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PRAISE FOR AN AFRO-INDIGENOUS HISTORY OF THE
UNITED STATES

“Dr. Mays brilliantly makes accessible the knowledge of how Native,
Black, and Afro-Indigenous communities, under the oppressive projects of
settler colonialism and white supremacy, have navigated points of tension
and harm, while simultaneously revealing instances when we’ve resisted by
way of solidarity and allyship. Ultimately, he reminds us that both the
‘Indian problem’ and the ‘Negro problem’ are, in fact, a white supremacist
problem.”

—MELANIN MVSKOKE, Afro-Indigenous (Mvskoke Creek) activist

“Framed as an answer to questions in Mays’s life as well as in his
scholarship, this is a startlingly ambitious and deeply engaging study.
Refusing to separate two sprawling, interconnected stories but respecting
the integrity of each, Mays changes also the whole story of US whiteness as
a system of thought and power. A perfect book to be read in classes or given
to friends who want to understand the mess we are in and the resources of
those who resist.”

—DAVID ROEDIGER, author of How Race Survived US History

“This is a bold and original narrative that is required reading to comprehend
the deep historical relationship between the Indigenous peoples who were
transported from Africa into chattel slavery and the Indigenous peoples who
were displaced by European settler colonialism to profit from the land and
resources, two parallel realities in search of self-determination and justice.”

—ROXANNE DUNBAR-ORTIZ, author of An Indigenous Peoples’ History of
the United States

“Only twenty years ago, Kyle Mays’s voice wouldn’t even have passed
through academia’s and media’s gatekeepers. The fact that a voice like this



can be heard today and tell his own story is unexpected great news for
America . . . and it’s just the beginning.”

—RAOUL PECK, director of / Am Not Your Negro and Exterminate All the
Brutes

“A bold, innovative, and astute analysis of how Blackness and Indigeneity
have been forged as distinct yet overlapping social locations through the
needs of capital, the logic of the nation-state, and the aims of US empire.
While we know that slavery and settler colonialism are intricately linked,
Kyle Mays uniquely demonstrates that the afterlives of these two
institutions are also linked. They provide the land, bodies, and capital for
‘newer’ systems of bondage to flourish, such as mass incarceration. You
will never think of the peoples’ history the same way after reading An Afro-
Indigenous History of the United States.”

—ROBIN D. G. KELLEY, author of Freedom Dreams.: The Black Radical
Imagination
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AUTHOR'’S NOTE

I AM WRITING this book for at least three reasons. First, because of my
personal identity: I am Black and Saginaw Chippewa. Second, if I am to
imagine a new world, one that brings an end to a world that hates Black
people and reproduces antiblackness and white supremacy, and a world that
erases Indigenous people and reproduces their dispossession through settler
colonialism, I intend to tell some histories that have been ignored at best or
made invisible at worst. Third, there is a deeply intellectual component
rooted in my interactions in graduate school.

When 1 visited a prospective graduate school, I met with an infamous
Black studies professor in his office. When I told him that I was interested
in doing research on the links between the American Indian Movement and
the Black Panther Party, he scoffed, saying, “There’s no relationship.”
Beyond the fact that he was at worst lying and at best very misinformed—I
believe he knew of some of these histories but, because of his
“hotepness™—he didn’t want to discuss the importance of Black and
Indigenous solidarity. (By “hotep,” I mean the hyper-masculine Black male
who has an ahistorical, Afrocentric conception of himself; refers to men and
women as “kings” and “queens”; and basks in their alleged connection to
ancient Africa and all of its glory.) He had no basis for that claim. I was also
upset that he so easily dismissed my research idea. However, since that
time, I’ve learned that Black and Indigenous people continue to produce
similar responses as that Black studies professor. As an Afro-Indigenous
person, I also know that there 1s a crucial need for a book that considers the
history of Afro-Indigenous struggles, their interactions throughout US
history, and how that particular relationship is the foundation for our new
sphere of freedom. For me, it is essential that I include Black and



Indigenous people in our collective understanding of liberation. I want to
recover some lost histories to show that Black and Indigenous peoples’
histories are tied not only to enslavement and dispossession but also a
struggle for justice. The journey has entailed many diverse challenges, all
while Black and Indigenous peoples have sought belonging and freedom in
a country that continues to say, “We don’t want you.”

How does one begin to write a large book on the topic of intersecting
Black American and Native American cultures, histories, and peoples? As a
Black and Saginaw Anishinaabe person from Michigan, I begin with my
story. My mom is Black American and was raised in Cleveland, Ohio; she is
a descendant of enslaved people from South Carolina on her father’s side.
Her grandmother came to Cleveland, Ohio, in the mid-1930s from
Fayetteville, Georgia. My dad i1s Black and Saginaw Anishinaabe, and
raised in Detroit and Lansing, Michigan. His grandmother, my great-
grandmother, Esther Shawboose Mays, came to Detroit in the spring of
1940 from the Saginaw Chippewa reservation. She married a Black
American man, Robert Isiah Mays, and his family was from Tennessee.
They produced nine Afro-Indigenous children. Her children were very
active in both Detroit’s Black and Indigenous community struggles from the
1960s through 1990s. This activism culminated in my aunt Judy Mays
founding the Medicine Bear American Indian Academy—a Detroit Public
School with an all-Native American curriculum, designed for Black and
Indigenous as well as Latinx students. Medicine Bear was the third public
school in the US to have been created with a Native American curriculum.
Importantly, the school would not have been created without the advocacy
of Black politicians in Detroit.!

I come from two different communities. However, I would be remiss not
to acknowledge that my Black ancestors came from Indigenous peoples. I
don’t know the particular tribe; that information was lost because of slavery.
I know about the Indigenous heritage of only part of myself. While it might
be impossible to find out my personal African Indigenous heritage, I can at
least acknowledge the larger history of Indigenous Africans, my heritage.

A major focus of this book is not only to analyze Black American and
Indigenous relationships but also to recover and acknowledge the
Indigenous roots of people of African descent. I am not claiming that those
people are indigenous to what is now the United States, nor do I think Black
folks should be so invested in what would be the equivalent of a white



nationalist project such as the United States. We should be more visionary
than that. However, US Indigenous peoples should also help think through
the antiblackness that exists in their community and how they might, as
Canadian Indigenous (Mississauga Nishnaabeg) writer and musician
Leanne Betasamosake Simpson suggests, make room for Indigenous people
on their land.

When I have traveled the country to discuss my research, I often get two
versions of a comment or question about identity. First, a person of Black
American ancestry might share that they have Cherokee blood in them,
maybe Blackfeet. Or, someone, usually a young person, will ask me how I
deal with being both Black and Indigenous. I tell them that, for me, it
wasn’t a contradiction being Black and Indigenous. While others questioned
me, my family didn’t question or police my identity.

I did experience an instance of being questioned by others—or identity
policing—when [ was a graduate student, attending an academic
conference. I was at the hotel lobby, recognized a peer from my own
graduate institution, and saw that they were with a group of other Native
people. I'm sure I gave everyone some dap (exchanged a fist pound
greeting), and then one of the people, from a Southwestern US tribal nation,
asked, “Why are you wearing those earrings?” I replied, “’Cause I like
them.” They responded, “Where did you get them?” “From a powwow,” |
snapped back, after quickly concluding that they wondered why a Black
person had adorned themselves with “Native” earrings. This antiblack
exchange made me angry, if not insecure.

Still, I never felt comfortable in my intellectual knowledge of Black and
Indigenous relations until graduate school, because it was there that I was
able to delve into the research and really read. I carved out time to think
about my identity and how I wanted to help change the intellectual game of
how we approach Afro-Indigenous history. Graduate school offered me five
years to reflect on myself and learn how to be me—my full Afro-
Indigenous self.

My quest in this book is to recover histories, reorient our understanding
of historical events and peoples, and project what a present and future idea
of Black and Indigenous solidarity might look like. We need a new way of
talkin’ about these relationships.

In documenting encounters between Black and Indigenous peoples, I
have focused the majority of my examples in this book in unexpected ways



and places. In fact, the whole book could be considered unexpected. I
challenge the very notion of what we “know” about these relationships. I
am only mildly interested in writing about the relationship between, for
example, the Five Tribes and enslaved Africans, though I’m sure that’s what
many will expect. The topic of enslavement and dispossession in the
nineteenth century dominates the books on African Americans and Native
Americans. However, if we are to build a shared Afro-Indigenous future on
stolen Indigenous land and recover the Indigenous roots of the ancestors of
stolen Indigenous Africans, then it will require we find underexplored
histories, rethink “accepted” histories, and survey solidarities and tensions
—and also 1magine how the world might look after white supremacy and
settler colonialism have been dismantled.

I have not written this book as a historical narrative, where the author’s
voice is almost entirely mute. Throughout the pages I offer commentary
here and there so that you, dear reader, and I can have an in-text
conversation.

—KYLE T. MAYS, PHD
Atlanta and Los Angeles



An AFRO-INDIGENOUS HISTORY of the UNITED STATES



INTRODUCTION

Thousands of volumes have been written about the historical and
social relations existing between Europeans and the Native
Peoples of the Americas and between Europeans and Africans,
but relations between Native Americans and Africans have been
sadly neglected. The entire Afro-Native American cultural
exchange and contact experience is a fascinating and significant
subject, but one largely obscured by a focus upon European
activity and European colonial relations with “peripheral”
subject peoples.

—JACK D. FORBES (Powhatan-Renapé and Lenape; cofounder, D-Q
University)!

AFRO-INDIGENOUS HISTORY

I have been writing this book my whole life. I do not mean literally writing
every word for thirty-plus years. It began long before me. What do you
imagine when you think of Afro-Indigenous history? You might be more
familiar with the term “Black-Indian” or “Afro-Native.”? I use the term
“Afro-Indigenous” to mean both the intersecting relationship between
Black American and Native American peoples and those who identify both
as Black and Indigenous. Related to the terminology question, I am also
writing this book because of the myths that exist about Afro-Indigenous
histories and peoples.

The first myth that people think about when they consider Black and
Indigenous histories is the Cherokee enslavement of African peoples. Yes,
that happened, and that is perhaps the dominant discourse when we think of
African American and Native American intersecting histories.3 However,



there is much more beyond that particular history. Others might mention the
Buffalo Soldiers; yes, that did happen.# But again, there are histories
beyond the nineteenth century.

The second myth is that there are very few reasons to compare Black and
Indigenous peoples’ experiences in the United States. The saying goes
something like this: Blacks fight for civil rights and natives struggle for
tribal sovereignty, nothing more, nothing less. For instance, in the late
Patrick Wolfe’s book Traces of History: Elementary Structures of Race
(2016), the Australian anthropologist and ethnographer traces how white
settlers reproduced different forms of colonialism and hierarchies in settler
societies such as Australia and the United States. He sees the African
(American) and the Indigenous experience in the United States as
inherently different. Wolfe wrote, “A relationship premised on the
exploitation of enslaved labour requires the continual reproduction of its
human providers. By contrast, a relationship premised on the evacuation of
Native peoples’ territory requires that the peoples who originally occupied it
should never be allowed back.”> According to this logic, Black Americans
were exploited for their labor and Indigenous people were exploited for
their land, and these two distinctions define their unique political struggles.
As a result, there is no need to compare their experiences. By extension,
one might surmise from this that there is no need to find alliances in the
fight for social justice to end antiblackness and Indigenous erasure. Nothing
could be further from the truth.

Finally, I hope to unpack that, for people like me, there is little
representation with respect to Black and Indigenous peoples. We often have
to choose between one identity or the other, depending on the circumstance.
That is unfair, even tragic. Our histories are important, and deserve to be
told, in a parallel and systematic way. The Standing Rock Sioux resistance
against the Dakota Access Pipeline, the Black Lives Matter Movement, the
poisoned water in Flint and water shutoffs in Detroit, and the murders of
Breonna Taylor and George Floyd have created a renewed sense of urgency
to understand how these different histories and peoples have related to each
other, and how they will continue to relate in the future. These movements
did not emerge out of nowhere, which suggests that there is a longer history
of solidarity that I hope to recover.



RECONNECTING DISCONNECTED HISTORIES

In 1920, Carter G. Woodson, “the father of Black History,” wrote, “One of
the longest unwritten chapters in the history of the United States is that
treating of the relations of the Negroes and the Indians.”¢ More recently,
2011 MacArthur “genius” grant awardee Tiya Miles and scholar Sharon P.
Holland note, “Pain and loss. Slavery and land. These terms map onto and
move through one another as perhaps the primary concepts in Afro-Native
Studies.”” The relationship between African and Indigenous peoples can be
understood in three words: collaboration, conflict, and controversy.

From the time that Europeans kidnapped Africans and brought them to
North America in the late sixteenth century, the destinies of Europeans,
Africans, and Indigenous peoples would forever be changed. The
introduction of Africans as exploited people on Indigenous land set the
stage for the exponential growth of capitalism. It is important to reiterate
and state this clearly: the foundations of the United States, its current power
and wealth, were built on enslaved African labor and the expropriation of
Indigenous land. The US democracy that some uphold as the greatest
political system since sliced bread has failed to live up to its claims of being
a liberal democracy. Instead, it is foundationally an antiblack and anti-
Indigenous republic. According to political scientist William Galston,
liberal democracy has four components: republican principle, democracy,
constitutionalism, and liberalism. He defines “republican principle” as
popular sovereignty. People legitimate the government. “Democracy”
means that all citizens have equality, and the structure of the government is
inclusive citizenship. “Constitutionalism” means that the structure of the
government exists in written form, a document like, for example, the US
Constitution. Liberalism centers on people’s individual rights and privacy.
Thus, liberal democracy combines all these elements, though popular
sovereignty is limited.8 US liberal democracy has been “living beyond its
means” since the beginning.® The Founding Fathers have built debts that
they or contemporary white Americans will never be able to pay off.

Enslaved labor and the expropriation of Indigenous land were central to
US wealth. For example, in the historiography of the antebellum period in
the American South, scholars typically write first of the removal of Native
people as a jumping-off point for the exploitation of enslaved Africans,
which subsidized the development of modern capitalism.!0 However, as
historian Claudio Saunt argues, “the flow of financial capital that created



and sustained the empire of cotton directly underwrote the dispossession of
native peoples in the south.”!l Though other forms of exploitation have
occurred since the original dispossession and enslavement, such as the ever-
growing US military industrial complex, which has emerged in nearly every
part of the world, these two structures, together, formed modern capitalism.
Moreover, the other slavery—the enslavement of Indigenous peoples—was
also a central part of the United States’ development. In historian Andrés
Reséndez’s award-winning book, The Other Slavery (2016), he argues that
Europeans enslaved between 2.5 million to 5 million Indigenous peoples.!2
Although Indigenous enslavement did not measure in scale to African
enslavement, as Reséndez argues, it shared with the other system at least
four features: “forcible removal of the victims from one place to another,
inability to leave the workplace, violence or threat of violence to compel
them to work, and nominal or no pay.”!3 This set of facts should allow us to
trouble the simple distinction that “Africans were enslaved and Indians
either died off or were dispossessed and confined to reservations.”!4 History
1s much more complicated, and it is crucial to think further about how these
histories interact.

However, it 1s tempting to focus almost solely on how Black and
Indigenous peoples collaborated to resist European domination—such as
the founding of Maroon communities. This is romantic at best, and ignores
the fact that these two groups were not natural allies. Maroon communities
were a group of Africans who escaped enslavement, and often found ways
to resist being recaptured by living with one another out of plain sight.
Perhaps the most well-known Maroon community in the US was a group of
Africans who escaped slavery and lived with the Seminoles.

Yet, it 1s important not to romanticize these relationships. For instance,
even the telling of Bacon’s Rebellion in 1676 reveals a different history. Let
me offer a brief history. William Berkeley, the governor of the Virginia
Colony, denied Nathaniel Bacon the authority to lead soldiers to kill and
murder Native Americans in Virginia so that they could occupy land.
Bacon, who got caught up in his feelings, decided to take his soldiers and
challenge the authority of Berkeley and attack the “enemies,” who were the
Susquehannock. Bacon and his henchmen attacked the Susquehannock,
then they burned down Jamestown. They drove Berkeley back to England,
and halted tobacco production for a year. The traditional narrative suggests
that the rebellion that occurred in Jamestown was a moment of class



solidarity between Black and white people, many of whom were indentured
servants, fighting as a part of Bacon’s militia. In reality, however, the
rebellion was really rooted in white settlers’ desire for land, and they
wanted to kill Native people to get it.15 In the aftermath, twenty-three
people were hanged, and racial lines between Blacks and whites were
hardened. Bacon’s Rebellion was not about the overthrow of capitalism but
about landownership for lower-class white men like Bacon.!6 Another
possible narrative, the more accurate one, is that Bacon was decidedly anti-
Indigenous, as white men, the landowners and the landless, wanted
Indigenous land.

