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ABSTRACT

 This dissertation seeks to expand our conception of what constitutes Native 

American letters by examining how the periodical became a prominent form in Native 

American literary production in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  With its 

focus on the boarding school, Writing against Erasure provides insight into the context in 

which students first learned how to make complex and sophisticated choices in print.  

Within the contested disciplinary space of the boarding school, the periodical press 

functioned as a site for competing discourses on assimilation. Whereas school authorities 

used the white-run school newspapers to publicize their programs of cultural erasure, 

students used the student-run school newspapers to defend and preserve Native American 

identity and culture in the face of the assimilationist imperatives of the boarding schools 

and the dominant culture.  Writing against Erasure highlights the formative impact of 

students’ experiences with the boarding school press on the periodical practices and 

rhetorical strategies of two well-known Native American literary figures, Zitkala-Ša and 

Charles Eastman. By treating the periodical writings of these two prominent boarding 

school graduates alongside the periodical writings produced by boarding school students 

while they were still at school, Writing against Erasure provides a literary genealogy that 

reveals important continuities between these writers’ strategic and political uses of the 

periodical press.  Writing against Erasure argues that Native American boarding school 

students and graduates used the periodical press, not to promote the interests of school 

authorities as some scholars have argued, but rather to preserve their cultural traditions, to 

speak out on behalf of indigenous interests, and to form a pan-Indian community.
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INTRODUCTION

WRITING AGAINST ERASURE

 What did it mean to be the first generation to hear the stories of the past, 
 bear the horrors of the moment, and write to the future?              
       —Gerald Vizenor, Manifest Manners

       

The turn of the twentieth century marked a turning point for Native peoples as 

they were losing a traditional way of life to an educational system and land allotment 

policy, both of which were designed to assimilate them into the dominant culture.1  The 

federal government enrolled thousands of Native American children in off-reservation 

boarding schools to separate them from their families, erase their tribal identities, and 

incorporate them as individuals into the U.S.2  The first formal schooling program for 

Native Americans began at Hampton Institute in Virginia.  Hampton, which was founded 

by Samuel Chapman Armstrong in 1868 to educate African Americans, admitted the first 

Native American students to its Indian Program in 1878.  One year later, Richard Henry 

Pratt, who had trained Native American prisoners in Fort Marion, Florida, and helped 

Armstrong develop Hampton’s Indian Program, founded the Carlisle Indian School in 

Pennsylvania.    

vii

1 Jeanne Smith, “‘A Second Tongue’: The Trickster’s Voice in the Works of 
Zitkala-Ša,” in Tricksterism in Turn-of-the Century American Literature: A Multicultural 
Perspective, ed. Elizabeth Ammons and Annette White-Parks (Hanover: University Press 
of New England, 1994), 46. 

2 Jacqueline Fear-Segal, White Man’s Club: Schools, Race, and the Struggle of 
Indian Acculturation (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2007), xi.



At Hampton and Carlisle, students were subject to a strict English-only policy 

because school authorities believed English was the best instrument of assimilation. As 

soon as students understood English, they were to begin studying other academic subjects 

like math, geography, and U.S. history.  Students’ academic education was accompanied 

by vocational training designed to enable them to become self-sufficient workers. 

Instruction in manual labor was divided along gender lines.   Boys received training in 

trades like blacksmithing, tinning, and printing, while girls received domesticity training. 

The vocational training Indian children received was meant to prepare them not for a 

future of equal opportunity, but rather for their future place in working-class America.3 

Congress passed the General Allotment Act, or Dawes Act, in 1887 to promote 

assimilation through the imposition of individualism and the breaking up of tribal land.  

As Siobhan Senier explains, “The legislation purported to give Indians something—fee 

patents, citizenship, attendant civil rights—and yet it clearly aimed to make Indians 

something—agrarian, Christian, possessive individuals, homogenized ‘American’ 

subjects.”  Like the boarding schools, the Dawes Act aimed “to further disintegrate tribal 

communities and traditions.”4 

A cohort of reformers known as “the Friends of the Indian” led efforts to 

incorporate Indians as individuals into the U.S.  Whereas these reformers were convinced 

that Indians were capable of being educated, the American public did not exactly hold the 

viii

3 Bernd C. Peyer, American Indian Nonfiction: An Anthology of Writings, 
1760s-1930s (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2007), 21.

4 Siobhan Senier, “Allotment Protest and Tribal Discourse: Reading Wynema’s 
Successes and Shortcomings,” The American Indian Quarterly 24, no. 3 (2000): 421.   



same view.  At this time, many Americans still looked upon Indians as an inferior, 

uneducable race.  In fact, the ubiquitous images of Indian “savages” that circulated in late 

nineteenth- and early twentieth-century print culture perpetuated this view.  One need 

only to open the Atlantic Monthly, Harper’s, or any other culturally-dominant magazine 

from that period to find sensationalized depictions that played up the stereotype of 

Indians as an inferior, childlike race forever doomed to savagery and incapable of 

becoming civilized.  In their efforts to combat such representations and to convince the 

American public that their educational programs could not only transform savages into 

civilized students but could do so quickly, Armstrong and Pratt set out on a publicity 

campaign.  Both men used school newspapers as a medium for swaying public opinion as 

well as gaining financial and political support for the educational work of their schools.     

For Armstrong, Pratt, and other school authorities, the boarding school press 

served as a useful tool for promoting their educational programs designed to assimilate 

students by teaching them English and training them in vocational trades like printing.  

By showcasing student writing in the school newspapers, school authorities sought to 

demonstrate the “progress” students were making in learning the language of civilization.  

Likewise, the newspapers showcased the training male students received in presswork 

and composition using one of the symbols of modernity, the printing press.5  In this way, 

the boarding school press served as a venue for demonstrating to a skeptical public that 

Hampton and Carlisle could culturally transform students by erasing their Indian 

identities and replacing them with a Euro-American one. 

ix

5 Robert Warrior, The People and the Word: Reading Native Nonfiction 
(Minneapolis: University of Minneapolis Press, 2005), 98. 



Despite the fact that the federal system of off-reservation boarding schools was 

designed to “kill the Indian and save the man,” scholars of Native American literature and 

culture have argued persuasively that boarding school students and graduates were “more 

than merely passive victims” of the civilizing mission of the boarding schools.6  In fact, 

scholars often assert that boarding school graduates used the “tools” of the boarding 

schools—reading and writing—to enter the world of print and thus their scholarship 

underscores the formative role of boarding schools in the history of Native American 

letters.  As Bernd Peyer notes, Native American literary history is, “by virtue of the 

technical requirements of the skill of writing, inextricably tied to developments in the 

field of Indian education.”7  Paula Gunn Allen argues that the legacy of the boarding 

school forms “a major subtext in Native American narrative,” as “writers publishing 

between 1900 and 1965 were either its products or were raised by parents or grandparents 

who were.”8  Likewise, Robert Warrior reminds us that Native American boarding school 

graduates often reflected on “the educational process that led to his or her taking up the 

challenge of becoming a writer.  This is why Native educational texts are a microcosm of 

Native literary history.”9 

Inquiry into the literary production of boarding school graduates often focuses on 

the specific role an English-only education performed in the emergence of an early 

x

6 Robert C. Coleman, American Indian Children at School, 1850-1930 (Jackson: 
University Press of Mississippi, 1993), xi.

7 Peyer, American Indian Nonfiction, 4.

8 Paula Gunn Allen, Voice of the Turtle: American Indian Literature, 1900-1979 
(New York: Ballantine/One World, 1996), 12-13.

9 Warrior, The People and the Word, 99-100.



Native American literary tradition.  Historians Michael Coleman and David Wallace 

Adams have examined autobiographies written by boarding school graduates to 

document the effects of an English-only education.  These scholars underscore the 

complex and oftentimes competing responses students had to their Indian schooling.  

Coleman and Adams note a pattern of ambivalence in the autobiographies by boarding 

school graduates.  This pattern reflected a belief that an education in English was 

simultaneously a source of power and a threat to cultural survival.10  In other words, 

though boarding school graduates often acknowledged the importance of learning English 

and using it as a medium through which to enter the world of print, they sometimes 

expressed misgivings about writing in English because they were losing their culture in 

the process.  Their autobiographical writings often reveal their efforts to negotiate 

between the pressure to assimilate and the struggle to retain their cultural traditions.  

  Following the scholarship of Coleman and Adams, literary scholar Ruth Spack 

has examined autobiographical accounts of schooling and English language acquisition 

by boarding school graduates.  Spack focuses on how boarding school graduates 

employed the English language to tell their stories, to critique the civilizing mission of 

the schools, and to reconstruct Native social history.  Spack contends that in their 

accounts, boarding school graduates often became performers and negotiators of 

language; meaning that their “multicultural experiences and cross-cultural perspectives 

xi

10 Kimberly Blaeser, “Learning ‘The Language the Presidents Speak’: Images and 
Issues of Literacy in American Indian Literature,” World Literature Today 66, no. 2 
(1992): 231.



gave them insight into the ironies and contradictions embedded in European American 

discourse.”11  

While the work of Coleman, Adams and Spack lends insight into the ways 

boarding school graduates employed English to fashion identities for themselves as 

writers, other scholars have begun to examine the emergence of a broader critical print 

politics expressed by boarding school graduates through periodical publication.  Most 

notably, Carol J. Batker suggests that Native women’s journalism developed “out of 

complex institutional affiliations and the access they provided to publishing.”12  Batker 

singles out the boarding school as the institution that not only taught Native women 

writers how to read and write in English but also provided them with an outlet for their 

anti-assimilationist periodical pieces in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  

Whereas Batker and other scholars provide invaluable insight into the role the boarding 

schools played in the emergence of the critical periodical practices of students after they 

graduated, Writing against Erasure examines students’ engagement with the periodical 

practices of the boarding school while they were still at school.  In doing so, Writing 

against Erasure brings into focus the formative impact students’ experiences with the 

boarding school press had on the periodical practices and rhetorical strategies of 

xii

11 Ruth Spack, America’s Second Tongue: American Indian Education and the 
Ownership of English, 1860-1900 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2002), 112.

12 Carol J. Batker, Reforming Fictions: Native, African, and Jewish American 
Women’s Literature and Journalism in the Progressive Era (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2000), 36.



prominent Native American figures like Zitkala-Ša and Charles Eastman, who became 

leaders of the Society of American Indians (SAI).13

With its focus on the boarding school, Writing against Erasure provides insight 

into the context in which students first learned how to make complex and sophisticated 

choices in print.  Within the contested disciplinary space of the boarding school, the 

periodical press functioned as a site for competing discourses on assimilation. Whereas 

school authorities used the white-run school newspapers to publicize their efforts to erase 

their students’ Indianness by imprinting them with the markers of white middle-class 

culture, students used two student-run newspapers, Carlisle’s School News (1880-1883) 

and Hampton’s Talks and Thoughts (1886-1907), to defend and preserve Native 

American identity and culture in the face of the assimilationist imperatives of the 

boarding schools and the dominant culture.  Writing for, editing, and publishing these 

periodicals, students learned how to address a dual audience with complex and often 

competing views and expectations.  They also learned how to write in multiple genres, 

producing primary literature as well as commentary on school and cultural events.  

Perhaps most importantly, as writers and editors of the School News and Talks and 

Thoughts, students learned how to negotiate the demands placed on them by school 

xiii

 13 As Hazel Hertzberg explains in The Search for an American Indian Identity, 
though there were instances of what she deems “loose, regional, intertribal groupings 
with a Pan-Indian flavor” prior to the turn of the twentieth century, it was not until the 
Progressive Era that pan-Indian organized movements arose that were “based firmly on a 
common Indian interest and identity as distinct from tribal interests and identities” (viii).  
The SAI, according to Hertzberg, was the “first secular Pan-Indian movement organized 
on a national basis” (31).  In Tribal Secrets, Robert Warrior explains that “the coming 
together” of figures like Zitkala-Ša and Eastman “marks the first time Native intellectuals 
had joined in a common organization” (6).



authorities who oversaw the boarding school press.  Held up as model students by school 

authorities, students oftentimes embraced yet refigured this role in order to critique the 

discourse of assimilation.

Fashioning identities for themselves as writers and editors in the pages of the 

student-run School News and Talks and Thoughts, students appropriated and critiqued the 

discourse of assimilation by redefining what it meant to be a white-educated Indian.  

Instead of appearing as fully assimilated “educated Indians,” these students negotiate 

between a white education and an anti-assimilationist commitment to remaining Indian.  

A close reading of the student-run newspapers reveals that these periodicals were 

contested sites of competing and multiple rhetorical and political agendas.  As such, they 

provide an important window into early Native American literature, anticipating the 

periodical nonfiction of prominent figures like Zitkala-Ša and Eastman.

Writing against Erasure highlights the formative impact of students’ experiences 

with the boarding school press on the periodical practices and rhetorical strategies of 

Zitkala-Ša and Charles Eastman.  These well-known Native American literary figures 

marked their entry into print by writing for a largely white audience in culturally-

dominant magazines like the Atlantic and St. Nicholas.   Both of these mainstream 

magazines frequently published content by and about Indians in response to the American 

public’s fascination with Indians.  Eastman also published his writings in magazines 

associated with the scouting movement and the Arts and Crafts Movement such as The 

Craftsman, which printed pieces about Indian woodcraft and other aspects of Indian 

xiv



material culture.14  Even though these magazines tended to print pieces by whites that 

played up Indian stereotypes, it is likely that Zitkala-Ša and Eastman chose to publish in 

these venues because they were prestigious and gave them the chance to reach a wide 

audience.  These writers used the periodical press as a powerful medium “for educating 

white audiences about the intellectual and creative abilities of Indian people, the value of 

their tribal cultures, and white injustice to Native peoples.”15  Through their 

counterrepresentations of Indian cultures and peoples, these writers sought to challenge 

the exoticized representations of the Indian as “savage,” which frequently appeared 

alongside their writings in the pages of mainstream magazines. 

Besides publishing for a largely white audience in mainstream magazines, 

boarding school students and graduates sought other outlets for their writings.  Their 

decision to publish in the boarding school press and The Quarterly Journal  of the Society 

of American Indians is significant because these periodicals served as a tool for 

community building among Native American readers.  Student-edited newspapers like 

Hampton’s Talks and Thoughts and Carlisle’s The School News, as well as white-edited 

newspapers like Hampton’s Southern Workman and Carlisle’s Red Man, served as a 

“communication link” between boarding school students and graduates.16  These 

periodicals were also the means through which boarding school graduates could serve as 

xv

14 Peyer, American Indian Nonfiction, 26.

15 A. Lavonne Brown Ruoff, foreword to Early Native American Writing: New 
Critical Essays, edited by Helen Jaskoski (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
1996), x.

16 Daniel F. Littlefield, Jr. and James W. Parins, American Indian and Alaska 
Native Newspapers and Periodicals, 1826-1924, vol. 1 (Westport, CT: Greenwood, 
1984), 357.



models and instill pride in their readers by highlighting the educational achievements of 

Native Americans.  More importantly, boarding school graduates used the boarding 

school press, along with the SAI’s Journal, to showcase “a distinctively Indian brand of 

literature in America.”17  The Journal in particular functioned as a venue for preserving 

and popularizing Indian literature.  Writing against Erasure argues that the periodical 

press, unlike any other literary form, provided boarding school students and graduates 

with access to a wide and diverse audience of which they themselves were a part.  

Through the periodical press boarding school students and graduates engaged one another 

and developed a sense of community through reading each other’s periodical pieces.  

This was especially true of Zitkala-Ša and Eastman as well as other members of the SAI 

who worked closely with each other and often published their responses to each other’s 

writings in the Journal.  The SAI founded its Journal in 1913 to serve as the outlet for its 

reform efforts.  As the editors explained in the inaugural issue of the Journal, “Never 

before has an attempt been made on the part of a national Indian organization to publish a 

periodical devoted to the interest of the entire race.”18  What set the Journal apart from 

other Indian periodicals and the boarding school press was its broad appeal to a largely 

Native American audience and its diverse treatment of issues like education.  That the 

Journal (later known as American Indian Magazine) served as the means through which 

Native American writers disseminated their views on Indian reform, while at the same 

time affirming and preserving indigenous values, makes it an invaluable source for 

xvi

17 Peyer, American Indian Nonfiction, 25.

18 The Quarterly Journal of the Society of American Indians, January-April 1913, 
2-3.



insight into how Native Americans used the periodical practices they appropriated from 

the boarding school press to articulate their vision for an indigenous future.   

So while boarding school students and graduates used the periodical press as a 

medium for addressing a white audience in order to counter misconceptions about 

Indianness, Writing against Erasure goes one step further to demonstrate that they also 

used the periodical press as a tool for defining and shaping a diverse pan-Indian 

community of readers.  For boarding school students and graduates alike, the periodical 

press thus served as a vehicle for producing a critical pan-Indian rhetoric at the turn of the 

twentieth century.  Writing against Erasure shows how pan-Indian rhetorical traditions 

developed in the pages of the boarding school press and the SAI’s Journal.  In this way, 

Writing against Erasure engages with the work of scholars who seek to expand the 

Native American literary canon by exploring the important role that nonfiction prose, the 

periodical press, and print culture more generally have played and continue to play in 

Native American letters.19   

I begin in Chapter 1 by providing a brief discussion of the genesis of off-

reservation schooling and its broader role as an instrument of assimilation and 

xvii

19 See Daniel F. Littlefied, Jr. and James W. Parins, American Indian and Alaska 
Native Newspapers and Periodicals, volumes 1-3, and Littlefield and Parins, A 
Biobibliography of Native American Writers, 1772-1924: A Supplement; Helen Jaskoski, 
ed., Early Native American Writing; Carol J. Batker, Reforming Fictions; Robert Warrior, 
The People and the Word; Bernd C. Peyer, American Indian Nonfiction; Ernest 
Stromberg, ed., American Indian Rhetorics of Survivance; and Phillip H. Round, 
Removable Type.  See also the American Native Press Archives, University of Arkansas at 
Little Rock, which contains a collection of early periodical writings that can be accessed 
through its digital library at http://www.anpa.ualr.edu. 



Americanization.  I then establish the importance of the periodical to the civilizing 

mission of the boarding schools by examining how the written and visual representations 

of boarding school students printed in Hampton’s Southern Workman and Carlisle’s 

Indian Helper were used by white school authorities to articulate and justify their 

programs of cultural erasure.  

Chapter 2 considers how white school authorities and boarding school students 

and graduates used print for competing purposes.  Whereas school authorities used the 

white-run school newspapers to publicize their efforts to erase their students’ Indianness 

by imprinting them with the markers of white middle-class culture, boarding school 

students and graduates appropriated the periodical practices of the boarding school press 

to offer their critical perspectives on the discourse of assimilation.  Through close 

readings of Carlisle’s The School News and Hampton’s Talks and Thoughts, I demonstrate 

that students often resisted attempts to label them a success story and assumed instead the 

role of the cultural mediator in their writings.  Assuming this role gave students the 

cultural authority to affirm their Indianness while claiming their Americanness; in doing 

so, students posed serious challenges to the civilizing mission of school authorities like 

Richard Henry Pratt who assumed Indianness and Americanness were mutually 

exclusive.   

Chapters 3 and 4 work in tandem as case studies of two well-known early Native 

American writers.  Both Zitkala-Ša and Eastman were boarding school graduates, worked 

for a brief period at Carlisle, launched their literary careers by publishing 

autobiographical essays in national magazines, served as officers of the SAI, and 

xviii



contributed to the Society’s Journal.  While some critics argue that Zitkala-Ša’s and 

Eastman’s writings are assimilationist, I argue that both writers engage and exploit the 

discourse of assimilation in order to offer new images of the Indian in print that worry 

that savagism-civilization binary.  My chapters further diverge from much of the existing 

scholarship on these writers in that I focus on the overlooked role of the periodical in 

their writings in order to highlight their strategic use of print culture at the turn of the 

twentieth century.  I begin by examining the nonfiction prose they published for a largely 

white audience in periodicals like the Atlantic Monthly and St. Nicholas, calling attention 

to their choice of these periodicals as the venue for their entry into mainstream print.  I 

then situate their early writings alongside those they published in the boarding school 

press as well as the periodical pieces they later published for a growing Native American 

readership in American Indian Magazine, the publishing arm of the SAI.  In doing so, I 

demonstrate that both writers used the periodical press to affirm their Indianness and 

revise what it meant to be an American at a time when Native Americans were denied full 

citizenship.

Writing against Erasure ultimately sets out to answer the question Gerald Vizenor 

poses in the quotation that serves as the epigraph to my project: “What did it mean to be 

the first generation to hear the stories of the past, bear the horrors of the moment, and 

write to the future?”  For the first generation of boarding school students and graduates, 

being a white-educated Indian meant many different things, and yet one common thread 

xix



that held them all together was that they used the periodical press as a medium to write 

against cultural erasure and to express their commitment to remaining Indian.

xx



CHAPTER 1

FROM SAVAGE TO STUDENT: REPRESENTATIONS OF  INDIANNESS 

IN THE BOARDING SCHOOL PRESS

Do not feed America to the Indian, which is a tribalizing and not an 
Americanizing process: but feed the Indian to America, and America will 
do the assimilating and annihilate the problem.

    —Richard Henry Pratt, “Education for the Indian,” 1915

Questions about the fate of Indians loomed large in the American public’s 

consciousness in the late nineteenth century as it became apparent that Indians were not 

vanishing, but rather remained a “continuing presence.”1  The public perception at the 

time was that Indians were an inferior race and incapable of being educated.  As Margaret 

Szasz explains, “This negative view was reinforced by attitudes on the frontier.  Many 

frontiersman were inveterate Indian haters, and as the frontier shrank in physical size this 

attitude seemed to intensify.”2  Western newspapers often printed sensationalized and 

distorted stories about Indians that fed into the public’s fears about Indian “savages.”3  

Yet by the late 1870s, public attitudes toward Indians began to shift, especially among 

eastern reformers who saw education as the solution to what had long been deemed the 

“Indian problem.”  Samuel Chapman Armstrong and Richard Henry Pratt were among a 

1

1 Brian W. Dippie, The Vanishing American: White Attitudes and U.S. Indian 
Policy (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 1982), 142. 

2 Margaret Szasz, Education and the American Indian: The Road to Self-
Determination, 1928-1973 (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1974), 9.

3 Beth A. Haller, “The Publications of the Carlisle Indian School: Cultural Voices 
or Pure Propaganda?” (paper presented at the History Division of the Association for 
Education in Journalism and Mass Communication annual meeting, 1997).



cohort of reformers known as the “Friends of the Indians” who believed strongly in the 

Indian’s ability to be educated in preparation for citizenship.  Both Armstrong and Pratt 

set out to prove that Indians were educable by establishing the first off-reservation 

educational programs designed to transform Indian “savages” into citizens-in-the-

making. 

The genesis of the federal government’s system of off-reservation boarding 

schools for Indians was Pratt’s educational venture at Fort Marion in St. Augustine, 

Florida.4  Pratt’s program for Indian prisoners at Fort Marion sought to prove that Native 

Americans could be educated and civilized.  Pratt taught the prisoners English and aimed 

to instill in them habits of discipline, work, and cleanliness.  The containment and 

seclusion of the fort provided what Pratt believed were ideal conditions for civilizing 

Native Americans; he would later recreate this model at the Carlisle Indian School in 

Pennsylvania.  

Pratt’s experiment with the prisoners at Fort Marion set a precedent for the 

creation of the first formal Indian schooling program.  In 1878, Samuel Chapman 

Armstrong opened the doors of Hampton Institute in Virginia, founded in 1868 to provide 

former slaves with a vocational education, to some of the recently released Fort Marion 

2

4 For more on Pratt’s educational program for adult Indian prisoners at Fort 
Marion, see Jacqueline Fear-Segal, White Man’s Club.



prisoners.5  One year later Pratt founded the Carlisle Indian School, which became the 

prototype for all federal off-reservation boarding schools across the U.S.

The purpose of the off-reservation boarding schools at Hampton and Carlisle was 

the same: to provide Native Americans with the teachings of civilization in the form of a 

practical, vocational education.  In keeping with the civilizing mission of these schools, 

students were first taught how to speak, read, and write in English.6  The government 

established an English-only policy in federal off-reservation boarding schools that 

reflected a belief in the superiority of English over Indian languages.   For Commissioner 

of Indian Affairs John D. C. Atkins (1885-88), English was “the language of the greatest, 

most powerful, and enterprising nationalities beneath the sun.”7  Atkins’ rhetoric reveals a 

late-nineteenth-century view of the superiority of English-speaking people linked to the 

country’s “manifest destiny” to dominate territory and to establish linguistic domination.8 

The government’s imposition of an English-only education was highly politicized: the 

3

5 Hampton’s role in the history of African American education is outside the scope 
of my dissertation.  For exemplary scholarship on this subject, see Anderson, The 
Education of Blacks in the South and Engs, Educating the Disfranchised and 
Disinherited.

6 It is worth noting that the founding of Carlisle marked a shift away from the 
heavy emphasis on Christian teachings at missionary schools to the federal government’s 
approach to Native American education.  After the Civil War, missionary schools were 
phased out as the federal government gained more control over the education of Native 
Americans.  Christianity was still important to Pratt’s model, but it was not its primary 
focus.  Rather, his educational program focused on teaching Native American students 
English as well as the character-building habits of discipline, work, and cleanliness. 

7 Quoted in Ruth Spack, America’s Second Tongue: American Indian Education 
and the Ownership of English, 1860-1900 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2002), 
32.   

8 Ibid.



policy, which was strictly enforced from the 1880s until the 1930s, solidified the notion 

that the acquisition of English was the primary purpose of education for Native 

Americans. 

As soon as students understood English they were to begin studying other 

academic subjects like math, geography, and U.S. history.  Students’ academic education 

was accompanied by vocational training designed to enable them to become self-

sufficient workers.  Students spent approximately half a day learning trades or performing 

manual labor and a few hours each day in the classroom.  Girls received a domestic 

education to prepare them to become wives and mothers.  Boys learned how to use tools 

and acquired skills associated with farming, blacksmithing, and carpentry.  Some male 

students received training in printing and worked in the printing offices at Hampton and 

Carlisle.  

From the beginning of their educational experiments, Armstrong and Pratt set out 

to sway skeptics about the educability of Indians.  As Pratt once explained, his was a 

twofold educational program: “We have two objects in view in starting the Carlisle 

School—one is to educate the Indians—the other is to educate the people of the 

country…to understand that the Indians can be educated.”9  Both Hampton and Carlisle 

established printing offices soon after they were founded to aid in their attempts to prove 

that Indians were educable.  Male students were responsible for printing all of the 

publications published out of the printing offices at Hampton and Carlisle.  Carlisle’s 

weekly Indian Helper advertised this fact, announcing on the front page of every issue 

4

9 “Indian School Commencement,” The Sentinel, June 1891, 2.



that it was “printed by Indian boys.”   As Robert Warrior rightly notes, “[T]he effort to 

highlight the young men in the print shop seems designed to prompt people to feel some 

extra connection beyond the printed words to what was happening in [the school].”  

Using the school newspapers to draw attention to the work being done by boarding 

school students in the printing offices proved an effective way for school authorities to 

highlight “the most advanced training a student [at Carlisle or Hampton] was going to 

receive.”10  The newspapers themselves served as “evidence of pedagogical success,”11 

proving to a skeptical public that by providing training in printing to Indian students, the 

boarding schools were offering them a means of attaining economic self-sufficiency.12 

In addition to showcasing the printing skills of their students in the various school 

publications, Armstrong, Pratt, and other school authorities frequently printed student 

writings in the pages of the school newspapers to demonstrate to white readers that 

students were successfully learning the language of civilization.  Alongside the student 

writings and writings about fully assimilated Indians, they printed before-and-after 

photographs capturing the cultural transformation students underwent at the schools.  

Together, the photographs and writings told a narrative of assimilation designed to 

convince white readers that Hampton’s and Carlisle’s educational programs could not 

5

10 Robert Warrior, The People and the Word: Reading Native Nonfiction 
(Minneapolis: University of Minneapolis Press, 2005), 103. 

11 Ibid. 

12 According to Daniel F. Littlefield, Jr. and James W. Parins in American Indian 
and Alaska Native Newspapers, “The apprentice printers received a full course in 
composition and as much experience as possible in the job, stone, and press work.  They 
were taught layout, operation and management of the equipment, as well as management 
of the steam engine and boiler that drove the machinery.”  This training prepared many 
apprentice printers to enter the printing trade and the publishing industry (320). 



only transform savages into students but could do so quickly.  In this way, the white-

edited newspapers played a crucial role in gaining the financial and political support of 

white readers.  Armstrong and Pratt sent copies of their newspapers to “members of 

Congress, all the Indian agencies and military posts, and the most prominent American 

newspapers.”13  For Armstrong and Pratt, the boarding school press was an important 

medium for gaining the support of whites in order to ensure the success of their 

educational experiments.  

 Besides playing a role in promoting the educational work of the schools to the 

American public, the white-edited newspapers at Hampton and Carlisle performed 

specific roles for their Native American readers.  These newspapers functioned first and 

foremost as a pedagogical tool for boarding school students and graduates.  As Jessica 

Enoch points out, Carlisle’s white-edited Indian Helper served as a pedagogical tool “that  

taught current and former Carlisle students the rules of etiquette, English, and white 

behavior, reinforcing the pedagogical objectives learned in the classroom.”14  Hampton’s 

white-edited Southern Workman also performed a pedagogical role for students: not only 

was the Workman the main text in all the reading courses offered at Hampton,15 but like 

the Indian Helper it printed success stories of model students and graduates for other 

students to emulate.  Furthermore, the scholarship of Enoch, Fear-Segal, and Amelia 

Katanski highlights how the white-edited newspapers printed at Hampton and Carlisle 

6

13 Jessica Enoch, “Resisting the Script of Indian Education: Zitkala Ša and the 
Carlisle Indian School,” College English 65, no. 2 (2002): 122.

14 Ibid. 

15 James D. Anderson, The Education of Blacks in the South, 1860-1935 (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press,1988), 50.



served as a disciplinary and surveillance device designed to keep student readers in their 

place.  

Following the work of Enoch, Fear-Segal, and Katanski, this chapter explores the 

multiple functions of Hampton’s Southern Workman and Carlisle’s Indian Helper.  My 

work diverges from the existing scholarship, however, in that it exposes crucial 

differences in how these white-edited newspapers used writings by and about Indians 

together with photographs of Indian students to showcase their educational work.  

Specifically, this chapter examines the Workman’s vexed attempts to “preserve” Native 

American culture alongside and against the Indian Helper’s efforts to use ventriloquism 

and the white gaze to appropriate Indianness to aid in the school’s program of cultural 

erasure.  In doing so, I bring into focus the ways Armstrong and Pratt made these 

newspapers vehicles for their different attitudes toward Native American identity and 

culture.  Reading closely the white-edited newspapers of Hampton and Carlisle, this 

chapter ultimately argues, offers insight into the multiple and oftentimes competing 

functions of the boarding school press.  Not only do we gain a better understanding of 

how school authorities like Armstrong and Pratt used the boarding school press in 

different ways to exert control over the discourse of assimilation that shaped Indian 

education in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, but perhaps more 

importantly, we also learn that school authorities and boarding school students and 

graduates oftentimes used the boarding school press for competing purposes.
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Armstrong and Pratt: Two Approaches to Indian Education

Although Hampton and Carlisle were closely aligned and perceived by those in 

Indian affairs as “twin, flagship institutions,” this was not entirely accurate.  As Fear-

Segal rightly notes, Armstrong and Pratt “held very different views about both the 

aptitude of Indians and their future within the United States.”16  Their different views not 

only shaped their approach to Indian education, but also how they sought to represent 

their educational work to the American public and to their students in the pages of the 

school newspapers.   

 Though Armstrong and Pratt both believed that tribes should be Americanized in 

order to assimilate them and agreed that education was the best means by which to 

accomplish that goal, they took different approaches to educating Indians.  At Hampton, 

Native American and African American students were likely educated together.17  When 

Armstrong set out to expand his educational venture to include Native Americans in 

1878, he did so believing that his philosophy could be used to educate all “backward 

8

16 Fear-Segal, White Man’s Club: Schools, Race, and the Struggle of Indian 
Acculturation (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2007), 33. 

17 There is debate among scholars as to whether Native American and African 
American students were segregated at Hampton.  See Engs, Educating the Disfranchised 
and Disinherited, and Lindsey, Indians at Hampton Institute.  Whereas Engs argues that 
Hampton was two distinct schools, one for Native Americans and one for African 
Americans (123), Lindsey contends that Hampton did not segregate students but rather 
used racial differences between students to diffuse racial tension between white faculty 
and nonwhite students (118). 



races.” 18 According to Fear-Segal, “Armstrong subscribed to a philosophy that relegated 

Indians to a lowly place within the nation, close to ‘Negroes,’ and did not foresee that 

either race could readily attain equality” with whites.19  When Armstrong designed 

Hampton he did so in such a way that, as Robert Francis Engs explains, his African 

American students would not be educated “out of sympathy with those they must teach 

and lead.”  African American graduates of Hampton were expected to return to the South 

to “focus on the uplift of those less fortunate among their own race and not themselves 

intrude upon an unwelcoming white society.”20  Armstrong believed more or less that 

Hampton students, African American and Native American alike, should be expected to 

return to their respective communities to assume positions as teachers and leaders, a 

notion that was in line with the school’s civilizing mission.21  

Pratt strongly disagreed with Armstrong that Euro-Americans were superior to 

Native Americans; in fact, he firmly believed that white-educated Indians were capable of 

9

18 Engs points out in Educating the Disfranchised and Disinherited, that the 
founding of Hampton’s Indian Program had just as much to do with Armstrong’s 
missionary zeal as it did with his interest in drumming up financial support for the school. 
In a letter to his wife Emma, Armstrong wrote, “There’s money in them, I tell you!” 
Under the terms of a government-financed program, Hampton received $167 a year for 
each of the 120 students enrolled in its Indian Program (117-18).

