoples. From its creation in 1867, Canada faced regional and ethnic divisions, and indigenous peoples often found themselves in the middle of such divides. One group of indigenous people, the French-speaking Métis, struggled with the Canadian government to protect the land on which they lived, known as the Red River settlement. It was part of Rupert's Land, a territory that had been chartered to the Hudson's Bay Company (HBC) in 1670. When the HBC prepared to sell Rupert's Land to the Canadian government in 1869, the Métis bitterly resisted for fear of losing their land rights. Under the astute leadership of Louis Riel, Métis groups along the Red River in 1870 forced the Canadian government to recognize their rights to the Red River settlement and to allow for the admission of a new western province, Manitoba, that included it. Other indigenous peoples, however, were less successful in getting their rights and territories recognized, and the new Canadian government devised new, undemocratic methods for dealing with its so-called Indian problem. 

In the 1870s the Canadian government began negotiating a series of treaties with Indians, known as the numbered treaties. With these treaties, the Canadian government gained title to many Indian lands west of Ontario. In return the Indians received land reserves, compensation, and federal assistance such as schools, farming tools, livestock, and seed. The Canadian government had witnessed the Indian Wars in the United States and wanted to avoid similar fighting in Canada. The government thus negotiated these treaties before large numbers of settlers moved west. The treaties, however, still allowed the Canadian government to exert control over many aspects of Indian life.

This control was increased in 1876 when the Canadian Parliament passed the Indian Act. As in the United States, the Canadian government declared that Indians were under the jurisdiction of the federal government and that the federal government alone had the authority to determine the rights, conditions, and so-called status of Indians. The act defined who was an Indian, using a person's lifestyle and heritage as the primary criteria. The government had complete discretion over who was designated an Indian. For example, the act targeted Indian men and women differently. Indian men and their wives (irrespective of their race) were considered Indian, while Indian women who married non-Indian men were no longer considered Indian. The Indian Act gave the Canadian government the legal structures for determining Indian affairs and for regulating Indian individuals and communities. The Indian Act and the numbered treaties established an elaborate structure of federal control over Indians.

H. Coercive Assimilation, 1900s to 1960s 

Throughout both their histories, the U.S. and Canadian governments have used their dealings with Native Americans to increase federal power. During removal and the Indian Wars, the U.S. government, especially the federal army, grew not only in manpower but also in bureaucracy. Provisioning federal troops, supplying them, and establishing the governing agencies for Native Americans increased the size and power of the national government. Similarly in Canada, the Indian Act and the numbered treaties created large governing agencies. Such bureaucracies—known eventually in the United States as the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) and as the Department of Indian Affairs (later the Department of Indian Affairs and Northern Development, or DIAND) in Canada—exerted powerful influences over the everyday lives of Native Americans, particularly in the late 19th and early 20th centuries.

Beginning mainly in the 1880s in the United States and shortly thereafter in Canada, these government agencies instituted programs that aimed to reconfigure the fabric of Native American life. Known as the assimilation campaigns, these policies attempted to transform Native Americans into “citizens” by stripping them of their lands, cultures, languages, religions, and other markers of their ethnic identity. Assimilation brought continued challenges to Native Americans, many of whom had only recently been confined to reservations and reserves.

For many Native Americans, such cultural attacks were as painful and difficult as the previous generations of war. Native American communities lost their children, who were sent to U.S. boarding schools and Canadian residential schools where families were prohibited from visiting and children were punished for speaking their languages. Some Native American religious rituals, such as the Ghost Dance and Sun Dance, were outlawed. Native American men were forced to abandon previous forms of economic subsistence, such as buffalo hunting, for the distant hope of becoming farmers. Many communities were resettled onto reservation lands in the least desirable and fertile parts of their former territories. Everywhere, government control and surveillance of Native American life increased.

The bitter irony of so many of these coercive policies was that those who developed them believed they were acting in the best interests of Native Americans. Many of America's leading religious leaders and progressive reformers helped lead this assault to “kill the Indian, but save the man.” Senator Henry Dawes, for example, sincerely believed that he was helping Native Americans when he sponsored the Dawes Severalty Act, or the General Allotment Act of 1887. That act divided Native American reservations, which were owned communally, into separate plots of land owned by individual tribal members. Supporters thought the act would “civilize” Native Americans by making them ranchers and farmers and instill individualism.

But the results were disastrous. Allotting land to individuals who could sell it, the Dawes Act effectively continued the process of taking away Native American land by making remaining reservation lands available to white settlement and corporate development. Tens of millions of acres of reservation lands passed into the hands of non-Native Americans. Large reservations, such as the Ute and Blackfeet reservations that in 1880 were sizable portions of Colorado and Montana, became by 1900 shadows of their former selves.

