
“To understand what a society ought to be, it is necessary to have some idea of
the natural and primitive state of man; such as it is to this day among the Indians
of North America.”1

Tom Paine1

“Don’t worry – I’m a good Indian. I’m from the West, love nature, and have a
special, intimate connection to the environment. (And if you want me to, I’m
perfectly willing to say it’s a connection white people will never understand.) I
can speak to my animal cousins, and believe it or not I’m appropriately
spiritual.”2

Jimmie Durham2

I want to look at specific discourses about the Indian, focusing on those
that have both contemporary relevance and implications for the possibility of
Indigenous agency. Although the idea of the Indian has been used in many
ways, for many reasons, by many people, a rough outline of the dominant
discourses are summed up in a short paragraph by Jimmie Durham:

“The Master Narrative of the US proclaims that there were no ‘Indians’ in the
country, simply wilderness. Then that ‘Indians’ were savages in need of the US.
Then, that the ‘Indians’ all died, unfortunately. Then that ‘Indians’ today are (a)
basically happy with the situation, and (b) not the real ‘Indians’. Then, most
importantly that this is the complete story. Nothing contrary can be heard…
The settlers claim the discourse on ‘Indians’ as their own special expertise…”3

In my analysis I would also like flesh out these discourses and add additional
questions about how they have, in some cases, covertly been internalized and
have returned in the rhetoric of Indian nationalism.
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Two important texts on Indigenous representation are Roy Harvey Pearce’s
Savagism and Civilization, from 1953 and Robert Berkhofer Jr.’s The White
Man’s Indian, which was published in 1978, the same year as Edward Said’s
Orientalism.4 I mention them here together because they are methodologically
and theoretically very similar. Both are remarkably prescient in identifying
persistent conceptual structures and tracking them through a wide range of
historical sources, but both are equally weak in their theoretical underpinnings,
which seem rooted in a traditional anthropological notion of cultural relativism,
the problems of which I will take up shortly. Unlike other theorists we have
looked at thus far, Pearce and Berkhofer also lack an interrogation of the
institutional mechanism by which discourses about the Indian were circulated and
reproduced. This is also a topic I will return to later.

The most critical over-arching conception of the Indian is that articulated most
famously in an other colonial context by Said in Orientalism (but the articulation of
which can be traced back at least to George Boas and Arthur O. Lovejoy’s study
Primitivism and Related Ideas in Antiquity of 1935): the idea that the primitive and
the civilized exist in a dichotomous relationship in which civilization is defined and
produced in negative relation to the primitive. Both Pearce and Berkhofer are
explicit about the importance of this notion and Pearce’s entire book is based on
exploring its various manifestations. Oddly, Berkhofer barely acknowledges his
debt to Pearce, but he clearly describes a “polarity” that “assumes uniqueness for
the Whites as classifiers and for Native Americans as classified”.5 He argues that
Western discourse on the Indian reveals much about Western cultures’ attempts
to conceptualize themselves through a primitive Other and very little about
Indigenous Americans themselves. “Native Americans were and are real, but the
Indian was a White invention and still remains largely a White image, if not a
stereotype.”6

Pearce is clearer about the dichotomous power and reach of the concept. As he
explains in his introduction:

“…for civilized Americans ‘savage Indians’ were ‘stubborn obstacles to progress’
who forced Americans to consider and reconsider what it was to be civilized
and what it took to build a civilization. Studying the savage, trying to civilize him,
destroying him, in the end they had only studied themselves, strengthened their
own civilization, and given those who were coming after them an enlarged
certitude of another, even happier destiny – that manifest in the progress of
American civilization over all obstacles”7
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One can sense that being classified a savage might not be terribly good for
one’s options as an agent, although not every articulation of savagery might
necessarily be so. Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s noble savage, for example, was
a rational, autonomous individual – bereft of social agency perhaps, but not
without resources to make sound decisions and cause things to happen. His
only disadvantage was that he was entirely the product of Rousseau’s
imagination. Durham sees the very dichotomy of primitive/civilized itself as
pernicious, arguing that “Racism often takes the subtle forms of assuming
Indian people to be just like white people, or totally different from white
people…”8 At its worst, as Pearce suggests above, this model of dichotomous
difference lays the ground for genocide. Even on a modest scale it relegates
the primitive to a position of inferiority. And so the primitive becomes an alibi for
theft and murder, against which Durham insists, “…we are colonised peoples.
We are not ‘primitives’ who suffer under a culture shock by contact with ‘more
developed societies.’”9

So what specific characteristics distinguish the savage? To start it may help to
distinguish between the conception of the primitive and the savage. For the terms
of this discussion the savage is an explicitly negative concept related to the idea
of lack of civilized restraint. Although the term primitive is not without its pejorative
sense and in practice often collapses into a notion of savagery, here I will be
using it to mean only that which is considered technologically and culturally
simple or unsophisticated. I do this not to say something about Indigenous
cultures, but about how Europeans have thought about the Indian. This is a
convenience that makes it possible to discuss not only the conception of the
savage primitive, but also the supposedly “positive” stereotype of the noble
primitive, which we can think of as primitivism. Because actual usage of these
terms varies tremendously in the literatures discussed here, I will remind the
reader to be cautious about distinguishing between my usage and usage in other
texts. This means, for example, that we need to interpret the title of Pearce’s
book as “the primitive and the civilized”, since his savagism contains both the
positive and negative conception of the primitive. Likewise, the “noble savage”
becomes a contradiction according to my definition of the savage. In my terms
“noble primitive” would make more sense, although of course the power and
persistence of the term noble savage depends on the power of the seeming
paradox of the two meanings as they are allowed to sit together due to
equivocation.10

