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Politics in Cold War (Native) America
Danie/ M. Cobd

The decade of the 1960s is often seen as a nebulous midway

point between the termination era of the 1950s and the self-

determination era that came into its own during the 1970s.

Scholars acknowledge the role that the War on Poverty played

in strengthening tribal institutions and fostering an acceptance

of self-governance in Washington DC, even as local communities

encountered problems with implementation (see table 4). In the

past, however, they have focused on policymakers or individual

communities." Meanwhile, studies of activism continue to focus

primarily on the militancy of the late 1960s and after? In this

chapter, Dan Cobb takes a different approach. He explores a |
diverse array of Indian and non-Indian reformers, youths, social .'
scientists, and tribal leaders whose ideas and actions were deeply |
influenced by the struggle for black equality, the youth movement,

decolonization, and the Cold War. By locating them as, at once,

influenced by and shapers of the larger domestic and interna-

tional histories of which they were a part, he shows how attend-

ing to Native people’s experiences can contribute to a fuller

understanding of politics in Cold War America. Finally, by de- |
emphasizing militancy, he provides a more complex and varie-

gated picture of American Indian activism during the 1960s.

Imagine Standing Rock Sioux activist and intellectual Vine Deloria Jr. sitting
on a sofa in his den. A cup of coffee and a row of carefully aligned Pall Mall
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cigarettes rest on a nearby end mble.l A box ql donutg 1;35:{ O}?fndu':] z; c;:::]fi;
table in front of him. On this brisk fall morning, he is bedec \E.] e
sweatshirt and matching pair of white sweatpants. Over sle]vera 1-,;1(6 “;1‘] mg
methodically works his way through one smoke after al:ll?[. erl \:: i g
stories about his tenure as executive leC('?'EO!' gf the Nationa lt; %-, -
American Indians during the mid-1960s. This is how I.rehme.m ber gmg:n
encounter with one of the towering figures of the twentieth century, |

who shaped not only the course of American Indian history but also the way

we think about it. It was October 2001, a little r}mrelthan[ g\;tlylea:;dble;?:
“his passing, 1 was a doctoral candidate al the l%nwersu.y UC : I< ;1112 Olomdo‘
and the two days 1 spent interviewing him al his home m solden, C ;
fundamentally altered the way | conceptualize my wmIY e of bl
This chapter explores [our important aspects of the poli '}'L‘&n h—,dia'n
self-determination _during the 19605——~Lhe‘Wm'kshop on‘z"\m_egnwen e
Alfairs, the American Indian Chicago (.optel'ence' the \?1\:;1.1 on aa:h Dryb;mm
the Poor People’s Campaign. The analyugal thread hf) .l.ng evcmt Josiie
together derives from one of the many ]_)01%nam obsewahtlons;s o
made during our conversations. “Al NCAL,” he told -mﬁf-f W A r_nm ;g_ler-
some kind of intellectual format of how you would justi y m’@ u " f’dvi]
mination and at the same time escape Lhi‘s; big pus_h for mtega].n'on e;am L
rights was doing.” To make this distinction, he sﬂua}cd ;n a 15511n ey
context of what he called “an era of resurgent I,'l'dllO.I'IalSlTll ‘a{r;o irs “.“'
skinned people the world over.” He reme';llbert?d Lelhn;gl tri ?c:re ;365 ar,e u
we’re gonna say we're nations and we got sovereignty anf EL}]L e s
valid as other treaties, then we gotta talk the langp.age of the 'ar‘gc Verqam.) )
In arguing this point, Vine Deloria added h}s voice fo 1 con . ije o
that had been under way for more than a genelranon. Indl_an (;mn\:smlmﬁ;'|_
drawing parallels between themselves and nations eme_r%mg. ro . colonia
ism after World War I, but the advent of the Cold War fo owing the | .195?
World War added a new sense of urgemy.." In 1954 and again Fnl “‘.m:
Native and non-Native advocacy organizations iaupched aggr}zssiv: ;HI_
paigns for what they called an Americzfr_l lncl'la,n Point 1V P'rog,l Eﬁm[,EChm::m
egy that invoked President Harry S. Truman’ plan 1odp10{f1c e
assistance and scientific training purportedly needed by efc opit g Thes;e
to “modernize” their cultures, political systems, and ecafn?olrnmb. Lem.“‘
reformers presented their appeal as more than just an al;zl {Emﬁ;uﬁmw;
" pation (see table 3). They argued that it 1'§prgsemed a Cp o /ar imp iL;1 o
| if the United States expected to prevail in its ideologica (?D;L{ESEW{ s
| Soviet Unioﬁ“in lLatin America, Asia, Alrica, anc} the Mid el gs:‘e'.u?d
| airgued, it would have to demonstrate to the rest 9£ the \i\:?t.Jl‘ld ??:0111 (L,I; ale
| the indigenous peoples within its own borders with justice an O
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"An%ong the earliest and most eloquent advocates of this position was *

