Authentic Indians and the Straightjacket of Legitimacy

It is important to deconstruct the images of “Indians,” and reflect on discourses of Indian-ness that shape our understanding. It is also critical to understand how power is reinforced and challenged through these discourses, and how deeply entrenched this is in history, culture, and politics. 

I. Question of Agency – how do oppressed people affect the discourse, even though they don’t have power to change entirely the terms on which it rests (Domination and the Arts of Resistance) How is power understood and contested?

A. Theater: Raibmon’s example of the Kwakwaka’wakw at the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair. How do aspects of the Hamat’sa and Hawinalal merge with ceremonial theater, theatrical performance and political protest?

B. Tourism: Hop pickers in Puget Sound, marketplace of arts and crafts


Tourist is the central focus of the experience, the selling of experience 



Three Types of Tourism

1. Heritage and Cultural Tourism

2. Recreation Tourism

3. Entertainment Tourism

C. Labor issues: Native peoples engage in economy even as they are seen by outsiders to be outside of it, as existing in a proto-industrial tragic existence

II. Vanishing Indian and Authenticity

A. Dispossession of Indians: at heart of most American discourses about Indians. It is seen as alternatively tragic and welcome, but always inevitable. Native people are often unequal collaborators in roles that confirm for outsiders of their demise and rightful dispossession, even as Native peoples actively challenge this by using those means to access power for survival on terms that can influence

B. Issue of “sympathetic expert”: Academia can been seen as an outgrowth of imperialism and colonialism, power to define Native peoples can rest in those who would challenge the concept of tribal sovereignty. Examine the role of academics in litigation, for example.

III. Who has authority? Who should we listen to?

“Bitter whites who create fantasies about us and then turn on us” – Vine Deloria, Jr. Natives and Academics: Researching and Writing about American Indians

A. Examples: Authentic Indians and Stereotypes Deconstructed

1. Ecological Indian

2. Indian and democracy

3. Egalitarian Indian

4. New Age

5. Land claims, gaming

B. Images of the Indian


1. Non-natives “playing Indian”

2. The unexpected in material culture


3. Film images


4. Authority


5. The unexpected revisited

