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Editorial

Contemporary Native American Studies – Language,
Rights Systems, and Identity

Andrea Blätter and Sabine Lang

When we taught our first Native American Studies class in 1990– on Diné (Navajo)

culture past and present –, some participants wanted to know whether these “Indi-

ans” really still exist. Haven’t they rather become extinct over time – our students

asked us –, and are we thus teaching a historical discipline?

Back then, we were glad to point out that Native Americans are the fastest-

growing segment of the population in the U.S., and that they are fighting for cultur-

al autonomy with new self-confidence following a terrible history of cultural de-

struction.

Not only the indigenous North Americans are very procreative; academic

work on their lives and cultures is thriving, too. As a result, there is ever new semi-

nal research that shows that this field is by no means over-studied but, quite to the

contrary, continues to spawn new, innovative approaches.

Within the context of comparative ethnology, Native North Americans are a

highly interesting topic. The manner in which Native Americans were treated, the

genocide, displacement and cultural oppression committed on them, as well as the

resilience of ethnic identities are issues of global relevance. In North America, the

impacts of deculturation, cultural deprecation and oppression, and forced accultur-

ation are particularly evident because they have an exceptionally long history and

are comparatively well documented. After all, the colonization of the indigenous

North Americans has been going on for more than five hundred years.

The pronounced interest in Native American cultures and the tremendous

sympathy felt for these ethnic groups in Europe may be due to the fate suffered by

many of them, reminding some people of classical Greek tragedy. It may also be

due, however, to the appealing aesthetics of their artwork or a romanticizing ideal-

ization of “noble savages” that has little to do with reality. As far as Germany is con-

cerned, the works by Karl May (1842-1912) – who in his “Wild-West” novels drew
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on 19th-century travel accounts such as those by Maximilian Prinz zu Wied and Bal-

duin Möllhausen – have doubtlessly contributed a great deal to the popularity en-

joyed by Native American cultures. At the same time they have created a romanti-

cizing image of North American Indians that continues to linger on in people’s

imagination.

The commitment of European and North American scholars to this topic also

becomes evident in the American Indian Workshop (AIW) that has been annually

convened for 31 years as an informal, European forum. These meetings of Ameri-

canists, who come from various disciplines and as a rule have much fieldwork expe-

rience, show the broad range of contemporary Native American Studies. Most of

the contributions presented in this issue of Ethnoscripts have been chosen from

among the more than 50 papers presented at the 2010 AIW conference in Prague.

From quite diverse perspectives, the contributions deal with re-appropriation – of

language, land rights, and cultural identity.

The first contribution, by Conor Snoek, discusses language endangerment,

fieldwork, and revitalization as the contexts in which two seminal projects of the

University of Alberta, Canada, are situated: the Canadian Indigenous Language and

Literacy Development Institute (CILLDI) and the Pan-Athapaskan Comparative

Lexicon Project. Both projects have been informed by concerns of the speaker com-

munities. Snoek points out that in 1998 only three of the 50 indigenous languages

spoken in Canada were viewed as having a chance of survival in the long run. Aimed

at countering such language loss, both the CILLDI and the Lexicon Project show

how linguistic research and language activism can aid and complement each other,

and how collaboration between indigenous activists and academic institutions can

be beneficial for both sides.

Julie Giabiconi addresses the legal problems that can arise due to conflicting

interpretations of treaties by state agencies and indigenous peoples, using the ex-

ample of Treaty No. 10 concluded between the Buffalo River Dene Nation in

Saskatchewan and the Canadian state in 1906. In order to convince them to sign the

treaty, the representative of the Crown gave the Buffalo River Dene the oral prom-

ise that they would be able to pursue their way of life as hunters, trappers, and fish-

ermen in the future. This was in contradiction to the written text of the treaty,

which stated that the Dene were to cede all land rights to the Dominion of Canada.

When the Canadian government built a huge air weapons range on the land still
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considered by the Dene as their rightful hunting grounds, the discrepancies be-

tween the oral agreement and the written version eventually triggered a series of

lawsuits involving the Canadian state and the Buffalo River Dene Nation that con-

tinue to this day.

