COLONIAL ACCOUNTS OF NATIVE AMERICANS

UNPACKING CoLONIAL ACCOUNTS OF NATIVE AMERICANS: BIAS, PERSPECTIVE, AND HISTORICAL TRUTH

COLONIAL ACCOUNTS OF NATIVE AMERICANS OFFER A COMPLEX AND OFTEN FRAUGHT LENS THROUGH WHICH WE CAN ATTEMPT
TO UNDERSTAND THE RICH TAPESTRY OF INDIGENOUS LIFE BEFORE, DURING, AND AFTER EUROPEAN CONTACT. THESE NARRATIVES,
PENNED BY EXPLORERS, MISSIONARIES, SETTLERS, AND ADMINISTRATORS, ARE INVALUABLE PRIMARY SOURCES, YET THEY ARE
INHERENTLY SHAPED BY THE AUTHORS OWN CULTURAL BACKGROUNDS, MOTIVATIONS, AND BIASES. EXAMINING THESE
ACCOUNTS CRITICALLY ALLOWS US TO UNCOVER NOT ONLY THE EXPERIENCES OF INDIGENOUS PEOPLES BUT ALSO THE
EVOLVING PERCEPTIONS AND AGENDAS OF THE COLONIAL POWERS. THIS ARTICLE DELVES INTO THE NATURE OF THESE
HISTORICAL RECORDS, EXPLORES THE PREVALENT THEMES AND STEREOTYPES, DISCUSSES THE LIMITATIONS AND MANIPULATIONS
PRESENT, AND HIGHLIGHTS THE IMPORTANCE OF JUXTAPOSING THEM WITH INDIGENOUS ORAL HISTORIES AND ARCHAEOLOGICAL
EVIDENCE TO CONSTRUCT A MORE BALANCED HISTORICAL UNDERSTANDING. WE WILL INVESTIGATE HOW THESE EARLY WRITTEN
RECORDS HAVE INFLUENCED HISTORICAL INTERPRETATIONS FOR CENTURIES AND WHAT LESSONS THEY HOLD FOR US TODAY IN
GRAPPLING WITH THE LEGACY OF COLONIALISM.
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UNDERSTANDING THE HISTORIAN: MOTIVATIONS AND BIASES IN COLONIAL
ACCOUNTS oF NATIVE AMERICANS

\W/HEN WE DELVE INTO COLONIAL ACCOUNTS OF NATIVE AMERICANS, THE FIRST AND PERHAPS MOST CRUCIAL STEP IS TO
UNDERSTAND WHO WAS DOING THE WRITING AND WHY. THESE WEREN'T DETACHED ANTHROPOLOGICAL STUDIES; THEY WERE
OFTEN PENNED BY INDIVIDUALS WITH SPECIFIC AGENDAS. EXPLORERS, FOR INSTANCE, WERE DRIVEN BY A DESIRE FOR FAME,
FORTUNE, AND THE EXPANSION OF EMPIRES. THEIR DESCRIPTIONS OF INDIGENOUS PEOPLES AND LANDS WERE OFTEN FRAMED TO
JUSTIFY THEIR EXPEDITIONS, TO PORTRAY THEIR DISCOVERIES AS VALUABLE ASSETS TO THEIR SPONSORING NATIONS, AND
SOMETIMES TO HIGHLIGHT THEIR OWN BRAVERY AND RESOURCEFULNESS. MISSIONARIES, ON THE OTHER HAND, VIEWED NATIVE
AMERICANS THROUGH A RELIGIOUS LENS, SEEING THEM AS SOULS IN NEED OF SALVATION. THEIR ACCOUNTS FREQUENTLY FOCUS
ON THE PERCEIVED “SAVAGERY" AND “PAGANISM” OF INDIGENOUS CULTURES, EMPHASIZING THEIR OWN EFFORTS TO CONVERT
AND “CIVILIZE” THEM. THIS MISSIONARY ZEAL, WHILE SOMETIMES LEADING TO DETAILED OBSERVATIONS OF CULTURAL
PRACTICES, WAS INVARIABLY FILTERED THROUGH A DESIRE TO DEMONSTRATE THE SUCCESS OF THEIR PROSELY TIZATION.

THEN THERE WERE THE COLONIAL ADMINISTRATORS AND SOLDIERS, WHOSE ACCOUNTS OFTEN REFLECTED THE PRACTICALITIES OF
GOVERNANCE AND CONFLICT. THEIR WRITINGS MIGHT DETAIL INTERACTIONS RELATED TO TRADE, DIPLOMACY, \WARFARE, OR LAND
ACQUISITION. THEIR PERSPECTIVES WERE OFTEN UTILITARIAN, VIEWING INDIGENOUS POPULATIONS AS EITHER ALLIES TO BE
MANAGED, OBSTACLES TO BE OVERCOME, OR RESOURCES TO BE EXPLOITED. IT'S ESSENTIAL TO RECOGNIZE THAT THESE



INDIVIDUALS WERE PRODUCTS OF THEIR TIME, OPERATING WITHIN SOCIETIES THAT HELD DEEPLY INGRAINED BELIEFS ABOUT RACIAL
HIERARCHY AND CULTURAL SUPERIORITY. THEIR OBSERVATIONS, EVEN WHEN APPEARING OBJECTIVE, ARE SATURATED WITH
ETHNOCENTRIC JUDGMENTS. THEY FREQUENTLY COMPARED INDIGENOUS CUSTOMS TO THEIR OWN EUROPEAN NORMS, INVARIABLY
FINDING THE LATTER TO BE MORE ADVANCED OR “CIVILIZED.” THIS INHERENT BIAS MEANS THAT ANY INTERPRETATION OF
COLONIAL ACCOUNTS MUST FIRST ACKNOWLEDGE THE AUTHOR'S POSITION, PURPOSE, AND THE PREVAILING WORLDVIEW OF
THEIR ERA.