19 Jacqueline Fear-Segal, White Man’s Club, 33.

20 Robert Francis Engs, Educating the Disfranchised and Disinherited: Samuel 
Chapman Armstrong and Hampton Institute, 1839-1893 (Knoxville: The University of 
Tennessee Press, 1999), 116.

21 According to Fear-Segal in White Man’s Club, although Native American 
students in Hampton’s Indian Program were supposed to be prepared to become teachers 
after graduation, few actually acquired sufficient education to realize this goal.  Rather, 
the majority of young women who graduated from Hampton became wives and mothers, 
while the majority of young men became subsistence farmers (124).



achieving total equality with whites.  He took issue with Armstrong’s emphasis on 

training Native Americans to return to the reservations because he believed it was likely 

that boarding school graduates would stop practicing the lessons of civilization they had 

learned in school.  Pratt instead insisted on encouraging Native Americans to live and 

work among whites.  He believed that Hampton’s practice of educating two races did not 

provide an environment conducive to his assimilationist agenda because he was 

convinced that Indians had the best chance of becoming civilized if they were surrounded 

by whites.

As a result of their differing attitudes toward Native American identity and 

culture, Pratt opened his own school for Native Americans.  Pratt’s choice of an army 

barracks in Carlisle, Pennsylvania was purposeful: he wanted a site that offered seclusion 

and containment, much like Fort Marion had.  He believed that removing and isolating 

Native American children from their families and tribes and placing them among whites 

was necessary in order to Americanize them.  The slogan at Carlisle was “To civilize the 

Indian, get him into civilization.  To keep him civilized, let him stay.”22  Because Pratt 

believed that exposing students to whites was important, he created an outing system 

designed to give students an opportunity to live with and work for rural white families 

during their school vacations. The outing system played a key role in Pratt’s 

assimilationist model because it sought to “individualize” students by separating them 
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from each other and from their tribal cultures while immersing them in white culture. 23  

  Though both Carlisle and Hampton sought to assimilate Native Americans, 

Hampton maintained a relatively more moderate stance on assimilation compared to 

Carlisle.  At Hampton, students were encouraged to look to the past to celebrate Native 

American and African American art forms.  According to Donal Lindsey, “No other 

school celebrated the cultural products of blacks and Indians as much as Hampton, 

although its appreciation of their cultures had limits consistent with an ethnocentric 

curriculum.”24  Armstrong opened a museum at Hampton to serve as a repository of both 

African American and Native American material culture.  This proved a powerful tool in 

drumming up financial support for the school, as it catered to white fascination with 

African American and Native American cultures.  As Lindsey explains, “Instead of force-

feeding white culture to its students as Carlisle advocated, Hampton made the entire 

‘civilizing’ process seem less one-sided: whites, too, were learning—about how blacks 

and Indians were unique and offered their own contributions to American culture.”25  

While Armstrong’s approach sought to preserve students’ tribal affiliations, Pratt’s 

approach most certainly did not.26  Pratt made no effort to mask that his educational 

program was designed ultimately to “kill the Indian and save the man.”  
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24 Lindsay, Indians at Hampton Institute, 176.

25 Ibid., 184.
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Hampton’s relative openness to cultural difference helps to underscore one of the 

key differences between Armstrong’s and Pratt’s attitudes toward Native American 

identity and culture.  While both men believed in the educability of Native Americans, 

Pratt seemed to believe that there was nothing inherently inferior about Native Americans 

that should prevent them from becoming equal to whites.  In fact, as Fear-Segal suggests, 

his “optimistic insistence on the possibility of Indian assimilation in a single generation 

suggested to government officials that the long-entrenched Indian Problem could be 

solved, without resort to continuous military force.”27 Armed with what Szasz refers to as 

“an almost imperialistic attitude” toward Native American culture,28 Pratt embarked on a 

mission of forced assimilation at Carlisle.  

Despite these differences, both men understood the importance of demonstrating 

to a skeptical public that off-reservation schooling could civilize Native Americans. 

Armstrong and Pratt relied heavily on the periodical press to gain public approval of and 

financial support for their educational programs, especially among those who might 

influence the government’s policies on Indian education.  The white-edited school 

newspapers served as an important link between school authorities and Washington and 

helped shape government Indian policy from the late nineteenth century through the early  

decades of the twentieth.29  They also provided a means for Armstrong, Pratt, and other 

school authorities to respond to critics of Indian education.  
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As early as the 1880s, critics began to voice concerns over the system of 

education practiced at off-reservation boarding schools.  According to historian Robert A. 

Trennert, after 1900 “critics became more vocal and persistent, arguing that the Indian 

community did not approve of this type of education, that most students gained little, and 

that employment opportunities were limited at best.”30 Commissioner of Indian Affairs 

Francis E. Leupp (1905-1909) argued that the educational system not only failed to 

produce self-reliant Indians and to provide students with a useful education, but also 

protected them in an artificial environment in boarding schools, where they received the 

comforts of civilization at no cost and without developing a work ethic.  As Trennert 

explains, Leupp accepted “the increasingly prevalent theory that Indians were childlike in 

nature and incapable of assimilating into white society on an equal basis.”  Leupp and 

other critics of the off-reservation boarding school system went even so far as to suggest 

that schooling did little to Americanize Indian students.31 

In order to demonstrate that their educational programs could Americanize Indian 

students, school authorities printed representations of students in the pages of their 

newspapers that showcased their “progress.”  Coverage of Indian Citizenship Day 

pageants, sporting events, and graduations was meant to signal to white readers that 

students were capable of being transformed into Americans.  Both Armstrong and Pratt 

also enlisted photographers to take before-and-after photographs of Native American 

students and then printed them in the school newspapers.  By examining how the 
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periodical press was used at Hampton and Carlisle we can gain insight into print’s power 

to publicize the progress students were making and to spread the teachings of civilization 

far and wide.  We also can better understand how Armstrong and Pratt viewed the process 

of Americanization and assimilation and how their different attitudes toward Native 

American culture and identity shaped the editorial practices of the Workman and the 

Indian Helper. 

Preserving Native American Culture in Hampton’s Southern Workman (1872-1938)

Hampton’s printing office opened in 1871 by way of donations from white 

northerners and began with two small presses, a second-hand Washington hand-press, and 

a quarter-medium Gordon press, to which was added a hand stop cylinder press.32  The 

male students who worked in Hampton’s printing office were “selected as showing 

particular aptitude for the business.”33  It was assumed that their work in the printing 

office would prepare them for “the uncertainty of their future lives” and provide them 

with a means of attaining economic self-sufficiency.34 

One year after Hampton opened its printing office, Armstrong founded and edited 

the Southern Workman, an illustrated monthly, whose stated purpose was to inform 

students about issues “concerning their own race and the outside world, interesting 

correspondence from teachers, and practical and original articles upon science, 
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agriculture, housekeeping, and education.”35  The Workman, which was read by all 

Hampton students in their reading classes,36 sought to bring about understanding and 

respect between the races.  The publication detailed Hampton’s educational practice and 

showcased the achievements of its graduates and the activities of important organizations, 

such as the National Association of Colored Women and the Society of American Indians 

(SAI).  It also contained writings by well-known figures like James Weldon Johnson, 

Paul Dunbar, Alice Dunbar-Nelson, Charles Eastman (Santee Sioux), Laura Cornelius 

Kellogg (Oneida), and Angel De Cora Dietz (Winnebago). 

Besides holding up Hampton graduates as models for student readers to emulate, 

the Workman also showcased the accomplishments of students while they were still in 

school.  The Workman’s “Indian Department,” edited by Hampton teacher Cora Folsom, 

offered readers updates on exemplary students, including those who were chosen to 

represent the school on fundraising trips to the North.  In the January 1892 issue, Folsom 

holds up Harry Kingman, a Sioux, as a model student.  As she explains,  

Kingman had been North before, then speaking in his own tongue; now he tells 
the story of his life in English….He tells of his school life at home and his 
determination to come to Hampton in spite of the wishes of his family.  Harry has 
been with us five years and appreciates more and more the value of the education 
for which he has made such a brave struggle.37 

What makes Kingman an exemplary student, according to Folsom’s account, is his 

facility with the English language, a symbol of civilization.  By representing Kingman’s 
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school experience as an evolutionary progression from savage to civilized student, 

Folsom uses the pages of the Workman to reinforce the lessons of civilization taught in 

the classroom.  Her representation of Kingman as “appreciative” of his climb up the 

evolutionary ladder also suggests his complicity in the school’s program of forced 

assimilation.  This seemingly innocuous account of Kingman’s role as a representative 

student takes on even greater significance when we consider that student readers were 

being encouraged to look to Kingman and other successful students as models to emulate.  

Noticeably absent from the pages of the Workman is Kingman’s self-representation.  

Instead, we hear his narrative of assimilation told only through the voice of a Hampton 

educator and editor. 

 Though student writings occasionally appeared in the pages of the Workman, even 

these were subject to the scrutiny of Folsom and other white editors.  As Katanski 

explains, teachers rated student compositions on a scale from “excellent” to “poor.”  Only 

“excellent” narratives were printed in the Workman, reinforcing the notion that to be 

recognized and praised as a success story as well as to have a voice in print, students 

were expected to follow closely the lessons of civilization.38  By reinforcing the social 

evolutionism taught in the classroom, the Workman thus functioned as a surveillance and 

disciplinary device for student readers.

While the Workman targeted student readers, it also aimed for a much wider 

audience.  From its inception, it was intended to be more than a typical school newspaper.  

Armstrong meant to use the newspaper as a medium for soliciting financial and political 
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supports from whites.  As Armstrong wrote in a letter to his friend and Hampton trustee 

Robert C. Ogden, “We mean to push it by mail, up and forwards—think of this—the 

paper may become, and I mean it will be a power.”39  According to historian James D. 

Anderson, “The Southern Workman became a ‘power,’ especially among northern 

philanthropists and southern white moderates, who favored elementary school and 

normal school education for blacks and who were basically opposed to black higher 

education, equal job opportunities, civil equality, and equal political rights.”40 The 

conservatism of the Workman appealed to whites and thus proved beneficial because it 

bolstered financial support for Armstrong’s educational enterprise. 

In addition to its power to appeal to white conservatism, the Workman catered to 

white fascination with African American and Native American cultures.  Armstrong used 

the pages of the Workman to publicize Hampton’s openness to preserving the cultures of 

its students, especially its Native American students in service of white fascination with 

the exotic.  As Engs points out, Armstrong and other school authorities wanted to 

capitalize on white fascination with Native American culture.  The Workman and other 

school publications like Talks and Thoughts of the Hampton Indian Students highlighted 

the work of Hampton’s Indian Program and its students because, according to Engs, 

“Indian education brought many new contributions to the school coffers, and also secured 

greater fame and prestige for Hampton and its founder.”41  The Workman often contained 
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representations of Native American life meant to appeal to the curiosity of white readers 

and to demonstrate that Native Americans were capable of becoming civilized.  

An ethnographic account by Mary Clementine Collins, a missionary to the 

Lakota, is a representative example.  In the piece, Collins describes forms of play among 

Native American children: girls play with dolls fashioned out of corn cobs and enact 

courtly romances, while boys, who are “gaily painted and decorated with feathers, 

clothed only in breech-cloth and moccasins,” play with balls and sticks.42  The scene she 

depicts is idyllic but fleeting: “As they pass farther and farther from the old life, may the 

dark days be forgotten and the bright play days of their childhood stand out clear and 

strong to cheer them and comfort them in the thoughts of the old life and their heathen 

ancestry.”43  Here Collins draws on social evolutionary thought to reassure white readers 

that Native Americans are now distanced from their “heathen ancestry” and are fighting 

to become civilized.  She recalls an educated Native American saying to her, “‘You 

inherited all that is beautiful and bright and good and pure from your Christian ancestors.  

We have only the ignorance of our ancestors to plead as an excuse for the darkness and 

degradation which we and our children must fight hard against, or which will finally 

overwhelm us.’”44  That Collins uses an educated Indian to give voice to social 

evolutionary beliefs is particularly revealing for it reinforces the notion that a Hampton 
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education could save Indians from a degraded savage past and bring them, over time, into 

a civilized future.

The notion that with the help of a white education Indians could progress was 

echoed in many of the writings about Native Americans printed in the pages of the 

Workman.   Just as Collins encourages educated Native Americans to use their memories 

of a vanishing culture to comfort them as they progress, in his first editorial published in 

the Workman in 1872, Armstrong speaks directly to student readers, encouraging them to 

look to “the lessons of the past, but ever forward” to do the work God has given them. 

Armstrong’s motto was reprinted on the front page of the Workman in the January 1894 

issue (figure 1).45  While the frequent reminder to look “ever forward” may seem 

paradoxical in light of the fact that Armstrong saw the Workman as a vehicle for 

promoting the school’s openness to cultural preservation, this is not the case.  The project 

of preserving Native American cultural traditions meant different things to different 

groups of people.  Besides using the Workman to satisfy white curiosity of Native 

American culture, Armstrong also made the newspaper a medium for providing a visible 

scale of progress.  For Armstrong, “the lessons of the past” were supposed to remind 

readers, white and Native American alike, of the former savagism of the now transformed 

white-educated Indian.  

19
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 Figure 1.  First pages of the Southern Workman, January 1894.

What is most compelling about the history of the Workman is that it came to serve 

as a forum for Native American literary production at the turn into the twentieth century, 

as writers like Charles Eastman and Francis La Flesche published fiction and nonfiction 

in its pages.  It is likely that Eastman and La Flesche, both boarding school graduates, 

chose the Workman for its wide readership and its prestige.  The Workman’s reputation 

for printing stories by and about Native Americans not only boosted subscriptions among 

white readers but also attracted national attention.  In April 1903, the New York Times 

encouraged its readers to consider subscribing to the Workman for its “varied” content, 

which featured contributions by “men and women of culture and talent, with opportunity 
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for study and observation in fields of real importance and of real interest, often of 

picturesqueness.”46  

Interestingly, that same month Eastman’s essay “Indian Traits” appeared in the 

Workman.  Like Collins and other white writers who published their writings in the 

Workman, Eastman plays up the association of Indians with childhood and nature.  Yet 

while Eastman appropriates the notion that Indians are children of nature, he does so in 

order to correct misperceptions whites have about Indian identity and culture.  

Specifically, he writes against two popular misconceptions—that Indian men are eternally 

“boyish” and that they are innate hunters and warriors—by describing the means by 

which Indian boys are educated to become Indian men.  Perhaps even more importantly, 

by asserting that this education or training he and other Indian boys received cannot be 

“wipe[d] out” by civilization, Eastman challenges the notion that Indian cultures and 

traditions are vanishing.47  In this way, Eastman uses the Workman to offer his critical 

perspective on the discourse of assimilation, as well as to affirm and defend his Indian 

identity and culture.    

Eastman and other Native American writers who chose to publish their writings in 

the Workman had to reconcile the notion that their critical perspectives might risk being 

subsumed by the assimilationist writings that also appeared in the Workman, sometimes 

in the very same issue.  Yet the presence of resistant, anti-assimilationist Native American 

voices who spoke out on behalf of indigenous interests and sought to preserve indigenous 

traditions in the pages of the Workman nevertheless highlights the ways in which the 
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newspaper served as a vehicle for writers and audiences with multiple and oftentimes 

competing views on Native American identity and culture.  In marked contrast to the 

Workman, which became one of the longest running periodicals to print writings by and 

about Native Americans,48 Carlisle’s Indian Helper rarely reflected the interests or 

perspectives of Native Americans.  Rather, the voice that pervaded its pages was that of 

the enigmatic Man-on-the-Band-stand.  The Indian Helper’s use of ventriloquism and the 

white gaze to represent Indianness sought to aid Carlisle in its mission to eradicate Indian 

identities and cultures.

Ventriloquism and the White Gaze in Carlisle’s Indian Helper (1885-1900) 

In 1885, Pratt founded the Indian Helper, a weekly newspaper that was read by 

students and mailed to graduates and other interested readers (figure 2).  In Pratt’s words, 

“[The Indian Helper was] printed weekly for the special edification of the pupils both 

past and present and for circulation among their parents and people in their remote 

homes.”  Annual subscriptions cost 10 cents, and subscription rates peaked at 12,000 in 

1898.49  Although the Indian Helper actively sought out white subscribers, it mainly 

targeted Carlisle students and graduates who were represented in its pages as a 

homogenous group in need of “helping.”  The newspaper sought to “help” Native 

Americans by urging them to remember their lessons and to keep to those lessons after 

their return to the reservation.  It also reminded them that the ever-present, all seeing, 

Man-on-the-band-stand was observing and commenting on their behavior in the pages of 
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Figure 2.  Front pages of the Indian Helper, Friday, October 2, 1891.

the newspaper.  In this way, the Indian Helper functioned as a pedagogical tool and 

surveillance device for students and graduates.  It sought to reinforce rules about 

etiquette, English, and civilized behavior taught in the classroom, while giving a very 

strong impression that it was being used as a vehicle for surveillance and control.  Each 

masthead read “The Indian Helper is PRINTED by Indian boys, but EDITED by The-

Man-on-the-Band-stand who is NOT an Indian.”  While the masthead marked a clear 

division between “Indians” and “helpers,” those who printed and those who edited, it left 

readers wondering who the Man-on-the-Band-stand was.    

In fact, the mystery surrounding the identity of the editor was played up in the 

newspaper.  One subscriber asked, “Will you please explain why you are called ‘The 

Man-on-the-Bandstand?’”  In response, the subscriber was told, “If the questioner were at 
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Carlisle, he would know why.  The Band-stand commands the whole situation.  From it 

he can see all the quarters, the printing office, the chapel, the grounds, everything and 

everybody, all the girls and boys on the walks, at the windows, everywhere.  Nothing 

escapes the Man-on-the-Bandstand.”50  As the Man-on-the-Band-stand’s response 

suggests, readers familiar with Carlisle would have known that there was a bandstand 

situated in the center of the campus, where Pratt positioned himself during exercise drills, 

parades, and other school activities.  From the bandstand, Pratt enjoyed a panoramic view 

of the whole school.  In this way, the bandstand functioned much like Jeremy Bentham’s 

panopticon, which featured an inspection tower, situated in the center of the prison, from 

where one could watch and record the prisoners’ every move.51    

Judging from the pages of the newspaper, very little that the students did escaped 

the scrutiny of the all-seeing, omniscient Man-on-the-Band-stand.  He watched them 

carefully and reported on their behavior, manners, and their English-speaking skills.  He 

did not have a column but rather offered his observations, often meant to correct students, 

in brief asides: “One of the boys thanked Mr. Campbell for circus-board instead of 

checker-board the other day.”52  Such commentary allowed the Man-on-the-Band-stand to 

demonstrate and flaunt “his” power in print.                   

    The exact identity of the Man-on-the-Band-stand is unknown.  Littlefield, Jr. 

and Parins assert that the Man-on-the-Band-stand was probably Pratt himself.53  Other 
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scholars argue that Pratt shared the name with his co-editor Marianna Burgess, who was 

business manager and oversaw all the Carlisle Press publications.  Fear-Segal suggests 

that the imaginary persona of the Man-on-the-Band-stand was the creation of Burgess: “It  

was certainly she who constructed his multiple personalities and developed his voice.  He 

was her creature.  In the pages of the Indian Helper, where she created, paraded, 

operated, played, and flirted with him, we find her delighting in his power, ambiguity, 

and numerous roles.”54  Regardless of whether the Man-on-the-Band-stand was Pratt, 

Burgess, or both, it is clear that the two of them maintained strict editorial control over 

the newspaper and used it to reinforce the civilizing lessons of Carlisle.

 Many of the articles printed in the Indian Helper sought to reinforce social 

evolutionary thinking by ascribing tribal traditions to the past and encouraging Native 

American students to transform themselves to be more like whites.  In the following 

example, the Man-on-the-Band-stand acts as a kind of cultural broker between his female 

students and their white counterparts, who are eager to know more about reservation life.  

Here the superiority of Euro-American civilization is reinforced through references to a 

‘dark’ Indian past and a ‘lighter’ present and future:

Little white girls who know nothing of Indian camp life, often wonder how their 
little Indian sisters who live in tents, look in their camp dress, and how they 
behave.          

  Girls, shall we tell them?  
We know all about it, for we have been there our very selves, haven’t we?
And we are not ashamed to tell about it, for we have grown away up and 

beyond such ways of living. 
We feel proud because we have come out of the darkness of those days 

into the light of a better understanding of things, but we are not ashamed of a past 
we could not help. 

25

54 Fear-Segal, White Man’s Club, 209-10.   



We know that some Indian girls in camp have a very free and easy time,
but we are fast finding out that the more KNOWLEDGE we get the happier and 
freer we are.55  

The voice we hear is not that of Native American girls but rather the voice of the Man-

on-the-Band-stand. His use of a collective “we” creates a sense of cohesion between 

himself and his female students.  By speaking for his students, he gives the impression 

that they share his worldview and eagerly accept his denigration of Native American 

cultural traditions.  The title of the article, “Not As Our Girls Are Now,” suggests that 

Carlisle’s girls no longer wear moccasins and cook Indian food, as girls growing up on 

the reservations do.  By insisting on the difference between Carlisle students and their 

female counterparts on the reservations, the Man-on-the-Band-stand reaffirms the 

school’s promise to students that if they sever ties with their Indian pasts and transform 

themselves, they can enjoy the fruits of civilization: education, happiness, and freedom.   

 Although Carlisle encouraged students to remain among whites in the East, many 

of them returned home to their reservations.  In an attempt to remind them of the 

importance of the lessons of Carlisle, the Indian Helper was sent to thousands of 

reservation homes.56  The newspaper often featured stories that served both to remind 

students of the values espoused at Carlisle and to assuage white fears that students would 

return to the blanket.  Public concern over returned students increased after the Battle of 

Wounded Knee in 1890, when it was alleged that returned students from Carlisle had 

participated in the ghost dance the spurred the massacre.  In an effort to offset public 

26

55 “Not as Our Girls Are Now,” Indian Helper, October 2, 1891.

56 Fear-Segal, White Man’s Club, 226.



scrutiny the Indian Helper printed stories that featured positive role models of returned 

students that students could emulate.57 

In 1889, a a first-person account of a Pueblo Indian girl’s return home to the 

reservation, titled “How an Indian Girl Might Tell Her Own Story if She Had the 

Chance,” was serialized in the Indian Helper.  The story begins with a statement by the 

Man-on-the-Band-stand that attests to its veracity: “The facts as given below are known 

by the Man-on-the-Band-stand to be true, the experience is similar to that of many an 

Indian girl whom he knows about.”58  However, the story is a fictionalized account 

written by Marianna Burgess, who based it on what she had observed of Pueblo Indian 

life during a visit to Arizona.  The story of the female returnee did not seek to celebrate 

Pueblo Indian cultural traditions; instead, it denigrated all aspects of Pueblo life, from the 

home to the tribal government.  

Much like other pieces printed in the Indian Helper, including “Not As Our Girls 

Are Now,” Burgess’ story is aimed at female students and encourages them to replace 

their cultural traditions with white ways.  But an important shift in voice occurs.  In “Not 

As Our Girls Are Now” the Man-on-the-Band-stand speaks for the girls; his voice is one 

associated with white male authority.  In “How an Indian Girl Might Tell Her Own Story 

if She Had the Chance,” which was later published as the novel, Stiya: A Carlisle Indian 

Girl at Home (1891), Burgess uses the female voice of Stiya to bring the message of 

Carlisle closer to home.  As Fear-Segal explains, “By purportedly identifying and 
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empathizing with a Pueblo girl, she claimed the opportunity to speak as an Indian, from 

inside Pueblo society.”59  This no doubt assisted Burgess in her efforts to use the 

serialized story and later the book as an instructional guide for students.  Burgess uses 

Stiya’s experiences to warn students about what they should expect to encounter when 

they return home and how they should respond to the pressures to wear indigenous dress 

and resume traditional ways of living. 

We meet Stiya when she is about to reunite with her parents after having spent 

five years at Carlisle.  After traveling by train with other Carlisle students and her school-

mother, she finally arrives at the station where her parents are waiting for her.  When she 

first lays eyes on her parents she immediately notices how unkempt they are, and she is 

embarrassed by their appearance:

Was I as glad to see them as I thought I would be?
I must confess that instead I was shocked and surprised at the sight that 

met my eyes. 
“My father?  My mother?” cried I desperately within.  “No, never!” I

thought, and I actually turned my back upon them. 
I had forgotten that my mother’s hair always looked as though it had never 

seen a comb.  
I had forgotten that she wore such a short, queer-looking black bag for a

dress, fastened over one shoulder only, and such buckskin wrappings for shoes 
and leggings.
 “My mother?” I cried, this time aloud.

I could not help it, and at the same time I rushed frantically into the arms 
of my school-mother, who had taken me home, and I remembered then as I never 
did before how kind she had always been to us.60 
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Burgess plays up the disassociation Stiya feels from her parents by calling attention to her 

emotional and physical closeness with her school-mother.   Stiya embraces her school-

mother and begs her to take her away from her biological mother, to whom she refers as 

“that woman,” but her school-mother denies her request.  Instead, she withdraws from 

Stiya’s embrace and encourages her to “be a woman!” and make the best of the 

situation.61  

As the story unfolds, Burgess continues to portray Stiya’s homecoming as joyless 

and traumatic.  She struggles to communicate with her parents because she has forgotten 

how to speak their language and they cannot speak English.  Stiya remarks on how dirty 

her parents’ pueblo is.  She is horrified by her mother’s method of preparing meals and 

describes the “thousands upon thousands” of flies on the meat that hangs in the pueblo 

with the detached air of an outside observer.62  Throughout the story Stiya makes asides 

that heighten her disconnectedness from her family and cultural traditions: “I am 

thoroughly disgusted this moment at the way Indians live, if this is the way they live.”63  

These examples illustrate that her white schooling has distanced her from her family and 

cultural traditions to the point where she no longer identifies with them.

While the narrative stresses Stiya’s disconnect from her family and cultural 

traditions, it highlights her identification with the values and teachings of Carlisle.  Stiya 

contrasts her first night home in the pueblo, where she sleeps on blankets on the floor, 

with a memory of her first night at Carlisle: “They put me into a large bath-tub, combed 
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my hair, and put me to bed between two clean white sheets.  I did not appreciate the kind 

treatment then.  Then I was lonesome for this very place that now I was loathing with all 

my heart.”64  Here Burgess downplays the trauma Carlisle students often experienced at 

being separated from their family and tribe in order to play up returned students’ 

nostalgia for the benevolence of their Carlisle teachers.

Stiya’s one source of solace in her homecoming is her school-mother’s reminder 

to “be a woman!”  The oft-repeated phrase serves to remind Stiya of the lessons her 

domesticity training at Carlisle has taught her about the importance of maintaining a 

clean and happy home.  She decides to remain with her family and resolves to make her 

home a better place to live.  And she encourages her friend and fellow classmate Annie, 

who is having trouble at home because her family is pressuring her to wear traditional 

dress, to do the same. Stiya advises her friend to tell her family “something nice about the 

East or something you have learned” and to do something “kind” for her family like 

baking a cake.65  Stiya practices her own advice: not only does she tell her parents about 

the East, she cleans the pueblo, buys furniture, and encourages her father to get a job for 

the railroad so the family can relocate to a more progressive town.  When Stiya’s mother 

and the tribal governor pressure her to wear Indian dress and to attend a tribal dance, 

Stiya refuses to acquiesce to their demands.  As a result, she and her family are stripped 

of their clothes, publicly whipped, and then jailed.

Despite these trials, Stiya is rewarded with a visit from her Carlisle teachers.  Her 

teachers praise the pictures of Carlisle she hung on the wall of the new house, the aprons 
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she sewed, and the food she baked for them.  The narrative suggests that by gaining her 

teachers’ approval, Stiya succeeds in using the domestic teachings of Carlisle to improve 

her family’s living conditions.  In this way, Stiya serves as a model for other returned 

students to emulate.  As Amelia Katanski suggests, “Burgess’ narrator tells her readers 

exactly what will please visiting teachers, as she also reminds them that their progress 

will be monitored; that even the reservation does not fall outside the gaze of the Man-on-

the-Band-stand.”66 

In fact, the Man-on-the-Band-stand exerts his powerful presence through copies 

of the Indian Helper that Stiya brings with her from Carlisle.  The newspaper helps Stiya 

remain connected to Carlisle.  It serves a practical purpose in that she uses it as a 

tablecloth to protect her new kitchen table.  In this way, the newspaper serves as a 

“civilizing agent” and enacts a civilizing influence over Stiya.67  

Reading the newspaper also brings her solace as she reminisces about Carlisle: 
At school, every week when done reading the little paper I put it in my trunk.  

‘I thought I would be glad to have you in my home,’ said I, talking to them
as though they were a person.  ‘And now I am glad.’

I really believe I kissed the papers, I was so pleased to have them at that 
lonely hour of the night.  I sat down by the fire, and for an hour lost myself 
reading over what we had done at Carlisle in years gone by.68 

Here Stiya treats the Indian Helper as though it is a person, as though it is the Man-on-

the-Band-stand.  She relishes his presence and celebrates his teachings while reminding 

other students to save their copies of the Indian Helper to read on lonely nights on the 
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reservation.  Much like the Indian Helper, Burgess’ book was intended to be read by 

returned students who were missing the comfort and guidance of Carlisle.      

  While Stiya was intended to function as both conduct manual and vehicle of 

surveillance for returned students, it was also intended to help redeem the reputation of 

Carlisle’s returned students.  The novel was widely publicized in the Indian Helper. One 

reviewer wrote, 

This little book "Stiya," presents a realistic picture of life in an Indian village. The 
reader's sympathies are enlisted at once on behalf of the maiden who finds herself 
a stranger among her own people.  No one can be unmoved by the story of her 
trials.  How one wonders whether filial love and duty combined with dread of 
suffering and fear of ridicule will gain the mastery over her loyalty to the precepts 
of her teachers; and how we rejoice when her faithfulness and courage gain such a 
triumphant victory.  This story deserves a wide reading not only for its 
considerable literary merit but much more for the good its author evidently meant 
to accomplish by arousing our sympathy for the Indian and our interest in the 
cause of his enlightenment.69 

By printing this laudatory review in the Indian Helper, Pratt and Burgess were able to 

promote the joint messages of the novel and the newspaper.  Through the publication of 

Stiya and the Indian Helper, Pratt and Burgess sought to publicize and showcase the 

achievements of Carlisle students in order to gain public approval and financial support 

for the school.  With the publication of Stiya, Burgess and Pratt aimed to improve the 

image of Carlisle students in the debate over returned students’ success in maintaining 

their level of civilization.  

Moreover, Pratt used the newspaper to “help” Native Americans by spreading 

word of the progress Carlisle students were making: “Millions of people think of the 

Indian as a wild, paint-besmeared, feather-bedecked savage.  The Carlisle Indian is rising 
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into manhood and womanhood, and we want everybody to know it.”70  Pratt hoped to 

dispel myths about Native Americans as uneducable savages by providing examples of 

successfully assimilated Carlisle students in the pages of the newspaper.  In addition to 

written representations of Native Americans, he relied on photographs to demonstrate the 

progress students were making. According to Fear-Segal, “Photographs were one of the 

main weapons in the armory of the Indian school.  The Indian Helper was one of the 

vehicles by which they reached the outside world.”71  Before-and-after photographs of 

students were printed in the Indian Helper and other school publications, and readers 

who subscribed to the school newspapers received copies of these photographs with their 

subscriptions. 

The before-and-after images and other photographs of Native Americans that 

appeared in the school publications at Carlisle and Hampton proved powerful tools in 

publicizing the success of Pratt’s and Armstrong’s educational ventures.  By prominently  

displaying images that documented the cultural transformation students underwent, both 

men were able to provide a skeptical white audience with visual evidence that their 

educational programs were working. 

Vanishing & Assimilating: Photographs of Hampton and Carlisle Students

The photographs taken of Native American students at Hampton and Carlisle 

reveal that just as Armstrong and Pratt understood the power of print, they understood the 

power of photography in late nineteenth-century America.  Even before the first group of 

Native Americans arrived at Hampton, Armstrong wrote Pratt: “Be sure to get a variety of 

33

70 Indian Helper, September 4, 1896.

71 Fear-Segal, White Man’s Club, 212.



styles of first class photographs of the Indian youth you bring, letting them appear in the 

wildest and most barbarous costume.”72  Once Pratt moved the students to Carlisle, 

“after” photographs followed.   Armstrong intended for before-and-after photographs to 

document that Hampton’s educational philosophy and practice could transform the 

“savage” Indian into an assimilated citizen.  Likewise, Pratt used these photographs in his 

efforts to publicize and garner public support for his educational enterprise.  What is most 

interesting about these photographs is how they seek to capture the very process of 

transformation from “savage” to citizen.

