INTRODUCTION

"U Only I Were an Indian"

IN

HIS

H I G H LY A C C L A I M E D

1990

box-office hit,

Dances with Wolves,

the director, Kevin Costner, tells the story of Lleutenant John Dunbar, a
disillusioned Civil War hero "gone native." 1 The film opens with the
young hero, just decorated for an unintended act of heroism (actually a
failed suicide attempt) , being given the opportunity to relocate to
another military post. To the disbelief of his officers and fellow soldiers,
Dunbar (played by Costner) chooses the furthermost post, located on the
Plains-in other words, in "hostile" Indian country. The character is, in
part, fleeing to the edges of civilization from a European-American
world apparently gone mad in the bloody Civil War. Deranged officers
and soldiers populate the gory early scenes of the film , seemingly bent
on their own destruction or the senseless slaying of their brothers. But it
is not only the desire to escape from this "bloody slaughter" which draws
Dunbar to the frontier. He is also compelled by a nostalgic desire to ex
perience the freedom of life on the Plains "before it's all gone." His sub
sequent solitary life at the downtrodden post, surrounded only by vast
seas of prairie and endless skies, fulfills these fantasies. There, for a
short time, he lives the self-sufficient existence of the mythical fron
Copyright © 2015. Cornell University Press. All rights reserved.

tiersman, his only companions his loyal horse and a curious stray wolf.
His solitude is short-lived, however. The post is, after all, located in
the territory of unconquered and reportedly malevolent Indians, whose
visits soon shatter his peaceful existence .2 Although these encounters

"If Only I Were an Indian" is the title of a documentary of a Czech "Indian" tribe, a
striking example of the phenomenon described in this study. See John Paskievich,
dir., lf Only I Were an Indian (Zimma Pictures with the National Film Board of
Canada, 1 995) .
1 Kevin Costner, dir., Dances with Wolves (Orion Pictures, 1 990).
2 I need to explain at the outset my use of the terms "Native" and "Indian" through
out the book. Although this fact is frequently overlooked, Native America com
prises Indians and other groups of indigenous peoples as well, including Alaskan
Eskimos, Canadian Inuit, Aleuts, and Native Hawaiians (all non-Indians). "Native"
can refer to all or any one of these groups, while "Indian" is a more specific term.
It is important to note, however, that each of these terms originated in the expe
riences of conquest and colonization, and each encompasses multiple groups with
distinct histories, languages, and cultures.
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initially inspire the defenseless Dunbar with utter terror, he comes to
realize that these particular Indians, the Sioux, are not the bloodthirsty
savages of popular lore. They are, instead, a "magnificent" and noble
race of peaceful people, whose society constitutes a stark counterpoint
to a white world gone mad. "I'd never known a people so eager to
laugh," Dunbar later writes in his j ournal, "so devoted to family, so dedi
cated to each other, and the only word that came to mind was har
mony." So noble are these Indians, in fact, that the lieutenant, renamed
"Dances with Wolves" by his new friends, eventually abandons his post
and j oins the tribe. He thus enacts a widespread European-American
(frequently male) fantasy. He dons feathers and Sioux clothes, hunts
buffaloes, and fights the savage Pawnees. In this way, he fulfills his
(heretofore unknown) "true" identity: "As I heard my Sioux name being
called over and over, I knew for the first time who I really was." Physi
cal transformations also accompany the character's peculiar metamor
phosis, revealing the extent to which race is signified by its physical
markers. His light skin, blond hair (now grown long) , and, most re
markably, even his blue eyes, darken. Dunbar's resolve to abandon cor
rupt, degenerate European-American society completely and to remain
with the Indians strengthens when he views the decaying carcasses of
countless buffaloes ruthlessly slaughtered for their hides and tongues.
"Who would do such a thing?" he queries, "Only a people without value
and without soul . . . . It was clear it could only be white hunters." The
Sioux, by contrast, are a peaceful and wise people incapable of such
ruthless and rapacious exploitation. It thus seems natural that Dunbar
should choose to renounce his white identity, at least for a time, and "go
native."
Over the last century, going native has become a cherished American
tradition, an important-even necessary-means of defining European
American identities and histories. In its various forms, going native ar
ticulates and attempts to resolve widespread ambivalence about mo
dernity as well as anxieties about the terrible violence marking the
nation's origins. These concerns are clearly central in Dances with
Wolves, a fact that helps to explain its popularity. Not only did the film
prove a tremendous box-office success, it also earned widespread criti
cal acclaim and counted among its numerous prizes the 1 99 1 Academy
Award for best picture. As a result, Costner's career skyrocketed. In the
eyes of many of its viewers, the film was not just a touching story beau
tifully told, it was also a long-overdue departure from Hollywood's
characteristic depictions of bloodthirsty, scalp-taking Indians, popular
ized in countless other Western films over many decades (although
these "savage" Indians, too, found their places in the film embodied in
the murderous Pawnees) . Organizers of the Academy Award presenta2
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tions ensured that Costner's benevolence was not lost on its viewers by
continually focusing the program's cameras on the faces of the film's
Indian actors. 5