There are some who argue that the Africans who participated also acted
with anti-Indigenous animus. However, that reading flattens the fact that
oppressed Africans had their own motives for their freedom. As historian
Vincent Harding notes, “Although the motives of Bacon and many of his
white comrades now appear ambiguous, and there was unmistakable anti-
Indian racism and much greed for plunder mixed in, the available evidence
nevertheless indicates that blacks in the rebellion believed themselves to be
fighting for their freedom.”!7 Bacon’s Rebellion is the perfect opportunity
to discuss the tensions between not only whites and Blacks and whites and
Natives but also between Blacks and Natives.

The accepted Afro-Indigenous histories are centered on African
enslavement and Indigenous dispossession. In historian Roxanne Dunbar-
Ortiz’s award-winning book, An Indigenous Peoples History of the United
States (2014), she writes, “The history of the United States is a history of
settler colonialism—the founding of a state based on the ideology of white
supremacy, and the widespread practice of African slavery, and a policy of
genocide and land theft.”!8 Importantly, Dunbar-Ortiz’s definition of settler
colonialism carefully includes the enslavement of Africans as one of the
two parallel projects in the formation of the United States. In this sense,
blackness, or the Black American experience, is central to also
understanding how settler colonialism built this nation and impacted
Indigenous peoples. However, while it was not the intent of her work, we
forget that the African peoples were in fact Indigenous peoples who were
violently ripped from their homelands. The ancestry of Black Americans, or
the descendants of the enslaved, may not originate in North America, but
they are Indigenous. They are what historians Sidney Lemelle and Robin D.



G. Kelley have called ““New World” descendants—the daughters and sons
of Africa.”19

It might seem controversial to call Africans and their descendants’
Indigenous peoples, but it is not. To reclaim, insofar as we can imagine, the
Indigenous roots of Africans in the diaspora is neither an attempt to replace
Indigenous peoples of the US nor to act as settlers in some real or imagined
return to Africa, as previous generations have done. However, we do have
to account for the fact that, besides some cultural remnants that were able to
survive historical erasure, Africans living in the US, because of
enslavement, were stripped of their heritage. As Cedric Robinson notes in
Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical Tradition (1983), “The
cargoes of laborers also contained African cultures, critical mixes of
cosmology, and metaphysics, of habits, beliefs, and morality. These were
the actual terms of their humanity.”20 Africans did not just lose their
indigenous practices and beliefs, even after enduring the incomprehensible
horrors of the slave trade. Robinson continues, “These cargoes, then, did
not consist of intellectual isolates or deculturated Blacks—men, women,
and children separated from their previous universe. African labor brought
the past with it, a past that had produced it and settled on it the first
elements of consciousness and comprehension.” Even something as simple
as West African techniques for rice cultivation are an example of indigenous
knowledge transferal, and these were a major contribution to the US
colonies and throughout the Americas.2! So, who exactly was Robinson
referring to? Perhaps we could look to the acclaimed poet Phillis Wheatley,
the first woman of African descent to publish a book of poetry in
prerevolutionary America. Or we can look at Olaudah Equiano, who wrote
the first African-authored narrative describing the horrors of the slave trade.
These were two Indigenous peoples stolen as children from their homeland
and marked as enslaved. It is thus not surprising that the roots of whiteness
have sought to eradicate the African past, and to create a hierarchy of
difference rooted in white supremacy.

To understand how racial hierarchies have contributed to the formation
of US society and how the political structure came to be, we have to go
back to their roots. As legal scholar Cheryl Harris argues in her influential
article “Whiteness as Property,” the foundations of race in the United
States, especially whiteness and property, were developed through both the
enslavement of Africans and the dispossession of Indigenous peoples.22 It is



important to understand how the white settler state helped construct the
image of Black and Indigenous peoples in ways that allowed them to
continue to be dehumanized and treated as separate political, economic, and
social structures.

An Afro-Indigenous History of the United States explores how Black and
Indigenous histories have intersected in important ways; this intersection
helps us better understand the broader contours of US history. It examines
the links, both solidarities and tensions, between people of African descent
and Indigenous people in the United States. This book argues that the twin
oppressions of antiblackness and settler colonialism have been a central site
through which racial and gender formations have occurred in the United
States. Moreover, it demonstrates how Black and Indigenous peoples, in
spite of presumed differences—that is, the different ways they were treated
by the settler state—have sought solidarity with each other. They have
always sought to disrupt, dismantle, and reimagine US democracy; they
have even sought to radically transform how this society operates.

In using a phrase such as “radical transformation,” I don’t intend to focus
on political violence and more volatile means of resistance. Nor do people
only protest, for instance, at the point of production. There are many forms
of resistance, and Black and Indigenous people have used a variety of
tactics. They have used movement to new geographic spaces, new ways of
communicating with one another, counter language; they have attended
congressional hearings, participated in rallies, written poetry and other
forms of literary production, all to demonstrate that they were sick and tired
of being sick and tired of colonialism and white supremacy.23 They have
always resisted in little and subtle ways. As Kelley notes, “While the
meaning and effectiveness of acts differ according to circumstances, they
make a difference,” and “daily acts of resistance and survival have had
consequences for existing power relations, and the powerful have deployed
immense resources in response.”24

Black people have, in many ways, sought to belong within, outside, and
next to US democracy. Black belonging in this society has really been about
imagining home and longing for a return home, or at least trying to create
home. Black folks have found numerous ways to try to do that. They have
used Black nationalism, which was a call for the US government to give
them land as compensation for their enslaved labor. Before the ratification
of the Fourteenth Amendment, some claimed that being born in the US



afforded them citizenship.2> Some have even sought to return to the
homeland of their ancestors, one generation removed and, later, several
generations removed. Black people in the United States and throughout the
diaspora have been forced to pursue this path because they were forcibly
removed from their homeland. Some might believe that Black people
seeking belonging in the US nation-state and showing patriotism is an
expression of some blind allegiance to the democratic project, or worse, to
whiteness.

Kelley argues that the history of Black folks has been about movement
both “real and imagined.” Black people have always desired freedom
through their movement to a new place to call home, in order that they may
belong. While Black folks might no longer be imagining an exodus to
Africa, the term has “always provided black people with a language to
critique America’s racist state and build a new nation, for its central theme
wasn’t simply escape but a new beginning.”26 But what is home and how
has history disrupted people of African descents’ conception of home? It is
hard to say. But are we to tell the descendants of those ripped from their
homeland, whose ancestors’ blood exists in the soil, that this isn’t their
home? People of African descent have a responsibility to think about their
relationship to this indigenous place, and what their responsibility might be
going forward to Indigenous nations. By the same token, Indigenous people
of what is now the United States, I would argue, have a responsibility to
their Black relatives. What that responsibility looks like will depend on a
particular Indigenous nation’s protocols—and they shouldn’t be afraid to
adopt new protocols. However, it is something that we need to think about
collectively, for the purpose of our shared futures. And this book is my
attempt to recover histories, rethink older histories, and contribute to the
future of these people.

Indigenous peoples have desired to live freely as sovereign people, right
next to the US nation-state. Indeed, the basis of the legal and political
relationship of the United States with tribal nations—treaties—is rooted in
tribal nations’ ability to exist as sovereign entities alongside the United
States. However, this relationship has been unequal at least since the
1830s.27 It is an unequal relationship, but Native people hold treaties as
sacred. It is the defining political feature that distinguishes Native people
from other oppressed groups. In addition to seeking their sovereignty,



Indigenous peoples have sought ways to survive the genocide and changing
nature of the US nation-state.

Just as Black folks have always fought to belong in spite of the many
forms of white supremacy that they have encountered, Native people have
continued to survive their supposed disappearance. Anishinaabe writer
Gerald Vizenor argues that Native people continue to survive in spite of
colonization and erasure. Using the term “survivance” to describe Native
peoples’ persistent resistance to colonization, he writes,

Native survivance i1s an active sense of presence over absence,
deracination, and oblivion; survivance is the continuance of stories,
not a mere reaction, however pertinent. Survivance is greater than the
right of survivable name.

Survivance stories are renunciations of dominance, detractions,
obtrusions, the unbearable sentiments of tragedy, and the legacy of
victimry. Survivance is the heritable right of succession or reversion
of an estate and, in the course of international declarations of human
rights, is a narrative of native survivance.28

Native peoples’ survival and thriving right along the continued operation
of the US nation-state is remarkable. They have used the law, warfare,
writing, and other acts of resistance to challenge their colonial condition. As
Indigenous peoples have asserted survivance, Black folks have asserted
their belonging. In this way, the fact that both have survived violent forms
of the US settler/white nationalist project and have attempted, at times
together and at other times separately, to make the principles of US
democracy work is remarkable. Black belonging and Indigenous survivance
remains central to how they have survived and will continue to do so into
the future.

THE STAGES OF AFRO-INDIGENOUS HISTORY

An Afro-Indigenous History of the United States is transnational. While the
majority of these stories take place on occupied Indigenous land (the US),
there are other moments that happen in places as far as London. Chapter 1
discusses the lives of Africans and those we would consider Afro-
Indigenous in prerevolutionary America. People like Phillis Wheatley and



Paul Cuffe, the former kidnapped and enslaved at an early age, and the
latter, born to an Indigenous mother and African father, created an Afro-
Indigenous modernity in prerevolutionary America, in an attempt to assert
the humanity of people of African descent. I argue that we should rethink
how we view the early Indigenous Africans, and acknowledge that they
maintained at least some of their Indigenous heritages. In chapter 2, I look
at the ideological foundations of US democracy through some of the
foundational documents such as the Federalist Papers and the Constitution,
and through some of the important thinkers, like Thomas Jefferson and
Alexis de Tocqueville. I also critically explore how these documents were
fundamentally anti-Black and anti-Indigenous. Chapter 3 explores the long
nineteenth century, and how Black and Indigenous peoples used a variety of
methods to resist dispossession and enslavement. It also shows how some
participated in the larger discourse of US democracy, by challenging it and
imagining how it could be better.

Chapter 4 analyzes the development of Black and Indigenous
internationalism during the Progressive Era, demonstrating how they forged
an idea of themselves beyond white supremacy and settler colonialism.
Chapter 5, set during the post—World War II period, considers how Black
American civil rights leaders viewed Indigenous peoples and struggles, and
how, for the most part, they attempted to understand Indigenous struggle as
something to learn from. At other moments, however, some erased the
history and present reality of Indigenous peoples. Chapter 6 looks at the
relationship between Black Power and Red Power during the 1960s and
1970s. Exploring key moments of resistance, including the Black and Red
Power Movement, the Poor People’s Campaign, and Wounded Knee, this
chapter makes the case that Black Americans and Native Americans often
forged ideological alliances in the pursuit of freedom.

Chapter 7 looks at the relationship between Black and Native people in
the realm of popular culture and discourse, breaking down ideological
debates about, for instance, the relative toxicity of the N-word and R-word,
and thinking critically about debates regarding cultural appropriation. It
also explores where, in spite of popular belief, Black Americans often
demonstrate some consciousness on issues facing Indigenous people in
popular culture. Chapter 8 offers an analysis of Black Lives Matter, Native
Lives Matter, and policing. In the wake of the murders of Breonna Taylor
and George Floyd, in March and May of 2020, respectively, I argue that we



need both movements, as both are helpful in trying to imagine a world
outside of policing. I conclude the book by discussing how a Black and
Indigenous future might look beyond settler colonialism and white
supremacy.

One of my favorite writers, Leanne Betasamosake Simpson, writes in
Islands of Decolonial Love, “We’re all hunting around for acceptance,
intimacy, connection and love, but we don’t know what those particular
medicines even look like so we’re just hunting anyways with vague ideas
from dreams and hope and intention.”?® If you’re a non-Black or non-
Indigenous person, keep this in mind. We just want freedom. We don’t want
to die at the hands of police brutality. We are tired of living in a state of fear
because we don’t belong. Above all, I want people to pick up this book and
be angry in the spirit of Audre Lorde.30 Lorde taught us that being angry at
oppression is just as normal as any other emotive forms of expression. |
want you, dear reader, to pick up this book and acquaint yourself with new
characters and histories, to think differently about well-known figures and
old documents, and to either continue dreaming and building a world
outside of white supremacy and settler colonialism, or begin thinking about
it. We have to dream and build at the same time. We will win; we must.



CHAPTER ONE

INDIGENOUS AFRICANS AND NATIVE
AMERICANS IN PREREVOLUTIONARY
AMERICA

TYPICALLY, WHEN WE THINK OF Africans arriving on the shores of what would
become the United States, we see them through the lens of their condition
of bondage in 1619. We see them as Black. As a result, we tend to assume
that whatever identity they had, because of the Middle Passage, was ripped
away, never to exist again. They were no longer Indigenous. We also fold
them into the project of US democracy.

For instance, some Indigenous people on my social media accounts took
issue with “The 1619 Project,” published by the New York Times Magazine
and headed by investigative journalist Nikole Hannah-Jones. The project’s
aim 1s to observe the “400th anniversary of the beginning of American
slavery.” It seeks to reframe the country’s history, understanding 1619 as
our true founding, and placing the consequences of slavery and the
contributions of Black Americans—as patriots—at the very center of the
story we tell ourselves about who we are.! A variety of writers and artists
also document the foundational role that African enslavement played in the
development of the US nation-state. Moreover, they make the case that
Africans and their descendants remain the exemplar of US democracy and
patriotic ideals. That is, if the founders could not follow the democratic
principles they laid out, surely Africans could. In the introduction, Hannah-
Jones writes, “Without the idealistic, strenuous and patriotic efforts of black
Americans, our democracy today would most likely look very different—it
might not be a democracy at all.”2 Such a statement is obviously needed.



Some established (mostly white male) historians did not agree with some
of the “historical facts” in “The 1619 Project” and made that public. While
we might quibble with some of the historical interpretations in the project,
the onslaught of criticisms aimed at Hannah-Jones—from conservatives and
liberals, and Donald Trump—seem over the top. Hell, Trump, at the White
House Conference on American History on September 17, 2020, went so far
as to say that “The 1619 Project” is “toxic propaganda, ideological poison”
that if not abolished will “destroy our country.”3 We know of his (white
supremacist) agenda. But what about the historians? Is one reason some
historians didn’t like “The 1619 Project” because they have a beef with
journalists? I’ve heard since graduate school that journalists aren’t real
historians (as if historians don’t produce bad history). I also wonder if
people felt some type of way because she’s a Black woman journalist. I’'m
not calling anyone racist and sexist, but, well, you know, she is a Black
woman who has and continues to do a helluva good job challenging the
nation to consider that maybe this democracy ain’t all that! Some took issue
with the framing, including whether or not the US is, in fact, a democracy.

On August 15, 2019, an Indigenous person tweeted—and later deleted
after backlash—"1 acknowledge the need for projects like “The 1619
Project.” But who are we willing to forget in order to be remembered?”
They continued, “The Iroquois Confederacy/Haudenosaunee, founded in
1142, 1s the oldest living democracy on earth. Erasing one doesn’t make the
other more visible.”# Terri Hansen, a Winnebago journalist, confirms this
account, writing, “The Iroquois Confederacy, founded by the Great
Peacemaker in 1142, is the oldest living participatory democracy on earth.”>
There might be validity to this claim, especially in regard to understanding
the roots of democracy in what would become the United States. However,
we could also quibble with the whole ideological roots of democracy, and to
say “oldest living democracy on earth” might be a stretch. The earth is a
large place, and what might be a democracy in the eyes of some might not
be in the eyes of others. In fact, given the problems that Black and
Indigenous peoples continue to face in the US, is this a democracy? On the
other hand, I don’t know why we would want to link an Indigenous
conception of democracy with one founded on dispossession and
enslavement—even if the colonial settlers did co-opt it.

It is true that Indigenous people are often erased in discussions of history
and memory. That is the work of settler colonialism in the US. Even more,



people see Indigenous people as having vanished; that’s why we have
mascots and other forms of racism that are unique to Native people.
Mascots perpetuate the idea that Indigenous peoples are either all dead or
frozen in time. Therefore, they exist only as a caricature. Indeed, as Philip
Deloria reminds us, the US nation-state’s very identity is constructed
through “playing Indian.”6 However, I would pose this question: What if we
remembered that those Africans forced to come to the British colony of
Virginia were, actually, Indigenous people? How would that help us think
differently about early Atlantic encounters between Indigenous peoples
from the African continent and those in North America, and beyond?
Finally, are we to ignore that other societies, including African ones, may
have had forms of “democracy,” perhaps even better than what we would
consider democracy today? I will leave this question for others to research.

My goal in this chapter is to provide a few examples of these early
indigenous encounters, arguing that enslaved Africans did not lose their
ideas of what it meant to be Indigenous. Instead, I place them within a
world where they maintained their idea of democracy while also being
forced to come to terms with the condition of their blackness.” Furthermore,
I argue that we should, as best as we can, take seriously the trauma of what
the transatlantic slave trade did to Africans. How did they cope with their
new condition in a new place? We can only answer this question with the
limited historical data that we have. I don’t mean to suggest that people of
African descent are the First Peoples of this land; that is erasure, and a form
of anti-Indigenous rhetoric that hoteps tend to perpetuate. I am interested in
acknowledging the history of enslaved Africans, and asserting their
humanity 1n its fullest.