3



Although we may not be able to arrive at a definition that meets every use, for
our purposes the most important feature is that the primitive exists in (or at least
very close to) what Enlightenment philosophers came to describe as a state of
nature. Boas and Lovejoy detail the extent to which the concept of the primitive
long precedes European engagement with Indigenous America. In their
meticulous analysis of texts from classical antiquity, Boas and Lovejoy identify
the prototypes of the major tropes that would be deployed in European colonial
attempts to understand the Indian as primitive. Thus the primitive could be a
savage unrestrained in his natural hedonism, or a much more positive figure,
one disciplined by primitive necessity according to natural norms.11 Boas and
Lovejoy identify primitivism as “in great part a phase of a larger historic tendency
which is one of the strangest, most potent and most persistent factors in
Western thought – the use of the term ‘nature’ to express the standard of human
values…”12 They describe primitivism as “the discontent of the civilized with
civilization, or with some conspicuous and characteristic feature of it.”13 In the
primitivist view, natural man is privileged not to have fallen prey to the “cumulative
succession of errors, corruptions and crimes”14 that is civilization. To add to our
sense of the confusion around this idea, they remind their readers that “…the
sacred word ‘nature’ is probably the most equivocal in the vocabulary of the
European peoples.”15 Boas and Lovejoy identify sixty-six distinct uses of the
term in classical antiquity alone.16

Boas and Lovejoy even find the prototype of the 19th century trope of “vanishing
Indian” in classical antiquity:

“...it was despondently recognized by some ancient and many modern writers
that the disease of civilization could not be prevented from spreading – that it
must eventually infect even those who had thus far, through a fortunate
isolation, escaped it.”17

Throughout the Christian Middle Ages the “state of nature” resolved itself, with
variations, around the basic Christian form, with the state of nature as a state of
pure innocence, which is then corrupted forever by original sin. Although a theory
of natural law persists for the medieval mind, and becomes particularly strong in
the late Middle Ages with Thomas Aquinas, suspicion of unnatural desires (which
seem nothing if not natural, since they require Christian civilizing) reaches a
peak in Christianity.
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At the time of Columbus’ contact with the Americas, Europeans also had an
active folk mythology of the primitive in the form of the Wildman and other bestial
hybrids in quasi-human shape that frolicked in the margins of medieval art, from
drolleries on illuminated manuscripts to small miserecordial sculptures.18 These
images contain prototypes of the image of the Indian, particularly the image of
captivity. In her essay “The Wild Man and the Indian in Early 16th Century Book
Illustration”, Susi Colin argues that specific images of the Wild Man were directly
adapted to create the first images of Indians distributed in Europe. We can note,
for example, that, like the hairy Wild Man, early illustrations of the Indian show
him bearded and engaged in unbridled sexuality and, of course, cannibalism.19

Durham makes a similar point about the set of pre-existing myths that became
the story of Pocahontas: “The colonists arrived with script in hand. They invented
the story of Pocahontas, and made it replace her own history…” This was not just
a conceptual error, but, “a way of owning her and her people”20 by controlling the
discourse about her. In the same way the long history of primitivism provided
Europe with a set of existing tropes for managing its encounter with Indigenous
North Americans.

More significant for more modern conceptions of the Indian was the renewed
attention to the state of nature paid by Enlightenment philosophers. As religious
conceptions of human nature and political and moral philosophy began to seem
inadequate to Enlightenment epistemes, many philosophers sought to ground
their political theories in human nature rather than divine law – or at least attempt
to demonstrate that the two amounted to the same thing.

In order to justify truly brutal acts of colonial exploitation one requires a savage
primitive as an opponent. Thomas Hobbes provided one model. For Hobbes the
irreducible unit of society is the individual and we can imagine man in a state of
nature because all fundamental human characteristics are individual, not social.
For Hobbes the experience of human beings in the state of nature is a kind of
waking nightmare, “a war, as is of every man, against every man.” It is also, due
to lack of social co-operation, abjectly primitive and bereft of opportunities for
high-level agency:

“In such condition, there is no place for Industry; because the fruit thereof is
uncertain; and consequently no Culture of the Earth; No navigation, nor use of
the commodities imported by the Sea; no commodious Building, no instruments
of moving, and removing such things as require much force; no Knowledge of
the face of the Earth; no account of Time; no Arts; no Letters; no Society; and

5



which is worst of all, continuall feare, and danger of violent death; And the life of
man, solitary, poore, nasty, brutish, and short.”
What evidence can Hobbes give that his account genuinely reflects pre-social
man and is not, as David Hume would later presciently insist, “a mere
philosophical fiction, which never had, and never cou’d have any reality”?21

Hobbes continues:

“It may peradventure be thought, there was never such a time, nor condition of
warre as this: and I believe it was never generally so, all over the world. But there
are many places where they so live now. For the savage people in many places
of America, except the government of small families, the concord whereof
dependeth on naturall lust, have no governance at all; and live at this day in that
brutish manner, as I said before.”

It has often been pointed out that his description of “a war, as is of every man,
against every man” more closely resembles the civil war in England that Hobbes
was forced to flee than anything observed in the Americas.22

Variations of this view make up a core of our idea of the savage. The savage
Indian, as imagined by Europeans and their colonial settlers, lived like an animal
in the wilderness and like an animal his agency was reduced to the level of
instinct and intuition. Tzvetan Todorov notices that Columbus writes about the
Indian amid his notations concerning nature, somewhere between birds and
trees.”23 The sense of Indians as human-like animals was persistent. In Richard
Johnson’s Nova Britannia of 1609, he wrote that Virginia “…is inhabited with wild
and savage people, that live and lie up and downe in troupes like heards of Deere
in a Forrest; they have no law but nature…”24 In 1891 Francis Parkman remarked
that “…[S]o alien to himself do they appear, that … he begins to look upon them
as a troublesome and dangerous species of wild beast.”25 They attack Christians
like wild animals: “It is a solemn sight to see so many Christians lying in their
blood, some here, and some there, like a company of Sheep torn by Wolves…”26

As Louise K. Barnett notes, many literary critics of the nineteenth century
criticized the shallow stereotypes of the Indian in literature, but blamed these not
on the ignorance of the writers but on simplicity of the “savage” personality itself.
As Granville Mellen wrote: “There is not enough in the character and life of these
poor natives to furnish the staple of a novel.”27 In his History of the United States
of 1839, George Bancroft describes the primitive mind as “The absence of all
reflective consciousness, and of all logical analysis of ideas.”28