THE MissIONARY PERSPECTIVE: SALVATION AND CIVILIZATION

MISSIONARIES OFTEN PLAYED A DUAL ROLE IN COLONIAL ENCOUNTERS. ON ONE HAND, THEY WERE OFTEN THE FIRST TO LEARN
INDIGENOUS LANGUAGES AND METICULOUSLY DOCUMENT ASPECTS OF THEIR DAILY LIVES, RELIGIOUS PRACTICES, AND SOCIAL
STRUCTURES. THIS PAINSTAKING WORK, DRIVEN BY A DESIRE TO UNDERSTAND THEIR ”FLOCKIN CAN PROVIDE INVALUABLE, ALBEIT
BIASED, ETHNOGRAPHIC DETAIL. HO\X/EVER, THEIR ULTIMATE GOAL WAS THE ERADICATION OF INDIGENOUS SPIRITUAL BELIEFS AND
THEIR REPLACEMENT WITH CHRISTIANITY. THEREFOEE, THEIR ACCOUNTS FREQUENTLY HIGHLIGHT PERCEIVED FLAWS AND
DEFICIENCIES IN INDIGENOUS CULTURES, FRAMING THEM AS MORALLY OR SPIRITUALLY DEFICIENT AND IN NEED OF EUROPEAN
GUIDANCE.

THIS PERSPECTIVE LED TO A PERVASIVE NARRATIVE OF INDIGENOUS PEOPLES AS “HEATHENS” OR “SAVAGES” WHO WERE LIVING
IN DARKNESS BEFORE THE ARRIVAL OF THE MISSIONARIES. W/HILE THEY MIGHT DESCRIBE COMPLEX RITUALS, THEY WOULD OFTEN
INTERPRET THEM AS DEMONIC OR PRIMITIVE. THE FOCUS WAS INVARIABLY ON WHAT NEEDED TO BE CHANGED OR “CORRECTED.”
CONSEQUENTLY, THE ACCOUNTS OFTEN CELEBRATE THE SUCCESSFUL CONVERSION OF INDIVIDUALS OR ENTIRE COMMUNITIES,
PORTRAYING THIS AS A TRIUMPH OF CIVILIZATION AND FAITH. THIS FRAMING, WHILE SERVING THE MISSIONARIES’ PURPOSES OF
JUSTIFYING THEIR WORK AND APPEALING FOR FUNDING, SIMULTANEOUSLY DEVALUED INDIGENOUS CULTURES AND CONTRIBUTED
TO THE ONGOING PROCESS OF CULTURAL ASSIMILATION AND SUPPRESSION.

THE ExPLORER’'S GAZE: DISCOVERY AND DOMINION

EXPLORERS, THE FIRST EUROPEANS TO VENTURE INTO NEW TERRITORIES, OFTEN PROVIDED THE INITIAL WRITTEN IMPRESSIONS OF
NATIVE AMERICAN SOCIETIES FOR EUROPEAN AUDIENCES. THEIR JOURNALS AND REPORTS WERE CRUCIAL IN SHAPING THE EARLY
EUROPEAN UNDERSTANDING OF THE AMERICAS. THEIR MOTIVATIONS WERE VARIED: SEEKING NEW TRADE ROUTES, DISCOVERING
VALUABLE RESOURCES, CLAIMING LAND FOR THEIR SOVEREIGN, AND, OF COURSE, GAINING PERSONAL RENOWN. THIS CONTEXT IS
VITAL FOR UNDERSTANDING THEIR DESCRIPTIONS.

THEIR ACCOUNTS FREQUENTLY EMPHASIZE THE PERCEIVED " OTHERNESS” OF NATIVE AMERICANS, CATALOGING PHYSICAL
DIFFERENCES, CUSTOMS, AND SOCIAL ORGANIZATION IN WAYS THAT OFTEN SERVED TO HIGHLIGHT THE EXOTIC OR THE
“PRIMITIVE.” THERE WAS A STRONG TENDENCY TO DESCRIBE INDIGENOUS PEOPLES IN TERMS OF THEIR POTENTIAL UTILITY OR
THREAT TO EUROPEAN ENDEAVORS. FOR EXAMPLE, DESCRIPTIONS MIGHT FOCUS ON THEIR HUNTING SKILLS, THEIR APPARENT
DOCILITY OR WARLIKE NATURE, OR THEIR KNOWLEDGE OF THE LAND. THESE OBSERVATIONS WERE OFTEN A PRELUDE TO
DISCUSSIONS ABOUT HOW THESE LANDS AND PEOPLES COULD BE INTEGRATED INTO EUROPEAN COLONIAL PROJECTS. THE
LANGUAGE USED BY EXPLORERS COULD RANGE FROM AWE AT THE NATURAL BEAUTY AND APPARENT SIMPLICITY OF INDIGENOUS
LIFE TO THINLY VEILED CONTEMPT OR FEAR, DEPENDING ON THE EXPLORER'S TEMPERAMENT AND THE CIRCUMSTANCES OF THE
ENCOUNTER.

