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EXPLORE MORE:

This lesson is an excerpt from History Alive!: The United States Through Industrialism, Lesson 24, Tensions 
in the West. Full support, including a ready to teach slideshow, is available online at www.teachtci.com.

Native American Heritage Month

The American Indian Quest for Civil Rights

Lesson Overview

Learn about the history of policies towards American Indians in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. 
Additionally, learn about the changes that occured in the second half of the 20th century that led to   a 
revival in American Indian culture and self-government.

Teacher Prep

1. Print 1 copy per student of the reading and notebook.

Procedures

1. In pairs, read the section “The American Indian Quest for Civil Rights.”
2. Answer the questions in the notebook, using the provided primary sources as needed. 
3. Debrief as a class:

• What is one thing you learned from the reading?
• You examined multiple primary sources. What were some differences between them?
• What questions do you still have?  How can you research those questions further?

https://www.teachtci.com/


In the late 19th century, many white 
Americans saw American Indians as a 
dying race. They didn’t believe traditional 
Indian cultures had any place in the 
modern world. This 1908 photograph 
shows Spotted Bull, a member of the 
Mandan tribe.

The American Indian Quest for Civil Rights
In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, many American lawmakers 

believed that American Indians were a “dying race.” They thought the 
American Indians that remained should give up their traditional cultures 
and assimilate into mainstream American society. Few could anticipate 
that, inspired by the African American civil rights movement, the second 
half of the 20th century would see a revival in American Indian culture 
and self-government.

Like African Americans, American Indians had endured oppression 
and discrimination. Both groups had a history of being denied basic 
rights by the U.S. government. Both groups suffered from severe poverty. 
But while blacks had a subservient place in a larger society, American 
Indians were often isolated from white society.

By the second half of the 1800s, many American Indian tribes had 
lost their traditional homelands. American Indian tribes lost their 
land as a result of bad treaties and the outcome of many battles in the 
American Indian Wars. The federal government had forced Eastern 
tribes to move onto reservations in the West, usually in Oklahoma. 
To some national leaders, the reservation system seemed like an ideal 
solution to what they called the “Indian problem.” American Indians 
could live out their days on reservations, isolated from white Americans. 
Many believed American Indians were too different to ever become 
members of American society.

Other people, especially the reformers of the late 19th century, 
thought they could help American Indians by “civilizing” them. They 
viewed traditional American Indian culture as savage and uncivilized. 
Reformers believed American Indians would benefit from learning the 
culture and customs of mainstream white American society. 

Ulysses S. Grant’s Indian Peace Policy President Ulysses S. Grant 
realized that government policy toward American Indians was not suc-
cessful. Conflicts between the U.S. government and American Indians had 
continued throughout the 1860s, and American Indians were struggling to 
survive on reservations. This led to the creation of the Peace Policy of 1868. 
The Peace Policy aimed to continue the placement of American Indians 
into reservations to try to assimilate them into white American society. 
In order to do so, Grant enlisted an army to protect American Indians 
living on reservations from attacks by white individuals. However, he also 
gave the army the power to prevent American Indians from leaving the 
boundaries of the reservation. Grant also replaced any corrupt government 
officials responsible for running the reservations with Christian men, as 
he believed that Christian clergymen were less likely to take advantage of 
American Indians in policy decisions. 
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At the Carlisle Indian Industrial School in 
Pennsylvania, young American Indians 
were forced to adopt the dress and 
customs of white America. American 
Indian children were taught to be 
ashamed of their traditional cultures.

Indian Boarding Schools: “Kill the Indian and Save the 
Man” Progressive reformers believed the best way to get American 
Indians to adopt mainstream American culture was to change the way 
American Indian children were educated. Reformers removed American 
Indian children from their homes and educated them in government-
sponsored boarding schools. Both the United States and Canada developed 
a system of boarding schools for their native populations. These schools 
tried to erase all traces of traditional American Indian culture from their 
students. 

The first and most well-known of the American Indian boarding 
schools was the Carlisle Indian Industrial School in Pennsylvania. The 
school was founded in 1879 by Richard Pratt. Pratt declared that the 
mission of the school was to “save” each student by “kill[ing] the Indian 
in him.” American Indians from many different tribes became students 
at Carlisle, including members of the Dakota, Kiowa, Cheyenne, and 
Sioux tribes.

Upon arriving at Carlisle, the forced assimilation began. The school 
gave the students uniforms to wear. Students were no longer allowed to 
dress in the traditional style of their tribe. Boys were forced to cut their 
long hair, losing an important sign of their American Indian identity. 
Students were also forbidden to use the American Indian language they 
grew up speaking. They were only allowed to speak English. As a result, 
many students forgot their native languages.

