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Genocide

The term genocide is far too often misunderstood.  For many the word automatically brings to mind the atrocities of the Holocaust.  We associate it with mass murder and the grotesque slaughter of human beings without remorse.  It is a hideous crime committed by evil people, and in the eyes of many, it must be unmistakable.  This conception of the term is the problem.  Far too often, genocidal crimes are disguised, and at times this guise is even glamorized as some sort of heroic endeavor for the betterment of all.  When crimes are committed out of sight, they tend to remain out of mind, much like those within the Native American boarding schools of the United States.  The United States is a nation built upon the ideal of religious freedom and the pillars of freedom and democracy, where all men are created equal.  As proud Americans we don’t like to catch glimpses of a not so proud past, and a history of death and destruction in the name of the American dream.  But we have no choice.  The reality of American history is shameful in part, yet in honor of thousands of native children we must acknowledge it.

Genocide is a confusing concept due to the broad understanding of the word.  In schools it is largely taught in terms of the Holocaust and as a result, it is equated quite simply with deliberate mass murder perpetrated by government.  On the contrary, genocide may or may not involve government agendas, it may destroy a group in part or in whole, the destruction can come in the form of murder as well as other forms of elimination, and what defines a ‘specific group’ is disputed.
  The inconsistencies that exist within the term genocide have the effect of giving the term three basic meanings that are often confused as one overarching definition. 

As defined by the United Nations, genocide is “a denial of the right of existence of entire human groups.”  At the United Nations Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide in 1948, it was agreed upon that the mass killing, causing of serious bodily or mental harm, deliberate infliction of conditions intended to bring about the destruction of the group, attempting to prevent births, and the forceful transfer of children among national, ethnical, racial or religious groups with the intent to destroy the groups in whole or in part is considered genocide.
  This description of the term, which encompasses methods of elimination including, but not limited to murder is its legal meaning.
  

In recent history, there have been instances of mass murder perpetrated by governments which target people outside of specific group memberships.  When considering the issue of genocide, again people tend to relate to the holocaust which was largely aimed at the Jewish community as a religious and cultural enclave to be exterminated.  This laid the foundation for a conception of genocide as the murder of people who fall into a particular category, whether it is ethnic, racial, or religious.  In order to encompass the government murdering people for reasons other than their being part of a specific group, genocide has been expanded for some to include all government murder.  This is the common or generalized meaning of genocide.

Both of the aforementioned meanings of genocide involve one specific factor- murder.  The assumption that genocide necessitates the deliberate act of murder has become its common meaning.  Under this conceptualization, genocide and murder go along hand in hand, and without murder genocide does not exist.  In actuality, this common understanding of genocide is a misinterpretation of democide.  Democide includes only killing and does not refer to any other methods of destructing groups of people.  Realistically, genocide can involve murder, but it might not necessarily, as the legal meaning points out.
  Problems arise when people confuse genocide for democide and in turn fail to acknowledge instances of genocide that fall outside of its common meaning. 

Native American Boarding Schools were created with the common agenda of “killing the Indian to save the man”.  Native American children were removed from their homes and away from their families and placed in residential schools.  They were stripped of their identities and culture and forced to learn a new way of life: the American way of life.  The boarding schools were implemented in order to force Americanization and essentially do away with native culture altogether.  This legislation was nothing if not a forceful transfer, and it was done with the intent to destroy Indians as a distinct group within American society.  The Native American boarding schools were a genocidal attack on American Indians.

Federal Indian Policy

Upon the first European discovery of the New World in 1492, the assumption of religious right and military might took over.  From the very beginning a sort of ethnocentric agenda arose.  There was an immediate disregard for those who originally inhabited the territory.  Natives were automatically written off as savages and sub-humans whose god did not match that of the Christian God, and who therefore were uncivilized.  The first Europeans to land in America turned to the Church that sent them there for support in claiming the land, and they validated themselves in doing so under the Doctrine of Discovery.  

Throughout history there have been two implemented justifications for taking land, Terra Nullius and the Doctrine of Discovery.  Terra Nullius originates in Roman law and literally means ‘empty land’.  According to Terra Nullius, if a particular power found empty land, they had the right to it.  Further, if a power found occupied land they were the first who could trade with the people there.
  Following the Renaissance, the Age of Discovery emerged and explorers began to focus on mapping areas previously unknown in pursuit of more land and goods.  It was at this time that issues began to arise concerning Terra Nullius as more and more exploration was taking place.  The reality was that most lands that were being “discovered” in these times already had inhabitants, ruling out a possibility of acquiring lands under Terra Nullius.  In response they turned to Aristotle’s philosophy that classes were natural among people and his theory of natural servitude, and modified Terra Nullius to apply to those inhabitants who were Christian.  In effect, the Doctrine of Discovery emerged

The Doctrine of Discovery can be traced back to Pope Nicholas V’s papal bull Romanus Pontifex which was issued in 1452, and essentially served as a declaration of war against all non-Christians.   The doctrine was originally intended for Portugal to assert claims over land in West Africa.  Following Christopher Columbus’ arrival in the Americas in 1492, Pope Alexander VI extended the doctrine to Spain in 1493 to utilize in the ‘New World’, although Columbus had already been doing so.  It was at this point that the Pope clarified that the doctrine was to be used only in non-Christian lands, thus asserting a Christian superiority.
  Throughout history this rationale has been used by colonists as a tool for colonization, and a justification for doing so in already inhabited lands.

The focus of Federal Indian Policy during the expansionist era in the United States was on the Americanization of the Indian population.  Motivations for such stemmed from what was referred to as the “Indian problem”.  As a separate and distinct population which inhabited the lands that we refer to as the United States, Indians posed a problem.  For the most part, the nineteenth century in American politics was geared towards westward expansion.  The governmental need to expand from coast to coast led to increased conflict between the white man and the indigenous peoples located in between.
  The discovery of gold in the 1830’s was followed by a literal rush of settlers to move in to the areas rich in gold.  By the mid-nineteenth century the acquisition of new land by the United States also created indigenous conflict.  In 1846 Texas was acquired, and in 1848 under the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo much of the southwest was gained as well.  The combination of the discovery of gold, acquisition of new lands, and then the construction of the railroads which allowed for quicker westward travel, necessitated the implementation of Indian reservations from the government’s perspective.
  In their original positions, natives posed a threat to American expansion, but by literally moving the indigenous peoples, the ultimate utilization of American soil could be undertaken in the eyes of the American government.  

