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EXPLORE MORE:

This lesson is an excerpt from History Alive! Pursuing American Ideals, Lesson 46, The Widening Struggle. Full 
support, including a ready to teach slideshow, is available online at www.teachtci.com.

Native American Heritage Month

The Struggle for Civil Rights - Native Americans

Lesson Overview

Read to learn about the Native American struggle for civil rights in the 1960s.  Then examine primary 
sources to gather more information.

Teacher Prep

1. Print one copy of the reading and notes per student. 
2. Print one copy of the Placard and Handout per group.

Procedures

1. Working in groups of 4, examine the primary sources from the Placard and Student Handout. 
2. Using the student text and the primary sources, answer the questions. 
3. Discuss as a class: 

• Was there anything in the primary sources that surprised you?
• What is one thing you learned about the Native American struggle for civil rights?
• Are there any questions you still have? What could you do to find answers to those questions?

https://www.teachtci.com/


According to the 2010 U.S. census, most 
American Indians, including Alaska Natives, 
live in the western United States. As this map 
shows, the number of native peoples in each 
state, as a percentage of state population, 
varies considerably. Note that Alaska Natives 
made up nearly one-seventh of that state’s 
population in 2010.

The 2010 census reported 5.2 million American 
Indians and Alaska Natives living in the United 
States, 1.7 percent of the total American 
population. This figure includes people with 
full and partial American Indian ancestry. 
These native peoples belong to many different 
tribes, or nations. This graph shows population 
figures for the 10 largest tribes in 2010.

American Indians Seek Justice

In 1968, 10 percent of the Minneapolis population was American 
Indian. However, American Indians comprised 70 percent of the prisoners in 
Minneapolis jails. Believing this imbalance reflected greater police harassment 
of American Indians, American Indian rights activists formed the American 
Indian Movement (AIM) to monitor police radios and respond to calls involving 
American Indians. AIM members often arrived at the scene before the police, 
preventing the unfounded arrests of numerous American Indians as a result. 
According to AIM, the number of Indians in Minneapolis jails decreased by 60 
percent that year.

One People, Many Nations American Indians come from many tribes, often 
called nations. In the late 1960s, some American Indian activists asserted the 
commonality between these nations, as they shared an identity as native peoples. 
Even their differing customs and homes—some lived on reservations while 
others dispersed throughout society—could not erase their shared struggles. 

Most American Indians lived in poverty, suffering greater economic 
hardship than any other ethnic group in the country. Their unemployment 
rate was 10 times higher than the national average and was especially high on 
reservations. Their average annual family income was $1,000 less than it was 
for African Americans. Their life expectancy was also much lower than the 
national average.

The federal government attempted to aid American Indians, but with little 
success. In 1968, Congress passed the Indian Civil Rights Act, which was designed 
to ensure equality for American Indians. It guaranteed American Indians protection 
under the Constitution and recognized the authority of tribal laws. This law 
had little impact, however, since American Indians still lacked equal rights and 
opportunity in American society. At this time, many began to lose patience.
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In November 1969, American Indians occupied 
Alcatraz Island in San Francisco Bay. They 
demanded ownership of the island and 
funding for an American Indian university and 
cultural center. Their occupation lasted until 
June 10, 1971.

Radicals Make the Cause Known On November 20, 1969, eighty-nine 
American Indians occupied the deserted prison on Alcatraz Island in San 
Francisco Bay. Self-titled the Indians of All Tribes, the group’s Alcatraz 
Proclamation declared, “We . . . reclaim the land known as Alcatraz Island 
in the name of all American Indians by right of discovery.” In addition to 
reclaiming land, the Indians of All Tribes demanded that the government fund 
cultural and educational centers.

The U.S. government rejected the group’s demands, but the Indian rights 
movement, also known as Red Power, deemed the Alcatraz occupation a 
success. As one participant claimed, “We got back our worth, our pride, our 
dignity, our humanity.” American Indians occupied Alcatraz for over a year and 
a half.

In 1972, AIM organized the Trail of Broken Treaties protest, during which 
a caravan of protesters traveled from the West Coast to Washington, D.C., to 
call attention to American Indian rights. Activists created a 20-point proposal 
to present to the government, which focused on restoring federal recognition 
of American Indian tribes and Indian control over reservations. It also sought 
protection for Indian cultures and religions.

