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NEW DEAL TO TERMINATION

Some relief for Indigenous nations came with the 19305 New Deal

The Roosevelt t administration’s Programs to combat economijc col-

laps / 3 i
pse included an acknow] ledgment of Indigenous self-determina-
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tion. Roosevelt appointed anthropologist and self-identified socialist
John Collier as US commissioner of Indian affairs in 1933.% As a
young activist scholar in 1922, Collier had been hired by the Gen-
eral Federation of Women’s (Iubs to assist the Pueblo Indians of
New Mexico in their land-claims struggle, a project that culmi-
nated in success when Congress passed the 1924 Pueblo Lands Act.
Having lived at Taos Pueblo, whose residents practiced traditional
lifeways, Collier had ¢ developed respect for the communal social re-
lations he observed in Indigenous communities and had confidence
that these peoples could govern themselves suc cessfully and even in-
fluence a move toward socialism in the United States. He understood
and agreed with Indigenous opposition to assimilation as individu-
als into the general society—what the ongoing allotment in sever ralty
of Native collective estates and the Ind; 1an Citizenship Act of 1924
sought to institutionalize.

As commissioner for Indian affairs, in consultation with Native
communities, Collier drafred and successfully lobbied for passage
of the Wheeler-Howard bill, which became the Indian Reorganiza-
tion Act (IRA) of 1934. One of its provisions was to end further

allorment of Indigenous territories, which was immediately imple-
mented, although already allotted land was not restored. Another
provision committed the federal government to purchase available
land contiguous to reservations in order to restore lands to relevant
Native nations. The IRA’s main provision was more controversial
with Indigenous peoples, calling for the formation of “tribal gov-
ernments.” In a gesture toward self-d determination, the IRA did not
require any Indigenous nation to accept the law’s terms, and several,
including the Navajo Nation, declined. The IR A was limited in that
it did not apply to the relocated Native nations in Oklahoma; sepa-
rate legislation was later drawn up for their unique circumstances.

The Navajo Nation, with the | largest land base and population
among Indigenous peoples in the United States, soundly rejected
signing off on the IRA. The Great Depression of the 19305 was, in
the words of postwar 1 Navajo chairman Sam Ankeah, “the most
devastating experience in [Navaj jol history since the imprisonment
at Fort Sumner from 1864-1868."2" When Collier became commis-
sioner in 1933, he pushed for reduction of Navajo sheep and goats
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as part of a larger New Dea] conservation scheme to stem stock
overgrazing. He badgered the twelve Navajo Council members into
zlféépttiﬂg the reduction, promising unlikely new jobs under the Cj-
vilian Conservation Corps to replace lost income. Collier suggested
without basis, that soil crosion in the Navajo Reservation was re-,
sponsible for the silting up of the Boulder Dam site. His action likel
was influenced by agribusinesses that wanted to get rid of all smal}l/
producers in order to create an advantage to Anglo settler ranchers
in New Mexico and Arizona.?! The process is stil
bered by Navajos. With traumatized Navajos watching, government
agents shot sheep and goats and left them to rot or cremated them
after dousing them with gasoline. At one site alone, thirty-five goats
were shot and left to rot. One hundred fifty thousand goats and fifry
thousand sheep were killed in this manner, Oral history interviews
tell of the pressure tactics on the Navajos, including arrests of those
who resisted, and express bitterness over the destruction of their
livestock. As Navajo Council member Howard Gorman said:

I bitterly remem-

All of these incidents broke 4 lot of hearts of the Navajo people
and lefr them mourning for years. They didn’t like it that the
sh§ep were killed; it was a total waste. That is what the people
said. To many of them livestock was a necessity and meant
survival. Some people consider livestock as saéred because
it is life’s necessity. They think of livestock as their mother.

The cruel way our stock was handled is something that should
never have happened.2

In addition to the trauma experienced by the Navajos, the effect of
the reductions was to impoverish the owners of small herds.

| For those Native nations, the majority, that did accept the In-
dian Reorganization Act, a negative consequence was that English-
sPeaking Native elites, often aligned with Christian denominations
signed on to the law and formed authoritarian governments that’
enriched a few families and undermined communal traditions and
traditional forms of povernance, a problem that persists, However
the IRA did end allotment and set a precedent for acknowledg—,
ing Indigenous self-determination and recognizing collective and
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cultural rights, a legal reality that made it difficult for those who
sought to undo the incipient empowerment of Indigenous peoples
in the r950s.

