HITT
Initiative

on Race

For the nation, there is [concerning In-
diansj an unrequited account of sin and
injustice that sooner or later will call for
national retribution.

—George Catlin, 1844

How is it possible to have a genuine na-
tional dialogue on race without even one
American Indian on your Advisory Board?”
With that question posed to noted African-
American historian John Hope Franklin,
chair of the Advisory Board to the President’s
Initiative on Race, the board’s March 24,
1998, meeting in Denver erupted into an ac-
tive challenge by a multiethnic alliance deter-
mined to question the operating assumptions
of the Race Initiative. Implicit in the question
was rhat it is impossible to engage in an au-
thentic dialogue, conversation, debate, or any
other discourse on “race” in this country
without first acknowledging that the United
States was founded—and is in fact main-
tained—on a racist, colonial project against

A

indigenous nations that predate the United
States by millennia.

As with any interaction between the domi-
nating settler society of the United States and
native peoples, the role of semantics in
Clinton’s Race Initiative has been key. At its
inception in June 1997, Clinton chose the
slogan “One America in the Twenty-First
Century” to describe his program. The the-
matic assumption of this superficially attrac-
tive phrase is that if the United States can
only create a “common culture” in coming
decades, then the “race problem” that has
plagued the country for more than two cen-
turies will be eradicated and the entire society
will benefit accordingly. It all sounds so nice
when you say it that way.

Unfortunately, the notion of achieving
“One America” dovetails perfectly with the
thrust of U.S. Indian policy since the begin-
ning. To attain this very goal, the federal gov-
emment has seized about 98 percent of all na-
tive property over the years and presumes to
hold the remainder in perpetual “trust.”
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Along the way, it has sought to “mainstream’
indigenous peoples by stripping us of our lan-
guages, spiritual traditions, and histories,
eradicating our economies, and “reorga-
nizing” our unique forms of governance into
those of its own preference. The express ob-
jective of all this has been to figuratively “kill
the Indian” in each and every one of us,
“helping us to overcome the trap of [our own]
cultures” so that we can “better ourselves” by
simply disappearing into the settler society
that has established itself on our land.? Re-
duced at this point to a mere 0.6 percent of
the population, we are always conveniently
out of sight, out of mind for everyone else.
One would think that with such illustrious
members as John Hope Franklin, Angela Oh,
and Linda Chavez-Thompson, the Advisory
Board might have addressed such sordid real-
ities rather than replicating them. Instead,
when the idea of including an indigenous rep-
resentative was broached when the panel as
formed—the name of renowned Lakota
scholar Vine Deloria Jr. was submitted as a
likely candidate—it was nixed by the board
itself. Reportedly, Franklin himself took the
lead on grounds that the initiative on race
should be primarily a “Black-White dia-
logue.” Deloria’s participation, he feared,
would inevitably “dilute” the focus of the ini-
tiative, “diverting” attention toward indige-
nous issues and thus away from what he con-
sidered “more central” considerations.*
Franklin was quickly taken to task for his
“Black-White” bias, and both Asian Ameri-
cans and Latinos gained representation on the
board. Even after complaints from various
native groups were lodged, however, no
American Indian member was ever appointed
(as a sop, a native woman was eventually re-
tained as a “consuitant”). Hence, from the
outset, the Race Initiative’s agenda was quite
detiberately skewed to discount or ignore In-
dian issues. Such essential questions as how
the United States came to exist, at whose di-
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rect expense, and with what enduring conse-
quences were therefore destined to remain
entirely unaddressed.

Circling the Wagons in Denver

As the Advisory Board prepared to convene
its forum in Denver (following events in
Akron, Little Rock, Phoenix, and San Jose),
it was clear that the “Indian Question” was
going to come to a head. In response to
mounting expressions of disaffection on the
matter, a meeting with native representatives
was arranged in Phoenix. The transcript of
the resulting exchange exhibits neither under-
standing nor appreciation of the historical re-
alities of U.S. relations with indigenous na-
tions on the part of official representatives.
When native leaders attempted to raise issues
of fundamental importance, organizers
brushed over them in order to maintain a self-
imposed two-hour time limit. Two similarly
frustrating meetings were conducted in con-
junction with the Denver protest.

Ultimately, federal organizers elected to go
forward with the Denver event without al-
tering the composition of the Advisory Board
or taking steps to correct the board’s avoid-
ance of tough questions on “Indian affairs.”
To accomplish this without a major “inci-
dent,” they set out to subvert the Denver na-
tive community, trying to divide it for pur-
poses of pitting one faction against another.
When such tactics backfired, fostering an
even greater degree of unity aniong Indians, a
last minute attempt was made to placate
protest organizers—Presidential Assistant
Lynn Cutler was even flown to Denver for
this purpose—in some manner short of
making substantive changes to the board.