Lonna Malmsheimer and James Guimond, among others, have examined the 

before-and-after photographs taken at Hampton and Carlisle.   Both scholars suggest that 

the goal of these photographs was to register visually the cultural transformation students 

were undergoing.  In “before” images students were photographed wearing blankets and 

traditional tribal clothing.  For “after” images, students donned white man’s clothes 

(figure 3).  As Malmsheimer explains, local Carlisle photographer J.N. Choate took 

hundreds of before-and-after studio portraits of individual students and small groups that 

conformed to white portrait conventions at the time:

Some tendency toward less formal posing, indeed probably for the photographer 
to have given less instruction in appropriate portrait demeanor, is evident in some 
of the ‘before’ versions, especially those done outdoors rather than in the studio.  
Still, most of these portraits, especially the ‘after’ versions, conform to patterns of 
self-presentation in the period portraits of middle-class whites.  The subject, in 
most instances, faces the camera directly; the posture is taut and controlled; 
variation in gaze or position in the group photographs is controlled by the 
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photographer; facial expression is serene and impassive, self-contained rather than 
interactive.73

In some of Choate’s photographs, students not only dress like whites but also appear to 

have whiter skin.  Choate used front lighting and white powder to present whitened 

Native American students to a predominantly white audience.74

 Guimond suggests that while Choate’s before-and-after photographs illustrated 

that Hampton and Carlisle could change their students’ lives, other photographs, 

especially those taken by Frances Benjamin Johnston, illustrated how this cultural 

transformation was supposed to occur.75  In 1899 Johnston, who was well known for her 

portraits of politicians and her documentary series on Washington, DC public schools, 

was commissioned to photograph Hampton and its students.  Her photographs, which 

were exhibited at the Paris Universal Exposition of 1900, were meant to document 

and illustrate the progress of Hampton students.  Although in 1899 Native Americans 

comprised only 20 percent of the student body, in Johnston’s photographs they often 

appear to represent a much larger percentage of students.  Moreover, as Guimond points 

out, “[I]n some classes in which there are very few Indians, the group has been arranged 

so that one or two of these students are prominently displayed near the camera so that     
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Figure 3. Tom Torlino (Navajo) before and after arrival at the Carlisle Indian School, J. N. Choate, circa 
1885.
 

their straight hair and lighter complexions are clearly visible.”76  In this way, the students 

represent an evolutionary progression from savagism to civilization. The notion that 

Native Americans were on display is further illustrated by how Americanized students are 

represented vis-à-vis symbols of Indianness in carefully  constructed classroom scenes.  

 In a photograph that carries the caption “Class in American History” (figure 4), a 

Native American is positioned at the front of the classroom while being observed by his 

fellow classmates.  As Guimond points out, “Here is the stereotypical Indian brave of 

countless dime novel covers, Remington paintings, Wild West shoes, and Hollywood 

westerns.”77  In Johnston’s photograph the Indian has been reduced to a relic in an 

exhibit, suggested by the inclusion of another white representation of Indian culture: a 
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Figure 4.  Class in American History, Hampton Institute, Frances B. Johnston, circa 1899.

reproduction of a Remington print that hangs on the wall.  While Johnston’s photograph 

now symbolizes the worst of late nineteenth-century stereotypes, as Guimond explains, 

Hampton school authorities probably saw nothing wrong with this picture: “For them it 

was American history as they wanted their Indian students to believe in it and participate 

in it: a picturesque but doomed past of Indians in buckskins and feathers.”78  

 Alongside this image of the vanishing Indian, we might examine a photograph of 

a Native American baby in a traditional cradleboard (figure 5).  In contrast to the previous 

photograph, this image, according to Bettina Berch, “speaks to the vibrancy of traditional 
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Figure 5.  Baby in cradleboard, Hampton Institute, Frances B. Johnston, circa 1899.

customs, not to their extinction.”79  When viewed side-by-side, the photographs 

complicate our understanding of Hampton’s position on Indian culture.  On the one hand, 

it is possible to argue that the photograph does not challenge the myth of the vanishing 

Indian because it features a Native American baby and not someone of schooling age.  In 

this way, the photograph might function as a kind of “before” image.  On the other hand, 

the photograph was printed on the cover of an issue of Talks and Thoughts, a student 

newspaper written and edited by Native Americans at Hampton.  As I will discuss in 

chapter two, Talks and Thoughts was devoted to student writing and published folktales 
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and articles on Native American culture.  As such, the photograph might complement the 

newspaper’s role in publicizing Hampton’s openness to the preservation of Native 

American culture.

 Whereas late nineteenth-century photographers like Edward Curtis sought to 

capture images of the “vanishing Indian” and went to great lengths “to create the illusion 

that many Indians had not been changed or affected by their contact with white culture,” 

Johnston’s photography took another approach.80  She did not depict a picturesque Indian 

past untouched by civilization as Curtis had done, but rather represented and reinforced 

Hampton’s assimilationist philosophy and practice.  Because she was commissioned to 

depict Hampton students as beneficiaries of schooling by whites, it was key that her 

photographs depict Indians not as a vanishing race but as Americans in the making.

Johnston’s Hampton Album gained her more recognition as a documentary 

photographer, and in 1901 she was commissioned to Carlisle by the Bureau of Education 

to photograph students for the Pan American Exposition in Buffalo, New York.  Just as 

she had done at Hampton, Johnston was to “show in part what is being done by the 

United States Government for the Indians in one of its largest training schools.”81  Her 

photographs of Carlisle also depict Americanized students.  But, as Berch points out, the 

comparison between Johnston’s photographs of Carlisle and Hampton reveal marked 

contrasts: “[A]t Carlisle, Johnston’s angle of vision seems to have shifted.  No longer 
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does she meet her subjects at eye level.  Now her camera is farther back and angled 

somehow over the heads of the students.”82   

In “Class” (figure 6), other differences come into focus.  This photograph depicts 

students dressed in the clothes of civilization and seated at desks while one student stands 

reading under the watchful eyes of the white teacher, as well as a portrait of George 

Washington.  Gone from this classroom is the Indian in buckskins that we see in figure 4; 

what remains to symbolize “Indian” culture are tribal artifacts, including rugs that hang 

on the wall.  Though these artifacts suggests a presence of Indian culture in the white 

classroom, that presence is complicated by references on the chalkboard to Henry 

Wadsworth Longfellow’s The Song of Hiawatha, a  poem that celebrates the myth of the 

vanishing Indian.  Appearing as they do in the background, it is as if the artifacts 

themselves are mere relics of an Indian past and serve no specific function besides a 

purely ornamental one in a white-educated Indian’s future. 

As Malmsheimer suggests, “The photograph is an allegorical presentation of the 

‘vanishing race’ in the very act of disappearing.  In this visual version of assimilation, the 

children of tribal parents, now advanced into civilization, repossess their tribal history 

and culture from a different perspective,” a white one.83  Appearing in Carlisle’s 

publications, Johnston’s photograph serves as the visual counterpart of the narrative of 

assimilation told by Pratt and Burgess in the white-edited Indian Helper.  Just as the 

Indian students in Johnston’s photograph appear to participate fully in the erasure of their 
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Figure 6. Class, Carlisle Indian School, Frances B. Johnston, 1901.

cultural identities and traditions while under the gaze of the white teacher, so too do the 

ventriloquized Indian students in the Indian Helper.  Together, the visual and written 

portraits of Indians that appeared in the pages of the Indian Helper aided Pratt in 

spreading what he called propaganda.84  Seeking to civilize Indians and “absorb” them 

into national life, Pratt made the Indian Helper a medium for publicizing the educational 

work of the school and reinforcing its assimilationist teachings.85 

Conclusion   

Though the Workman and the Indian Helper shared a dual function in that they 

helped school authorities garner financial and political support for their educational 
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programs as well as served as a pedagogical tool and disciplinary device for teaching 

students the lessons of civilization, these newspapers represented Indianness in subtly 

different ways.  To a large extent, the differences between the Workman’s vexed 

celebration of Native American culture and the Indian Helper’s use of ventriloquism and 

the white gaze to represent Indianness reflect the different attitudes Armstrong and Pratt 

had toward Native American identity and culture.  By teasing out the different roles these 

periodicals played in promoting the assimilationist agendas of the schools, this chapter 

helps complicate our understanding of the boarding school press.  Reading the pages of 

the Workman and the Indian Helper alongside and against one another reveals that the 

boarding school press served as a vehicle for competing and multiple rhetorical and 

political agendas not only between men like Armstrong and Pratt, but also between 

school authorities and boarding school students and graduates who sought to publish their 

writings in the school newspapers.  

As I will explain in the next chapter, at the same time that Armstrong and Pratt 

were using the Workman and the Indian Helper to perpetuate the belief that Indians were 

dying culturally and assimilating into the dominant culture, boarding school students 

from Hampton and Carlisle were writing against their cultural erasure in the student-

edited school newspapers.  Entering the world of print meant that boarding school 

students had to find ways to make themselves heard, while at the same time countering 

representations of fully assimilated Indians that had been widely circulating in the 

boarding school press as well as U.S. print culture more broadly.   Boarding school 

students at Hampton and Carlisle used the newspapers they wrote for, edited, and printed 
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to defend and preserve Native American identity and culture in the face of the 

assimilationist imperatives of the boarding schools and the dominant culture.   When we 

consider how boarding school students created authorial and editorial roles in response to 

non-Native representational practices in the pages of the boarding school press, we better 

understand how Indian students made the school newspapers at Hampton and Carlisle a 

vehicle for offering their critical perspectives on the discourse of assimilation.  
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CHAPTER 2

PAN-INDIANISM IN PRINT:

THE STUDENT-RUN NEWSPAPERS OF CARLISLE AND HAMPTON

In the January-March 1915 issue of The Quarterly Journal of the Society of 

American Indians, the editors began a piece on the Indian school newspapers by asserting 

that in every one that they have examined “there is an expressed spirit of cheer and 

helpfulness.”  The editors go on to emphasize the value of the school newspapers and 

assert, “A distinct mission is filled by this kind of publication.”  That mission, as they 

explain, is not only to give students who want to learn the trade instruction in printing but 

also to keep students, parents, and the public informed of the educational work of the 

school.  “All of these purposes are worthy ones,” they continue, “and the school paper 

deserves the support of the field it reaches and the appreciation of the public.”1  This was 

not the only time the editors wrote laudatory commentary in the pages of their Journal, 

which served as the official organ of the Society of American Indians (SAI).2  In fact, an 

article detailing the history of the Carlisle Indian School’s publications appeared in the 

very same issue.  Describing Carlisle’s white-edited Eadle Keatah Toh and the student-
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run School News, the editors write, “We have discovered a mine full of wonderful riches 

more precious than rubies.”3 In yet another issue, the editors further praise the Carlisle 

newspapers, saying that they are “rich in memories, rich in precious thoughts.”4  

Given that the school newspapers, especially those of Carlisle and Hampton, 

printed articles on Indian education and citizenship—two issues of great interest to the 

SAI—it is not surprising that the editors would want to call readers’ attention to them.  

Many of the members of the SAI who edited, contributed to, and read the Journal had 

some affiliation with Carlisle and Hampton and were familiar with the educational work 

of the schools.  While all members did not agree with the means by which the schools 

went about educating Indian youth, as I explain in chapters three and four, they did find 

value in the work the schools were doing.  Not only did the schools teach students how to 

read and write in English, but they also offered students and graduates access to print 

publication.  The well-established printing offices at Carlisle and Hampton in particular 

provided Native American students and graduates with a venue for offering their 

perspectives on issues like Indian education and citizenship.  Students and graduates 

frequently published fiction and nonfiction prose in the boarding school press.  The 

school newspapers at these schools thus function as literary repositories of early Native 

American writers, making them, as the editors of the Journal aptly put it, “a monumental 

record to the civilization of a race.”5 
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Despite the editors’ enthusiasm for the “many splendid school journals” and their 

importance to early Native America, contemporary critics tend to overlook the boarding 

school press and its role in shaping and developing a Native American literary tradition.6  

One notable exception is Bernd Peyer, who notes that the boarding schools contributed to 

the expansion of the press forum for Native American writers at the turn of the twentieth 

century. Arguing that boarding school newspapers “constitute a major source for Indian 

nonfiction prose from the last quarter of the nineteenth century to the 1920s,” Peyer 

makes plain the importance of these periodicals to early Native American literary 

production.7  Besides Peyer, few scholars have given serious critical attention to the 

boarding school newspapers.  Instead, there is a tendency to write off the boarding school 

periodicals as nothing more than the assimilationist mouthpieces of school authorities 

like Carlisle’s founder Richard Henry Pratt.  Writing about Carlisle’s publications, Ruth 

Spack asserts, “If Indian voices were expressed in print at all, they mirrored the 

assimilationist rhetoric of which Pratt was so fond.”8  Spack and other critics wrongly 

assume that the boarding school press offers little insight into the critical perspectives of 

boarding school students.    

Yet when we consider the context of the contested disciplinary space of the 

boarding school in which students wrote, we can begin to better understand the complex 
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rhetorical strategies they employed to voice their own critical perspectives.  Carol J. 

Batker makes a similar point when she suggests that Native women’s journalism 

developed “out of complex institutional affiliations and the access they provided to 

publishing.”  Far from simply labeling Native women’s writings “assimilationist,” Batker 

examines the multiple rhetorical strategies boarding school graduates used to critique 

Dawes-era policies, social evolutionary theory, and the civilizing mission of off-

reservation boarding schools.9  While Batker and other scholars of Native American 

literature and culture provide invaluable insight into the role an English-only education at  

the boarding schools played in the emergence of the critical periodical practices of 

students after they graduated, my interest here is in examining students’ engagement with 

the periodical practices of the boarding school while they were still at school.

This chapter focuses on two of the student-run newspapers printed at Carlisle and 

Hampton. Written and edited by students, Carlisle’s School News and Hampton’s Talks 

and Thoughts of the Hampton Indian Students contained primary texts as well as original 

commentary on the schools and issues related to education and citizenship.  Both 

periodicals were published monthly, and though they were originally intended to serve as 

a “communication link” between boarding school students and graduates,10 the 

newspapers enjoyed a broader audience composed of school authorities and other non-

47

9 Carol J. Batker, Reforming Fictions: Native, African, and Jewish American 
Women’s Literature and Journalism in the Progressive Era (New York: Columbia UP, 
2000), 36.

10 Daniel F. Littlefield, Jr. and James W. Parins, American Indian and Alaska 
Native Newspapers and Periodicals, 1826-1924, vol. 1 (Westport, CT: Greenwood, 
1984), 357.



Indians interested in the educational work of the schools.  Through writing for, editing, 

and publishing these periodicals, students learned complex strategies of critique: 

specifically, they learned how to address an audience with complex and often 

contradictory views and expectations and to write in multiple genres.  Perhaps most 

importantly, as writers and editors of these newspapers, students learned how to negotiate 

the demands placed on them by school authorities who oversaw the boarding school 

press.  

In this chapter, I begin by examining the autobiographical narratives of Carlisle 

student Henry C. Roman Nose.  I then situate Roman Nose’s self-representation as a 

Carlisle success story alongside and against writings by fellow Carlisle student Samuel 

Townsend as well as Hampton students Elizabeth Bender, Harry Hand and Joseph Du 

Bray.  All of these students were considered exemplary educated Indians—for their 

ability to write well in English, their editorial and printing work with the school 

newspapers, and their academic success, among other things.  They were often written 

about in the school newspapers and held up as models for other students to emulate.  This 

chapter argues that in their writings Townsend, Bender, Hand, and Du Bray embraced yet 

refigured their roles as model students while also defending and preserving Native 

American identity and culture in the face of the assimilationist imperatives of the 

boarding schools and the dominant culture.   Students used multiple rhetorical strategies 

to offer their own critical perspectives in print pieces that often appeared alongside those 

by Pratt and others promoting the civilizing mission of the schools.  I argue that when we 

read the student-run School News and Talks and Thoughts carefully, we not only hear 
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student voices, but we also hear students giving voice to their self-representations and 

their critical responses to the discourse of assimilation in the contested disciplinary space 

of the boarding school.  Listening to these voices, this chapter ultimately argues, we gain 

insight into the formative impact of students’ experience with the boarding school press 

on the rhetorical strategies and periodical practices of well-known early Native American 

writers like Zitkala-Ša and Charles Eastman.

Boarding School Success Stories
 

The boarding school offered students unprecedented access to print publication.  

In the 1880s the printing offices at Carlisle and Hampton, two of the most well-known 

eastern institutions associated with the Indian boarding school system, published a 

number of periodicals.  For school authorities at Carlisle and Hampton, the boarding 

school press served as a useful tool for promoting their educational programs, designed to 

provide vocational training in trades like printing and to assimilate students by teaching 

them English.  School authorities believed English was the best instrument of 

assimilation because it would transform students culturally from savages into civilized 

citizens-in-the-making.  As a marker of civilization, literacy was more than merely 

reading and writing.  Literacy was, and still is, as critic Kimberly Blaeser explains, “a 

way of thinking, a world view.”11  School authorities wanted to replace a Native 

American worldview with a Euro-American one and saw an English-only education as 

the best way to accomplish their goal. 
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The newspapers published at Carlisle and Hampton offered school authorities a 

venue for demonstrating the “progress” students were making in learning the language of 

civilization.  School authorities frequently showcased student writing in the school 

newspapers.  The student writing served as evidence that Indians could be educated.  As 

Amelia Katanski explains, Pratt and others considered literacy not only a marker of 

civilization, but also an indicator of students’ complete loss of Indianness.12  The 

appearance of student writing, along with commentary by school authorities on the 

students’ facility with English, was meant to suggest that students were fully assimilating 

into the dominant culture.  School authorities often held up the students who wrote for 

and printed the school newspapers as exemplars of what a boarding school education 

could do for Indians. 

Henry C. Roman Nose is a case in point.  Roman Nose’s autobiographical 

narratives are representative of student writing that was used by school authorities to 

recruit students and to demonstrate that students who returned to the reservations could 

continue to practice the teachings of Carlisle.  Roman Nose, a Cheyenne, was one of the 

Fort Marion prisoners Pratt brought with him to Hampton and then to Carlisle, where he 

stayed two years to learn the tinning trade.  Roman Nose’s writings appeared in the 

School News from June 1880 through March 1881.  In his autobiographical narratives, he 

chronicles his journey from Fort Marion in St. Augustine, Florida to Carlisle.  He also 

charts his progress from his Indian boyhood marked by hunting and battles to his success 
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as a Carlisle student, all of which make his writings an early example of what literary 

scholar H. David Brumble III calls the “Carlisle success story.”13

In the passage below, Roman Nose, who renamed himself Henry after Pratt,14 

underscores the importance of education and English literacy in particular to his cultural 

transformation: 

They stayed in prison there three years and we had no school, but Capt. Pratt 
showed us ABC and now we understand these letters, we did not know how to 
spell anything.  It is not bad we stayed in prison three years there.  But just they 
have certainly been much benefited, we stayed altogether in Fort Marion the 
white people call Indians Florida boys.15

Pratt’s “Florida Boys” were a group of men in their twenties who accompanied Pratt from 

Fort Marion to Hampton and then to Carlisle and whose names were the first listed in 

Carlisle’s student record files.  According to historian Jacqueline Fear-Segal, Pratt relied 

heavily on these students for vital support during the school’s first year.  Roman Nose and 

others traveled to reservations to recruit students and to spread the word about the good 

work being done for Indians at Carlisle.16  Fear-Segal also points out that “they supplied 

the living testimony Pratt needed to prove that neither background nor race prevented an 

individual Indian from behaving and living like a white man.”17  While the “Florida 
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Boys” themselves supplied living testimony that Indians could “melt” into white culture, 

Roman Nose’s narrative supplied textual proof demonstrating that this process could 

seemingly occur with ease.  From serving time in prison to earning a vocational 

education, Roman Nose stays true to Pratt and his teachings and represents himself as a 

Carlisle success story.       

 It is worth noting that Roman Nose was represented by others as a success story 

in print.  His narratives were often printed alongside editorial commentary in the School 

News about the progress he was making as a tinner: “Roman Nose and Koba are learning 

to make tin cups.  They can not only make cups but other things too.  They can make 

pails and pans.  They are the best tinners among the boys.”18 Other Carlisle newspapers 

reported on his success after leaving the school: 

Henry C. Roman Nose, one of the Florida prisoners, from Cheyenne Agency, who 
came to Carlisle when the school first opened in 1879, and remained two years, 
says he lives in a square tent covered with duck. It is his own. He has never worn 
Indian dress since he went back, and is now serving the Government as tinner, the 
trade he learned at Carlisle. He receives $20 a month.19 

As the commentary printed in Carlisle’s Red Man suggests, Roman Nose continued to 

practice the lessons of Carlisle even after he returned to the reservation.  This was an 

especially important message to send other students and parents, as school authorities 

were highly concerned about the number of students who would “return to the blanket” 

and resort to their Indian way of life after leaving school.  Roman Nose continued to wear 

the clothes of civilization and practiced civilization’s two major teachings: self-
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sufficiency and hard work.  He also lived in a tent—not a tepee—and owned it during the 

Dawes era, when the government aimed to break up reservations and tribal communities 

by making Indians into farmers, Christians, individuals, and “homogenized ‘American’ 

subjects.”20  

Roman Nose was not alone in serving as a model student in Carlisle publications. 

The school routinely reported on its students, especially after their return to the 

reservation.  School authorities singled out model students for other students to emulate 

and to demonstrate the success of their educational program.  Yet sometimes school 

authorities’ attempts to hold up certain individuals as representative of fully assimilated 

students backfired.  The most well-known example is Zitkala-Ša.  As I discuss in chapter 

three, in 1900 she published three autobiographical essays in the Atlantic Monthly in 

which she refused to assume the role of the success story and instead launched a critique 

of the boarding school system and of Pratt’s approach to Indian education in particular.  

Like Zitkala-Ša, students often appropriated the role of the educated Indian and revised it.  

Samuel Townsend (Pawnee) is one such student.  

Townsend, who attended Carlisle from 1879 through the late 1880s, was often 

represented in print as an educated Indian for his participation in performances designed 

to raise funds for the school.  For example, an 1887 New York Times article titled 

“Educated Indians. The Carlisle School’s Way of Solving the Indian Problem,” mentions 

the original speech on “Work a Civilizer” Townsend delivered before an audience at the 
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Academy of Music in New York City.21  Besides delivering speeches at such events, 

Townsend was considered an exemplar of the vocational work being done at the school.  

While at Carlisle, Townsend was trained in the school’s printing office.  He printed all of 

the school’s publications and edited the student-run School News.  Whereas Pratt and 

other school authorities attempted to use the Carlisle Press to showcase certain students 

as exemplary educated Indians, students like Townsend had another interest in that they 

wanted to use the student-run School News as a forum to define themselves and to offer 

their critical responses to the discourse of assimilation.  Townsend’s writings help paint a 

more complex picture of the rhetorical strategies students employed to revise the script of 

the Carlisle success story. 

Samuel Townsend: Revising the Carlisle Script in the School News (1880-1883)

The School News was the only student-edited newspaper printed at Carlisle. The 

newspaper was printed and edited by students and was intended to showcase the progress 

they were making in the vocation of printing and in learning English (figure 7).  Samuel 

Townsend was the first editor of the newspaper, and as such his voice pervades its pages.  

The editorials Townsend published in the School News offer insight into the strategies 

students used to negotiate between the institutional imperative to assimilate and the 

struggle to retain their cultural identities and traditions. 
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Figure 7. Front and editorial pages of the School News, June 1880.

 In his first editorial, Townsend introduces the student-run newspaper to readers by 

distinguishing it from the white-edited newspapers at Carlisle:

We know this is a small paper.  It is the smallest we ever saw.  We are going to try 
to make it good.  We put everything in this paper that the Indian boys write for us.  
Not any white man’s writing, but all the Indian boy’s writing.

Some speeches and some letters.
They gave us the paper they write and then we take it to the 

printing-office and print it.  We want to show the people how they can do.  Some 
have been going to school but a few months and some have been going to school 
for several years and they can do most everything now.  

This little paper we print everybody thinks is so funny and sometimes they
laugh at it.  We do sometimes laugh at it because it is so small.  

We will try to make it good, so everybody will want to read it and give us 
Twenty five cents a year for it.  We will print it every month.22
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Townsend’s first editorial suggests that from the beginning, students were aware that the 

School News was fulfilling a unique role for its readers.  Though it was written primarily 

for current and prospective students, Townsend envisioned a broader audience for the 

newspaper: “We print this paper for the boys and girls at this school, and for any body 

else who would like to read about what we are doing.”23  

Far from simply mirroring Pratt’s politics, Townsend made the newspaper a 

vehicle for offering his critical perspectives on the educational work of the school.  His 

move into print marks his transition from object to subject, as we see in one of his early 

editorials in which he challenges white stereotypes about Native Americans as 

uneducable and uncivilized.  Townsend writes, 

Some white folks say that the Indians do not know anything and can’t learn 
anything, but the Indians are learning something.  Great many of the white folks 
never read about the Indians and they do not know anything about us, but 
sometimes they talk bad about us and they say that the Indians have no brains to 
think with and they cant learn anything.  Sometimes they say Indians can not be 
civilized.  Maybe those white folks don’t know anything.24

Here Townsend uses the pages of the school newspaper to turn a critical gaze upon white 

critics of Indian education in general and Pratt’s method of educating Indians in 

particular.  He argues that Native American students are learning and gaining much from 

their education.  Perhaps even more importantly, he reverses the assumption that Indians 

lack the capacity to become educated by suggesting that whites are the ones who are 

ignorant and uncivilized.  He points out the uncivil behavior of whites who talk badly 

about Indians.  Townsend defends his culture by asserting that Indians are educable and 
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civilized and can enter the dominant culture on an equal footing with whites.  Townsend 

uses cross-cultural comparisons to stress that like whites, Native Americans “can do most 

anything” so long as they are given an education.25  Furthermore, he argues, Native 

Americans are not to blame for the slow spread of civilization.  He insists instead that the 

blame rests with the lack of federal funding for boarding schools: “If every Indian boy 

and girl were in school it would not take long to civilize all the Indians.  The reason it 

takes so long is because Washington does not give enough money to put all the Indian 

children in school.”26 

 Admittedly, Townsend’s rhetoric echoes some of Pratt’s thinking.  As Pratt once 

explained, his was a twofold educational program: “We have two objects in view in 

starting the Carlisle School—one is to educate the Indians—the other is to educate the 

people of the country…to understand that the Indians can be educated.”27  Pratt 

envisioned a future in which Indians were fully assimilated into the dominant culture and 

thereby sought to erase the cultural identities of his students and replace them with Euro-

American ones.  However, Townsend diverges from Pratt in the sense that he still 

identifies with his Native American identity and culture despite his education.  We see 

evidence of this in how he recreates the history of his tribe in his last published editorial, 

“A Little History of the Pawnee.”   

 Townsend begins his editorial by describing how the tribe made the decision to 

relocate to Oklahoma in 1875: 
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Our tribe liked it [in Nebraska], but some of them wanted to go to Indian 
Territory.  At first a few, then some more wanted to go.  The man who was Agent 
at that time was not quite satisfied with what the Pawnees wanted.  So at last they 
held a council to decide what was to be done.  Well, they talked and talked and 
talked it all over till the Agent consented.28 
 

Townsend’s narrative is interesting for what it reveals about an important moment in 

Pawnee history.  He showcases the tribe’s ability to persuade the Agent to let them decide 

what is best.  But more than this, his retelling of Pawnee history is notable because he 

does not conceive of an individual identity that is fully divorced from his tribe.  Rather, 

he speaks from a position within the tribe and represents himself as someone who is 

straddling two cultures.  By contrasting Townsend’s rhetorical strategies with Roman 

Nose’s Carlisle success narratives, which often appeared alongside Townsend’s editorials 

in the School News, we can more easily see how Townsend’s editorial succeeds in 

preserving Native American identity and culture while working against the Carlisle script.

While Roman Nose’s narratives chronicle his movement from Indian country to 

Carlisle, from “savagism” to “civilization,” and focuses on his boyhood in Indian country 

in rather conventional terms—as a boy, he shoots and kills buffalo and goes to war with 

his father against the Pawnees—Townsend’s narrative takes a less conventional approach.  

He does not focus on his boyhood but rather provides a brief history of his tribe, 

emphasizing the hardships they have encountered since moving from Nebraska into 

Indian territory.  Townsend explains that farming plays a major role in Pawnee life.  He 

contrasts the ease with which Pawnees farmed in Nebraska with their lack of success in 

their new rocky surroundings.  It is also harder for them to get the supplies they need.  As 
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he explains, “Out in the Indian Territory when we want to get our supplies we have to go 

about 100 miles to the railroad.  That is a very hard thing to do, to go 100 miles to get our 

supplies, some times the horses give out.”29  Besides telling the history of his tribe and 

emphasizing how tribal life has changed, Townsend’s use of collective pronouns here 

underscores his tribal affiliation.  In this way, his editorial challenges the school’s 

imperative to sever tribal ties and assimilate fully into the dominant culture.   

Another important difference between the two Carlisle students is the way they 

represent themselves.  Roman Nose represents himself as the successful Carlisle student, 

as an individual who has progressed.  There is little evidence of critique waged against 

the civilizing machine of Carlisle in his writing.  Rather, we get the sense that Roman 

Nose adopted wholesale the Carlisle success narrative and used it to construct his self-

representation.  While there are certainly traces of the Carlisle success story in 

Townsend’s writings, he ultimately constructs himself as someone who is straddling two 

cultures: the culture of school and the culture of his tribe.  He does not seek to replace the 

latter with the former as Roman Nose does.  Instead, Townsend uses his position between 

cultures to construct himself as a representative Pawnee student: “We are very glad that 

we were the Pawnee children that came to Carlisle and now we wish to learn all we can 

while we have an opportunity.”30  This move poses serious challenges to Pratt’s 

educational model, which sought to replace tribal culture with white culture.  Townsend’s 

representation of himself as both a Pawnee and a Carlisle student worries the assumption 

that an English-only education at Carlisle would result in a total cultural transformation. 
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By claiming a bicultural identity and insisting on remaining Indian, Townsend revises the 

Carlisle script, proving that his schooling did not mark the loss of his Native American 

culture and identity.  On the contrary, Townsend suggests that his and his fellow 

classmates’ education is central to a Native American future.

 Through writing for and editing the School News as well as printing all of the 

Carlisle publications, Townsend learned and honed periodical practices that would serve 

him in his later career in the printing trade.  After graduating from Carlisle, Townsend 

attended Marietta College in Ohio.  He then went on to work as a printer at a boarding 

school in Minnesota and later became the night foreman for the Daily Oklahoma State 

Capital.  When we read closely the editorials Townsend printed in the School News, we 

begin to discover that this Carlisle publication did not serve as the assimilationist 

mouthpiece of Pratt and other school authorities, but rather functioned as a forum 

students like Townsend used to challenge, albeit subtly and indirectly, the Carlisle script.     

 The School News enjoyed a short run in the history of the Carlisle Press.  A few 

years after its last issue appeared in May 1883, members of the Indian literary club at 

Hampton founded their own student newspaper, Talks and Thoughts of the Hampton 

Indian Students.  Like the School News, Talks and Thoughts was primarily a school 

newspaper that was written for students, graduates, and school authorities but it was also 

aimed at a broader audience of whites who were interested in reading about Native 

American culture.
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Elizabeth Bender: Mediating Cultures in Talks and Thoughts (1886-1907)

The first issue of Talks and Thoughts appeared in March 1886.  Students wrote all 

of the content for the newspaper.  They also edited and printed it.  Some students wrote 

about their educational experiences, the organizations they participated in, and the trips 

they took.  For example, in the 1905 issue, Elizabeth Bender describes a trip she took 

with her sister, Annie, “From Hampton to New York.”  Elizabeth and Annie were 

Chippewa Indians from the White Earth Reservation in Minnesota who entered Hampton 

Institute’s Indian Program in 1903 and 1902, respectively. As Elizabeth explains in her 

essay, she and Annie were not simply on a sightseeing trip.  They were “chosen” to go 

north to sing Ojibwe songs and speak at “parlor meetings…for the benefit of Hampton.” 

Even though school authorities wanted to emphasize that students were being 

successfully civilized, they often referenced the tribal past of students and displayed them 

as “examples” or “objects” whenever it proved beneficial for drumming up financial 

support for the schools.31  Representing their school, Elizabeth and Annie were subject to 

the curious gaze of white audiences in northern parlors who most likely marveled at the 

girls who were living proof that Hampton was successfully transforming “savages” into 

imitation Euro-Americans.

There are several possible reasons why Elizabeth and Annie were “chosen” to 

represent Hampton’s Indian Program.  They both excelled academically and were active 

in a number of organizations, including the Josephines, a female literary society.  Most 

importantly, both sisters were adept at writing in English and published their essays in the 
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school’s student-run Talks and Thoughts.32  From the perspective of school authorities, 

exemplary students like Elizabeth and Annie were a walking testament to Hampton’s 

Indian Program.