At Carlisle, teachers prepared students for the economy and gender 
roles of white society. Boys learned to become farmers or mechanics. 
Girls learned how to sew, cook, and do housework. After graduation, the 
school urged students not to return to their reservations. By 1899, some 
20,000 American Indian students had attended one of the 25 Indian 
boarding schools in the United States.

The reformers who ran the schools hoped students would be able 
to use the skills they learned to improve their lives. But the boarding 
schools tore countless families apart. Many children sent to boarding 
schools never returned to their parents.
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The policy of assimilation also destroyed traditional cultures. 
Teachers believed that Christianity was the only true religion. Students 
were forced to begin practicing Christianity. Schools tried to erase any 
traces of native religious beliefs from their students. Boarding schools 
kept students away from their tribes for years at a time. As a result, they 
never learned the stories and mythological wisdom that transmitted 
tribal culture from one generation to the next. 

Forcing Warriors to Become Farmers Lawmakers also worked to 
bring western concepts of private property to tribal societies. American 
Indian cultures believed in communal ownership of land. Land belonged 
to the whole tribe, not to individuals. U.S. government officials thought 
this custom kept American Indians from using the land productively. 
American lawmakers thought it would be better if individual male 
farmers cultivated their own fields.

However, in many American Indian cultures, farming was considered 
women’s work. Men were expected to be hunters and warriors. For 
this reason, many American Indian men resisted becoming farmers. 
U.S. government officials decided to force American Indians to take up 
farming. President Chester Arthur declared that American Indians must 
realize that “their hunting days are over.”

In 1887, Congress passed the Dawes General Allotment Act, known 
as the Dawes Act. Under this law, a tribe could no longer own reservation 
lands as a group. Instead, the U.S. government began distributing land 
to individuals within a tribe. Each family was granted, or allotted, its 
own plot of land to farm. Once American Indians agreed to this new 
land arrangement, they would become American citizens. Canada also 
pursued similar policies to redistribute reservation land.

For American Indians, the Dawes Act had disastrous effects. The 
government declared some reservation land to be “surplus” and sold it 
to land speculators. As a result, American Indian tribes lost a lot of land. 
American Indians who did take up farming often failed due to lack of 
supplies, lack of experience, and the fact that their land grants were often 
barren and dry. Many became dependent on government welfare. The 
Dawes Act also eroded a cornerstone of American Indian cultures—the 
belief that land could not be bought or sold.

Culturally, many American Indians also experienced great losses to 
their way of life. Christian missionaries and government policy shaped 
American Indian culture to reflect traditional Anglo-American gender 
and family values. They promoted ideals that placed men at the head of the 
family and women in supporting roles. Women who had previously held 
positions of authority within tribal culture lost this authority over time. 
American Indians who were considered two-spirit, or possessing both 
male and female characteristics, were forced to accept traditional gender 
roles. Over time, many tribes lost the tradition of empowering women and 
two-spirit tribal members as generations adopted Anglo-American culture.
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During his time as commissioner of Indian 
affairs, John Collier supported traditional 
American Indian art and culture. In 1939, 
the Golden Gate International Exposition 
held an exhibition of American Indian art. 
This poster shows a painting of dancers 
from the Pueblo tribe in New Mexico.

New Deal Policies Strengthen Indian Self-Government By 
the 1930s, federal efforts at assimilation had severely damaged American 
Indian cultures and left most American Indians in hopeless poverty. 
During the administration of President Franklin D. Roosevelt, govern-
ment policies took a new direction. FDR’s commissioner of Indian 
affairs, John Collier, hoped to repair some of the damage the United 
States had done to American Indian communities. The reforms Collier 
enacted became known as the Indian New Deal. 

Collier ended the policy of forced assimilation. He replaced govern-
ment-run boarding schools with public schools on reservations. Collier 
was also a strong supporter of traditional American Indian culture and 
art. He encouraged greater respect for native cultures. Under the Indian 
Reorganization Act of 1934, American Indian communities gained the 
right to set up their own tribal governments. During this time, 160 tribes 
adopted written constitutions.

The Indian New Deal also ended the destructive land policies of the 
Dawes Act. Under the Indian Reorganization Act, 4 million acres of land 
were returned to American Indian tribes. 

The Era of Termination Despite these hopeful developments, 
American Indians faced new challenges in the years after World War 
II. The Indian New Deal had strengthened American Indians’ right to 
govern themselves. But it had also increased their dependence on the 
federal government. The government was responsible for protecting their 
lands and providing them with economic aid and social services. 