Access rights to land and resources, the latter including intellectual and cul-

tural property, are the topic of Nina Reuther’s contribution as well. In the culture of

the Secwepemc (Shuswap) of the Plateau, songs occupy a central place in the tradi-

tional system of transmitting cultural knowledge, including collective and individ-

ual knowledge about access to resources such as land or fishing rights. Access to

songs, in turn, is regulated by a complex system of ownership. Infringements of

these ownership rights are subject to strong negative sanctions, as becomes appar-

ent from the frequency of stories about warlike events due to such transgressions in

Sekwepemc oral traditions. The inherent structure of this very complex and codi-

fied, yet not easily visible, system of access rights became clear to Reuther only after

she had spent prolonged time with the Secwepemc and had opportunity to learn

their emic way of passing on knowledge by means of the medium of song. She is

thus able to refute older anthropological writings that hold that the Plateau tribes

are characterized by a lack in complexity as compared to the neighbouring North-

west Coast cultures in which cultural knowledge and ownership are visibly dis-

played by means of totem poles, ceremonial dancing masks, and other “tangible”

objects.

Taking an innovative approach to cultural heritage, Geneviève Susemihl

points to the scarcity of American Indian heritage in the World Heritage pro-

gramme of the UNESCO. She proposes to include the cultural heritage of Native

American peoples’ movements in time and space, as this would be an excellent op-

portunity not only for understanding history, but also for exploring peoples’ con-

temporary lives. World heritage – she argues – must thus comprise three aspects

related to movements of people in North America: the reflection of cultural diversi-

ty, the keeping of stories (and histories), and the shaping of identity. Susemihl sug-

gests three major North American sites to fill this gap: first, the Klondike region in

Canada as an outstanding example of a cultural landscape that illustrates signifi-

cant stages in different ethnic peoples’ history, representing their movements and

cultural and ethnic diversity. A second aspect that needs to be an imminent feature

of World Heritage is the aspect of heritage as a keeper of trans-cultural stories,
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which is intimately related to cultural heritage, and illustrated by Susemihl by the

example of the movie Atanarjuat, The Fast Runner. Her third suggestion for the

World Heritage programme is the Kamloops Indian Residential School, illustrating

the heritage features of the representation and formation of identity. The Kamloops

Indian Residential School – like other boarding schools for Native American chil-

dren in Canada and the U.S. – shaped the identity of its students in many, and fre-

quently traumatizing, ways. From 1893 to 1977, children were completely isolated

from their families, communities, and cultures, and were forced to assimilate in

that school, which is now a museum and research centre.

People of mixed Native American and Caucasian or African American ances-

try are a large, as yet quite understudied section of the population. While there are

some accounts on well-known Native American mixed-bloods1, and while many of

those who represent Native voices – for example, as writers and poets2 – and/or

advocate indigenous causes are of mixed descent, anthropologists have only recent-

ly begun to do research on the particularities and problems of that heterogeneous

group as a whole. Mixed heritage may be a source of pride, but also of shame in

families; it is an issue that may be silenced or fraught with ambiguity for various

reasons, which makes it difficult for mixed-heritage people to find an identity for

themselves. In the introduction to her study “Real” Indians and Others (Lawrence

2004), Bonita Lawrence, herself a mixed-blood urban Native American, points out:

“At the same time, many urban mixed-bloods have described how their

families, which are the sources of their pride in their own identity, are

also the sites where they have been most frequently discouraged from

expressing any pride in that identity, or even from learning about it.