THE SETTLER'S STORY: LAND, LABOR, AND CONFLICT

As EUROPEAN SETTLEMENT EXPANDED, THE ACCOUNTS OF SETTLERS, FARMERS, AND COLONISTS BECAME INCREASINGLY
PROMINENT. THESE NARRATIVES OFTEN REVOLVED AROUND THE ACQUISITION OF LAND, THE ESTABLISHMENT OF NEW
COMMUNITIES, AND THE MANAGEMENT OF LABOR, WHICH FREQUENTLY INVOLVED INDIGENOUS PEOPLES. THEIR PERSPECTIVE WAS
OFTEN DEEPLY INTERTWINED WITH THE PRACTICAL CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES OF CARVING OUT A NEW LIFE IN A FOREIGN
LAND.



SETTLER ACCOUNTS FREQUENTLY DEPICT NATIVE AMERICANS IN RELATION TO THEIR OWN STRUGGLES AND SUCCESSES. IF
INDIGENOUS PEOPLES WERE SEEN AS PROVIDING LABOR OR KNOWLEDGE THAT AIDED SETTLEMENT, THEY MIGHT BE DESCRIBED IN
MORE POSITIVE, ALBEIT PATERNALISTIC, TERMS. HO\X/EVER, WHEN CONFLICTS AROSE OVER LAND OR RESOURCES, OR WHEN
INDIGENOUS RESISTANCE OCCURRED, THE ACCOUNTS OFTEN PORTRAYED NATIVE AMERICANS AS HOSTILE, UNTRUSTWORTHY, OR
OBSTACLES TO PROGRESS. THESE NARRATIVES WERE INSTRUMENTAL IN JUSTIFYING EXPANSION AND, AT TIMES, OUTRIGHT
VIOLENCE AGAINST INDIGENOUS COMMUNITIES. THE DESIRE FOR LAND AND THE BELIEF IN MANIFEST DESTINY OFTEN FUELED THESE
ACCOUNTS, PAINTING INDIGENOUS PEOPLES AS IMPEDIMENTS TO THE NATURAL AND INEVITABLE MARCH OF EUROPEAN
CIVILIZATION.

CoMMON THEMES AND STEREOTYPES IN COLONIAL NARRATIVES

ACROSS A WIDE SPECTRUM OF COLONIAL WRITINGS, CERTAIN RECURRING THEMES AND PERSISTENT STEREOTYPES ABOUT NATIVE
AMERICANS EMERGE WITH STRIKING REGULARITY. THESE NARRATIVES, REGARDLESS OF THEIR AUTHOR'S SPECIFIC PROFESSION OR
INTENT, OFTEN PAINTED INDIGENOUS PEOPLES WITH A BROAD BRUSH, FAILING TO ACKNOWLEDGE THE VAST DIVERSITY OF
CULTURES, LANGUAGES, AND TRADITIONS THAT EXISTED ACROSS THE CONTINENTS. ONE OF THE MOST PERVASIVE STEREOTYPES
WAS THAT OF THE “NOBLE SAVAGE," A ROMANTICIZED NOTION OF INDIGENOUS PEOPLES LIVING IN A STATE OF IDYLLIC,
UNTAINTED NATURE, FREE FROM THE CORRUPTIONS OF EUROPEAN CIVILIZATION. THIS IMAGE, WHILE SEEMINGLY POSITIVE, SERVED
TO DISTANCE NATIVE AMERICANS FROM CONTEMPORARY EUROPEAN SOCIETY AND DENY THEM THE COMPLEXITY AND AGENCY OF
REAL INDIVIDUALS.

CONVERSELY, AND PERHAPS MORE DESTRUCTIVELY, WAS THE STEREOTYPE OF THE “SAVAGE” OR “BARBARIAN.” THIS
PORTRAYAL EMPHASIZED PERCEIVED CRUELTY, VIOLENCE, IRRATIONALITY, AND PRIMITIVE LIVING CONDITIONS. SUCH
DESCRIPTIONS WERE FREQUENTLY USED TO JUSTIFY CONQUEST, DISPOSSESSION, AND THE IMPOSITION OF EUROPEAN SOCIAL AND
POLITICAL STRUCTURES. THIS NARRATIVE OFTEN FOCUSED ON PRACTICES LIKE WARFARE, RITUALISTIC SACRIFICES, OR CERTAIN
SOCIAL CUSTOMS, INTERPRETING THEM THROUGH A EUROPEAN ETHNOCENTRIC LENS AS INHERENTLY BARBARIC, IGNORING THEIR
CULTURAL CONTEXT AND MEANING. OTHER COMMON THEMES INCLUDED DEPICTIONS OF INDIGENOUS PEOPLES AS CHILDLIKE, EASILY
MANIPULATED, OR LACKING IN SOPHISTICATED POLITICAL OR SOCIAL ORGANIZATION, THEREBY REINFORCING THE EUROPEAN BELIEF
IN THEIR OWN SUPERIORITY AND THE NECESSITY OF THEIR RULE.