The Truman administration pushed out John Collier, among
many other progressive Roosevelt appointees. Following the end of
World War II, attitudes among the ruling class and Congress regard-
ing Indigenous nations turned from supporting autonomy to their
elimination as peoples with a new regimen of individual assimila-
tion. In 1946 Congress established the Indian Claims Commission
and the Indian Claims Court to legitimize the prior illegal federal
taking of Indigenous treaty lands. Between 1946 and 1952-—the
cutoff date for filing claims—370 petitions representing §5o claims
were filed on behalf of Indigenous nations. Although the govern-
ment’s stated purpose was to clear title for lands illegally taken,
the claims mechanism barred restitution of lands taken illegally or
acquiring new ones to replace the loss. Settlement was limited to
monetary compensation based on the property’s value at the time
of the taking, and without interest. Adding insult to injury, any ex-
penditure made by the federal government on behalf of the Indige-
nous nations making claims was subtracted from the overall award,
thereby penalizing the Indigenous people for services they had not
requested. The average interval between filing a claim and receiving
an award was fifteen vears.

In creating the Indian Claims Commission, Congress was ac-
knowledging the fact that the federal government had illegally seized
Indigenous lands guaranteed by treaties. That validation became
useful in Indigenous strategies for strengthening sovereignty and
pursuing restitution of the land rather than monetary compensa-
tion. On the other hand, the process became a stepping-stone to
ending federal acknowledgment of Indigenous nations altogether.
The Eisenhower administration lost no time in collaborating with
Congress to weaken federal trust responsibility, transferring Indian
education to the states and moving Indian health care from the Bu-
reau of Indian Affairs to the Department of Health.

This policy trend toward assimilation culminated in the Ter-
mination Act (House Concurrent Resolution 108) in 1953, which
provided—in Orwellian language—that Congress should, “as



74 AnIndigenous Peoples’ History of the United States

quickly as possible, move to free those tribes listed from Federal
supervision and control and from al] disabilities and limitations spe-
cially applicable to Indians.” Under termination, the federal trust
protection and transfer payments guaranteed by treaties and agree-
ments would end. Dillon §. Myer, who had headed the War Re-
location Authority that administered the concentration camps for
US citizens of Japanese descent, was, significantly, the Eisenhower
administration’s commissioner of Indian affairs to implement ter-
mination.** Commissioner Myer noted that Indigenous consent was
immaterial, saying, “We must proceed even though Indian coopera-
tion may be lacking in certain cases.”?4 In the same year, Congress
imposed Public Law 280 that transferred police power on reserva-
tions from the federal government to the states,
Despite the piecemeal eating away of Indigenous landholdings
and sovereignty and federal trust responsibility based on treaties,
the US government had no constitutional or other legal authority
to deprive federally recognized Native nations of their inherent
sovereignty or territorial boundaries, It could only make it nearly
impossible for them to exercise that sovereignty, or, alternatively,
eliminate Indigenous identity entirely through assimilation, a form
of genocide. The latter was the goal of the 1956 Indian Relocation
Act (Public Law 949). With BIA funding, any Indigenous individual
or family could relocate to designated urban industrial areas—the
San Francisco Bay Area, Los Angeles, Phoenix, Dallas, Denver,
Cleveland—where BIA offices were established to make housing and
job training and placement available. This project gave rise to large
Native urban populations scattered among already poor and strug-
gling minority working-class communities, holding low-skilled jobs
or dealing with long-term unemployment. Yet many of these mostly
young migrants were influenced by the civil rights movement emerg-
ing in cities in the 1950s and 1960s and began their own distinct
intertribal movements organized around the urban American Indian
centers they established. In one of the largest of the relocation des-
tinations, the San Francisco Bay Area, this would culminate in the
eighteen-month occupation of Alcatraz in the lare 1960s,
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CIVIL RIGHTS ERA BEGINS