D'Arcy McNickle. Born on the Flathead Reservation to a Cree mother and
Scots-Irish father in 1904, McNickle entered the Indian Service during the
1930s, just as Commissioner of Indian Affairs John Collier initiated the
Indian New Deal, a wide-ranging reform agenda that intended to bolster
tribal self-government. McNickle helped to found the National Congress of
American Indians in 1944, before resigning from the Bureau of Indian
Affairs (BIA) ten years later, disgusted by the advent of termination (see table
2). Like Deloria, McNickle believed that Indians shared “the world experi-
ence of other native peoples subjected to colonial domination.” In the 1950s
he set about extending “the process of decolonization to the United States”
through an organization called American Indian Development (AID).®
In 1960 McNickle committed AID to sponsoring the Workshop on \
American Indian Affairs, a six-week program for Indian college students, |
initiated by University of Chicago anthropologist Sol Tax in the summer of
1956. At the outset, the workshops endeavored to offer course credit
through the University of Colorado, provide an incentive for Indian youths
to complete their degrees, and cultivate a new generation of leaders—a par-
ticularly important goal, given the threat that termination posed to many ,
Native communities. The workshops metamorphosed into something |

greater still after Robert K. Thomas, a Cherokee doctoral candidate at the | -

University of Chicago, placed his mark on the curriculum (figure 6)."
Through a combination of reading about Robert Redfield’s anthropological
work in Latin America, studying under Edward Spicer and Sol Tax, and
reflecting on his own personal experiences, Bob Thomas began thinking |
about American Indians as a folk people adjusting to contact with and col- |
onization by an urban industrial society.® :
" Thomas contended that Indian students, like their peers in so-called
underdeveloped countries, traditionally received vocational training to learn
specific skills. When they did go to college, they dropped out in inordi-
nately high numbers because they felt marginal, and they felt marginal
because of the messages they received about who they were and where they
did or did not fit in. Under his direction, workshop students learned that
they were not forsaking their relatives or somehow abandoning Indian cul-
ture by going to and succeeding in college. “These kind[s] of bullshit dilem-
mas are false and come from high school teachers,” he seethed. When
students recognized that the problems they confronted personally, within
their families, and in their communities were not their fault and that they
were not alone, they could see these problems for what they were, objectify
them, and deal with them “intellectually instead of in a personal, secret,
unformalized way.” Social science would make this possible by serving as a
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Figure 6. Cherokee anthropologist Robert K. Thomas and Standing Ro<l:k Siom;xNactti::l;st
Vine Deloria Jr. shaped the intellectual development of several g.eneratlfonhs o au|d m
youths. This dining establishment clearly afforded a photo op neither of t emhco rofe .
up.Thomas not only went by "Bob" but also welcomed readers of a c'olumnc eb\t;v
Indian Voices with the greeting "Howdy Folks!" Photo courtesy of Daniel M. Cobb.

vehicle for the liberation of their minds and, with it, the redemption of their

communities.’
The curriculum Bob Thoma

1t the i { internal colonial . 3
fiop fhe. 1d¢a — d even themselves.” In 1962 [homas

Tholicies, their own communities, an v ;
Esked' workshop students to “[d]escribe the consequences for the world an

social relations of a folk people under_ a colonial adminisltrauon” a;ndl,‘ TZT
more pointedly, asked, “Is it possible for a government, given alco onia o
uation, to determine the destiny of the g,ovemed.pe()ple and‘ also to le:..‘ .d-
nate their colonial status with success?” T he [l.l'."l.f.ll _exam in l%@ r'(;tl )
“Compare the structure and consequences of colonialism or minority grouj

s constructed compelled students to con-
ism and to apply it to analyses of federal
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status in one of the following: India, Kenya, Ghana, Maori in New Zealand,
aboriginal people in the Philippines, with the structure and consequences of
the relationship between either American Indians or a specific group and
the wider American society.”!!