Dances with Wolves,

the movie industry claimed with

pride, was an original, Hollywood's first successful attempt to render
j ustice to these Indians through Costner's sympathetic telling of their
proud history. This claim attests to one of the primary impulses behind
going native: European Americans' desire to distance themselves from
the conquest of Native America.
Yet the politics of Dances

with Wolves

are more complicated than its

reception suggests. On closer examination the film seems neither origi
nal nor a radical departure from conventional depictions of Native
Americans. Like earlier Westerns, it tells a story that leaves stereotyped
visions of Native life intact and the radically unequal relations between
European Americans and Native Americans unquestioned. Although its
primary Native characters are overwhelmingly wise and virtuous, they
are nevertheless as unrealistic as the bloodthirsty savages populating
other narratives. In any case, they remain more or less incidental to the
story. Their primary importance resides in their relation to Dunbar,
who is the film's hero and center of consciousness. Not only does this
white character retain center stage in the drama, he soon proves him
self superior to his Native counterparts. Although he has j ust recently
attained the status of a Sioux warrior, the entire tribe depends upon him
for their welfare because he is the most skillful buffalo hunter and war
rior. After Dunbar's first hunt, tribal members ask him to regale them
over and over with tales of his heroic exploits. In short, he quickly be
comes a self-described "celebrity."

Copyright © 2015. Cornell University Press. All rights reserved.

Dances with Wolves , in other words, actually reinforces the racial
hierarchies it claims to destabilize, and it thus serves another prinlary
function of going native. Although the film manifests some sympathy to
ward Indians, its primary cultural work in fact is the regeneration of ra
cial whiteness and European-American society. Not only does Dunbar's
character ironically demonstrate white superiority even as he goes na
tive, his foray into the Indian world also redraws the boundaries
separating racially marked Native American and European-American
societies. The narrative, for example, carefully skirts the threat of
3 Dedicated in part to a discussion of the making of Dances with Wolves, Victor
Masayesva's documentary Imagining Indians (IS Productions, 1 992) shows that re
lations between the filmmaker and the actors were less than idyllic. Other salient
critiques of the film include Ward Churchill, "Lawrence of South Dakota: Dances
with Wolves and the Maintenance of American Empire," in Fantasies of the Master
Race: Literature, Cinema and the Colonization of American Indians (Monroe,
Maine: Common Courage Press, 1 992), 243-47; and David Seals, "The New Cus
terism," Nation, 1 3 May 1 99 1 , 634-39.
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miscegenation posed by such encounters by having Dunbar falling in
love with and then marrying Stands with a Fist, a white woman gone na
tive. The match, in one character's words, "makes sense" because "they
are both white." Moreover, the film leaves the integrity and power of
European-American society unchallenged. At the end of story, the Sioux
(like virtually all other movie Indians) disappear, thus eliminating any
threat their presence poses to white privilege. In the film's closing
scenes, the military redirects its efforts to the conquest of Indians. An
epilogue instructs audiences about the fate of Dunbar's noble compan
ions in the years following the end of the Civil War: "Their homes de
stroyed, their buffalo gone, the last band of free Sioux submitted to white
authority at Fort Robinson, Nebraska. The great horse culture of the
plains was gone, and the American frontier was soon to pass into his
tory." The film's end, then, is elegiac. Tp ough regrettable, the Indians'
fate, it seems, is inevitable in the face of white settlement.
Predictably, though, Dances with Wolves does not share the fate of
"his" tribe. The final scene shows him, leading his probably pregnant
wife on horseback, ascending into the mountains. The scene carries
heavily Biblical overtones. It recalls illustrations of Joseph leading the
mule bearing a pregnant Mary, in search of a place for the birth of
Christ, redeemer of a fallen world. Redemption plays a key role in
Dances with Wolves. The film implies that these two characters,
cleansed of the corruption of European-American life by adopting In
dian ways, hold the promise of a new and better white world. It is, in
fact, the regeneration of white society that proves the ultimate goal of
Dunbar's journey into the primitive.4 But the narrative serves another
purpose. It starkly evokes the conquest of Native America, the precon
dition of the birth of the white nation, only to assuage the guilt stem
ming from that painful history. By going native, Dunbar sheds the cul
pability associated with his official army duties as an "Indian fighter."
Significantly, because his perspective provides the film's narrative
center and thus the white audiences' point of identification, it also sym
bolically purges white America of its responsibility for the terrible
plights of Native Americans, past and present. It thus assures contem4 Importantly, critics' readings of the film often reiterate this purpose of European
American regeneration. See, for example, Jane Tompkins's significantly titled
essay, "Saving Our Lives: Dances with Wolves, Iron John, and the Search for a New
Masculinity." Tompkins's argument is remarkable because it ignores the stunning
sexism of the film and overlooks its treatment of Native peoples, thus suggesting
that this latter problem is unimportant as long as its message "saves our
[European-American) lives." Patricia Penn Hilden discusses the role of gender in
the story in When Nickels Were Indians: An Urban, Mixed-Blood Story (Washington:
Smithsonian Institution Press, 1995) , 182-83.
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porary European Americans (including Costner, who reaped vast prof
its from the film) of the legitimacy of their power and possessions. Be
cause real Indians were destined to disappear, European Americans
are the proper heirs of "Indianness" as well as of the land and resources
of ihe conquered Natives.
*

This phenomenon of going native, illustrated in Dances

with Wolves and

countless other cultural expressions produced during the last century,
is the subject of this book. Although Costner received a good deal of ac
claim for his originality, the story he told, down to its smallest detail, is
actually a very old one. Like throngs of would-be Natives since the end
of the nineteenth century, Dunbar sees in noble Indian life a means of
escaping a degenerate and corrupt white world. Escape is not his ulti
mate goal, however. By adopting Indian ways, the socially alienated
character uncovers his own "true" identity and redeems European
American society. Similarly, throughout the twentieth century, going
native has served as an essential means of defining and regenerating
racial whiteness and a racially inflected vision of Americanness. It also
reflects on the national history by providing self-justifying fantasies that
conceal the violence marking European America's origins. The politics
of going native, then, are extremely complex. Exhibiting profound am
bivalence about America's past as well as about modernity, forms of
going native also support European-American hegemony.5 While those
who go native frequently claim benevolence toward Native peoples,
they reaffirm white dominance by making some (usually distorted) vi
Copyright © 2015. Cornell University Press. All rights reserved.