Surviving the cultural, economic, and religious assaults of assimilation taxed many Native American communities. Many groups successfully navigated these challenges by reshaping government policies to meet tribal needs. The Northern Arapaho in Wyoming, for example, molded their existing age-based political structures to include new reservation leadership positions. The Crow in Montana similarly fought to have Crow leaders in charge of key reservation political positions; Robert Yellowtail, for example, became in 1934 the first Crow superintendent, the leading political officer on the reservation.

Such instances of successful political adaptation, however, by no means typified these early decades of reservation life. Reservations in the United States and reserves in Canada became notoriously corrupt. Government officials sometimes sold food intended for starving Native American families to outsiders or withheld it to punish recalcitrant individuals. Reservation superintendents often rewarded their friends and punished their enemies. Such routine abuses of power permeated all levels of federal Indian policy in both countries, and Native Americans developed a deep distrust and resentment towards these authoritarian regimes and policies.

By the 1920s most U.S. reservations remained impoverished and ruled by non-Native Americans. While many Native American students had learned English and some had become lawyers, doctors, and teachers, the campaign of assimilation had failed to erode the fabric of Native American life. On the contrary, Native American communities continued to live according to traditional values and practiced the customs they deemed most important. They resisted assimilation by keeping their languages and cultures alive and used the educational systems intended to destroy their culture to better their circumstances. They instilled in their children the seeds of self-determination and sovereignty. They also created pan-Indian political networks and religions, such as the Native American Church.

Recognizing its failure, the U.S. government slowly abandoned its assimilation policies and granted universal citizenship to Native Americans in 1924. It also instituted dramatic political reforms in the 1930s under BIA Commissioner John Collier. Known as the Indian New Deal, these reforms included several landmark policies, particularly the Indian Reorganization Act (IRA) of 1934. This act attempted to reverse the destructive effects of assimilation by providing greater control to Native Americans over the political, economic, and social policies that affected their lives. Not all Native Americans accepted Collier's reforms, particularly the Navajo nation, but many benefited from the federal government's attempts to undo generations of neglect and discrimination.

Canadian Indian affairs followed similar assimilation designs. Indian dances and ceremonies, such as the potlatch of the Northwest Coast peoples, were outlawed. Indian movements were heavily policed through a notorious pass system in which individuals had to have a pass to leave their reserves. As in the United States, Canadian officials used the idea that Indians needed to be helped and protected to justify their discrimination, as land and economic and political control remained firmly in the hands of nonnative peoples. Canada did not extend voting rights to northern Inuit peoples until the 1950s and to Status Indians (Indians who are officially registered by the federal government) until 1960. However, native peoples in Canada resisted assimilation in similar ways to Indians in the United States. They created national political leagues and new forms of cultural expression in art, literature, and education.

I. Self-Determination, 1960s to Present 

Throughout the first half of the 20th century, Native Americans resisted assimilation in many ways. Many groups molded their economies and cultures to their changing environments, while others adopted new ways for new situations. As Native Americans both resisted and adapted to the changes in their lives, they began to forge modern nations within the borders of the United States and Canada. They established unique forms of self-government unlike any other North American peoples.

After World War II (1939-1945), subsequent government administrations halted Collier's reforms and returned to assimilation goals. From 1950 to the 1970s, during what is known as the Termination Period, federal Indian policy attempted to terminate the federal recognition of Indian tribes in order to end federal responsibility for them. The government also encouraged Native Americans to relocate from reservations to cities in order to facilitate their assimilation. Known as the Employment Assistance Program or the Voluntary Relocation Program, it offered one-way bus tickets and temporary low-cost housing for Native Americans who agreed to move to urban areas.

More than 100,000 Native Americans relocated to U.S cities, but they did not disappear. They developed and maintained their Native American identities within cities. Large urban Indian communities developed in many U.S. cities, particularly in Los Angeles and Oakland, California; Chicago, Illinois; Denver, Colorado; and Minneapolis, Minnesota. In Canada a similar migration took place as indigenous peoples moved to urban areas mostly beginning in the 1970s. Indigenous populations grew in Winnipeg, Manitoba; Edmonton, Alberta; Vancouver, British Columbia; Saskatoon, Saskatchewan; and Toronto, Ontario.