D’Arcy McNickle later remarked that the workshop experience served as
“an awakening” for many of the students who attended.” The essays they
wrote during their summers in Boulder lend credence to his assessment. “I
had never before thought of the Indians as compared to colonialism,” Frank
Dukepoo (Hopi) reflected. “I thought colonialism existed only in the older
countries like southern Europe or in places such as Africa.”" Clyde Warrior
(Ponca) detected similar resonances. “Another thing 1 learned is that all over
the world tribal peoples are coming in contact with the outside world,” he
noted, “and basically they all have the same reactions.”** What this young
person—who was instrumental to the formation of the National Indian Youth
Council in August 1961—meant by “same reactions” was, of course, rebellion.
Makah tribal member and NIYC member Bruce Wilkie explained why: “[A]s
long as there is a colonial agency set up to administer to Indian affairs,” one
of his papers read, “there will always be an Indian social problem.”**

In a perceptive essay written i1 1962 Sandra Johnson;another Makah
from the Neah Bay area, extended a Cold War analogy to this discourse on
colonialism and wove it into issues of identity. “It is not that Indians reject
white culture, per se. It is that they reject white culture when they are forced
to adapt to it by losing what they are and [what] they value. One does not
painlessly reject oneself,” she asserted. Searching for an appropriate metaphor,
she asked how non-Indians might respond to the prospect of being forced to
live under Soviet domination: “Many would cry, ‘Better dead than Red.” And
yet, another battle between the Reds and the Whites is being fought within
our own borders. Given this different context it may be easier for white cit-
izens to understand our cry which would sound more like, ‘Better Red than
dead.”!

" The workshops emphasis on decolonization and ethnic pride clearly 3’

informed students’ rejection of termination and assimilation. Moreover, |
many of the “Workshoppers,” as they called themselves, carried these ideas
with them as they went on to become elected tribal leaders, educators, doc-
tors, lawyers, documentary filmmakers, artists, writers, and founders of
activist organizations such as the National Indian Youth Council. From this
generation arose persons who, over the course of the succeeding fifty years,
would become influential promoters of change in Native America—youth |
activist Clyde Warrior, tribal leaders Mel Thom and Bruce Wilkie, filmmaker .

Sandy (Johnson) Osawa, former Institute of American Indian Arts president
Della (Hopper) Warrior (Otoe-Missouria), lawyer Browning Pipestem |
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(Otoe), tribal college administrator Phyllis Howard (Mandz‘m),. bm(,kblldg%
Munse‘e community leader Dorothy Davids, Mary Hillaire (Lurlnr;u..
Evergreen State College’s first Native staff member, and many, many Others

(Warrior, chapter 16, this yolume). All of them have been active in decolo-

ion t ' lia and
| nizing a wide range of spheres, from art and education to mass media

ederal-Indian relations."” . .
| Mdezdsel::ﬁ:.:ln example of how international a[[airs_ shapgc} lndian (P?;:if
during the 1960s can be found in the Ame't‘ican Indian Clg}n.gg(; L_Eﬁlebe mé
Seizing upbn a United Nations proclamation that Ithe 7 s i(é ety
“Decade of Development,” Sol Tax proposed a Qlcctlllg that ‘wol%l s ri ek
egates from across Indian Country to Chi(_:agg in order to fmalLC:lae.a (;_L i-n} -
hensive “Declaration of Indian Purpose.” This statement would, 1;1 ¥ Or‘the
presented in person Lo John E Kennedy, the newly electe.dl presu’;i clrsed “a
United States. The National Congress of Almencanh Indians Enho ki
idea in December 1960, and D’Arcy MeNickle gtuckiy I:OO‘ t ({:l m;[ed E
authoring a draft document, Thenl, clllJ.riln;g:,:1 Lhﬁ sﬁéﬁio ?loh;l;.fmt;og; s
i " regional meetings in which India “lnjs :
ii:;:;d();nzgcritiqued it,gLon_g an advocate of Lhc l’gi.nl AY phlhl)sngg
McNickle infused the initial statement with the spirit of internati OM. lcivc b
| opment. The final declaration even resurrected the Cold War impera y
|

i ing, " ; i focts the standing which our nation sus-
intoning, “[T]he problem we raise affects g

tat] wig
tains before world opinion.