sion of Native life subservient to the needs of the co l onizin g culture.
Yet, despite the importance of this phenomenon, scholars of Native
America have to date paid little attention to the significance of going na
tive in the forms I describe here. This is the case in part because much
scholarship in the field tends to view Native America in isolation from
the dominant, colonizing culture. In addition, studies that do analyze
the role of Native America as both symbolic and historical presences
within the broader American culture have generally focused on how
European

Americans

have

differentiated themselves from Native

5 In foregrounding the extent to which going native functions as part of larger
process of social domination, I am disagreeing with several key works that insist on
the liberatory aspects of cross-racial impersonations such as Marianna Torgovnick's
Primitive Passions: Men, Women, and the Quest for Ecstasy and Susan Gubar's
Racechanges: White Skin, Black Face in American Culture. As my analyses show, it
is possible to entertain such positive interpretations of this phenomenon if one at
tends only to its effects on the dominant European-American society.
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Americans. Roy Harvey Pearce's seminal text Savagism and Civili za 
tion, for example, argues that "the Indian became important for the En
glish mind, not for what he was in and of himself, but rather for what he
showed civilized men they were not and must not be." 6 Throughout the
era of conquest, Pearce contends, "civilized" European-American iden
tities took shape in contradistinction to particular images of Indians, the
detested embodiments of "savagery." Work such as Pearce's is critically
important because it shows the relationship between representations of
Indians as reviled others and the material process of conquest. As
Pearce observes, imagining Indians in this way has historically pro
vided a necessary justification for colonization, including the annihila
tion of countless societies and cultures to make way for European set
tlement in the Americas. More recently, a new generation of scholars
has begun to analyze a different (but related) phenomenon: the degree
to which many mainstream Americans have also envisioned Native
peoples as idealized versions of themselves, as the embodiments of vir
tues lost in the Western world. 7 Part of the larger dynamic of primitiv
ism, this impulse serves most often as a form of cultural critique, and it
helps to explain European Americans' desire to go native.8 Both kinds
of representations are present in the earliest European descriptions of
America's Natives-in, for example, Columbus's distinction between
the peaceful (noble) Arawaks and the bloodthirsty, man-eating (savage)
Caribs. In many respects, these visions are two sides of the same coin.
Each one serves as a means of defining Western identities (either indi
vidual or collective) against an other, figured alternately as superior or
inferior to oneself.
In the twentieth century, going native has become even more im
portant than these other phenomena as a means of constructing white
identities, naturalizing the conquest, and inscribing various power rela
tions within American culture. However, the extent to which European
American identities, institutions, and practices depend upon Native im6

Roy Harvey Pearce, Savagism and Civilization: A Study ofthe Indian and theAmer
ican Mind (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1 988), 5 . Pearce's ground
breaking work, originally published in 1 953 as The Savages of America, set the
stage for other important works on the historical roles and representations of Na
tives in American culture. These include Robert F. Berkhofer, Jr., The White Man 's
Indian: Images of the American Indian from Columbus to the Present (New York:
Alfred A Knopf, 1 978), and Richard Drinnon, Facing West: The Metaphysics oflndian
Hating and Empire-Building (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1 98o).
7 See, for example, Leah Dilworth, Imagining Indians in the Southwest: Persistent
Visions of a Primitive Past (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1 996).
8 Marianna Torgovnick's Gone Primitive: Savage Intellects, Modem Lives (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1 990) is one of the most important recent analyses of
primitivism, although it does not discuss Native America.
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ages and, in some cases, the emulation of Native practices has been
largely overlooked in current scholarship on race and American culture .
This is a critical omission. Interestingly, this oversight does not extend to
analyses of the roles of other racially marked groups. Recently, for in
stance, scholars have begun to attend to the complex roles African
Americans have played in the broader American culture. Toni Morrison,
to cite only one prominent example, has argued that "through signifi
cant and underscored omissions, startling contradictions, heavily nu
anced conflicts, through the way writers peopled their work with the
signs and bodies of this presence-one can see that a real or fabricated
Africanist presence was crucial to their sense of Americanness." 9
Yet this assertion is even truer of the Native presence. As the original
inhabitants of the continent and the first victims of European Ameri
cans, Native peoples figure heavily in the American cultural imagina
tion. To date , however, only one book-length study has analyzed the
ways in which European Americans have imitated Natives to construct
their individual and collective identities. In his seminal work Pla ying In 

dian,

Philip

J.

Deloria contends that from the colonial period to the pres

ent American "national definitions have engaged racialized and gen
dered Indians in curious and contradictory ways," through such events
as the Boston Tea Party, hobbyists' Native preoccupations, and Indian
inspired communes. 10

An

activity similar but not identical to going na

tive in the forms I analyze in this book, playing Indian-temporarily
donning Native costume and emulating Native practices (real or in
vented)-has historically aided European Americans in various quests
for identity and authenticity since the Revolutionary Era.

A

number of

other important works, including analyses of captivity narratives and
Copyright © 2015. Cornell University Press. All rights reserved.