THe PRIMITIVE W ARRIOR ARCHETYPE

THE IMAGE OF THE NATIVE AMERICAN AS A FIERCE AND BLOODTHIRSTY WARRIOR WAS A RECURRING MOTIF IN MANY COLONIAL
ACCOUNTS. THIS ARCHETYPE WAS OFTEN INVOKED TO EXPLAIN AND JUSTIFY MILITARY CONFLICTS, PORTRAYING INDIGENOUS
RESISTANCE NOT AS A LEGITIMATE DEFENSE OF THEIR LANDS AND LIVES, BUT AS AN INHERENTLY SAVAGE AND IRRATIONAL ACT
OF AGGRESSION. EXPLORERS AND MILITARY LEADERS, IN PARTICULAR, FREQUENTLY DETAILED ENCOUNTERS WITH W ARRIORS,
EMPHASIZING THEIR SUPPOSED FEROCITY, CUNNING IN BATTLE, AND SOMETIMES THEIR “SCALPING” PRACTICES. THESE ACCOUNTS,
WHILE SOMETIMES BASED ON ACTUAL OBSERVATIONS OF \WARFARE, WERE OFTEN AMPLIFIED AND SENSATIONALIZED TO CREATE A
SENSE OF THREAT AND TO UNDERSCORE THE PERCEIVED NEED FOR EUROPEAN DOMINANCE AND CONTROL.

THIS STEREOTYPE SERVED MULTIPLE PURPOSES. FOR COLONIAL POWERS, IT HELPED TO LEGITIMIZE THEIR OWN MILITARY ACTIONS
AND THEIR OFTEN BRUTAL TACTICS, FRAMING THEM AS NECESSARY RESPONSES TO INDIGENOUS SAVAGERY. |T ALSO
CONTRIBUTED TO A SENSE OF FEAR AND APPREHENSION AMONG EUROPEAN SETTLERS, MAKING THEM MORE RECEPTIVE TO CALLS
FOR MILITARY INTERVENTION AND INCREASED CONTROL OVER INDIGENOUS POPULATIONS. THE “PRIMITIVE WARRIOR” WAS THUS
A CONVENIENT FIGURE FOR COLONIAL DISCOURSE, SIMPLIFYING COMPLEX GEOPOLITICAL REALITIES INTO A NARRATIVE OF
EUROPEAN STRENGTH OVERCOMING INDIGENOUS WILDNESS.

INDIGENOUS SPIRITUALITY AS “PAGANISM” OrR “DeEMoONISM”

\WHEN COLONIAL ACCOUNTS, PARTICULARLY THOSE FROM MISSIONARIES, DISCUSSED INDIGENOUS SPIRITUAL BELIEFS, THEY WERE
ALMOST INVARIABLY FRAMED AS “PAGANISM” OR, EVEN MORE ALARMINGLY, “DEMONISM.” EUROPEAN RELIGIOUS SENSIBILITIES OF



THE TIME VIEWED ANY BELIEF SYSTEM OUTSIDE OF CHRISTIANITY AS FUNDAMENTALLY FLAWED AND DANGEROUS. INDIGENOUS
CEREMONIES, RITUALS, AND CREATION STORIES WERE OFTEN MISINTERPRETED OR DELIBERATELY MISREPRESENTED AS
SUPERSTITIOUS, BARBARIC, OR THE WORK OF EVIL FORCES. THIS PERSPECTIVE ALLOWED EUROPEAN OBSERVERS TO CATEGORIZE
INDIGENOUS PEOPLES AS UNENLIGHTENED AND IN DESPERATE NEED OF SALVATION THROUGH CONVERSION.

THE RICH AND DIVERSE SPIRITUAL LANDSCAPES OF NATIVE AMERICAN CULTURES WERE REDUCED TO SIMPLISTIC AND OFTEN
DEROGATORY LABELS. ACCOUNTS MIGHT DESCRIBE SHAMANS AS SORCERERS OR CONJURERS, AND ELABORATE CEREMONIES AS
MERE SUPERSTITIOUS RAMBLINGS OR DEVIL WORSHIP. THIS REDUCTIONIST APPROACH NOT ONLY DEMONSTRATED A PROFOUND
LACK OF UNDERSTANDING AND RESPECT BUT ALSO SERVED TO ACTIVELY UNDERMINE INDIGENOUS CULTURAL IDENTITY AND
AUTHORITY. BY DEMONIZING INDIGENOUS SPIRITUALITY, COLONIAL POWERS SOUGHT TO DISMANTLE THE VERY FOUNDATIONS OF
INDIGENOUS SOCIETIES, PAVING THE WAY FOR THE IMPOSITION OF THEIR OWN RELIGIOUS AND SOCIAL ORDER.

MANIPULATION AND MISREPRESENTATION IN COLONIAL ACCOUNTS OF NATIVE
AMERICANS

[T IS CRUCIAL TO UNDERSTAND THAT COLONIAL ACCOUNTS OF NATIVE AMERICANS WERE NOT ALWAYS STRAIGHTFORW ARD OR
OBJECTIVE RECORDS OF EVENTS. THEY WERE FREQUENTLY MANIPULATED, SELECTIVELY PRESENTED, OR OUTRIGHT
MISREPRESENTED TO SERVE THE AGENDAS OF THE AUTHORS AND THEIR SPONSORING POWERS. THIS MANIPULATION COULD OCCUR
THROUGH OMISSION, EXAGGERATION, OR THE DELIBERATE DISTORTION OF FACTS. For EXAMPLE, ACCOUNTS OF TREATIES MIGHT
DOWNPLAY INDIGENOUS UNDERSTANDINGS OR CONSENT, FOCUSING INSTEAD ON THE EUROPEAN INTERPRETATION OF THE
AGREEMENT. SIMILARLY, INSTANCES OF INDIGENOUS RESISTANCE COULD BE PORTRAYED AS UNPROVOKED AGGRESSION, WHILE
COLONIAL VIOLENCE MIGHT BE DEPICTED AS A NECESSARY MEASURE OF SELF-DEFENSE.