Looked at from a different perspective, the Chicago coz.ljferg[ncle l(ivi,ilq
still another dimension to politics in Cold War Native IArn‘ema. n; et{jce,d be
of the untold stories of the event is the extept to which 111 was p:;gj Dnem};
the politics ol anticommunism. 1f the Chicago C(‘JU[E:T(;IT"ILL&:: prco I ressw.e
sought to harness the Cold War as a means gf atlvant:l_l‘xg a pa g,ulwaﬂ(
agenda, its detractors used the fear of communist su‘bv;\rsg; askee i <
against change. Earl Boyd Pierce, general. counsel ol t .t. clzro o itﬂ .FL.
of Oklahoma, proved instrumental in this regard. Bor n anc ri}] pe X a‘.; 1
Gibson, a small town in Muskogee County, Oklahoma, htl. ;aw 111;3; [m.ec:w
champion of the American way of life, venerated Fedm.a hu:ieigj = o
tigation director J. Edgar Hoover, and kept an autograp ed I F]ibr.w
\ sealous anticommunist’s hook, Masters of Det.'ehli, in h‘s-PE[lSO[njem'| ‘0\,:

Although he actively pursued {;herok{:e legal claims agambl‘]t 113 e“vn rigthlg
| ernment, he was suspicious of strident acts ol protest, such as ci ghts
ati and antiwar rallies.” ' _
dem'{;{;l.zuéﬁférgo conference came under clos? ‘sFmtiny-. in Ja?mari-,elc?f;l
when the Inter-Tribal Council of the Fi\.a'c Civilized Tl‘llbes lc,c)rn.\.mmm1 :
Muskogee, Oklahoma ** Detecting a nefarious scheme, Licﬂ'odcce P b Fhe
chief W. W. Keeler, an executive for Phillips Petroleum, recalled a trip
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Soviet Union he had taken in August 1960: Some Russians “took me aside

and explained to me how they would like to work with me in working out
plans to set up some Indian Republics here in the United States. [T]hey talked
about freeing the Indians...they had the idea Indians are held as prisoners. ..
they spoke of the Indians in leg-irons....” But that was not all. “They said it
came from the reports of the University of Chicago.” Earl Boyd Pierce added
his own premonition that Sol Tax, D’Arcy McNickle, and others intended to
lay a “booby trap” in Chicago that would culminate in nothing less than “an
overall Governmental State.”
With deep suspicions in tow, Pierce traveled to Chicago in February to
attend a meeting of Indian leaders who had been chosen to serve as the ‘
steering committee for the conference. He proceeded to bait the participants |
and to underscore that Indians were no longer sovereign nations—that ‘

/

they must remain loyal to the United States government.” Repeatedly, the
Cherokee general counsel argued that the Interior Department and the Bureau
of Indian Affairs should be consulted before Indians took any definite actions. |
By being too forceful, he feared, they would come off as “an unhappy minor- |
ity.”® Pierce had to leave before the steering committee disbanded, and he
suspected rightly that he had earned their derision.* He also knew that a
tape recorder had been running throughout all but the first session. Upon
his return to Oklahoma, he requested copies. An incredible game of cat and |
mouse followed, with Pierce pursuing what had become, in his mind, a |
“black plot against him” and assistant coordinator Nancy Lurie, an anthro- ‘
pologist and a former student of Sol Tax, doing all in her power to forestall
the inevitable surrender.” ‘
In the months that followed, opponents of the Chicago conference spread
rumors that Tax, a Jew whose socialist parents emigrated from Germany, was
a communist in disguise.” If Pierce could not destroy the conference by
whispering such intimations, he resolved personally to see that no one
advanced a radical agenda. When the hundreds of tribal delegates finally
descended on Chicago in June 1961, he and his allies worked diligently to | *
secure passage of a stridently anticommunist “American Indian Pledge” that |
ultimately prefaced the “Declaration of Indian Purpose.”” In ultrapatrictic |
prose targeting Tax and his allies, it denounced “the efforts of the promo-
ters of any alien form of government.” When representatives from the
it appears that the “American Indian Pledge” was the only part of the decla- |
ration the president actually read.? \"
This aspect of the Chicago conference suggests that the intersection
between domestic and international politics did not occur merely in the
realm of ideas. Rather, it literally shaped behavior and, with it, the course of
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| events. In this instance, the Cold War served as a pow_erful backdrop. jus}l
a5 decolonization informed the organizers’ embrace of develc‘:pmt.:nl Lhrtzlug 1
# | democratic self-determination, fear of communist subversion inspired 1ts
Oppir:cii;r unanticipated manifestation of .these ideational ‘tc)lo.rde‘rr1 crtoss[~
ings—one that extended into the realm 9f action—can b? Jioun_l 1nntlli dsi ;is
egy Vine Deloria carved out for the Nauo.nal. Congress 0 n;en;a e L
Upon assuming the executive directorship in 19{34, not only ¢ e H]:e
rhetoric reminiscent of that found in anticolonial r'novemems dLl‘(:)b :