Federal Indian Policy in American history has been aimed mainly at absorption of the native population.
  Driven by greed and racist notions the government implemented a series of policies to deal with the Indian problem through policies of assimilation.  According to the commissioner of Indian Affairs Thomas J. Morgan, in 1889, 

“The Indians must conform to ‘the white man’s way,’ peaceably if they will, forceably if they must. They must adjust themselves to their environment, and conform their mode of living substantially to our civilization. This civilization may not be the best possible, but it is the best the Indians can get. They cannot escape it, and must either conform to it, or be crushed by it.”

Ethnocentric ideas like the one above are examples of the application of Darwin’s theory to explain America’s social problems.  While the white man was seen as the “apex of human achievement”, all other races were considered to be lower, less-advanced members of the human race.
  These theories were then used to legitimize policies of Indian removal and assimilation as humanitarian efforts.  Plans to educate and civilize Indians also seemed to resolve the problems posed by Indians inhabiting valuable lands.  Removal and relocation was justified as a civilization technique and thus opened up lands for American expansion at the same time.


Early federal Indian policies created a protectorate relationship between tribes and the American government.  The Northwest Ordinance of 1787, for example, created the Northwest Territory as the first organized territory of the United States in the region north of the Ohio River and East of the Mississippi River.  This declaration by the United States set up this area of land, inhabited by native tribes, as U.S. territory.  Then in 1790, 1802, and 1834, trade and intercourse acts were implemented.  The intent of these treaties was to give the United States government sole authority to regulate trade between the Indian tribes and outside parties, and to prohibit the sale of Indian lands to any persons or individuals.  In 1834, these policies were extended to declare all land west of the Mississippi as Indian Territory.
  The trade and intercourse treaties were issued with the intentions of creating a protectorate relationship between the United States government and the Indian tribes that essentially utilized the Doctrine of Discovery to delegate and control indigenous land holdings with respect to their sovereignty.


As the hunger for land grew within American society so did the need to deal with Native Americans.  In 1830 the Indian Removal Act began the era of Indian removal policy, which lasted for about two decades and represented a government-to-government trust relationship.
  These policies involved moving Indians west of the Mississippi River so they could essentially live apart from white civilization.  First suggested by Thomas Jefferson and supported by Presidents Monroe and Adams, removal policy was enforced by coercing tribes to sign away their present land in exchange for holdings west of the Mississippi River.  These treaties were then followed by forced migrations disguised as voluntary movements.
  Removal policy involved the acquisition of Native lands, but eventually federal Indian policy changed again.  As more lands were being desired, and the “Indian problem” seemed to be growing, reservation policy emerged.


The Bureau of Indian Affairs first began to implement reservation policy in the 1850’s.  The intent of such was multifaceted in that it involved the American desire for manifest destiny, as well as racist views and the goal of civilization.  As far as the government was concerned, reservations were necessary for the continued progress of the nation and access to wealth.  As a separate and distinctive entity within the United States, Native Americans were a deviation from the norm and served as a threat to the American take on progress.  Their values and way of life conflicted with that of the dominant American culture at the time, which was inconvenient for expansion and further discovery of gold.  Their presence represented competition and a hindrance for the wealth and culture of Euro-Americans and assimilation was pointed to as a solution for such.  Indian reservations not only contained Natives on undesirable land, but they also fostered that assimilation.  


In 1881 there were 156 million acres of Indian lands under federal protection and close to a quarter million Natives living on Reservations in what had come to be the American west.
  These lands west of the Mississippi were set aside for Native Americans as a form of compensation for the lands that they had previously held and then lost as an effect of the expansionist movement.  Reservations served as a way to contain the “Indian problem” in a centralized location.  In time, as the desire for land continued to grow, land that was perceived as unoccupied within reservations came into question.  A move to open these areas to whites began, coupled with an Indian Reform Movement promoting assimilation programs.  This push led to the implementation of the General Allotment Act, also known as the Dawes Act, in 1887.
  This act necessitated yet another shift in the relationship between whites and Indians, this time in the form of a guardianship relationship.
  It gave the government the power to divide the land within reservations into individual plots to be assigned by family, thus breaking up the communal lifestyle that had been central to Native culture.  Under this Act, it was set that 160 acres would be delegated to head of households, 80 acres to single individuals over eighteen years old and 40 acres for people under eighteen.


The irony of the Allotment Act is that it was originally supported by the Indian Rights Association.  Initially, in 1882, the Indian Rights Association’s pledge was, “…to secure to our Indian population civil rights and general education … and in time bring[ing] about the complete civilization of the Indians and their admission to citizenship.”
  This pledge was influenced by the suggestion of people like Senator Coke of Texas who first introduced the potential policy while the IRA was still being organized and Senator Dawes who created the bill for Sioux allotment prior to meeting with the IRA.  The Act was adopted by the Indian Rights Association because they were not given enough time to fully consider the policy, and quickly made the decision to support it due to the fact that it was presented to them as an inevitable phase of progress.
  This was later regretted by the IRA when they witnessed the outcome of allotment.  It was claimed that Senator Coke and Senator Dawes had been deceitful in their presentation of the Allotment Act bill, and when it proved to provide no benefits for the Native people the IRA withdrew their support.  The reality of the situation was that the Allotment Act reduced tribal land holdings with no benefits and allotted lands that were not viable for agriculture and a sufficient economic system.
  Unfortunately, by the time the IRA came to terms with the effects of allotment the damage had been done.


The United States government maintained the reservations and in effect, American culture influenced the Indians residing within them.  In time, “reservations became viewed as social laboratories for ‘civilizing’ the Indians.”
  Both via cultural practices and the influence of world religions, specifically Christianity, Native culture was challenged.  Reservation Policy that was implemented in the mid-nineteenth century truly undermined Native culture in its relation to the land as well.  The strong sense of communal living and outlook on land as a common good was at the core of Indian culture and was essentially undermined by the imposition of ideas of private property and the delegation of plots of land to individual families by the government.
  According to President Roosevelt, the allotment policy was, “a mighty pulverizing engine to break up the tribal mass.”
  The Dawes Act was devastating to Native culture as it created divisions within a society originally based on a communal system, and it necessitated the adoption of Euro-American farming and subsistence techniques by individual families.   