THE VERY LANGUAGE USED IN THESE ACCOUNTS COULD BE DEEPLY MANIPULATIVE. TERMS LIKE “DISCOVERY,” “"CONQUEST,” AND
“CIVILIZATION” CARRIED INHERENT BIASES, FRAMING EUROPEAN ACTIONS AS INHERENTLY POSITIVE AND INDIGENOUS PRESENCE AS
AN OBSTACLE TO BE OVERCOME. THE ABSENCE OF NATIVE AMERICAN VOICES IN THESE WRITTEN RECORDS FURTHER AMPLIFIED
THE POWER OF COLONIAL NARRATIVES. W/ITHOUT THEIR OWN PERSPECTIVES READILY AVAILABLE, EUROPEAN INTERPRETATIONS
OFTEN WENT UNCHALLENGED, BECOMING THE DOMINANT HISTORICAL NARRATIVE FOR CENTURIES. THIS CREATED A SKEWED
HISTORICAL RECORD THAT OFTEN DEMONIZED INDIGENOUS PEOPLES AND LEGITIMIZED COLONIAL EXPANSION, MAKING IT
CHALLENGING TO ACCESS THE TRUE EXPERIENCES AND PERSPECTIVES OF THOSE WHO WERE COLONIZED.

THE Power oF OMISSION AND SELECTIVE REPORTING

ONE OF THE MOST INSIDIOUS FORMS OF MANIPULATION IN COLONIAL ACCOUNTS IS THE SHEER POWER OF OMISSION AND
SELECTIVE REPORTING. AUTHORS WOULD OFTEN CHOOSE TO HIGHLIGHT CERTAIN ASPECTS OF INDIGENOUS LIFE OR INTERACTIONS
WHILE ENTIRELY IGNORING OTHERS THAT DID NOT FIT THEIR NARRATIVE. [F AN INTERACTION WAS PEACEFUL AND MUTUALLY
BENEFICIAL, IT MIGHT BE DOWNPLAYED OR OMITTED ALTOGETHER, ESPECIALLY IF THE AUTHOR'S GOAL WAS TO PORTRAY
INDIGENOUS PEOPLES AS AN OBSTACLE TO PROGRESS. CONVERSELY, ANY INSTANCE OF CONFLICT, MISUNDERSTANDING, OR
PERCEIVED NATIVE AMERICAN AGGRESSION WOULD BE AMPLIFIED AND DETAILED, SERVING TO REINFORCE NEGATIVE STEREOT YPES.

THIS SELECTIVE REPORTING CREATED A DISTORTED REALITY FOR EUROPEAN READERS. THEY WERE PRESENTED WITH A CURATED
VERSION OF EVENTS THAT CONSISTENTLY FAVORED THE COLONIAL PERSPECTIVE. FOR INSTANCE, THE COMPLEX SYSTEMS OF
INDIGENOUS GOVERNANCE, LAND TENURE, AND DIPLOMACY MIGHT BE OVERLOOKED OR MISREPRESENTED AS SIMPLE TRIBAL
STRUCTURES, MAKING IT EASIER TO JUSTIFY IMPOSING EUROPEAN POLITICAL SYSTEMS. THE OMISSION OF INDIGENOUS VOICES,
THEIR PERSPECTIVES ON LAND RIGHTS, SOVEREIGNTY, AND CULTURAL PRACTICES, MEANT THAT THEIR AGENCY AND HUMANITY
\WERE OFTEN ERASED FROM THE HISTORICAL RECORD, LEAVING A VOID THAT WOULD TAKE GENERATIONS TO BEGIN TO FILL.

FRAMING INDIGENOUS RESISTANCE AS SAVAGERY



A PARTICULARLY HARMFUL FORM OF MISREPRESENTATION FOUND IN COLONIAL ACCOUNTS IS THE CONSISTENT FRAMING OF
INDIGENOUS RESISTANCE AS PURE SAVAGERY. WHEN NATIVE AMERICAN COMMUNITIES FOUGHT BACK AGAINST ENCROACHMENT,
DISPLACEMENT, OR VIOLENCE, THEIR ACTIONS \WERE RARELY DEPICTED AS LEGITIMATE ACTS OF SELF-DEFENSE OR THE ASSERTION
OF SOVEREIGN RIGHTS. |NSTEAD, COLONIAL WRITERS OFTEN CHARACTERIZED THESE EFFORTS AS UNPROVOKED ATTACKS, ACTS
OF BARBARISM, OR EVIDENCE OF INHERENT INDIGENOUS TREACHERY.

THIS FRAMING SERVED TO DEHUMANIZE INDIGENOUS PEOPLES, STRIPPING THEM OF THEIR RIGHT TO RESIST OPPRESSION. IT PAINTED
THEM AS THE AGGRESSORS, THEREBY JUSTIFYING THE OFTEN BRUTAL MILITARY RESPONSES FROM COLONIAL FORCES. THE
COMPLEXITIES OF INDIGENOUS MOTIVATIONS, THE DEEP ANCESTRAL TIES TO THE LAND, AND THE PROFOUND INJUSTICES THEY
FACED WERE ALL ERASED IN FAVOR OF A SIMPLE NARRATIVE OF EUROPEAN SETTLERS BEING THREATENED BY WILD, SAVAGE
HORDES. THIS NARRATIVE WAS A POWERFUL TOOL FOR GARNERING SUPPORT FOR COLONIAL EXPANSION AND FOR EXCUSING THE
VIOLENCE AND DISPOSSESSION THAT WERE FUNDAMENTAL TO THE COLONIAL PROJECT.