6



It is the brutal savage, acting like an animal out of mere instinct, that recurs often
through American popular culture and who provides the model of the savage
most commonly found in Hollywood cinema prior to the 1970s – the savage that
demands to be killed to make way for civilization. The primitive and the civilized
– in Durham’s terms often the Indian and the Cowboy – are bound together in a
conflict the end of which is a logical necessity. Durham parodied this idea when
discussing his own stint as a cowboy: “This other cowboy said, ‘You’re an Indian
and a cowboy? Be careful you don’t kill yourself.’”29

Hobbes’ contemporary, the philosopher of America, John Locke, took a different
tack. For Locke, a state of war was a danger, but by no means inevitable because
of the basic rationality of human nature. “Men living together according to reason
without a common Superior on Earth, with Authority to judge between them, is
properly the State of Nature.”30 This freedom of the state of nature appealed to
Henry David Thoreau, who wrote in an 1841 journal: “The charm of the Indian to
me is that he stands free and unconstrained in Nature…”31 Yet for all that the Indian
lacked the kind of fulsome agency available to civilized man. The “red man,” he
wrote, had “…a history of fixed habits of stagnation.”32 This tension in Locke and
Thoreau indicates the contradiction Americans had to reconcile between their
revolutionary principles of democracy and individual liberty with their subjugation
of Indigenous peoples. Thus great lengths were required to rationalize having
deprived Indigenous populations, many of them organized in relatively egalitarian
social structures if not possessing the absolute individual freedom Europeans
imagined on behalf of natural man. (In 1792 Jedidiah Morse made his Indians
sound shockingly democratic, writing, “[w]hat civilized nations enforce upon their
subjects by compulsory measures, they effect by their eloquence.”)33 As Durham
put it:

“The United States began without a history. In the process of self-realisation and
self-recognition, the nation has had to reconcile its narrative – of religious
freedom, liberty and justice for all, success through hard work – with its actuality
of intolerance and violent aggression. It has had to balance its lack of culture
with its culture.”34

For Locke, the justification for the disenfranchisement of those living in a state of
nature arrives with the social contract and the idea of private property:

“As much land as a Man Tills, Plants, Improves, Cultivates, and can use the
Product of, so much is his Property. He by his Labour does, as it were, inclose it
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from the Common. … God, when he gave the World in common to all Mankind,
commanded Man also to labour … He that in Obedience to this Command of
God, subdued, tilled and sowed any part of it, thereby annexed to it something
that was his Property, which another had no Title to, nor could without injury take
from him.”35

This appeal to labour and private property became a central justification of
North American colonization. It was the Indian’s failure to farm and have private
property that seemed to be the problem, and this was mentioned repeatedly,
even in regards to Indigenous nations like the Haudenosaune (Iroquois) or the
Cherokee, which actually had farming cultures.36 Early Jesuit missionaries
noted that Indian barbarism was related to them having “so unrestrained and
wandering a mode of life.” Lewis Henry Morgan, an influential advocate of the
anthropological theory of cultural evolution wrote that “[t]he hunter state is the
zero of human society…”37 The geographer and geologist Arnold Guyot put it
more brutally, arguing, in the tradition of Locke, that the civilized man has free
will to the extent that he can subjugate nature “which was intended not to
govern, but to serve him.” The savage, however, retains a “vegetative nature”38

– in short he is so subject to nature that his capacity for agency is no more than
that of the average plant (and we thought the animal analogies were bad).
Given this dreadful state of affairs it seemed obvious to Senator Thomas Hart
Benton that “…the white race alone received the divine command, to subdue
and replenish the earth!”39

Pearce suggests that the threat to civilized authority raised by the imagined
primitive creates a kind of vicious circle of psychological repression. He argues
that “civilized” men may be caught up in a brutal psychological process –
frustrated by many aspects of civilization they yearn for a simple life of freedom
– yet the figure of the savage seems to show up the danger of this freedom. “He
was tempted, we might say; and he felt driven to destroy the temptation and
likewise the tempters.”40 While this psychological process may very well have
occurred, we ought not to forget that it allowed the “civilized” to appropriate the
territory and resource wealth of entire continents away from the “savages”,
which is no small motivation in itself.

Although the rational noble primitive became a staple of social critique, particularly
in France, Berkhofer notes that by the end of the eighteenth century the rational
primitive had been supplanted by a Romantic primitive. The Indian had been
transformed: “from a man of reason and good sense into a man of emotion and
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sensibility.”41 As the world became, in theory, more rational and enlightened the
more necessary became the Romantic savage as its counterpoint. I would
argue that it is this savage who dominates popular ideas of the Indian since his
revival in the 1960s and 1970s counter-culture. An example is the character of
Chief in the 1975 film One Flew Over the Cuckoos Nest. At the end of the film it
is Chief who achieves a kind of romantic freedom where the white protagonist
cannot: he is last seen fleeing into the wilderness.

During his time in the American Indian Movement, Durham watched the
movement’s growing relationship with counter-culture romanticism, particularly
around spirituality, with dismay.42 He saw AIM’s decline as being tied to this
retreat into spiritual romanticism and away from serious politics. He writes:

“The U.S. has used romanticism more effectively to keep Indians oppressed
than it has ever been used on any other people. The basis of that romanticism is
of course the concept of the ‘Noble Savage’, but the refinements over the years
have worked their way into how every non-Indian thinks about us, and how we
think of ourselves.”43

It is the last clause of the last sentence that is most alarming. I will discuss this
problem further shortly.

Durham also argued that the association of the romantic Indian with the irrational
links the Indian to a conservative notion of the irrational feminine. He writes:

“You think you are the ones who move around and we are the ones who stay
put. … England becomes like the guy moving around and my folks are seen as
the ever-lovably mysterious wife.”44

The wife is “mysterious”, we might assume, because she is irrational, and the
irrational is, by definition, inaccessible to white masculine reason. Because this
is the romantic version this irrationality is merely charming (at worst a bit
annoying), but what it deprives both the wife and the Indian of is a lack of agency
in the public sphere. Both have to “stay put”, while white men go out and act in
the world.