By 1905, Hampton had been operating its Indian Program for more than two 

decades.  The Indian Program began under the direction of General Samuel Chapman, the 

school’s founder, who, as critic Gae Whitney Canfield points out, “believed that the 

sooner Indian children were taken from their parents, their languages, and their cultures, 

the sooner they would be ‘Americanized.’”33  Armstrong strongly believed that Euro-

American culture was superior to Native culture.  Yet Hampton maintained a relatively 

more moderate stance on assimilation than Carlisle, whose motto was “kill the Indian, 

save the man.”  Unlike Carlisle, Hampton did not want its Indian students to merge with 

white society, but rather to return to the reservation where they could teach their people.  

At Hampton students were encouraged to look to the past to celebrate Native American 

and African American art forms.  This relative openness to cultural difference helps to 

explain why much of Hampton’s Talks and Thoughts was devoted to Native American 

culture.34  As I explain in chapter one, Armstrong encouraged students to write about their 

cultural traditions.  But his openness to “folklore,” as historian Jacqueline Fear-Segal 

notes, in “no way changed his assessment of what he judged to be more fundamental 

62

32 Annie served as editor of Talks and Thoughts from 1903 to 1905.  She also 
published a number of pieces in the newspaper, including “Quital’s First Hunt,” The First 
Squirrel,” “A Glimpse of the Old Indian Religion,” and “The Big Dipper,” based mostly 
on Native American oral traditions.

33 Quoted in Cheryl Walker, Indian Nation: Native American Literature and 
Nineteenth-Century Nationalisms (Durham: Duke University Press, 1997), 148.

34 Littlefield, Jr. and Parins, American Indian, 357.



deficiencies.  Only hard work, accompanied by proper Christian training, could, over 

time, remedy their shortcomings.”35 Hampton’s relative openness to cultural difference 

helps to explain why school authorities encouraged the Bender sisters to sing in their 

Indian language in front of white audiences and why Talks and Thoughts celebrated 

Indian cultural traditions like storytelling and pictorial illustration more than the School 

News.  

 Despite the reason for her trip, Elizabeth says nothing in “From Hampton to New 

York” about her parlor performances.  She focuses instead on her sightseeing trips to 

Independence and Carpenter Halls in Philadelphia and to the Aquarium, Zoological 

Garden, and the Museum of Natural History in New York City.  As she explains, her visit 

to the Museum of Natural History interested her the most because “it contained so many 

Indian ornaments, weapons, domestic utensils, medicines, and I believe every imaginable 

thing that the different tribes of America have used.”36  Bender’s mention of these Native 

material objects is suggestive not of her nostalgia for Indian culture but rather of her 

pride in the achievements of Indian civilization.  What is truly striking about her account 

is that while she assumes the role of the model Hampton student here as elsewhere, she 

also insists on remaining Indian.  For Bender, writing about the diversity of Indian 

cultures and their achievements in the school newspaper allows her to offer a subtle 

critique of the discourse of assimilation by challenging the belief that Indian cultures 

were not as civilized or advanced as white culture, a notion that informed the school’s 
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assimilationist and civilizing mission.  Assuming the role of cultural mediator allows 

Bender to assert the equality of Native and Euro-American cultures in the pages of the 

student newspaper.    

We see her continue to negotiate between cultures in “The Land of Hiawatha,” a 

piece that appeared in the June 1907 issue of Talks and Thoughts.  She sets out in this 

essay to take her Indian and non-Indian readers on a kind of cultural tour just as she does 

in “From Hampton to New York.”  Her purpose, as she states from the outset of the piece, 

is “to tell something of the Chippewa country, which is sometimes called ‘The Land of 

Hiawatha.’”  As an Ojibway, she explains, Chippewa country holds a specific cultural 

meaning for her because “it is where [the] legendary warrior and chief once roamed.”  

She begins by telling readers the story of Hiawatha and his relation to the land and lakes 

in what is now northern Minnesota and Wisconsin.37  But her narration soon takes an 

interesting turn when she authorizes herself not only as a member of the Ojibway tribe 

but also as someone familiar with dominant representations of romanticized Indians.  She 

writes, “As an Ojibway, and coming from that part of the country, I have become familiar 

with some of the places mentioned by Longfellow in his poem.”38  

Her reference to Longfellow’s book-length poem The Song of Hiawatha would no 
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doubt have gained her the attention of her audience for, according to Alan Trachtenberg, a 

Hiawatha revival consumed the American public’s consciousness at the turn of the 

twentieth century.  Hiawatha reappeared in coloring books for children, photographs, 

cinema, and multi-media staged performances.39  Given that Americans were consumed 

with what one Philadelphia newspaper aptly termed “Hiawatha mania,”40 it is not 

surprising that Bender would set out to cater to her readers’ interest in Hiawatha and 

Native culture more generally.41  In “The Land of Hiawatha,” she explains that while 

attending a boarding school in Minnesota, she went on school trips visiting places 

Longfellow references in his poem.  Assuming the role of cultural guide, she begins with 

a description of the Red Pipe-stone Quarry just as Longfellow begins his poem.  Like 

Longfellow, she explains that this quarry is “where the Indian nations had met to smoke 

the pipes of peace moulded from one of the rocks.”  By echoing Longfellow’s poem in 

this way, Bender appears to be joining other Native Americans, who as Trachtenberg 

explains, participated in “reviving the fiction that Longfellow’s Hiawatha was an actual 

Indian figure” as opposed to a myth.42  However, Bender makes no explicit claims about 

the authenticity of Hiawatha and, more importantly, she deviates from the poem in a 
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crucial way when her focus shifts to the present-day conditions of her people.  

Unlike Longfellow, who represents Indians as members of a vanishing race in his 

poem, Bender represents her people in a moment of transition.  She subtly disrupts the 

discourse of the vanishing Indian celebrated in Longfellow’s poem by representing the 

Chippewas, not as disappearing culturally, but rather as capable of change. Her 

negotiation between a desire to preserve Ojibway traditions and an embrace of cultural 

change becomes more complex toward the end of the essay, as she mentions the 

inevitable passing of “old ways,” meaning hunting and gathering, and praises 

“civilization, with cozy homes and well kept farms.”  A proponent of the transformation 

of a hunter-gatherer culture into an agricultural one, she speaks positively of her tribe’s 

transition to farming: “Most of the Chippewas are engaged in farming, and are quite 

industrious.  The reservation life has somewhat retarded their progress, but in spite of 

obstacles and hardships they are making a brave struggle.”43  By emphasizing that 

Indians could change and were changing, Bender challenges the myth of the vanishing 

Indian, while at the same time she insists that Chippewas are remaining Indian.  In this 

way, her essay critiques and revises the dominant discourse of assimilation.

Bender’s writings reveal acts of mediation in the face of the assimilationist 

imperatives of the boarding school and the dominant culture.  Held up by school 

authorities as an exemplar of what it meant to be a fully assimilated white-educated 

Indian, Bender appropriates that role and revises it for herself.   The writings she chose to 

publish in Talks and Thoughts reflect her interest in using the periodical press as a forum 
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for offering her unique critical perspective on the discourse of assimilation.  She would 

continue to publish nonfiction prose in the boarding school press after she graduated from 

Hampton.  Bender assumed a more public role later in life as she continued to be a 

spokesperson for her people.  Through her active membership in the SAI, Bender met and 

married Henry Roe Cloud, a founding member of the organization.44  Together they 

founded the American Indian Institute, where Bender taught as well as contributed to the 

Institute’s newspaper, The Indian Outlook.    

Harry Hand and Joseph Du Bray: 
Preserving Native Traditions in Talks and Thoughts

Harry Hand (Crow Creek Sioux) was a regular contributor to Talks and Thoughts.  

He entered Hampton in 1889 at 18, after spending six years at the Crow Creek Agency 

School.  Hand wrote stories about war and hunting that were passed down from elders: 

“The Brave War Chief and the Ghost” and “A Buffalo Hunt.”  He also wrote about 

trickster figures like the spider in “The Spider, the Panther, and the Snake.” According to 

Fear-Segal, “Through Hand’s efforts, these stories were, for the first time, presented in 

the English language, in written form, and illustrated with his own neat drawings.”45  

Besides highlighting the importance of the art of storytelling to a Native education, 

Hand’s writings and illustrations bring into focus how boarding school students used the 

periodical press to preserve in print the oral and pictorial traditions of Native American 

culture.  Hand not only celebrates and affirms his indigenous oral and pictorial heritage, 
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but also illustrates the humanity of Native Americans to white readers of Talks and 

Thoughts.

In one of his stories, Hand describes the importance of Wo-kda-ke-sa or the 

storyteller to Native American culture: 

In the evening, after supper, the men would get together, bring their pipes with 
their long stems and kinnikinick bags, sit in a circle and smoke; while one of the 
group would tell a story of war or hunting.  When they have this, if there are any 
children present, the old Indian would say, now children, you listen, so that you 
will see what I ought to have done, so that if you ever meet with the same thing 
you can remember what I said so that you can improve on them.46 

Hand’s recreation of this storytelling scene underscores the importance of the storyteller 

to the education of Native American children.  The storyteller is a revered pedagogue 

who teaches the children lessons as well as how to manipulate language. 

Hand’s description of the pedagogical function of storytelling challenged the 

widely-held belief among whites that Native Americans did not have their own system of 

education.  This was a significant argument to make in a newspaper printed at an off-

reservation boarding school, where it was often mistakenly assumed that white teachers 

were the first to educate their pupils.  As historian Margaret Connell Szasz observes, 

Native American children were far from the blank slates school authorities often mistook 

them for: through a Native education “[t]hey were taught endurance and patience, and 

they committed stories and other knowledge to memory.”47 
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In addition to recognizing the importance of the storyteller to the education of 

Native American children, Hand represents this figure as an artist whose stories, if 

“gathered and translated by a good translator and published in book form…would 

compare favorably with ‘Arabian Nights.’”48 By assigning the storyteller “a literary 

standing,” Hand points to the significance of the oral tradition to Native American self-

expression and knowledge.49  

However, Hand acknowledges the limitations of the oral tradition in a world 

dominated by print: “We have read of many adventures of white people among Indians, 

but we never read of adventures told by Indians among white people.  Why?  Because the 

Indians have no newspaper through which to let the reading public know their side of 

many stories.”50  Hand emphasizes how important newspapers are to preserving oral 

tradition. Newspapers were the most widely read genre in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries.  Hampton taught him that the periodical press was a powerful 

medium Native Americans could exploit in order to let the public know their side of the 

story.  Moreover, as Hand’s contributions to the school newspaper reveal, Native 

Americans could use the periodical press as a forum to preserve not only an oral tradition 

but a pictorial tradition as well. 

 Many of Hand’s stories were accompanied by illustrations, most of which 

portrayed scenes from reservation life (figure 8). Hand’s illustrations reveal that he 
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Figure 8. Harry Hand’s illustration in Talks and Thoughts, March 1893.

inherited the Plains pictorial tradition and subscribed to some of its conventions.51  For 

example, he provides no horizon or setting beyond what is specific to the story, as is 

common in the Plains pictorial tradition.  Hand’s attention to details, a necessary feature 

of the Plains pictorial tradition, is also evident in the tepee, headdresses, and pipe.  

Moreover, Hand’s illustration represents action—denoted here by the storyteller’s raised 

hands—which reflects the narrative form of the Plains pictorial tradition.
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 Hand’s illustrations were often printed on the front cover of Talks and Thoughts.  

It is likely that the student editors wanted to draw attention to these illustrations because 

they offered a glimpse of reservation life.  Armstrong even encouraged students to 

publish their illustrations in the newspaper and allowed them to sell their artwork to white 

visitors to the school.52  It is also worth noting that it was not common practice for the 

editors to print illustrations on the front cover of the newspaper.  In fact, Hand was one of 

the only illustrators whose work appeared regularly in the newspaper.53  Hand’s 

illustrations gave him the opportunity to recreate oral stories using new print technologies 

and preserve oral and pictographic traditions in the pages of Talks and Thoughts.   

 After leaving Hampton in 1894, Hand returned to the Crow Creek reservation 

where he founded his own newspaper, the Crow Creek Herald.  Hand and another 

Hampton alumnus edited the newspaper.  As Fear-Segal explains, the newspaper was a 

modest venture and each issue had to be written out by hand.  In 1898, Hand founded the 

Crow Creek Chief, which published news about Crow Creek returnees and commented on 

broader issues that influenced Indian affairs in South Dakota.54  Although Hand died only  

one year after he founded the Chief, his ambition to serve his community by starting his 

own newspapers speaks volumes about his belief in the power of the periodical press to 

offer Native Americans a chance to tell their side of the story.   

 Another Hampton student, Joseph Du Bray (Yankton Sioux), also drew on the oral 

tradition in his contributions to Talks and Thoughts. Du Bray entered Hampton in 1890 
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when he was approximately18 years old.  After graduating in 1895, he became a student 

at the Theological Seminary in Alexandria, Virginia.  He was ordained as a reverend and 

worked on the Pine Ridge and Sisseton Reservations.  Judging from the copious 

commentary about him printed in Hampton’s publications, it is safe to assume that he was 

well known by students and school authorities and was considered a model student.55

 During his five years at Hampton, Du Bray was a frequent contributor to Talks 

and Thoughts.  He also served a brief stint as an editor in 1892.  His contributions to the 

student newspaper are worth a close reading for what they reveal to us about the 

strategies he employed to negotiate between Yankton and Euro-American cultures.  Like 

Townsend, Bender, and Hand, Du Bray assumed the role of mediator in his writings to 

offer his critical perspectives.  Appropriating and revising the discourse of assimilation, 

Du Bray suggests that an Indian education is important not because it will result in the 

figurative death of the Indian as school authorities hoped, but rather because it offered 

members of the Native American community a means to become active and equal 

participants in American civic life. 

One of Du Bray’s earliest published writings is a story called “Indians’ 

Accustoms.”  The story is prefaced by editorial commentary that reads: “The following 

was written by one of our Indian boys in a contest for a prize.  He attended a mission 

school three years before coming here, this being his first year with us.  We print it in his 

own words.”56  Much like the editorial notes in the School News, this one is meant to 

showcase Du Bray’s success in achieving proficiency in English over a short period of 
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time.  His facility with the English language and penchant for storytelling render him a 

model Hampton student.

  From the outset of the story, Du Bray establishes himself as a mediator between 

cultures.  He seems to cater to white interest in Native American culture by revealing 

some of the “foolish” customs Native Americans practiced before they became 

“civilized.”  One such custom concerns the relationship between siblings: “A lady has no 

right to get mad at her oldest brother.  If a young lady get mad at her brother the young 

man will go out where nobody see and kill himself.”57 By labeling such customs 

“foolish,” Du Bray may seem to share the ethnocentric bias of his white readers.  It may 

even be said that he is complicit in the savagism-civilization paradigm that underpinned 

Hampton’s Indian Program.  

However, Du Bray’s conception of his role as writer is more complex than that.  

Much like Hand, Du Bray preserves in print the oral traditions of his culture so that he 

can simultaneously celebrate and affirm his indigenous oral heritage by making a 

seemingly “foolish” custom valuable or relevant again.  As Du Bray describes how 

members of his tribe make it through the winter, he begins to narrate a story of a young 

Sioux: 

Some Wanitipi (winter) in a valley.  That is the Indians have so many (papa) dried 
meat that they do not need to move place to place, as they do when they have no 
papa.  As the Indians wanitipi in a valley.  A young lady get mad at her oldest 
brother.  The young man didn’t kill himself, but he determined to go to the (Padni 
tipi) and get kill by the enemy.58
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Going against custom, the Sioux sets out on a journey to find his enemy.  After three days 

of travel, he meets a Padni and befriends him.  Du Bray explains that they use sign 

language to communicate with one another, “for Padani and Sioux are different 

language[s],” and they agree to scalp one another.59  While it is unclear whether the story 

itself is a critique of the “foolish” custom Du Bray describes between a sister and her 

oldest brother, it is clear that he values the story’s message about the importance of pan-

Indian friendship and communication and wishes to impart it to a dual audience. 

Perhaps more important than the content of the story itself is the fact that Du Bray 

transcribes it into English and then uses Sioux words.  Using linguistic markers to signal 

his cultural difference is a strategy that allows him to recreate a traditional story and to 

perform his role as mediator.  Given the context in which he was writing, Du Bray’s story 

takes on an even greater significance: it offers us insight into how this student writer 

challenges the discourse of assimilation by worrying the lines between savagism and 

civilization, tradition and change.  By refusing to replace his Native American cultural 

identity with a white one, Du Bray boldly chooses to negotiate between both cultures and 

to use the oral tradition as a means to do so.   

We see further evidence of his acts of mediation in some of his other writings.  

For example, in “How to Walk Straight,” he relates a story he heard about crabs:

There was once a council of crabs met together in a certain place and talked about 
this subject: How shall we make our children walk straight?  They said that they 
are too old to learn to walk straight themselves, but they think the young ones are 
not too old to learn how.  So all the old crabs went home ready to tell their 
children how to walk straight.  

One day one of the crabs tried to teach his child.  He told the young crab
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how he must put one foot just in front of the other and walk straight.  The young 
crab tried several times but didn’t succeed, because no body show him how.

Du Bray then draws an analogy between the crabs and Native Americans: 

The young crabs are the Indian youths and the old crabs are the old Indians.  The 
old Indians want to make their children walk straight ahead through the path of 
civilization and Christianity.  They tell their children and they try to show them 
how, but often times walk sideways instead of walk straight themselves.

The old Indians are too old to learn how to walk straight in the way of
civilization, but the youths are not too old, therefore they need to go some where, 
where some on will not only teach, but show them.
 If the Indian youths once learn how to walk straight, they will always do it 
and show their brothers or their race.

So, good walkers, come and show us how to walk through the way of
civilization.60

The purpose of Du Bray’s story is to make a pragmatic argument about the importance of 

an Indian education to the future of the race.  Such an argument, as David Wallace Adams 

explains, was practical in the sense that “education was essential, not because it 

facilitated one’s climb up the ladder of civilization, but because it ensured racial 

survival.”61  Furthermore, Du Bray associates this logic with young and old alike, 

revealing intergenerational solidarity, not conflict.  This is significant given that the 

perception was, and still remains, that students were coerced into attending off-
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reservation boarding schools like Hampton and Carlisle when in fact many children went 

willingly and often with the support of their elders.62  

However, the decision to attend an off-reservation boarding school was still a 

difficult one to make, as we see perhaps most famously in Charles Eastman’s ambivalent 

account of his decision to attend the Santee Indian School in Nebraska: “At times I felt 

something of the fascination of the new life, and again there would arise in me a dogged 

resistance, and a voice seemed to be saying, ‘It is cowardly to depart from the old 

things!’”63  Eastman’s ambivalence is a reflection in part of the divided opinion of his 

family.64  His paternal grandmother wants him to stay true to the Indian way of life and 

calls civilization “‘a sham.’”   His father, however, stresses the importance of attending 

school so he can learn how to read and write like the white man, who “‘is able to preserve 

on paper the things he does not want to forget.  He records everything—the sayings of his 

wise men, the laws enacted by his counselors.’”65  Moreover, drawing equivalences 

between Natives and whites, his father impresses upon Eastman the importance of 

schooling by likening it to a traditional way of life: “‘The way of knowledge,’ he 

continued, ‘is like our old way in hunting.’”  And before sending him off to school, 

Eastman’s father says, “‘Remember, my boy, it is the same as if I sent you on your first 
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war-path.”66  For Eastman’s father as well as for Eastman himself, education was a 

powerful weapon in the struggle for cultural survival.  

Du Bray draws a similar analogy in a speech he gave in 1894 called “The 

Cheating of the Indians,” which was later printed in the Southern Workman.  His speech 

is based on a tribal legend about a spider who tricks some ducks into becoming his next 

meal by promising to sing to them if they close their eyes and dance.  The spider 

slaughters them until one duck catches on and warns the others to open their eyes.  Du 

Bray uses the story to make a political point about the relation between whites and Native 

Americans: “So, today, the bad whites are making the Indians dance with their eyes shut, 

and will take all their land away from them, if they get the chance.” 67    

He then proposes a solution: 

If the Indian is to hold his own, he must fight the white man with his own 
weapons.  They have a sharp weapon, called knowledge.  They are fighting the 
Indians with this weapon.  If we get this weapon of knowledge we shall get along 
with the white people.”68

Du Bray uses bicultural representational practices—translating a traditional story and 

preserving it in print—in order to emphasize the notion that education is a necessary 

weapon Native Americans can use to protect tribal interests and ensure cultural survival. 

Though this is certainly a powerful argument for a boarding school student to make, the 

full thrust of his claim that an education is necessary for an indigenous future can be best 

understood when we consider how such an assertion challenges the narrative of 
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assimilation in the boarding school press.  Du Bray, along with Townsend, Bender, and 

Hand, appropriated the periodical practices of the boarding school to use not as an 

instrument to showcase their “progress” as fully assimilated Indians as school authorities 

had intended, but rather as a vehicle for voicing their critical responses to the discourse of 

assimilation.  By reading closely the writings these students printed in Talks and 

Thoughts and the School News we come to better understand that boarding school 

students and school authorities used the boarding school press for competing purposes.  

When we treat Talks and Thoughts and the School News as more than merely the 

mouthpieces of school authorities, we begin to realize that these student-run newspapers 

resulted from complex negotiations between the boarding school students who edited, 

wrote for, and printed the newspapers; the school authorities who oversaw all the school 

publications; and the audience who held multiple and oftentimes competing views on 

education and assimilation.  But perhaps even more importantly, the student-run Talks 

and Thoughts and School News provide students and scholars of Native American 

literature insight into how boarding school students and graduates used the periodical 

press to reach and engage a growing pan-Indian community of readers in turn-of-the-

twentieth-century America.

Conclusion

Few contemporary critics of Native American literature realize just how 

influential student-run newspapers were in helping to form and sustain a pan-Indian 

community at the turn of the twentieth century.  The writings Townsend, Bender, Hand, 

and Du Bray printed in the School News and Talks and Thoughts lend insight into how 
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boarding school students used the periodical press to engage one another in public 

discussions about their visions for a Native American future.  There is ample evidence 

that students at Carlisle and Hampton, as well as other boarding schools with student-run 

newspapers, were reading and commenting on each other’s work.  Student editors often 

reprinted articles from other school newspapers, a common practice in the late nineteenth 

century, as a way to foster a sense of community among a growing Native American 

readership.  In this way, boarding school students used the student-run newspapers at 

Carlisle and Hampton to emphasize their commitment to the Native American 

community.

Community-building efforts through the periodical press did not end there.  The 

SAI used its journal to strengthen ties to boarding school students.  Arthur C. Parker, the 

journal’s first editor, encouraged boarding school students to read the journal and took 

“profound satisfaction” in knowing that boarding school students were interested in the 

Society’s discussions on issues like education. Parker delighted in knowing that “some 

things we say are helpful to the younger people of the race.”69  Boarding school 

newspapers sometimes reprinted pieces from the journal that were written specifically for 

students. The story, “A Sick Indian and His Starved Horse,” which was aimed at boarding 

school readers of the journal and later reprinted in The Native American, a Phoenix Indian 

School newspaper, illustrates one of the ways the Society meant to help the younger 

generation of journal readers.  In this story, a sickly boarding school dropout watches his 

starving pony and regrets his decision to leave school:
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I am sorry I didn’t stay at school longer….I might have learned more so I could 
have stood on my own feet.  I think my education is like my pony out there.  He’s 
weak and starved.  He couldn’t carry me out of danger.  He would fall down and 
the wolves would eat both of us.  I have lain here a long time and I have seen the 
picture of myself well and strong and my horse sleek and full of life.  Now if I 
had stayed at school I would have an education that would have carried me a long 
way out of danger; I would have been strong.  I would have had a steed that 
would have won the race to success.  Yes, I thought of education that way.       

The story seeks to teach students a lesson about the importance of education.  The story’s 

message is driven home in its conclusion: 

Remember the young Indian, his tattered tent, his starved pony.  Remember he 
had every capacity for learning and had a fine but undeveloped mind.  So he 
became sick, was cheated and was miserable.  Are you going to live that way and 
allow the wolves to gnaw your ice-chilled bones?  Or are you going to help 
yourself by your own strength and with its over abundance help others also? 70

The story emphasizes that education is more than a means of individual success; 

education is crucial to a Native American future.

The SAI placed a lot of emphasis on education in its Quarterly Journal and 

frequently promoted the important work boarding school students were doing.  To aid in 

these community-building efforts, the Society established an essay contest for boarding 

school students and printed winning essays by students on topics like “Why the Indian 

Student Should Have as Good an Education as the White Student” and “The Value of 

Higher Academic Training.”  

As we have seen, one of the unintended consequences of providing Native 

American students with access to periodical publishing is that they made the school 

newspapers a vehicle for writing against the schools’ program of cultural erasure. While 

the boarding school press developed out of school authorities’ interest in showcasing 
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individuals as exemplary educated Indians, students had another interest in that they 

wanted to use the student-run newspapers as a forum for self-definition and to offer their 

critical perspectives on the discourse of assimilation.  Fashioning identities for 

themselves as writers and editors in the pages of the student-run School News and Talks 

and Thoughts, students appropriated and critiqued the discourse of assimilation by 

redefining what it meant to be a white-educated Indian.  Instead of appearing as fully 

assimilated “educated Indians,” these students negotiate between a white education and 

an anti-assimilationist commitment to remaining Indian.  A close reading of the student-

run newspapers reveals that these periodicals were contested sites of competing and 

multiple rhetorical and political agendas.  As such, they provide an important window 

into early Native American literature, anticipating the periodical nonfiction of prominent 

figures like Zitkala-Ša and Charles Eastman. 
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CHAPTER 3

 ZITKALA-ŠA: “AN AMBITION FOR LETTERS”

In this fashion many have passed idly through the Indian schools during the last decade, 
afterward to boast of their charity to the North American Indian.  But few there are who 
have paused to question whether real life or long-lasting death lies beneath this 
semblance of civilization.
    —Zitkala-Ša, “An Indian Teacher Among Indians,”1 

In 1900 Zitkala-Ša launched her literary career with the publication of three 

autobiographical essays in the prestigious Atlantic Monthly: “Impressions of an Indian 

Childhood,” “The School Days of an Indian Girl,” and “An Indian Teacher Among 

Indians.”  She was not only the first Native American woman writer to publish her life 

story without editorial “assistance,” but also the first Native American writer to call a 

mostly white audience’s attention to the dehumanizing effects of the off-reservation 

boarding school system.2  Whereas eastern reformers tended to hold up the boarding 

school as a symbol of all the good that a white education was doing for the Indian, 

Zitkala-Ša revealed how the civilizing mission of the schools resulted in “long-lasting 

death.”  She contrasted the freedom of her Sioux upbringing and education with the 

inhumane treatment she received as a boarding school student; on the reservation she was 

treated like “a dignified little individual,” whereas at the boarding school her 
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“individuality” was tightly bound by chains “like a mummy for burial.”3  Despite Zitkala-

Ša’s emphasis on the deadening effects of the boarding school, her autobiographical 

essays reveal that her education enabled her the chance to learn English so that she could 

use it as a medium with which to enter the world of print and represent her own life.  

By the time Zitkala-Ša’s critique of the government’s system of off-reservation 

schooling appeared in the pages of the prestigious Atlantic Monthly in 1900, she had 

already earned a reputation as an exemplary Indian in print.  Zitkala-Ša epitomized the 

successful boarding school graduate in more ways than one.  Her education marked her 

as one of an elite group of boarding school graduates who went on to pursue a higher 

education.  After graduating from White’s Manual Institute, a Quaker-run boarding 

school for Indians in Wabash, Indiana, she attended Earlham College.  As a student at 

Earlham, Zitkala-Ša distinguished herself from her predominantly white peers.  She 

excelled academically and delivered a prize-winning speech at a statewide oratorical 

contest.  The college newspaper, The Earlhamite, reprinted an unabridged version of her 

speech, “Side by Side,” as did the Santee Agency school newspaper, The Word Carrier.  

Multiple articles about the event and Zitkala-Ša herself also appeared in The Earlhamite 

and in mainstream newspapers like The Indianapolis Journal and The Indianapolis News, 

which described her as “a cultivated young woman [whose] pronunciation was without 

trace of a tongue unfamiliar with English.”4  In all of this press coverage, Zitkala-Ša was 

represented as an exemplary educated Indian—civilized, English speaking, and articulate

—an identity that she would later embrace and revise in her periodical writings.  
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Her success at Earlham College played a part in landing her a teaching position at 

the Carlisle Indian School in Pennsylvania, the prototype for hundreds of federal off-

reservation boarding schools across the country.5  Though most of the teachers at Carlisle 

were white missionaries, Zitkala-Ša’s impressive educational background and teaching 

experience caught the attention of Carlisle’s founder, Richard Henry Pratt.6  At Carlisle 

Zitkala-Ša taught and recruited Indian students.  Her stint at Carlisle was brief; after 

eighteen months she resigned and went east to study at the New England Conservatory of 

Music in Boston in 1899.  One year later, she traveled as a violin soloist with the Carlisle 

Indian School Band on their tour of the northeastern U.S. at the same time that her 

scathing anti-boarding school pieces appeared in the Atlantic.  Though Margaret Lukens 

claims it was at Carlisle that Zitkala-Ša “began her quest to gain the attention of the 

powerful literary and political circles in the East as an Indian spokesperson,” other 

scholars like Barbara Chiarello assert that Zitkala-Ša had already fashioned an identity 

for herself as an author and activist while at Earlham College.7  My interest is in tracing 
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how Zitkala-Ša’s affiliation with Carlisle, the most well-known boarding school, gave her 

access to the powerful literary and political circles in the East.

Recently scholars have begun to turn to the context in which Zitkala-Ša published 

her periodical pieces to examine her strategic appropriation of the dominant discourse of 

assimilation at the turn of the twentieth century.  Chiarello examines the content and 

reception of Zitkala-Ša’s prize-winning speech and her autobiographical articles in the 

Atlantic in order to “illuminate the complex strategies both the mainstream and the 

marginalized employ as they struggle to (re)write America’s ideology.”8  Likewise, 

Charles Hannon explores the context of the Atlantic to reveal how the magazine told 

competing narratives of assimilation in its pages.  Hannon goes one step further than 

Chiarello in that he contrasts the constraints imposed on Zitkala-Ša as a contributor to the 

Atlantic with the relative autonomy she experienced as an editor of the magazine 

published by the Society of American Indians (SAI).  Drawing on the work of these 

scholars, this chapter focuses on the content and context of the periodical pieces Zitkala-

Ša published in the Atlantic and the SAI’s American Indian Magazine.  But my interest is 

in exploring how through her affiliation with Carlisle Zitkala-Ša came to develop the skill 

of critique that she honed over the course of her literary career.  This chapter brings into 

focus how Zitkala-Ša developed the complex rhetorical strategies she used to wage her 

critique against the discourse of assimilation epitomized by Pratt’s motto, “kill the Indian, 

save the man.”        
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In this chapter, I use Zitkala-Ša’s Atlantic essays to frame my discussion of the 

essays and editorials she published in the American Indian Magazine, where she worked 

on the editorial board (1915-18), as editor of the magazine (1918-20), and as secretary-

treasurer of the SAI.9  Tracing Zitkala-Ša’s negotiation between her defense of her Native 

American identity and culture and the demands and expectations of white editors and 

audiences in her early career to her later editorship reveals how she used the periodical 

press as a medium for her literary and political objectives: on the one hand, writing to a 

largely white audience in the Atlantic she sought to bring attention to the destructive 

forces of Indian education and to preserve Native American cultural traditions like 

storytelling; on the other hand, writing for a predominantly Native American audience in 

the SAI’s magazine gave her a chance to use the periodical press as a vehicle for building 

a pan-Indian community at the turn of the twentieth century.