Considering the trauma of enslavement, we uncritically assign the mark
of enslavement to African peoples. We forget or minimize that these people
carried with them their language, cultures, histories, and relationships. In
rethinking how we view Afro-Indigenous history in the United States, we
first need to recall that Africans forced to come to this country did not
racialize themselves as Black in their homelands; they had their own
indigenous roots and tribal beliefs; they were connected to lands, customs,
and cosmologies. They were Indigenous.

To write about an Afro-Indigenous history of the United States is also to
understand that encounters between Indigenous people in what became the
Americas and Indigenous Africans were what amounted to a chance



meeting between a variety of Indigenous groups, forced into contact
because of capitalism and colonialism. And while we can debate whether
those African descendants maintained specific tribal identities, what 1s not
debatable is the fact that customs, traditions, languages, and their
remembrances of land—the fundamentals of a people—remained. As W. E.
B. Du Bois notes in Black Reconstruction in America, “In origin, the slaves
represented everything African.” They came from “the Bantu tribes from
Sierra Leone to South Africa; the Atlantic to the Valley of the Nile; the
Nilotic Negroes and the black and brown Hamites, allied with Egypt; the
tribes of the great lakes.” These Africans “brought with them their religion
and rhythmic song, and some traces of their art and tribal customs.”8 And
so, it 1s here where I begin to trace how white supremacy forced these two
groups into contact with one another, and where the tensions and
possibilities of Afro-Indigenous solidarity emerged.

I begin with the history of Olaudah Equiano, Phillis Wheatley, and Paul
Cuffe. Using their work, I explore how they constructed their relationship to
place, and suggest that, in addition to reading each as a representative voice
of Black people, we should also reframe their condition as African
Indigenous peoples. Even beyond them, it should not be surprising that
Africans, especially in the late eighteenth and early part of the nineteenth
centuries, maintained some Indigenous knowledges about their cultures and
histories while also forging early conceptions of Pan-Africanism.

Historian Sterling Stuckey explains that enslaved Africans who had
arrived through the Middle Passage did not just forget their Indigenous
roots. From death ceremonies to connecting with the ancestors in the spirit
world, those connections were not erased among the enslaved Africans.
Stuckey writes:

During the process of their becoming a single people, Yorubas,
Akans, Ibos, Angolans, and others were present on slave ships to
America and experienced a common horror—unearthly moans and
shrieks, the smell of filth and the stench of death, all during the
violent rhythms and quiet coursings of ships at sea. As such, slave
ships were the first real incubators of slave unity across cultural lines,
cruelly revealing irreducible links from one ethnic group to the other,
fostering resistance thousands of miles before the shore of the new



land appeared on the horizon—before there was mention of natural
rights in North America.?

In addition to a common identity, even during enslavement, they
maintained cultural elements. We should assume that Indigenous Africans
did not lose all manner of being Indigenous. Instead of determining what
they lost, we would do well to consider what they kept with them, and how
that persisted. In other words, what types of Indigenous African roots
gained traction in the soil of other Indigenous peoples where they now
tarried? One way that Indigenous Africans continued to resist their
oppression was through writing.

OLAUDAH EQUIANO

There are familiar characters in US Afro-Indigenous history. Perhaps the
first one we think of is Crispus Attucks. As in American horror cinema—
well, it’s a persistent urban legend in Black communities—he was the first
person killed in the American colonists’ fight for “liberty.” But that was
1770. What about the years prior? We can begin with Olaudah Equiano.
There remains great controversy about Equiano’s The Interesting Narrative
of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa the African (1789). In
Vincent Carretta’s biography, Equiano, the African: Biography of a Self-
Made Man (2009), he argues, based upon two sources, that Equiano
falsified his African origins. Carretta believes that Equiano was born in the
Carolinas.!0 We should be careful about easily dismissing Equiano’s or
other enslaved Africans’ birth claims. As historian Manisha Sinha remarked,
“The places of birth of enslaved Africans were often misreported or
assumed from their last known destination by persons doing the recording.
The identity of displaced Africans was highly malleable and subject to
arbitrary categorization by European authorities.”!! Equiano provides a
window into the horrors of the slave trade. I am using Equiano’s book to
provide a window into his Indigenous roots.

Equiano was the first African in the West to describe the horrors of the
slave trade to a large audience. In addition to telling us about the
importance of slavery, he also allows for us to reconsider his Indigenous
African roots. As Chima J. Korieth asks in the introduction of the edited
volume, Olaudah Equiano and the Igbo World: History, Society, and



Atlantic  Diaspora  Connections (2009), “What does Equiano’s
autobiography offer towards a reconstruction of the Igbo world and history?
What does it offer in articulating Igbo history in an Atlantic context?”12 [
ask a different question: How does understanding Equiano’s roots help us
expand our idea of who was Indigenous in the early Atlantic world, and
how did Indigenous Africans, marked by enslavement, understand their own
Indigenous selves within this new, traumatizing context?

African literature scholar Maureen N. Eke argues that “because Equiano
was aware of the various (predominantly negative) discourses about slavery
and Africans during his time, he chose to re-imagine his community, to re-
construct it, as it were, re-stitch, piece together anew, the Igbo (African)
world in his narrative in order to counter the European ‘othering’ of
Africans as a justification for their enslavement.” 13 In other words, Eke
does not assume that his autobiography is false. Rather, as part of the larger
body of African diasporic writing, which utilizes the genre of autobiography
to tell the world about the plight of the Black experience, Equiano was
hoping to get some form of relief, or liberation, for his people, in order to
be seen as human.

Equiano describes in his autobiography that he was born in the province
of Eboe, located in present-day Nigeria, around 1745. Eboe was likely Igbo.
His connection to place is important. He provides crucial information about
social dynamics as well as the particular place from which he was
kidnapped.14 He describes in great detail the political life of his village.
From marriage to food and cultural customs, he offers a window into the
Indigenous lives of his peers. Throughout the first three chapters, Equiano
makes several references to his “native African” peoples. He articulates
how Africans continued to understand not only their particular Indigenous
identity, but also how they related to other groups, especially through
mutually intelligible languages.

After he was kidnapped from his homeland, he continued to identify as
an Indigenous person, but also developed other relationships that expanded
upon his identity. He writes, “From the time I left my own nation I always
found somebody that understood me till I came to the seacoast. The
languages of different nations did not totally differ.” 15 In addition to
describing himself as being “easily learned,” he also writes that he acquired
two or three different languages during his captivity. Because of the
condition of enslavement, he was forced to learn different languages in



order to communicate, surely as a way to meet basic needs, or perhaps to
imagine how they could all collectively liberate themselves. We might call
this dialogue a discourse of freedom. They were likely exchanging ideas in
order to discursively think about how to gain their freedom. After all,
language remains a central component of liberation in human history.

Upon entering the slave ship, he experienced horrors that we can’t even
imagine. The smell and sorrow that he experienced led Equiano to think, “I
now wished from my last friend, death, to relieve me.”16 While death did
not relieve him, he did experience some reprieve upon learning that some of
his fellow Indigenous people were also suffering the same yoke of bondage.
He asked them what would be their fate, and they responded that they
would go to the white people’s country and work for them.

It is through this relationship that we began to see how they constructed
their sense of self through their enslavement. In other words, they gained
another identity, that of an enslaved person versus one who is free. This
does not mean that they lost their Indigenous identity; it just means they had
to conceptually and materially come to terms with the conditions of their
oppression.

I want to pause here and remind the reader that Africans did not get rid
of their Indigenous practices and beliefs. I return to Cedric Robinson, who
writes, “For those African men and women whose lives were interrupted by
enslavement and transportation, it was reasonable to expect that they would
attempt and in some ways realize, the recreation of their lives.”!7 While we
might wonder why Equiano would decide to go to England later in his life, |
would contend that we don’t really know the psychological impact that
being kidnapped and transported as cargo to a whole new world would have
on a person. I don’t even know if we even have a vocabulary, a grammar to
describe such terror that this historical event caused those who experienced
it. I am amazed at the level of detail and pain with which Equiano wrote.
While some believe he made up his own history, I think we should embrace
his literary genius, and never forget that his ability to recount these
traumatic events in such detail demonstrates the inventiveness of this Black
literary form in the face of trauma, and its resiliency over the centuries from
the era of enslavement well into the present.

PHILLIS WHEATLEY



During every Black History Month in schools across the US, students
surely celebrate the life and legacy of Phillis Wheatley. Wheatley, who was
born in western Africa around 1753, 1s known as the first Black person and
first enslaved person to publish a book of poetry. She was a literary genius.
In Black queer writer Alice Walker’s essay, “In Search of Our Mothers’
Gardens,” she rhetorically asks us to consider the potential of Wheatley:
“What then are we to make of Phillis Wheatley, a slave, who owned not
even herself?” Within the context of enslavement and gender
discrimination, people like Wheatley were hardly able to utilize all of their
gifts and reach the apex of their creative genius. Slave traders captured her
and transported her across the Atlantic. She was purchased by John
Wheatley to be a servant to his wife, Susannah. Although the property of
John and Susannah’s, she virtually replaced their daughter, who had died at
the same age of Wheatley, who was seven at the time. They named her
Phillis, after the ship.18

The Wheatleys taught Phillis, a child prodigy, to read and write in
English, Greek, and Latin. That she learned to write in another language
and spoke it fluently is pure, unadulterated Black Girl Genius. As African
American literary scholar Henry Louis Gates Jr. observes, “Recall that this
seven-year-old slave spoke no English upon her arrival in 1761, toward the
end of the Seven Years” War—a global conflict between French and British
imperialists and, in the US, a variety of Indigenous nations. By 1765, she
had written her first poem; in 1767, when she was thirteen or fourteen, the
Newport Mercury published a poem that Susanna Wheatley submitted on
her behalf.”’19 In 1773, as the American Revolution approached, and in the
same year she published her book, Poems on Various Subjects, Religious
and Moral, John Wheatley emancipated her.

Wheatley did not appear to write much about her origins in West Africa,
and history does not reveal to us exactly where she was from her birth
through the first several years of her life.20 We could imagine she didn’t
write about her experience because the memories faded under the weight of
the trauma of being ripped away from one’s family and land. And in the
only poem in which she refers to her predicament, titled “On Being Brought
from Africa to America,” which honors her Indigenous roots in Africa and
as an enslaved person, she seems thankful for being given the opportunity
to be brought from her “Pagan land” and taught the goodness of
Christianity. However, she also makes sure to comment on how white



people viewed Africans’ “dark skin”: “Their colour is a diabolic die.” Yet,
she reminds her peers, “Remember, Christians, Negros, black as Cain, may
be refin’d, and join th’ angelic train.”2! She challenged the white Christians
to view Black folks as human beings, able to walk in the righteous path of
Christianity. In addition to finding ways to challenge white Christians, she
also communicated with Indigenous peoples, demonstrating some form of
admiration, if not solidarity.

Wheatley was dedicated early on to the cause of ending slavery and
offering a critique of the British colonists’ ideas of liberty.22 At the age of
eleven, Wheatley wrote to Reverend Samson Occom, a Mohegan
Presbyterian minister. She would write to him again almost a decade later,
on March 11, 1774, stating that she was “greatly satisfied with your
Reasons respecting the Negroes, and think highly reasonable what you offer
in Vindication of their natural rights.” Wheatley pointed out that freedom
was an inherent right of people, writing, “In every human breast, God has
implanted a Principle, which we call Love of Freedom; it is impatient of
Oppression, and pants for Deliverance.” She knew freedom, and it was
taken away from her. It is no surprise that she held it close to her bosom.
Freedom for her was an expression of love and a way of being. She
understood even better than the colonists that the desire for liberty and an
end to the brutalities of enslavement required an impatience in humanity’s
refusal to end it. She also commented on the contradiction that white
people, seeking liberty for their freedom from Britain, would also continue
to enslave Africans. She wanted to “convince them of the strange Absurdity
of their Conduct whose Words and Actions are so diametrically opposite.”
She continued, “How well the Cry for Liberty, and the reverse Disposition
for the exercise of oppressive Power over others agree.” Perhaps an early
example of signifying, which is a form of indirect critique found in African
American Vernacular English, she ended her letter by stating, “I humbly
think it does not require the Penetration of a Philosopher to determine.”23

We don’t know exactly why Wheatley wrote to Occom beyond showing
him some love for his “obliging kind epistle.” It seems to be beyond the
realm of their shared Christianity. Perhaps, being an Indigenous African
herself, she identified in some ways with the experiences of Native people
in revolutionary America. As historian Sterling Stuckey notes, “What is true
of black African culture is true of any culture rich in artistic and spiritual
content: initiation into it in youth guarantees its presence in consciousness,



and to a considerable extent in behavior, for a lifetime.”24 While she
adopted a “Black” identity, in part because of the circumstance of her
enslavement, she surely never gave up every component of her African
identity, even as she was kidnapped and enslaved at an early age.

When Wheatley died, she was gravely ill. Perhaps she never really
reached her true potential. As Alice Walker contends, “Had she been white,
[she] would have easily been considered the intellectual superior of all the
women and most of the men in the society of her day.”?5> Wheatley was not
only an African genius, but an Indigenous genius who, because of
enslavement, was never able to really delve into the meaning of what it
meant to be an Indigenous person in her poetry. It makes me wonder, what
if she could remember her homeland, her customs and traditions? How
would that have impacted her poetry? We will never know.

LUCY TERRY PRINCE

If Phillis Wheatley is the OG Indigenous African poet who came of age
during the American Revolution, Lucy Terry Prince is the first one to
rewrite the origins of Black poetry without a pen. Lucy Terry was
kidnapped from West Africa when she was a young girl and brought to
Rhode Island around 1730. She was purchased by Ebenezer Wells to be a
house servant for his wife, Abigail Wells. From an early age, Terry learned
from Abigail Wells how to read and write.

In 1756, Abijah Prince, Terry’s love interest, purchased her freedom
from the Wells. Shortly thereafter, they married. Abijah Prince, a free Black
man, had come to Deerfield, Massachusetts, in 1746; he would go onto
serve in the French and Indian War. They met in that year, but he did not
want to marry her until after he purchased her freedom. They would go on
to have six children.26

When she was about twenty-two years old and living in Deerfield with
her owners, she heard of the murder of two white families on August 25,
1746. In an incident serving as precursor to the French and Indian War
between Great Britain and France (also called the Seven Years’ War), which
included Indigenous nations fighting on both sides, a group of Indigenous
peoples attacked the families. It is not known why, but it was likely
retaliation for encroachment, or at least for some other killing that those
settlers had carried out.



In response to these killings, and probably knowing the victims, Terry
composed an oral poem titled “Bars Fight.” It is both a memorial for those
settlers who were killed, captured, and injured and a denigration of
Indigenous peoples. It is not clear when she produced the poem, but it is
very likely that she shared it shortly after her emancipation. It begins,

August ‘twas the twenty-fifth,
Seventeen hundred forty-six;

The Indians did in ambush lay,

The names of whom I’ll not leave out.?”

She then lists the names of those affected. The poem was preserved
orally until 1855, when Josiah Gilbert Holland published it.28 It
demonstrates the persistent narratives that settlers make in a society: when
Indigenous peoples commit an act of armed struggle, it is a slaughter, but
when white people do it, it is a great victory. It also illustrates the role of
popular culture in passing down memorials of settlers. It is not surprising
that she sided with whites. As a devout Puritan, she grew up in a town
where describing Indigenous peoples as bloodthirsty savages was the
norm.2% Lucy Terry’s poem, its subject an incident on the eve of the French
and Indian War, was passed down several generations before the Civil War.
It presents the complications of Indigenous Africans growing up in a society
predicated on enslavement and dispossession.

Lucy Terry offers a cautionary tale. Although she was an Indigenous
person, she was kidnapped and reprogrammed into a settler society that
actively hated Indigenous peoples of the northeast. And she contributed to a
narrative that memorialized the killing of Indigenous peoples. As historian
Ibram Kendi writes in Stamped from the Beginning, “Racist ideas are ideas.
Anyone can produce them or consume them.”30 If anyone can reproduce
racist ideas, they can also replicate settler-colonial ideas about Native
people, even other Indigenous peoples. Racist or settler-colonial ideas are
not divorced from histories of violence. However, reproducing an idea is
not the same as having the power to use a narrative in order to commit
violence. Even today, Indigenous people become enraged when Black
people discursively erase Indigenous peoples; however, discourse is
connected to power, and Black people don’t have the power to subjugate
Indigenous peoples.