The Indian, “the child of nature” is often infantilized as well. One can see from
the language of many treaties and the Indigenous speeches contemporary with
them that have been recorded, that the colonizer seeks to be addressed as the
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“father” to his “Indian children.” Francis Parkman, in his 1851 book The
Conspiracy of Pontiac, wrote that: “Barbarism is to civilization what childhood is
to maturity.”45 Durham picks up on the persistence of this association, writing:
“Every time some Indian does tricks for the public you bring your kids along. …
You think children and Indians go together, don’t you?”46

Hall Foster describes the persistence of the idea of an irrational, childlike
primitive in modernity and postmodernity. He argues that the flip side of
enlightenment realism is “a primitivist fantasy: that the other…has special
access to primary psychic and social processes from which the white subject is
somehow blocked.”47 Foster argues that the association of the primitive, the
insane and the child was “so fundamental to high modernism as to seem
natural,”48 and that this idea has remained remarkably persistent. He notes that
it is an explicit assumption in Totem and Taboo: Some Points of Agreement
between the Mental Lives of Savages and Neurotics, where Sigmund Freud
reveals himself as a lively proponent of the congruence of the “primitive” mind
and the irrationalism of the unconscious. Foster argues that this “fantasy is not
deconstructed” but simply inverted in the works of “Bataille, Leiris or Senghor
and Césaire, where such otherness is the best part of us…”49 Following Franco
Rella’s The Myth of the Other, Foster argues that this “appropriation of the
other persists in much postmodernism” where theorists “as diverse as Lacan,
Foucault, and Deleuze and Guattari idealize the other as the negation of the
same.”50

Perhaps the most influential relatively recent manifestation of the romantic
primitive is the Indian as natural environmentalist described by Berkhofer51 and
enacted in the enormously popular film Dances With Wolves. As Jean Fisher
notes the humane “‘green’ Indian”52 lives up to the film’s tagline in ways the
filmmakers cannot have expected: “In 1864 one man went in search of the
frontier and found himself.”53 Fisher argues that we are encouraged to believe
that the self he finds among the Indians is his true nature and his love of nature,
but, as usual, he just finds director and star Kevin Kostner’s expectation of the
Other, which is not Other at all but more of the same.

The most persistent and destructive trope of the romantic primitive is that of the
“vanishing Indian.” If, as Edgar Allan Poe insisted, “the death…of a beautiful
woman is, unquestionably, the most poetical topic in the world”, then the inevitable
death of an entire people seems not to fall far behind.
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The inevitable destruction of the Indian is built into the primitive/civilized
dichotomy. As Pearce writes, “[c]ivilization had created a savage, so to kill him”54 –
that once Indigenous Americans resist colonization they are, “bound inextricably to
a primitive past…to be destroyed by God, Nature, and Progress to make way for
Civilized Man.”55

When the military conquest of Indigenous peoples of the Plains seemed certain
the perceived inevitable demise of the Indian became a most melancholy and
poetical topic indeed. Pearce calls this trope the “pitiful noble savage”, one whom,
it can now be safely admitted, has admirable traits, but who must, inevitably,
disappear.56 Pearce argues that:

“The American conscience which was hurt by these events [the subjugation of
the plains Indians] could only be a philanthropic, humanitarian conscience; for
American censure in the past century had reduced the Indian to a state so pitiful
as to be comprehended only by philanthropy and humanitarianism.”57

A pitiful subject is necessarily one that is bereft of robust agency.

Americans debated whether outright extermination or forced assimilation was
the better route. “Why not annihilation?” wrote L. Frank Baum, author of the
“Wizard of Oz”, “Their glory has fled, their spirit broken, their manhood effaced;
better that they die than live the miserable wretches that they are.”58 In either
case the Indian was presumed doomed.

In an 1844 text, George Catlin, the renowned “Indian painter”, paused in his
discussion of the extinction of the bison for a brief reverie on the inevitable, if
regrettable, Native American genocide:

“Nature has no where presented more beautiful and lovely scenes, than those of
the vast prairies of the West; and of man and beast, no nobler specimens than
those who inhabit them – the Indian and the buffalo – joint and original tenants
of the soil, and fugitives together from the approach of civilized man; they have
fled to the great plains of the West, and there, under an equal doom, they have
taken up their last abode, where their race will expire, and their bones will
bleach together.”59

In the summer of 2004 my wife and I went on a trip across the Western United
States doing research for the exhibition The American West.60 We stopped at
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official cowboy and Indian museums, roadside tourist stands and anywhere else
were the mythology of cowboys and Indians seemed to be being reproduced. By
far the most ubiquitous image of the Indian that we encountered was James 

Fraser’s sculpture “The End of the Trail”. It depicts a sad, vanquished Indian
slumped astride his equally depressed and emaciated horse. His war lance
hangs at his side, its point aimed impotently toward the ground. Here is the last
of his people, on the verge of extinction. Fraser created the sculpture for San
Francisco’s 1915 Panama-Pacific International Exposition, where it received the
Gold Medal for sculpture. The massive plaster original now dominates the
entrance of the National Cowboy Museum. Given the dichotomy of primitive and
civilization outlined above it should come as no surprise that the most striking
and important image at the National Cowboy Museum is that of a dying Indian.
For those who still did not find Fraser’s message of inevitable extinction clear
enough, the artist planned to have a monumental bronze version cast and
placed on a cliff overlooking the Pacific Ocean, the final terminus of Western
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expansion. Wartime metal shortages mercifully put an end to this ambition.

Durham draws on the writing of Frantz Fanon to illuminate the ghoulishness of
the obsession with the poetics of the vanishing Indian. He writes:

“Fanon proposed a hypothetical situation concerning a group of German youths
during the Nazi regime who become fascinated with Jewish culture and retreat
to the Black Forest to study Jewish books and wisdom, without ever lifting a
finger to fight the holocaust. He asked if we would not think of these youths as
monstrous.”61

An enduring legacy of the vanishing Indian has been to lock “authentic”
Indigenous identity in the past, leaving no possibility of contemporary Indigenous
agency, since contemporary and Indian become pure contradictions. As Durham
put it, “There is an unspoken demand that we do not exist ourselves in this world,
this terrible week!, except as nostalgic echoes of our ancestors – the ‘real’
Indians.”62
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The Indian after colonization is therefore utterly degraded. For Baum:

“With his fall the nobility of the Redskin is extinguished, and what few are left are
a pack of whining curs who lick the hand that smites them. The Whites, by law of
conquest, by justice of civilization, are masters of the American continent…”63