Following the implementation of the Allotment Act, much of the surplus areas of reserved territories were sold to white settlers.  This created the “checkerboard effect” in reservations between Native plots and those belonging to whites, along with the further loss of a great deal of tribal lands.
  It was expected that the increase in cultural collisions between Natives on the reservation and people who bought land in the area would quicken the “civilizing” process of the Indians.  The intended fractionation of land that had previously been consolidated was done in order to impose European ideals of private property and undermine traditional lifestyles.  The progression of federal Indian policy throughout American history demonstrates the intent of the United States Government to force assimilation of Native Americans.  The Dawes Act, or Allotment policy, was culturally undermining and inhibiting just.  Overall, by 1934 when this policy came to an end, 118 out of 213 reservations had been allotted and the loss of tribal lands totaled almost 90 million acres.
  As separate entities among American culture Native tribes were seen as obstacles for progression.  In response, the objective of federal Indian policy shifted to the destruction of Indian culture at all costs.

The Allotment Act was supported by the Office of Indian Affairs as a way to encourage assimilation with white culture.  Assigning land by family was intended to promote farming and the acquisition of, “…habits of thrift, industry and individualism needed for assimilation…”
  On the other hand, in reality allotment interfered with tribal development and reservation economics.  The policy was celebrated as a way to promote economic advancement through farming but in the case of the Oglala Sioux of the Pine Ridge Reservation, it did just the opposite.  Prior to the Dawes act the Natives on this reservation in South Dakota survived economically by raising tribal livestock.  In 1912 their herd totaled approximately forty thousand cattle.  Just four years later after being forced to sign onto an allotment agreement their operation was devastated.  There 2.5 million acre reservation was completely subdivided and their livestock business was broken up.  In the aftermath of allotment the Oglala were encouraged to farm wheat for the war effort by individual family.  This turned out to be a flop for the Natives who were not skilled in wheat farming and were ill-equipped financially to start a farming business from the ground up.
 In the end, the division of the Pine Ridge Reservation took the Oglala’s livelihood away from them, leaving them helpless and hopeless without the possibility for self-sustainability.

The Allotment Act was one of the most devastating federal Indian policies to date.  It was fueled by ethnocentric beliefs and the goal of assimilation.  The Act was intended to execute an assimilation effort by discontinuing traditional tribal lifestyle and forcing Euro-American values and way of life upon the Natives.  This policy was effective in devastating a great deal of tribal lifestyle but it failed to get into the minds of the Indians.  Despite great opposition, Native culture and beliefs still existed within the reservations.  With each new generation these traditions and values were being passed on, and it became apparent that so-called civilization had to be taught from an early age in order to for it to take.  “Many sincere people believed that the time had come for the sword to give way to the spelling book.”
  By the late nineteenth century Native Americans were defeated and secluded, the next step for federal Indian policy was to assimilate for the eventual integration into American society.  The plan for carrying this out pointed at education.  From ethnocentric goals of assimilation the Native American boarding school experience was born with the intent of separating children from the cultural heritage at a young age and essentially “killing the Indian to save the man”.

The Boarding School Mission

The Native American boarding school experience was an instrument of genocide on American soil.  The intent of those in charge of removing children from their homes and placing them in residential schools was to strip them of their cultural heritage.  This is exemplified in the mission of the Rainy Mountain Boarding School as stated by Superintendent Cora Dunn in 1899 in a letter to the Commission of Indian Affairs: “Our purpose,” she wrote, “is to change them forever.”
  This mission points to the fact that the intention of Native American boarding schools was to force the transformation of a particular cultural group.  Disguised as a method for enriching Native children with white education, the true intentions of the boarding schools was to create a, “…metamorphosis of a people.”
  For centuries in American history, the assumed “Indian problem” was combated with violent policies aimed at the masses of the Indian population.  The idea of targeting children, who are malleable and most conducive to change as well as least able to resist it, was revolutionary for assimilation policy.  Peaceful assimilation via education could also be disguised behind the façade of good intentions much easier than federal Indian policies of the past.  Through education, policy makers were able to acculturate children with American values.  The boarding schools in particular also allowed for the government to remove children from their own cultural environment during the transformation process in order to make a clean break between native culture and American culture.

“Americanizing” the Indian population was at the heart of federal Indian policy throughout our nation’s history.  The intended outcome of this Americanization was to be a single united population within the United States that held the same beliefs and values.  As a separate entity within American culture the Native population posed as an inconvenience to the progression of American ideals and a reminder of the history of abuses that the United States government was a perpetrator of.  Wiping out Native culture a generation at a time by working children into the American way of life was at the core of the boarding school mission.  This was a deliberate attempt to wipe out an entire culture by targeting children and the future progression of the group.  It involved the removal of children from their cultural enclave and this removal was often forceful.  It also involved destroying a people’s natural pattern of life and replacing it with that of another.  This criterion is what characterizes the Native American boarding school system as genocide.  

The seventeenth century marked the beginning of a lasting cultural conflict between European-American colonialists and the Native American population.  The conflict proved to be devastatingly one sided, resulting in the destruction of Native culture which dragged out over the centuries to come, and civilization was at the basis of this Indian-white conflict.  Differences between the two groups were explained by civilization on the part of the whites, and the lack thereof among Indians.  In turn, the necessity to displace and later assimilate Indians was justified and carried out in the name of civilization.
  The brutality that characterized Indian policy since the cultures collided was proving to be a shameful part in American history and around the 1880’s ideas of Indian reform began to flood public consciousness.  

The Board of Indian Commissioners were growing concerned with the government’s approach to Indian affairs, and William Welsh, an appointed member of the board and a member of the Quaker Society of Friends was particularly interested.
  His move was to seek the advice of Episcopal missionary bishops Henry B. Whipple and William Hobart Hare of the Dakota Territory who were personally familiar with the Native situation.  In turn, Hare invited Welsh to send his nephew Herbert Welsh as well as Henry Pancoast to the Dakota Territory to explore Indian issues.  The two men spent about three months traveling throughout the Sioux reservation and observing the problems of the tribe.  Upon returning home, Welsh and Pancoast offered their observances and insight to government officials, concluding that their two options in regards to Indian policy were either to exterminate or assimilate.
  Due to the anti-violence values of the Society of Friends, the Board of Indian Commissioners, totaling approximately thirty men, opted for creating a plan for assimilation.
  This sparked the wide spread Indian reform in the shape of the Native American boarding school movement.  What these reformers did not consider was that an extensive history of racism and assertion of cultural superiority was not going to dissolve overnight, and forced assimilation could come without a cost.