PAUL CUFFE

Perhaps one of the earliest examples of an Afro-Indigenous person who
embodied and embraced both of his identities was Paul Cuffe. Cuffe was
born on January 17, 1759, on Cuttyhunk Island, Massachusetts, to Ruth
Moses, who was Aquinnah Wampanoag. His father’s name was Cuffe
Slocum. Slocum’s African name was Kofi. According to Henry Louis Gates
Jr., “Kofi is a Twi word for a boy born on Friday, so we know that he was
an Ashanti from Ghana.”3! Paul Cuffe biographer Lamont Thomas notes
that the Ashanti people enslaved Kofi at a young age. He was later
kidnapped by Fanti slave catchers, who took him to the Royal African
Company on the Guinea Coast. He reached Newport, Rhode Island, in
1728, and was purchased by Ebenezer Slocum, a Quaker.

In 1742, Slocum sold Kofi to his nephew, John Slocum. In 1745, Slocum
freed Kofi, and a year later, Kofi married Ruth Moses, a Wampanoag
woman.32 We don’t know why he married this Indigenous North American
woman. Maybe he simply enjoyed her personality and found her extremely
intelligent and attractive. Perhaps they just vibed. Or, in addition to those
things, perhaps he saw that they shared similar cultural roots, and he wanted
a partner he could raise children with who could also offer familiar ways of
child rearing. We don’t know. However, in the realm of these early
encounters, there have to be a variety of contexts in which we understand
how these Afro-Indigenous encounters occurred.33

What is significant is that Paul Cuffe (and his siblings) was not just an
early example of an Afro-Indigenous person, even though that is often how
he is cited. Importantly, he is an Indigenous person, from his mother’s and
father’s sides. Although he embraced his blackness, or rather Africanness,
we could imagine that his father shared with him not only the ideals of
being a good Quaker, having been raised that way himself, but also some
ideas of what it meant to be Ashanti, or Indigenous. We could not expect the
elder Cuffe to have a fully developed sense of an Indigenous self since he
was kidnapped as a preteen and brought to Massachusetts. However, he
surely learned at least a few things, and passed them on to his children.

Although Paul Cuffe would refer to himself as “mustee,” or part
Indigenous, he seems early on to have asserted his Indigenous identity.
Indeed, even later in his life, he would title his own book Narrative of the
Life and Adventures of Paul Cuffe, a Pequot Indian: During Thirty Years
Spent at Sea and in Traveling in Foreign Lands. Given the strong anti-



Black sentiment in the late eighteenth century, it should not be surprising
why Cuffe emphasized his Indigenous identity more often, especially early
on, and would later fight to return himself and others to his father’s
homeland. He understood one aspect: that he was marked as Black. It seems
that throughout his life, he wvacillated between being African and
Indigenous. Of course, his identity was shaped by antiblackness, and the
prospects of living in a world that was both anti-Black and anti-Indigenous,
but where the mark of blackness forced him to be seen a certain way.

Cuffe was instrumental in advocating for Black folks to travel back to
Africa, particularly Sierra Leone. Why would Cuffe want to go back to
Africa, given his mother’s Indigenous roots? Quite simply, it was because
of the anti-Black racism of the time. While Native people in the northeast
were experiencing what historian Jean O’Brien has called “dispossession by
degrees,” as an Afro-Indigenous person, Cuffe was also dealing with racism
toward Black folks as well. He experienced dispossession and the stigma of
blackness.34

Cuffe was well known, even by the British. For instance, on August 2,
1811, the London Times documented Cuffe’s travels from Sierra Leone.
Traveling with a group of Black folks from the US, Cuffe arrived in
Liverpool. At the age of fifty-six, the newspaper described him as solely
Black and asserted that any success he had was attributed to coming from
the white society of Massachusetts. The article alleged that after Cuffe read
Thomas Clarkson’s Abolition of the Slave Trade (1808), who was a staunch
advocate of ending the slave trade in Britain, it stoked in him “all the
powers of his mind to a consideration of his origin, and the duties owed to
his people.”35 Importantly, Cuffe also imagined a world where Black and
Indigenous peoples would live together. In 1817, he recommended that
there be two Black nations. One would be in Africa and the other in the
western part of the US. Cuffe, as someone who was Indigenous on both
sides, could imagine a social and political world in which Black and
Indigenous peoples could live free from the oppression of white society.36

What 1s important about Cuffe is that he tried to imagine a different life
for his people. Though Black and Indigenous, he did not want to deal with
the total climate of antiblackness, and therefore sought to return to the
African continent. Though he might have had some settler-colonial ideas
which he learned in the colonies—surely a part of his upbringing in colonial
America—he desired to return to the land of his father. In the history of



Afro-Indigenous peoples in the United States, he set the stage for other
encounters going forward.

CONCLUSION

Cuffe, Equiano, Terry Prince, and Wheatley lived during an era of
hardening racial lines between white and Native, Black and white. They
lived in a world where their skin color marked them as fundamentally
different, even as they possessed extraordinary abilities. Moreover, they
were also forced to change their identities from whatever Indigenous ethnic
group they identified with to that of being a Black/African person.
Blackness became their condition, and the consequences of it they bore
daily.

Indigenous writer Thomas King writes, “When we imagine history, we
imagine a grand structure, a national chronicle, a closely organized and
guarded record of agreed-upon events and interpretations, a bundle of
‘authenticities’ and ‘truths’ welded into a flexible yet conservative narrative
that explains how we got from there to here.”37 In American history, we
learn that the first person killed in the name of revolution was Crispus
Attucks. His death in the Boston Massacre marks the beginning of the
Revolution and, for some Black liberals, he is the quintessential example of
Black patriotism, the first fallen star in the name of American Revolution.
That is, Black folks have fought for this country—for democracy—and
therefore deserve to be included into the democratic project, as citizens.

During Black History Month, we celebrate his death. What does his
death symbolize? In the propaganda of US democracy, we have constructed
Attucks as a person who died in the name of the American Revolution.
Maybe he did die for that cause. However, as an Afro-Indigenous person, |
feel it leaves me with many questions. What if he had his own motives?
Maybe he was sick and tired of being sick and tired? Maybe he was sick of
the oppression from the Brits and other white folks. What if Attucks wanted
something more? What if we could reclaim his legacy for something
outside of the triumph of US democracy? Still, this does nothing to tell us
about the person. There is little evidence about his life, including if he was a
mixed-race Afro-Indigenous person. According to historian Mitch Kachun,



Attucks almost certainly interacted closely with all three groups, and
his life experience . . . allowed him to see the best and worst of
eighteenth-century America: the economic and social vitality of
growing and prospering colonies, the oppression of racial slavery, the
intermingling of diverse peoples and languages in bustling Atlantic
seaports, the opportunities and dangers of life at sea, the fluidity of
identity in America’s formative era, and the new language of liberty
and natural rights that came to define the idealistic new nation’s sense
of self.38

Attucks has a much more complicated history, and some historians
question how much he was actually invested in the colonists’ goals for
revolution; some even refer to him as a thug.3® According to Samuel
Adams, the cousin of John Adams, who defended one of the British
soldiers, Attucks’s “very looks was enough to terrify any person, what had
not the soldiers then to fear?”” He also described him as demonstrating “mad
behavior.”40

The colonists immediately began to memorialize Attucks’s death for
their cause. Paul Revere created an engraving three weeks after the attack
titled, “Bloody Massacre Perpetrated in Kings Street in Boston.”4! There is
no denying that Attucks is a central part of our collective memory regarding
martyrdom and American Revolution, and children will continue to be
taught about his sacrifice for the revolution. If we continue to identify him
as an Afro-Indigenous person, even if he was a “thug,” perhaps we should
reclaim him as an Afro-Indigenous fighter who wasn’t so much invested in
US democracy; rather, he was a person seeking basic human rights not for
settler-colonial enslavers, but for African and Indigenous peoples.

What can we learn from these early encounters and examples of Afro-
Indigenous peoples? First, we should remind ourselves that Native US
people should also include Indigenous Africans in their understanding of
who is Indigenous. Second, we should reorient our understanding of
Indigenous encounters in prerevolutionary America. This has the potential
of helping Black youth see themselves not outside of modernity, but
squarely 1in it, with Indigenous roots, even if they can’t necessarily go back
to Africa and trace them. We also see the experiences of people mixed with
African and US Indigenous roots who were considered Indigenous by some,
but strongly identified with their African roots because of the rampant



antiblackness. Finally, these experiences should help us understand that
neither antiblackness in the form of enslavement nor Native dispossession
were, by themselves, fundamental to US democracy. They were both tied
together, foundational to how whites developed an idea of race and
property, and how the US continues to be shaped today.#? Without
understanding both of these as white supremacist and settler-colonial
projects, we will continue to have a distorted understanding of US history,
and also have a severe lack in understanding our present circumstance, and
how we gon’ get free going forward.



CHAPTER TWO

ANTIBLACKNESS, SETTLER
COLONIALISM, AND THE US
DEMOCRATIC PROJECT

I REMEMBER READING Alexis de Tocqueville’s Democracy in America,
published in 1835, and the Federalist Papers, published in 1787, in the
introductory course at James Madison College. JMC is a residential college
at Michigan State University for students of liberal arts and public policy.
Students and faculty consider it an elite institution on campus, where the
nerdiest of nerds choose to subjugate themselves to (initially) low grades on
the first quiz and paper, as well as the possibility of having a lower GPA.
The Madison students were, at least when I went there, the “Madison All
Stars,” so named because of all of the activities they participated in, and
how actively they worked in politics. I (still) love and hate the college.

Every first-year student is required to take the dreaded two-course
sequence, MC 201 and 202 (Introduction to Public Affairs I and II). When I
saw the syllabus, I wasn’t nervous—I was terrified. It included Democracy
in America and the Federalist Papers. 1 had vaguely read Federalist No. 10
in my AP US History course, but I didn’t understand it. And now, being on
the big stage of a university made me anxious, but I was determined to do
well. To my surprise, the majority of the other students had read it. I was
shocked. I was the only person of color in the class. Reflecting on where
these students had come from, I should not have been surprised.

We first read the Federalist Papers, and 1 got off to a rocky start—
earning the fantastic grade of 1.8 (out of 4.0) on the first quiz. Older
students had told me that a low grade was normal, so [ wasn’t trippin’.
Then, after reading the Federalists, we began reading Democracy in



America. There was so much we covered in that long book, but very little
time dedicated to it. One night while reading, I started perusing the rest of
the book, ready to read something else because the shit I was reading was
boring. I stumbled on passages about Black and Native people in the US, in
a chapter titled, “The Present and Probable Future Conditions of the Three
Races Which Inhabit the Territory of the United States.” I stayed up and
read that part instead of the assigned reading. It was fascinating.
Tocqueville actually wondered what the future of Black and Indigenous
peoples would be within the US? Reading that passage changed my life.

The next day, I asked my professor why we didn’t read those passages.
His response was something to the effect of “it’s not that important.” I was
hella confused as to why we didn’t read it. The purpose of the course is to
introduce students to the political theory of (liberal) democracy, why it is
important, and how it should shape our view on the US going forward.
Even to this day, a colleague of mine who works in the college told me they
still aren’t reading that chapter.

I use this story to introduce readers into the theories and beliefs of
several white men, one of whom was central to the United States’
foundational political identity and theory, and another, though French, who
offered a deep ethnographic reading of the United States. Importantly, these
authors articulated a prevailing viewpoint of US democracy, one that would
not include Black and Indigenous peoples. They didn’t just offer political
theories; they also offered ideas of racialization and belonging, which
continue to influence how we view Black Americans and Native Americans
in the present day.

The foundations of whiteness today are rooted in the twin oppressions of
Africans and US Indigenous peoples. How we view race and, in the
formative years of the United States, who can own and be property was
rooted in these oppressions. As legal scholar Cheryl Harris writes, “Because
whites could not be enslaved or held as slaves, the racial line between white
and Blacks was extremely critical; it became a line of protection and
demarcation from the potential threat of commodification, and it
determined the allocation of the benefits and burdens of this form of
property.”’! For Native people, property meant “white privilege through a
system of property rights on land in which the ‘race’ of the Native
Americans rendered their first possession rights invisible and justified
conquest.”2 “White” meant property owner and human, “African and



Indigenous” meant the opposite. And it wasn’t just property that European
settlers were creating. In the development of their governing ideology, they
believed “that the preservation and enhancement of their own democratic
institutions required Indian dispossession and the coercive use of dependent
groups, most prominently slaves, in order to ensure that they themselves
had access to property.”3 The core foundations of US democracy, and white
people’s strong belief in its possibilities were, from the beginning, based on
the subjugation of Black and Indigenous peoples. Until we as a nation—and
white people in particular—come to terms with this, we aren’t ever really
going to see any real changes.

The 1deological roots of US democracy are rooted in whiteness. Whites
believed that economic independence meant freedom and citizenship; it
meant the continued expansion of US empire, the continued exclusion of
Black and Indigenous peoples, and the continued immigration of certain
European immigrants.# These were the wages of their idea of freedom and
belonging. But there is a reason that, within this country, the ideological
roots of words such as “freedom” have remained fundamentally different
for different people throughout US history. Black people have sought to be
free from the chains of enslavement and the stigma assigned to them.
Indigenous peoples have maintained their sovereignty as a counter to the
settler project of US democracy. And white people have desired freedom—
the ability to be first-class citizens—through their ability to acquire
property. Again, one could become a property owner through enslavement
and Indigenous dispossession, both of which contributed to the
development of white citizenship.

US DEMOCRATIC FORMATIONS

According to Haudenosaunee oral history, the founders of US democracy
conceptually drew their ideas of a constitution from the Iroquois
Confederacy. Although the evidence is scarce—and why Native people
would want to align their conception of democracy with that of the United
States is baffling—there is some evidence that at least partially illustrates
this point. In 1754, Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Hutchinson wrote the
Albany Plan. This plan was designed to settle the relationship between the
thirteen colonies. While they would each be independent, they would also
be mutually interconnected in a large-scale sense, under the direction of a



president-general and another council of leaders. The term they used for the
latter was “grand council,” which seems to be taken from the Iroquois
Confederacy.

The United States Congress has acknowledged the impact. In the fall of
1988, in celebration of the two hundredth anniversary of the signing of the
Constitution, during the 100th Congress, 2nd session, legislators passed
House Concurrent Resolution 331. Its purpose, according to the text of the
resolution, is “to acknowledge the contribution of the Iroquois Confederacy
of Nations to the development of the United States Constitution and to
reaffirm the continuing government-to-government relationship between
Indian tribes and the United States established in the Constitution.” In
addition, the resolution highlights the influence that the concepts of the Six
Nations had on the thinking of Benjamin Franklin and George Washington.
Finally, the resolution states, “the confederation of the original Thirteen
Colonies into one republic was influenced by the political system developed
by the Iroquois Confederacy as were many of the democratic principles
which were incorporated into the Constitution itself.”> I have heard that the
ideological architects of US democracy formed at least part of their
government structure on the Confederacy, but I was unsure. If I’'m being
honest, since they are historical enemies of my own people, and just to be
petty, I wasn’t inclined to accept that this was true! It still makes me uneasy
that the Haudenosaunee would want to highlight that the US founders took
part of their ideas from them. I mean, if US democracy is at the very least a
flawed system of government, if not fundamentally anti-Black and anti-
Indigenous, why should Native people want to associate with it? Still, it
surely pains some white folks to even read that their sacred idea of
democracy was, in part, taken from Native people. It’s okay, don’t be so
fragile.

THE FEDERALIST PAPERS AND WHITE FRAGILITY

In her book White Fragility, sociologist Robin DiAngelo argues that white
people are inclined to believe themselves to be victims. She writes, “The
smallest amount of racial stress is intolerable—the mere suggestion that
being white has meaning often triggers a range of defensive responses.
These include emotions such as anger, fear, and guilt and behaviors such as
argumentation, silence, and withdrawal from the stress-inducing situation.”®



White people are fragile. Their ego, built on the foundations of white
supremacy, which allows them to automatically claim a type of personal
innocence divorced from history and structures, can’t even handle being
called racist. The roots of antiblackness and anti-Indigenous sentiments
predate the establishment of what would become the United States.
However, they were codified in some of the sacrosanct documents of the
US, including the Federalist Papers.

In addition to covering the early political theory of US democracy, the
Federalist Papers also tell us a great deal about how the founding fathers
viewed their own political theory and sovereignty, in direct relationship and
contrast to Indigenous peoples. The Federalist Papers are eighty-five
essays written by Alexander Hamilton, John Jay, and James Madison.
Speaking of Hamilton, are we done celebrating some slave owners rapping
on Broadway? I appreciate the artistic genius of the Lin-Manuel Miranda
show Hamilton, but as with any artistic form, once it’s in the public sphere,
it can easily be celebrated outside of the author’s intent. Maybe Miranda did
not intend the play to be a liberal, uncritical view of history, but that is one
consequence of being so widely celebrated. Also, Hamilton was a slave
owner. As an alternative to Hamilton, 1 would highly recommend the
Ishmael Reed play The Haunting of Lin-Manuel Miranda, directed by
Rome Neal.”