Federal planners had promised a “town
hall meeting” in Denver, with ample opportu-
nity for dialogue and debate. Instead, the
venue resembled that of a television talk
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Some African Americans were disturbed
that demonstrators confronted and inter-
rupted Franklin, who, in addition to his schol-
arly pedigree, carries a solid reputation as a
civil rights activist. In response, an indige-
nous protester explained that if a native
person had been named chair of the board
and had then excluded African Americans,
not only would blacks be justified in
protesting but Indians would be obliged to
join their protest. Since there seemed to be
little reciprocation of this position from the
Afro-American community, the native ac-
tivist continued, “It looks like you folks are
selling us out and even attacking us to make
sure you get a ‘slice of the pie,” at our ex-
pense. Well, later for that, my ‘brother.””

“From where we stand,” the member of the
American Indian Movement of Colorado
summed up, “it’s still all stolen pie. And John
Hope Franklin? He’s just today’s version of a
Buffalo Soldier.” The last reference was to
troops in the all-black Ninth and Tenth U.S.
Cavalry Regiments who volunteered to ex-
pand U.S. colonialism by invading the terri-
tories of the Comanches, Apaches, Lakotas,
Cheyennes, Arapahos, and Kiowas during the
1870s and 1880s.* In the final analysis, how-
ever, the composition of the Advisory Board
was only a superficial symptom of a much
deeper disease.

A Genuine Dialogue on Race?

An essential characteristic of any genuine di-
alogue on race between the United States and
native peoples would have started with ac-
knowledgment that U.S. Indian law and
policy remains rooted in policies of “dis-
covery and conquest”’—the government’s
original “One America” program, if you
will—applied with the intent to literally de-
stroy indigenous nations.” Behind the veil of
official rhetoric of “utmost good faith” and
“fair dealing” lives an ideology of racial
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supremacism and colonialism that finds life
to this day not only on American Indian
reservations but in Hawaii, Guam, “Amer-
ican” Samoa, Alaska, Puerto Rico and the
“U.S.” Virgin Islands.?

In any honest dialogue, it would be imper-
ative to note that long before the first African
slaves, and even longer before the arrival of
Asians in the Americas, Europeans had al-
ready devised a social construction that ele-
vated members of the “white race™ while re-
ducing indigenous people to the point of
animal status.” Since before arrival of the
first “Old World” settlers, corresponding
legal rationalizations have been evolved
through what one legal scholar describes as
the “deployment of historically fictitious doc-
trines of discovery and conquest to legitimize
[Euro-American] power” over indigenous
peoples and property.”

If these pretentious fabrications were rele-
gated to the past, none of this discussion
would be necessary. Unfortunately, they are
very much alive today, not just in law but in
every dimension of America’s popular cul-
ture, from the persistence of degrading sports
team mascots to the equally demeaning de-
pictions of native people in films and televi-
ston, from cartoons and pulp fiction to aca-
demic curricula, and on into the halls of
Congress and the State Department’s current
posturing at the United Nations."” Any mean-
ingful dialogue between indigenous peoples
and the United States will remain impossible
so long as such legal doctrines and the per-
ceptions that have metastasized from them
remain unchallenged and even revered in
American society.

Specifically, the bedrock of U.S. federal
Indian law is the 1823 case of Johnson v.
Mclntosh. This opinion, the first in the so-
called “Marshall Trilogy” written by Chief
Justice John Marshall, set forth the legal fic-
tion that the Christian-European discovery of
the Americas vested the English crown, and
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show, with a special VIP section up front and
with preselected questioners and discussants.
The whole thing was carefully scripted by
White House handlers for maximum positive
media exposure.” The general audience was
roped off in a darkened section, safely out of
Camera range. When the event began, the au-
dience patiently listened, first to the welcome
and then to a banal analysis of stereotyping
by former Denver mayor-cum-transportation
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secretary-cum-energy
secretary Federico Peiia.

As John Hope Frank-
lin, the person most re-
sponsible for the compo-
sition and actions of the
board was introduced,
however, the protesters’
patience reached an end.
About a third of the 700-
person audience rose and
vocally demanded to
know how the board
could ignore the concerns
of indigenous peoples.
The protest was so sus-
tained and vehement that
it finally forced forum
emcees to surrender the
floor to the audience. In-
deed, due to the protests,
many more of the towns-
people in the “town hall”
were provided an oppor-
tunity to speak than had
been intended by Race
Initiative organizers.