( globe, but he also used similar approaches for af[f_tclmg ch‘ange, 11'1 gdsLL;c y
of Cold War foreign policy, historian John Lewis Guddls‘ DI?SEI 1\;@' Lufu‘
although “Third World” countries could not challenge the Soviet m%)n“ l;n
the United States militarily, they could rnampplatg l.hf:se ‘world pg,a?ve.lé;mny
laying on flattery, pledging solidarity, [e.lgpmg mdlffmenu':, 5 1leiudisaf
defection, or even raising the specter of their own Ic?llapsc and the .Cf._\]
trous results that might flow from it.”* Under Deloria’s du'ect.mn‘ Lh‘{i F\l{ .

- engaged in precisely this kind of veiled resistance by adopung‘.a carefully

| orchestrated play-off system involving scvera? government agem.,]lcs. .

President Lyndon Baines Johnson unwittingly handed him the pl{;n}.;llry
vehicle he would use to push for reform, when _]ohnsqn 1_aunched _%n. then
proceeded to escalate the War on Poverty (se:e table 4, 196{?. De]ollm 1(1;11*{1;—1
diately formed a significant relationship with Jamyes J. _Wlls?n,.an -fth;
Lakota brought in to oversee all the War on Povgrl:ys In cI:?m ]Z;ogp E{I.Tlls.ll 5
spring ol 1965. Channeled through what Deloria Falled l[lSl L.—OI..llSl{. &;Ep:he
itics,” they seem to have agreed to use each other in orde: to mapﬁm a : -"|
federal bureaucracy from within rather than confront it [1:om will oul.c oth
“of them well knew that the War on Poverty.-—and partlcuiarly Lhﬁ .om;

| munity Action Program, given its direct funchpg of tnl?es and e1?.1p as;; oi
local initiative—offered a potent critique of warclskupI and pat]ernfa ‘:ne

~ | Having the dubious distinction of being the _qulm.essenual symb{jjl ? il :Z['

" -unsa\‘?oi:'y_ concepts, the Bureau of Indian Affairs became the central loc

i 30

| thelr"f;téa;}:lsiltical strategy Wilson and Deloria devised evider.tced. itself F’lu;r;g
the National Congress of American Indians’ annual convention in SctlznltsF z; e{
Arizona, in November 1965. Through the spring, summer, and fgl . 0 tha
year, the Olfice of Economic Opportunity, which E;ervgd as the adm]msiual I.\f
headquarters to the War on Poverty, was embroiled in 11‘@1@({0115;013}! ELS
versy, in large part because of the explusiqn pf the Watts riot in Los Ang ’lé
Members of Congress and city mayors intimated that ffzdem.l_ m‘qn.ey ngst
being used to incite racial and class conflict. At the same time, the IIS;.?ng ut
of the war in Vietnam meant potential budget cuts for the War on Poverty
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R. Sargent Shriver, the director of th Office of Economic Opportunity, found
himself fighting two battles. First, he argued with President Lyndon Johnson
over how much money it would take to win the antipoverty campaign.
Second, he had to struggle with city mayors and congressmen to save the
grassroots-centered approach of Community Action.*