Written to help ratify the Constitution, the Federalist Papers can be
found on the US Congress website, which makes it easy to perform a
targeted text search. Searching for the word “Indian” reveals that it was
used thirteen times in the Federalist Papers. Hamilton uses the term
“savage” only once, in Federalist No. 24, titled, “The Powers Necessary to
the Common Defense Further Considered.” The words “Indian” and
“savage” are used in the contexts of defense and issues of sovereignty. As
Hamilton notes, gaining land and maintaining a military to protect that land
was essential for the developing nation’s security against possible
Indigenous attacks. Although concerned with Britain and Spain, he notes,
“the savage tribes on our Western frontier ought to be regarded as our
natural enemies, their natural allies, because they have the most to fear from
us, and most to hope from them.”8

The use of the terms “Indian” and ‘“‘savage” in the Federalist Papers
demonstrates two things. First, it represents the necessity to create a
political other to feed into the need for dispossession. Second, it reveals that



the dehumanization of Native people was central to the founding political
theory of the United States. Indeed, to celebrate documents such as these,
without a critical eye, reveals that we fully accept the narrative of
Indigenous dispossession as inevitable.

The term “negroes” emerges only three times. Hamilton or Madison use
it in Federalist No. 54 to suggest that Black folks had been transformed into
property. The other use is to explain that they can help further the
representation for electoral voting, which did happen, in the form of the
Three-Fifths Compromise. The Three-Fifths Compromise counted enslaved
Africans as three-fifths of a person, an agreement that was made so that the
southern states could have what they considered an equal amount of
representation in the House of Representatives. Central to early US political
theory is the idea of sovereignty, especially who would belong and who
would not. White men desired to create a democracy based upon racial
inferiority, exclusion, and land expropriation, which all form the basis of
whiteness today. This, of course, set the stage for the many forms of
resistance that Black and Indigenous people used to maintain their land and
acquire their freedom.

THOMAS JEFFERSON AND THE FORMATION OF WHITE
NATIONALISM

Thomas Jefferson was a wealthy slave owner. He was a white nationalist.
Neither of those statements should be controversial. He was also brilliant,
the author of the Declaration of Independence, and the third president of the
United States (1801-09). Black and Indigenous activists in the US and
people from around the world have quoted and paraphrased that damn thing
to death! While this document is often read as a key moment of the colonial
states’ formal breaking away from the British Crown, it is, in fact, deeply
anti-Indigenous. The document criticizes the king for not allowing the
colonists to populate the area: “He has endeavored to prevent the population
of these States; for that purpose obstructing the Laws of Naturalization of
Foreigners; refusing to pass others to encourage their migrations hither, and
raising the conditions of new Appropriations of Lands.” Jefferson and the
co-signers were concerned about their right to be sovereign, but also wanted
to make sure that they could fill up the land that they had taken from Native
nations. Jefferson then charges the king with creating hostility from within:



“He has excited domestic insurrections amongst us, and has endeavoured to
bring on the inhabitants of our frontiers, the merciless Indian Savages
whose known rule of warfare, is an undistinguished destruction of all ages,
sexes and conditions.” Many Native people today now refer to the
“merciless Indian Savages” quote when explaining how anti-Indigenous
colonists were from the beginning. The document was propaganda to ensure
that colonization and enslavement would be ratified. Still, there is much to
learn from Jefferson as a representative of the early colonists.

Jefferson, in addition to being the third US president, also ushered in the
Louisiana Purchase (1803), which would go on to have devastating
consequences for Indigenous peoples and further cause controversy around
slavery. He believed that Black people were hardly human and deserved to
be enslaved, and produced mixed-race children with Sally Hemings, whom
he owned as a slave. He argued that enslaved Africans should be returned to
Africa. He also believed that the US should expand west—on land that
belonged to Native peoples. With the Louisiana Purchase, he authored the
Lewis and Clark Exposition of the “west” and the Pacific Northwest. He
was deeply invested in antiblackness and Indigenous dispossession.
Historian Anthony F.C. Wallace argues that Jefferson held a conflicting
stance toward Indigenous peoples. Jefferson, in the words of Wallace,
“played a major role in one of the great tragedies of recent world history, a
tragedy he so elegantly mourned: the dispossession and decimation of the
First Americans.” !9 Although that is a generous reading of Jefferson, he did
have a certain curiosity, one rooted in the fundamental dispossession of
Native people.

Moreover, children in US history classes from high school to universities
are taught about Jeffersonian democracy. The story goes something like
this: he wanted everyone to be created equal; government should be limited;
and civilized people—white male property owners—should be citizens.
Yeoman farmers should be independent and be able to work their land.
Ideologically, Jeffersonian democracy “saw ‘the people’ as a culturally
homogenous mass of equals, a national community sharing uniform
political institutions and internalizing uniform moral values so thoroughly
that no coercion would ever be required, all bound together by a republican
social contract that required its participants to have achieved the state of
civilization.”!! He cemented these i1deas in his First Inaugural Address.



On March 4, 1801, Jefferson, during that address, told his fellow citizens
about the importance of working for the common good. Jefferson believed
that the common good was an essential ideology that connected everyone. It
was the “voice of the nation” and designed “according to the rules of the
Constitution.” He encouraged citizens to “arrange themselves under the will
of the law, and unite in common efforts for the common good.” He also
reminded them of the importance of protecting minority opinions: “All, too,
will bear in mind this sacred principle, that though the will of the majority
is in all cases to prevail, that will be rightful must be reasonable; that the
minority possess their equal rights, which equal law must protect, and to
violate would be oppression.”12 It is tempting to think of Jefferson as a
complicated man, who internally toiled with his belief in freedom and
democracy, and his enslavement of Africans and his policies that
dispossessed thousands of Indigenous peoples. Jefferson was no doubt a
brilliant thinker, but he was an enslaver and settler, and only believed in the
equality of white men.

His belief in enslavement and dispossession was very explicit in his
written work, including in Notes on the State of Virginia. He first published
the book privately in France in 1781, and then published an English version
in Britain in 1787.13 It was the only full-length book Jefferson published in
his lifetime and was written in response to questions about Virginia. While
its discussion is about one particular place, its ideological underpinnings
extend beyond Virginia. For my purposes, the book is important for how he
discussed Black people and enslavement and Native peoples.

In a chapter in the book titled “Laws,” Jefferson responded to the idea of
abolishing slavery. The proposed bill, although never accepted, would have
essentially traded the enslaved Africans for whites.!4 He asked, “Why not
retain and incorporate the blacks into the state, and thus the expence of
supplying, by importation of white settlers, the vacancies they will leave?”
The first thing Jefferson seemed to fear in this scenario was conflict:

Deep rooted prejudices entertained by the whites; ten thousand
recollections, by the blacks, of the injuries they have sustained; new
provocations; the real distinctions which nature has made; and many
other circumstances, will divide us into parties, and produce
convulsions which will probably never end but in the extermination
of the one or the other race.!>



It is interesting to note that Jefferson would assume that Black folks
might revolt and remember their oppression. The next fear he raised related
to miscegenation. Because of Black peoples’ skin color, he asked, “Is it not
the foundation of a greater or less share of beauty in the two races?” As a
comparison, he wrote on the mixing of whites and Native peoples,
remarking, “Are not the fine mixtures of red and white, the expressions of
every passion by greater or less suffusions of colour in the one, preferable
to that eternal monotony, which reign in the countenances, that immovable
veil of black which covers all emotions of the other race?” He even
suggested that Black people prefer whites over their own kind.16

Jefferson, while at times seeming to want an end to slavery, supported it
when convenient. He believed that Black people required less sleep and
only sought fun. “A black, after hard labour through the day,” he wrote,
“will be induced by the slightest amusements to sit up till midnight, or later,
though knowing he must be out with the first dawn of the morning.”17
Jefferson ignored the necessary moments of pleasure that enslaved Africans
surely needed beyond the family and social responsibilities they had to
attend to. Finally, Jefferson believed Black folks were inferior in intellect to
whites. 18

Blacks lived among and alongside whites but, according to Jefferson,
didn’t learn much from them. Because he apparently learned nothing from
Black people, he found it necessary to compare Black and Native people
and see if Native people were better in some way. While Black folks “all
lived in countries where arts and sciences are cultivated to a considerable
degree,” Native people, Jefferson argued, “with no advantages of this kind,
will often carve figures on their pipes not destitute of design and merit.” He
also commented on Native peoples’ rhetorical ability: “They astonish you
with strokes of the most sublime oratory; such as prove their reason and
sentiment strong, their imagination glowing and elevated.” However, in
regard to Black folks, “never yet could I find that a black had uttered a
thought above the level of plain narration; never see even an elementary
trait of painting or sculpture.” He even had time to comment on Phillis
Wheatley, noting, “Religion indeed has produced a Phillis Wheatley; but it
could not produce a poet. The compositions published under her name are
below the dignity of criticism.”!® Wheatley never met Jefferson, and it is
not known whether she responded to him. Nonetheless, as Henry Louis
Gates Jr. notes, “no encounter with a Founding Father would prove more



lasting in its impact than that with Thomas Jefferson.”20 However, people
like the Black nationalist David Walker, author of David Walkers Appeal
(1829), called out Jefferson’s Notes for the racist beliefs of the author.
Walker wrote, “Mr. Jefferson, a much greater philosopher the world never
afforded, has in truth injured us more, and has been as great a barrier to our
emancipation as any thing that has ever been advanced against us.” Walker
followed up, writing, “I hope you will not let it pass unnoticed.””?!

TOCQUEVILLE: ETHNOGRAPHER OF WHITE SUPREMACY?

Tocqueville was an astute ethnographer of US democracy. Political theorists
and historians typically discuss his conception of democracy and its
relationship to the political and cultural politics of a developing nation.
However, Tocqueville wrote at the beginning of chapter 18, “The absolute
supremacy of democracy is not all that we meet with in America; the
inhabitants of the New World may be considered from more than one point
of view.” He was also concerned with the Black and Indigenous experience.
However, he wrote that “he had never been able to stop in order to show
what place these two races occupy in the midst of the democratic people
whom I was engaged in describing.” Tocqueville was very much concerned
with the relationship between whiteness and US democracy—something
that critical race theorists of the twentieth century were also concerned
about.22

Tocqueville placed the histories and current realities of African and
Indigenous peoples together within the context of US democratic
institutions. “These two unhappy races have nothing in common; neither
birth, nor features, nor language, nor habits,” he wrote.23 However, their
relationship was fortified “in their misfortunes.” Three core misfortunes
touch both peoples. They both “occupy an inferior rank in the country they
inhabit; both suffer from tyranny; and if their wrongs are not the same, they
originate, at any rate, with the same authors.” The authors of their peculiar
predicaments were wealthy white men. Tocqueville’s ethnographic reading
of the US revealed the deep impact of white supremacy on Black and
Indigenous peoples. He articulated the point of enslavement and
colonialism: to exploit and destroy. Tocqueville, perhaps a nineteenth-
century prophet of American democracy (rooted in dispossession and



enslavement), wrote, “[The European] makes them subservient to his use;
and when he cannot subdue, he destroys them.”24

Throughout chapter 18, Tocqueville refers to two tropes: the inherit state
of servitude of Africans and the untamed savagery of Indigenous peoples.
For Africans, he wrote, “The Negro of the United States has lost all
remembrance of his country; the language which his forefathers spoke is
never heard around him; he abjured their religion and forgot their customs
when he ceased to belong to Africa.”?> Here, Tocqueville engaged in the
dual process of erasing the African past, a part of capitalism’s justification
for further exploiting African peoples, as well as subtly describing the
purpose of enslavement: the attempted complete eradication of anything
related to Africa. However, that did not happen. While Africans, perhaps,
lost their connection to land, even elements of their language, it was not a
complete loss. Africans forced to come into contact created a new oral
communication, what we would today call African American Vernacular
English, or simply, Black English. As sociolinguist Geneva Smitherman,
who you’ll see again in a later chapter, argues, Black English is “Euro-
American speech with an Afro-American tone, nuance, and gesture.”26 This
language, in addition to other cultural and spiritual elements, began to
emerge during the Middle Passage and once those enslaved had to put aside
their cultural differences in order to “make a way outta no way” on the
plantation. They produced a new way of talking to not only communicate
with one another, but create a counter-language that could at times be
wholly unintelligible to white people. The creation and sustained use of
Black English is, in spite of the traumatizing nature of enslavement and its
ongoing aftermath, one of the most brilliant things to happen in the modern
world; just ask the corporations who have been exploiting this Black
cultural element for decades. Africans who were enslaved maintained their
cultures and produced new elements of it.

Indigenous people, according to Tocqueville, had a sense of unbridled
freedom. He wrote, “The savage is his own master as soon as he is able to
act; parental authority is scarcely known to him; he has never bent his will
to that of any of his kind, nor learned the difference between voluntary
obedience and a shameful subjection; and the very name of law is unknown
to him.”27 Though Tocqueville also understood the greed of European
Americans to exterminate and exploit, he also continued to engage in the
trope of Native people being unable to operate in modern, European society.



The Native person could not truly enter into democracy because, “as he
delights in his barbarous independence, and would rather perish than
sacrifice the least part of it, civilization has little power over him.”28 Of
course, we should challenge Tocqueville’s idea of “civilization,” but it was
powerful, as Native people from the nineteenth century and even today
continue to try and assert their humanity against centuries of Indigenous
stereotypes suggesting that Native people can never be modern. Tocqueville
was also a prophet of race relations.

While Tocqueville argued that Indigenous people were disappearing, he
made it clear that “the most formidable evil threatening the future of the
United States is the presence of the blacks on their soil.”2® He further
stated, “I do not imagine that the white and black races will ever live in any
country upon an equal footing.”30 Tocqueville believed that white
Americans’ antiblackness would never cease, and thus, they and Black
Americans would not be able to live together, at least peacefully. He
predicted that “if [Black people] are once raised to the level of freed men,
they will soon revolt at being deprived of all their civil rights; and as they
cannot become the equals of the whites, they will speedily declare
themselves as enemies.”3!

Tocqueville predicted the civil war that would happen less than thirty
years from the publication of his book. However, Black people were and
continue to be enemies to US democracy because their exploitation for the
development of racial capitalism in the US required a constant subjugation
—and it was always morphing to meet new labor needs. From enslavement
to Jim Crow to the New Jim Crow, Black people have struggled for their
humanity, and belonging as citizens. And when they openly declared that
the United States’ racist, capitalist state was an enemy of Black people—
and all people—the state used every tactic to imprison, exile, and murder
them.

If the Federalist Papers and Democracy in America are the roots of
ideological white supremacy, then why do we hold them in such reverence?
How can we teach them to our youth without sacrificing historical truths
that have contemporary consequences? This nation was built on
enslavement and dispossession, and the political documents that we hold as
sacrosanct, while brilliantly conceptualized in some ways, are also



shortsighted, even dehumanizing. If these documents form the United
States’ modern political thought and our very notion of democracy, then we
need to question why we teach them without first highlighting their social
implications for Black, Indigenous, and poor people.



CHAPTER THREE

ENSLAVEMENT, DISPOSSESSION,
RESISTANCE

The most magnificent drama in the last thousand years of human
history is the transportation of ten million human beings out of
the dark beauty of their mother continent into the new-found
Eldorado of the West. They descended into Hell; and in the third
century they arose from the dead, in the finest effort to achieve
democracy for the working millions which this world had ever
seen.

—W. E. B. DU BOIS, Black Reconstruction in Americal

IN NOVEMBER 1976, the New Yorker published a profile of Black American
novelist Ralph Ellison. Ellison, mostly known as author of the novel
Invisible Man, discussed what it was like growing up in Oklahoma. He was
born on March 1, 1914. Always wanting to shed light on the invisibility of
Black folks, he told the interviewer a brief history of Black and Indigenous
relations in Oklahoma. “Do you know what a native in Oklahoma 1s?” he
asked. They are “a black American or Negro American who was part of the
five great Indian nations that were swept into this virgin territory after 1830
under Andrew Jackson’s Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek.”? Ellison’s
history is oversimplified; among its issues is its erasure of the Native
nations who were already there. He continued, “Many of the Negroes had
been acquired through horse-trading or had simply run away from other
states to join the Indian tribes.” Ellison articulated how Black folks viewed
Indian territory and their relationship to place by constructing a narrative
out of a familiar blues lyric:



1I’'m going to the nation,
Going to the territory.
Going to the nation, baby,
Going to the territory.

This was a common lyric in Indian territory, and it appears that Black,
Indigenous, and Afro-Indigenous peoples sang it.3

In explaining this history, Ellison establishes for the reader how Black
and Indigenous folks came to a particular place. He also sheds light on the
contested terrain that defined the nineteenth-century Black and Indigenous
experience: removal and belonging.4

This chapter’s epigraph was taken from W. E. B. Du Bois’s magnum
opus, Black Reconstruction in America (1935). In chapter 17, “The
Propaganda of History,” he writes about all of the revisionist history and
straight-up lies that white historians had written about Reconstruction,
especially the negative portrayal of Black Americans. Like most of us who
have ever read this book, I agree with Du Bois, and it is still perhaps
essential reading for understanding Reconstruction. However, Indigenous
dispossession is also a tragic part of this history. And while formerly
enslaved Africans became citizens (albeit second-class ones), Indigenous
peoples don’t necessarily have this narrative. They continued to be
dispossessed of their land and were written about as if they disappeared.
Historians often focus on all the changes and developments in the
nineteenth century and conclude that, taken together, all of them worked to
steer the country toward equality and justice, but that is way too rosy of a
picture, especially considering the ongoing dispossession of Indigenous
peoples and Reconstruction’s failures in fostering equality and progress for
Black people.