The reasons are myriad and complex. Some were abjured to be silent

about their identity as children, for their own protection in the face of

racism, while others were told nothing about their heritage to make it

easier for them to assimilate into a white identity.” (Lawrence 2004: xv)

Moreover, mixed-bloods may find it difficult to be accepted by either White society

or Native communities on and off the reservations. In addition, reasons grounded

in history often make it difficult for people to trace their Native ancestry. Inciden-

tally, this is not only true of mixed-bloods but also of other Native Americans:

“Unfortunately, centuries of war, oppression, disease, poverty and as-
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similation have stripped many Native American individuals, families

and even entire tribes of the ability to document their status as indige-

nous citizens. Of the 4.1 million, only 1.7 million are enrolled in a feder-

ally recognized tribe. The remaining 2.4 million are either unaffiliated

with any tribal organization or belong to one of the many tribes that

the government refuses to recognize as legitimate.” (Bragi 2005: 10)

Nelly Laudicina analyses the racialized discrimination experienced by people of

mixed First Nations and Caucasian heritage (Metis) and the role it played in defin-

ing the contours of a community of mixed descent in western Canada. While the

country prides itself on its politics of inclusion, it still struggles to address the de-

mands of First Nations’ legal claims. Laudicina’s contribution traces the evolution

of institutionalized discrimination and the ethnic discourse it triggered, from the

racist policies of the Hudson’s Bay Company in the 1830s to the judicial context of

colonial Red River, before briefly concluding with an analysis of Canadian policies

regarding the Metis up to 1900.

Even more understudied, in spite of its long history, is the issue of people of

mixed Native American and African descent, some of whose dilemmas can be sum-

marized as follows:

“African American Indians [...] face a double-edged sword of prejudice.

Like other mixed-blood or multiracial people, they may face consider-

able social pressures to choose which grandparents to honor and which

to forget. Yet, they carry an additional burden – many people do not

consider black Indians to be real Indians.” (Bragi 2005: 144)

In this volume, the topic of African-Native American identities is addressed by

Robert Keith Collins, using the example of the Five Civilized Tribes. Collins’ contri-

bution reconstructs the question of why some ex-slaves claim American Indian kin-

ship. In his person-centred ethnographic case study he looks at American Indian

kinship among ex-slaves or Freedmen, as discernible from the Works Progress Ad-

ministration (WPA) Slave Narratives. He argues that American Indian kinship

among Freedmen must be understood as a product of the interactions between en-

slaved American Indians and African Americans and alludes to the infrequently

recognized phenomenon that some Freedmen descended from enslaved American

Indian and American Indian descended parents.



Andrea Blätter discusses current trends in ethnopsychological research, addressing

the construction of Native psychopathology, the pitfalls of some “Western” defini-

tions of Native psychological disorders, the intergenerational traumatization – a re-

sult of five hundred years of forced assimilation and genocide – that emerges as a

main cause of modern Native American psychopathological problems, and alterna-

tive modern Native psychotherapies developed by indigenous therapists who suc-

cessfully make use of traditional indigenous world views. Native metaphors are

used to get in touch with the disease. For instance, internal oppression is viewed as

the bite of a vampire, and alcoholism is treated as an evil spirit. Such Native thera-

pies tend to emphasize communality as opposed to the predominantly individual

approach of Western psychopathology: whole communities and tribes participate

successfully in community programs against alcohol abuse, suicide, and domestic

violence. Moreover, they are based on adorcism rather than exorcism, focusing on

an integration of the concerns of supernatural forces and on working with them in-

stead of expelling and negating them.

Judit Szathmári focuses on a specific feature of Native American literature: is-

sues of identity and perceived authenticity. Using the novel Reservation Blues by

Spokane writer Sherman Alexie as an example, she argues that readers are fre-

quently misled to believe that they read Native American culture, and thus fail to

recognize the fictional elements of contemporary Native American literature. Alexie

was criticized for allegedly perpetuating negative stereotypes of life on Indian reser-

vations. Starting out from the “post-Indian” concept developed by Native scholar

and writer Gerald Vizenor (1994), Szathmári argues that a new tribal presence is

created in stories. She shows that Alexie intentionally employs stereotyping to re-

construct an Indian identity both fictional and real, and that stereotypes can be cre-

atively used to both de- and reconstruct images of contemporary reservation life.

The conservative and documentary work of anthropological museums has

contributed a great deal to the reconstruction and revival of Native American lan-

guages, arts, and cultures in the past, and museums still account for the conserva-

tion and publication of these material and immaterial “objects”. Hence, the last two

contributions of this issue deal with contemporary research featured by museums.