James Fenimore Cooper's novels, examine the related phenomenon

of

9 Toni

Morrison, Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1 992), 6. Many books have also explored
the significance of African Americans in constructing European-American identi
ties through minstrelsy, blackface, and other activities. These include Gubar,
Racechanges; Eric Lott, Love and Theft: Blacleface Minstrelsy and the American
Working Class (New York: Oxford University Press, 1 993); and Michael North, The
Dialect of Modernism: Race, Language and Tioentieth-Century Literature (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1 994).
to
Philip J. Deloria, Playing Indian (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1 998) , 5. Ar
ticles that analyze impersonations of Indians include Robert Baird, "Going Indian:
Discovery, Adoption, and Renaming toward a 'True American' from Deerslayer to
Dances with Wolves," in Dressing in Feathers: The Construction of the Indian in
American Popular Culture, ed. S. Elizabeth Baird (Boulder: Westview, 1 996) ,
1 95-209; Rayna Green, "The Tribe Called Wannabee: Playing Indian in America
and Europe," Folklore 99 ( 1 988) : 30--5 5; George Lipsitz, "Mardi Gras Indians:
Carnival and Counter-Narrative in Black New Orleans," in Time Passages:
"I F
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individual European Americans who have gone native from the earliest
days of contact.1 1
By contrast, the instances o f going native I describe arose specifically
in response to late-nineteenth-century events, and they involve the
more widespread conviction that adopting some vision of Native life in
a more permanent way is necessary to regenerate and to maintain
European-American racial and national identities. Going native as a
collective phenomenon with these particular dimensions, as I explain
in Chapter i, expressed a widespread ambivalence about modernity,
and it is in relation to modernity's ills that these Native representations
took shape. The other major historical factor that contributed to this
particular fascination with Native life was the completion of the mili
tary conquest of Native America during the same period. The conquest
enabled the romanticization of Native life and impelled European
Americans to explain this history in self-justifying ways. Indeed, the
historical relations between European America and Native America,
particularly the nature of the conquest, play a determining role in the
forms that going native has taken during the last century. At the same
time, these events refigure this violent history in a way that supports so
cial structures that oppress Native peoples. In exploring the complex
relations between European and Native Americans and in foreground
ing the dynamics of colonization, I am situating myself in a long line of
Native American scholars preoccupied with the same questions
(though not the same phenomenon). 12 Yet the significance of going na
tive extends well beyond the relations between European Americans

Collective Memory and American Popular Culture (Minneapolis: University of Min
nesota Press, 1990), 233-56; and Jay Mechling, "'Playing Indian' and the Search for
Authenticity in Modern White America," in Prospects J, ed. Jack Salzman (New
York: Burt Franklin, 1980), 17-34. Susan Scheckel analyzes the role of the Indian in
early-nineteenth-century American nationalism in The Insistence of the Indian:
Race and Nationalism in Nineteenth-Century American Culture (Princeton: Prince
ton University Press, 1998).
11
See, for example, Richard Drinnon's discussion of Thomas Morton in Facing
West. More recently, June Namias has described how European-American captives
often opted to remain with their Native captors; see White Captives: Gender and
Ethnicity on the American Frontier (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 1993). James Axtell also discusses the phenomenon of English settlers vol
untarily j oining Native communities in "The White Indians," in The Invasion
Within: The Contest of Cultures in Colonial North America (New York: Oxford Uni
versity Press, 1985), 502-27.
12
D'Arcy McNickle, as I have argued elsewhere, focused in his writing on the com
plex dynamics of the colonization of Native America and the relation of Native
peoples to the broader American society. Originally published between the 1930s
and the 1970s, McNickle's work is voluminous, but see especially Native American
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and Native Americans. Often, these representations and events not only
articulate and attempt to resolve anxieties about history and modernity,
they reflect upon other power relations within the broader society, in
cluding the advent of overseas imperialism, changing gender ideals,
and the devastating histories of African Americans in the United States.
Yet, regardless of the immense historical and cultural importance of
Native America in the broader American culture, the field of American
studies has nonetheless been structured to overlook its importance. De
spite much work on the role of race in U.S. culture, challenges to con
ventional notions of American identity and mainstream accounts of the
nation's history remain rare. Jose David Saldivar has remarked upon
the extent to which "narrow national ideologies" underlie scholarship
in the field, manifesting themselves in an Anglocentric notion of
America itself. America, he contends, citing here Sacvan Bercovitch,
can no longer be regarded as an "over-arching synthesis, e plurib us
un um." What's needed is "to articulate a new, trans-geographical con
ception of American culture-one more responsive to the hemisphere's
geographical ties and political crosscurrents." 15 An overly narrow vi
sion of Americanness, moreover, is both created and reinforced in part
by the widespread denial in both popular and academic culture of the
violence characterizing the nation's history. As Amy Kaplan has ob
served, American exceptionalism, including the notion that America
never had an empire and that American experience is in fact "antitheti
cal to the historical experience of imperialism," remains unchallenged
even by much contemporary work in American studies. Imperialism,