Yet, the persistent belief in the triumph of US democracy during crucial
periods in our history, beginning with the end of slavery, remains a part of
the country’s propaganda—and something that many of us accept as factual.
We concede that once slavery ended, and Black folks were granted
citizenship with the passing of the Fourteenth Amendment during
Reconstruction, all was all right. However, historian Eric Foner notes,
“Reconstruction represented less a fulfillment of the Revolution’s principles
than a radical repudiation of the nation’s actual practice of the previous
seven decades. Racism, federalism, and belief in limited government and



local autonomy—Reconstruction challenged these deeply rooted elements
of nineteenth-century political culture.”> The story of the nineteenth century
was rooted in rapid changes, but the story is not as triumphant as we might
picture.

During my undergraduate and graduate school training, I was excited
and mortified to read about how the US was constructed systematically
through dispossession, enslavement, class warfare, and gender inequality.
However, I also enjoyed reading the everyday forms of resistance, or the
“weapons of the weak” that Black and Indigenous peoples used.6 While
there were moments of great disruption—including various forms of Native
peoples’ armed resistance against settler encroachment as well as a whole
civil war—it was often through individual everyday acts of resistance such
as writing, speeches, and other forms of literary production through which
Black and Indigenous peoples waged resistance.

This chapter argues that Black and Native people found everyday forms
of resistance to challenge their conditions of dispossession and
enslavement. They used polemical writing, literature, and protest on the
ground. We often don’t remember but it is important to recall: Black and
Indigenous peoples never stopped believing in freedom, and struggled to
attain their liberation. The long nineteenth century was fundamentally about
a radical struggle against the abolition of enslavement and dispossession. As
historian Manisha Sinha writes, the abolitionist struggle to end enslavement
“from its inception was an interracial one and tied to the development of
democracy.” These abolitionists were “united in their devotion to the slave’s
cause.”’

Afro-Indigenous history during the long nineteenth century 1is
characterized, one the one hand, by the simultaneous resistance to slavery
and dispossession, and on the other, by the various modes of resistance that
Black and Indigenous peoples used to belong within and alongside the
rapidly developing nation-state. The ways they variously belonged to
democracy and existed alongside it differed depending on their historical
circumstance. However, the political ideologies undergirding their freedom
dreams were fundamentally rooted in defining what liberation would look
like in the present circumstance and for the future generations.

What were they resisting? The answer simple: oppression. However,
those oppressions varied depending on tribe and the question of being free
or unfree. Black and Indigenous people used a variety of modes of



resistance to obtain their freedom and to create the steps for liberations.
They used nationalism and sovereignty, violence, the breaking of tools and
poisoning of masters, the law, writing and forms of solidarity, and even, at
times, the adoption of US forms of racism. Led by Black women like
Harriet Tubman, along with white allies, enslaved Africans used the
Underground Railroad to escape their capture. Even during the Civil War, as
Du Bois puts it, as soon as possible, “the slave entered upon a general strike
against slavery.” And because of their flight, their “withdrawal and
bestowal of [their] labor decided the war.””8 The point is, they tried to resist.
This chapter documents those examples throughout the nineteenth century.

In general, when people think of Afro-Indigenous history in the United
States, a major focus is on the history of the Cherokee Nation and how
some of that nation’s elites enslaved Africans. In casual conversation with
my Black brothas and sisters over the years, when I speak about the
possibilities of Black and Indigenous solidarity, many look at me and say,
“But Native Americans enslaved Blacks?”

Let me offer two examples. I remember reading Black Labor, White
Wealth by polemical author Claud Anderson for a Black Politics course.
Anderson contends, “All of the five civilized Indian nations were black
slave owners and slave traders. Worse, all of these Indian nations supported
and fought on the side of the South in the Civil War in fear of losing their
black slaves.” 1 remember reading this, shocked, because in my Native
American history course I was taking during that same semester, I learned
the exact opposite, and therefore understood the nuances of Indigenous
enslavement of Africans. I won’t spend too much time disputing these
historical misinterpretations, but Anderson’s commentary is likely more
pervasive in the Black community than we might think. As academics, we
often tend to easily dismiss errors in interpretation, but we must consider
who is reading the work. Go and check out the reviews on Anderson’s book
on Amazon: it has received 349 reviews, averaging a 4.9 rating out of 5.

When I attended a conference in London at the British Library in 2018, a
Black American scholar in the audience responded to my comment about
the possibilities of Afro-Indigenous solidarity with, “The Indians enslaved
Africans. What solidarity can we even have?!” We have to confront these
misconceptions by finding ways to disseminate the true nature of this
history. We have to remind people that history is complicated and can be



unpleasant, but we must try and come to terms with it for future
generations.

Historian Tiya Miles’s work has been significant in uprooting some of
these misconceptions. In the 7Ties That Bind: The Story of an Afro-Cherokee
Family in Slavery and Freedom (2005), she writes that the “liberation of
African slaves and self-determination for Cherokee people were often
framed in opposition to one another.”10 While Cherokees attempted to defy
US encroachment and adopt US forms of modernity, including creating a
writing system for their language, some also adopted enslavement as their
entrance into modernity. Indeed, race (and antiblackness) became a central
component of Cherokee conceptions of sovereignty.!! People also tend to
focus on moments of marronage and solidarity, demonstrated most notable
by the Seminole Nation and people of African descent who escaped
enslavement.!2 A focus solely on these relationships is the major focus of
Afro-Indigenous history. But the Seminole Nation enslaved Africans, too.
Again, enslavement is an important topic, but it is also important to capture
the moments in history that demonstrate camaraderie and tensions, and
what we can learn from them. Before getting into history, I want to briefly
reflect on the 2019 movie Harriet, about the Underground Railroad
freedom dreamer, Harriet Tubman.

HARRIET

I remember when, in the summer of 2019, I learned that screenwriter and
producer Gregory Allen Howard and director Kasi Lemmons were going to
bring the life of Harriet Tubman to the big screen. I was hella excited. Who
didn’t want to see the historical person turn into an action figure and engage
in some Black feminist rage and shoot a slave owner, as we saw in that
Dave Chappelle skit, when Chappelle and the fictionalized “Time Haters”
went back into history and shot someone who was whipping a slave? Okay,
portraying her as killing slave owners is an exaggeration, and I don’t
believe in guns, but I did want to see a Black woman on screen. Although
my excitement level stayed high, some Black folks were upset when they
learned a Black British woman, Cynthia Erivo, was going to portray
Tubman on the screen. I thought it was better than say, Julia Roberts,
playing Harriet, which producer Howard said was actually something a
studio head suggested to him.



Some Black folks was trippin’! Why did they cast a Black British
woman? Some argued that it would have been more appropriate to choose a
Black American because, I suppose, they would be able to act the part
better? Is it because of their post-traumatic slave syndrome? I don’t know
about Erivo’s history, but something tells me her ancestors didn’t come on
Christopher Columbus’s boats.

The other reason Black American folks didn’t want her to play the part
was because of some tweets she put out in these Twitter streets years ago. In
them, she allegedly disrespected Black English. I find any disrespect of
Black English offensive. Black Americans have had a strained relationship
to Ebonics, too, however. In 1996, when activists and educators from the
Oakland Unified School District tried to educate teachers about Ebonics,
and make it a part of the curriculum as a way for Black students to more
effectively learn so-called standard American English, people—African
Americans—across the country were mad. Even civil rights icon Jesse
Jackson and the late, literary ancestor-genius Maya Angelou stated publicly
that the idea of Black English being a separate language was absurd.!3 My
major concern, though, is not actually with Black English.

In Harriet, we see Black and Indigenous worlds collide; we see the
history of African enslavement and freedom, and a Native person impeding
that freedom. The enslaver of Harriet pays a notorious slave catcher money
to assemble a team to track and hunt down Tubman. In the scene where the
slave catchers receive their orders, there is a Native person who emerges on
the screen. In an interview, Focus Features asked Howard, “Are all the
characters in Harriet written from history?” He responded that most of the
characters are either based on real-life people or composites of several
people. He further commented, “People don’t pay for historical accuracy;
they pay for a good story.”14 I wonder how and why Howard, and I assume
Lemmons, chose to cast a tribally unidentified Native slave catcher? Where
did they find that history, and how does it improve upon a good story about
Tubman’s role as a conductor on the Underground Railroad to freedom?

Some Native people in tribes enslaved Africans; they were slave owners
and slave catchers. Some treaties, like the 1823 treaty between the Florida
Native nations and the US government, explicitly mention that tribes that
capture Africans who escaped their captivity would be compensated. In
1860, enslaved Africans made up 15 percent of the Cherokee Nation’s total
population; in the Chickasaw Nation, that number was 18 percent; the



Choctaw owned 14 percent and the Creek 10 percent.!5 These are not small
numbers, though a large majority were owned by a few elite families. White
people also enslaved Native people. The history is clear. A popular myth
that Black people perpetuate suggests that a large majority of Native people
owned their Black ancestors. That is not true. The movie Harriet, in two
scenes, falls into the trap of this myth. An unidentified Native male who has
no lines of dialogue stands in the background among the Black and white
slave catchers trying to capture Harriet Tubman.

It makes me wonder why the producers and scriptwriters included that
detail in the first place? Was Harriet Tubman actually followed by Native
slave catchers? Did the producers and scriptwriters want a more inclusive
history by including a Native person? Did they want to show Native
complicity in slavery? The script does not make this clear.!6 In failing to
give the person context and a history, we can perpetuate the idea of Native
invisibility and erase their own motives for even engaging with
enslavement. While it was wrong for the Five Tribes to own Africans, they
existed in a time where white settlers were encroaching on their land. They
made a difficult and terrible choice to own slaves. And let me be clear:
Native slave masters weren’t better than white ones.!7 To say that Native
people were being benevolent is some sick historical mythology, bordering
on reproducing the Noble Savage stereotype. If we could ask some of the
enslaved Africans, I’'m sure they ain’t want to be enslaved at all, whether
their treatment was benevolent or not. Owning Africans was an egregious
practice, regardless of who the owners were.

I recognize that as a Hollywood production, this film can’t cover
everything, and that you have to do things for dramatic effect. Nonetheless,
Native characters can’t exist as some fantasy to serve simply as a foil for
Black freedom. If Black and Indigenous solidarity is important, we also
have to be fair in our approach to portraying each other on the big screen, in
theater, on television, in music. I wouldn’t be mad about a Native slave
catcher if the character had some dimension to him. Instead, all we see i1s a
Native man, along with Black male slave catchers, trying to capture a Black
woman. We can do better than this, and our future visual media must
engage in some forms of solidarity.

TECUMSEH AND THE FIGHT FOR INDIGENOUS JUSTICE



In the early part of the nineteenth century, the name Tecumseh represented
an important part of British, US, and Indigenous struggles for land and
sovereignty. Peter Cozzens, author of Tecumseh and the Prophet (2020),
argues that Tecumseh “advocated a political and military alliance to oppose
U.S. encroachment on Indian land.”!8 The majority of these lands were in
the Northwest Territory, which consists of the present-day Midwest. He,
along with his brother, Tenskwatawa the Prophet, was someone who
struggled to bring Native people together and to keep the land that they had
intact.

The Treaty of Paris in 1783 formally ended the Revolutionary War
between the US colonists and the British. After the thirteen original
colonies received their political independence, it created further issues with
tribal nations like the Shawnee in the Northwest Territory. But it was the
Treaty of Greenville (1795) that created the largest issue. Ninety-nine chiefs
signed onto the treaty. They agreed to give up all of their land except for
northwestern Ohio. Other parts of the treaty allowed the US to construct
forts in the middle of Indigenous land. The tribes were able to continue
hunting at will and the US government agreed to protect the tribal land from
white settlers trying to take it. However, this treaty sought to fundamentally
change Indigenous people’s way of life by encouraging them to farm rather
than hunt.!9 After the Treaty of Greenville in 1795, increasing numbers of
settlers began to populate the region anyway, encroaching on Shawnee land.
In addition, the Treaty of Fort Wayne (1809), which gave the US several
millions of acres in Illinois and Indiana, flooded the area with whites. But
Tecumseh never signed the treaty, as the Shawnee were excluded from it,
and the land lost as a result was the tipping point for Tecumseh and others.

In the fall of 1806, Tecumseh sent out invitations to tribes, even ones
they had fought, to join him and the Shawnee in Prophetstown, present-day
Lafayette, Indiana. Over two summers, in 1807 and 1808, Tecumseh and
the Shawnee were joined by Delawares, Ottawas, and Chippewas,
Potawatomis, Kickapoos, Miamis, Sacs, and Wyandots. They were
enamored with Tenskwatawa and his message for revitalizing their cultures
in the hopes of forever getting rid of the whites and reclaiming their land.20
Tecumseh ultimately sought to form a confederacy of Indigenous nations to
challenge US encroachment on Indigenous land. They understood the
importance of previous attempts like that of Pontiac, who forged alliances
with tribes seeking to reclaim forts in the Midwest. However, they



surpassed those predecessors by perfecting their Pan-Indian alliances.2!
Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz writes of Tecumseh, “His program, strategy, and
philosophy mark the beginning of pan-Indigenous movements in Anglo-
colonized North America that established a model for future resistance.”
While others such as Joseph Brant and Pontiac “originated the strategy in
the 1780s,” Tecumseh and Tenskwatawa “forged a pan-Indigenous
framework made all the more potent by combining Indigenous spirituality
and policies while respecting the particular religions and languages of each
nation.”22

Tecumseh wanted to rally all Indigenous peoples to challenge
Indigenous dispossession. In an 1811 speech to the Osages, Tecumseh
consistently spoke of everyone as one people, pitting Native people against
white people. Seeking to gain further allies, he remarked, “Brothers,—the
white men are not friends to the Indians: at first, they only asked for land
sufficient for a wigwam; now, nothing will satisfy them but the whole of
our hunting grounds, from the rising to the setting sun.”?3 He further argued
that whites “wish to kill our warriors; they would even kill our old men,
women and little ones.” He explained that his people, the Shawnee, were
“pbrave and numerous,” but the white people were too much. However, if all
the Native people united, they would “cause the rivers to stain the great
waters with their blood.”?4 Knowing that he needed to help the various
nations come together and set aside their own differences, he implored them
to be united. “We must be united; we must smoke the same pipe; we must
fight each other’s battles; and more than all, we must love the Great Spirit;
he is for us; he will destroy our enemies, and make all his red children
happy.”25 It was perhaps a preposterously bold move to try and unite many
tribal nations, but Tecumseh understood that the only way to struggle
against a young US nation was to unite.

In an address to William Henry Harrison, an army officer who would go
on to serve as the ninth president of the United States, Tecumseh spoke of
the land that belonged to all Native people. Perhaps the most important part
of that address was the demand to establish a particular territory for Native
people—as their own land base. Tecumseh reasoned that the only way for
all Native people to stop losing land was to unite: “The way, the only way
to stop this evil, 1s for the red people to unite in claiming a common and
equal right in the land, as it was at first, and should be now—for it was
never divided, but belongs to all.”26 For the nineteenth century, this was



quite a claim: that all of the land belonged to Indigenous people as a whole,
ignoring the real tribal differences that existed among them. Still, it was a
visionary move, and set the stage for an epic Indigenous resistance during
the War of 1812. In the struggle, Indigenous tribes suffered further land loss
and Tecumseh lost his life; however, he remains a celebrated figure in
Indigenous communities for standing up for justice in his attempt to create a
shared, Indigenous homeland.

BAAMEWAAWAAGIZHIGOKWE, JANE JOHNSTON
SCHOOLCRAFT

In looking back at the nineteenth century (and other eras), we as a society
romanticize Native American violent struggle against US encroachment. In
doing so, we risk minimizing other forms of protest. Nonviolent protest,
including writing, advocating through the legal realm, and other methods to
preserve and produce Indigenous futures for Indigenous nations, has
represented one way to challenge the US nation-state.