While the pitiful subjugation of the noble primitive may have been a romantic,
poetical subject, as Louise K. Barnett writes: 

“With few exceptions the degraded settlement Indian holds no interest for writers:
he is reality intruding into a romantic literary age, living testimony to the dubious
blessings which white civilization brought…”64

It is this persistence of the idea of the “vanished” Indian that Durham has fought
with such vigor, insisting that one can be connected to traditional Indigenous
ideas without remaining frozen in the past:

“Traditions exist and are guarded by Indian communities. One of the most
important of these is dynamism. Constant change – adaptability, the inclusion of
new ways and new material – is a tradition that our artists have particularly
celebrated and have used to move and strengthen our societies…by participating
in whatever modern dialogues are pertinent we are maintaining that tradition.”65

A correlate to the trope of authenticity is anxiety about miscegenation. This
discourse has its roots in the fear of Indigenous masculinity that begins with the
earliest captivity narratives (which, as noted above, begin before Europe
encounters the Americas). At times fear of miscegenation is related to the
inevitable subordinate position of the Indian. As Barnett writes, “Of the Indians
who love whites [in frontier literature], good Indians stoically resign themselves
to loving in vain. Aware of their inferiority, they have no expectations of being
loved in return.”66 In literature and in film, “…death is often more welcome than
miscegenation.”67 Even when an author takes the romantic view of the Indian,
miscegenation is a deep taboo. As Barnett writes, “such a forbidden coupling, it
was popularly believed, unites the worst of both peoples”68 and threatens to
produce, as James Fenimore Cooper put it in his novel, The Prairie, a race with
“much of the depravity of civilization without the virtues of the savage.”69 Durham
himself notes the irony that for American blacks being part white was considered
by mainstream society as more desirable, but “…with Indians it is the more
[Indian], the more valid. A ‘true Indian’ is a ‘full-blood’, a ‘half-breed’ is not a ‘true
Indian.’”70
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By concentrating on culture I do not mean to suggest that the more explicit
means of repression and the more material motives for that repression – such as
the desire to steal territory and resources – are somehow less significant than
the discourses that mobilized and justified doing these things. I see them as
inextricably linked. The ideas that limit indigenous agency have their own
institutional homes and histories, however and I would like to outline some of
those that are significant.

The modern study of the Indian has circulated primarily around the discipline
of anthropology. As Vine Deloria Jr., a Standing Rock Sioux lawyer and activist
wrote, “we should suspect the real motives of the academic community. They
have the Indian field well defined and under control.”71 Deloria is speaking
about anthropology precisely as a branch of “Orientalism” that produces and
controls the Indian subject, enabling more effective colonial administration
while functioning as a translator and buffer between the Indian as Other and
the mainstream. Pearce also notes that this ordering impulse was connected
to colonial power from the beginning, as it was perpetrated by:

“...civilized men who, striving to imitate their God, would bring order to chaos.
America was such a chaos, a new found chaos. Her natural wealth was there for
the taking because it was there for the ordering. So were her natural men.”72

Indeed, one way of looking at how traditional anthropology controls knowledge of
the Indian – one that fits neatly with its cultural relativism – is that it serves as a
means of bracketing off non-Western cultures from culture proper. As Durham
writes: “If anthropology were truly ‘the study of mankind’ why are European men
not studied?”73 This is especially evident in the organization of the museum
where, for example, Indian “material culture” is kept separate from Western “art”
(often the Western art is in a different institution altogether). It is only very recently
that art museums have been able to conceive of exhibiting historical Indigenous
art with historical art by European settlers. I worked on one such project myself
when I was a curator at the Art Gallery of Ontario and was often confronted with
the discomfort caused by such mixings. One long-time member of the museum’s
acquisition committee resigned in protest when we purchased an elaborately
inscribed 19th century Nishnaabe (Ojibway) war club, insisting that it was not art
and belonged in an ethnographic museum.74

The museum has been an important site for managing knowledge of the Indian
and its links to power are clear. Durham writes that “[p]erhaps every Imperium
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has had its official collection, and perhaps these collections always began as
piles of war trophies.”75 From this perspective the real prototype of the museum
is not the private cabinet of curiosities, as is often argued, but the triumphal arch
– the space in which the plunder of empire can be spectacularly framed and
exhibited, publicly demonstrating the state’s power. That power is extended and
consolidated when one is then able to take further ownership of objects and the
cultures from which they have been pillaged, by becoming the definitive source
of knowledge about them.

I mentioned that cultural relativism serves to bracket off Indigenous cultures from
the mainstream, an idea that I would like to explore further. Cultural relativism is
often touted as a great triumph of anthropology, one that allows non-judgmental
insight into Other cultures. I would like to explore this assumption by revisiting
two key books that I have used, Savagism and Civilization and The White Man’s
Indian. Both are full of useful history, but both are inadequately theorized due to
their commitment to cultural relativism.

Berkhofer, for example, posits that “ideology” and “moral judgment” were only
separated from “ethnography” when “both cultural pluralism and moral relativism
were accepted as ideas.” Even so:

“Not until well into the twentieth century did such acceptance become general
among intellectuals, and even then only a few Whites truly practiced the two
ideals in their outlook on Native Americans.”76

Later in the book he suggests that even the modern social scientist studies
“other cultures according to the premises of their own.”77 He argues that:

“While to scholars of the future this image may appear as biased and mythical
as those we see in the past, at present it is our fundamental reality.”78

To grasp how Berkhofer means us to understand and distinguish the terms
“cultural pluralism” and “moral relativism” we need to look elsewhere in the
text. It is clear from his discussion of American anthropologist Franz Boas,
that by cultural pluralism, Berkhofer means the belief that cultural differences
are genuine, profound and best understood in the context of a given culture
and not through comparison to other cultures in a way that would suggest
most differences are merely various stages on a teleological journey toward
civilization.79 He at times equates this view with moral relativism and at times,
as in the quote above, distinguishes them. When he is careful enough to
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distinguish them we might take him to be distinguishing between what is
often called descriptive moral cultural relativism and moral cultural relativism
proper. Descriptive moral cultural relativism is the observation that different
cultures operate according to different moral systems. Moral cultural relativism
goes further than merely noting the fact of cultural differences in morality, it uses
this observation as a springboard to assert that morality is relative to culture in
the sense that whatever your culture’s moral code describes as right is right for
you if you are part of that culture.