Tribalism: Indian Suroivals and Renewals (New York: Oxford University Press,
1 973), The Surrounded ( 1 936; reprint, Albuquerque: University of New Mexico
Press, 1 992 ), and Wind.from an Enemy Sky ( 1 978; reprint, Albuquerque: University
of New Mexico Press, 1 995). Laura Cornelius is another seminal but often over
looked figure in Native American intellectual history who explored similar ques
tions; see Our Democracy and the American Indian (Kansas City, Mo.: Burton Pub
lishing, 1 920) . More recently, the scholar and activist Vine Deloria, Jr., has
published several books on Native rights, Indian philosophy, and the role of Native
America in mainstream American culture. Although his works are numerous, the
text that most directly addresses my particular concerns here is Custer Died for
Your Sins: An Indian Manifesto (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1 988) .
Leslie Marmon Silko, whose Gardens in the Dunes I discuss in Chapter 4, is also
fundamentally concerned with colonial processes, most obviously in her later
work.
13 Jose David Saldivar, The Dialectics of Our America: Genealogy, Cultural Critique,
and Literary History (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1 99 1 ) , xi-xii. See also
George Lipsitz, "The Possessive Investment in Whiteness: Racialized Social De
mocracy and the 'White' Problem in American Studies," American Quarterly 47, 3
( 1 995): 369-87.
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she says, "has been simultaneously formative and disavowed in the
foundational discourse of American studies," a critical omission that
can be remedied only by attending to "the multiple histories of con
tinental and overseas expansion, conquest, conflict, and resistance
which have shaped the cultures of the United States." 14
Importantly, however, even work that attends to these multiple his
tories as well as to the dynamics of conquest and resistance usually ig
nores the history of America's internal colonialism, and often the pres
ence of Native America itself. The following passage taken from an
important discussion of postcolonial literatures, The Empire Writes
Back, is unfortunately symptomatic:

Copyright © 2015. Cornell University Press. All rights reserved.

We use the term 'post-colonial' . . . to cover all the cultures affected
by imperial process from the moment of colonization to the pres
ent day. This is because there is a continuity of preoccupations
throughout the historical process initiated by European imperial
aggression . . . . The literature of the USA should also be placed in
this category. . . . What each of these [p ost-colonial] literatures has
in common beyond their special and distinctive regional charac
teristics is that they emerged in their present form out of the expe
rience of colonization and asserted themselves by foregrounding
the tension with the imperial power, and by emphasizing their dif
ferences from the assumptions of the imperial centre. It is this
which makes them distinctively post-coloniaI.15
With characteristic blindness, these authors ignore the fact that Eu
ropean America has itself functioned-and continues to function-as a
colonial and imperial power. Such an oversight supports the myth of
American exceptionalism. The denial of the dispossession and slaugh
ter of millions of Native peoples, a process one historian has labeled the
"American holocaust," 16 characterizes both academic scholarship and
popular understandings of history. 1 7 The factors that compel these de-

14 Amy Kaplan, " 'Left Alone with America': The Absence of Empire in the Study of
American Culture," in Cultures of United States Imperialism, ed. Amy Kaplan and
Donald E. Pease (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1 993), 4-5.
1 5 Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin, The Empire Writes Back: Theory
and Practice in Post-Colonial Literatures (New York: Routledge, 1 989), 2. I have
suppressed a paragraph break.
16
See David E. Stannard, American Holocaust: The Conquest of the New World
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1 992).
1 7 Ward Churchill labels this tendency "holocaust denial" inA Little Matter of Geno
cide: Holocaust and Denial in the Americas 1492 to the Present (San Francisco: City
Lights Books, 1 997) .
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nials and omissions are obvious. Acknowledging this terrible past con
tests the imaginary unity of America and undermines the ideal of a free
and democratic nation. It also raises a series of challenging, perhaps
unthinkable, questions about the defensibility of European-American
political dominance, past and present, and even the legitimacy of Euro
pean Americans' presence on the continent. Moreover, the conquest of
Native America, which took hundreds of years to complete, cannot be
dismissed as an anomaly. Rather, it is the foundational event in Ameri
can history. As such, it has been built into the nation's narratives,
though in distorted and obfuscatory ways. The above passage from the

Empire Writes Back

not only repeats these errors by ignoring the his

torical and contemporary presence of Native America, it goes a step fur
ther. By identifying European America as the victim of colonial domi
nation, it reinforces the illusion of the nation's historical innocence.
These fundamental contradictions in American identity and his
tory-the tension between the ideal of a free and democratic nation and
the reality of racial hierarchies, the discrepancy between the myth of
peaceful expansion and the history of bloody conquest-reemerge
again and again in the cultural imagination. It is, perhaps, for this rea
son that European Americans have always been obsessed with stories
of the nation's origins, repeatedly retelling and refiguring their collec
tive past in self-justifying ways. This obsession manifests itself in seem
ingly insignificant as well as in highly visible forms. Daily, for instance,
American children articulate these stories by playing games in which
cowboys are pitted against savage Indians, performances that articulate
the cant of conquest.18 Another example, this one staged on a grander
scale, is also telling. In

1991, when the National Museum of American

Copyright © 2015. Cornell University Press. All rights reserved.