Jane Johnston Schoolcraft was an exceptional woman. Her Anishinaabe
name was Baamewaawaagizhigokwe, which means “a woman who moves,
making sound in the heavens.”2’” Though her husband, Henry Rowe
Schoolcraft, held an important role as Michigan territorial governor, she
was known for her own contributions as a writer and poet. Born in Sault
Ste. Marie, Michigan territory, in the upper peninsula, Jane Johnston had an
Anishinaabe mother and an Irish father. She grew up in a world that was
French-Canadian, Anishinaabe, and later, US occupied. She spoke
Anishinaabe, English, and French fluently. According to literary scholar
Robert Dale Parker, who was the first to publish a collection of Johnston
Schoolcraft’s poems, the Johnstons were “extraordinary for their political
and social influence in Ojibwe, British, American, and métis cultures.”28
They were also well traveled, both across land and in and out of various
cultural milieus. In addition, Johnston traveled to England and Ireland as a
child. She knew English literature and Anishinaabe folklore, stories, and
songs, which she translated. Schoolcraft wrote about fifty poems, translated
at least ten Anishinaabe songs, transcribed about eight Anishinaabe oral
stories, and contributed other forms of writing. As perhaps the first
Indigenous literary writer and the first known Indigenous writer to write
poems in an Indigenous language, “her extensive body of writing invites



readers to reconsider the role of Indian imagination in American literary
history and to consider an achievement on the order of Anne Bradstreet, the
first known American poet, or Phillis Wheatley, the first well known
African American poet.”29

She never published her poems and writings during her lifetime, though
according to Parker, her friends were fond of her writing.39 However, her
husband, Henry Schoolcraft, published many of them and even plagiarized
her ideas, writing them down as his own in the many volumes of books he
wrote on Native American history and culture. She left what Anishinaabe
literary scholar Scott Richard Lyons calls the “x-mark.” She contributed to
an idea of Indigenous modernity and culture that, “while not necessarily
traditional in origin, can sometimes turn out all right and occasionally even
good.””31 She represents the nineteenth-century Indigenous creative genius,
and how Native people used a variety of methods to survive. Not everyone
was a male warrior and not everyone used violence to resist US
colonialism. People like Jane Johnston Schoolcraft used poetry and the
transcription of Anishinaabe stories and songs so that her people, and
perhaps the rest of the US, would know that Indigenous people produced
literature on par with any British or American writer, and did it orally.32
Through her work, she asserted an Indigenous (Anishinaabe) humanistic
sovereignty.33 Her literary imagination and transcriptions were not outright,
defiant protest, which remains at the forefront of the American public’s
imagination as it pertains to Indigenous people. Her writing was an
intellectual and political project rooted in the possibilities of Indigenous
freedom.

Johnston Schoolcraft wrote numerous poems and transcribed songs. One
well-known and wonderful poem 1s about her maternal grandfather,
Waubojeeg, in which she defends his legacy. Titled “Invocation, to my
Maternal Grand-father on hearing his descent from Chippewa ancestors
misrepresented,” she speaks in great detail about her grandfather’s valor as
a warrior. Its first few lines read:

Rise bravest chief! of the mark of the noble deer,
With eagle glance,
Resume thy lance,

And wield again they warlike spear!
The foes of thy line,



With coward design,
Have dared with black envy to garble the truth,
And stain with a falsehood they valorous youth.34

Parker notes that “metrically, this is probably JJS’s most intricate poem.”
It is not difficult to see why. She includes in the poem her grandfather’s
dodem (clan), which was reindeer. She also explains the fearlessness with
which her grandfather fought on behalf of his people, and desired that
“though thy spirit has fled, / to the hills of the dead / Yet thy name shall be
held in my heart’s warmest core, / And cherish’d till valour and love be no
more.”33

Johnston Schoolcraft’s literary work is important for at least a few
reasons. First, as mentioned above, she is likely the first Indigenous female
literary writer, akin to Phillis Wheatley. Second, her literary work sought to
preserve Anishinaabe stories, songs, and ways of knowing for both white
and Indigenous audiences. We should carefully include the work of
Schoolcraft’s literary brilliance in how we teach nineteenth-century
American literature. We also need to continue recovering the literature of
other nineteenth-century Indigenous women, in all of its forms, and place
them in conversation with African American women of the time. This
would offer us an opportunity to understand notions of identity, gender,
nationalism, and belonging, but also help us think through how Black and
Indigenous women envisioned freedom.

DRED SCOTT AND THE BLACK AND RED DIVIDE

The long nineteenth century is about oppression and how Black and Native
people responded to that oppression. But we must not forget that their
oppression was deeply embedded in US society, rooted in the

rapid development of capitalism and the law. For example, while there were
many laws that spoke of the limits of the rights of the enslaved, perhaps
nothing more clearly defined that oppression than the case of Dred Scott v.
Sandford.

John Emerson purchased Dred Scott after Scott’s first master died in
1832. Emerson took Scott to Illinois, which was a free state, and later to
Wisconsin. There, Scott married his wife, Harriet. In 1837, Emerson moved
to Louisiana and married Irene Sandford. Dred Scott joined them, and after



a time they moved back to Wisconsin and then back to St. Louis. The
Emersons moved once again to lowa, where John Emerson suddenly died in
1843. Then Irene moved back to St. Louis. In 1846, Dred and Harriet sued
their master, Irene, for their freedom. They established their case on the
basis of two statutes in Missouri. The first allowed for any person to sue for
wrongful enslavement. The second established that a person brought to a
free territory was automatically free and could not be re-enslaved. In 1847,
the Missouri court ruled against them, but they won their appeal, in 1850.
Irene Emerson then appealed the case all the way to the Missouri Supreme
Court, which ruled in 1852 in her favor. Emerson’s victory assured the
Scotts that they would be enslaved once again. Irene transferred the rights
of ownership of the Scotts to her brother, John Sanford. In 1853, Scott
appealed again to a federal court, which ruled against him, forcing him to
once again file an appeal.36

Eventually, their case would be taken to the Supreme Court. In 1857, the
US Supreme Court ruled against them, 7-2, with Chief Justice Roger Taney
opining that enslaved Africans were not citizens. Taney wrote that, dating
back to the formation of the US republic, Africans were considered property
and not citizens nor human:

They had for more than a century before been regarded as beings of
an inferior order, and altogether unfit to associate with the white race,
either in social or political relations; and so far inferior, that they had
no rights which the white man was bound to respect; and that the
negro might justly and lawfully be reduced to slavery for his benefit.
He was bought and sold, and treated as an ordinary article of
merchandise and traffic, whenever a profit could be made by it. This
opinion was at the time fixed and universal in the civilized portion of
the white race.37

Chief Justice Taney’s Supreme Court opinion was a white nationalist
document. What is often missed in reading the Dred Scott decision is how
Indigenous “freedom” was used as a foil to determine the “unfreedom™ of
Black folks. Although Taney, like Chief Justice John Marshall before him,
conceded that “the course of events has brought Indian tribes within the
limits of the United States under subjection to the white race” and “for their
sake as well as our own, to regard them as in a state of pupilage,” he



allowed that “[Natives] may, without a doubt, be naturalized by the
authority of Congress, and become citizens of a State, and of the United
States.”38 Taney continued: “If an individual should leave his nation or
tribe, and take up his abode among the white population, he would be
entitled to all the rights and privileges which would belong to an emigrant
from any other foreign people.”3° Taney opined that Native people could
become citizens as long as they assimilated and adopted whiteness, and
Black people, under no circumstance, could not. Finally, Taney affirmed—
within the confines of colonialism—the humanity of Native people, while
asserting that Black folks were “articles of merchandise.”

We see, again, that in US history, African and Indigenous peoples in the
US have been intimately linked. Even more, the creators of the US nation-
state and democratic project found ways to connect them in unexpected
ways, including via the legal realm.

AMERICAN COLONIZATION SOCIETY

White men in the early part of the nineteenth century understood the
connections between creating a white republic, removing Black and
Indigenous peoples, and further colonizing the land. It is no surprise that
white politicians supported, across party lines, the American Colonization
Society (ACS). Founded in 1816, the goal was to remove free African
Americans and enslaved Africans and send them to Africa so that they
could simultaneously abolish slavery, remove Black people, and create a
white republic. White people at that time were scared. They had a reason to
be concerned. Enslaved African insurrections were always possible, as
demonstrated by Haiti, which through revolution became the first Black
nation and the second independent democratic nation in the West. As
historian Brandon Byrd argues, “In the antebellum United States, Haiti
became synonymous with slave insurrection and black barbarism. It came
to mean the specter of abolitionism, and for that it was shunned.”40 For
slave owners, Haiti, as a representation of Black revolutionary possibility,
“undermined the power of white planters and businessmen who reaped
from black labor the greatest profits that the world had ever seen.” For
those looking for equality, “it encouraged other visions of emancipation and
emboldened champions of racial equality.”4! Thus, it is not surprising that



white people were interested in removing Black folks from the US because
it clearly offered a way for them to form their own white nation-state.

Major supporters included Senator Henry Clay and President James
Monroe, author of the “Monroe Doctrine,” which sought to expand the
borders of the young settler nation. Clergyman and ACS cofounder Robert
Finley, who had major fears of a Black planet, did not want a Black
republic in the West because he feared it would be a haven for fugitive
slaves, Native peoples, and others, which, having lived in South Carolina,
he had witnessed happen in neighboring Florida, a state where enslaved
Africans had recently found refuge and formed Maroon communities.42

The logic of the ACS was rooted in the persistent idea of Indigenous
dispossession and enslavement. This again prompts us to ask: What is
settler colonization? It is the violent removal of people from land, replacing
them, and also imagining their replacement, using language, writing, and
other forms of displacement narratives. It is both overt and subtle. In
general, the imagining happens before the removal or, at times, the two
things happen concurrently. However, in the case of the ACS, that process
was different. The ancestors of some African people who were stripped of
their Indigenous identities would be forced to return to a land of which they
knew very little about. In other words, they, after having been colonized,
would then participate in the project of colonization. This is not to suggest
that they would be without agency in the consequences of colonization.
They were stuck between the racism of a white nationalist democratic
project and the possibilities of returning to Africa.

When African Americans did leave the US for a place like Liberia, and it
appears around fifteen thousand settled there between 1822 and the Civil
War, how they “reimagined themselves as Liberians, as free people, and as
settlers once they left the United States remained informed by their black
American past.”43 Unfortunately, they engaged in forms of colonization that
they had seen in the US, often dispossessing Africans and advancing the
same Christian civilizing mission as the whites who they had learned it
from. Still, Black folks in general did not agree with the ACS. It only
reinforced their desire for citizenship and belonging in the US.44

DAVID WALKER’S APPEAL



Nothing frightened white America, especially slave owners, more than
Black violent resistance to ending slavery. Enslaved Africans learning to
read and write was another source of white fear. David Walkers Appeal,
published in 1828, was an account written by a secondhand-clothing seller,
and was, for white America, a terrifying piece of literature. It encouraged
enslaved Africans to rise up against their masters and overthrow them. It
also offered a fierce critique of American racism. Walker’s writings had an
impact on the North and the South. Southern legislators passed strict
literacy laws further prohibiting enslaved Africans from reading. Even
northern white liberals like William Lloyd Garrison, who had been praised
for his belief in the abolition of slavery, was taken aback by Walker's
Appeal 4> In his attempt to challenge white America to come to terms with
its racism and for enslaved Africans to overthrow slavery, Walker also noted
that Native people would never suffer under white domination. He appealed
to a common trope of nineteenth-century America: the assumption of
Indigenous peoples’ unbridled violence, which is an offshoot of the
European-constructed notion of noble savagery. In his appeal to Black
folks, he rhetorically asks, “Why is it, that those few weak, good-for-
nothing whites, are able to keep so many able men, one of whom, can put to
flight a dozen whites, in wretchedness and misery? . . . Would they fool
with any other peoples as they do with us?” He answers his own question:
“No, they know too well, that they would get themselves ruined.” He then
shifts to commenting on how they would not do the same to Native people:
“Why do they not get the Aborigines of this country to be slaves to them
and their children, to work their farms and dig their mines? They know well
that the Aborigines of this country (or Indians) would tear them from the
earth. The Indians would not rest day or night, they would be up all times of
night, cutting their cruel throats.”46

Walker’s Appeal is a rhetorical text designed to critique white America
and to get Black people to think and to end enslavement on their own terms.
It is not clear how Walker wanted this to happen, but he suggested it. In
using this rhetorical strategy, he underestimated the cruelty of white
America toward US Indigenous populations. In his fervor to end the
enslavement of his people, he did not consider other forms of oppression.
Perhaps Walker, a Boston resident, did not know of the Native people living
in that area, which would not be surprising.4” However, he held firm beliefs
that Native people would not sit idly by, so he must have known something



of their resistance to white encroachment. Walker represents the prophetic
doom of the US and democracy. While he did not live to see it come to
fruition in the form of a civil war, he understood that the United States
could not go on as it did.

SOJOURNER TRUTH: THE VOICE OF BLAack FEMINIST
ABOLITIONISM

On April 28, 2009, former First Lady Michelle Obama offered remarks at
the unveiling of the Sojourner Truth bust at the Capitol. To her audience,
she remarked, “I hope that Sojourner Truth would be proud to see me, a
descendant of slaves, serving as the First Lady of the United States of
America.” After a brief applause, she went on to explain how important it
was to have a Black woman represented in Emancipation Hall. “Now many
young boys and girls, like my own daughters, will come to Emancipation
Hall and see the face of a woman who looks like them,” she said. Before the
unveiling of the bust, Mrs. Obama connected the activism of Truth with the
idea of US democracy: “The power of this bust will not just be in the metal
that delineates Sojourner Truth’s face; it will also be in the message that
defines her legacy. Forever more, in the halls of one of our country’s
greatest monuments of liberty and equality, justice and freedom, Sojourner
Truth’s story will be told again and again and again and again.”48

Sojourner Truth, the formerly enslaved woman who became an
abolitionist, is best known for her speech “Ain’t I a Woman?” High schools
and university students throughout the country read this speech, imagining
her bravely voicing her thoughts on enslaved Black women and the
problems white abolitionists had with race and gender. Truth has become a
national symbol, voice of Black feminist freedom of the nineteenth century.
In fact, she was perhaps that century’s most important Black female
abolitionist and rhetorician. Historian Nell Irvin Painter remarks, “We think
of Truth as a natural, uncomplicated presence in our national life. Rather
than a person in history, she works as a symbol.”49 Yet, as Mrs. Obama’s
speech demonstrates, Sojourner Truth the person is largely ignored. As
Painter further contends, “Because we are apt to assume that the mere
experience of enslavement endowed Truth with the power to voice its evils,
we may forget a shocking fact: No other woman who had been through the



ordeal of slavery managed to survive with sufficient strength, poise, and
self-confidence to become a public presence over the long term.”>0

Truth, like other Black feminist icons such as Anna Julia Cooper,
challenged the racial and gender order, and centered Black women’s voices
in an attempt to create liberation not just “from a sexist social order” that
white women claimed, but for “racial equality and the women’s rights
movement.”51 Still, Truth’s most iconic achievement remains her “Ain’t I a
Woman?” speech.

The ironic thing about Truth’s speech is that there are two versions,
which Nell Irvin Painter discovered in researching her 1996 book on Truth.
The original speech was given in 1851, and was summarized by Truth’s
friend, Reverend Marius Robinson. The “Ain’t I a Woman?” speech that has
been valorized within US feminist history emerged in 1863 thanks to a
white abolitionist, Frances Dana Barker Gage. Gage altered the speech to
make it seem more authentically and linguistically Black. However, we now
know that Black American language speech patterns differ from one another
by region, and the speaking style of Truth in Gage’s version is that of a
southern Black woman, not a New York State resident, as Truth was. It 1s
important to acknowledge the historical facts. However, I still think it’s
important to understand both speeches, and to extract as much as we can in
order to understand the historical context but also the ways people today
might utilize this speech for their own purposes. I will use the one
summarized by Reverend Robinson.

Truth walked up to the podium and asked the president if she could say a
few words. She then stated:

[ am a woman’s rights. I have as much muscle as any man, and can do
as much work as any man. I have plowed and reaped and husked and
chopped and mowed, and can any man do more than that? I have
heard much about the sexes being equal; I can carry as much as any
man, and can eat much too, if I can get it. [ am as strong as any man
that is now. As for intellect, all I can say is, if woman have a pint and
a quart—why can’t she have her little pint full?52

In this version, Truth did not ask, “Ain’t I a woman?” but did proclaim,
“I am a woman’s rights.” This phrase is interesting. She asserts herself as a
formerly enslaved Black woman at the center of the movement for Black



liberation and women’s rights. Typical of the Black oral and literary
tradition of using the individual story to tell about Black people as a whole,
she continues to discuss how her labor was just as good as a man’s. She
challenges the notions of race, gender, and property. As legal scholar Cheryl
Harris contends, slavery was not just a racial structure; it “configured and
structured social and legal boundaries of both race and gender.” For Harris,
“racial patriarchy describes that social, political, economic, legal, and
conceptual system that entrenched the ideology of white supremacy and
white male control over women’s reproduction and sexuality.”>3 Truth
understood the limitations of white womanhood. White women were
seeking the vote and a greater voice within the public sphere, but their labor
within the domestic sphere was still a major part of their white woman-
ness.>4 By painting the picture of herself toiling in the field, Truth could
both challenge white women and men to think beyond the constraints of
whiteness (and the white woman) as a category worthy of democracy and
liberation. It wasn’t just that Black women as laborers deserved their
humanity, it was that it sprung forth in their work in the heart of white
supremacy and a foundational part of US democracy at the point of
production: the fields.

