Documents from Indigenous Perspectives

SOURCE 1: Parts of an interview with Karen Ordahl Kupperman (a professor of history at New York University; author of Indians and English: Facing Off in North America and Roanoke: The Lost Colony), which was done for part of the PBS Series Race - The Power of an Illusion in 2003. Retrieved from: https://www.pbs.org/race/000_About/002_04-background-02-10.htm
How did the Indians view the English?
Well, all we know is what the English wrote down. There is no written source from an Indian hand in this early period in North America. And the English try very hard often to transmit what the Indians are telling them. But it is very hard for us to answer the question like that.
I think a man like Powhatan was very experienced with Europeans by the time Jamestown was founded. There had actually been a Potawatomi man who had spent almost a decade travelling with the Spanish in Spain, Havana, Mexico City and then had returned to the Potawatomi people so they knew a lot about Europe and Europeans and how they operate. And it seems pretty clear to me that Powhatan thought it would be useful to have the English there.
He looks at Jamestown and he see a little over a hundred people, all men, not very competent, but they are the source of European manufactured goods. There are certain kinds of tools in particular, particularly metal tools that can hold an edge, that the Indians wanted. And I think Powhatan thought that it would be convenient to have these people here as a source of trade goods. He never dreamed that he wouldn't be able to control them.
And so Powhatan allows Jamestown's early settlement. He sort of specifies what land they can settle on and to some extent allows them to have a pretty steady food supply in the early years.
I have often wondered if Powhatan could have seen the thousands of people who would be coming to Virginia ten years after the straggling little colony of Jamestown was first founded, what his initial response would have been.
I mean he could easily have vanquished the Jamestown settlers in the beginning by wiping them out. Or in fact all he has to do is move away and withdraw the source of food that they are dependent on, and that does it for Jamestown.
We often hear that the Indians thought the Europeans were gods.
Some English people say that the Indians think of us as gods. But clearly the Indians were very, very aware of the limits of English power and capability. I think there is no evidence that any English person was conceived of as a god. Most of those accounts come from people writing about the encounter who are actually a generation or so removed.
Thomas Hariot, though, says that the Indians thought we were risen spirits, dead people who have returned to this life. And that's because these Old World diseases are just ripping through Indian populations, but the Europeans don't get them and so one of the questions always is why is this happening? Why is God choosing to visit disease on these people and not on the Europeans? And I think both Indians and Europeans by and large believed that nothing in the universe happens without God's will. So this has to represent some kind of judgement of God.
The English don't settle in North America until after a century of contact. So the Indian population figures that the English cite are already of very, very much reduced populations. Some historians estimate that as many as 90% of the Indians died during the first century of sustained contact, and there are epidemics that Europeans describe where they say not one in ten is left alive.
Those epidemics didn't hit every region, or they hit different regions at different times, but these diseases skew everything. You can't really talk about anything about the encounter without understanding that this is the most fundamental problem.
And so Hariot says that the way the Roanokes explained the English resistance to disease was that they were risen spirits. And in Jamestown, Captain John Smith was interviewing a captive who came from the Piedmont region, who actually was from a Sioux speaking tribe, and he asked him, "Who do you think we are?" And this captive said, "We think you are a people come from under the world to take our world from us." A very poignant statement. Hariot and others talked about Indian beliefs that when people die they go into another world. And they live a complete life in this other world, and when they die in that world they then come back into this world and live another life in this world. So it is a kind of cyclical alternation between these two worlds.
So I think what Hariot is describing is that they think the English are dead people who have in fact returned into this life. This is part of a natural process. It doesn't mean that you are some kind of special supernatural being; it just means that you are at a different stage in this process.
How do the Indians think of themselves?
We don't actually know very much about how Indians thought of themselves but there is one story that I think is quite revealing, in the writings of Roger Williams up in New England.
Williams is one of the very few people who really knew an Indian language well. And he said that the Indians didn't have any word for `Indian' before the English came because they didn't need one, because there was no categorical difference. They had words for each other in terms of a tribal name or village name, and then they had a word for the whole human race - people.
And he said that they had started calling themselves `Indians' when they had a need for such a word, to distinguish themselves from Europeans. They used the word Indian because it was a convenient word to use.
Which I think is a sort of illustration of how for everybody involved in these early relationships the categories are still being invented, both the categories by which we talk about other people but also the categories by which we talk about ourselves.