Art organized a mildly revisionist exhibit about the nation's colonial
history, the displays immediately elicited public cries for censorship.
Titled "The West as America: Reinterpreting Images of the Frontier,

1820-1920,"

the exhibit rewrote conventional understandings of the

"settling" of the West in minor ways which nevertheless did not funda
mentally challenge European America's self-serving vision of its his
tory. The outcry that ensued had rapid effects: Congress threatened to
withhold the museum's funding. Organizers quickly changed the ex
hibit, diluting its message until it was little more than yet another cele
bration of American colonial history .19 These events unequivocally

1 8 The phrase is Francis Jennings's. See The Invasion ofAmerica: Indians, Coloni
alism, and the Cant of Conquest (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press,
1 975).
1 9 See, for example, Mary Panzer, "Panning 'The West as America': or, Why One
Exhibition Did Not Strike Gold," Radical History Review 52 (winter 1 992): 1 05-1 1 3.
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show the white nation's inability to acknowledge its violent beginnings.
Throughout the twentieth century, going native has also served as an
important means of articulating these same anxieties. This book ana
lyzes how particular visions of the nation's history have become domi
nant and how their inherent contradictions both conceal and betray
white America's colonial past and its hegemonic aspirations.
If Going Native deals with the complex relations between cultures that
give rise to the processes of domination and resistance, it is also con
cerned with the intersections between disciplines and cultural practices
implicated in these processes. In my analyses, culture serves as a key site
for articulating and resisting the power relations that characterize
American society. As I use it here, "culture" includes but is not limited to
"high" culture in the sense Matthew Arnold used the term. I rely instead
on a cultural studies conception of culture comprising, in the words of
Stuart Hall, "the actual grounded terrain of practices, representations,
languages and customs of any specific historical society." 20 Moreover, I
am particularly concerned with how culture operates, including the in
terrelations of various cultural practices (ranging from world's fairs and
fraternal organizations to films and literary texts) and their complex in
teractions with other social processes. Culture, as Antonio Gramsci con
tended, does not reflect or arise from social relations in any simple sense.
Rather, it functions as a "material force," one means by which hegem
ony-the cultural, intellectual, and political dominance of a particular so
cial group-is established and maintained. In terms of colonial and im
perial relations, culture and social dominance are related in two ways.
First, as Edward Said has observed, both colonialism and imperialism
"are supported and perhaps even impelled by impressive ideological for
mations that include notions that certain territories and people re quire
and beseech domination, as well as forms of knowledge affiliated with
domination." 21 Culture, to the degree it articulates these "ideological for
mations," serves as a means of creating the necessity for dominating other
groups even as it justifies this dominance. But hegemony, as Gramsci
argued, cannot operate without at least the partial consent of the sub
ordinated groups, and culture-particularly popular culture-also serves
as a means of reeducating and reforming subordinated classes to accept
(indeed, even to support) their own domination.22 Culture accomplishes

20
Stuart Hall, "Gramsci's Relevance for the Study of Race and Ethnicity," in Stuart
Hall: Critical Dialogues in Cultural Studies, ed. David Morley and Kuan-Hsing
Chen (London: Routledge, 1 996), 439.
2
1 Edward W. Said, Culture and Imperialism (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1 994), 9.
22
See Stuart Hall, "Notes on Deconstructing 'the Popular,' " in Cultural Theory and
Popular Culture, ed. John Storey (London: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1 994), 455.
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this in part by shaping the ways we understand social relations, histories,
and our places within them.
Ultimately, though, the operations of culture are more complex than
this. While culture never lies outside the realm of social domination and
coercion, its function cannot be completely determined by these dynam
ics. Because culture operates as "a force field of relations shaped, pre
cisely, by these contradictory

[political)

pressures and tendencies,"

struggles over cultural meanings comprise part of broader struggles for
power in society.2� Popular culture in particular is characterized by a
"double movement of containment and resistance." It is a site where
"the struggle for and against a culture of the powerful is engaged," an
"arena of consent and resistance." 24 This conception of culture dictates
that critics look for multiple and contradictory meanings that articulate
social struggles. It also compels us to recognize subordinated groups as
cultural and political agents rather than simply as victims.

Going Native

focuses primarily on European-American performances and represen
tations of nativeness, thus engaging in a process of ideology critique. At
the same time, however, it also attends to these moments of resistance,
to the ways in which Native peoples contest the definitions imposed
upon them or actively utilize them for their own subversive purposes.
While presenting these voices of resistance is a secondary goal of this
book, it is an important one because it shows that the dominant culture's
ways of seeing are by no means natural or inevitable.
Recognizing that there are other, non-hegemonic ways of seeing also
suggests the possibility of social change. As Tony Bennett contends, com
menting here on Gramsci's class-based conception of power relations,

Copyright © 2015. Cornell University Press. All rights reserved.

the

bo urgeoisie can become a hegemonic, leading class only to

the degree that bourgeois ideology is able to accommodate, to find
some space for, opposing class cultures and values. A bourgeois
hegemony is secured not via the obliteration of working-class cul
ture, but via its

articulation

to bourgeois culture and ideology so

that, in being associated with and expressed in the forms of the
latter, its political affiliations are altered in the process. As a con
sequence of its accommodating elements of opposing class cul
tures, "bourgeois culture" ceases to be purely or entirely bour
geois.25

2 5 Tony Bennett, "Popular Culture and 'the Turn to Gramsci,' " in Cultural Theory
and Popular Culture, ed. Storey, 224.
24 Hall, "Notes on Deconstructing 'the Popular,' " 456, 466.
25 Bennett, "Popular Culture and 'the Turn to Gramsci,' " 225. I have suppressed a
paragraph break.
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Acts of going native certainly reveal white America's aspirations to
hegemony, most specifically through that society's attempts to obliterate
Native peoples, cultures, and histories. At the same time, though, other
questions arise. To what extent does evoking "nativeness" destabilize
the notions of race, gender, and history which the dominant culture
seeks to naturalize? Do these complex workings of culture reveal the
conflicts and fissures at the heart of an Americanness imagined as e plu ri
b us unum? If so, perhaps in these contradictions lies the potential for de
colonizing knowledge and accomplishing social change.

Copyright © 2015. Cornell University Press. All rights reserved.