For some time, interaction between museum anthropologists and archaeolo-

gists and Native American communities has been fraught with tension and conflict

due to issues of repatriation, cultural and intellectual property rights, and preroga-
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tives of interpretation. The Native American Graves and Repatriation Act (NAG-

PRA), which was passed in 1990, is undoubtedly a long overdue “historic, landmark

legislation for Native Americans”, culminating “decades of struggle by Native

American tribal governments and people to protect against grave desecration, to

repatriate thousands of relatives or ancestors, and to return stolen or improperly

acquired religious and cultural property to Native owners” (Trope and Echo-Hawk

2001: 9). Yet, conflicting interpretations, interests, and attitudes in some cases

cause irreconcilable discord over the ownership and treatment of artefacts and hu-

man remains. With regard to archaeology, Tamara Bray (2001: 1) notes that repa-

triation “has often been formulated as a highly polarized debate with museums, ar-

chaeologists, and anthropologists on one side, and Native Americans on the other”,

and aptly summarizes one of the key issues in American archaeology as follows:

“One of the central points of contention is whether Native American in-

terests in reburying the skeletal remains of ancestral populations

should take precedence over the interests of archaeologists and physi-

cal anthropologists in studying and preserving them. As a result, the

divide over repatriation has often been glossed as one of religion versus

science.” (Bray 2001: 2)

Bray’s observations with regard to the relationship between archaeologists and in-

digenous peoples can be applied to the relationship between anthropologists and

Native Americans/First Nations as well. She points out:

“At the dawn of the new millennium, American archaeology finds itself

at the threshold of a new, more humanistic orientation toward the past.

At the core of this transformation is a redefinition of the relationship

between archaeologists and Indian peoples. Over the past twenty

years, the discipline of archaeology has suffered the loss of a unified vi-

sion of its purposes and goals. This general experience of disciplinary

fragmentation is best understood within the context of the post-posi-

tivist, anti-colonialist, and post-modernist movements that have swept

throughmany sectors of late twentieth-century academia.” (Bray 2001: 1)

In some cases, this shift results in fierce struggles about ownership of archaeologi-

cal finds, objects kept in museums, and/or the prerogative of interpreting these.3 In

other cases, compromises are found that prove satisfactory both to the source com-
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munities and the museums. The Zuni are such a case in point. While they insist on

the repatriation of certain particularly sacred objects, they do not demand that less

sensitive cultural property be returned. Instead, they hold that “for the protection

and proper care of Zuni objects of religious significance housed in museums, ap-

propriate curatorial treatment must be instituted” (Ladd 2001: 109f.). For that pur-

pose, representatives of the Zuni nation are establishing contacts with museums

worldwide. One of these collaborative efforts involving representatives of the

Pueblo of Zuni and a museum is described by Atsunori Ito in this volume. Ito dis-

cusses the vivid interest of Japanese citizens in arts and crafts made by Puebloans

in the Southwest of the U.S.A., and recent trends involving approaches by

Puebloans both to their arts and crafts commodities and to the museum collections

in Japan. On the one hand, these trends have spawned an annual arts and crafts

show held collaboratively in Japan by Japanese organizers and Southwestern Na-

tive artists. On the other hand, representatives of the Zuni tribal museum have es-

tablished contact with the National Museum of Anthropology (Minkapu) in Osaka,

and reviewed and documented the museum’s collection of Zuni objects. Focusing

on these current activities, the contribution thus also analyses the Japanese “collab-

orative management of cultures” from the perspective of cultural anthropology.