The Boarding School System


Prior to European exposure, the North American continent (as we refer to it today) was home to hundreds of Native tribes who varied greatly in terms of language, culture and tradition.  Along with the plethora of vast differences among tribes were similarities as well.  One example of such was in the way they taught their children.
  Overall, native education centered on survival.  The struggle for survival that Natives faced led them to an understanding of living in harmony which in turn taught humility.  While Europeans were convinced that they could control the earth, Natives were aware of their place on this earth.  Native cultural practices were passed on through learning traditions, hearing stories, and socialization.
  When missionaries came into first contact with native peoples, they misinterpreted the loosely structured education system of the tribes for a lack thereof.  They were also concerned about what they referred to as the native children’s lack of discipline.  Another commonality amongst native tribes is their aversion to physically punishing children.  According to Flora Greg Iliff, a teacher on the Havasupai and Hualapai Reservations, “I never saw an Indian parent strike a child. A whipped child loses courage, they said, and his soul withers and dwindles away until he dies, for the soul of a child is a tender thing and easily hurt.”
  Instead, discipline was carried out in native culture through teasing, peer pressure, and ostracism.
  When European missionaries first came into contact with these Native peoples and their foreign ways, rather than attempting to understand them they aimed to change them.  The same rang true in the boarding school movement.


Federal Indian policy has always been fueled by an agenda.  Whether it was to exploit, civilize, or Christianize, public policies regarding Native Americans were geared towards the goals of the white man.  For years government policies of Indian removal and democide demonstrated the goal of exploitation and gaining Indian lands and resources at all costs.  Over time those policies gave way to policies of legal genocide or cultural genocide.  This reflected the white man’s goal of assimilation rather than complete destruction, most likely to save face after decades of blatant abuses, yet still fueled by intense ethnocentrism.  We can see the shift in agendas through the shift in slogans from, “The only good Indian is a dead Indian,” to, “Kill the Indian to save the man.”
  Despite the different forms of genocide that have been inflicted upon Indians throughout history, the fact that there was an American genocide remains.  The genocide that was carried out through the boarding school system is disturbing due to the fact that it targeted children under the pretense of positive intentions.  


American Indian education was carried out both my missionary schools as well as government run boarding schools.  Generally, mission schools were located on reservations while government boarding schools were located outside reservation territories.  It is said that mission schools competed amongst each other for souls and against government boarding schools for students.
  Religious training existed in all Native American schools, yet in government schools that training was non-denominational, while missionary schools taught specific denominations such as Catholicism or Protestantism.
  Missionary schools focused specifically on religious teachings and often included vocational instruction on farms.  Indian Office boarding schools which were run by the government on the other hand were run militarily.  This system proved to be much less costly because it included only a half day of instruction.  The rest of the days were spent on what was considered to be vocational training within the school itself but actually involved cooking, cleaning, laundry, and general maintenance.
  In reality, the vocational training actually took the place of the general chores and upkeep involved with maintaining a school and saved them from outsourcing those duties.  


Although the general take on federal Native American policies is that they effected genocidal outcomes and forced assimilation, there have been arguments made for the positive effects of Native American boarding schools.  The Quakers played a great role in the implementation of boarding schools as an alternative to racial extermination.  Based on the tenets of humanitarian relief, the boarding school system was intended by groups such as the Society of Friends to raise Native American children out of depths of their cultural demise.  Although the cause of that demise can be undoubtedly attributed to colonialism and early Indian policies put forth by the white man, the argument remains that in some cases boarding schools presented relief to children living in extreme poverty and hopelessness on the reservations.  The mission to “civilize and Christianize” via education stemmed in part from the Peace Policy promoted by Quakers who were in search of non-violent methods for dealing with the dwindling Indian population.
  Reservation life was less than adequate for survival in many cases and boarding schools are presented by supporters as a way out of those situations and supportive of the continuation of the race in future generations.  Off reservation boarding schools also presented the opportunity for gaining an education necessary to compete in dominant American culture.  Although the cost of this type of formal education was often one’s native heritage, the ability to participate in life outside of the reservation gave promise of a brighter future to the desperate.  


It is also important to note that in some instances, attending boarding schools was not forced.  Although enrollment quotas did exist, and instances of forced attendance was common, this was not the only road to boarding school life.  There are documented instances of children who opted to attend boarding schools at their own free will.  For example, there is the story of a young Hopi girl who had heard about the schools and upon seeing a group of children that was being transported to one she attempted to sneak aboard the wagon in route to a California institution.  When she was discovered without parental permission the girl was returned home and resorted to pleading with her parents who eventually gave in under the impression that the school had more to offer their daughter than they.
  These sentiments were also common among some Native parents who felt that the school could provide more than the reservation.  The schools gave children the opportunity to leave the reservations and see life on the other side of reservation lines, as well as receive an education.  It would be short sighted to assume that the only effects of Native American boarding schools were negative ones.  From certain perspectives the schools topped the reservation, making them acceptable.  Commissioner of Indian Affairs, Thomas Morgan, displayed these optimistic hopes for assimilation in his annual report in 1890, 


“removed from the reservation, offer the pupils opportunities which can not by any possibility be afforded them in the reservation schools. The atmosphere about them is uplifting, they are surrounded by the object-lessons of civilization; they are entirely removed from the dreadful down-pull of the camp. If the entire rising generation could be taken at once and placed in such institutions, kept there long enough to be well educated, and then, if such as chose to do so were encouraged to seek homes among civilized people, there would be no Indian problem.”

Although this statement is hopeful for the future of Native Americans, and his rationale is understandable, Morgan’s reference to the “Indian problem” points right back to the fact that federal Indian policy was formed out of ethnocentric ideals and goals of assimilation whether the best interest of the children was considered is debatable.  Despite the argument of the better alternative, atrocities were committed in Native American boarding schools just as they were on the reservations and throughout American colonial history.  Although the schools did not necessarily promote physical extermination, they did create a cultural one.  Essentially, they stole what it meant to be Indian from children and ravaged them of their identity.  All in all, the boarding school system killed Indians in spirit if not in flesh and this constitutes genocide under the legal interpretation of the term.