When the caravan arrived in Washington, some of the protesters occupied 
offices of the Bureau of Indian Affairs. The group agreed to leave after six 
days on the condition that no one be prosecuted and that the federal government 
respond to their proposal. After consideration, the Nixon administration 
rejected AIM’s proposal.

Tensions increased in February 1973 when AIM protesters occupied 
the town of Wounded Knee on the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation in South 
Dakota, the site of an 1890 American Indian massacre. AIM demanded reform 
in reservation governing and also called on the U.S. government to honor 
American Indian treaties it had previously signed. The FBI stormed Wounded 
Knee after 70 days, killing two American Indians and severely injuring one 
federal marshal in the process. 

In 1978, American Indian activists staged a five-month protest, called 
the Longest Walk, in order to bring attention to the many times American 
Indians had been forced from their land. The Longest Walk stretched from San 
Francisco to its final destination in Washington, D.C.

Courts and Legislation Bring Victories Groups like AIM failed to catalyze 
significant improvements in most American Indians’ lives, but did generate 
national attention for American Indian rights and encourage some reforms. 
In 1975, Congress passed the Indian Self-Determination and Education 
Assistance Act. This law allocated increased federal funding for American 
Indian education, gave American Indians more control over reservations, and 
appointed more American Indians to jobs in the Bureau of Indian Affairs.

Indian tribes also won some legal victories. The government relinquished 
control of Blue Lake in New Mexico to the Taos Pueblo tribe, which considers 
the site sacred. Congress also passed the Alaska Native Land Claims Settlement 
Act in 1971, which returned 40 million acres of land to Alaska Natives. In 
1980, Penobscot and Passamaquoddy Indians in Maine were awarded $81.5 
million in exchange for dropping claims to their land. They then used some 
of this money to buy back 300,000 acres. These victories instilled hope in 
American Indians for a better, more just future.
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N O T E B O O K

1. Who belongs to the group of people discussed in this section of the Student Text?

2. What changes has this group fought for?

3. What actions has this group taken to achieve the changes they wanted?

4. What successes has this group had?
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P L A C A R D

American Indians
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H A N D O U T

Station Materials: American Indians
Step 1 Read about American Indians’ struggle for civil rights in Section 3, and complete the  
Reading Notes for this group.

Step 2 Read the excerpt below. 

Step 3 Complete your Station Notes for this group by doing the following:

• Copy one sentence from the Alcatraz Proclamation that more fully explains what changes American Indians were fighting 
for. Draw a line connecting this quotation with your “Changes Wanted” notes. 

• Sketch and label at least one detail from the photograph of Alcatraz that shows what actions American Indians used to 

achieve change. Draw a line connecting this sketch to your “How Achieved” notes.

On November 20, 1969, a group of American Indians seized Alcatraz Island in San Francisco Bay. 
The group called themselves Indians of All Tribes and claimed the land by right of discovery. When 
government officials came to remove them, Richard Oakes, a Mohawk Indian, presented the officials 
with the Alcatraz Proclamation, which begins, “To the Great White Father and All His People.” 

Excerpt from the Alcatraz Proclamation

We, the Native Americans, re-claim the land known as Alcatraz Island in the name of all American 
Indians by right of discovery . . . 

We will purchase said Alcatraz Island for twenty-four (24) dollars in glass beads and red cloth, a  
precedent set by the white man’s purchase of a similar island [Manhattan] about 300 years ago . . .

We feel that this so-called Alcatraz Island is more than suitable for an Indian reservation, as  
determined by the white man’s own standards. By this we mean that this place resembles most  
Indian reservations in that:

Further, it would be fitting and symbolic that ships from all over the world, entering the Golden Gate, 
would first see Indian land, and thus be reminded of the true history of this nation. This tiny island 
would be a symbol of the great lands once ruled by free and noble Indians.

1. It is isolated from modern facilities, and  
without adequate means of transportation.

2. It has no fresh running water.

3. It has inadequate sanitation facilities.

4. There are no oil or mineral rights.

5. There is no industry and so unemployment  
is very great.

 6. There are no health care facilities.

 7. The soil is rocky and non-productive; and the  
 land does not support game [animals].

 8. There are no educational facilities.

 9.   The population has always exceeded the land base.

10. The population has always been held as prisoners  
 and kept dependent upon others.