SOURCE 2: Short descriptions of what it might have been like for Native Americans/indigenous people to see Eurpeans and European artifacts for the first time. These are informed by historical research but are not primary sources themselves because we do not have many written documents from indigenous perspectives at the time of arrival. Excerpts from Facing East from Indian Country by Daniel K. Richter. Retrieved from http://www.ettc.net/tah/Reading%20Assignments/Richter,%20Facing%20East%20from%20Indian%20Country.pdf 
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SOURCE 3: Parts of an interview with Theda Perdue (a historian teaching at the University of North Carolina; author of The Cherokee, Cherokee Women, and “Mixed Blood” Indians: Racial Construction in the Early South), which was done for part of the PBS Series Race - The Power of an Illusion in 2003. Retrieved from: https://www.pbs.org/race/000_About/002_04-background-02-07.htm

How did Indians view the Europeans during the first encounters?
Of course we don't really know how Indians viewed them because native people left few written records of the time. We do have drawings, we have oral traditions, so we're able to piece together some of the attitudes of native people.
Many Indians thought that they could use Europeans to accomplish their own goals. So native people saw Europeans as foreigners, but foreigners who could be useful to them. They didn't see them immediately as enemies. This is because native people tended to regard outsiders as people who were outside their kin network, outside their political organization. They did not necessarily see foreigners as fundamentally different. That is, they did not see them in racial terms.
In early America, did Indians consider themselves Indian?
I think most modern scholars recognize that race is a social and cultural construction. And consequently, people who have a different culture and live in a different society construct "difference" in various ways. The Cherokees constructed difference in terms of kinship. What made you a Cherokee was a Cherokee clan. If you belonged to a Cherokee clan - that is, a large extended family - you were Cherokee. And you became a member of a Cherokee clan through your mother. Clans were matrilineal; children inherited clan membership through their mothers. It did not matter who your father was. Consequently, Cherokee women who married European men, their children still were Cherokee. They were never considered "mixed-bloods." They were always considered Cherokee, because your matrilineal clan made you a Cherokee.
Cherokee and other American Indians did not originally have a sense of themselves as one people. They saw themselves as quite distinct from other Indian tribes. Cherokees believed that they were very different from their neighbors the Creeks, for example, and they certainly were different from the Shawnees, with whom they were often at war. Indians did not see themselves as being a distinct race. And yet their experience with Europeans, both in terms of European attitudes about race and also their historical experience with Europeans, began to make them think of themselves in common terms. That is, they began to understand that Europeans lumped them together, that Europeans considered them to be one people.
At the same time, they had many of the same experiences with Europeans. Europeans wanted their land. And consequently, Indians would often join together - particularly by the late 18th and early 19th centuries - to make common cause against Europeans, both in war and in diplomacy. In the early 19th century, for example, John Ridge and another Cherokee served as secretaries for the Creek nation, because they were very adept in the English language and the Creeks wanted other Indians to help them negotiate with the United States.
So you have episodes in the early 19th century that demonstrate that Indians begin to think of themselves, if not exactly the same, at least as having common problems and common issues that they needed to deal with. This becomes much more the case, of course, as the 19th century progresses, because the United States begins to attempt to consolidate all Indian tribes west of the Mississippi in specific territories. And consequently, Indians who had never encountered each other, who had very little in common culturally, end up being neighbors. And they began to try to work out a way to live together, and they began to see that they could help each other in many respects. And so ultimately, by the end of the 19th century, Indians began to think of themselves as related peoples, if not the same people.
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Somewhere near the mid-Adlantic coast, an old woman hides in
the woods with her daughter and several grandchildren. Both
women scream as some twenty pale, bearded men, sweating
in heavy armor and helmets, stumble upon them. The elder's
suspicions abate a lidle when the men courteously offer her
something to eat, but the younger disdainfully flings the food
0 the ground. As the women try to fathom the strange
sounds issuing from what they consider to be incredibly ugly
hairy faces, the men suddenly snatch one of the male children
away from the grandmother and lunge for the young woman,
‘who flees screamingiinto the forest, never to see her nephew
again.
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In an Indian dwelling, a woman tells her granddaughter about
the first meeting between Native people and Europeans. One
day, she says, a floating island appeared on the horizon. The
beings who inhabited it offered the Indians blocks of wood to
eat and cups of human blood to drink. The first gift the people
found tasteless and useless; the second appallingly vile. Unable
to figure out who the visitors were, the Native people called
them ouemichtigouchiou, or woodworkers.




image1.png
On the coast of what will one day be called either Newfound-
land or Labrador, Native hunters find that several of the traps
they had set are missing, along with a needle they need to
‘mend their fishing nets, In the place where these items had
been is a smoothly polished upright timber crossed near the
top by a second piece of wood, from which hangs the carved
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effigy of a bleeding man. Flanking this remarkable construc
tion are two other poles from which pieces of some woven
substance flap in the breeze: one is white with two strips of
red, mimicking the shape of the crossed timbers; the other
bears an image of a four-footed, two-winged beast holding
something in its paw. The hunters puzzle over two things left
on the ground. One is clearly recognizable to them asa
fishhook. The other has a sharp edge and a chunky shape.
Both are made of a black substance covered with patches of
reddish powder. The largest item is picked up by one of the
hunters, who will, when he gets home, use stone tools to
pound it into several small amulets, most of which he wil give
t0 his village headman. Over the next few years, the headman
will redistribute them to honored visitors, who will carry
them to their homes far in the continental interior.