Berkhofer is reckless in his use of the notion of moral relativism in general, at
one point writing: “…the moral relativism, or should we say the moral agnosticism,
of cultural pluralism.”80 To which we might reply that one should say one or the
other and not conflate the two, because moral agnosticism is not synonymous
with moral relativism. In relativism the truth of a given moral belief is relative to
something else and not absolute, but somehow a relativized truth is thought to
remain. We might reasonably expect, in this context that Berkhofer is
suggesting, that moral truth is relative to the beliefs of a particular culture. This
naïve form of cultural relativism has, as Berkhofer notes less judgmentally,
dominated social anthropology for some time. The incoherence of moral
cultural relativism might lead one fairly quickly to the nihilistic realm of moral
agnosticism or scepticism, but they are nevertheless different positions.

Although moral cultural relativism is often set up as the great answer to
Eurocentrism, one could argue that it is instead a retreat from a genuine
engagement with difference into even greater paternalism. Traditional
anthropologists are able to subscribe to relativism precisely because they are so
secure in their cultural dominance that they can be certain never to have to face
the consequences of it actually being applied to themselves. Other cultures can
have their Other beliefs, which are true for them, just as our beliefs are true for us
(by which I mean them) – but relativism brackets us off from working through the
contradictions. Without examining the implications for his own stance, Berkhofer
notes the extent to which such a relativism becomes “deterministic”. In fact it
becomes tautological: if truth is relative to culture then to know the truth one need
only look to see what one’s culture believes. This is how the subject produced by
traditional anthropology gets stuck in culture in the same way that the Foucauldian
subject gets stuck in discourse.81 Being stuck in culture in this way then also ties
into certain notions about cultural authenticity that I will discuss later.

Pearce was working out of the history of ideas tradition developed by his teacher
Arthur O. Lovejoy, one in which the development of concepts was charted
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across vast literatures. Anticipating somewhat the anti-realist strain we have
seen in Foucault, he argues for what we might describe as the discursive
contingency of truth:

“As all ideas should be, this one [the idea of the savage] was for its time true.
That is to say, it consisted of a set of interrelated propositions which held together
and made logical sense of all that was known and felt about the Indian, and it
made for understanding, belief and action.”82

Apparently failing to unpack the consequences of this view, he also maintained
that ideas led to concrete material consequences and that reality impinges on
discourse in complex ways. For example, he discusses the Indian as both a
practical and a theoretical problem for American civilization and gives examples
in which theory runs up against the experience of practice. The most notable
concerns early Virginia colonists who, at first, produced many texts indicating
their confidence that they could live peacefully with their Indian neighbours
because Indians would see the advantages of being civilized/Christianized and
would welcome the opportunity to change their savage ways. When the local
Indians rose up at once and killed several hundred colonists, theory had run up
hard against practice and therefore theory needed adjusting. Unfortunately, the
re-assessment never touched the core belief of European Christian superiority.
The English colonists decided instead that the locals were not benign savages,
but barbarous ones who, in transgressing moral law deserved only to be
conquered or killed.83

Given that Pearce imagines a material reality that ideas must bump up against,
we are not in the realm of pure cultural relativism. Taken to its logical limits,
cultural relativism can render fairly appalling results that do not seem to be at all
with the faux-liberalism of its anthropological proponents. For example, in
philosopher Gilbert Harman’s defence of relativism he makes it quite clear that
in his view relativism means that we can be enemies of people with different
views to ours, but we cannot say that it is wrong for them to act according to their
beliefs. This is so even if those beliefs are National Socialism. A relativist can
view Hitler as an enemy, he insists, and:

“…she will judge that Hitler’s actions are terrible in relation to her side even if
these same actions are not terrible in relation to the other side with its Nazi
outlook, just as Alice views rain as bad for her team even if it is good for Bertie’s
team.”84
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This looks to me more like moral nihilism disguising itself as moral relativism –
or, put another way, it is hard to imagine how cultural relativism, followed to its
logical conclusion as it is above, can claim not to arrive directly at moral nihilism,
or at best ethical egoism?

As open warfare against Indigenous nations concluded, responsibility for
directly managing Indigenous North Americans was transferred from the military
to ideological institutions administered through the Bureau of Indian Affairs. I
believe that the institutions of this era are helpfully understood through Homi K.
Bhabha’s theory of colonial mimicry. In “Of Mimicry and Man”, Bhabha describes
processes in which the colonizer attempts to assimilate the colonized as colonial
“mimicry”. As described by Bhabha, the process is explicitly ideological – an
attempt to produce very particular types of subjects. On the face of it, these
subjects are meant to mimic their cultural “superiors”, to adopt Christian
civilization and forgo their primitive ways. The catch in the system, however, is
that this mimicry cannot afford to be perfect; it is based on “the desire for a
reformed, recognizable Other, as a subject of a difference that is almost the
same, but not quite.”85 Colonization, after all, is rationalized precisely on the
grounds of European superiority, based on the primitive/civilized dichotomy. If
the colonized is too good of a mimic the dichotomy will collapse and along with it
the presumption of superiority. Bhabha therefore argues that, “in order to be
effective, mimicry must continually produce its slippage, its excess, its
difference.”86 Despite the enormous damage this process causes (which I would
suggest Bhabha fails to keep sufficient track of in his drive to find a subversive,
deconstructive effect in mimicry), it nevertheless has the potential (again, in my
opinion these are genuinely threatening only if acted upon) to create a number
of ruptures in colonial authority. On one hand the colonizer is forced to confront
the failed mimic as a kind of distorted reflection of himself. At the same time,
mimicry can quickly lead quickly to mockery.87 As the colonial processes of
mimicry provide the colonized subject with knowledge of the stated European
values of freedom and individual liberty, the colonized is in an acute position to
see their hypocrisy.