An Indian Teacher Among Indians

Growing up on the reservation, Zitkala-Ša would have witnessed the transition 

Native communities were undergoing as the federal government sought to gain control of 

Indian lands and to establish a system of off-reservation boarding schools designed to 

“Americanize” Native children.  Born as Gertrude Simmons at the Yankton Sioux Agency 

in South Dakota in 1876, she lived with her mother and attended a bilingual agency 

school for two years before enrolling in White’s Manual Institute, a Quaker-run boarding 
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school in Wabash, Indiana.  At White’s, Zitkala-Ša was subject to a process whereby 

school authorities sought to transform Indian children both externally and internally by 

imprinting them with the markers of white middle-class identity: literacy, dress, and 

manners.10       

 After graduating from White’s Manual Institute, she attended Earlham College 

from 1895 to 1897.  While at Earlham College, she published poems and essays in the 

school paper, The Earlhamite.  It is during this period, Dexter Fisher remarks, that 

Zitkala-Ša’s “literary talents begin to take shape, and as she becomes more and more 

fluent in English, language becomes the tool for articulating the tension she is to 

experience throughout her life between her heritage with its imperative of tradition and 

the inevitable pressure of acculturation.”11 Zitkala-Ša explores this tension in “Side by 

Side” (1896), an essay she wrote for the state oratorical contest that was printed in The 

Earlhamite.  In the essay, Zitkala-Ša aligns herself with her community and affirms her 

Sioux cultural identity.  Describing the wrongs done to Indians by whites, Zitkala-Ša 

asks, “Do you wonder still that in his breast he should brood revenge, when ruthlessly 

driven from the temples where he worshipped?”12  While she sets out to defend the 

Indian’s right to feel revenge and contends that “civilization is not an unmixed blessing,” 

her focus shifts to insisting that Indians need a white education.13  Zitkala-Ša writes,
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We come from mountain fastnesses, from cheerless plains, from far-off low-
wooded streams, seeking the “White Man’s ways.”  Seeking your skill in industry 
and in art, seeking labor and honest independence, seeking the treasures of 
knowledge and wisdom, seeking to comprehend the spirit of your laws and the 
genius of your noble institutions, seeking a new birthright to unite with yours our 
claim to a common country, seeking the Sovereign’s crown that we may stand 
side by side with you in ascribing royal honor to our nation’s flag.  America, I 
love thee.  “Thy people shall be my people and thy God my God.”14

Here Zitkala-Ša describes a community in transition whose survival is dependent on 

learning the white man’s ways.  This early essay anticipates the link she will later make 

more emphatically between education and citizenship in American Indian Magazine.  But 

here we see her struggle to articulate a viable alternative to forced assimilation as she 

would come to do in her later periodical pieces.  Instead, she seems to echo the 

assimilationist discourse of the “Friends of the Indian,” a group of reformers who 

believed a white education could help Indians assimilate fully into the dominant culture.  

So while she does offer her critical perspective of civilization’s “vices”—identified here 

as alcohol, violence, and broken treaties—she does not include a critique of the system of 

off-reservation boarding schools in her essay.  This seems to suggest that Zitkala-Ša 

developed a more critical perspective on the assimilationist practices of the boarding 

school through her affiliation with and participation in the program of cultural erasure at 

Carlisle. 

Zitkala-Ša became acquainted with Pratt when she began teaching at Carlisle in 

1897.  In “An Indian Teacher Among Indians,” Zitkala-Ša recreates her first encounter 

with her employer, an unnamed gray-haired man who had an “imposing” and “stately” 

figure.  It is not a stretch to assume this figure is none other than Pratt himself.  Zitkala-
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Ša recounts being “awed by his wondrous height and his strong square shoulders” whose 

“quick eye measured” her height and breadth.  She writes, “Then he looked into my face.  

I imagined that a visible shadow flitted across his countenance as he let my hand fall…. 

‘Ah ha! so you are the little Indian girl who created the excitement among the college 

orators!’ he said, more to himself than to me.”15  Zitkala-Ša’s account suggests Pratt had 

learned of her from the newspaper coverage of her prize-winning speech.  Given her 

education and growing notoriety as a kind of success story, it is not surprising that Pratt 

would have been keen on offering her a position on his staff.  Not only would having 

Zitkala-Ša teach at the school aid in his civilizing mission, but it would also provide him 

with another opportunity to publicize the effectiveness of his approach to educating 

Indians.16  Pratt was very interested in proving to the public that Indians could be 

educated and that his school could educate Indians quickly.  As I explain in chapter one, 

Pratt often held up certain exemplary students in the pages of the white-edited 

newspapers in order to publicize the educational work of his school.  Pratt also used 

Carlisle’s white-edited Indian Helper and Red Man as a surveillance and disciplinary 

device for Indian students and graduates.  The success stories he printed in these 

newspapers were supposed to serve as models for Indian students and graduates to 

emulate.  While Pratt and Marianna Burgess, who managed the printing office, often 
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showcased what Amelia Katanski refers to as “paper Indians,” fictionalized 

representations of boarding school students and graduates, to serve the dual functions of 

the periodical press, they also held up real students and graduates as success stories.17  

With her record of educational success, Zitkala-Ša exemplified what Pratt hoped his 

school could do for all Indians.  

During the period in which Zitkala-Ša taught, recruited, and toured with the band 

at Carlisle, the school newspapers made frequent mention of her.  The most interesting 

references are those that speak to Zitkala-Ša’s performances with the Carlisle Band 

during which she played the violin and recited excerpts from Longfellow’s The Song of 

Hiawatha.  In a March 1900 issue of the Indian Helper, readers are informed that Zitkala-

Ša’s rendition of “The Famine” from Hiawatha at the Memorial Association in 

Washington, DC “took the audience by storm.”  Another article printed in the same issue 

mentions a performance Zitkala-Ša gave to a number of visitors to the school: 

On Wednesday evening, the usual "class meeting" as Major Pratt calls them was 
held.  Most of the inspiring speeches by distinguished visitors made at this 
meeting are quite fully reported for the Red Man.  There was a large crowd 
present and the occasion was one long to be remembered. 

It was at this meeting that Zitkala Sa recited the famine scene in Hiawatha, 
surprising her audience with an artistic rendition that was delightful to hear.  A 
Dakota girl, in Dakota costume of beaded and fringed buckskin, with her long 
black locks combed very smoothly over the ears and braided in 2 braids, she was 
decidedly picturesque and typical in style, and the recital from start to finish 
would have satisfied Longfellow's highest ideal of native grace and eloquence.18

The Indian Helper’s emphasis on Zitkala-Ša’s Indianness may seem somewhat out of 

place, given the program of cultural erasure enforced at the school.  But, as Lonna 
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Malmsheimer explains, though Pratt opposed public performances that featured aspects 

of tribal culture like Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show, he was not averse to playing up 

aspects of tribal culture whenever it suited him.19  Given that there was a widespread 

“Hiawatha craze” at the turn of the century, as I discuss in chapter two, it is likely that 

Pratt wanted to capitalize on the increased public fascination with Native American 

culture in order to promote the educational work of his school.  As such, the 

performances by Zitkala-Ša and other members of the Carlisle Band, served as proof that 

Carlisle could transform “savages” into white America’s image of the civilized Indian.

 From Zitkala-Ša’s perspective, these public performances were an important part 

of her commitment to working against the school’s program of cultural erasure.20   As 

Lucy Maddox explains, Zitkala-Ša saw such performances, as she did her writings, as an 
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girls in sewing, cooking, and cleaning, giving them the necessary skills to run a “happy 
home.”   



opportunity to “confirm the need for a deep, conscious connection between the 

contemporary, educated Indian and a traditional tribal past.”21  While still a teacher at 

Carlisle, Zitkala-Ša defended her heritage in an attempt to correct misperceptions about 

Native people.  In the opening exercises at the school in September 1897, Zitkala-Ša gave 

a talk on “The Achievements of the White and Red Races Compared,” which, according 

to the July 9, 1897 issue of the Indian Helper, was an effort to show that “the history of 

the Indian has been wrongly written, and that their motives as a people have been 

misunderstood.”22  

 Much like the speech she gave on behalf of Indian people as a student at Earlham 

College, her public speeches and performances gave her an opportunity to offer her 

critical perspective on the discourse of assimilation, albeit in contexts like the boarding 

school in which she was under the watchful gaze of Pratt who sought to silence her 

critiques of his educational program.  Realizing the vexed position she was in at Carlisle, 

she turned to a more powerful medium that would offer her more autonomy to express 

her critical perspectives and write against “the civilizing machine.”23  She resigned her 

teaching post at Carlisle, changed her name to Zitkala-Ša,24 and pursued a career as 

author and activist. 
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Interestingly, Zitkala-Ša’s positions as a Carlisle teacher and performer with the 

Carlisle Indian School Band in particular helped her to gain access to prestigious 

institutions like the Atlantic, which she used to reach a wide mainstream audience.  Many 

of the Atlantic’s readers were familiar with Pratt’s school and perhaps may have been 

interested in the unique perspective that Zitkala-Ša offered on Indian education.  After all, 

her perspective was one that, as Jessica Enoch reminds us, “was both unacknowledged 

and unaccepted by Carlisle.”25  Thus when she entered the literary scene in 1900 she 

appropriated the role long prescribed her—that of the educated Indian—and used it to 

resist Pratt’s and other’s attempts to define her.    

Even more importantly, at Carlisle Zitkala-Ša had observed how Pratt and 

Burgess sought to use the school newspapers to represent portraits of fully assimilated 

white-educated Indians.  When she marked her foray into print in 1900 Zitkala-Ša was 

already well aware of how whites like Pratt defined Indians and knew that if she wanted 

to be published she would have to find ways to make her perspective on her experiences 

heard by editors and readers with diverse and oftentimes competing expectations and 

views.  In this way, Zitkala-Ša’s affiliation with Carlisle gave her a lesson in civilization 

that she used to her advantage, just as the boarding school students who wrote for, edited, 

and printed the student-run newspapers at Carlisle and Hampton had done before her.  

Zitkala-Ša’s experiences at Carlisle confirmed for her the need to register complex 

rhetorical strategies in order make the periodical press a medium for giving voice to her 

critical perspective on the discourse of assimilation.    
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Enoch suggests that “once [Zitkala-Ša] left for Boston, she apparently escaped the 

oppressive and omnipresent gaze of the Man-on-the-Band-stand and found an 

unmonitored discursive space in the Atlantic Monthly in which to critique Carlisle’s 

allegedly successful plan.”26  While Enoch is right to suggest that the context of the 

Atlantic was very different from that of the Red Man and Indian Helper because it offered 

Zitkala-Ša an opportunity to offer her critical perspective on the discourse of assimilation, 

she nevertheless still had to find ways to negotiate the demands and expectations of white 

editors and readers, many of whom were financial supporters of Pratt’s educational 

enterprise.  By turning to her Atlantic pieces we find evidence of Zitkala-Ša’s 

increasingly more direct critique of the assimilationist practices of the boarding school.

Writing against the Civilizing Machine in the Atlantic Monthly

That Zitkala-Ša chose the Atlantic to mark her entry into the literary marketplace 

suggests she was interested in the prestige of the magazine and its wide readership.27  

According to Enoch, “By writing in this particular venue, Zitkala-Ša directed her essays 

to Pratt’s most important and indispensable audience—the white financial supporters and 

Indian-education sympathizers—and, in doing so, cut right to the heart of Pratt’s project.  

Her essays provide her ‘compassionate’ readers with an Indian vantage point from which 

they could view white educational practices, offering her readers a perspective that was 

both unacknowledged and unaccepted by Carlisle.”28
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What made her account of her boarding school experience of interest to the 

Atlantic?  Cathy Davidson and Ada Norris suggest that one reason may have been that the 

Atlantic’s editor Bliss Perry “deemed [Zitkala-Ša] and her material exotic, and of interest 

to their readers.”29  Ellery Sedgwick offers another explanation.  According to Sedgwick, 

the Atlantic became less conservative and more engaged in a broader spectrum of 

American social and political life under the editorship of Walter Hines Page (1898-1899) 

and Perry (1899-1909).  Both Page and Perry “insistently raised issues of racial equity at 

a time when this was not a popular topic and solicited well-documented essays exposing 

social or industrial abuses and calling for government regulation.”  Like Page, Perry 

published writers like Abraham Cahan and W.E.B. DuBois.  Accepting Zitkala-Ša’s 

autobiographical essays was “one of Perry’s earliest editorial decisions.”30   As Sedwick 

explains, “Although he knew that he had a sizable missionary audience that might well 

take offense, Perry, far from trying to blunt the criticism, heartily encouraged Zitkala-Ša 

to expand the series into a full autobiography, offering his editorial assistance at her 

convenience.”  Zitkala-Ša accepted his offer, yet she soon abandoned the project but not 

before publishing another essay, “Why I Am a Pagan,” in which she denounced white 

Christianity.31  
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Given that Mary Johnston’s historical novel To Have and To Hold, which 

“indulge[d] in all the possible stereotypes of evil and devilish ‘savages,’”32 appeared in 

the same issues as Zitkala-Ša’s autobiographical essays, it is likely that Perry printed her 

work to cater to public fascination with the exotic Native American and to expose readers 

to the dehumanizing effects of the boarding school system.  Yet as Hannon rightly notes, 

the mere fact that Zitkala-Ša’s autobiographical essays appeared in a mainstream 

magazine that routinely printed pieces that perpetuated the dominant narrative of 

assimilation she was writing against, points to the perpetual challenges Zitkala-Ša 

encountered in trying to make her voice heard in a white-run magazine like the Atlantic.  

Though she ran the risk of having her critical perspective subsumed by those of the 

dominant culture, she nevertheless would have valued the prestige of publishing her 

writing in the Atlantic as well as the opportunity it afforded her to speak to those whose 

ears were “bent with compassion” and willing to join in the fight for Indian reform.33   

Zitkala-Ša published her autobiographical essays in the January, February, and 

March 1900 issues of the Atlantic.  In the first installment, “Impressions of an Indian 

Girlhood,” Zitkala-Ša describes her experiences growing up as a Dakota girl.  Through 

detailed sketches of her childhood that emphasize the education she received on the 

reservation, Zitkala-Ša challenges the widely-held belief among whites that Native 

American children were uneducated and arrived at boarding schools as blank slates.  She 

begins by describing the form her reservation education took: 
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I was a wild little girl of seven.  Loosely clad in a slip of brown buckskin, and 
light-footed with a pair of soft moccasins on my feet, I was as free as the wind 
that blew my hair, and no less spirited than a bounding deer.  These were my 
mother’s pride, — my wild freedom and overflowing spirits.  She taught me no 
fear save that of intruding myself upon others.34

Although this “wild” child wears buckskins and moccasins in stereotypical Indian 

fashion, Zitkala-Ša is quick to worry the stereotype that she is uneducated and 

uncivilized.  She calls attention to how her mother teaches her to respect the privacy of 

her elders.  Emphasizing the importance of never intruding on others, Zitkala-Ša “draws 

implicit contrast with the United States’ relentless destruction of her home and of her 

people,” as Bernardin suggests.35  She also lays the groundwork for later contrasting the 

freedom of her reservation education with the intrusive practices she will encounter at an 

eastern boarding school. 

In “Impressions” Zitkala-Ša dramatizes her decision to attend an eastern boarding 

school.  Zitkala-Ša begs her mother to send her to the land of red apples where she will 

receive an English-only education.  Ellen Simmons initially hesitates to send her daughter 

with the missionaries.  As Zitkala-Ša explains, “[M]y mother discouraged my curiosity 

about the lands beyond our eastern horizon; for it was not yet an ambition for Letters that 

was stirring me.”36  Ellen Simmons later acquiesces to her daughter’s wishes, justifying 

her decision by emphasizing the practicality of a white education: “[T]hough she does not 

understand what it all means, [she] is anxious to go.  She will need an education when 
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she is grown, for then there will be fewer real Dakotas, and many more palefaces.”37  

Zitkala-Ša depicts the decision to pursue an education as necessary and practical in order 

to ensure not only her own development but, and perhaps more importantly, the survival 

of her community.  By emphasizing that a white education serves a dual purpose in that it 

fosters individual development and ensures cultural survival, Zitkala-Ša challenges the 

notion held by boarding school officials that the two are mutually exclusive.  

In her second autobiographical essay, “The School Days of an Indian Girl,” 

Zitkala-Ša charts her transition from her childhood on the reservation to the world of 

school. This transition is an uneasy and unnatural one, for when Zitkala-Ša arrives at the 

eastern boarding school, she painfully experiences the separation from both mother and 

mother tongue.  Using the language of domesticity, in a sketch called “Incurring My 

Mother’s Displeasure,” Zitkala-Ša suggests that the more educated she becomes, the 

more estranged she becomes from her mother.  This separation results in Zitkala-Ša’s 

ambivalent relationship toward English, which functions both as a tool of domination and 

a tool of resistance.38 

As a boarding school student, Zitkala-Ša is subject to a strict English-only policy 

and is forbidden to speak her native language.  Zitkala-Ša describes how she struggles to 

learn English: “By daylight and lamplight, I spun with reeds and thistles, until my hands 

were tired from their weaving, the magic design which promised me the white man’s 
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respect.”39  Her effort to learn the white man’s language pays off as she later ends up 

representing her college in a state oratorical contest.  During the contest Zitkala-Ša 

watches as 

there, before that vast ocean of eyes, some college rowdies threw out a large white 
flag, with a drawing of a most forlorn Indian girl on it.  Under this they had 
printed in bold black letters words that ridiculed the college which was 
represented by a “squaw.”40

The image and words on the flag are meant to define Zitkala-Ša’s “proper” place as an 

outsider in the dominant culture.  While she may speak in white culture, Carden suggests, 

the flag intends to render her speech “meaningless” and to deny her of “the status of an 

authorized speaker because her speech emanates from an ‘Indian’ body.”41

Zitkala-Ša ends up winning the oratorical contest.  Yet her triumph over the 

dominant discourses that seek to silence her is short-lived: “The little taste of victory did 

not satisfy a hunger in my heart.  In my mind I saw my mother far away on the Western 

plains, and she was holding a charge against me.”42  This scene illustrates the double bind 

of literacy for Zitkala-Ša.  On the one hand, her command of the white man’s language 

comes at a price, as it distances her from her Native American identity and culture; on the 

other hand, she uses English as a tool to gain control over how Indians are represented in 

dominant discourses at the turn of the twentieth century.  By appropriating the language 
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of civilization and the periodical practices of the dominant culture, Zitkala-Ša makes the 

periodical press a vehicle for offering her critical perspective.  

One way she exerts control over the image of the Indian is through her critique of 

domesticity.  Throughout “School Days” she calls attention to the way the school 

authorities seek to control female students’ bodies through “practices of regimenting, 

training, and clothing.”43  School authorities judged the transformation of “savage” girls 

by a change in their physical appearance.  This meant that “‘savages’ shed buckskin, 

feathers, robes, and moccasins; long black hair was shorn or bobbed or twisted into 

identical, ‘manageable’ styles; pinafores, stiff starched collars, stockings, and black 

oxfords signified the ‘new woman.’”44  Lomawaima explains that in the boarding school 

clothing was a clearly marked symbol of transformation and provided visual proof that 

Indian girls were being transformed into imitation white middle-class girls.45

Zitkala-Ša reveals how regimented the female body was at the boarding school.  

An early example of this is in “School Days” when she describes how her body becomes 

imprinted with markers of white identity.  “Stripped” of her blanket and forced into 

having her hair “shingled like a coward’s,” Zitkala-Ša loses her “spirit.”46  As Carden 

explains, Zitkala-Ša “loses control of the signifiers of identity inscribed on her body as 

she is surveyed, marked, and forced to comply with white cultural norms.”  She has 
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essentially become a facsimile of an “American” subject, as her “Indian” body has been 

erased.47  

Yet Zitkala-Ša writes against this erasure by turning her gaze on white culture.  

She writes, “I looked hard at the Indian girls, who seemed not to care that they were even 

more immodestly dress than I, in their tightly fitting clothes.”48  Zitkala-Ša suggests that 

Victorian dress lacks civility.  While she may have been forced to exchange her blankets 

and loose clothing for an immodest Victorian dress, her critique of the clothes of 

civilization suggests that she has not blindly accepted the lessons of her domestic 

training.  In fact, she challenges the assumption that a change in physical appearance is 

“the essential sign of a new life, of a successful transformation,” as she reveals an inner 

self that resists complete assimilation.49  By stripping clothing and hairstyle of their 

meaning, she refuses to allow her body to be read as a site of assimilation.  Instead, she 

“writes herself as a site of resistant individuality.”50 

  She further resists the “civilizing machine,” when in her final installment, “An 

Indian Teacher Among Indians,” she criticizes the tendency for school authorities to use 

students as objects of publicity.   She describes how “from morning till evening, many 

specimens of civilized peoples visited the Indian school”:

The city folks with canes and eyeglasses, the countrymen with sunburnt cheeks 
and clumsy feet, forgot their relative social ranks in an ignorant curiosity.  Both 
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sorts of these Christian palefaces were alike astounded at seeing the children of 
savage warriors so docile and industrious.

As answers to their shallow inquiries they received the students’ sample
work to look upon.  Examining the neatly figured pages, and gazing upon the
Indian girls and boys bending over their books, the white visitors walked out of
the schoolhouse well satisfied: they were educating the children of the red man!51

She uses irony to question the very notion that the dominant culture is civilized.  White 

visitors to the school are “ignorant” and ask “shallow” questions; they are “satisfied” by 

what they see on the surface but never pause “to question whether real life or long-lasting 

death lies beneath this semblance of civilization.”52  In this way, Zitkala-Ša holds up a 

mirror to a mostly white readership, challenging them to see the assumptions and values 

of the dominant culture reflected, for the very first time, through the eyes of a white-

educated Native American woman writer. The relative autonomy Zitkala-Ša experienced 

as an author at the Atlantic made possible the very public airing of her criticism of the 

destructive practices at work in the boarding school.  By highlighting this difference, I 

hope to bring into focus how a change in context—from the boarding school to the 

mainstream magazine—shaped the evolution of Zitkala-Ša as a writer.  When we 

consider her literary self-representation alongside and against the backlash she received 

from critics we begin to gain a fuller understanding of how educated Indians like Zitkala-

Ša and school authorities like Pratt used the periodical press for competing purposes.

The Writer and Her Critics

Given that Pratt had represented Zitkala-Ša as a success story in the pages of The 

Red Man and the Indian Helper, it is not surprising that her representations of the 
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negative effects of the boarding school elicited harsh criticism from him and other school 

authorities.  Of all her critics, Pratt was the most outspoken in his criticism of her 

autobiographical essays.  The Red Man, which was edited by Pratt and Marianna 

Burgess, reprinted selections from Zitkala-Ša’s second autobiographical essay, “The 

School Days of an Indian Girl,” with a brief commentary that praises the “literary 

quality” of her writing yet criticizes her representation of the boarding school experience:

She has a striking gift of characterization.  Her satire is keen.  She excels in giving 
what seem to be the genuine records of the mind of a child, uncolored by later 
knowledge and experience.  We regret that she did not once call to mind the 
happier side of those long school days, or even hint at the friends who did so 
much to break down for her the barriers of language and custom, and to lead her 
from poverty and insignificance into the comparatively full and rich existence that  
she enjoys today.53 

Though the article is unsigned, it is not a stretch to attribute it to Pratt, as he maintained 

strict editorial control over the white-run publications printed at Carlisle and the 

representations of boarding school students contained within them.  As literary critic 

Amelia Katanski suggests, Pratt printed Zitkala-Ša’s words in the Red Man so he could 

put his “own spin on [her] bold Indian self-representation” and to discipline her for going 

against the images of boarding school students he created in print.  Furthermore, Pratt 

wanted to cast doubt over the veracity of Zitkala-Ša’s account of her boarding school 

experience.  The editor of the Red Man states, “Her pictures are not, perhaps, untrue in 

themselves, but, taken by themselves, they are sadly misleading.”54  
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At the same time, Pratt attempts to take credit for Zitkala-Ša’s literary success by 

reminding Zitkala-Ša of “the friends” who helped her become who she is.  Although Pratt 

was in the habit of singling out certain individuals as exemplars of Indian education, 

Zitkala-Ša’s anti-boarding school stance made it difficult for him to take credit for her 

literary accomplishments.  As Katanski points out, “Pratt clearly sought to use Zitkala-

Ša’s literary success as proof of her ‘representative’ acculturation, but her fierce anti-

boarding-school prose defied his attempt to control her presentation of herself and of her 

educational experience.”55 

 Zitkala-Ša did not take kindly to Pratt’s criticism.  In a letter she wrote to the 

editor of the Red Man, she fiercely defends her autobiographical essays: “To stir up views 

and earnest comparisons of theories was one of the ways which I hoped it would work a 

benefit to my people.  No one can dispute my own impressions and bitterness!”56  

Zitkala-Ša’s interest in depicting Native American children as recipients of a reservation 

education and revealing the dehumanizing effects of the boarding school system held 

little interest for Pratt, who believed his system was the only one that could turn out 

“civilized” Indians.                  

  Pratt continued to wage war against Zitkala-Ša in the pages of the Red Man.  In 

“Hunt for the South Side,” an article that appeared in the Red Man and Helper in 

September 1900, he sought to teach Zitkala-Ša and other boarding school students a life 

lesson:
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There are people like Zitkala-Ša, in her Atlantic Monthly articles a few months 
ago, who always insist upon sitting on the cold side of a hill.  They have all sorts 
of experiences in life, happy as well as dull, but the remembrance of gloomy 
scenes and the dark pictures in life are alone retained.  

Those who make light of small trials and push them aside that sunshine 
and cheer may enter are the people who make the world worth living in.  
 There is enough gloom in life as we go along from day to day, without 
treasuring up disagreeable experiences of the past.57

Here Pratt persists in his attempts to belittle and discredit Zitkala-Ša’s experiences.  

These repeated attacks waged against her in the pages of the Red Man serve to 

demonstrate just how much of a threat Pratt perceived her to be to his system of Indian 

education. As Katanski points out, Pratt was vexed by Zitkala-Ša’s autobiographical 

essays: “Unable to reconcile Zitkala-Ša’s self-representation with his ideological beliefs 

about the inevitable replacement of savage identity traits with civilized ones through the 

process of education, he continued to try to use her publications to his advantage and 

continued to be stung by her denunciations of his system.”58  Try as he might, Pratt would 

not get the last word nor would Zitkala-Ša let him define her. Zitkala-Ša refused to be a 

“mouthpiece” for Pratt, insisting in a March 1901 letter, “I will say just what I think.”59 

Through the autobiographical pieces she published in the culturally dominant Atlantic, 

she shattered the illusion Pratt built of the fully assimilated boarding school student in the 

white-edited newspapers at Carlisle.  

While Pratt and other school authorities criticized Zitkala-Ša’s writings, she 

received encouragement from high literary society.  She became, in Dexter Fisher’s 

105

57 Red Man and Helper, September 14,1900, 1.  In July 1900, the Red Man 
merged with the Indian Helper to form the Red Man and Helper.

58 Katanski, Learning to Write “Indian,” 123.

59 Quoted in Spack, “Dis/engagement,” 187.  



words, “the darling,” of Boston literati, who took great interest in her autobiographical 

essays and short fiction.  In a letter she wrote to her then-fiancé, Carlos Montezuma, a 

physician and activist, in March 1901, Zitkala-Ša remarks on the mixed reception of her 

work: 

In contrast with Carlisle’s opinion of my work—Boston pats me with no little 
pride.  The “Atlantic Monthly” wrote me a note in praise of the story.  An 
intelligent literary critic says my writing has a distinguished air about it—.  Others 
say I am concerning myself with glory! Ah—but so many words!  What do I care
—I knew that all the world could not take a liberal view of my work—But in spite 
of other varied opinions I am bound to live my own life. 60       

 
As Bernardin notes, Zitkala-Ša omits any mention of the media’s attempts to celebrate 

her success as a model boarding school graduate.  The April 1900 Harper’s Bazaar 

heralded Zitkala-Ša as one of the “Persons Who Interests Us,” “who until her ninth 

year…was a veritable little savage, running wild over the prairie and speaking no 

language but her own.”61  Much of the attention she received was spurred by “her market 

appeal as a so-called ‘civilized savage’ in a nation obsessed with the continuing presence 

of ‘unassimilated’ Indians within its borders.”62  
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Yet in the passage above and elsewhere we see that Zitkala-Ša resisted her 

assigned role as a fully “Americanized” Indian.63  Using her highly visible status as a 

Native American woman writer, she reconstructed the image of the fully assimilated 

Indian in the periodical press, thus making important interventions in the dominant 

discourses on education and citizenship at the turn of the twentieth century.64  Whereas 

early in her literary career she engaged the national attention of a mostly white middle-

class readership of the Atlantic and Harper’s, she later sought a different audience when 

in 1915 she began to reach a growing Native readership by publishing in the SAI’s 

magazine.65  This shift in audience and publishing context shaped Zitkala-Ša’s artistic 

and political choices in her periodical pieces.  Reading her articles and editorials also 

helps to illuminate the emergence of a pan-Indian organization but, perhaps more 

importantly, the development of a critical print politics in the Native-run periodical press. 

Zitkala-Ša and the American Indian Magazine

The SAI was a pan-Indian organization formed in 1911, during a period when 

much of the debate on Indian reform was being carried out by white reformers, educators, 

and government officials.  The organization’s founding members were some of the most 

influential Native Americans of the period.  Officers included Sherman Coolidge, 

president; Laura M. Cornelius, vice president; Charles D. Carter, vice president; Henry 
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Roe Cloud, vice president; and Arthur C. Parker, secretary.  The organizers sought to join 

and contest the debate on Indian reform.66  According to Maddox, “The SAI differed 

radically from other groups dedicated to Indian reform, however, in their insistence, 

underscored by their policy of admitting only Indians to full membership (whites were 

invited to become associate members), that Indian people themselves were the ones best 

able to address, and resolve, the ‘Indian question.’”67 

Striving to revise stereotypical representations of Indians in print and to preserve 

the history and traditions of Native Americans, organizers established The Quarterly 

Journal of the Society of American Indians at the SAI’s second annual conference in 

October 1912.   While Native Americans were responsible for the content of the journal 

and were its target audience, writings by well-known whites like Theodore Roosevelt and 

Pratt were published in its pages and many whites, especially those interested in Indian 

reform, comprised its readers.  

 In the inaugural issue of the Journal (January-April 1913), the editors68 

introduced the publication by way of quoting George Washington: “They [the Indians], 

poor wretches have no press through which their grievances are related.  And it is well 

known that when only one side of a story is heard and repeated, the human mind becomes 
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impressed with it, insensibly.”  The editors then chime in, adding: “We ‘poor wretches’ 

have a press and the other side of the story may be told.”  

The editors explain the importance of having a press of their own that speaks to 

the interests of the entire race:

The publication of this Journal marks a new departure in the progress of the 
Society of American Indians and, indeed, in the history of the race.  There have 
been, it is true, several periodicals published by Indians and even now there are 
several printed in the language of some Indian tribe, but these papers have been 
limited in their appeal.  There are many splendid school journals, also, published 
by the government in the interest of the Indian race or a division of it.  Never 
before has an attempt been made on the part of a national Indian organization to 
publish a periodical devoted to the interest of the entire race.  That heretofore this 
has not been done, points to reason, beyond the mere conservatism of the race and 
the drawback of hundreds of native dialects.  This venture is therefore more or 
less an experiment based both upon the faith of the Society in its own integrity 
and the essential pride of the race in its position as the native race of America.69

What sets this journal apart from other Indian journals and from the boarding school 

press, the editorial suggests, is its broad appeal.  Even though the SAI served primarily as 

a vehicle for educated Indians, the editors wanted the journal to serve as an open forum 

for all Indians.  Hertzberg explains that the editors believed that the unity of the Indian 

race was essential to social uplift.70  In this vein, they sought to publish diverse 

viewpoints on issues like education.  We see this in the first issue, as they published a 

number of essays by educated Indians as well as a speech by an uneducated Pottawatomie 

chief, Joe Mack Ignatius.  By making the journal an inclusive forum for diverse 
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Figure 9.  Front pages of the American Indian Magazine, Winter 1917.

perspectives, the editors displayed their interest in making it play a powerful role in 

promoting pan-Indian concerns.

By the time Zitkala-Ša took over for Parker as editor in 1918, the climate at the 

magazine had changed.  Parker, growing far more concerned with factionalism, 

threatened to take the magazine from the SAI or make the organization secondary to the 

magazine.  Meanwhile, Zitkala-Ša began to assume more editorial control over the 

magazine with the publication of the “Sioux Number” (1917), an issue that featured a 

photograph of Chauncey Yellow Robe on its front page (figure 9).  Hertzberg explains 
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Figure 10. Photograph of Zitkala-Ša printed in the American Indian Magazine, Winter 1917.

that for the first time an issue focused on a single tribe and suggests that this was most 

likely 

evidence of Gertrude Bonnin’s Sioux patriotism.  For as Parker took less interest 
and devoted less time to the affairs of the Society, Mrs. Bonnin gave more.  No 
doubt Parker had thought she would serve as a secretary carrying out his orders.  
The tone of her letters to him at first confirmed this view.  But Mrs. Bonnin was 
an energetic and ambitious woman with a mind and will of her own.  She was by 
no means willing to sit by and watch the Society expire or allow it to become 
merely an adjunct of the American Indian Magazine.71

Under Zitkala-Ša’s editorship, the magazine shifted direction.  She took a stronger stance 

than Parker on a number of issues but was especially critical of boarding school ideology.  
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Her literary contributions to and editorial work with the magazine illustrate that she 

increasingly embraced the discourses of assimilation and Americanization in order to 

critique and transform them (figure 10).  Focusing on the complex rhetorical and political 

strategies she makes in the pages of the SAI’s magazine illuminates her efforts to rewrite 

the narrative of assimilation in her attempts to remain Indian and to use the periodical 

press as a communication vehicle and community-building tool for a growing Native 

American readership.