An important lesson of
the confrontation was
that a remarkable knowl-
edge gap exists, not only
between native peoples
and federal government
but also between native
peoples and other people
of color. During the demonstration, which
was led by American Indians but was joined
as well by Chicanos, Asian Americans and
Euro-Americans, some people of color in the
audience condemned the Indians for the dis-
ruption. One indigenous protester replied to a
distraught African American, “Why are you
angry at us, when you should be angry at the
racists from the White House who are putting
on this dog-and-pony show?”
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later the United States, with an unfettered
“right” to steal the lands of indigenous na-
tions. As part of his spurious rationale, Mar-
shall used patently false characterizations of
indigenous peoples as “heathens” and “fierce
savages, whose occupation was war” and
“with whom it was impossible to mix.”"
Through these pronouncements, it is made
clear that indigenous peoples are to be ex-
cluded from “One America,” either through
outright extermination,
forced removal, or sys-
tematic cultural eradica-
tion.

As native legal
scholar Robert A.
Williams Jr., explains,
“Johnson’s acceptance
of the Doctrine of Dis-
covery into U.S. law
preserved 1,000 years of
European racism and
colonialism  directed
against nonwestern peo-
ples.”™ Again, if such baldly racist doctrines
could be confined to the nineteenth century,
perhaps there would be no issue. Yet, even
today, the Supreme Court views Johnson and
its illegitimate progeny as “the supreme law
of the land.”** How, precisely, does Bill
Clinton expect to commence a conversation
on race with indigenous peoples when the en-
tire legal history of the country over which he
presides functions on the basis of such “good
[and] settled law”?

The fact is that the United States continues
to shirk its legal obligations under its hun-
dreds of treaties with indigenous peoples.
The Western Shoshone Nation, for instance,
18 fighting for its very existence in Nevada,
mainly because U.S. courts recently upheld
the invasion of its territory by U.S. citizens in
direct violation of the Treaty of Ruby Valley.
Similarly, even the Supreme Court admits
that the Black Hills of South Dakota were

R

" Long hefore the first African
slaves, and even fonger he-
fore the arrival of Asians in

the Americas, Europeans had
already devised a social con-
struction that elevated mem-
hers of the “white race.”

blatantly stolen from the Lakota Nation in
violation of the 1868 Fort Laramie Treaty. To
date, more than $14 billion in gold alone has
been taken from the hills. Yet the Court still
seeks to “settle” the issue by paying the
Lakotas what the United States claims was a
“fair market value” for their land in the nine-
teenth century. The list of such examples
could be continued at length.'

In real terms, the result of such “due
process” is that while the
settler society receives
the benefit of our land
and the resources in/on it,
more than a third of all
native people in the
United States live below
the poverty line. Unem-
ployment rates on reser-
vations nationally av-
erage about 60 percent
while, on some, it has run
about 90 percent for
decades. The poorest lo-
cale in the entire United States has been
Shannon County, on the Pine Ridge Reserva-
tion in South Dakota, for the past forty years.
Some 57,000 reservation dwellings—88 per-
cent of the houses on Pine Ridge, for ex-
ample—were officially deemed “uninhabit-
able” as recently as 1995.7

The depth of native poverty is amply re-
flected in our health data. The infant mor-
tality rate among Indians runs at 167 percent
of the national average; the incidence of tu-
berculosis, 1,175 percent; strep infections,
1,000 percent; meningitis, 2,000 percent;
dysentery, 10,000 percent. Influenza and
pneumonia kill Indians at a rate three times
the national average, hepatitis at eight times.
Yet while the average American receives
$3,261 per year for health care, American In-
dians receive $1,382." These conditions
cannot be explained away by Clinton’s or
Franklin’s opting to ignore them.
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To take it from yet another angle, how is it
that Clinton expects to engage in a construc-
tive dialogue with native peoples when his
State Department is at the Commission on
Human Rights in Geneva right now at-
tempting to gut the Draft U.N. Declaration on
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples? The
United States adamantly refuses to concede
that indigenous peoples hold the same collec-
tive right to self-determination as all others,
to protect our territories from invasion or ex-
ploitation by governments or transnational
corporations, to maintain our cultures and our
legal, political, economic and educational
systems. It refuses even to accord us the re-
spect of referring to us as peoples, insisting
instead on labeling us as “population groups”
or “tribes” or “minorities,” entities without
standing in international law."

Report and Recommendations

Unsurprisingly, given all the above, the Race
Initiative continued to employ the govern-
ment’s time-honored vernacular of colo-
nialism in framing every reference to Amer-
ican Indians in its final report and
recommendations.” For instance, the docu-
ment speaks only of meaningless “govern-
meunt-to-government relationships” between
the United States and native peoples (p. 40),
although by some 400 duly ratified and still-
binding treaties, our relations with the United

The Latest Chapter in America’s Indian War¢

States are legally defined as being between
nations.* The qualitaiive differences between
“government-to-government” and “nation-tg-
nation” relationships are legion, as the De.
partments of State and Interior well know 2
U.S. employment of the former term, like its
above-mentioned insistence on describing us
as “tribes,” reflects an attempt to diminish the
sovereign and self-determining status of our
nations, as well as a denial of the actual his-
torical circumstances that allowed the United
States to be formed and expanded in the first
place.”