The Canadian Genocide

In his documentary film, UNREPRENTENT: Kevin Annett and Canada’s Genocide, Reverend Kevin Annett, formerly of the United Church in Port Alberni, Canada, tells the story of the Canadian boarding school atrocities and his church’s refusal to acknowledge what he referred to as hidden histories and hidden victims.  The story of Canada’s genocide as presented by Annett parallels that of the Native American boarding school experience in United States history.  In his documentary Annett tells his personal story of discovering the unspeakable crimes committed by his own church and then exposing them at the cost of his job and family.  Despite the hardship that it has brought him, his commitment to the truth has brought together countless testimonies from survivors of Canada’s residential schools and extensive research on the subject.  Annett expected the church to live by its principles, and his exposure of stolen lands and mass murder cost him his place within the United Church.   


Through his investigations into the Port Alberni Residential School, which was run by the local United Church, Kevin Annett uncovered countless lost childhoods.  Native children who were forced into the residential school system were deprived of parents and love.  Children were not allowed to hug each other or show any signs of affection.  They were psychologically manipulated and posed against each other by praising those who tattled on others for speaking native languages and committing other acts of “acting native”.  This attempt at dividing and conquering the masses of children was geared towards breaking their spirits and their bonds.   


Annett uncovered testimonies of physical abuse as reported from survivors.  Abuses ranged from physical restraint in beds, electrocuting of genitalia, general electric shock, and unnecessary medical experimentation resulting in lifelong physical and mental deformities.  One survivor reported being stabbed through his hand with a pencil.  Another claimed that snakes were placed in his hot bath as a form of torture.  There was also an account of a girl who died from being pushed down a flight of stairs by a nun in the missionary school.  


In the course of the film it moves in on numerous unmarked graves which represent children who lost their lives in what Annett refers to as germ warfare and systematic neglect.  According to survivors and exposed documentation, smallpox outbreaks were deliberately initiated by distributing blankets from sick patients of a nearby hospital that were essentially “laced with smallpox”.  Tuberculosis was also rampant in the schools where dying children were forced to play and sleep among the healthy which spread disease.  Even if there were no bad intentions in doing so, the fact that a certain degree of neglect existed is undeniable.  These techniques led to an annual death rate of 50% in residential schools.  Peter Bryce, the head medical officer for Indian Affairs, was cited as saying that the healthy and dying were housed together and denied treatment which fostered the spread of disease and increased death rates within the residential schools.  


Annett also refers to forced sterilizations in a campaign to depopulate native lands, as well as medical experimentations similar to those conducted on Holocaust victims.  Overall, there were extreme examples of abuses cited in the film and Annett acknowledges that although they were not all universal within the schools, children in Canadian residential schools were at best treated with indifference while much worse happened as well.  


Parents of native children were approached and given the choice of signing over guardianship of their children to the residential schools with the only alternative being jail and having them taken away anyhow if they refused.  This forced removal of children and the campaigns for depopulation are examples of a hidden genocide under the guise of the spread of religious salvation.  Kevin Annett’s documentary film serves as a plea for the Church’s admission of its wrongs and apologies for such.

The American Boarding School Experience


Native American boarding schools were intended to be the final step in the eradication of American Indians as a culturally specific group and a deviation from the dominant American culture.  Their purpose was to absorb Indian children into mainstream society.  “Many sincere people believed that the time had come for the sword to give way to the spelling book.”
  In general, the goal was Americanization of native children and the transformation was to take place within boarding schools in exchange for their tribal identity.  


The process of educating Native American children for assimilation began with day schools located within reservations.  Such institutions were substantially less costly for obvious reasons.  It has been argued that day schools were more effective than residential schools as well because of their capacity to educate the entire family, including the parents of the students, on the importance of education and the curriculum.  Lessons within the schools were commonly offered to parents in hopes that doing so would prevent them from “undoing” the effects of the education.
  On the other hand, there have been claims that the day schools were insufficient for culturally transforming children.  Instead, in boarding school students spent their entire educational careers, totaling as many as ten months out of the year, completely removed from the reservation and native culture.  This had the effect of breaking the cycle and habits of tribal life which in turn made them vulnerable and quite likely to adopt new cultural identities.
  The change of environment that boarding schools provided was the key to stripping pupils of their tribal association and molding them into American cultural icons.  This coincided with the idea of lifting children up from the pits of reservation life and providing them with an opportunity to escape tribal lifestyle and become civilized.  At the same time, boarding schools continued to influence the reservation community by providing role models for the remaining reservation community


The boarding school experience of Native American children was intended to assimilate them into American culture and reformers were aware that this was possible through a change of environment and complete submersion in a new cultural lifestyle.  This process was carried out through various influences on the children’s lives and an overall reeducation of the child that took place both inside the classroom and out in Native American boarding schools.  American white culture infiltrated all aspects of life within the residential schools in order to have a dominating influence over the native children and give them no choice but to become accustomed the a new way of life.  The children in these institutions were essentially being forced to trade their Native lifestyles for a Euro-American one.  Through outlets such as religion, language, style of dress, gender roles, and educational and vocational training, the goal was to transform children in boarding schools into functioning members of American society between the first time they walked through the doors of the institution until they were finally worked back into society, fully transformed.  In order to do so it was essential that all association with their tribal culture be obliterated.


Religion is one of the most obvious tools used to impose dominant culture upon Indian children in boarding schools.  The superiority of Christianity was assumed in practice and mistakenly yet successfully legitimized through concepts such as the Doctrine of Discovery.  The religious arrogance of Christianity can be seen throughout history and played a large role in spurring Christians to feel validated in conquering and transforming Native American youth.  According to certain doctrines and practice within the faith, Christians reign as higher beings and those who practice other faiths are infidels and naturally lower classes, sometimes even subhuman.  In the case of Native Americans this type of reasoning was used.  In response to such conclusions, Christians in the United States saw the necessity for either conversion or assimilation with no exception.  The boarding schools were used as modes for assimilation as an alternative to extermination.  As Annie Beecher Stowe, a teacher in the Indian schools, pointed out in a speech to the Board of Indian Commissioners in 1901, and “…It is a remedy for barbarism…”
  Commissioner D.M. Browning made the same reference in 1895 when he was quoted as saying that Indian schools took, “the little ones from the very heart of barbarism.”
  For those who believed in the system of assimilation through education within boarding schools, it seemed natural that the imposition of Christianity would be an integral part of those institutions.  