The founding of the National Congress of Anlé,rice1rl Indians (IR\EszI.)
in 1944 had marked a surge of Indigenous resnstanée. An.extlt)a’zx i-
nary group of Native leaders emerged in the 1950s, mcliudmg icy
McNickle (Flathead), Edward Dozier (Santa Clara Pueblo), Heren
Peterson (Northern Cheyenne/lLakota), and dc)zen.s of ot'hers from
diverse nations. Without their efforts, the terminatml} perlod. would
have been more damaging than it was, possibly ending Indigenous
status altogether. As a result of their organizing, the g()Vf:xjnm'ent
ceased enforcing termination in 1961, though the legislation rc
mained on the books until its repeal in 1988.%° However,'by 1960,
more than a hundred Indigenous nations had been terminated. A
few were later able to regain federal trusteeship through pL'()tract?d
court battles and demonstrations, which took decades and ﬁna.ncxaé
hardship. Indigenous leaders such as Ada Deer and J'Aames White (l)
the terminated Menominee Nation played key roles in the struggle
to have Indigenous cases heard by Congress and by the Supreme
Court in suits and appeals. The restitution movement ‘attrjﬁcted pub-
licity through community organizing anfi direct act‘mn‘ ' I"osm;ar
Indigenous resistance operated in relz‘ltlon to a Umte‘d §tates a/r
wealthier and more powerful than before, but aisro wnhm.the era
of decolonization and human rights inaugurated with estabhsbment
of the United Nations and acioptioxi of its Universal Declar:anon of
Human Rights as well as the Convention on the ?reventlon an'd
Punishment of the Crime of Genocide in 1948. Native leaders paid
: ion and were inspired. ‘
Attﬁg:t(i)jeaorganizmg, Eke the organization of the African An}'fzmcin
desegregation and voting rights movement, developed \f\nthm(g ;:
context of a nationalistic anticommunist ideology that‘m‘tenm e
with the Cold War and nuclear arms race in the 1950s. This second
great Red Scare (the first had been in the wake of Woxfld War ‘I‘) tar-
geted the labor movement under the guise of combating the co’mf
munist threat” from the Soviet Union.? It also atFacked the f.‘?/d
rights and self-determination movements of the period, and ragxsfn
broadened and flourished. The wars against Japan and then Korea,
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along with the successfyl Chinese communist revolution, revived
the carly~twentieth-cenrury racist fear of a “yellow peril.” Mexi-
can migrant workers largely replaced the Asian agricultural work-
ers displaced by the Japanese American internment, but in 1953
“Operation Wetback,” as the federal program was called, forced the
deportation of more than a million Mexican workers, in the pro-
cess subjecting millions of US citizens of Mexican heritage to illegal
search and arrest. Natjve Americans continued to experience brucal-
ity, including rape and detention in the border towns on the edges
of reservation lands, at the hands of citizens as well as law enforce-
ment officials. The situation of African Americans was one of con-
tinued legalized segregation in the South, and extralegal but open
discrimination elsewhere, Then, thanks to the long and hard work
of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People
(NAACP) in 1954, the US Supreme Court ordered desegregation of
public schools. Years of persistent and little-publicized civi] rights
organizing, particularly in the Sourh, burst into public view with
the bus boycott in Montgomery, Alabama, the following year. The
white response was murderous: a well-funded campaign by White
Citizens’ Councils that formed all over the country, accusing civil
rights activists of communist in fluence and infiltration. When white
vigilantes bombed and burned Black churches, it was said that “the
communists” were doing it to gain sympathy for integration.

As national liberation movements surged in European colonies
in Africa and Asia, the United States responded with counterin-
surgency. The US Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) was formed in
1947 and expanded in size and global reach during the Eisenhower
administration under director Allen Dulles, brother of Eisenhower’s
secretary of state, John Foster Dulles, The CIA instrumentalized the
overthrow of the democratically elected governments of Iran in 1953
and Guatemala in 1954.% Guatemala had been the leading light in
developing the Inter-American Indian Institute, a 1940 treaty-based
initiative that Dave Warren and D’Arcy McNickle were involved
with. Following the coup, the institute headquarters relocated from
Guatemala City to Mexico City, but there it no longer had the same
clout. Covert action came to be the primary means of counterinsur-
gency, while military invasion remained an option as in Vietnam fol-
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lowing a decade of covert counterinsurgency ih.erc(. h)“the bulk?u‘gj Fo
the US war in Vietnam, the CIA set the stage with its “secret war” in
Laos, organizing the indigenous Hmong as a CIAwspolv‘lsored’ ”mm
After Iran and Guatemala, the CIA engineered coups 111(11’1dl0n<:sm,
the Congo, Greece, and Chile, while attempting assasf&,mam)ns or
coups that tailed in Cuba, Iraq, Laos, and othcjr coxmme:& -
Two years before John F. Kennedy took office as president of the
United S’tates, the Cuban people, after decades of struggle and years
of urban and rural organizing and guerrilla war, fi@p()S@d the cor-
rupt and despised dictator Batista, who had b‘een Vt\‘m’anccd at;;l aupt
ported by the Unired States to the bitter end. The CIA spfnt ; (c\ ITQX
several years trying to assassinate revolutionary ‘!eader Fide "L}xtr;)
and made many attempts to invade, the most infamous (if which
was the 1961 Bay of Pigs fiasco. Many Cubans who lé?f#\ Cuba for
the United Stares after the revolution were recruited a? (/I.A opera-
tives. The revolution in Cuba, just ninety miles off the Florida coast,
would be a touchstone for increasingly radicalich young pcopif
in the United States, but even more so for the h)dlg@l"1(,)us pcéf)p}cs
of Latin America, which resonated with Native American activists

seeking self-determination to their north.