In these cities, Native Americans intermixed and formed new political associations. The American Indian Movement (AIM) developed amidst such conditions. Founded in Minneapolis, Minnesota, in 1968, AIM became a pan-Indian political action network that resisted and challenged federal Indian policy while calling attention to the conditions and plight of Native Americans both on and off reservations. AIM became part of the larger Red Power movement, which emphasized developing pride in one's Native American heritage, sustaining traditional Native American cultures and lands, and supporting Ntive American rights. Native Americans increasingly called attention to instances where the U.S. government violated Indian constitutional and treaty rights. Native Americans began insisting that their communities receive the guarantees outlined in treaties and by the Supreme Court.

Countless Native Americans, including activists, lawyers, and leaders, worked hard and organized themselves to bring attention to their causes. To protest federal Indian policy and the conditions of Native Americans, AIM and other activists staged a series of high-profile demonstrations during the late 1960s and 1970s. These included the occupation of Alcatraz Island in San Francisco Bay from 1969 to 1971, the occupation of the Bureau of Indian Affairs building in Washington, D.C., in 1972, and the takeover of the town of Wounded Knee in South Dakota in 1973. The latter resulted in a 71-day standoff with the U.S. government. With these and other demonstrations, activists brought the plight and concerns of Native Americans to the highest levels of national government.

Such attention and concerted effort brought dramatic results. Beginning in the 1970s, the U.S. government rescinded termination and passed a series of reforms, including the Indian Self-Determination and Education Assistance Act (1975). This act embraced the notion of Native American self-government and created mechanisms for returning political autonomy to tribal governments. The government also passed similar reforms allowing more Native American control in Indian education and health services, among other areas.

Since these reforms, tribal communities have gained increased economic power. Tribal governments have insisted that because their status as sovereign nations places them outside of state jurisdiction, they can maintain and develop industries such as gambling and selling tobacco products free of state interference. Winning a series of legal and political battles, many tribal communities have used their treaty rights to form lucrative gaming and tourist businesses. The Oneida Nation of Wisconsin, for example, operates a successful casino, convention center, and hotel facility and is one of the largest employers in Green Bay. 

Economic development has brought many tribes the revenue to develop museums, schools, and health programs for their tribal members. These opportunities do not, however, exist for most reservations, several of which remain among the nation's most impoverished counties. Many Native Americans hope that the forms of sovereignty now secured will enable tribal governments and communities to work together to address the health, educational, and social problems that still plague many communities.

Culturally, Native Americans withstood the assaults of assimilation and rose to meet the challenges of the 20th century. Taking pride in their unique cultures and histories, Native Americans began exploring new forms of cultural expression and awareness. Native American artists revisited sophisticated artistic traditions. Native Americans also became authors and gained larger and larger audiences; thousands became educators, doctors, scholars, and lawyers. Throughout Indian country, a renaissance bloomed, as Native Americans increased their forms of cultural pride.

Canadian indigenous groups also achieved greater political awareness and constitutional rights. The Canadian Parliament amended the Indian Act a number of times beginning in 1951 to reduce government involvement in Indian activities. The federal government also commissioned reports on the state of Canada's indigenous population in the 1950s and 1960s. With this increased attention, indigenous leaders astutely navigated provincial and national levels of government and brought increased public awareness to indigenous affairs.

As Canadians have attempted to address the cultural and legal rights of French Canadians, for example, indigenous groups have insisted that their land claims and treaty rights receive equal consideration. In 1990 Elijah Harper, an Ojibwa-Cree member of the Manitoba legislature, gained international attention when he stalled the passage of the Meech Lake Accord, a national accord to recognize French Canada as a distinct society. Harper, along with many other indigenous peoples, objected to the accord because it had no mention of indigenous peoples.

That same year, Mohawk activists seized control of the roads and bridges into their two reserves outside of Montréal during the dramatic Oka Crisis. The Mohawk were protesting the construction of a golf course on land that they claimed. Thousands of Canadian soldiers were deployed against the Mohawk for nearly three months. Such actions generated increased national resolve for settling indigenous land claims disputes. Throughout the 1990s indigenous groups won important land settlements, including the establishment of new reserves and even a northern Inuit territory, Nunavut, which was created in 1999.

When the 20th century began, Native American populations of North America were at an all-time low. Only about 250,000 Indians in the United States and 100,000 in Canada had survived the generations of war, disease, violence, and oppression that followed European contact and American and Canadian colonialism. A century later, more than 2 million Native Americans live in the United States and more than 1 million live in Canada. Inheriting legacies of survival and adaptation, modern Native Americans stand poised to ensure that their communities and cultures will flourish in the 21st century. 
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