The Christianization of Native American children began with outlawing the practice of native spirituality.  This ban within boarding schools was often met with retaliation but lasting physical and psychological coercion broke the children down and they eventually adopted Christian beliefs in place of those of their ancestors.  It has been documented that Hopi Indians were happy to participate in the boarding school system when they were first introduced to it, yet upon realizing that only Christian practices and holidays were allowed and recognized they became hesitant.  Important Hopi ceremonies were forbidden, which completely changed their outlook on the boarding school system which was originally a positive one.
  In the off-reservation boarding schools it was generally a non-denominational form of Christianity that was practiced and taught, but Christianity nonetheless.  In missionary schools on the other hand, children adopted specific faiths such as Catholicism or Protestantism depending upon the missionary running the school.  An Indian educator once stated, “A really civilized people cannot be found in the world except where the bible has been sent and the gospel taught.”
  These sentiments were popular among boarding school administrators and teachers alike, and in effect religious conversion was an essential part of the civilizing process.  Indian faiths were often referred to as childish and barbaric and in place of them Christianity was pushed due to its firm roots in individualism.
  Individualism was another goal of the Indian education system as it was thought that it too led to civilization.  


Native American spirituality permeated all aspects of tribal life.  For example, it provided an explanation of the world and reality, and gave meaning to kinship relations, subsistence systems, child rearing, and even artistic and architectural expression.  In some instances native spirituality was polytheistic and did not include Christian concepts of God.  Due to its integral place in the life of Native Americans, as well as its association with barbarism and contradiction to Christianity, religious conversion was essential for a cultural metamorphism.  Disassociation with native faiths meant a disassociation with native culture.
  For these reasons, imposing Christianity in place of tribal faiths was a top priority for educators.  Another issue that religion raised was language.  Native languages were geared towards native culture and therefore represented the concepts that presented themselves.  In turn, terms for God, or monotheism did not exist as the concept of such did not.  Likewise, there were numbers of words which referred to native spirituality that did not translate into English.  This is an issue that presents itself often in terms of language.  Without the concept the word cannot exist and without the word the concept cannot be expressed.  For these reasons, language, like religion, was another important aspect of life that had to be changed in order for a cultural transformation to take place among Native American children in boarding schools.


Language is an aspect of ones identity.  It provides a connection to the past and as well as with the future.  The bridge created through common language must not be broken; otherwise the past cannot make it to the future.  This understanding of language allows one to see why there was a ban of native languages within Indian boarding schools.  All government boarding schools followed a policy that forbade students from speaking the tribal languages of their families and ancestors.
  English was forced about students in an attempt to discontinue the passage of native languages from generation to generation and stamp out tribal ties that came along with it.  In an address to the Board of Indian Commissioners at Lake Mohonk, John Lolorias, a Tohono O’odham and graduate of Hampton Indian school, questioned the ban on native tongues, 

“Now, are we a better people than we were years ago when we sang our own songs, when we spoke to the Great Spirit in our own language? We asked then for rain, good health, and long life; now, what more do we want? What is that thought so great and so sacred that can not be expressed in our own language, that we should seek to use the white man’s word?”

Lolorias’ questioning of the reasoning behind language bans gets at the heart of the problem, which involves the extended losses that come with language death.  The ban on native languages assumed cultural superiority of English speakers and failed to acknowledge the value of other languages.  Infractions of this particular rule were dealt with very harshly in the boarding schools.  There are accounts of students who were hit, slapped with rulers, had their mouths washed with soap, and locked in school jails for disobeying the rule against native languages.
  Through discipline administrators and teachers made a solid effort to eliminate languages other than English from the schools.  The unfortunate effect of language loss includes the loss of native ties and an inability to continue the passage of oral histories and traditional ideas and concepts.  Native language loss was a devastating and common effect of the boarding school experience.


Along with prohibition of native languages in boarding schools came name changing which was just another form of linguistic genocide.  The names of Indian students were some of the first Native American traditions that were attacked upon arrival in boarding schools.  Like language, a person’s name is another aspect of their identity, both in terms of kinship as well as ethnicity.  For Indians, names were a highly visible sign of tribal identity.
  In order to shed that identity it was also necessary to lose the name.  Missionaries and government teachers alike also complained that the names of native children because they were hard to pronounce and even considered pagan in some cases.
  Many whites made the argument that Indian names would only make life more difficult for children as they entered white society.  As James McGregor, a district superintendent, argued that Indian names would be a “hassle” to the “young Indians who go out among white people.”
  In reaction to attitudes such as that, the names of Indian children were often changed to Christian ones, and the children were essentially assigned with new identities in the process.  Polingaysi Qoyawayma, a Hopi girl, was caught along with her sister and recalls being forcefully transferred to a boarding school.  Upon arrival she was renamed Bessie and not being allowed to speak Hopi, which was the only language she knew.
  This had the effect of implanting the idea in children’s heads that there was something shameful about their Indian names and heritage, and in time students grew embarrassed of this, prompting them to ask to be known by more common American names.  Through force as well as the infliction of personal shame, students were losing yet another connection to their tribal identity by changing their names.


Alterations in religion, language, and names that took place in Native American boarding schools were followed by changes in appearance as well.  It was believed that in order to alter their minds, educators first had to mold and alter their bodies.
  Upon arrival in the schools children were forced to lose their identities from the inside out.  A significant change was that boys had their braids cut, which was particularly offensive due to the significance that long hair held in many native cultures.
  Girls also had their haired cropped short which aided in the loss of tribal identity.  Both boy and girls were also forced to adopt American styles of dress that coincided with the gender roles and cultural values of the dominant Western culture.  Standard uniforms were issued at the schools that consisted of plain gray suits, hats and shoes for boys and white blouses, blue skirts, high buttoned shoes, and black stockings for girls.
  The standard line of clothing gave the schools an institutional feel and was intended to be restricting for the students.  These uniforms also had the effect of fostering westernized gender roles.  Native American societies were known to be very gender egalitarian.  Therefore, native children were not predisposed to adhering to gender divisions in society.  The distinct uniforms that existed in the boarding schools for boys and girls were the first step towards creating gender divisions amongst the children.  