In both the United States and Canada the most comprehensive institution of
colonial mimicry was the system of Christian-run boarding schools. These were
designed to “kill the Indian and save the man”88 as Richard C. Pratt put it – that is
to civilize and Christianize Indians, turning them into “mimics” of European North
Americans.89 The mimetic slippage was produced in the boarding schools in part
through the poor quality of education that students received, not to mention the
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frequent abuse that they suffered either as “official” punishments or in the form
of covert sexual abuse at the hands of those tasked with caring for them. The
result was not only a threat to Indigenous agency in the most basic sense of
trying to eliminate the Indian, but the mimetic failure left many Indigenous
people without the practical skills to function effectively in mainstream society
and inflicted deep social problems on families and communities which inhibit
people’s opportunities in profound ways.

There was another more covert form of colonial mimicry that occurred in this
period and, which, unlike the boarding schools, which ended in the 1970s,
continues to be a factor in Indigenous experience. This form of mimicry was not
directly produced by the state, but existed in the various commercial venues in
which Indians were expected and financially rewarded for mimicking to whites
the white notion of Indian culture. This process began with the sale of souvenirs,
developed further with wild-west shows and powwows and now involves many
indigenous communities, particularly those in the West, in creating arts and
crafts for the tourist market and the Indian art market.

As an artist, Jimmie Durham was particularly concerned about the threat that
colonial mimicry offered to Indigenous agency in the Indian art market. He notes
that the art market is not a product “of our demands” but “of America’s needs”90

for an authentic cultural heritage. The romantic stereotypes mean that political
content is unacceptable in Indian art and “that people often expect American
Indian art to concern itself only with the most comforting subject matter.”91 The
Indian art market itself is a kind of mimetic trap, baited with tourist money:

“For more than fifteen years there has been a ‘healthy’ market for American Indian
art. It is a closed market that has little to do with the larger art market, and even
less to do with contemporary art criticism and theory. It is more of a glorified tourist
trade, and many Indian artists, following [painter Fritz] Scholder’s lead, found most
efficacious ways to cash in on it, in our time honoured tradition of dancing for the
tourists. The lucrativeness of this market has kept many Indian artists from
developing, has helped keep us locked out of the art world, and has separated us
from our own people; it has proved to be a trick bag that rewards our worst
efforts.”92

This form of mimicry becomes complicated, because we are forced to ask both
where we might find the missing original and when the copy stops being a copy
and starts becoming an original? Or perhaps the question is when do we realize
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that in some sense our notion of what is original and essential and what is not is
the product of a particular history of mimicry? This is precisely the question
raised by Michael Taussig in Mimesis and Alterity. Here Taussig opens up a very
difficult question about how the subject positions of colonizer and colonized
become blurred through a reciprocal process of mimicry until it is difficult to
know whether one is performing one’s “authentic” culture, or a role provided for
one in the process of mimesis.

Taussig argues that mimicry is one of the primary ways in which humans learn
and by which the radically Other is addressed. Mimicry is not only unstable
because it originates from conflicting impulses, as Bhabha suggests, but also
because it raises serious questions about the originality of the original. Taussig
argues that mimicry begins on both sides at the moment of contact as the
participants create roles for the Other. In the process a cycle of mimicry occurs
that produces their respective identities. The problem is that neither of these
identities are discrete, but deeply enmeshed. Taussig gives an example of
mimicry in another context. A baby, we know will mimic words prior to
understanding their meaning. But as Taussig points out, the process of mimicry
can quickly become extremely complex. Don’t parents spend a lot of time
making baby talk, in essence mimicking their idea of the baby’s experience of
language to project themselves into the baby’s languageless (and thus radically
other) world? And then the child’s response is in part mimicry of mimicry of him or
herself. This is not a movement from original to copy, but a movement around
and around until it becomes quite unclear who is copying whom or what.
Taussig argues that a similar process occurs in the colonial situation, that the
processes of mimicry becomes “‘a space between,’ a space permeated by
the colonial tension of mimesis and alterity, in which it is far from easy to say
who is the imitator and who is the imitated, which is the copy and which is the
original.”93 This raises a difficult question about whether, if one is at last allowed to
speak, might not one simply be “reading the lines provided,”94 as Durham puts it.
The colonials are often play-acting the role of the civilized, which not only
emerges in response to a savage Other, but is in some sense mimicking what the
colonizer imagines the colonized will expect of civilization? Or on the flip side,
how do we know whether our quest for cultural authenticity is not an internalized
mimicry of Western culture’s notion of authenticity, as Durham suggests?95

It is worth keeping these histories of colonial mimicry in mind when looking at
the so-called “Indian Renaissance” and the emergence of Indian nationalism
that occurred in the late 1960s and 70s. Despite its many positive outcomes,
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Indian nationalism was particularly susceptible to the mimetic performance of
authenticity that had been occurring for many decades. As Durham writes:
“Made to feel unreal, inauthentic, we often participate in our own oppression by
assuming identities or attitudes from within the colonisation structure.”96

At times this new Indian nationalism has involved a straightforward privileging
of Indigenous beliefs, but often, oddly enough, it seems to defer to an
anthropological notion of culture and cultural relativism. 

An example of this is evident in a review of N. Scott Momaday’s book Man Made
of Words that was published in Aboriginal Voices magazine. The reviewer, Millie
Knapp, writes:

“One incongruity in Momaday’s writing is his support of the Bering Strait theory.97

Momaday knows the creation stories of his own Kiowa people. He makes
reference to the creation story in which Kiowa people emerge from a log. Does
he believe that this log originally existed in Asia? Momaday clearly doesn’t see
the logic of creation stories to mean that Native American people originated here
on this continent. For example, the creation story of the Haudenosaunee (or
Iroquois) begins with Sky Woman who falls and lands on the back of a turtle
island or North America.”98

Let me say first that I am not interested here in whether Native origins are in Asia
or North America, although that some people are obsessed with origins is telling
in itself. What is interesting is the epistemological assumption that the reviewer
makes. How do we know something? We reference the traditional/religious
authority of our given culture.