Rainer Hatoum describes his current research project, which focuses on the

Northwest Coast collection of the Ethnological Museum Berlin and includes digiti-

zation of that collection. In the context of that project and against the backdrop of

the future Humboldt Forum in Berlin (the largest German museum project at the

beginning of the 21st century), Hatoum sets out to explore the question of the fu-

ture of museum-based anthropological research both with regard to the source

communities and the general community of researchers. For the accomplishment

of these goals, two specific partnerships have emerged as being particularly impor-

tant: a long-term partnership with the U’mista Cultural Center of the Kwak-

waka’wakw (Kwakiutl) in Alert Bay (Canada) and the inclusion of the Berlin collec-

tion into the “Reciprocal Research Network” based at the Museum of Anthropology

at the University of British Columbia, Vancouver. As to the representation of the

“non-European Other” in the Humboldt Forum, Hatoum draws on the Northwest

Coast collection as an example to illustrate issues of tribal representation, tribal art

styles, the determination of focal points in the collection’s content, sources (collec-

tors), and content specifics.
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Apart from contributions on a special topic, each Ethnoscripts issue contains vari-

ous rubrics. We would thus like to give at least a brief English summary of the fur-

ther rubrics of the present Ethnoscripts issue which, unlike the contributions on

Current Native American Studies, are in German. First, there is the Institutsge-

spräch (“Chat at the Institute”), this time a conversation between Ursula Schmuck-

er (who is a member of the Ethnoscripts editorial team) and the secretary of the

Institute of Social and Cultural Anthropology in Hamburg, Heike Perrakis. In “Eth-

nology and Practice”, Annegret Nippa writes about an upcoming exhibition on no-

mads, to be shown in Leipzig und Hamburg. In the rubric “Focus on Institutes”,

Richard Kuba gives an overview of the history and current activities of the Frobe-

nius Institute located in Frankfurt/Main. In the rubric “Workshop Report” Elisa-

beth Weller describes the Bambú Project for street children in Quito, and Lisa

Hansen reports on her internship in a foreign-aid NGO active in Uganda. In the

“Conference Report” the editors of this volume give an impression of the American

Indian Workshop convened in Prague in 2010.

Finally, there are some reviews of recent publications in anthropology; two of

these are related to the focus of this Ethnoscripts issue: Andrea Blätter reviews

Tanja Ulmer’s dissertation Der Hund in den Kulturen der Plains-Indianer (“Dogs

in Plains Indian Cultures”), and Gerd Becker gives a review of Cora Bender’s Die

Entdeckung der indigenen Moderne. Indianische Medienwelten und Wissenskul-

turen in den USA (“The Discovery of Indigenous Modernity: Indian Media Worlds

and Cultures of Knowledge in the U.S.A.”).

The editors wish to express their most cordial thanks to all contributors of this

volume; we greatly enjoyed working with them. We also wish to thank the Ethno-

scripts editorial team for their insightful, constructive comments on the contribu-

tions and their generous collegial support of our publication project. And, last but

not least, we hope that the readers will enjoy the contributions and find them stim-

ulating in terms of current and future research.

Notes

1 For example, Peterson (2006) gives biographical sketches of well-known mixed-

blood Indian women such as Jane Johnston Schoolcraft, Susette LaFlesche Tib-

bles, Gertrude Simmons Bonin (Zitkala-Sá), Helen P. Clarke, and others.
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2 Countless examples could be given here; prominent Native American public

figures of mixed descent include writers N. Scott Momaday (author of the

Pulitzer-Prize winning novel House Made of Dawn, 1968), Leslie Marmon Silko,

Louise Erdrich, Michael Dorris, as well as poets Maurice Kenny, Beth Brant, and

Chrystos.

3 In this context, the most spectacular case in point is undoubtedly the so-called

Kennewick Man, whose more than 9,000-year old skeletal remains were found

in Oregon in 1996. The find triggered a legal dispute between scientists, the U.S.

government, and local ethnic groups; the latter claimed the Kennewick Man as

their ancestor and wished to bury his remains according to their custom. In Feb-

ruary 2004, the United States Court of Appeals for the Ninth Circuit eventually

ruled that a cultural link between any of the tribes and the Kennewick Man

(whose genetic relationship with contemporary Native Americans is doubtful)

cannot be established in genetic terms, and that scientific study of the remains

can thus be resumed. On Kennewick Man and the controversies over his remains

see, e.g., Burke (2008) and Thomas (2000).
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