In the years after World War II, the federal government decided it 
wanted to end this relationship. As a practical matter, ceasing to support 
American Indians would save money. Many people also thought that 
releasing American Indians from federal supervision would allow them 
to assimilate and become economically self-reliant.

In 1961, the Menominee’s tribal status 
was terminated by the U.S. government. 
The tribe fought against termination and 
won back their tribal status and territory 
in 1973. The tribe believes that their 
people were created at the mouth of the 
Menominee River. The river runs near the 
Menominee tribe’s current 235,523 acre 
reservation.
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The Indian Civil Rights Act of 1968 
recognized the authority of tribal laws 
and protected tribal government, such 
as the Navajo Tribal Council shown 
here.

In 1953, Congress voted to end the government’s responsibility for 
American Indians. This policy was known as termination. It ended 
reservations and stopped federal aid to tribes. When a tribe was 
terminated, the government ceased to recognize the community’s tribal 
status. Reservation land could now be sold to the highest bidder. More 
than 100 tribes and bands were eventually terminated. Many tribes were 
so destitute that they had no choice but to sell their land, resulting in the 
loss of more than 1 million acres.

The Menominee tribe in Wisconsin faced termination in 1961. The 
Menominee leader Ada Deer wrote about the effects of termination on 
her tribe: 

Our land, our people, and our tribal identity were [attacked] in a 
calculated effort to force us into the mainstream of American society. 
Like me, other Menominees were wounded to the heart when, 
unannounced, bulldozers began slashing and clearing trees from our 
beautiful lake shores and slicing the land into lots to be sold. This was 
the spark that lit a fire of determined resistance in us all.

The Menominee tribe resolved to fight government policy. Ada Deer 
led a movement to reverse Menominee termination. The tribe staged 
protests and appealed to state and federal government officials. Their 
efforts paid off. In 1973, Menominee land and tribal status was restored. 
The federal policy of termination eventually proved to be a failure, and it 
was abandoned.

The American Indian Civil Rights Movement The Menominee 
tribe’s fight against termination was one example of increased political 
activism within the American Indian community in the civil rights era. 
American Indians across the United States were inspired by the African 
American civil rights movement to seek justice and power for themselves. 

In 1968, activists founded the American Indian Movement (AIM) 
in Minneapolis, Minnesota. AIM worked to help American Indians 
living in poverty in American cities. Another goal of AIM was to revive 
and celebrate traditional American Indian cultures. In this way, the 
American Indian Movement’s goals were similar to the goals of the Black 
Power movement. Both celebrated cultures that had been belittled and 
attacked by white Americans for centuries.
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Most American Indians live in the 
western United States. This is a legacy 
of U.S. government policies that drove 
eastern tribes away from their homelands 
and onto western reservations. As this 
map shows, the number of native peoples 
in each state, as a percentage of state 
population, varies considerably.

As part of federal civil rights reforms, Congress passed the Indian 
Civil Rights Act in 1968. The law guaranteed American Indians 
protection under the Constitution, while also recognizing the 
authority of tribal laws. However, in practice, the law had few concrete 
effects. Many activists began to lose patience. Radical activists became 
even more motivated to draw attention to their cause.

In 1972, AIM led an event called the Trail of Broken Treaties. A 
caravan of protesters left the West Coast and traveled to Washington, 
D.C., with a 20-point proposal to present to the government. The 
proposal focused on restoring federal recognition of American Indian 
tribes and American Indian control on reservations. It also sought 
protection for American Indian cultures and religions. After studying 
the AIM document, however, the Nixon administration rejected its 
demands.

In 1973, AIM protesters occupied the town of Wounded Knee on 
the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation in South Dakota, the site of an 1890 
massacre of American Indians. They called for changes in the govern-
ing of reservations. They also demanded that the U.S. government 
honor the Indian treaties it had signed over the years. After 70 days, 
the FBI stormed the site. Two American Indians were killed, and one 
federal marshal was seriously injured.

Although AIM’s actions failed to bring dramatic improvements 
in the lives of most American Indians, they did draw attention to 
American Indian rights and help promote some reforms. In 1975, 
Congress passed the Indian Self-Determination and Education 
Assistance Act. The law provided more federal money for American 
Indian education. It also gave American Indians more control over 
reservations. 

American Indian tribes also began to win some legal victories. The 
government began to return land to tribes throughout the country, 
including the Menominees in Wisconsin and the Taos Pueblo tribe 
in New Mexico. Congress also passed the Alaska Native Land 
Claims Settlement Act in 1971. The law turned 40 million acres 
of land over to Alaska Natives. Victories such as these raised 
American Indian hopes for more self-determination in the 
future.