*

Going native in its modern manifestations originates in the relations
between two simultaneous late-nineteenth-century events: the rise of
industrial capitalism, with its associated notions of linear historical
progress, and the completion of the military conquest of Native
America. During that period, anthropological theories inspired in good
measure by social Darwinism equated industrial capitalism and tech
nological advancements with white racial dominance and social prog
ress. At the same time, however, the vast changes sweeping a rapidly
modernizing American society created a nostalgia for origins, now em
bodied in the cultural imagination in the "primitive." Idealizing and
emulating the primitive, modernity's other, comprised in part a form of
escapism from the tumultuous modern world. Consistently, throughout
the twentieth century, going native has thus been most widespread dur
ing moments of social crisis, moments that give rise to collective doubts
about the nature of progress and its attendant values and practices.
Each of the chapters that follow explores one such historical period: the
turn of the century; the years following World War I; the turbulent 1 960s
and 1 970s, which spawned the counterculture and a series of civil
rights movements; and the so-called New Age of the Reagan era. Ulti
mately, however, escapism is not the most fundamental goal of going
native. Ironically, even as they articulate anxieties about modernity,
these representations and events also reaffirm the racialized, progres
sivist ethos of industrial capitalism.
Going native is shaped by and refigures another phenomenon as
well: the completion of the military conquest of Native America.
Throughout the twentieth century, this event (or, more accurately, this
series of events concluding in North America in the late nineteenth cen
tury) has also proved a source of collective anxiety, as persistent deni
als of the nature of American history attest. Going native constitutes a
series of cultural rituals that express and symbolically resolve this anxi
ety about the nation's violent origins. At the same time, however, forms
14
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of going native reflect the changing relationship of the dominant, col
onizing culture to Native America in the twentieth century. One of the
arguments of this book is that the conquest did not end with white
America's military triumph. Rather, throughout the twentieth century,
white America has repeatedly enacted rites of conquest to confirm and
extend its power over Native America, and these racial dynamics con
tinue to shape contemporary American life. This power has taken a va
riety of forms. Whereas Native land and resources have long comprised
the primary obj ects of the dominant culture's desires, more recently,
Native cultures and even identities have provided newer domains of
conquest. Changing forms of going native map these transitions and
link these events to better-known expressions of colonialism. Further
more, as the book shows, going native articulates and supports other
forms of imperial, gender, and racial domination within the broader
American culture as well.
The following chapters are thus organized both thematically and
chronologically. Their primary subj ect is the way the act of going native
both reflects the changing relationships between Native America and
European America and intersects with other social structures and his
torical events. Each chapter represents a kind of case study, designed to
reflect the broader social dynamics during a particular historical mo
ment. While all of the materials I analyze have been massively influen
tial in that they have attracted large audiences and shaped popular per
ceptions, often other examples could have supported these arguments
just as effectively. Indeed, one of my contentions is that going native, in
the forms I describe it, is a pervasive phenomenon manifested daily in
mainstream American culture.
Chapter 1 sets the stage by mapping the way Native Americans fig
ured in the European-American cultural imagination as the military
conquest drew to a close. In particular, it demonstrates that after the
conquest, European Americans rewrote this history in a self-justifying
manner by redefining Native Americans as part of their own past. This
chapter shows European America going native by claiming Indianness
as part of its own collective identity. Two landmark events-the Phila
delphia Centennial Exposition of 1876 and the World's Columbian Expo
sition of 1893-mark this transition and reveal its relation to the com
pletion of the military conquest. For late-nineteenth-century audiences,
these representations both obfuscated the history of the conquest and
reflected on other critical debates and power struggles in the broader
American culture. More specifically, this new model of Americanness
so curiously based on a mythic version of a conquered people-ironi
cally privileged middle-class Anglo-Americans in the controversies over
national identity that stemmed in part from the labor and immigration
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crises of the period. The elision of white American identities and Native
history and practices becomes even clearer in Frederick Jackson's
Turner's renowned frontier thesis speech, which was initially delivered
at the 1893 fair. At the same time, these Native representations served a
different, yet complementary purpose as they provided a precedent for
and justified America's imperial debut overseas. This role becomes ob
vious in another influential form of going native analyzed in the chap
ter's final section: the emergence of nationalist (and masculinist) frater
nal organizations with Indian themes which aimed to combat the
enervating effects of civilized life. Chapter 1 thus explores a series of in
terrelated questions: How did popular images of Native peoples change
in the latter part of the nineteenth century? How did middle-class white
America define itself during these tumultuous years? How did the stories
Americans told themselves about the nation's origins relate to U.S. do
mestic crises and controversies surrounding imperialism abroad? How
do race and nation intertwine in these stories? Finally, what do these sto
ries reveal-or conceal-about America's bloody colonial past, a past
built upon the conquest of Native America?
While Chapter 1 shows European America rewriting the military con
quest of Native America by going native, Chapter 2 analyzes different
forms of going native during the high point of the colonization of
another frontier: the Arctic. Colonization of this region began in earnest
during the early part of the twentieth century, and it intensified after
World War I. The war years, however, challenged turn-of-the-century
celebrations of masculinity, social progress, and imperialism, and going
native (in this case, going Eskimo) served to conceal the relationship of
this new colonial enterprise to earlier expansionism. But many Western