Moreover, the report relegates the true hot-
rors of U.S. policy exclusively to the past:
“[OJur early treatment of American Indians
and Alaskan Natives—is a history of
which-—no American should be proud” {p.
36); this is said while conspicuously ne-
glecting to mention Native Hawaiians and the
Chamorros of Guam.* Finally—and pre-
dictably-—the document concludes that con-
temporary problems between the United
States and indigenous people can be reme-
died by superficial adjustments in the status
quo: for example, a “Comprehensive Indian
Education Policy” (p. 4); “further study” of
Indian “economic development opportuni-
ties” (p. 5); promoting Indian access to af-
fordable housing (p. 5); and, of course, sup-
port for American Indian law enforcement.”

Nowhere is there so much as a mention of
the racism inherent to the politicoeconomic
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and legal structures of the United States.
Nowhere is there a hint that the United States
first seized the benefit of the bargain in its
treaties with indigenous nations and then vio-
lated every one of these international com-
pacts.” Nowhere is it noted that native peo-
ples have been forcibly incorporated into the
United States, compelled to accept U.S. citi-
zenship, and subordinated to the political will
of the federal government in every aspect of
our affairs. Nowhere is there recognition that
the United States has engaged, and continues
to engage, in a policy of internal colonialism,
denying indigenous peoples their right to ex-
ercise free and informed consent in political,
economic, and cultural matters.”

In the final analysis, there is for native
people only one glimmer of light in the rec-
ommendations. This is the idea of creating a
President’s Council to continue the work of
the Race Initiative (pp. 88-89). One of the
major responsibilities of the council would be
to publish a multivolume “White House
Monograph on the State of Race Relations in
America at the End of the Twentieth Cen-
tury.” If, unlike the initiative itself, this new
process were to be truly inclusive and the
best indigenous intellects solicited to partici-
pate in the monograph project, then at least a
first step could be taken toward an accurate
appraisal of relations between the United
States and the indigenous nations within its
purported domain.®

Moving Forward

The American Indian Movement of Colorado,
one of the groups organizing the Denver
protest, has issued some recommendations of
its own. In a five-point plan challenging the
president to finally open a meaningful dia-
logue with indigenous peoples/nations, Col-
orado AIM proposes that Clinton undertake
the following as a good-faith starting point.

* Immediately impanel a joint
executive/legislative red-ribbon com-
mission to conduct a comprehensive
examination of relations between the
United States and indigenous peoples,
including those of Alaska, Hawaii, and
Guam. At least half the commissioners,
as well as the chair, should be native
people. The mandate of the commission
should, in accordance with the require-
ments of the United Nations Charter,
include a presumption that the interna-
tional character of relations between
the United States and indigenous na-
tions will be restored in a timely
fashion.”

« Immediately, through executive order,

repudiate (both retroactively and
prospectively) the Doctrine of Christian
Discovery and Dominion, the Doctrine
of the Rights Conquest, and the acqui-
sition of territory under the concept of
Terra Nullius or Effective Occupation
that have been used, and continue to be
used, by the United States to justify its
theft and occupation of territories be-
longing to indigenous nations.®

¢ Immediately order all members of the

Cabinet, especially those in the Depart-
ments of State, Justice, and Interior, to
endorse, support, and advance until rat-
ification the United Nations Declara-
tion on the Rights of Indigenous Peo-
ples, as it existed in 1993.

« Immediately grant the Presidential

Clemency Petition of AIM member
Leonard Peltier, prisoner of war, and
political prisoner of the United States.?!
» Immediately terminate all assistance to
the government of Mexico until such
time as impartial international ob-
servers certify that it is no longer using,
or allowing to be used by others, mili-
tary equipment supplied by the United
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States in violation of the fundamental
human rights of indigenous individ-
uals/peoples in any areas now claimed
by Mexico, but especially in the State
of Chiapas.”

Whether this simple proposal will be acted
on, only time will tell. To date, there has been
no sign that the Clinton administration has
even acknowledged its existence. But until it
does, there can be no hope of an honest dia-
logue on race in the United States where na-
tive people are concerned. Nor can there be
any real hope of anyone else getting anywhere
either, for, as legal scholar Felix S. Cohen
once observed: “The Indian, like the miner’s
canary, marks the shifts from fresh air to
poison gas in our political atmosphere . . .
[O]ur treatment of Indians, even more than our
treatment of other minorities, reflects the rise
and fall of our democratic faith.”
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