Vine Deloria and Jim Wilson understood that they could leverage these
struggles to advance tribal interests. Networking with other Washington
insiders, they suggested to R. Sargent Shriver that he attend the NCAI con-
vention and use it as an opportunity to fight back. Given the depth of bit-
terness directed toward BIA paternalism and the popularity of Community |
Action in Indian Country, there could be few better places for Sargent ™ |
Shriver to reaffirm his commitment to the idea of maximum feasible partic- |
ipation of the poor. This calculated maneuver paid off. “He was almost like *

a conquering hero returning,” one observer remembered of Shrivers arrival
at the convention. Deloria had a similar recollection of the event. “I can
remember him coming into the hotel, and, by God, it took him ten minutes
to get up on the podium.... All these people wanted to show him pictures
of their projects or talk to him. Everybody was just shaking hands with him.
I hardly had a chance to say two words to him, and I was running the whole
thing....”*
Shriver used his address to proclaim the Office of Economic Oppor- | 4~ |
tunity’s commitment to tribal self-determination. Reservation communities,
he argued, could be likened to underdeveloped nations, and, therefore, the ‘
same kinds of prescriptions for change applied to them. “[W]hite imperial-
ism, white paternalism,” he argued in a thinly veiled reference to the BIA, ‘
“cannot be replaced by the paternalism of experts, the imperialism of pro- | *= |
fessionals.” He also said, “The money is yours—because the whole basis of
‘the poverty program is self-determination—the right of the people—indi-
vidually and collectively—to decide their own course and to find their own
way.”** Deloria considered Shriver’s performance a tremendous success. The If
War on Poverty received the positive media coverage it needed, while he |
gained additional leverage to use against the established bureaucracy. With |
OEO on his side, Deloria recalled, he could go to the BIA and say, “Okay,
we'll listen to the commissioner, but this better be good.”*
Vine Deloria allowed the Office of Economic Opportunity to cultivate a
romantic image of Community Action. But did that mean he really believed
in it? Consider this remembrance from my interview with him: “I never
liked most of the OEO people cause they were so...snobby, and they were
all Ivy League people, you know?” They might talk a good game about
empowerment and representation, he remembered, but they had no idea
what it was like to live in poverty. “[If] you took one of these OEO guys and
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put him in the towns we grew up in, they’d make a total ass of themselves,” p.ir‘lata, he remembered thinking, “Lets take the closest thing we have and
he stated flatly. “They’d be run out of town in a half hour.”” hit that thing as hard as we can and see what’s going on.” To do so, he called
This observation needs to be balanced with the following exchange an emergency meeting. In short order, two hundred representatives from
Deloria had with a non-Indian social scientist named Murray Wax. Wax sixty-two tribes descended on Santa Fe to hold countermeetings a mere
took particular umbrage at the War on Poverty’s Head Start preschool pro- three blocks away from Udall’s closed session. Taking the civil rights move- |
gram, basing his assessment on extended on-site evaluations in centers ment as his model, Deloria sought to create a “media phenomenon” that |
across Indian Country. “I have looked closely at poverty programs on Indian would dramz_lli_zg‘ the BIAs complete disregard for basic democratic princi-!
reservations and 1 assure you they violate the fundamental principle of ples. For three days, the NCAI railed against the Indian bureau as a reporter,
Indian self-determination,” he wrote to Deloria. “Do Indian parents really from the New York Times recorded every detail
need Head Start programs so as to transform their children into Whites?!?” Throughout the conlfrontation, members of the NCAJ Toepmeet i
Deloria offered a response rich with irony. “I don't believe you are under- “spectacular success” of local initiative via Community Action with the BIAs
standing what is taking place in regard to poverty programs and Indianism penchant for paternalism. The New York Times articles, according to Deloria,
E’—thé more educated they get, the more nationalistic they get also,” he delivered the following message: “Here are the Indians who are managing
wrote. “Head Start just provides us with a chance to get them a solid basis their own alfairs, and they've got poverty programs and everything. Here’s
for becoming nationalists 2 years sooner.” the Bureau trying to put them back in the nineteenth century.” Praising the ‘
Vine Deloria not only talked the language of the larger world but also War on Poverty while criticizing the Indian bureau fostered the kind of .
I walked the walk. “In any fight with an institution, the institution will always compeli.tioq that Deloria hoped would prove advantageous to tribes. To be |
[ win because it’s going to be there longer than you,” he later explained to me. sure, the Office of Economic Opportunity could ill afford to lose one of the