Another large step in the assimilation process of Native American children was forcing westernized social views upon them.  The imposition of gender roles played a large part in this.  With gender specific dress codes, education, and vocational training, children were influenced with ideals of gender difference.  These ideals were foreign to children born into Indian culture, which has been known for gender neutrality.  The idea of gender neutrality was threatening to a culture with such deeply rooted paternalistic ideals and a basis on a system of social stratification.  In turn, gender difference was enforced until it was actualized within the boarding schools.  


Education within Native American boarding schools was expected to have transforming effects on Indian children.  Mollie Gaither, a school official from Oregon wrote a then-revolutionary article about the education of Indian girls that reflects commonly held attitudes towards Indian women and education at the time.
  Gaither ended her article by saying, “Educate a man, you educate an individual; educate a woman, you educate a race.”
  This statement is evident of the commonly held Western idea that women are meant to serve as mothers, wives, and essentially caretakers within the family.  The idea is that by transforming a woman, your influence will then be passed on to her children, which assumes that women are the sole caretakers of the children.  In native culture it was common for the men and women to share that role.  Boarding schools created an environment for the disempowerment of Native American women as part of the assimilation process.  

The creation of gender roles among American Indian children was focused mainly on the girls.  In terms of Westernized standards of civilization, Indian women were very far from it, even further than their male counterparts.  In order to ease Indians into American culture, women in particular had to be transformed dramatically.  As Philena E. Johnson, another superintendent in the boarding school system, described it, educating Indian girls as opposed to boys was a “special situation”.  Johnson’s depiction of Indian girls prior to their boarding school experience was a bleak one,
“Can we take this child born in barbarism, with all her physical tendencies on the road to disease and an early death, her mental attitude blank, and with out knowledge of heredity, make her environments such that the sickly body will become strong, the uncouth, awkward movements become graceful, the general bearing dignified, the mind intellectual and spiritual, the morals chaste? Though a firm believer in heredity, I unhesitatingly say we can.”

It is ironic that a woman would speak of other women with such a tone, as Johnson did.  This shows both the actualization of female inferiority within Western culture, as well as the intensity of the assimilation movement as a whole.  Not only were Native American girls expected to shed the tribal ties and Native culture in terms of religion, language, and image, but they were also supposed to transform according to their position compared to men.  It was also a popular belief that if the schools were successful in assimilating women, the assimilation of the culture as a whole would follow due to the ability of women to influence their children and families as a domesticated woman.

The core of female curriculum in the boarding schools was focused on what was referred to as “domestic science”.
  Also known as home economics, skills such as cooking, baking, housekeeping, laundering, child rearing, sewing, and nursing were learned by young girls.  This education of females was kept separate from the male instruction, and was geared at preparing girls for lives as domesticated wives and mothers.  This strict domesticity training involved learning much more than homemaking skills though.  The curriculum taught overall subservience as well.
  Although the advertised goal of the boarding school system was assimilation, there was an underlying notion that the civilized Indians would still making up a detribalized underclass within American society.  This can be observed through the harshly regimented and strictly monitored process of domestic education.  The girls were given a place within society and expected to fulfill it.  John Stuart Mill described the relationship between domesticity and subservience in criticism of, “superficial education, calculated to render women fit for submission…”
  Other criticisms include the claim that domesticity education is contradictory because it is legitimized by women’s fragility yet requires strenuous physical labor.  Although domesticity education in boarding schools is labeled as vocational training, the truth is that it is an alternative to learning a vocation.
  In actuality, the goal is for Indian girls to remain in the home completing simple labor rather than gaining any form of employment and self-sufficiency.


Celebrated under the guise of civilization and vocational training, the true identity of female Indian domesticity is more closely related to indentured servitude.  The reform of the Indian home and culture was targeted at creating a position for women in Indian society that mirrored that of American society.  In effect, the idea was that the women would provide a Christian and civilized household that would in turn promote men’s acquisition of civilization.
  A home economics class in a residential school near Chicago taught, “A woman who creates and sustains a home, and under whose hand children grow up to be strong and pure men and women, is a Creator, second only to God.”
  This describes the rationalization for boarding schools targeting girls specifically, and educating them in the field of domesticity.  The goal was that this sort of training would in time spread among Indians on its own.

Boys were also exposed to a particular type of vocational training in the boarding schools.  Overall, a military style routine was utilized to create an air of regimentation and order in the schools.  Unlike tribal life, strict schedules governed the day in the life of a boarding school student.  Again, this enforced subordination among Indian children, which they became accustomed to over time.  For boys, vocational training was a large part of boarding school curriculum.  Children were expected to become skilled in a particular trade so that they would eventually be prepared to return to society able to support themselves.
  Trades ranged from a variety of mechanical skills, to farming, and carpentry skills.  The trades learned by boys in the boarding schools were very different from those that girls learned, and there was no overlapping between the two genders.  Not only did children learn their trades, but they were also learning gender difference in the process.  Primarily, young Indian men learned farming and stock raising skills while women became adept in domestic chores.
  Together the two complemented each other in the way that the assumed civilized culture did.  It also created a familial hierarchy that did not exist in native cultures.

It is safe to say that the Native American boarding school experience in the United States was successful in the transformation of Indian children to Americanized citizens.  Education was seen as the most probable mode for exacting change, and came after a long line of much more aggressive federal Indian policies.    Through modes of enculturation such as religion, language, styles of dress and hair, gender roles, and vocational training, Native children were forced to assimilate and lose tribal ties in exchange for American identities.  The human metamorphosis came at the cost of the survival of much of Indian culture.  

Above and beyond the attacks on native culture that occurred in the boarding schools are accounts of neglect and abuse.  Ethnocentric views often led to less than adequate conditions in the boarding schools.  Coupled with confusion and homesickness, mistreatment made life in the institutions unbearable at times.  Hoke Denetsosie, a Navajo boarding school survivor described his experiences at Leupp, Arizona:

“Conditions at the school were terrible….Food and other supplies were not too plentiful. We were underfed; so we were constantly hungry. Clothing was not good, and, in winter months, there were epidemics of sickness. Sometimes students died, and the school would close the rest of the term.”

Although this description may not be true universally, it provides a picture of the potential despair felt in the boarding school experience.  The same student goes on to describe instances of physical punishment that he both experienced and witnessed in the boarding school: 

“Some teachers and other workers weren’t very friendly. When students made mistakes they often were slapped or whipped by the disciplinarian who usually carried a piece of rope in his hop pocket.”