The problem then becomes one of how to resolve conflicting religious beliefs.
Using the example of the quote above, what do we do about contradictory tribal
origin stories? Knapp implies that we should each believe the origin stories of
our own cultural group. This seems to be the cultural relativist position espoused
by late 19th and early 20th century anthropology. By this I mean that she seems
not only to acknowledge that different cultural groups have different beliefs, but
also implies that the beliefs of each group are true, at least for that group.
Therefore, Kiowa origin stories are true for Kiowa people, Haudenosaunee origin
stories for Haudenosaunee people and so forth. If this is the case it also follows
that we can test the truth of our beliefs and values by seeing if they accord
with the beliefs and values of our cultural group. We are stuck in a
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conventionalism in which we are only left to argue about who has the most
authentic interpretation of traditional beliefs.

The relativist position is problematic for a number of reasons. First, it is difficult
to understand how various contradictory accounts can all be true in any
meaningful sense, especially when particular accounts explicitly claim to be true
in a non-relativist sense. More importantly, given that one is so firmly situated in
ones culture how can one explain or justify dissent or plurality of opinion within
one’s group? Or new ideas and change? If you do acknowledge that change is
inevitable in any culture, then what criteria does a culture use to decide which
changes to make if legitimate knowledge has been limited a priori to that
culture’s own pre-existing beliefs?

At least as troubling for this form of relativism is the question: how do you account
for and mediate the mixing of different cultural groups? Which parent’s cultural
beliefs should a mixed race child hold? How do you decide if you have two or more
contradictory traditions to choose from? Unlike Knapp, whom I know to be a
tolerant person, many ethnic nationalists seem to find this problem especially
vexing and sometimes “solve” it by concluding that the mixing of races or cultures
should simply be avoided. 

An example of this position can be found in an issue of Aboriginal Voices
magazine. An article that starts out as a Cosmopolitan magazine style reflection
on “why good Native men are hard to find” fairly quickly descends into the
following:

“Why is a good Native man so hard to come by and why do we care? Why not
just settle for a nice white guy? For me and my peers, to settle for a nice white
guy is to completely capitulate to the temptations of society; a culture that is not
only foreign, but antithetical to our traditional values and beliefs, even at this late
stage in time. And as if that weren’t enough, there is the fear of being responsible
for and contributing to the erosion and thinning of bloodlines.”99

Note the appeal to preserving traditional values that is at the same time framed
in the Christian language of temptation. Underlying this attitude is, of course, the
terrible colonial history of the Americas in which cultural interactions have been
poisoned by coercion and genocide. Unfortunately, this is precisely what the
writer above does not focus on. Instead she singles out difference itself as the
problem and applies it uniformly to all white men.
This is an especially problematic response at this moment in history. Because
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most of the energy spent on “preserving” traditional culture is focused on religion
or spirituality, I think that the most dramatic cultural change that has occurred
since contact is often overlooked. This is the fact that colonialism has, to a large
extent, transformed us from collective societies who share material goods to
individually competitive participants in global capitalism.

One can see this particularly around what I see as changing attitudes toward
spirituality. Many of the people who function as traditional elders in our
communities are the products of Christian boarding schools. Even in the relatively
short period of my own life I have watched traditional Indigenous spirituality shift
increasingly from a series of open-ended practices to, in some cases at least, a
very Christian focus on the centrality of belief itself. I mentioned this to Durham
and he told me:

“I saw that in the Native American Church. From the ‘50s to the ‘80s was a
remarkable change. In the ‘50s, when I was part of it the Road Man explained
clearly – because it was very much mixed with Jesus in those days – that our
red path is the path, Peyote is our guide and Jesus is Peyote. … It was a
political statement and an obvious metaphor. By the time of the late ‘70s
Christianity had been thrown out and the Road Man says ‘Peyote will save you,
believe in Peyote, Peyote has the answers.’ They threw Jesus out and brought
him in the back door.”100

In this way some Indigenous spiritualities are collapsing into not only a pan-
Indian melange, as everyone complains, but a covertly Christian one as well.
To add complexity, our spiritual revival was coincident with and supported and
influenced by 1960s counter-culture and then its flaky remnants in new age
“philosophy”. 

In his 1990 autobiography, Where White Men Fear to Tread, Durham’s former
American Indian Movement comrade Russell Means argues against inter-
marriage. He insists his position is based on the wisdom of his elders, but his
language is borrowed directly from 19th and early 20th century racist discourse:

“Golden eagles don’t mate with bald eagles, deer don’t mate with antelope, gray
wolves don’t mate with red wolves. Just look at domesticated animals, at
mongrel dogs, and mixed-breed horses, and you’ll know the Great Mystery
didn’t intend them to be that way. We weakened the species and introduced
disease by mixing what should be kept separate. Among humans, intermarriage
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weakens the respect people have for themselves and for their traditions. It
undermines clarity of spirit and mind.”101

Compare the structure and examples given in Means’s argument to that of an
earlier text by a previous auto-biographer:

“…every animal mates only with a member of the same species. The titmouse
seeks the titmouse, the finch the finch, the stork the stork, the fieldmouse the
fieldmouse, the dourmouse the dourmouse, the wolf the she-wolf, etc…”102

The latter writer is of course Adolf Hitler, writing about racial purity in Mein
Kampf. Where white men fear to tread indeed? Would that it were so. The
colossal category mistake that this argument is based on – conflating the
un-scientific category of race with the category of species – is so absurd that I
don’t feel obliged to refute it. I mention it here only to show the way in which
European racism has been smuggled into some Indian nationalisms, in this case
appearing to be adopted wholesale precisely where Indian identity is claimed to
be most pure.

I do not mean to say that all pre-contact Indigenous knowledge has disappeared
or to re-enact the stereotype of the degraded settlement Indian. Quite the contrary.
What I am saying is that, given our current situation, the classic cultural nationalist
position of retreat to traditional culture (or faux retreat, since everyone on the rez is
surfing the net and watching TV anyway) is doomed in advance to failure.
Ironically, anyone aiming to sort traditional Indigenous knowledge from Western
discourse would need to understand both well enough to identify their points of
difference.

The old dichotomy is unsustainable, but we are in danger of being stuck. As
Durham argued, “we are,…too set up by history;… the combination of our grief,
pride, and sentimentality with the world’s stereotypes of us might be too heavy a
burden these days.”103 Our resistance must be thoughtful enough to evade these
colonial snares that were set for us generations ago, but which still risk catching
us up when we wish to act.
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