“So you gotta screw up the way it operates itself, turn it in on itself, create few friends it had left, and the last thing the much maligned BIA needed was
a crisis for it. And then, they’ll give you what you want and alter things.” In to appear to be perpetuating dependency
public addresses, congressional testimony, formal resolutions, and the pages In the wake of Santa Fe, Deloria continued the strategy. “Certainly there
of the NCATIs publications, Deloria proceeded to use innuendo, warnings of has.been no single program or theory of government that has caused such
impending crises, fulsome praise, and caustic ridicule to play Congress, the excitement on Indian reservations in 100 years as the Poverty Program,” he
Interior Department, the Bureau of Indian Affairs, the Office of Economic expounded in the pages of the NCAI Sentinel. But in keeping with the strat-
s[,- /| Opportunity, and even tribal leaders against one another. “The only way egy'f:mpioyed by other developing nations during the Cold War, he added
.| we're going to get anywhere,” he later said in justification of this approach, a dire warning: “There is now a good chance for wholesale collapse of
| “is to praise one agency while kicking the ass of another and get those two enthusiasm on reservations if the basic philosophy of the OEO is changed
| competing with each other.”” to conform to what is happening in the large cities.” Through the spring and
" This logic was certainly operative in Scottsdale in 1965, but another summer of 1966, black-white coalitions fragmented, calls for Black Power
event in April of the following year may provide the single best example. By and‘welfare rights peaked, and the inner cities exploded. Through it all, the
the spring of 1966, heightened anxieties over the resignation of one Indian National Congress of American Indians continued to cultivate an image of !
Affairs commissioner and the appointment of another, rumblings of support Indians as the one minority group that Lyndon Johnson’s administration } o
for termination in the Senate, and rumors of the BIA’s designs to take over could safely champion without fear of white reprisal. Why? To advance a|
the Office of Economic Opportunity’s Indian programs permeated Indian nationalist agenda to promote tribal sovereignty.® |
Country. Amidst this tumult, Interior secretary Stewart Udall organized. a Alter Vine Deloria resigned from the NCAI in 1967 to pursue a law degree
policy meeting for federal employees and interested congresspersons in at the University of Colorado, John Belindo (Kiowa/Navajo) carried his efforts
Santa Fe, New Mexico. Arguing that Indian people deserved the right to .Iurwar:cl_ In March 1968 the organization scored a victory when President |
have a voice in making decisions that affect their lives, Deloria requested Johnson issued “The Forgotten American,” the twentieth century’ first presi-
permission to send NCAI observers to the four-day conference. To his exas- dential statement devoted exclusively to Indian affairs, The address did not
peration, Udall declined. fenounce termination outright, but it did indicate that the Johnson adminis-
Deloria had had enough. Likening the Interior Department to a giant tration wanted to end the debate by committing the federal government to a
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policy of “self-help and self-determination.”* Showing himself to be equally
adept at leverage seeking, Belindo assured Johnson’s advisers that il the
NCAI were given an audience with the president, then it would “include
quotes like “The Johnson Administration has done more for Indians than
any other president” and would also “support the Presidents Viet Nam
stand.” Following closely on the heels of the disastrous Tet Offensive in
Vietnam, this must have been inviting, indeed.
The Poor People’s Campaign, a massive six-week protest in the heart of
Washington DC, revealed that even as the NCAIs patient incrementalism
seemed to be producing results, the political climate was becoming increas-
ingly radicalized. Less than two months after Johnson issued “The Forgotien
American,” thousands of poor whites, blacks, Chicanos, and American
Indians converged on the capitol, taking up residence in Resurrection City,
2 makeshift community located just off the National Mall, and in churches
and schools throughout the city. Together, they marched, picketed, testified
before Congress, conducted sit-ins, and allowed themselves to be arrested—
all in an effort to expose what they considered to be the grave injustices vis-
ited upon those who lived in America’s shadows. Over the course of the
Poor People’s Campaign, a demonstration was staged outside the Supreme
Court to protest the anti-treaty fishing rights Puyallup decision, and a spon-
taneous sit-in oceurred at the Bureau of Indian Affairs headquarters.”
Indian involvement in what many perceived to be a primarily African
American demonstration created deep divisions within tribal communities.
| The National Congress of American Indians, as well as a number of tribal
] governments, refused to endorse the Poor People’s Campaign. Although
: Vine Deloria understood the Indian participants’ anger and reasons for
' being there, he questioned their tactics. “The temptation to be militant over-