men "went Eskimo" for other reasons as well. In popular images, arctic
life provided an escape from the industrial capitalist world that, ironi
cally, also confirmed its core values. During the interwar years, then,
going native served contradictory purposes as it both challenged and re
inscribed the values and practices of the modern West, including coloni
alism. Chapter 2 analyzes this preoccupation with Eskimo life by focus
ing on the following questions: How did knowledge about the Arctic
provide a rationale for colonial expansion? Conversely, how did coloni
alism and the nature of life in the newly urbanized industrial capitalist
world shape the knowledge Westerners produced, even the ostensibly
value-free language of science and documentary? How did changing
gender roles affect these representations? Finally, how and for what pur
poses did these texts rewrite the repressed history of Western interven
tions in the Arctic? To answer these questions, this chapter analyzes
early- and mid-twentieth-century travel accounts along with Robert
Flaherty's landmark 1 922 film, Nanook of the North. The chapter con16
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eludes by discussing the figure of Minik , a young Eskimo captive raised
in New York whose words and life challenge these arctic imaginings.
Westerners' desires to escape the industrial capitalist ethos and to
deny their violent history become even clearer in Chapter 3, which ana
lyzes a particularly striking instance of going native, the case of Forrest
Carter's highly acclaimed "autobiography," The Education ofLittle Tree.
Originally published in 1 976, the book was presented as the "Native"
author's autobiographical remembrances of his boyhood in the Ten
nessee hill country where he was raised by his Cherokee grandparents.
The Education ofLittle Tree, however, is a forgery: Forrest Carter is ac
tually the pseudonym of Asa Carter, a former Ku Klux Klan leader and
anti-civil rights activist. Carter's "transformation" from a rabid white
supremacist to an "Indian" seems puzzling and has led most observers
to conclude that it marks a genuine change in the author's racist atti
tudes. Yet, upon closer examination, it becomes clear that Carter's au
tobiography actually complements and extends his earlier Klan activi
ties. Going native, in this case, serves to reassert white dominance even
as it conceals a profoundly racist project. Carter, in fact, penned two
works that show their protagonists going native. The first one, a novel
called Gone to Texas, tells the story of a Confederate outlaw who bonds
with Indians. This novel rewrites Reconstruction history to create the il
lusion of white Southerners' innocence with regard to �e oppression of
Natives and African Americans even as it narrates the regeneration of
whiteness in the postbellum era. In eliding the figures of the outlaw and
the Indian, the novel sets the stage for The Education ofLittle Tree, the
text that shows Carter himself going native. The Education ofLittle Tree
extends the ideological work of Gone to Texas in another way as well by
applying the earlier novel's vision of white racial dominance to the civil
rights era. At the same time, both works respond to another historical
context, specifically the counterculture's discontents with modernity,
and in this respect they mark yet another transition in European Ameri
cans' views of Natives. Like Eskimos during the interwar years, Natives
still seemed to embody an alternative to modernity, this time in the
form of a renewed connection to the land and the possibility of spiritual
regeneration. Carter's texts thus show a newer form of white Ameri
cans' desires for Native things as culture itself becomes an object of ap
propriation.
Quests for a connection to the land, spiritual regeneration, and other
forms of Native culture also motivate the New Age movement, the con
text of the book's final chapter. Compelled by the conviction that the
world has gone awry in spiritual, racial, economic, and ecological
terms, many New Agers turn to Natives in an effort to remedy moder
nity's ills. Thus, across the country, these spirit seekers go native by
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forming "tribes," participating in "traditional" Native rituals, and emu
lating Indian practices in other ways. In the New Age, then, we seem to
have come full circle in our story. If the late nineteenth century typically
celebrated technology, materialism, and a masculinist vision of impe
rial conquest, the New Age, by contrast, seems intent on replacing these
values with Native-inspired alternatives. In fact, though, the New Age
movement bears a more complicated relationship to America's past be
cause it also relies upon the logic of industrial capitalism and its colo
nialist impulses. One emblematic text, Lynn Andrews's Medicine
Woman, provides a case in point. This faux autobiography, like Carter's,
shows its white author going native, this time by narrating its protag
onist's transformation into an Indian "medicine woman." Medicine
Woman's narrative clearly reveals the complicity of the author (and, by
implication, the New Age movement) in the history of Native conquest.
Its form is important as well. Strikingly, this text utilizes the conven
tions of that most starkly colonial of genres, the captivity narrative.
When one compares Andrews's text with the best-known account of In
dian captivity, Mary Rowlandson's seventeenth-century narrative The
Soveraignty and Goodness of GOD, one sees undeniable similarities be
tween white/Indian relationships in the New Age and those in the colo
nial period. But this comparison also reveals a key difference that re
flects the particular dynamics of conquest in the contemporary era:
New Agers do not just appropriate Native things as their predecessors
did, they even attempt to occupy Native identities. Yet the New Age is
not without Native voices of resistance, and this fact reflects the failure
of the colonizing culture to own Nativeness completely. In her novel
Gardens in the Dunes, for instance, Leslie Mannon Silko refigures the
conventions of the captivity narrative for anticolonial purposes as she
shows both the destructive effect of going native on Native peoples and
its complicity in other, more obvious forms of conquest.
What these chapters show, then, is the extent to which going native
comprises a cherished national ritual, a means by which European
America figures and reenacts its own dominance even as it attempts to
deny its violent history. In the Conclusion, which briefly discusses one
of the 1 994 opening exhibits in the National Museum of the American
Indian's Heye Center (the newest addition to the Smithsonian, that most
American of institutions) , I demonstrate that these rites remain an inte
gral part of European America's national identity. I also suggest that
white America's failure to come to terms with its terrible past destines
it to repeat the violence marking its origins.
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