Zitkala-Ša appropriates the discourses of assimilation in her 1919 “Letter to the 

Chiefs and Headmen of the Tribes” to insist on the importance of learning English.72  

Using the rhetoric of Americanization, Zitkala-Ša draws a parallel between immigrants 

and Indians in order to suggest that if immigrants “have found it worthwhile” to learn 

English, then Indians should renew their efforts “to speak English.”73  While Zitkala-Ša 

seems to echo the belief held by white school authorities that they could “Americanize” 

Indians just as they were “Americanizing” recent immigrants from eastern and southern 

Europe, a closer reading reveals that Zitkala-Ša revises the discourses of assimilation by 

linking learning English to the retaining of Indian land.  
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As Gary Totten explains, English literacy and land were two issues that Zitkala-Ša 

believed were important to Native American self-determination, especially given the 

tendency for whites to capitalize on Indians’ inability to communicate in English in order 

to take their land.74  Fearing that Indians “are selling their lands too fast and without 

consideration for the future children of our race,” Zitkala-Ša urges readers to renew their 

efforts to learn English and to retain their connection to their land.  She writes, “[T]hough 

we may become educated in the White man’s way and even acquire money, we cannot 

really be happy unless we have a small piece of this Out-of-Doors to enjoy as we 

please.”75  Zitkala-Ša worries the notion that having a white education means giving up 

one’s Indianness by reaffirming the importance of retaining Indian lands to an indigenous 

future.  

For Zitkala-Ša, learning English is also a means of guaranteeing a future built on 

indigenous solidarity.76  In her “Letter to the Chiefs and Headmen of the Tribes,” she 

suggests that indigenous solidarity will result from the ability to communicate to each 

other in English: “Very often I have wished that you could write to me in a language we 

both would understand perfectly.  I could then profit by your advice in many things, and 

you would know you were not forgotten.”77  Zitkala-Ša emphasizes the importance of 

letter writing to indigenous solidarity.  As Secretary of the SAI, she issued thousands of 
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letters to members of the organization in the hopes of remaining in touch with all 

members, especially Indians “living on the various isolated reservations.”78  

Zitkala-Ša further speaks to the importance of being able to communicate in a 

common language in her address to the annual convention of the SAI reprinted in the 

Summer 1919 issue.  But here she insists that “language is only a convenience, just like a 

coat is a convenience, and it is not so important as your mind and heart.”79  Betty Louise 

Bell takes this to mean that Zitkala-Ša thinks language is “indifferent to political 

intentions or cultural realities.”80 I suggest instead that Zitkala-Ša thinks the exact 

opposite.  Zitkala-Ša insists that English, a marker of civilization, can be appropriated in 

order to challenge the very notion that it signifies a complete cultural transformation.  

She suggests to her Native audience that English is something practical they can use to 

communicate with one another.  By speaking to each other in English they are able to 

give voice to the concerns and interests of their community as opposed to the interests of 

the dominant culture.  

Besides emphasizing the practicality of using English as a tool of communication 

among Native Americans in her “Address,” Zitkala-Ša underscores the importance of 

using English to “talk back” to the dominant culture.  As she explains, her mother was the 

one who taught her the importance of using English as a tool: 

I remember my mother.  I was born in a tepee.  I loved that life.  It was beautiful, 
more beautiful than I can tell you.  But my mother said to me, “You must learn the 
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white man’s language so when you grow up you will talk for us and for the Indian 
and the white man will have a better understanding.”  I said, “I will.”  It has not 
always been easy, but I said, “I am going to do the best I can and then I am going 
to let the Great Spirit do the rest.”  Now every one of us can do that.  Of course 
there are things to discourage.  We seem to have no money, no friends, and we 
have no voice in Congress.81

Contrary to school authorities wanting students to learn English in order to fulfill their 

assimilative desires, Zitkala-Ša’s mother advises her to learn English out of necessity. It 

is worth noting that Ellen Simmons’ advice echoes what she tells her daughter in 

“Impressions of an Indian Childhood” (1900).  However, in “Impressions,” Ellen 

Simmons warns Zitkala-Ša against the missionaries who have come to take her to 

boarding school: “‘Don’t believe a word they say!  Their words are sweet, but, my child, 

their deeds are bitter.’”82  In the later retelling, Zitkala-Ša omits any mention of her 

mother’s ambivalence about her pursuit of education.  Instead, she emphasizes that Ellen 

Simmons knows how important it is for her daughter to learn how to communicate in 

English given the rapid encroachment of whites into Indian country.  Zitkala-Ša depicts 

the decision to pursue an education as necessary and practical in order to ensure not only 

her individual development but, and perhaps more importantly, the survival of her 

community.  By emphasizing that learning the white man’s language serves a dual 

purpose in that it fosters individual development and ensures cultural survival, Zitkala-Ša 

challenges the notion held by boarding school authorities that the two are mutually 

exclusive.  
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Moreover, as contemporary critics note, one of the greatest ironies of teaching 

boarding school students English is that they used it for their own purposes and not the 

purposes of school authorities.  Zitkala-Ša links learning English with having the 

authority to speak out for Native American interests, and in her “Address” she encourages 

members of her community to follow her example: “We must continue speaking and 

claiming our human rights to live on this earth that God has made, so that we may think 

our thoughts and speak them—that we may have our part in the American life and be as 

any other human beings are.”83  For Zitkala-Ša, the ability to speak and write in English 

is a means to achieve full citizenship and equality with whites.  She believes in the 

importance of Indian education to procuring an indigenous future so much so that, despite 

her criticism of the boarding school system in general and of Carlisle and Pratt in 

particular, she petitions F.P. Keppell, Third Assistant Secretary of War, in a letter she 

published in the American Indian Magazine in Autumn 1918, to reconsider closing the 

Carlisle Indian School for military purposes, arguing that there is a greater need for the 

government to honor its “obligation to educate the Indian.”84

Just as Zitkala-Ša appropriates the discourses of assimilation and Americanization 

in the pages of American Indian Magazine to aid in the SAI’s community-building 

efforts, she also embraces and revises the discourse of domesticity in order to make the 

periodical a vehicle for increasing the presence of Indian women in reform.  As 

contributing editor to American Indian Magazine and, later, as editor, Zitkala-Ša not only 
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increased the presence of Native women in the pages of the magazine,85 but she also 

challenged the stereotype of the Indian woman as silent and abject through 

representations that showcased Native women’s roles in social and political change.  This 

is particularly significant given the dearth of positive images of Native women in the 

magazine as well as the boarding school press.86 

Writing about her community center work among the Ute tribe in the October-

December 1916 issue, Zitkala-Ša appropriates the language of domesticity to assert the 

value of Native women’s role in social uplift.  Whereas in the boarding school the girls’ 

productive labor served needs of the schools themselves,87 Zitkala-Ša suggests that 

Native women sew and cook to serve the needs of their community.  She writes: 

There was no time to consult the fashion books.  We met one day each week, 
devoting it to charity work for the aged members of the tribe.  Plain, warm 
garments cut in the loose style they are accustomed to wear, were made for those 
who could neither see to sew nor buy their clothing ready made, with money they 
did not have….
 Many funny little stories were told at these sewing classes.  With laughter 
they stitched away upon the article at hand.88 

Zitkala-Ša suggests that sewing offers Native women a way to support their community 

and a chance to tell stories, which are the lifelines of tribal culture.  Zitkala-Ša also 

describes how the sewing class served meals to Indians who came to the Government 

office to receive their subsistence checks: “The soups, pies, and coffee were prepared by 

the Indian women under my supervision.  This was really a practical demonstration in 
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domestic science.  The women learned improved methods of preparing food in their own 

homes.”89  By emphasizing the practicality of the training in domestic science she 

provides, Zitkala-Ša subtly critiques the impracticality and self-serving nature of the 

programs of domestic science offered in boarding schools.  The domestic programs at 

boarding schools were not only, as historian Robert A. Trennert explains, sometimes 

“entirely divorced from reality,” but girls often spent so much time in laundries that the 

schools were in violation of child labor laws.90  

Zitkala-Ša was not alone in expressing concern over the gendered dimensions of 

Indian education.  Batker suggests Zitkala-Ša and other Native American women writers, 

such as Elizabeth Bender (Chippewa) and Emma Johnson Goulette (Potawatomi), both 

members of the SAI, used the magazine to engage in dialogue about Native women’s 

domestic roles and the domestic science programs at Carlisle and other schools.  

According to Batker, “Articles ranged from an embrace of domesticity as a tool of 

integration to more frequent critiques of domestic ideology as politically marginalizing, 

as disrupting tribal family and kinship networks, and as reinforcing social evolution 

theory.”91  Reading Zitkala-Ša’s essay in this broader context brings into focus how she 

used the magazine to engage other Native women in discussions about domesticity.  
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Whereas some Native American women argued vehemently that Native women’s 

proper place was in the home, Zitkala-Ša sought meaningful roles for herself and other 

Native women in much broader terms, specifically in terms of the roles they played in the 

Native rights movement.92 As Ruth Spack has shown in her analysis of Zitkala-Ša’s 

letters to her then-fiancé Carlos Montezuma, she demanded a political presence for 

Native women in pan-Indian politics.  In a letter she wrote to Montezuma in May 1901, 

Zitkala-Ša criticizes Montezuma’s vision for separate organizations for Native men and 

women:93

For spite, I feel like putting my hand forward and simply wiping the Indian men’s 
committee into no where!!!  No—I should not really do such a thing.  Only I do 
not understand why your organization does not include Indian women.  Am I not 
an Indian woman as capable in serious matters and as thoroughly interested in the 
race—as any one or two of you men put together.  Why do you dare leave me out?  
Why?  Some times I ponder the preponderous [sic] actions of men—which are as 
tremendously out of proportion with the small results—I laugh.  It is also more 
waste of minds than we pause to realize.  It is as Emerson says—a game of “Puss 
with her tail”—no more!94 

Critical of Montezuma’s shortsightedness, Zitkala-Ša emphasizes the importance of 

Native women and men working together for an Indian future.  She also used the 

magazine to further reflect her commitment to increasing the presence of Native women 

in pan-Indian politics.
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 In her “Address” (1919), Zitkala-Ša draws on and disrupts the language of 

domesticity to emphasize the importance of Native women’s participation in reform:  

[I] hope my brothers that at the next meeting you will invite your wife to come 
with you and you will invite your sister to come with you because you realize that 
in the home, the Indian home, the mother teaches the children these very 
principles we are talking about—we teach our children as they play about our 
knees and that is why the Indian woman must come to these gatherings, she must 
listen with her mind open and her heart open that she may gather the truths to take 
home to our little ones—they are our future hope.  Our children!95  

Rather than rejecting the language of home and the mother-child bond commonplace in 

the rhetoric of Indian reform among whites at the turn of the twentieth century, Zitkala-Ša 

appropriates it here to emphasize the important role Native women play in teaching their 

children to be proud of their culture and to preserve their traditions for future generations.  

She encourages Native women to become active participants in the SAI and encourages 

Native men to value the contributions of Native women in pan-Indian politics. 

She exerts further control over how women are represented by asserting Native 

women’s subjectivity.  In her eulogy and tribute to Angel DeCora Dietz (Winnebago), the 

artist who illustrated Old Indian Legends, Zitkala-Ša emphasizes her devotion to her 

people and her commitment to the SAI, believing it to be “the means of the Red Man’s 

self-expression and power.”96  Zitkala-Ša holds up Dietz as a model for others to emulate.  

By representing Native women as intellectuals and activists, Zitkala-Ša reconstructs the 

image of the Native woman in print.       
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As editor of the American Indian Magazine during World War I, Zitkala-Ša 

appropriates wartime rhetoric to contest the image of the Native American as a 

“foreigner.”  She begins her 1919 editorial “America, Home of the Red Man” by 

recounting a conversation she had with a fellow traveler onboard a train to South Dakota.  

Noting a pin she is wearing, the white man asks if she has a family member in the war.  

Zitkala-Ša replies that her husband, “a member of the great Sioux Nation,” is in the U.S. 

Army, and the man responds, “Oh! Yes!  You are an Indian!  Well, I knew when I first 

saw you that you must be a foreigner.”97  This anecdote illustrates that Zitkala-Ša is 

subject to the colonizing gaze of the stranger who identifies her as a “foreigner” most 

likely because of the color of her skin.  The stranger, who sees skin color as a marker of 

racial difference, speaks from the perspective of someone whose notions about 

Americanness have been shaped by late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century dominant 

discourses on race and citizenship.  

In short, Native Americans were considered foreigners during this period because 

they were not Anglo-Saxon.  Under the Dawes Act, Native Americans could “become” 

Americans by fully assimilating.  Public displays of patriotism were commonplace at 

boarding schools beginning in the late nineteenth century, as school authorities were 

eager to demonstrate, in Maddox’s words, their students’ “competency as citizens.”98  

Despite appearing competent, Native Americans were not granted full citizenship until 

1924.  Rather, as Charles Hannon explains, “they were consistently excluded from the 

American polity by nativist rhetoric, which constructed American identity as something 
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that could be achieved only by descendants of the ‘original’ colonial English.”99  In her 

editorial, Zitkala-Ša appropriates the rhetoric of wartime patriotism in order to assert her 

position as a subject “of” and “in” American society.100

Zitkala-Ša imagines that she “talks back” to the stranger (and the dominant 

narrative of American identity formation) by pointing out the wartime sacrifices of Native 

American soldiers and civilians.  She describes “rapidly shifting pictures of individual 

sacrifices of Indians both young and old.”  One image is of an old grandmother, “whom 

someone dubbed a ‘Utah Squaw.’”  To call a Native woman a “squaw” in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries implied that she served as a sexual 

commodity.101  Zitkala-Ša contests the image of the Native woman as a squaw, just as we 

see her do in her autobiographical essay “School Days.”  This elderly woman, Zitkala-Ša 

insists, is not a squaw but rather someone who possesses “strength and grace.”  Through 

her representation of the elderly woman Zitkala-Ša calls attention to the interiority the 

Native woman is assumed to lack.  She also highlights the woman’s patriotism, 

explaining that she donated the last of her savings to the Red Cross to aid in the war 

effort.  Such a sacrifice, Zitkala-Ša suggests, transforms the figure of the Native woman 

from a racist and sexist stereotype into a “real American.”102
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Zitkala-Ša then imagines an “Indian brave in the Army uniform” standing beside 

the elderly woman.  The brave’s letters tell “a story stranger than fiction,” as they reveal 

his undying patriotism for America.  Zitkala-Ša underscores the brave’s heroism and 

refers to him as “an expert horseman.”103  Describing how he has been wounded several 

times in action, she underscores the personal sacrifices he makes for democracy.  While 

on the surface it seems as though Zitkala-Ša reinscribes the ideology of the noble savage, 

she actually revises it to emphasize that the brave draws on his heroism and 

horsemanship in the name of democracy.

She makes a similar move in describing images of “little French orphans, babes 

with soft buckskin moccasins on their tiny feet.  Moccasins, that Indian women of 

America had made for them, with so much loving sympathy for an anguished 

humanity.”104  Using the language of domesticity commonplace in Indian reform, Zitkala-

Ša revises narratives of assimilation that define the Indian as an outsider in American 

society.  Her images of Indians emphasize their adaptability, not their complete 

assimilation: the Indian brave draws on his heroism and horsemanship in the name of 

democracy; Native women show their support for the war through the Native tradition of 

moccasin making.  While on the surface she may appear to be reinscribing dominant 

discourses, she is in fact revising them through her suggestion that Native peoples are 

both Indian and American. 

She concludes her editorial by turning her attention once again to the stranger.  

Scanning him closely, she remarks, “A pity he could not have seen the pictures that held 
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me spellbound a moment ago.  Alas, I did not have the courage to try to put them into 

words.”  When she finally does speak to him—asserting her agency—she notices that his 

attention in her begins to wane.  She seizes the opportunity to engage him in 

conversation: “Did you ever read a geography?  The Red Man is one of the four primary 

races into which the human family has been divided by scientists.  America is home of 

the Red Man.”105  In response to her interrogation about what he has read about Indians, 

the stranger only scratches his head and walks off.  As James H. Cox notes, the retreating 

figure of the white man, “like so many literary Indians before him, fades off the page in 

the face of the politically and intellectually astute Indian woman.”106  Zitkala-Ša uses this 

anecdote in her community-building efforts to impress upon her audience of mostly 

Native American readers how important it is to challenge stereotypes that cast Native 

Americans as Other.  By “talking back” to the stranger as well as other non-Indians, she 

suggests, Native Americans can gain control over how they are represented in the 

dominant discourse on American subjectivity. 

Zitkala-Ša appropriates the rhetoric of wartime patriotism ultimately to assert the 

Americanness of Native Americans.  She suggests that Indians can become Americans by  

performing acts of patriotism, a move that Hannon observes was “the beginning of what 

would become an effective campaign to tie Indian citizenship to the achievements of 
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American Indians in military service.”107 Her advocacy of Indian citizenship did not 

reflect an embrace of assimilation, as some critics argue.  Rather, it reflected her 

commitment to establishing equal education for Native American children, enacting fair 

allotment policies, recognizing tribal government, and abolishing the Bureau of Indian 

Affairs.108 Moreover, Zitkala-Ša insists that pictures of Native American patriotism have 

the power to encourage Native Americans and to disabuse whites of the notion that 

Native Americans are foreigners.  In her 1918 “Secretary’s Report,” she suggests that 

images depicting Indian heroism in the war will help to enlighten the general public about 

“the real American in our midst.”109  By offering new “pictures” of Native American 

patriotism and calling for Indian citizenship, Zitkala-Ša uses the SAI’s magazine to 

challenge essentialist definitions of what it means to be an American.

Conclusion

 Zitkala-Ša’s final editorial appeared in the Winter 1919 issues of American Indian 

Magazine.  After she left the magazine, it underwent a number of changes under the 

editorship of Thomas L. Sloan (Omaha).   The 1920 issue reflected an emphasis on the 

ethnological study of Native American cultures.  The new American Indian Magazine 

was a marked departure from its predecessor under the editorship of Parker and Zitkala-

Ša.  As Hertzberg explains, “None of the signed articles were written by Indians.  It was 

not to be, like its predecessor, a magazine of Indian opinion written largely by Indians, 

but rather a magazine about Indians written mostly by whites, and yet at the same time 
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the official publication of the Society.”110  In the August 1920 issue, the magazine 

changed in format.  It was now larger and slicker.  If the change in format was supposed 

to be Sloan’s last-ditch effort to save the magazine, it did not work.  Publication of the 

magazine ceased with that issue.111  

 Zitkala-Ša’s involvement with the SAI also ceased with her departure from the 

magazine.  Yet she remained a devoted activist for Indian rights.112  She also continued to 

publish in multiple forms.  In 1921, she wrote a policy brochure, Americanize the First 

American: A Plan of Regeneration in which she continued her project of promoting 

education and citizenship for Indians.  She also wrote a series of pieces about the 

California Indians that were first published in the San Francisco Bulletin in 1922 and 

then reprinted in the California Indian Herald as well as in pamphlet form.  As both 

author and activist, Zitkala-Ša remained committed to Indian reform until her death in 

1938.  

 One of Zitkala-Ša’s biographers described her accurately when he wrote, 
The literature of Indian reform gives much attention to the maladjustments 
suffered by white-educated Indians who returned to their own people.  Less well 
known is the role of these educated Indians in pressing for “progressive” reforms 
both on and off the reservation.  Gertrude Simmons Bonnin was an Indian 

126

110 Hertzberg, The Search for an American Indian Identity, 190.

111 Daniel F. Littlefield, Jr. and James W. Parins, American Indian and Alaska 
Native Newspapers and Periodicals: 1826-1924, vol. 1 (Westport, CT: Greenwood, 
1984), 12.

112 In 1926, Zitkala-Ša and her husband co-founded the National Council of 
American Indians, a pan-Indian organization with local chapters on numerous 
reservations.  As P. Jane Hafen explains, the NCAI was the only pan-Indian organization 
that could claim Indians as executive officers (Dreams of Thunder  xxi).  Zitkala-Ša was 
also an active member of the General Federation of Women’s Clubs. 



progressive; her career indicates both the achievements and frustrations attendant 
upon that role.113

My examination of the writings Zitkala-Ša published in the Atlantic and American Indian 

Magazine seeks to bring to light how she used her education for her own development 

and to serve the interests of the Native community. 

Zitkala-Ša continues to be best known for the autobiographical essays she 

published in the Atlantic.  However, as we have seen, her literary production did not end 

there.  After her autobiographical essays appeared in the Atlantic, she published a 

collection of oral traditions in Old Indian Legends (1901), and wrote fiction and poetry.  

Beginning around 1910, Zitkala-Ša co-wrote an opera entitled The Sun Opera.  While she 

experimented with several literary genres over the course of her literary career, the bulk 

of her writings were nonfiction, and she increasingly turned toward expository writing to 

express her critique of assimilation in the latter half of her literary career.  P. Jane Hafen 

suggests it is possible Zitkala-Ša’s shift reflected her belief that expository writing 

offered her a “directness” that she found “more effective for achieving her aim of justice 

for Indian peoples.”114  

Regardless of whether or not Hafen’s perception of Zitkala-Ša’s literary 

production is accurate, the fact remains that she routinely used the periodical press as a 

forum for offering her critical perspective throughout her literary career.  Examining her 

literary contributions to and editorial work with the American Indian Magazine allows us 
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to situate her autobiographical essays within a broader context thus revealing her long-

standing commitment to critiquing the discourse of assimilation in her efforts to reform 

Indian education and to promote citizenship.  This chapter’s fuller treatment of her 

periodical practices highlights how she used the periodical press as a vehicle to gain 

control over representations of Indians in both white and native discourses.  

By examining how her periodical writings challenge representations of Indianness 

that were widely circulated in the boarding school press and in U.S. print culture more 

broadly, we gain a better understanding of how she resisted definitions imposed on her 

and the Native community in order to redefine what it meant to be both Indian and 

American.  Through her literary production and editorial work with American Indian 

Magazine, Zitkala-Ša played a pivotal role in making the periodical press a vehicle for 

the emergence of a critical pan-Indian rhetorical tradition.  In the next chapter, I explore 

the periodical practices of one of Zitkala-Ša’s contemporaries, Charles Alexander 

Eastman.  Together, Zitkala-Ša and Eastman used the periodical press as a medium to not 

only defend and preserve their cultural traditions in white-run newspapers and magazines 

but also to aid them in their community-building efforts among a growing pan-Indian 

readership in the Native-run press at the turn of the twentieth century.   
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CHAPTER 4

CHARLES EASTMAN: “THE NEW INDIAN”

[T]he Indian who is loyal to his race and familiar with its history, cannot but feel that his 
people have been unfairly treated in literature as in Governmental affairs. He has not been 
called to an equality with other men, but rather arbitrarily assigned to a part which he had 
no inclination to play, and left under the stigma of an imaginary character.  

 — Charles Eastman, “The Indian’s View of the Indian in Literature”1

 In his 1903 essay “The Indian’s View of the Indian in Literature,” Charles 

Alexander Eastman launches a direct assault against the stereotypes of the Indian in 

white-authored texts.  Eastman believes such stereotypes are problematic because they 

foster “heartless prejudice” in non-Indian readers.  While Eastman’s brief review of the 

American classics—Longfellow’s Hiawatha, Cooper’s The Last of the Mohicans, and 

Helen Hunt Jackson’s Ramona—suggests that in these white authored-texts one finds 

“some of the deeper qualities of the Indian,” he maintains that many of the “white man’s 

books” contain only sensationalized or sentimentalized images of Indians.  Though 

Eastman defends his culture against such stereotypes here as elsewhere, he nevertheless 

also finds himself capitulating to readers’ demands for popular images of the Indian.  

Like Zitkala-Ša and other Indian authors writing at the turn of the century, Eastman 

wanted to capitalize on the market demand for writing about Indians by telling “the 

Indian’s story” from the inside.  This meant he had to shape his writing in such a way that 

he could attract a wide audience in order to offer his critical perspective on the discourse 
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of assimilation.  This proved difficult but not impossible, for as I will argue, Eastman’s 

periodical writings reveal that he rather successfully negotiated between what he termed 

“Indian faking” and affirming his Dakota cultural identity.2

By the time Eastman published this essay, he had become the most recognizable 

and widely read Native American author in the country.3  Written ten years after his first 

published sketches appeared in the prestigious St. Nicholas: An Illustrated Magazine for 

Young Folks and one year after the publication of his first autobiography, Indian 

Boyhood, the essay offers insight into what was perhaps the driving force behind 

Eastman’s literary production: a commitment to challenging dominant definitions of 

Indianness that rendered the Indian an object, not a subject, in American discourses on 

assimilation and race.  In his writings, Eastman creates a new Indian subjectivity, one that 

challenges the notion that to be both Indian and American was somehow a contradiction.4 

Eastman’s image of the new Indian (gendered male) emphasizes his humanity and 

equality with whites, as well as his preparedness for citizenship.    

Eastman was born in 1858 near Redwood Falls, Minnesota.  His father was a full-

blooded Sioux, and his mother, the granddaughter of Chief “Cloud Man” of the Sioux 

and daughter of a well-known army officer, died shortly after his birth.  Eastman lived on 
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the Santee Sioux (Dakota) reservation in Minnesota until, at the age of four, he fled with 

his grandmother and uncle to Canada following the Great Sioux Uprising of 1862.5  

There he was raised by his grandmother and trained by his uncle to assume the life of a 

Dakota hunter and warrior.  Meantime, Eastman’s father, Jacob, whom the family 

presumed dead as a result of the Mankato mass execution, was imprisoned.  While in 

prison Jacob adopted the markers of civilization—he wore white man’s clothing, 

converted to Christianity, and learned English—and decided that his son should “learn 

this new way” of life.6  When Eastman was fifteen, his father reappeared to take him to a 

tribal settlement in Flandreau, South Dakota.  Jacob convinced Charles to attend the 

Santee Normal Training School.  After leaving the boarding school, Eastman continued 

his education at Beloit College, Knox College, Kimball Union Academy, Dartmouth 

College, and Boston University Medical School, where he became one of the first 

licensed Native American physicians.  

In November 1890, Eastman became the government physician at the Pine Ridge 

reservation in South Dakota.  Eastman cared for those Lakota who were injured during 

the massacre at Wounded Knee.  In 1893, after resigning his post, he moved to St. Paul 

and launched his literary career by publishing in St. Nicholas.  That same year he 

delivered a speech, “Sioux Mythology,” at the World Columbian Exposition.  Soon 
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thereafter Eastman became a representative of the International Committee of the YMCA 

and served as their field secretary. He also worked briefly as an outing agent at the 

Carlisle Indian School, became a spokesman for the Boy Scouts, and was a founding 

member and officer of the Society of American Indians (SAI).  

During a literary career that spanned almost thirty years, Eastman wrote ten books 

and published widely in periodicals.  His nonfiction prose appeared in national magazines 

like St. Nicholas and Harper’s.  He also published in venues geared toward those 

interested in Indian reform, namely, Carlisle’s school newspapers and the SAI’s American 

Indian Magazine. Through his writing, Eastman gained a reputation for being a civilized 

Indian, and his contemporaries often held him up as an exemplar of what an Indian 

education could do for Native Americans.7  Eastman did not directly resist this role, but 

rather appropriated it “to speak out on behalf of Native peoples, to correct 

misconceptions about the ‘savagery’ of tribal life, and to refigure the possibilities of 

Indianness for future generations.”8  Embracing yet refiguring the role of the educated 

Indian offered Eastman the chance to rewrite the narrative of assimilation in print.

Much of the existing scholarship on Eastman focuses on his two autobiographies, 

Indian Boyhood (1902) and From the Deep Woods to Civilization (1916).  Critics tend to 

devalue these writings, arguing that they reflect assimilationist and Social Darwinist 

thinking.  Perhaps most notably, H. David Brumble argues that Indian Boyhood, is 

“driven by” Social Darwinism, a theory which presumed the inevitable disappearance of 

Native American “savages” on the grounds of their presumed inherent inferiority to 
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“civilization.”9  Following Brumble’s lead, other critics fault Eastman’s Indian Boyhood 

as well as From the Deep Woods to Civilization, claiming they are assimilationist and 

depict the disappearance of Native American culture.  A number of other critics paint 

Eastman as a conflicted figure with “an uncertain identity.”10  Raymond Wilson contends 

that Eastman’s wife Elaine “did most of his writing.”11  Further attempts to devalue 

Eastman’s writing have been made by Jennifer Bess, who suggests that Eastman served 

as a mouthpiece for Captain Richard Henry Pratt.  Calling his autobiographies a 

“fulfillment of Pratt’s ideologies,” Bess even goes as far as to suggest that Eastman 

“became a poster boy for the policies of Pratt.”12 

Yet a number of other critics, including Malea Powell, Penelope Myrtle Kelsey, 

and Peter L. Bayers, argue persuasively that we need to reframe our understanding of 

Eastman’s engagement with Euroamerican discourses; in doing so, we can better grasp 

his strategies for exploiting these discourses in defense of his Dakota cultural identity.  

Specifically these critics examine the myriad ways Eastman resists the pressure to 

assimilate by drawing equivalences between Indianness and whiteness in his 
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autobiographies.  Employing this strategy does not result in Eastman’s self-representation 

as an imitation white man, but rather it allows him to “remain Indian.”13 

Following the work of these critics, this chapter argues that Eastman engages and 

exploits the discourse of assimilation in order to offer new images of the Indian in print 

that worry the savagism-civilization binary.  Specifically, I explore how Eastman 

embraces yet refigures the image of the educated Indian.  My chapter diverges from the 

existing scholarship on Eastman in that it focuses on his strategic use of print culture at 

the turn of the twentieth century instead of his autobiographies.14  In my treatment of 

Eastman’s often-overlooked periodical literature, I argue that he shapes his writing for 

particular readerships that include children, adults, non-Indians, and Indians.  Writing for 

the largely white juvenile readership of St. Nicholas, the preeminent magazine for 

children in the 1890s, allowed Eastman to establish his reputation as a published author 

and challenge popular stereotypes of the Indian; writing for Indian and non-Indian 

readers in the Carlisle Press gave him the opportunity to intervene directly in the 

dominant discourse surrounding Indian education; and writing for a predominantly Indian 

audience in American Indian Magazine, he was able to shape pan-Indian discourses on 

education and citizenship.  By examining his choice of specific print venues for his 

writings as well as his choice of audience and subject, this chapter argues, we move 
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beyond the tendency in our treatment of Eastman’s writing to ascribe such decisions to 

“his wife’s editorial pen” or to Pratt’s politics.15  In doing so, we gain a fuller appreciation 

for the decisions Eastman makes in his attempts to challenge and revise white 

representations of Indianness in print.  We also come to better understand his attempts to 

articulate what it meant to be an Indian author at the turn of the century.

My chapter begins by focusing on Eastman’s decision to launch his literary career 

with the publication of a series of sketches, “Recollections of the Wild Life,” in the 

December 1893 issue of St. Nicholas Magazine.16  I then examine the nonfiction prose 

Eastman published in the Carlisle Press beginning in 1900 as well as his contributions to 

the SAI’s American Indian Magazine, which appeared from 1915 through 1919.  

Playing Indian in St. Nicholas

Eastman often wrote for and about children.  His earliest writings, “Recollections 

of the Wild Life,” are no exception.  It is possible that he employed the figure of the child 

because it was familiar to his readers.  Writing about childhood was a rhetorical strategy 

that allowed Eastman to establish identification with his young readers.  It is also possible 

that he employed the figure of the child to explore the nuances of identity formation in 

Indian children.  Both Eastman’s “Recollections” and the later Indian Boyhood 

emphasize the commonality of boyhood through the suggestion that the process of 

identity formation in Indian boys is similar to that in white boys.  Using the common 
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ground of childhood play, Eastman sets out to correct the misconception that Indians are 

uncivilized.  Given his purpose, it is likely that Eastman wrote for children because he 

saw them as more impressionable and willing to change their views on Indianness.17  

Eastman’s choice of St. Nicholas as the venue for his sketches reveals his interest 

in creating an authorial role for himself in a culturally dominant magazine.  St. Nicholas 

was not simply a children’s magazine; it was a cultural force.  According to Tony 

Dykema-VanderArk, during the height of its popularity, the magazine had a circulation 

rate that exceeded the combined circulation totals of the Atlantic, Harper’s, Century, and 

Scribner’s.  Under the editorship of Mary Mapes Dodge, author of the children’s book 

Hans Brinker; or, The Silver Skates, the magazine published content by those who wrote 

exclusively for children as well as some of the most well-known writers of the time, 

including Alcott, Longfellow, Howells, and Twain.18  As editor, Dodge insisted that the 

content of the magazine should meet the needs of its children readers: “A child’s 

magazine is its pleasure-ground,” she said.  “Let there be no sermonizing…no wearisome 

spinning of facts, no rattling of the dry bones of history.”  Rather, she stressed the 

importance of “the little magazine-readers” being able to “find what they look for and be 

about to pick up what they find.”  “Boulders,” she said, “will not go into tiny baskets.”19
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Dodge sought to avoid the moralizing of other children’s magazines, attempting 

instead to publish material that married instruction and entertainment in a way that 

invited young readers to take an interest in it.  As Dykema-VanderArk explains, “Dodge 

closely controlled all of the contributions to the magazine, and she reportedly responded 

to many submissions with the pointed phrase, ‘But is it right for St. Nick?’”  Given that 

Dodge was in a position to be selective, it is likely that Eastman shaped his writing to 

meet the demands of Dodge and the young readers of St. Nick.20 

Eastman’s sketches were “right” for St. Nick because they tapped into a favorite 

pastime among white children known as playing Indian.  His portrait of the “wild life” 

appeared alongside excerpts from Twain’s The Adventures of Tom Sawyer whose 

references to playing Indian romanticized youthful adventure.21  In Twain’s novel, Tom 

and his friends play Indian by taking off their clothes, painting stripes across their bodies, 

and pretending to kill and scalp each other.  As Dykema-VanderArk points out, playing 

Indian was considered “an ideal means of building strength and confidence, maintaining 

health and vigor, and learning about the natural environment” in turn-of-the-century 

America.22  The association of children’s games with Indian ways reflected prevalent 

ideas about Indians and children as natural, simple, and preliterate.  Indians were often 

referred to as children of nature and treated as childlike wards of the U.S. government.23 
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Children were equally conceived of as savages, a notion popularized by the recapitulation 

theorist G. Stanley Hall.  Hall and others associated with the “child-study” movement 

held that as children mature to adulthood, they “progress” through each evolutionary 

stage of human development, including the “savagery” stage.  The notion of the child as 

savage spurred the popularity of playing Indian, as parents were encouraged to use the 

game to prepare children for civilized life. 