BeyonD THE WRITTEN W ORD: INDIGENOUS VOICES AND EVIDENCE

W/HILE COLONIAL ACCOUNTS PROVIDE A SIGNIFICANT, ALBEIT BIASED, WINDOW INTO HISTORICAL INTERACTIONS, IT IS
ABSOLUTELY ESSENTIAL TO MOVE BEYOND THESE WRITTEN RECORDS TO GAIN A MORE COMPLETE AND ACCURATE
UNDERSTANDING OF NATIVE AMERICAN EXPERIENCES. INDIGENOUS ORAL TRADITIONS, PASSED DOWN THROUGH GENERATIONS VIA
STORYTELLING, SONGS, AND CEREMONIES, OFFER INVALUABLE COUNTER-NARRATIVES. THESE TRADITIONS PRESERVE INDIGENOUS
PERSPECTIVES ON HISTORY, CULTURE, SPIRITUALITY, AND THE IMPACT OF COLONIALISM THAT ARE OFTEN ABSENT OR DISTORTED
IN EUROPEAN TEXTS. THEY SPEAK OF PRE-COLONIAL SOCIETIES AS SOPHISTICATED AND DYNAMIC, OFFERING ACCOUNTS OF THEIR
OWN AGENCY, RESILIENCE, AND THE PROFOUND LOSSES THEY ENDURED.

FURTHERMOREI ARCHAEOLOGICAL EVIDENCE PLAYS A CRITICAL ROLE IN CORROBORATING OR CHALLENGING COLONIAL
NARRATIVES. EXCAVATIONS OF ANCIENT SETTLEMENTS, BURIAL SITES, AND CULTURAL ARTIFACTS CAN PROVIDE TANGIBLE
PROOF OF INDIGENOUS WAYS OF LIFE, SOCIAL STRUCTURES, TRADE NETWORKS, AND TECHNOLOGICAL ADVANCEMENTS THAT
WERE OFTEN OVERLOOKED OR MISUNDERSTOOD BY COLONIAL OBSERVERS. W/HEN WE JUXTAPOSE INDIGENOUS ORAL HISTORIES
AND ARCHAEOLOGICAL FINDINGS WITH COLONIAL ACCOUNTS, A MUCH RICHER AND MORE NUANCED PICTURE OF THE PAST
EMERGES, ONE THAT RECOGNIZES THE COMPLEXITY, HUMANITY, AND ENDURING STRENGTH OF NATIVE AMERICAN PEOPLES. THIS
MULTIDISCIPLINARY APPROACH IS KEY TO DECOLONIZING OUR UNDERSTANDING OF HISTORY.

THe Power oF OrRAL HISTORIES AND TRADITIONS

INDIGENOUS ORAL HISTORIES ARE NOT MERELY ANECDOTAL STORIES,; THEY ARE SOPHISTICATED SYSTEMS OF KNOWLEDGE
TRANSMISSION THAT HAVE SUSTAINED CULTURES FOR MILLENNIA. THESE TRADITIONS ENCOMPASS CREATION STORIES,
HISTORICAL ACCOUNTS OF MIGRATIONS AND INTERACTIONS, LAWS, ETHICAL TEACHINGS, AND DETAILED KNOWLEDGE OF THE
NATURAL WORLD. W/HEN EXAMINED IN CONJUNCTION WITH COLONIAL WRITINGS, THEY OFFER A VITAL COUNTERPOINT, REVEALING
PERSPECTIVES THAT WERE DELIBERATELY SILENCED OR MARGINALIZED BY EUROPEAN ACCOUNTS. FOR INSTANCE, WHILE A
COLONIAL EXPLORER MIGHT DESCRIBE AN ENCOUNTER AS A SIMPLE ”DISCOVERY,” INDIGENOUS ORAL TRADITIONS MIGHT RECOUNT
THE ARRIVAL OF STRANGERS, THE INITIAL INTERACTIONS, AND THE SUBSEQUENT CHALLENGES TO THEIR WAY OF LIFE.

THESE TRADITIONS OFTEN PRESERVE THE MEMORY OF TREATIES FROM AN INDIGENOUS VIEWPOINT, DETAILING AGREEMENTS,
UNDERSTANDINGS, AND BROKEN PROMISES IN WAYS THAT DIFFER DRAMATICALLY FROM COLONIAL INTERPRETATIONS. THEY ALSO
PROVIDE A RICH TAPESTRY OF INDIGENOUS SPIRITUALITY, SOCIAL STRUCTURES, AND GOVERNANCE THAT WERE OFTEN REDUCED
TO SIMPLISTIC AND PEJORATIVE DESCRIPTIONS IN EUROPEAN TEXTS. LISTENING TO AND RESPECTING THESE ORAL HISTORIES IS
NOT JUST ABOUT ACKNOWLEDGING ALTERNATIVE PERSPECTIVES; IT IS ABOUT RECOGNIZING THE VALIDITY AND RESILIENCE OF
INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGE SYSTEMS AND THEIR CRUCIAL ROLE IN SHAPING CONTEMPORARY INDIGENOUS IDENTITIES AND
ASPIRATIONS.