Today American Indian communities are still some of 
the poorest in the nation. But there is no longer a debate over 
whether American Indians should give up their traditional 
cultures to assimilate into American society. One legacy of 
the civil rights movement was increased pride in traditional 
Indian culture. American Indians today still face difficulties 
in maintaining their tribal lands and cultural traditions , but 
their voices are more often heard. 19.4%
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Today, American Indians showcase their 
traditional culture at gatherings called 
powwows. Here a young American Indian 
man participates in a dance competition 
at a powwow in Post Falls, Idaho.
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Research Ulysses S. Grant’s perspective on American Indians and Indian policy. In particular, examine his 
relationship with Ely S. Parker, and how that might have affected his policy decisions. Record your infor-
mation in the chart below. Be sure to consider different perspectives in your sources.

Evidence Source

Why is this 
information 
important?

How does this 
information relate 
to Grant’s policy 
decisions?

You have just read about the Carlisle Indian Industrial School. Different groups viewed the school and its 
impact in different ways. Read the passages below about the school written by the founder of the school 
and a student who attended the school, and answer the questions.

. . . Carlisle fills young Indians with the spirit of loyalty to the stars and stripes, and then moves them 
out into our communities to show by their conduct and ability that the Indian is no different from the 
white or the colored, that he has the inalienable right to liberty and opportunity that the white and 
the negro have. Carlisle does not dictate to him what line of life he should fill, so it is an honest one. It 
says to him that, if he gets his living by the sweat of his brow, and demonstrates to the nation that he 
is a man, he does more good for his race than hundreds of his fellows who cling to their tribal commu-
nistic surroundings. . . .

“The Advantages of Mingling Indians with Whites” by Captain R. H. Pratt in Proceedings of the 
National Conference of Charities and Correction, June 23–29, 1892, p. 57.

They told us that Indian ways were bad. They said we must get civilized. I remember that word, too. It 
means ‘be like the white man.’ I am willing to be like the white man, but I did not believe Indian ways 
were wrong. But they kept teaching us for seven years. And the books told how bad the Indians had been 
to the white men-burning their towns and killing their women and children. But I had seen white men 
do that to Indians. We all wore white man’s clothes and ate white man’s food and went to white man’s 
churches and spoke white man’s talk. And so after a while we also began to say Indians were bad. We 
laughed at our own people and their blankets and cooking pots and sacred societies and dances.

Sun Elk, first Taos Pueblo child to attend Carlisle Indian Industrial School (1883–1890), quoted 
in An Indigenous Peoples’ History of the United States by Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz. Boston: Beacon 

Press, 2015, p. 212.

N O T E B O O K
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1.  What is Richard Pratt’s opinion of the Carlisle School?

2.  What factors may have influenced this opinion?

3.  What is Sun Elk’s opinion of the Carlisle School?

4.  What factors may have influenced this opinion?

Historians use primary sources to help them determine what happened in the past. But when using these 
sources, they must always be aware of the author’s point of view and bias. Carefully read the statements 
below, which were issued by the American Indian Movement (AIM) during the occupation of Wounded 
Knee in 1973.

“The longest war that the United States government has ever waged has been against the American 
Indians. The war has never ceased. In 1890 federal troops massacred 300 unarmed Indians at Wounded 
Knee, South Dakota. In 1973 the government again mustered its forces against the Indian people . . . who 
had gathered at Wounded Knee to protest the continuing injustices against their people”

“We are the landlords of this country and Wounded Knee we showed up to collect. If the white man 
goes against his constitution [and does not honor the treaties it has signed with American Indians] we 
will prove to the world this is really a police state instead of a free country.”

Statements issued by the American Indian Movement at Wounded Knee, 1973

N O T E B O O K
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Then write a short paragraph in which you evaluate how you, as a historian, would use these sources. In 
your paragraph, be sure to answer the following:

• What arguments does the author make?
• What is the point of view of the author? Why do you think he has this point of view?
• Is the source biased? If so, why? Cite a specific quote to support your argument.
• What other types of sources should you look for to make sure you create a balanced account of the 

occupation?

Use this rubric to evaluate your letter. Make changes in your letter if you need to.

Score Description

3 The paragraph has convincing descriptions and arguments and responds to all bulleted 
prompts. There are no spelling or grammar errors.

2 The paragraph has descriptions and arguments and responds to some of the bulleted 
prompts. There are some spelling and grammar errors.

1 The paragraph does not have relevant descriptions or arguments, and does not respond 
to the bulleted prompts. There are many spelling or grammar errors.

N O T E B O O K
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