3. Vine Deloria’s Custer Died for Your Sins

While some Indians made public and flamboyant gestures, others began to
write for a wide audience, likewise with the goal of drawing attention to the
injustice of the natives’ situation. Vine Deloria, Jr., who came from a
prominent Lakota Sioux family and was himself trained as a minister and
lawyer, became a pioneer in the field of Native American Studies. He became
famous with the publication of his first book, Custer Died for Your Sins: An
Indian Manifesto in 1969, In the opening pages, he used humor to make bis
point, as many other natives had done before hin,

Indians are like the weather. Everyone knows all about the weather, but
none can change it. When storms are predicted, the sun shines. When picnic
weather is announced, the rain begins. Likewise, if you count on the
unpredictability of Indian people, you will never be sorry.

One of the finest things about being an Indian s that people are always
interested in you and your “plight.” Other groups have difficulties, predica-
ments, quandaries, problems, or troubles. Traditionally we Indians have
had a “plight.”

Our foremost plight is our transparency. People can tell just by looking at
us what we want, and what should be done to help us, how we feel, and
what a “real” Indian is really like. Indian life, as it relates to the real world,
is a continuous attempt not to disappoint people who know us. Unfulfilled
expectations cause grief and we have already had our share,

Because people can see right through us, it becomes impossible to tell
truth from fiction or fact from mythology. Experts paint us as they would
like us to be. Often we paint ourselves as we wish we were or as we might
have been.

The more we try to be ourselves the more we are forced to defend what
we have never been. The American public feels most comfortable with the
mythical Indians of stereotype-land who were always THERE. These In-
dians are fierce, they wear feathers and grunt. Most of us don’t fir this
idealized figure since we grunt only when over eating, which is seldom.

To be an Indian in modern American society is in a very real sense to be
unreal and ahistorical. In this book we will discuss the other side — the
unrealities that face us as Indian people. It is this unreal feeling that has
been welling up inside us and threatens to make this decade the most
decisive in history for Indian people. In so many ways, Indian people are
re-examining themselves in an effort to redefine a new social structure for
their people. Tribes are reordering their priorities to account for the obvious
discrepancies between their goals and the goals whites have defined for
them.
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Indian reactions are sudden and surprising. One dayv at a conference we
were singing “My Country “Tis of Thee” and we came across the part that
goes:

Land where our fathers died
Land of the Pilgrims’ pride . ..

Some of us broke out laughing when we realized that our fathers undoubt-
edly died trying to keep those Pilgrims from stealing our land. In fact, many
of our fathers died because the Pilgrims killed them as witches. We didn’t
feel much kinship with those Pilgrims, regardless of who they did in.

We often hear “give it back to the Indians” when a gadger fails to work.
It’s a terrible thing for a people to realize that a society has set aside all non-
working gadgets for their exclusive use.

During my three years as Executive Director of the Nationa!l Congress of
American Indians it was a rare day when some white didn’t visit my office
and proudly proclaim thar she or she was of Indian descent.

Cherokee was the most popular tribe of their choice and many people
placed the Cherokees anywhere from Maine to Washington State. Mohawk,
Sioux, and Chippewa were next in popularity. Occasionally I would be told
about some mythical tribe from lower Pennsylvania, Virginia, or Massa-
chusetts which had spawned the white standing before me.

At times I became quite defensive about being a Sioux when these white
people had a pedigree that was so much more respectable than mine. But
eventually I came to understand their need to identify as partially Indian and
did not resent them. I would confirm their wildest stories about their Indian
ancestry and would add a few tales of my own hoping that they would be
able to accept themselves someday and leave us alone.

Whites claiming Indian blood generally tend to reinforce mythical beliefs
about Indians. All but one person I met who claimed Indian blood claimed it
on their grandmother’s side. T once did a projection backward and discov-
ered that evidently most tribes were entirely female for the first three
hundred years of white occupation. No one, it seemed, wanted to claim a
male Indian as a forebear.

[t doesn’t take much insight into racial attitudes to understand the real
meaning of the Indian-grandmother complex that plagues certain whites. A
male ancestor has too much of the aura of the savage warrior, the unknown
primitive, the instinctive animal, to make him a respectable member of the
family tree. But a voung Indian princess? Ah, there was royalty for the
taking. Somehow the white was linked with a noble house of gentility and
culture if his grandmother was an Indian princess who ran away with an
intrepid pioneer. And royalty has always been an unconscious but all-
consuming goal of the European immigrant.
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The early colonists, accustomed to life under benevolent despots,
projected their understanding of the Furopean political structure onto the
Indian tribe in trying to explain its political and social structure. European
royal houses were closed to ex-convicts and indentured servants, so the
colonists made all Indian maidens princesses, then proceeded to climb a
social ladder of their own creation. Within the next generation, if the trend
continues, a large portion of the American population will eventually be
related to Powhattan ...

Those whites who dare not claim Indian blood have an asset of their own.
They understand Indians.

Understanding Indians is not an esoteric art. All it takes is a trip through
Arizona or New Mexico, watching a documentary on TV, having known
one in the service, or having read a popular book on them.

There appears to be some secret osmosis about Indian people by which
they can magically and instantaneously communicate complete knowledge
about themselves to these interested whites. Rarely is physical contact
required. Anyone and everyone who knows an Indian or who is interested,
immediately and thoroughly understands them.

You can verify this grear truth at your next parry. Mention Indians and
you will find a person who saw some in a gas station in Utah, or who
attended the Gallup ceremonial celebration, or whose Uncle Jim hired one
to cut logs in Oregon, or whose church had a missionary come to speak last
Sunday on the plight of Indians and the mission of the church.

There is no subject on earth so easily understood as that of the American
Indian. Each summer, work camps disgorge teenagers on various reserva-
tions. Within one month’s time the youngsters acquire a knowledge of
Indians that would astound a college professor,

Early knowledge about Indians is a historical tradition. After Columbus
“discovered” America he brought back news of a great new world which he
assumed to be Indian, and therefore, filled with Indians. Almost at once
European folklore devised a complete explanation of the new land and its
inhabitants which featured the Fountain of Youth, the Seven Cities of Gold,
and other exotic attractions. The absence of elephants apparently did not tip
off the explorers that they weren’t in India. By the time they realized their
mistake, instant knowledge of Indians was a cherished tradition.

Source: Vine Deloria, Ju., Custer Died for Your Sins: An Indian Manifesto (Macmil-
lan, 1969), pp. 1-6.

Further exploration: Deloria was probably the leading Native American inteliectual
of the second half of the twentieth century. He was the author of numerous impor-
tant books which are available in most libraries.