ARCHAEOLOGICAL CORROBORATION AND REVELATION

ARCHAEOLOGY PROVIDES A VITAL PHYSICAL DIMENSION TO OUR UNDERSTANDING OF PRE-COLONIAL AND COLONIAL-ERA NATIVE
AMERICAN SOCIETIES, OFFERING EVIDENCE THAT CAN EITHER SUPPORT OR CONTRADICT THE CLAIMS MADE IN WRITTEN ACCOUNTS.
EXCAVATIONS CAN REVEAL THE EXTENT OF INDIGENOUS SETTLEMENTS, THE SOPHISTICATION OF THEIR AGRICULTURAL
PRACTICES, THE COMPLEXITY OF THEIR TRADE NETWORKS, AND THE ARTISTRY OF THEIR CRAFTS. For EXAMPLE, FINDINGS OF
INTRICATE TOOLS, ADVANCED POTTERY, OR LARGE-SCALE PUBLIC WORKS CAN DIRECTLY CHALLENGE COLONIAL NARRATIVES
THAT DEPICTED INDIGENOUS PEOPLES AS PRIMITIVE OR LACKING IN SOCIETAL DEVELOPMENT.

MOREOVER, THE STUDY OF BURIAL SITES CAN OFFER INSIGHTS INTO HEALTH, DIET, AND SOCIAL STRATIFICATION THAT ARE NOT
DETAILED IN COLONIAL TEXTS. IN CASES OF CONFLICT, ARCHAEOLOGICAL EVIDENCE, SUCH AS THE PRESENCE OF FORTIFICATIONS
OR BATTLE SCARS ON HUMAN REMAINS, CAN HELP TO RECONSTRUCT THE EVENTS OF ENCOUNTERS AND PROVIDE A MORE
GROUNDED PERSPECTIVE THAN THE OFTEN-BIASED WRITTEN REPORTS. BY INTEGRATING ARCHAEOLOGICAL DATA WITH ORAL
HISTORIES, WE CAN BEGIN TO BUILD A MORE COMPREHENSIVE AND EMPIRICALLY SUPPORTED NARRATIVE OF NATIVE AMERICAN
HISTORY, ONE THAT MOVES BEYOND THE LIMITED AND OFTEN SELF~SERVING PERSPECTIVES OF COLONIAL CHRONICLERS.

THe ENDURING LEGACY OF COLONIAL ACCOUNTS

THE LEGACY OF COLONIAL ACCOUNTS OF NATIVE AMERICANS CONTINUES TO RESONATE TODAY, SHAPING PERCEPTIONS,
INFORMING POLICY, AND INFLUENCING HOW HISTORICAL NARRATIVES ARE CONSTRUCTED AND TAUGHT. THESE EARLY WRITINGS,
WITH THEIR INHERENT BIASES AND DISTORTIONS, HAVE HISTORICALLY PLAYED A SIGNIFICANT ROLE IN JUSTIFYING COLONIZATION,
DISPOSSESSION, AND ASSIMILATIONIST POLICIES. THE STEREOTYPES THEY PROPAGATED—OF THE NOBLE SAVAGE, THE
BLOODTHIRSTY WARRIOR, THE CHILDLIKE DEPENDENT—HAVE PROVEN REMARKABLY PERSISTENT, OFTEN INFLUENCING POPULAR
CULTURE AND CONTRIBUTING TO ONGOING MISUNDERSTANDINGS AND PREJUDICES.

HO\WEVER/ THE CRITICAL EXAMINATION OF THESE ACCOUNTS, COUPLED WITH THE AMPLIFICATION OF INDIGENOUS VOICES AND
PERSPECTIVES, IS A CRUCIAL STEP TOW ARDS DECOLONIZING HISTORICAL UNDERSTANDING. BY ACKNOWLEDGING THE LIMITATIONS
AND MANIPULATIONS WITHIN COLONIAL TEXTS, AND BY ACTIVELY SEEKING OUT INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGE AND EXPERIENCES, WE
CAN BEGIN TO REDRESS THE IMBALANCES OF THE HISTORICAL RECORD. THE ONGOING WORK OF SCHOLARS, ACTIVISTS, AND
INDIGENOUS COMMUNITIES IN REINTERPRETING, CHALLENGING, AND SUPPLEMENTING COLONIAL ACCOUNTS IS VITAL FOR FOSTERING
A MORE ACCURATE, JUST, AND RESPECTFUL UNDERSTANDING OF THE PAST AND ITS IMPACT ON THE PRESENT. THIS PROCESS IS
NOT JUST AN ACADEMIC EXERCISE; IT IS A FUNDAMENTAL PART OF RECONCILIATION AND THE ONGOING STRUGGLE FOR INDIGENOUS
SOVEREIGNTY AND SELF-DETERMINATION.

FAQ

Q: WHAT ARE SOME COMMON BIASES FOUND IN COLONIAL ACCOUNTS OF NATIVE
AMERICANS?

A: COMMON BIASES INCLUDE ETHNOCENTRISM (VIE\X/ING EUROPEAN CULTURE AS SUPERIOR), ROMANTICIZATION (THE “NOBLE
sAavAGe” TROPE), DEMONIZATION (PORTRAYING INDIGENOUS SPIRITUALITY AS PAGAN OR DEMONIC), AND A FOCUS ON
JUSTIFYING COLONIAL EXPANSION AND CONTROL. AUTHORS OFTEN OMITTED INDIGENOUS PERSPECTIVES AND SELECTIVELY
REPORTED EVENTS TO SUPPORT THEIR OWN AGENDAS.