- comes the necessity to be nationalistic,” he later wrote in Custer Died for Your

Sins. “Anyone can get into the headlines by making wild threats and mili-
tant statements. It takes a lot of hard work to raise an entire group to a new
conception of themselves. And that is the difference between the national-

ists and the militants.”*

Mel Thom did not see it this way. On May 1, 1968, Thom—a partici-
pant in the American Indian Chicago Conference, a student in the
Workshop on American Indian Affairs, a founding member of the National
Indian Youth Council, and director of the Walker River Paiute Community
Action Program—stood as one with a multiracial delegation of the poor
called the Committee of One Hundred as it met face-to-face with members
from President Lyndon Johnson’s cabinet. In an impassioned speech deliv-
ered before representatives from the Bureau of Indian Affairs, Thom spoke
of poverty as a product of internal colonialism. “There is no way to improve
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upon racism, immorality and colonialism; it can only be done a ith,”
he ralle}?. “The system and power structure serving Indian peOpleV;’?z :VSlicl;—
]r;:f:r:lv 1?ch has hgrown to epidemic proportions. The Indian system is sick.
alism 1.s the virus, and the Secretary of the Interior is the carrier....”*
By drawing analogies between Indians and others, and particul .1' ' .b
lgggplr}g the struggle of Native people squarely in the cc;ntext of deu ?r e
tion, Mel Thom followed in the tradition of D’Arcy McNickle C;) cl)mza__
ﬁtﬁiK T}fr?las, and even Vine Deloria Jr., though he came to ;1 d(i)ffeI:r);
conclusion. As he wove together issues regarding ra i i
power, hg made a demand not only fogr self—%let;:rer,nli)r?z:’t?cr)tny’ lljletmllty’ a? ‘
natylonal liberation. The time for talking was over. “The day is comirfl SOhOr
we're gonna move,” he warned during a second encounter with overg ment
?ff1c1als, this time representatives from the Office of Economic Og =
‘And When we move, like I said, watch out!”* As Mel Thom hargglomjinﬁy
fist against a table, he offered an accurate premonition of things to corri:eL .
that surmmer, in Minneapolis, Minnesota, members of an embattled .ur?)ter ’
;;2,?;:2{ f_g_rrrclled an grﬁl,a[nization they eventually called the American Indizg {
\ , and in California a small contingen
laugched an abortive attempt to occupy and lay flairtn (t)cf Xligféez IsstlUdfimS;
Indian 'land (see table 4). The rest, as they say, is history." - asfl
.Thls apalysis of the Workshop on American Indiaﬁ Affairs, Ameri
.Indlap Chicago Conference, War on Poverty, and Poor People’s, Cam o
ﬂlumlna.ltes several new dimensions of American Indian politics and E;lgn
ism during the 1960s. It shows how a generation of Indians and non-Indi .
situated themselves and the struggle for tribal self-determination in th o
text of domestic controversies involving race, class, and war, as . §1on_
glol?al concerns over the rights of indigenous peoples :and the Cc,)ld V\‘;Vi BaS
Lalkm_g the language of the larger world, no matter how conceptuall iy
_erfu_l it proved to be, did not necessarily produce results—fopr) it w};sp p -
thing to speak, another to be heard, and still something different tooge |
%r;cielr{slt_loc:id énieefl, 35 Mel Thom stood in solidarity with the Committee o? "
ndred, he ha reached the point of exasperation for the
;lllat ‘Iﬁncilar‘l people had been listepeq to but notpunderstood: De‘s];z’ercelizsvr-l |
g analogies and assiduously pointing out parallels, the dominant society |

simply could not or would not ion
simp make the translation. It i 3
continues to this day. > L pronen et ]
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