In “Recollections” and the later Indian Boyhood, Eastman engages popular beliefs 

about Indianness by playing Indian.  Eastman invites his boy readers to imagine living in 

the adventurous world he describes.  He lures readers in by “depicting Indian life as a sort 

of pleasurable idyll for a civilized child.”24  Eastman writes, “The Indian boy enjoyed 

such a life as almost all boys dream of and would choose for themselves if they were 

permitted to do so.  He had the fullest liberty, with the privilege of wandering where he 

pleased and of pursuing his own inclinations.”25  Eastman makes a more direct appeal to 

his boy readers in the opening paragraph of Indian Boyhood: “What boy,” he writes, 

“would not be Indian for a while when he thinks of the freest life in the world?”26  

Whereas some critics argue that Eastman’s decision to turn to playing Indian affirms 

Social Darwinist views about the evolutionary immaturity of Native Americans,27 I argue 

that Eastman actually seeks to challenge such views.  Playing Indian, in the words of 
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Philip Deloria, is a strategy that allows Eastman to mime “Indianness back at Americans 

in order to redefine it.”28   So while Eastman entertains his readers with his account of the 

“wild life,” he also informs them of all the ways that Indian boyhood is, perhaps quite 

unexpectedly, similar to white boyhood.  By drawing equivalences between Indian and 

white boyhood, Eastman challenges the association between Indianness and savagery.

For example, Eastman draws equivalences between the “Games and Sports” 

pursued by white boys and Indian boys.  He describes the “mud-and-willow” fight, 

whereby “a lump of soft clay was stuck on one end of a limber and willow wand, to be 

thrown with considerable force—as boys throw apples from sticks.”  Moreover, he 

explains that the sport of wrestling is a pastime “fully equal to the American game of 

foot-ball.”29  Drawing equivalences between the games and sports of Indian boys and 

white boys, Eastman works to bring “savage” and “civilized” children together through 

imaginative identification thus decreasing the perceived cultural distance between them 

in an attempt to encourage his young readers to rethink their assumptions about 

Indianness.     

 Interestingly, Eastman’s “Recollections” includes a description of a game that 

seems to be the counterpart to the American pastime of playing Indian.  Describing a 

game Indian boys play called “white man,” Eastman writes

Our knowledge of the pale-face was limited, but we had learned that he brought 
goods whenever he came, and that our people exchanged furs for his merchandise.  
We also knew, somehow, that his complexion was white, that he wore short hair 
on his head and long hair on his face, and that he had coat, trousers, and hat, and 
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did not patronize blankets in the daytime.  This was the picture we had formed of 
the white man.  So we painted two or three of our number with white clay, and put 
on them birchen hats, which we sewed up for the occasion, fastened a piece of fur 
to their chins for a beard, and altered their costume as much as lay within our 
power.30 

Playing “white man” requires Indian boys to transform their appearances by painting 

their faces with clay, wearing birchen hats, and fastening fur to their chins, much like 

white boys adopt the physical markers of Indianness in their play.  What is striking about 

this passage is that it is a moment when, as Dykema-VanderArk points out, “the ‘savage’ 

object of the ‘civilized’ gaze turns that gaze back upon civilization: while the text’s 

primary motive, here as elsewhere, appears to be to depict Indian life for a white 

audience, in this case that audience gets a ‘picture of the white man’ from the Indian’s 

point of view.”  By reversing the colonial gaze, Eastman seems to suggest that just as his 

‘picture of the white man’ is an inadequate representation of whiteness, so too are white 

representations of Indianness through Indian play.31 

At the same time, the passage asserts the ability of Indian children to learn the 

ways of civilization through role-playing.  This is a significant assertion to make 

especially considering the context in which Eastman was publishing.  In the issue in 

which Eastman’s third installment of “Recollections” appeared, so too did Kate W. 

Hamilton’s “A Skater’s Stratagem,” a story about Reuben, “a true scion of the brave 

Pilgrim stock,” who is captured by “a band of savages” while on an important errand.  

Reuben’s captors who speak to him in “pale-face talk” are fascinated with his “white-face 
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moccasin” or ice skates.  After the “braves” clumsily fail in their attempts to ice skate, 

they command Reuben to “show Injun how walk.”  Reuben uses the opportunity to 

escape.  The story encourages readers to identify with Reuben, the hero, who outwits and 

outlasts his captors, despite “the showers of arrows” that seem to foretell his “doom.”  

Invoking the rhetoric of the vanishing Indian, Hamilton literally writes the Indian off the 

page: 

Many a generation has vanished since then, but on the shores of the pond the old 
Indian fortification—grass-grown now, and looking like a great green bowl amid 
the surrounding country—is still known as Fort Hill; and to the children who dig 
up rude arrow-heads there is told the story of Reuben’s escape.32 

Hamilton’s narrative ultimately suggests that while the Indians are long gone, the story of 

Reuben’s escape lives on.  

In direct contrast to Hamilton’s depiction of the vanishing Indian, Eastman’s 

portrait of Indian boyhood emphasizes cultural adaptation and survival.  His Indian boys 

are able to learn the ways of civilization while retaining their Dakota traditions.  Writing 

against the notion of the disappearing Indian, Eastman asserts that acting and role-playing 

are as important to the education of Indian children as they are to white children.  For 

example, Eastman explains that the “Medicine Dance,” a game he likens to what white 

children would call “playing church,” required Indian children to practice and hone the 

skills of observation and imitation.  Recollecting how Indian boys “impersonated their 

elders” and “painted and imitated their fathers and grandfathers to the minutest detail,” 

Eastman suggests that Indian boys become full members of their culture through 
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“watch[ing] the men of our people and represent[ing] them in our play.”33  By stressing 

the Indian’s playful capacity for learning, as David Carlson suggests, Eastman “counters 

the tendency toward essentialist arguments about the “nature” of the Indian, arguments 

that could be used to consign Native peoples to inevitable extinction.”34         

Taking the connection between play and identity formation even further, Eastman 

stresses the importance of play to the preservation of Native American traditions like 

storytelling.  He writes, “Very early the Indian boy assumed the task of preserving and 

transmitting the legends and stories of his ancestors and his race.  Almost every evening a 

myth, or a legend of some deed done in the past, was narrated by one of the parents or 

grandparents, and to it the boy listened with parted mouth and shining eyes.”35  By 

emphasizing that storytelling and other cultural traditions are not instinctual but learned, 

Eastman corrects the misperception that there is “no systematic education” among “the 

aborigines of this country.”36  This was a significant argument to make during a time 

when federal policy made off-reservation schooling compulsory for Indian children.  

Although Eastman offers no direct critique of the off-reservation boarding school system 

in either his “Recollections” or the later Indian Boyhood, these writings nevertheless 

seem to “talk back” to educational reformers who wrongly assumed that Indian children 

arrived at boarding schools uneducated and uncivilized.
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Though Richard Henry Pratt, whose Carlisle Indian School served as the model 

for hundreds of off-reservation boarding schools across the country, believed Indians 

were capable of being educated, he also shared the “common conviction that their 

cultures were worthless relics from an earlier stage of development which must be 

destroyed.”37  In light of Pratt’s views, Eastman’s affirmation of his Native education 

gains even more significance as it brings into focus the complex strategies Eastman 

employed in his periodical writings to not only challenge misconceptions whites like 

Pratt had about Native American culture but also it reveals how he sought to defend and 

celebrate Native cultural traditions in the face of the assimilationist imperatives of the 

boarding school and dominant culture more broadly. 

Eastman’s “Recollections” ultimately suggests that the games and sports Indian 

boys play serve as training for becoming Indian men.  Eastman recalls that when he was 

preparing to go on the war-path, he was “determined to assume [his] position as a man”:  

“My boyish ways were departing, and a sullen dignity and composure was taking their 

place.”38  By describing his maturation from boyhood to adulthood, he challenges the 

notion that the Indian was perennially “boyish.”39  His “Recollections” and later Indian 

Boyhood reject the notion that an Indian boyhood is preparation for a white adulthood.40  

Instead, Eastman affirms Indian manhood while at the same time challenging the 
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narrative of the fully assimilated educated Indian.  Playing Indian in the pages of St. 

Nicholas ultimately allowed Eastman to attract a readership of tens of thousands of white 

children as well as their parents and teachers41 while redefining what it meant to be a 

civilized Indian at the turn of the twentieth century.  

Eastman as Educated Indian in the Carlisle Press
 

After publishing his sketches in St. Nicholas, Eastman sought out other venues for 

his periodical pieces.  In December 1899, just one month after Eastman became an outing 

agent at the Carlisle Indian School, he began publishing his stories and nonfiction in the 

Carlisle Press.  At the turn of the century, the periodicals printed at Carlisle provided a 

forum for Native American authors like Eastman to engage and exploit dominant 

discourses on Indianness.  Even though Pratt exerted a considerable degree of control 

over the images of Indianness that appeared in the white-edited newspapers, it is 

nevertheless possible to find evidence of Native American authors’ negotiations between 

complete assimilation and the celebration of indigenous cultural traditions.  Most notably, 

Eastman’s essays “Notes of a Trip to the Southwest” (1900) and “‘My People’: The 

Indians’ Contribution to the Art of America” (1914) reveal his own attempts to revise the 

narrative of assimilation as it was articulated in one of the most powerful print forums on 

Indianness at the turn of the twentieth century.

As I discuss in chapter one, Carlisle’s newspapers served as vehicles for 

espousing the philosophy of the school, which was best reflected in the motto, “kill the 

Indian, save the man.”  Carlisle’s school newspapers not only helped Pratt and other 
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school authorities garner financial and political support for the school but they also 

served as a surveillance device and pedagogical tool for boarding school students and 

graduates. The large readership of newspapers like the Red Man and the Indian Helper 

ensured that the narrative of assimilation told in their pages would be spread far and 

wide.42  In keeping with this aim, the newspapers often contained pieces about civilized 

Indians who exemplified what the Indian education system could do for Native 

Americans.  Pratt, who edited these school newspapers with the help of Marianna 

Burgess, the superintendent of printing, sought to hold up certain individuals as 

exemplary products of the boarding school system.  A doctor, lecturer, and published 

author, Eastman seemed perfectly suited for the role of model boarding school graduate.  

Pratt took advantage of the fact that Eastman was successful in the terms of the dominant 

culture to promote his school.  Frequently commenting on Eastman’s life and work in the 

Carlisle Press, Pratt used Eastman to further his program of Indian education.  Pratt 

represented Eastman in the school newspapers as someone who was complicit in the 
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Figure 11. Eastman on front page of the Red Man and Helper, Friday, August, 17, 1900.

civilizing mission of the school.  Even when Eastman’s life and writings clashed with 

Carlisle’s civilizing mission, Pratt glossed over such differences.  Understanding how 

Pratt represented Eastman in the Carlisle Press helps us better understand the context in 

which Eastman’s periodical pieces appeared.        

Pratt proudly displayed Eastman in the pages of the school newspapers as a kind 

of “after” image (figure 11).  Commentary on Eastman sought to demonstrate not only 

the Indian’s capacity to learn white ways but also the ability to succeed in the dominant 

culture.  When Pratt mentioned Eastman in the Indian Helper, a newspaper written 
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primarily for students, he routinely emphasized his educational accomplishments.  For 

example:

Dr. Eastman from accounts is an Indian of excellent education and attainment.  
Now, the Man-on-the-Band-stand has a little question or two to ask, that’s all: 
What made Dr. Eastman the man he is?  Was it the reservation system of Indian 
education?  Or, was it the opportunity to get out and away from the reservation?  
Now, why is not the medicine that is good for one Indian and has made a MAN of 
him good enough to administer to all?  Ah?  Too hard?”43 

Pratt’s suggestion that Eastman’s manliness is tied to his education and apparent rejection 

of the reservation system points to the ways that adulthood (gendered male), education, 

and individualism overlapped in the discourse of assimilation at the turn of the twentieth 

century.  As Carlson explains, the Indian educational system “was theoretically intended 

to support the property distribution component of the allotment policy in bridging the gap 

between savage and civilized life.”44  Through his suggestion that Eastman’s opportunity 

“to get out and away from the reservation” facilitated his educational success, Pratt holds 

Eastman up as a living example of what the allotment policy can do for Indians.  

 What is missing from Pratt’s narrative of assimilation is any mention of what 

precipitated Eastman’s actual leave-taking from the reservation.  Despite Pratt’s use of 

the word “opportunity,” which puts a positive spin on Eastman’s experience by invoking 

the promise of an education, Eastman and his family did not leave the reservation to 

pursue an Indian education, but rather they fled to save their lives in the aftermath of the 
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Sioux Massacre of 1862.45  Pratt glosses over the disturbing realities of recent events in 

his efforts to use Eastman to demonstrate the success of the allotment policy’s ability to 

transform savages into civilized Indians.

The Indian Helper often contained news about Eastman’s life and work.  Such 

commentary offered readers updates on one of the most well known educated Indians, but 

it also served other purposes.  Unlike Dodge who sought to avoid moralizing in the pages 

of St. Nicholas, Pratt offered his young readers plentiful doses of didacticism.  For 

example, in an August 1899 issue of the Indian Helper, the newspaper reported that, 

during a visit to Carlisle, “Dr. Eastman tried his first ‘try’ at bicycle riding one evening 

this week, and it is strange what a magnetic influence the 2x3 sample cotton field and 

peanut plantation had for his wheel, but the Doctor will accomplish the task, as he always 

does everything he undertakes.”46  On the surface, this playful piece aims to entertain 

readers; however, there is much more going on here.  Interlacing entertainment with 

instruction, the anecdote paints a portrait of Eastman as someone who always commits to 

whatever he undertakes—even learning to ride a bicycle.  At the same time, it uses 

Eastman’s experience to teach students a lesson about the importance of perseverance.  

 In yet another piece, Eastman is held up as a model for male students to emulate:   
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“Boys, get Dr. Eastman to tell you his story, how he worked his way through college.  He 

did not have an easy task, and is all the stronger man for it.  The hard pulls strengthen, 

and the disagreeable work from which we want to run away strengthens character if we 

hang to it.”47  With their emphasis on self-help, education, and hard work, Pratt’s 

references to Eastman in print helped to promote the teachings of Carlisle.   

Pratt also played up Eastman’s role as an outing agent in the school newspapers.  

As an outing agent, Eastman served as a kind of cultural mediator between Indians and 

whites.  Eastman helped select the white families with whom the students were to live 

and work.  He also checked on the progress the students were making and tried to ensure 

that they and the white families were not experiencing difficulties in working together.  

The Indian Helper comments on his first trip as outing agent: 

Dr. Eastman is making his first trip among the boys in country homes.  He has 
been spending the week in New Jersey.  He is going to enjoy the work and 
appreciates the opportunity his visiting will afford to get acquainted with the boys 
individually and to gain an insight into situations which he could get in no other 
way.  There are difficulties and misunderstandings to straighten out, but there are 
more pleasant, hopeful and profitable features than disagreeable things to contend 
with.48

What is striking is how this news item functions dually as a kind of straightforward 

commentary about Eastman’s work and a public relations piece.  Pratt’s outing program 

was a unique facet of his educational venture that he wanted to showcase in the 

newspaper.  Given that Pratt wanted to publicize his outing program, it is not surprising 

that the newspaper puts a positive spin on Eastman’s visit while downplaying the 
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“difficulties and misunderstandings” Eastman was sent “to straighten out.”  Confident in 

Eastman’s abilities as cultural mediator, Pratt reassures readers, white and Indian alike, 

that Eastman will mitigate any problems and that the program will prove “more pleasant” 

and “profitable.” 

 Eastman’s work as a recruiter for Carlisle also required that he play the role of 

cultural mediator and this too was commented on in the Indian Helper.  In an April 1900 

issue, the newspaper announced that Eastman was traveling on school business:

Dr. Eastman stopped at the Osage Agency on his way back from Arizona, and 
brought with him four Osage girls.  It being his first visit to that agency he has 
considerable to say of the different conditions there from those he has met with at 
other agencies.  The Doctor was kindly received by the Indians and whites 
wherever he went.49

Here Pratt comments directly on Eastman’s ability to negotiate two cultures by stating 

that Eastman was well received by Indians and whites alike.  The newspaper reveals that 

Eastman’s efforts to recruit students was a success, as he was able to convince the parents 

of four Osage girls to let him take them to Carlisle.  For Pratt, it was important to have 

boarding school graduates recruit other students because they served as a living testament 

to the success of the school and the Indian system of education as a whole.  Parents were 

more willing to send their children to Carlisle if they had some assurance that they would 

gain the tools of civilization, as Eastman had. 

 Through Pratt’s voice the Carlisle Press represented Eastman as an educated 

Indian who supported the goals and methods of the Indian education system.  Yet 

Eastman’s writings tell a different story.  Though Eastman represents himself as an 
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educated Indian in the Carlisle Press, it is wrong to assume that he merely served as a 

mouthpiece for Pratt’s politics.  Unlike Pratt, who represented boarding school students 

and graduates as fully assimilated, in a speech Eastman gave at a Carlisle commencement 

he assumes the role of bicultural mediator to articulate what Powell refers to as “his own 

synthesized version of bicultural education.”50  In the speech, which appeared in the 

February-March 1899 issue of the Red Man, Eastman narrates the story of how he 

became an educated Indian.  He writes, “[S]ome twenty-five years ago, I took my blanket 

and my bag and started from Sioux Falls, in South Dakota, to the Santee Agency up 

above Yankton on the Missouri River, some one hundred and thirty miles on foot in 

search of education.”51  That Carlisle had not been established yet, he explains, accounts 

for his not being a student at the school.  

Though it begins with his account of schooling, Eastman’s speech is not merely 

an account of his success as a model boarding school graduate.  Rather, Eastman uses his 

audience’s interest in him as an educated Indian for his own purposes.  In the speech, 

Eastman sets out initially to correct misconceptions whites have about the Indian as 

savage.  Eastman writes, “You must not think that our ancestors were indolent, 

thoughtless, aimless, without ability and purpose, that our people don’t have just as high 

aims and ability as you white people have today.”  He worries the stereotype of the Indian 

as savage by asserting the equality of the two cultures.  At the same time, he launches a 

critique against the desire for money among whites that leads to corruption in the 
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government: “Sometimes I think that our people have purer aims, when I see the aims of 

a great many office seekers that you have here who seek by mercenary means to bring 

about their purposes.  I think our aims are freer from mercenary motives and no office 

seeking can change it.”52  Here as elsewhere Eastman suggests the Indian way is better.  

 Eastman also emphasizes the importance of an Indian education.  By affirming 

Indian cultural values and asserting the necessity to learn about white cultural values, 

Eastman articulates his version of bicultural education.  Eastman’s bicultural vision was 

not what Pratt and other school authorities had in mind when they sought to replace the 

indigenous cultural identities of their students with white ones.  Through his articulation 

of a bicultural education, Eastman works against the enforced program of cultural erasure 

in the boarding school.  While Pratt and other school authorities imagined a future in 

which Native Americans were absorbed into white culture as landholders and farmers, 

Eastman articulated an alternative vision for the future, one in which educated Indian 

leaders with “purer and higher ideals” would “press steadily onward and upward, that we 

[Indians] may some day take a distinctive part in the great civilization of this western 

nation.”53 Whereas Pratt opposed higher education for Native Americans, Eastman 

supported higher education for Native Americans.  Eastman believed strongly that a 

higher education would prepare Native Americans for their future roles as leaders.54  By 

stressing the importance of education and citizenship to an indigenous future, Eastman 

challenged the allotment-era discourse of assimilation.       
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 Eastman would further exploit the discourse of assimilation in the essays he 

published in the Red Man.  Publishing in the Red Man gave Eastman the chance to 

engage with these issues in a periodical that became a vehicle for the Dawes Act and 

allotment in general.55  Beginning in the late 1880s, the Red Man expressed a strong anti-

reservation sentiment and routinely printed articles that directly criticized the reservation 

system, reservation schools, and the speaking of Indian languages.56  The anti-reservation 

stance of Eastman’s essay “Notes of a Trip to the Southwest” aligns itself with the aims 

of the Red Man.  In the essay, Eastman offers an account of what he observed during a 

recruiting trip to Arizona and Iowa.  He expresses sympathy toward the Pimas “who are 

very good people—willing to work and help themselves” but are forced to endure 

starvation on their reservation for lack of water.  Eastman explains that since their 

streams have been diverted the Pimas have “no water for stock; none for their gardens; 

nor even for daily household use in some places!  They live in what was once a beautiful 

valley, but now it is the valley of death.”  Speaking out on behalf of the Pimas, Eastman 

makes a sentimental appeal to his readers: 

I never saw more gentle and genial Indians in my life than these people, and I 
have seen many.  Yet I cannot see but that starvation stares them in the face.  
Everywhere my eye meets the same mummified and half-starved faces.  I looked 
into the clear sky of that region and could not help saying, Where are you, 
Charity?  Can not these miserable people appeal to you?57
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Eastman makes a point to say that the Pimas “ask no charity after the usual fashion.  They  

seek only such assistance as will be for their own lasting good.”  Eastman asks readers to 

support a bill that has been introduced in Congress for the building of a reservoir.  Such a 

reservoir, he explains, will not “only make these people self-supporting, but will also help 

many poor whites in their vicinity gain a livelihood.”58  Eastman further appeals to 

readers through his suggestion that the bill will not only benefit Indians but whites as 

well.  

 Eastman then contrasts the Pimas with the Osages.  Invoking the discourse of 

Social Darwinism, Eastman uses words like “civilization” and “progress” to express his 

criticism of the reservation system.  He writes, the Osages “have lived in close touch with 

civilization for forty years” yet their “customs linger” longer than they do on other 

reservations.  To illustrate why he disapproves of the reservation system that prevents the 

Osages from “progress[ing],” he describes meeting an Indian woman wearing “full Indian 

costume, and talking excellent English.”  That the woman is wearing traditional clothing 

despite her missionary education is troubling to Eastman, for it disrupts the narrative of 

assimilation.  Instead of presenting herself as a kind of “after” picture and thus 

demonstrating the cultural transformation she has undergone as an educated Indian, the 

woman retains the outward markers of Indianness.  For Eastman, this image of the Indian 

woman points to the failure of the reservation system to keep educated Indians from what 

was then perceived as cultural backsliding.  Clearly, Eastman blames the reservation 

system, not the Osages nor the system of Indian education.  He writes, “I do not blame 
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the school.  I think the church has done what it can for these people.  It is the conditions 

and environment that have kept them from progress.”59  Eastman’s criticism of the 

reservation system thus points to the detrimental effects it has on the health and 

“progress” of Indians.

 The full thrust of Eastman’s criticism against the reservation system is limited by 

his use of Social Darwinist discourse.  That discourse was used by figures like Pratt who 

wanted to civilize the Indian and absorb him into national life.  Pratt believed “there 

[was] no good Indian but a dead one.”  Clearly Eastman did not believe this.  He 

supported the Dawes Act because it granted citizenship to Native Americans.  He 

believed that citizenship would give Native Americans control over the decisions 

affecting their lives.60  Eastman would advocate for Indian citizenship more directly in 

his other periodical pieces, especially those he published in the SAI’s American Indian 

Magazine, as I will later discuss.   His American Indian Magazine writings, as Eastman’s 

biographer Raymond Wilson rightly notes, “contain little praise and minimal mention of 

the Dawes Act but do contain criticism of the Burke Act of 1906,” which contained 

provisions that made it more difficult to attain citizenship.61  Although Eastman’s “Notes” 

is problematic for the reasons I have discussed, it nevertheless reveals how he 

appropriated the discourse of assimilation and used the boarding school press as a vehicle 
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to speak out against the reservation system on behalf of what he believed was at that time 

in the best interest of Native peoples.

Eastman further challenges the discourse of assimilation in “‘My People’: The 

Indians’ Contribution to the Art of America,” which appeared in the December 1914 issue 

of the Red Man.   Although the periodical bears the same name as the one in which 

“Notes” appeared, it was actually a different periodical altogether. Advertised as “a 

magazine not only about Indians, but mainly by Indians,” the Indian Craftsman (later 

known as the Red Man) was established in February 1909 to serve as an outlet for a 

developing art-craft printing department at Carlisle.  Angel DeCora, a Winnebago, and 

William Deitz (Lone Star), a Sioux, both of whom taught in the school’s native arts 

department, directed the magazine’s art work, while Edgar K. Miller, formerly an 

instructor of printing at the Chilocco Indian School, directed the new printing shop.  

 The Indian Craftsman was modeled after Gustav Stickley’s illustrated magazine, 

The Craftsman.62  It contained articles about Indian affairs and news related to the school, 

as well as student writing.  Many of the stories and legends written by students and 

published in The Indian Craftsman (and later the Red Man) were reprinted by newspapers 

and magazines in the East.63  It also contained photographs and cartoons by DeCora, 

Deitz, and their students.  Their artwork contributed considerably to making the magazine 
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a showpiece of Indian printing.  In fact, the magazine became so popular that the 

publishers of Stickley’s magazine demanded that it change its name, which it did in 

February 1910 to the Red Man.  Much of the magazine remained the same, although over 

time more emphasis was placed in the content on the possibilities of Indian citizenship, 

farming and agricultural “progress” of the Indian, and vocational training.64  In 1917 the 

Red Man ceased publication and then merged with The Carlisle Arrow to form The 

Carlisle Arrow and Red Man.

 The very appearance of a magazine that celebrated Native arts and crafts from a 

Native American perspective was made possible only by Pratt’s leaving Carlisle.  In his 

efforts to erase the Indianness of his students, Pratt discouraged the celebration of Indian 

cultural practices at the school.  Pratt was forced to resign from Carlisle in 1904 in the 

wake of increasing criticism of his approach to Indian education.  Assuming the position 

of Indian Commissioner in 1905, Francis Leupp defined himself against Pratt’s intent to 

eradicate Indian cultures: “I like the Indian for what is Indian in him….Let us not make 

the mistake, in the process of absorbing them, of washing out whatever is distinctly 

Indian.”65  From the moment Pratt left Carlisle until it closed in 1918, the school reflected 

the government’s shift toward pluralism and exhibited an increased acceptance of 

Indianness, especially through its encouragement of the study of Native arts and crafts.66 
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 In his essay, Eastman comments on this shift as it has affected the study of Native 

arts and crafts in off-reservation boarding schools.  Eastman explains that without this 

instruction, most students would “grow up in ignorance of their natural heritage, in 

legend, music, and art forms as well as practical handicrafts.”67  He praises the work of 

DeCora and Deitz at Carlisle for attempting “to discover latent artistic gifts among the 

Indian students, in order that they may be fully trained and utilized in the direction of 

pure and applied art.”68  Reminding readers that “as recently as twenty years ago, all 

native art was severely discountenanced and discouraged, if not actually forbidden in 

Government schools and often by missionaries as well,” Eastman writes, “the present 

awakening is matter for mutual congratulations.”69  Eastman’s assertion that Indian artists 

have a distinctive tradition challenges the very notion of the Indian as “primitive.”  By 

publishing in a magazine celebrating the continuation of Native arts and crafts, Eastman 

joined other Indian authors and activists who celebrated the achievements and 

contributions of Indians to American society. 

In fact, Eastman’s publication of “‘My People’” in The Red Man marks the 

beginning of an increased emphasis in his nonfiction prose on the achievements and 

contributions of Indians to American society.  The point of these writings, as David 

Martínez explains, was not only to instill pride in Indian readers but also to make “the 

argument that Americans in general owe a huge debt to American Indians for influencing 
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and shaping the United States” into a distinct society.70  Such an argument came to play a 

central part in Eastman’s call for Indian citizenship.  In this respect, his writings resemble 

those of other Indian authors, such as Zitkala-Ša , who, like Eastman, argued for Indian 

citizenship in the pages of American Indian Magazine.

Eastman’s New Indian in the American Indian Magazine

One year after his essay appeared in The Red Man, Eastman began publishing his 

nonfiction prose in the American Indian Magazine, the publishing arm of the Society of 

American Indians (SAI).  These later writings feature a more idealized figure of the 

Indian.  This figure, as Maddox explains, was “grounded in history but not bound by it.”   

Eastman’s old Indian no longer existed except “as a type, an ideal, he lives and will live.”  

His new Indian internalized that ideal and “provided a model of democratic citizenship 

that set into relief the debasements of a society driven by materialism, greed, a love of 

ease, and the corruptions of political ambition.”71  Eastman seeks to assert that the “new 

Indian” contributes to American society and is capable of citizenship.  This proved to be 

not only the driving force behind Eastman’s writings but also that of the American Indian 

Magazine.72

The SAI’s mission was “to present in a just light the true history of the race, to 

preserve its records and emulate its distinguishing virtues.”73  The magazine was true to 
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its aim to present information, correct misinformation, and inform readers of the Indians’ 

contributions to American society.74  Its ultimate mission, articulated in the inaugural 

issue by its editor Arthur C. Parker,75 was to tell the story of the Indians.  In keeping with 

this mission, the magazine functioned, among other things, as a vehicle for preserving 

and popularizing Indian literature.  Editors printed biographies of contemporary Indian 

authors, reprinted their writing from other publications, as well as reviewed their books in 

a regular section, “Books and Book Talk.”  Parker believed Eastman was the SAI’s “most 

representative man before the public” and used his popularity to capture the public’s 

attention.76  The editors frequently published quotes by Eastman and commented on his 

books and other achievements in the pages of the magazine. 

For instance, in “Men and Women Whose Lives Count for the Red Man’s Cause” 

the magazine pays tribute to Eastman.  He is described as “the greatest Sioux of the 

century”: “At heart a loyal, patriotic Red Man, filled with the lore and philosophy of his 

people, he also sees the necessity of pointing out to his race the ways of the modern 

world in which all men of today must live.”77  The article briefly reviews Eastman’s 

second autobiography, From the Deep Woods to Civilization, which recounts Eastman’s 

departure from the “wild life” at the age of fifteen to pursue an education among whites.  
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The following well-known passage from the autobiography is reprinted for the 

magazine’s Indian and non-Indian readers:

I am an Indian; and while I have learned much from civilization, for which I am 
 grateful, I have never lost my Indian sense of right and justice.  I am for 
 development and progress along social and spiritual lines rather than those of 
 commerce, nationalism or material efficiency.  Nevertheless, so long as I live, I 
 am an American.78

With its emphasis on the notion that one could be both Indian and American, the passage 

speaks to the ethos of the SAI as it was articulated by Parker.  Parker argued in his own 

writing for a compromise between those who argued that the Indian had no choice but to 

assimilate fully to white culture and those who opposed such a suggestion on the grounds 

that it resulted in “racial suicide.”79  Eastman’s suggestion that the new Indian could 

retain tribal identities while claiming an American identity seemed to fit perfectly with 

Parker’s vision of the “new Indian.”  Eastman not only offered a critique of assimilation 

but also asserted that the Indian way was closer to the American ideal of democracy.  

Through his writings, Parker suggested, Eastman “gives us a brand of philosophy that 

while critical is yet refreshing because it so evidently true.”80  Parker’s endorsement of 

Eastman’s “new Indian” is indicative of the extent to which Eastman’s writings aligned 

with the magazine’s role as a vehicle for carrying out the society’s mission to provide 

“the true history of the race” and to correct misperceptions about Indians.
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Figure 12.  Eastman in the Special Sioux Number, American Indian Magazine, Winter 1917.

Besides talking about his writing, the magazine printed a portrait of Eastman 

alongside the article (figure 12).  While Eastman frequently allowed himself to be 

photographed in traditional Sioux clothing, he wears a shirt, tie, and suit in the portrait.  

The photograph, which first appeared as the frontispiece to From the Deep Woods to 

Civilization, serves as the visual complement to the celebratory story the magazine tells 

of Eastman’s life and publications.  Similarly, in the portrait of Eastman printed on the 

cover of the Winter 1919 issue announcing his presidency of the SAI, Eastman wears 

mainstream American dress (figure 13).  His repeated appearance in the magazine 

wearing the clothes of civilization plays up his status as an educated Indian.  By proudly 
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Figure 13.  Eastman on the cover, American Indian Magazine, Winter 1919.

displaying Eastman in the pages of the magazine, editors held him up as a model for 

other Indians to emulate.  Moreover, such representations helped to promote the 

magazine as a forum for activists like Eastman who believed education was essential to a 

Native American future.