Q: How DID THE MOTIVATIONS OF DIFFERENT COLONIAL WRITERS (E.G. , EXPLORERS,
MISSIONARIES, SETTLERS) INFLUENCE THEIR ACCOUNTS?

A: EXPLORERS OFTEN WROTE TO JUSTIFY THEIR EXPEDITIONS AND CLAIM LAND, EMPHASIZING DISCOVERIES AND RESOURCES.
MISSIONARIES AIMED TO DOCUMENT “HEATHEN" PRACTICES TO DEMONSTRATE THE NEED FOR CONVERSION. SETTLERS



FREQUENTLY FOCUSED ON LAND ACQUISITION AND OFTEN DEPICTED NATIVE AMERICANS AS OBSTACLES OR THREATS,
ESPECIALLY DURING CONFLICTS.

Q: ARE COLONIAL ACCOUNTS ENTIRELY UNRELIABLE FOR HISTORICAL RESEARCH?

A: NO, COLONIAL ACCOUNTS ARE NOT ENTIRELY UNRELIABLE, BUT THEY MUST BE READ WITH EXTREME CAUTION AND CRITICAL
ANALYSIS. THEY ARE INVALUABLE PRIMARY SOURCES THAT OFFER GLIMPSES INTO INTERACTIONS, LANGUAGES, AND CULTURAL
PRACTICES. HO\X/EVER, THEY MUST BE CONTEXTUALIZED, CROSS-REFERENCED WITH OTHER EVIDENCE, AND ALWAYS VIEWED
THROUGH THE LENS OF THE AUTHOR'S BIASES AND MOTIVATIONS.

Q: How HAVE INDIGENOUS ORAL TRADITIONS BEEN USED TO CHALLENGE COLONIAL
NARRATIVES?

A INDIGENOUS ORAL TRADITIONS PROVIDE COUNTER-NARRATIVES THAT PRESERVE INDIGENOUS PERSPECTIVES ON HISTORICAL
EVENTS, CULTURAL PRACTICES, AND THE IMPACT OF COLONIALISM. THEY OFTEN OFFER DETAILED ACCOUNTS OF TREATIES,
RESISTANCE, AND EVERYDAY LIFE THAT ARE ABSENT OR DISTORTED IN WRITTEN COLONIAL RECORDS, THEREBY CHALLENGING THE
DOMINANT HISTORICAL INTERPRETATIONS.

Q: WHAT ROLE DOES ARCHAEOLOGY PLAY IN UNDERSTANDING COLONIAL ACCOUNTS OF
NATIVE AMERICANS?

A: ARCHAEOLOGY PROVIDES TANGIBLE PHYSICAL EVIDENCE THAT CAN CORROBORATE, REFUTE, OR SUPPLEMENT WRITTEN
COLONIAL ACCOUNTS. EXCAVATIONS CAN REVEAL DETAILS ABOUT INDIGENOUS SETTLEMENTS, TECHNOLOGY, SOCIAL
STRUCTURES, AND WARFARE THAT WERE OFTEN MISREPRESENTED OR OVERLOOKED BY COLONIAL WRITERS, OFFERING A MORE
OBJECTIVE AND GROUNDED UNDERSTANDING OF PAST REALITIES.

Q: WHY IS IT IMPORTANT TO CRITICALLY ANALYZE COLONIAL ACCOUNTS TODAY?

A: CRITICAL ANALYSIS IS ESSENTIAL TO UNDERSTAND THE LASTING IMPACT OF COLONIAL NARRATIVES, WHICH HAVE OFTEN
PERPETUATED HARMFUL STEREOTYPES AND JUSTIFIED HISTORICAL INJUSTICES. BY DECONSTRUCTING THESE BIASED ACCOUNTS,
WE CAN WORK TOWARDS A MORE ACCURATE AND EQUITABLE HISTORICAL UNDERSTANDING, ACKNOWLEDGE INDIGENOUS AGENCY,
AND CONTRIBUTE TO RECONCILIATION EFFORTS.

Q: DID ALL COLONIAL ACCOUNTS PORTRAY NATIVE AMERICANS NEGATIVELY?

A: WHILE NEGATIVE PORTRAYALS WERE COMMON, SOME ACCOUNTS, PARTICULARLY FROM EARLY EXPLORERS OR THOSE WITH A
MORE EMPATHETIC PERSPECTIVE, MIGHT OFFER MORE NUANCED OR EVEN POSITIVE DESCRIPTIONS. HO\X/EVER, EVEN SEEMINGLY
POSITIVE PORTRAYALS COULD BE CONDESCENDING OR BASED ON MISUNDERSTANDINGS, AND THE OVERALL TRAJECTORY OF
COLONIAL ACCOUNTS TENDED TOWARDS JUSTIFICATIONS FOR DOMINATION.

Q: How CAN WE ACCESS AND LEARN FROM INDIGENOUS PERSPECTIVES ON THE
COLONIAL PERIOD?

A: ACCESSING INDIGENOUS PERSPECTIVES INVOLVES SEEKING OUT RESOURCES PRODUCED BY INDIGENOUS SCHOLARS,
HISTORIANS, ARTISTS, AND CULTURAL ORGANIZATIONS. THIS INCLUDES ENGAGING WITH INDIGENOUS ORAL HISTORIES,
CONTEMPORARY LITERATURE, DOCUMENTARIES, MUSEUMS WITH INDIGENOUS CURATION, AND ACADEMIC WORKS THAT CENTER
INDIGENOUS VOICES AND METHODOLOGIES.
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