Denetsosie’s account of his boarding school experience sheds light on the fact that despite that supposed good intentions of the educational experience; children faced hardships in the system as well.  Another type of suffering endured in the boarding schools was illness.  Disease frequently ran rampant in these institutions and there were accounts of outbreaks being entirely preventable, if not intentional.  When tuberculosis was first identified in 1882 medical advice was that, “strict hygiene, a nutritious diet…and well-ventilated living quarters” were imperative to defense against the disease.
  Despite this, tuberculosis was extremely prevalent, which has been attributed to lack of prevention techniques as well as poor conditions within the schools. For instance, it has been documented that diets in the schools consisted small servings of black coffee, break, syrup, boiled potatoes and rations of milk.
  Also, sick and healthy children were forced to sleep, play, and live together.  Ultimately, the conditions in boarding schools all but facilitated the spread of disease and rapid deaths.  Overall, out of the 250,000 students who were a part of the American boarding school system, approximately 125,000 died, making for about a fifty percent death rate.
  The causes of death vary but the implications of such remain the same; boarding schools not only contributed to the cultural demise of a people, but also to the physical demise.  Fueled by cultural arrogance, the intentions of the boarding school system are often debated.  Nonetheless, the end result remains the same: Native American boarding schools offered education for extinction of tribal culture.
An American Genocide


“Genocide is genocide, no matter what form it takes and no matter what you call it.”  These are the words of Sharon H. Venne, a residential school survivor in June 2000.
  The intention behind the administration of Native American boarding schools is highly contested.  It is well known that the absorption of minority groups within American society was part of a popular agenda in the nineteenth century.
  Native Americans were among the highest priority in this process.  Federal Indian policy had been hostile throughout history prior to the American Indian boarding school movement.  Such policies were also ineffective in dealing with what was referred to as the “Indian problem”.  This called for a paradigm shift in the way that the United States Government dealt with the Native population and the solution was aimed at the children.  The idea of killing the Indian to save the man grew very popular among government officials, and doing so through the education of future generations seemed to be the most effective way to create lasting change.  The irony of this situation is that this system required European immigrants essentially, to educate American Natives on the tenets of American culture and civilized life.  Nonetheless, a government agenda to assimilate rather than exterminate was pursued through the creation of the American Indian boarding school movement.  Today as we reflect on this portion of America’s past that is often kept out of history discussions, the question of intent arises.  

The American Indian boarding school experience had genocidal effects on the tribal cultures of the American continent.  Prior to European exposure these native populations had lived on the land for tens of thousands of years.  After the onset of colonization the number of native peoples decreased drastically.  Federal Indian policy in the United States was aimed at the absorption of native populations and the overall assimilation of a nation.  Generally, discussions of genocide raise the notion of a killing of a specific group of people.  In the case of Native Americans it is much more complicated than that.  As a result of federal Indian policies, specifically the boarding school system, a different, yet equally devastating type of genocide took place.  Native American peoples were wiped out in a cultural genocide.

The issue of Native American genocide is a highly contested subject.  Part of this is due to an overall misunderstanding of the genocide/democide equation.  Contrary to popular belief the meaning of genocide is much broader than the physical killing of a group of people.  Instead, this is the meaning of democide, which solely refers to the aspect of killing people as a group.  Genocide on the other hand encompasses any and all acts which bring about the destruction of a distinct group of people.  As defined by the United Nations, genocide is “a denial of the right of existence of entire human groups.”  At the United Nations Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide in 1948, it was agreed upon that the mass killing, causing of serious bodily or mental harm, deliberate infliction of conditions intended to bring about the destruction of the group, attempting to prevent births, and the forceful transfer of children among national, ethnical, racial or religious groups with the intent to destroy the groups in whole or in part is considered genocide.
  According to this definition which has been agreed to under international law, there is no doubt that the boarding school system in the United States assisted in the genocide of Native American culture.  This is a commonly overlooked phenomenon due to the unjustified pride of Americans, as well as a failure to acknowledge the softer side of genocide.  
When the natural pattern of life is disrupted for a particular culture the effects are genocidal.  In the case of Native Americans in the boarding school system, their culture was not only disrupted, but banned from existence inside the institutions.  This is a form of genocide which is often overlooked due to its subtlety.  In any event, the absolute disregard for cultural sovereignty and the efforts that were made to interfere with, and discontinue the practice of Indian culture in the schools killed native culture.  This raises the question of intent.  Whether motivated by cultural arrogance and a desire to assimilate, or the want to bring about the end of a specific ethnic and cultural group, the results are still the same.  This is another reason why the Native American boarding school experience may fail to be recognized as genocide.  There is a common misconception that genocide must go hand in hand with bad intentions, and that unintentional genocides do not exist.  On the contrary, intent has no place in the definition of genocide.  
The question of the attitudes of the people who ran Indian boarding schools is often raised in discussions of genocide.  Frankly, such discussions are irrelevant to the question of genocide.  Still, the topic is debatable.  There seems to be evidence that points both ways when it comes to the intent of the schools.  In some cases it seems as if the creation of the boarding school system was motivated by good intentions to civilize and Christianize, possibly clouded by ethnocentric ideas and cultural arrogance, but nevertheless good intentions of helping those who are considered needy.  People with good intentions were true believers in the superiority of their own culture, which may be ethnocentric and short-sighted, but is not necessarily malicious.  On the other hand, there is also evidence of schools run by individuals with the intent of doing away with Indians altogether.  In these instances, the boarding schools seem to be an intentional method for disguising genocide as assimilation legislation for the common good.  Either way, intentions were to change Native American children and remove from them what made them Indian.  Most likely both intentions exist within the boarding school system as a whole.  On the other hand, it seems safe to say that the overall intention behind the movement was to create cultural assimilation without realizing that the inadvertent consequences of killing a culture are genocide.  

Overall, Native American boarding schools had the effect of obliterating tribal lifestyle.  Although cultural genocide is a softer side of genocide, its devastating consequences cannot be overlooked.  Intentions aside, the boarding school experience led to a loss of native spirituality, native languages, native traditions and dress, and the social structure of native society.  The natural lifestyles of Indians were completely disrupted as a result of the forceful movement of children away from their cultural setting and into a system that was intended to stamp out their native ties.  By conducting such large assimilation initiatives across a generation, native culture was unable to progress naturally.  The effect of Native American boarding schools in the United States is a cultural genocide.
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