Eastman published his first essay in the January-March 1915 issue.  In “The 

Indian’s Gift to the Nation,” which later became a chapter in The Indian Today (1915), 

Eastman discusses the new status of the Indian in American society.81  “The world has 
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recognized his type; seized his point of view,” he writes. “No longer does the red man 

live alone in the blood-curdling pages of the sensational story-writer.  He is the subject of 

profound study as a man, a philosopher, a noble type both physically and spiritually….for 

he is a true child of nature.”82  Here Eastman appropriates the notion of the Indian as a 

child of nature not to capitulate to Social Darwinist assumptions about the disappearing 

Indian but rather to assert the staying power of the Indian: “He will live, not only in the 

splendor of the past, the poetry of his legends and his art; not only in the interfusion of 

his blood with yours, and his faithful adherence to the new ideals of American 

citizenship, but in the living thought of the nation.”83  For Eastman, an ideal way to 

ensure that the Indian would live in the nation’s consciousness was through acculturating 

young people into Indian ways.  We see this belief reflected in his attempt to encourage 

“the parents of America” to support the Boy Scouts and the Camp Fire Girls, 

organizations that teach young people “much of the wisdom of the first American” 

through the imitation of Indian cultural practices or “playing Indian.”   Through the 

camps and his writings, Eastman sought to teach white youth about Dakota history and 

traditions in an effort to ensure that Indian cultural practices would play a distinctive part 

in American society.84 

Eastman’s portrait of the Indian in “The Indian’s Gift to the Nation” is very 

different than the one we encounter in his earlier writings. There are several possible 
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reasons to explain this shift in his articulation of the Indian’s role in American society.  It 

is likely this shift reflects not only a broader cultural movement toward pluralism as 

evidenced by organizations like the Boy Scouts and changes to federal Indian policy but 

also a shift among Native Americans themselves.  Figures like Eastman and Zitkala-Ša, 

among others, who had been writing against the narrative of assimilation in the boarding 

school press and prominent national magazines, began to shape their audience’s attitudes 

toward Native Americans.  As Barbara Chiarello aptly notes, “Resistance literature 

functions like a virus.  The very act of mounting a defense has the desired effect of 

altering mainstream institutions.”85  Offering their critical perspectives of the discourse 

on assimilation in mainstream magazines and the boarding school press, Eastman’s and 

Zitkala-Ša’s periodical pieces “became part of the dynamic exchange between the 

marginalized and the mainstream” at the turn of the twentieth century.86  

While earlier in their literary careers Eastman and Zitkala-Ša used the periodical 

press to write against the assimilationist imperatives of the boarding school and dominant 

culture more broadly, they later began to use it as a medium for engaging other officers 

and members of the SAI. American Indian Magazine became a vehicle for community-

building efforts among officers and members of the SAI.  They read and commented on 

each other’s writings and published their writings side by side in the magazine.  These 

cultural changes, taken together, help to explain Eastman’s shift in how he perceived of 

the changing role the Indian played in American society.   
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We see further evidence of that changing role in Eastman’s essay “The Indian’s 

Health Problem,” published in the April-June 1916 issue.  Recalling his time working as a 

physician at the Pine Ridge Agency, he points out the mistakes the BIA has made 

regarding Indian healthcare on reservations and in boarding schools.  Eastman uses his 

personal experience to launch into a critique against federal Indian policy and the BIA.  

Under the “deadening reservation system,” Eastman writes,  

[The Indian] was in some sense muzzled.  He was told, ‘You are yet a child.  You 
cannot teach your own children, nor judge of their education.  They must not even 
use their mother tongue.  I will do it all myself.  I have got to make you over; 
meanwhile, I will feed and clothe you.  I will be your nurse and guardian.’87 

Eastman criticizes the reservation system just as he did in The Red Man.  But this time he 

resists rather than accepts the ideology underlying federal Indian policy.  Appropriating 

the discourse of Social Darwinism, Eastman mocks the BIA for rendering the Indian into 

childlike submission; in doing so, Eastman challenges notions about the evolutionary 

immaturity of Native Americans.

At the same time, Eastman emphasizes the resiliency of Native Americans and 

their cultural practices.  He writes, “It is not too late for the original American to regain 

and re-establish his former physical excellency.” 88 He notes the contributions Indians 

have made to healthcare, citing the increase of sleeping-porches at hospitals and open-air 

schools and sanatoria for children as examples.  Eastman asserts, “The world really does 

move, and to some extent it seems to be moving round to the Red Man’s original point of 

166

87 Eastman, “The Indian’s Health Problem,” American Indian Magazine, April-
June 1916, 143.

88 Ibid. 



view.  It is not too late to save his physique, as well as his unique philosophy, especially 

at this moment, when the spirit of the age has recognized the better part of his scheme of 

life.”89  In this way, he challenges the myth of the disappearing Indian.  He provides 

evidence to suggest that the Indian is thriving despite deplorable, but improving, 

conditions.  Indians are adapting to change, “they have silently studied the world’s 

history and manners; they have wandered far and wide and observed life for themselves.  

They have thought much.”90  

Eastman’s emphasis on the Indian’s capacity to learn white ways further 

challenges the myth of the inevitable disappearance of the Indian.  In fact, Eastman 

replaces the figure of the vanishing Indian with the “new Indian.”  He writes,

My people have a heritage that can be depended upon, and the two races at last in 
some degree understand one another.  This is his native country, and its affairs are 
vitally his affairs, while his well-being is equally vital to his white neighbors and 
fellow Americans.  I have no serious concern about the new Indian, for he has 
now reached a point where he is bound to be recognized.91 

Through the new Indian, Eastman begins to challenge the very conception of what it 

means to be an American.  He emphasizes the Indian’s equality with whites.  With this 

essay, Eastman lays the groundwork for subsequent periodical pieces in which he makes 

a more explicit call for Indian citizenship.

Eastman makes several arguments for Indian citizenship in the pages of American 

Indian Magazine in 1919.  Starting with the Summer issue, Eastman published two 

essays, “Justice for the Sioux” and “The American Eagle an Indian Symbol.”  In both 
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essays he uses the rhetoric of wartime patriotism to critique the government’s unjust 

treatment of indigenous peoples, especially the Sioux.   In “Justice for the Sioux,” 

Eastman uses that rhetoric to assert the Americanness of Indians by emphasizing their 

wartime sacrifices.  He writes, “Our boys fought shoulder to shoulder with your boys.”  

A footnote by the editor, Zitkala-Ša, informs readers that Eastman’s son was “one of the 

10,000 brave Indian soldiers who fought for democracy under the American flag.”92  In 

“The American Eagle an Indian Symbol,” Eastman explains that the eagle symbolizes 

nobility of spirit, perfect courage, dignity and poise, vision and wisdom.  He claims 

feathers cannot be bought or sold.  He recalls an eagle ceremony that took place in 

Montana in 1865, three years before the Sioux Massacre.  Eastman writes, 

It was a solemn affair which could only be undertaken at some grave crisis in the 
 national life.  In that year, the Sioux had begun to realize keenly the danger to 
 themselves of the continued encroachments of the whites, and their eagle 
 ceremony, held upon a lofty butte with impressive forms, was in its essence an act 
 of worship and a prayer for guidance to the Great Mystery.93 

Eastman’s mention of the Sioux Massacre does not result in a direct critique of 

imperialism but rather reflects the kind of “bridge work” that Eastman often did when 

writing for an Indian and non-Indian audience.  As Martínez points out, “Rather than 

scold Anglo-Americans for appropriating an Indian symbol, the eagle, Eastman attempts 

to enlighten his white reader about the eagle’s original meaning.”  At the same time, 

Martínez explains, “Eastman demonstrates to his Indian reader that traditional knowledge 
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has a place in modern America, thereby ennobling both communities.”94  “I cannot help 

but think,” Eastman writes, “that the American spirit has been nobly developed under the 

symbolic guidance of the eagle.  I ask for the original and highest interpretation of our 

national emblem, as standing not for irresponsible power backed by violence but for clear 

and honorable service.”95

Eastman takes an even stronger stance in his advocacy of Indian citizenship in the 

Winter 1919 issue.  In “The Indian’s Plea for Freedom,” Eastman criticizes the BIA for 

standing in the way of granting Indians full citizenship.  He likens the BIA to Two-Face 

who, in the Sioux legend, “stole a child to feed on his tender substance, sucking his blood 

while still living, and if any one protested or aroused by the baby’s screams, attempted a 

rescue, he would pat it tenderly and pretend to caress it.”  Eastman writes, “This fine 

intention of the people to develop the Indian into useful citizens has given rise to an 

institution which is doing them positive injury.”  Just as he suggests in his earlier 

critiques of the BIA, Eastman asserts that it is making children out of Indians and 

subsequently “destroying the manhood of a race.”96

With its call for Indian citizenship Eastman’s essay aligned itself with the 

magazine’s editorial aim.  While serving as the magazine’s editor, Zitkala-Ša launched 

repeated arguments for Indian citizenship in her editorials and essays, as I discuss in 

chapter three.  She also printed pieces like Eastman’s to further the cause.  The 
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magazine’s emphasis on Indian citizenship was particularly urgent in the context of the 

end of World War I because, as Charles Hannon points out, “the rights of ‘self-

determination’ of oppressed populations were literally on the table in Paris.”97  One way 

that both Eastman and Zitkala-Ša  argue for Indian citizenship is by seeking “to revise the 

official narrative of early America.”98  

For instance, in “The Indian’s Plea for Freedom,” Eastman recalls the English 

Separatists’ quest for “religious and political self-determination.”  Eastman writes, “They 

found it, and in their contact with the simple Indian tribes, whom they counted godless 

and heathen, they unconsciously and in spite of themselves absorbed enough of the 

Indians’ culture to modify their own.”99  Eastman further asserts that “practically all the 

basic principles of the original articles of confederation of the Thirteen States were 

borrowed, either unconsciously or knowingly, from the league of Six Nations and the 

Sioux Confederacy.”100  Eastman points to the contributions of Indians to American life.  

But he also asserts the centrality of Indianness to the formation of an American identity 

thus disrupting the notion of “an essentialist ‘English’ origin for modern American 

institutions.”101  By asserting that Indians played a central role in the social formation of 

American life, Eastman worries the divide between Indian and American, savagery and 

civilization.  Employing this strategy in tandem with pointing to the wartime sacrifices of 
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Indians allowed Eastman to develop forceful arguments for Indian citizenship in the 

pages of American Indian Magazine.  

Conclusion

Eastman’s decision to publish his writings in multiple periodicals not only speaks 

to his ability to shape his nonfiction prose for disparate venues and readerships but also 

his commitment to using periodicals as a forum to challenge misconceptions about the 

Indian and to speak out on behalf of indigenous interests.  After a literary career that 

spanned almost thirty years, Eastman ceased publishing in 1921.  That same year he 

separated from his wife Elaine.  It is well known that Elaine edited Eastman’s writing, but 

just how much of a hand she had in her husband’s literary career is up for debate.  

 Eastman’s biographer Raymond Wilson argues that Elaine “did most of his 

[Eastman’s] writing.”102  Hertha Dawn Wong concurs with Wilson and even suggests that 

Elaine “seems to have been the force guiding his [Eastman’s] work into print.”103  

However, Ruth Heflin takes issue with the notion that Elaine had a significant impact on 

Eastman’s literary career and offers several alternative theories, the most significant of 

which is that Eastman may have ceased writing after his separation because his writing 

contacts were hers. Yet another reason Heflin offers is that Eastman’s health issues 

prevented him from writing.104  Kelsey also rightly reminds us that the Eastmans were of 

two minds when it came to the issue of whether Dakotas should retain their culture: 

171

102 Quoted in Kelsey, “A ‘Real Indian’ to the Boy Scouts,” 36.

103 Wong, Sending My Heart Back Across the Years, 141.

104 Ruth Heflin, “I Remain Alive”: The Sioux Literary Renaissance (Syracuse: 
Syracuse University Press, 2000), 55-57.



whereas Elaine was a staunch assimilationist, Eastman was not.  This difference would 

have no doubt influenced their editing of texts.105 

Regardless of why Eastman ceased publishing, surely he should be considered a 

significant figure in the development of an early Native American literary tradition.  In 

his writings Eastman employed a number of strategies—from playing Indian to assuming 

the role of the exemplary educated Indian—to defend his Dakota cultural identity while 

also asserting his claim to an American one.  Appropriating the discourses available to 

him, Eastman reshaped what it meant to be both Indian and American.  Yet, as Deloria 

reminds us, Eastman was writing at a time when “ideas about Indianness were so deeply 

ingrained in the American cultural psyche and so ideologically powerful [that] they 

proved almost impervious to assault.”  By playing Indian, Eastman risked “reaffirm[ing]” 

the very stereotypes of Indianness he was trying to challenge.106  Moreover, by assuming 

the role of the educated Indian he risked being appropriated by members of the dominant 

culture like Pratt who sought to use Eastman as a mouthpiece for his politics.  When we 

consider how pervasive white conceptions of Indianness were in turn-of-the-century print  

culture, we realize just how significant it is that Eastman and other boarding school 

graduates like Zitkala-Ša voiced their resistance to the narrative of assimilation in the 

pages of prominent national magazines, the boarding school press, and the SAI’s 

magazine. 
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EPILOGUE

The preceding chapters have argued that Native American boarding school 

students and graduates used the periodical press to preserve their cultural traditions, to 

speak out on behalf of indigenous interests, and to form a pan-Indian community at the 

turn of the twentieth century. For boarding school students and graduates alike, the 

periodical press served as a vehicle for producing a critical pan-Indian rhetoric at the turn 

of the twentieth century.  As Ernest Stromberg explains in his introduction to the 

collection American Indian Rhetorics of Survivance (2006), pan-Indian rhetorical 

traditions developed largely out of the appropriation of dominant discourses “in the 

service of sophisticated arguments made on behalf of Native rights and identity.”1  

Writing against Erasure shows how pan-Indian rhetorical traditions developed in the 

pages of the boarding school press and the SAI’s journal.  In this way, Writing against 

Erasure participates in a recent trend among scholars of Native American literature who 

seek to expand the literary canon by exploring the important role that nonfiction prose 

and the periodical press more generally have played and continue to play in Native 

American letters. 

Writing against Erasure follows the work of scholars like Robert Warrior, Bernd 

C. Peyer, and Jack Forbes who insist on the need to expand our conception of what 

constitutes Native American literature beyond fiction and poetry to include nonfiction 

more broadly and periodical literature in particular.  They argue that this will not only 
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help to deepen our understanding of the diversify of forms that constitute Native 

American literature, but it will also enable us to trace the tradition of periodical 

publication among Native Americans that continues to this day.  As Forbes writes, “It is 

significant to note…that the most universal form of publication being utilized by Indian 

people in recent times consists of weeklies, monthlies, newsletters.  These periodicals 

often include poetry and sometimes short fiction, but non-fiction writing is predominant 

including essays as well as news reporting.  To exclude nonfiction would be to exclude 

the greater part of Indian writing today.”2

The field of print culture studies has much to offer students and scholars of Native 

American literature who are interested in exploring how periodicals have served and 

continue to serve as an important forum for Native American literary production.  As 

Phillip H. Round explains in Removable Type: Histories of the Book in Indian Country, 

1663-1880  (2010), the turn toward print culture in Native American literary studies 

marks a relatively new effort on the part of scholars to create “a theoretical framework for 

moving from simple questions of textual authority” to questions of circulation and 

readership.  Round argues that all texts, Native American and Euro-American alike, “are 

the products of complex networks of publishers, printers, editors, audiences, and 

authors.”3  Following Round and drawing on the emergent field of periodical studies, 

Writing against Erasure seeks to expose the complex networks that have shaped and 
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continue to shape the production of periodicals by and for Native Americans.  The field 

of periodical studies in particular offers new source materials for scholars of Native 

American literature as well as a new way to theorize the role the periodical press in the 

development of pan-Indian rhetorical traditions.  As Sean Latham and Robert Scholes 

assert in their essay “The Rise of Periodical Studies,” scholars are often “too quick to see 

magazines merely as containers of discrete bits of information rather than autonomous 

objects of study.”4 Moreover, Latham and Scholes suggest periodicals “create and occupy 

typically complex and often unstable positions in sometimes collaborative and sometimes 

competitive cultural networks.  Uncovering these sorts of connections…adds new layers 

of density both to magazines themselves and to the work of individual contributors.”5

 When it comes to the role of the periodical press in turn-of-the-century Native 

America, I argue, scholars have often been too quick to dismiss the boarding school press 

and the SAI’s journal.  In reexamining these periodicals from the perspective of 

periodical studies, Writing against Erasure seeks to correct the misconception that the 

boarding school press and the SAI’s journal were merely the assimilationist mouthpieces 

of Pratt and others who promoted cultural erasure.  Against scholars who make this 

argument, I contend that the student-edited newspapers of Carlisle and Hampton as well 

as the SAI’s journal offer an important window into the complex rhetorical and political 

negotiations Native American authors made in their writings at the turn of the century.  

As such, these periodicals warrant serious critical attention and hold immense literary 
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value because they offer insight into the public discussions boarding school students and 

graduates had about the very meaning of what it meant to be an “educated Indian” at a 

time when the discourse of assimilation perpetuated the belief that to be educated and an 

Indian were mutually exclusive.  

Perhaps even more importantly, these periodicals served as the medium through 

which boarding school students and graduates articulated to one another their visions for 

a Native American future in the U.S.  In this way, the periodical writings of boarding 

school students and graduates might be considered what Jace Weaver calls 

“communitist,” a term formed by combining the words ‘community’ and ‘activism,’ or 

‘activist.’  As Weaver explains, “I would contend that the single thing that most defines 

Indian literatures relates to this sense of community and commitment to it….Literature is 

communitist to the extent that it has a proactive commitment to [the] Native community, 

including the wider community.”6  By using the periodical as a community-building tool 

and as a way to express their commitment to the Native American community, boarding 

school students and graduates began a tradition that continued throughout the twentieth 

century and still continues to this day.  

Though the early and middle decades of the twentieth century witnessed an 

increase in the editing and publishing of periodicals by Native Americans, there was a 

significant spike in periodical publication in the 1960s.  According to Daniel F. 

Littlefield, Jr. and James W. Parins, “More periodicals were established during those ten 
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years than had been established from 1925 to 1960.”7  In large part this boom in 

periodical publication resulted from increasing demands for self-determination and a 

growing cultural awareness among Native Americans.  Besides these political and 

cultural factors, Littlefield and Parins also note that increased urbanization among Native 

Americans played a part in the rise of what they call the “urban periodical,” which served 

as “a communications vehicle for pan-Indian groups.”  While pan-Indian organizations 

like the SAI had published their periodical since the early years of the twentieth century, 

it and other groups had never before published periodicals in such large numbers as 

witnessed in the 1960s and 1970s.8     

Wassaja is one such periodical.  Wassaja, meaning “The Signal” or “Signalling,” 

was published by the American Indian Historical Society of San Francisco for a ten-year 

period beginning in 1973.  A prime example of a contemporary Native-run, pan-Indian 

periodical that emphasizes its commitment to the Native American community, Wassaja 

helps to bring into focus the important role the periodical press has continued to play in 

Native American letters since the turn of the twentieth century.

Wassaja was named after Carlos Montezuma, one of six founding members of the 

SAI.  Montezuma founded his own monthly newsletter, Wassaja: Freedom’s Signal for 

the Indians in April 1916 after growing dissatisfied with the accomodationist stance of 

the SAI’s journal under the editorship of Charles Parker.  Montezuma used Wassaja as a 
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Figure 14.  Front page, Wassaja: Freedom’s Signal for the Indians, April 1916.

medium for launching his critique of the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA).  As Montezuma 

explains in the first issue, Wassaja’s “sole purpose is Freedom for the Indians throughout 

[sic] the abolishment of the Indian Bureau.”9  The masthead on the first issue featured a 

Native American man having been rolled over by a log with the words “Indian Bureau” 

written on it (figure 14).  The mastheads in later issues depicted Montezuma himself and, 

as Hazel Hertzberg explains, “summarized Montezuma’s conception of its role and his 

relationship to it.”10  In the November 1917 issue Montezuma holds a log directed at the 
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Figure 15. Second masthead, Wassaja: Freedom’s Signal for the Indian, November 1917.

door of the Indian Office while other Indian men in overalls but “wearing hair and hat in 

Indian fashion” support the other end (figure 15).11  In yet another masthead Montezuma 

stands holding his polemic tract titled Let My People Go while pointing at the Statue of 

Liberty (figure 16).  On the far left corner stands an Indian man in full Indian dress beside 

a tepee sending a smoke signal.  At the bottom of the masthead it reads: “Edited by 

Wassaja (Dr. Montezuma’s Indian name, meaning “Signalling”) an Apache Indian.”  

Through its continuous critique of the Indian Bureau and the government’s 

educational policy toward Indians, Wassaja showcased Montezuma’s commitment to 

promoting the interests of the Native American community.  Having grown up among 

whites instead of living on a reservation, Montezuma believed the reservation system had 

a demoralizing affect on Indians and he vehemently argued to abolish it.  Having attended 
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Figure 16.  Third masthead, Wassaja: Freedom’s Signal for the Indian, September 1920.

public schools as opposed to off-reservation boarding schools, and having graduated from 

Northwestern University’s medical school, he insisted on the necessity of public 

schooling and higher education for Native Americans.  His fierce attacks against the 

government in the pages of Wassaja has earned the newsletter a reputation as “the most 

anti-government Indian publication to that date.”12 

When the American Indian Historical Society of San Francisco published its 

newspaper Wassaja in the 1970s and 1980s it clearly meant to pay tribute to 

Montezuma’s activism and his newsletter.  The 1973 newspaper’s motto was “Let My 

People Know,” a play on the motto of Montezuma’s tract, Let My People Go.  The first 

issue was launched in January 1973 with a circulation of fifty thousand.  Its editor, Rupert 

Costo, wanted the newspaper to serve as a vehicle for informing Native American readers 
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about legislation affecting Indians, economic and educational opportunities and 

programs, as well as the successes of Indian affairs.  He also saw the newspaper as a way 

for members of various tribes to share their experiences.  Moreover, Costo “intended for 

Wassaja to present alternatives to violence for Indians in achieving their goals.”13  He 

believed that Wassaja would have mostly Native American readers and contributors, but 

intimated that the pages of the newspaper were open “for all others who wish to discuss 

or comment on Indian affairs.”14  In March1980, Wassaja merged with The Indian 

Historian, also published by the American Indian Historical Society, to form Wassaja/The 

Indian Historian.  The combined publication concentrated “on analyses of current issues, 

historical background of issues that are persisting in Indian affairs, as well as scholarly 

works of interest to the academic community.”15 

In the 1973 inaugural issue of Wassaja, the editors ran a piece titled “Wassaja – 

the Name,” which not only explained the etymology of the newspaper’s name but also 

served as a tribute to Montezuma himself (figure17).  The editors write, “[H]is fighting 

spirit, his longing for knowledge, his dedication to his people, are examples to all of us 

today.”  They explain that Wassaja is “a signal for self-determination, a signal for the 

Indian to carry on the fight for the right to decide his own destiny tomorrow.”  In this 

way, the editors see the newspaper as “a continuation of the historic struggles of
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Figure 17.  First issue of Wassaja, January 1973.

 the past.”  They emphasize the importance of learning from the lessons of the past in 

order to “win the fight today.”16    

Interestingly, a photograph of Montezuma appears alongside the article (figure 

18).  Much like the photographs of Indian activists and authors that ran in the SAI’s 

journal, this one depicts Montezuma as an educated Indian wearing the clothes of 

civilization—a suit, white shirt, and tie.  A caption under the photograph highlights the 
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16 “Wassaja – the Name,” Wassaja, January 1973, 2.



Figure 18. Carlos Montezuma in Wassaja, January 1973.

work of this physician, activist, author, and editor who “waged a continuing struggle for 

Indian rights.”17 By naming the newspaper after Montezuma, the publishers pay tribute to 

a long-time struggle for survival and resistance, what critic Gerald Vizenor calls 

“survivance.”18  As a medium for survivance, Wassaja carries on the role the Native press 
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17 “Carlos Montezuma – Fighter for Indian Rights,” Wassaja, January 1973, 3. 

18 Survivance is a term frequently used in scholarship on Native American 
literature.  See Malea Powell’s “Rhetorics of Survivance: How American Indians Use 
Writing,” and Ernest Stromberg’s introduction to American Indian Rhetorics of 
Survivance. Powell explores how figures like Sarah Winnemucca Hopkins and Charles 
Eastman use “the language of survivance (survival + resistance)…to reimagine and, 
literally, refigure ‘the Indian’” (400).  As Stromberg explains, survivance “goes beyond 
mere survival to acknowledge the dynamic and creative nature of Indigenous 
rhetoric” (1).  Following Vizenor, Powell, and Stromberg, I employ the term survivance 
to conceptualize how Native American writers actively appropriate and critique the 
dominant discourse of assimilation.  



has played in providing Native Americans with a venue for engaging each other and 

negotiating issues of import to their community. 

Over a ten-year period, Wassaja and Wassaja/The Indian Historian frequently 

made references to well-known Indian authors and activists like Montezuma, Zitkala-Ša, 

and Eastman.  The newspapers emphasized the achievements of these figures as well as 

reprinted their writings and quoted from them.  For example, Wassaja/The Indian Helper 

pays tribute to Eastman’s views on Indian religion by reprinting excerpts from his book 

The Soul of the Indian (1911) in the September 1980 issue.  An editorial note that 

precedes the excerpt explains, “Charles Eastman, one of the first Indian physicians, who 

lived in the early part of the 20th century and exerted a great influence over the native 

Americans of his time, wrote some significant words about Indian religion.  Eastman’s 

views are particularly important today because of the enormous interest in the religious 

beliefs and practices of the American Indians.  Deprived of accurate information about 

their own faith, Indian youth are practicing poor carbon copies of the real thing, at best.  

At worst, there are many who are engaged in practices that have little relation to 

traditional Native beliefs and customs.”19  In this way, the newspaper pays tribute to the 

emergence of pan-Indian rhetorical traditions of which Eastman performed a significant 

part.  At the same time, it effectively plays a role in continuing the critical discourse that 

prominent figures like Eastman and Zitkala-Ša waged in the SAI’s journal and the pages 

of the boarding school press alongside the writings of boarding school students.  
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 19 “Indian Religion: One Man’s View,” Wassaja/The Indian Historian, September 
1980, 35.



Wassaja and Wassaja/The Indian Historian also sought to demonstrate the 

continuity between the struggles these figures confronted and those of the contemporary 

Native American community.20  Wilcomb E. Washburn’s account of the Society of 

American Indians is a case in point.  Washburn highlights the contributions of Eastman 

and Zitkala-Ša to the Society’s leadership and journal while at the same time recounting 

the factionalism that caused the SAI’s demise.  Washburn asserts that he has only 

“scratched the surface of this significant chapter in the assertion of Indian self-

determination and self-help.”  He suggests that the “story of the Society of American 

Indians is important not only because it tells us about the past history of an early national 

organization of American Indians but also because it tells us how present nationals 

organizations of American Indians may avoid some of the pitfalls which bedeviled this 

first pan-Indian body.”21  

These and other examples demonstrate that, like the boarding school students and 

graduates who came before them, the editors of and contributors to Wassaja and Wassaja/

The Indian Historian continued to view the periodical press as a tool for ensuring the 

survival of the Native American community.  Tim Giago, Jr., journalist and founder of the 

Native American Journalist Association, makes this very point in his article “The 

Broadcast Media: Can the American Indian Get In?” which appeared in the inaugural 

issue of Wassaja/The Indian Historian in March 1980.  Giago emphasizes the role print 
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Poets” in Wassaja, December 1980. 

21 Wilcomb E. Washburn, “The Society of American Indians,” The Indian 
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and broadcast media play in fostering communication among and between tribes, calling 

such access “a struggle for survival.”  He writes, “It’s a tautology that in order to 

understand our problems and begin to solve them, we must be able to communicate.  In 

order to communicate, we must have the means of communication.”22  Native-run 

periodicals like Wassaja/The Indian Historian have served an important role in that 

respect. 

Wassaja and Wassaja/The Indian Historian contributed to and shaped the 

development of what Robert Warrior refers to as an Indian intellectual tradition.  In the 

pages of these newspapers we find Native American intellectuals writing about and 

speaking to each other “about the role of the intellectual in the social, political, economic, 

cultural, and spiritual struggle for an American Indian future.”23  Reading late twentieth-

century periodicals like Wassaja and Wassaja/The Indian Historian thus offers insight 

into an evolving critical pan-Indian discourse that changes to address and reflect the 

needs of the Native American community.  

I close with one final case study of a Native-run periodical that is indicative of the 

staying power of the Native press to provide a forum for the intellectual discussion of 

contemporary issues that Native communities confront.  Recently Americans have 

witnessed the steady decline of mainstream magazines and newspapers and the turn to 

online print publication across the country.  Yet in the midst of what appears to be a 
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nation-wide trend of a dwindling print media industry, the Native press in Indian Country 

is growing.24  In April of 2009, Tim Giago, Jr. launched The Native Sun newspaper on the 

Pine Ridge Reservation in South Dakota.  To account for this seeming paradox, Giago 

explains, 

Reservations are isolated.  You know, the Pine Ridge Reservation is 100 miles 
 long and 50 miles wide.  It is still one of the poorest counties in America, and a lot 
 of people on a  reservation can’t not only not afford a computer, but they sure 
 can’t afford to even pay the monthly Internet fees to keep it going.  So the 
 majority of my readers are going to be those people who read papers the old-

fashioned way.  They go down to the local store, they buy their paper, they take it 
 home and pour themselves a cup of coffee and sit down and read it.25 

The Native Sun is Giago’s second newspaper.  He founded his first newspaper, The 

Lakota Times, in 1981 following the armed confrontations and siege of Wounded Knee 

between grassroots insurgents supported by members of the American Indian Movements 

(AIM) and the tribal council supported by federal agents.26  The need for the first 

independent Indian-owned newspaper in South Dakota grew out of this context of 

violence and conflict.  As Giago explains, “When I started the paper, one of the things I 
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25 “Tim Giago: Veteran Journalist Beats the Odds,” interview by Michel Martin, 
NPR, April 1, 2009, http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=102593669 
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wanted to do was to have a strong editorial page that pointed out some of the violence 

and how much harm it was for violence to be between Indian against Indian, and I used 

the editorial page to condemn acts of violence.”27  Much like Rupert Costo, the editor of 

Wassaja, Giago saw his newspaper as a venue for presenting alternatives to the violence 

between Indians that was sweeping through Indian Country.  As a result of his stance, 

Giago has received death threats and the building that houses The Lakota Times, which is 

now known as Indian Country Today, has been shot at several times.  Despite the 

violence directed toward him and the newspapers, Giago remains committed to what he 

believes is the important role the periodical press serves in giving himself and “the Native 

American people a voice.”  Without access to newspapers, he explains, members of the 

Native American community would have no way of engaging with each other and the 

wider community and no venue for offering their perspectives on what life is like in 

Indian Country today.28 

With its focus on the venues boarding school students and graduates used for 

offering their critical perspectives on the discourse of assimilation in their periodical 

pieces, Writing against Erasure illuminates the important role the periodical played in 

Native American letters at the turn of the twentieth century.  Writing against Erasure 

suggests that the periodical, unlike any other literary form, provided boarding school 

students and graduates with access to a wide and diverse audience of which they 

themselves were a part.  Through the periodical press boarding school students and 
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graduates engaged one another and developed a sense of community through reading 

each other’s periodical pieces.  They told the story of late nineteenth- and early twentieth-

century Native America from the pages of major magazines like the Atlantic Monthly and 

Harper’s Magazine as well as the boarding school press.  They also published a 

substantial body of work in the SAI’s American Indian Magazine.  Figures like Zitkala-

Ša and Charles Eastman treated periodicals as significant vehicles of reform and used 

their periodical writings to critique the discourse of assimilation.  Through its focus on 

the periodical practices of boarding school students and graduates, Writing against 

Erasure offers a way for us to begin to understand how the complex rhetorical and 

political negotiations Native American writers made in their periodical pieces connected 

them to one other and helped to form a pan-Indian rhetorical tradition in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  

Writing against Erasure also helps us come to appreciate why periodicals, 

especially newspapers, were and still remain the most widely read form of Native 

American literature by members of the Native American community.29  According to Paul 

DeMain, former editor for the national newspaper News from Indian Country, 

newspapers “provide a forum for the intellectual discussion of modern issues in our 

communities….Native societies are not dead societies; they are thriving and need to 
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change as well.”30  Trace DeMeyer, writer and former editor of the Pequot Times, echoes 

DeMain when she underscores the importance of the Native-run press and suggests that it 

offers readers the Native voice.  In the words of DeMeyer, “[N]ews stories are the new 

storytelling.”31 

Just as boarding school students and graduates used the boarding school press, 

mainstream magazines, and the SAI’s journal as vehicles for giving voice to their critical 

perspectives on the discourse of assimilation and engaging one another about what it 

meant to be educated Indians, contemporary Native American writers continue to use the 

periodical press as a medium for engaging one another in intellectual debate and helping 

stories thrive within the community. 
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