Truth’s Black feminist abolition speech was an important critique of
white and Black male patriarchy. It was also a moment of a Black women
critiquing the capitalist system of labor. Like Indigenous women of the
nineteenth century, she sought to create narratives of abolition so that her
people’s humanity could be respected. She was able to witness it, with the
end of enslavement, and her Black feminist abolitionism played a
contributing role.

FREDERICK DOUGLASS AND AMERICAN DEMOCRACY

Frederick Douglass, who, in September 1838, at the age of twenty, escaped
enslavement, was perhaps the foremost slavery abolitionist in the nineteenth
century. A gifted orator, he would go on to be a leading Black voice in
advocating for Black freedom and citizenship in the US. In addition to his
achievements as an orator, he also wrote one of the most important books
advocating for the abolishment of slavery and the possibilities of freedom,
one still used today in high school and university classrooms: Narrative of
the Life of Frederick Douglass: An American Slave, Written by Himself



(1845). Douglass wrote in his MNarrative, “In coming to a fixed
determination to run away, we did more than Patrick Henry, when he
resolved upon liberty or death.” But, for the enslaved, Douglass argued,
“with us, it was a doubtful liberty at most, and almost certain death if we
failed.” For Douglass, “I should prefer death to hopeless bondage.”55

He was able to witness an end to enslavement and Reconstruction. He is
also well known for his advocacy for women’s rights as well as a host of
other issues, keeping white Americans’ feet to the fires of democracy and
justice. Douglass was an advocate of Black citizenship and human dignity.
He compared the experiences and future prospects of Black Americans and
Indigenous peoples in their potential to contribute to American democracy.
Douglass was perhaps the greatest “voice of America’s terrible
transformation from slavery to freedom.”>6 Moreover, he was a powerful
rhetorician. He knew how to sway an audience and expose them to the
horrors of enslavement. In other words, Douglass was a bad dude! Yet, he
was not immune to the effects of Indigenous erasure. In September 1866,
the National Union Convention was held in Philadelphia, during which
Republicans and Democrats met to discuss President Andrew Johnson’s
policies. Douglass also attended, seeking to create his own political party
and advance the cause of Black citizenship.

In April 1866, Congress passed the Civil Rights Act of 1866, which
made Black people citizens. However, Black men (along with all women)
were still denied the right to vote, and, under President Johnson, southern
states created the Black Codes. These were laws created by southern states
to restrict the freedoms that Black folks had gained after emancipation, one
of which was the right to vote. Douglass believed that if Black folks were to
be true citizens, Black men in particular would need the right to vote. It is
no surprise then that the “prophet of freedom” would advocate strongly for
Black male suffrage. In his quest for Black rights, however, he made
disparaging remarks about Indigenous peoples, perpetuating the myth that
they were a vanishing race. In many of his speeches and writings, he
compared the declining civilization of Native peoples and the emerging
possibilities of Black freedom. In his autobiography, he wrote, “The black
man (unlike the Indian) loves civilization.”>7 Native people were an
important foil in his rhetoric.

On May 11, 1869, Douglass gave a speech titled “Let the Negro Alone”
in front of the American Anti-Slavery Society in New York City. He



covered numerous topics in the speech. He argued that while legal slavery
had ended, the vestiges remained in the culture of the South. He spoke on
the importance of Haiti as a Black republic. He suggested that one way to
leave Black people alone was to look at them as equal and to end
employment discrimination so that they could earn a decent wage. Perhaps
his biggest demand was that the state allow them to purchase land. He
simply wanted Black people to be left alone as they adjusted to the
aftermath of enslavement. To make his case, he compared the remarkable
progress of Black folks since the end of slavery with the popular belief in
the “decline” of Indigenous peoples. The decline, according to the myth,
was rooted in their inability to adapt to white civilization. “We are not going
to die out [like the Indians],” stated Douglass, and he argued that Black
folks were “more like the white man than the Indian.” Native people were
“too proud,” and in their rejection of civilization, they die or retreat. Finally,
Douglass remarked that “[ The Indian] dislikes your civilization and dislikes
and distrusts you.”58 Throughout the nineteenth century, US society
believed that Native people would disappear (that is, their cultures and
beliefs) and they would be assimilated into broader society. In contrast,
society did not imagine that integration into American life was possible for
Black people. Although rare, there were some instances of Black people
believing in the possibility that Indigenous people could be assimilated and
worthy of citizenship, including at Hampton Institute.

Founded in 1868 by white sympathizer General Samuel C. Armstrong,
Hampton Institute (now Hampton University) was designed to educate
African Americans during Reconstruction. In the late 1870s, the school
began to include Native people. Although an imperfect experiment in
educating Black and Native people, some Black educators believed that
they could teach and assimilate Indigenous and Black people.5® In contrast
to Douglass, Booker T. Washington, who would go on to found Tuskegee
and become perhaps the most famous Black person in the US during the
Progressive Era, shared his positive views about Native people’s potential
in his autobiography, Up from Slavery. While working with Native people at
Hampton Institute under the behest of General Armstrong, Washington
discovered that Native people were just as capable as Black people in
academics and learning trades. He discovered that what they hated most
was cutting their hair and giving up things like wearing blankets and
smoking tobacco. He concluded that “no white American ever thinks that



any other race is wholly civilized until he wears the white man’s clothes,
eats the white man’s food, speaks the white man’s language, and professes
the white man’s religion.”%0 Nevertheless, Washington was likely the
exception to the rule in that he was able to have direct connections working
with Indigenous people in an educational setting.

Humor was a core feature of Douglass’s speech acts. He knew how to
inflect humor into his speeches, which covered horrific topics yet made the
white people he spoke in front of comfortable. To drive a certain point
home, Black folks learned how to do this and continue doing this in front of
white people. The difficulty in using humor and foils to appease white
sensibilities is that some other group can get hurt in the process. In this
case, | don’t believe that Douglass meant harm to Native people, but the
rhetoric fit into the larger narrative of white people’s belief in their
civilization as the best for all. Liberal whites had accomplished their major
goal of ending slavery. Native people’s decline was their own doing, and
they could not compete with the onward moving civilization of the US.
What we can learn from the Douglass episode is that we should not always
cater to white people’s comfort; they, too, need to hear the gospel truth.

In Douglass’s attempt at obtaining Black freedom, however, he propped
up Black possibility while subjugating Indigenous impossibility. He wanted
to appease white people for the sake of Black rights, which contributed to
the discursive erasure of Native people. Historian David Blight notes that
“it 1s astounding that Douglass would use race this way.” He continues,
“The marketplace for racism was diverse and terrifying in Reconstruction
America. Even its most visible and eloquent homegrown opponent could
fall to its seductions in his fierce quest to be accepted by American
‘civilization.””61 Douglass, like other Black Americans throughout US
history, was not immune to Indigenous erasure and producing white-created
stereotypes about Native people, particularly when speaking in front of a
white audience.

Cora Daniels Tappan, an abolitionist and a member of the American
Anti-Slavery Society, immediately followed Douglass’s speech to the
AASS. She challenged his idea of comparing Black progress and
Indigenous decline. She noted that while the southern slave owners
subjugated Black people, the US government waged a war of extermination
against Indigenous peoples. She believed that Douglass held prejudice
against Native people, and though he used Native people as a foil, he “may



commit the same sin that the nation has been committing against his own
color.”62 She continued by explaining the harm of US government’s
assaults against Native people, arguing that “we are now in the same danger
of extermination of the Indians as we are of the perpetual enslavement of
the Black man.” She ended her speech by arguing that they should not
commit war against any people, for which she received great applause.

I appreciate Tappan criticizing Douglass’s comments. Even a man such
as Douglass needed a reminder not to engage in discourses of Native
erasure. Black men, even today, need to be criticized for Native erasure.
Unfortunately, I hear Black men use the same rhetoric as Douglass today,
asserting that Native people have disappeared and Black people don’t want
to “end up like the Indians.” It is a discourse that is old and tired, and we
need to retire it ASAP. Unfortunately, even for the “prophet of freedom,” it
was easy to use Indigenous suffering as a prop for Black liberation.
However, Douglass, just two years earlier, shared a different message,
suggesting a more unbiased view about the racial equality of other people
of color.

In 1867, Douglass gave a lecture at the Parker Fraternity Course in
Boston, Massachusetts, on the topic of Chinese immigration, which he
supported. While that was the main topic, in the lecture, titled “Composite
Nation,” he also conjoined the situations of Black and Indigenous people in
the US. Douglass attempted to imagine a place where all people could live,
though not without contradictions. Imagining this open democracy, he also
made the case that land was open for all, noting that the continued
exclusion of Black and Indigenous people was ensuring this vision could
not be realized.

Douglass noted that problem that kept the races unequal was not
grounded in the principles of US democracy. It was because of the “peculiar
composition of our people; the relations existing between them and the
compromising spirit which controlled the ruling power of the country.”63
He took the advocates of US democracy to task, arguing that the problem
was that “we have for a long time hesitated to adopt and carry out the only
principle which can solve that difficulty and give peace, strength and
security to the Republic, and that is the principle of absolute equality.”64

Douglass continued prophesying about the immigration to Indigenous
land that would surely continue. Acknowledging that Europeans and
Africans were already here, Douglass remarked, “And the Indian was here



before either. He stands today between the two extremes of black and white,
too proud to claim fraternity with either, and yet too weak to withstand the
power of either.” While he did not suggest that Indigenous people would
disappear, he did argue for the permanence of European settlement and
Black belonging, and admitted that “neither the Indian has been treated as a
part of the body politic.”6>

Douglass was able to not only witness but also participate in
Reconstruction. He saw Black American men gain citizenship. But he also
saw further possibility. He believed in the prospects of US democracy, and
rightfully so, though many of the things that Black Americans gained
during Reconstruction were retracted with the passing of the Plessy v.
Ferguson decision of 1896, which ushered in Jim Crow segregation. W. E.
B. Du Bois put it best: Reconstruction “was in a certain sense all a failure,
but a splendid failure.”66

While African Americans gained their freedom through a civil war, and
Black men later gained citizenship, there continued to be a retreat on
Indigenous rights as the United States continued to expand. For instance,
during the Civil War, when Black people were fighting for their freedom,
the United States participated in wars out west and seized more land. It also
further dispossessed Indigenous peoples of their rights guaranteed under
treaties, including perhaps the most important one, signed in 1871. That
year, the United States formally ended their treaty-making relationship with
Indigenous nations. And in 1887, with the passing of the Dawes Act,
Indigenous people were further dispossessed of their ability to control land,
ultimately altering how they could use, manage, even sell their land. While
Native people continued to resist, they also used a variety of legal tactics to
lobby white sympathizers and politicians to the best of their abilities, such
as those employed by Ely Parker (Seneca).6” Appointed by President
Ulysses Grant, Parker served as commissioner of the Office of Indian
Affairs from 1869 to 1871. Grant advocated for a “peace policy” with
tribes, a plan designed to remove corrupt agents from reservations and
reform the Bureau of Indian Affairs. The peace policy, however, resulted in
the US government further dispossessing Native people of their land. Still,
people like Parker served an essential role in attempting to provide some
resources to tribes and helping them maintain land titles.68

After the passing of the Dawes Act, and the murders of Native people at
Wounded Knee in December 1890, Native peoples’ methods of resistance



had to change. They could no longer employ the threat of violence as a
strategic option, and thus it became essential to work through the legal
system.



CHAPTER FOUR

BLACK AND INDIGENOUS
(INTER)NATIONALISMS DURING THE
PROGRESSIVE ERA

HISTORIAN RAYFORD LOGAN called the period from the end of Reconstruction
to the early part of the twentieth century the “nadir” because that was when
Black dehumanization was perhaps at its height after enslavement. As
Logan argues, “The plight of the Negro worsened precisely because of the
efforts made to improve it.”’! The same can be said of Native Americans.
Native people lost their treaty relationship with the US government. The US
dispossessed them of large chunks of their land. They could not even
govern their own affairs without the United States’ say-so. This period is
known as the Progressive Era.

Historians describe the Progressive Era as the period from the 1890s
until the 1920s. It was a period of middle-class reform, increased
urbanization, and the international exchange of ideas across borders.
However, the Progressive Era was also a time riddled with contradiction,
and thus one’s circumstances during it were dramatically varied depending
on their race, class, gender, and citizenship. As historian Glenda Gilmore
asserts, “One group’s progressive reform might become another group’s
repressive burden. One group’s attempts to introduce order into society
might depend on controlling another group’s behavior.”2 It was also a time
when the US nation-state expanded its colonial borders in an attempt to
colonize others. The things that the US nation-state learned from colonizing
its Indigenous population were applied to other countries around the world,
from Cuba to the Philippines.



Still, Native people continued to suffer. Two policies undergirded “the
Indian Problem.” The first was the passing of the Dawes Act (also known as
the General Allotment Act) in 1887. Named after Massachusetts senator
Henry Dawes, the act, which began the process of parceling out American
Indian lands to whites, produced severe consequences. In 1887, tribal lands
occupied approximately 138 million acres; by 1934, they had dwindled to a
measly 52 million. In addition, as historian David Chang has argued, by
making lands private property, “allotment made it possible for Native
individuals to lose them through direct sales, defaulted mortgages, tax
forfeiture sales, and other means.”3 The second policy that was damaging to
Native people stemmed from the Supreme Court’s 1903 decision in Lone
Wolf v. Hitchcock. The decision effectively gave Congress plenary power
over American Indian land rights, meaning that tribal nations would have
no control over their land.

As Indigenous peoples were losing their land and political power as
sovereign nations, Black Americans were experiencing extreme racial
violence. Black folks suffered much under Jim Crow racial terror during the
Progressive Era. Convict leasing, a system designed to preserve the
enslavement of Black people after their legal emancipation, was perhaps
one of the key sites of Black oppression and exploitation. Though slavery
was technically illegal, the Thirteenth Amendment allowed for the
enslavement of people who had been convicted of a crime. By purchasing
the labor of Black people from southern states, private companies would
receive free labor and the state would earn revenue. The convict leasing
system was an earlier iteration of the current prison industrial complex,
which legal scholar Michelle Alexander has aptly called the “new Jim
Crow.”

Historian Sarah Haley argues that convict leasing was also a gendered
experience. Although a minority, Black women suffered under the same
system. The state portrayed Black women as deviant in order to exploit
them for their labor; their gendered exploitation ushered in what she calls
“Jim Crow modernity.”# She argues that the development of white
supremacy during Jim Crow was manufactured through the creation of a
carceral state that exploited Black women by using state violence. While all
Black folks suffered under the convict leasing system, they also suffered
debt peonage and other forms of racial oppression.



Some whites did not want only to exploit Black people but also to
remove them. For example, Mississippi senator Theodore Bilbo attempted
to advance a Greater Liberia Bill, also referred to as the “Back to Africa
bill,” which was designed to use federal funds to assist African Americans’
relocation to Liberia. Some Black nationalists supported it. As historian
Keisha Blain notes, “For Black nationalists . . . the Greater Liberia Bill
represented a viable step toward improving the social conditions of black
men and women in a world deeply divided by the color line.”> Black folks
forced to come to the United States have always had to deal with whites
challenging their claim to citizenship. Still, while some Black folks,
especially Black nationalist women, sought to return to the homeland of
their ancestors, others wanted to continue in their quest to belong in the US.

Even during their respective nadirs, Black and Indigenous peoples
created spaces to struggle against the issues facing them, by forging
organizations, such as the Society of American Indians and the Universal
Negro Improvement Association, that would respond to their unique
conditions. As limited as their visions might be for us today, it was an effort
to foster racial pride and nationalism and certainly one worth trying. This
chapter also analyzes the intersecting, transnational history of W. E. B. Du
Bois and medical doctor Charles Eastman, who attended the Universal
Races Congress in 1911. These two are important for several reasons. They
were among the most prominent Black and Indigenous voices in the early
twentieth century, and their reputation among white sympathizers for their
respective causes was almost unmatched. At the time, they believed that by
participating in the URC, they could redeem the soul of America. Black and
Indigenous people like Du Bois and Eastman began to expand their idea of
internationalism when coming into contact with other colonized peoples.¢

THE SOCIETY OF AMERICAN INDIANS

The Society of American Indians (SAI) was a Progressive Era group of
Native peoples interested in the development of their race. They wanted to
be treated not as people of the past, but as equal human beings capable of
being modern. They were Pan-Indianists. Though the term is now out of
date in most circles, it refers to people who “spoke out at celebrations and
nationalist commemorations. They criticized the actions of the Indian
Office and its authoritarian bureaucrats. The proposed alternatives to the



government’s boarding schools and its regimented programs for bringing
Indians to ‘civilization.””7 While for their times they might be considered
conservative, and even anti-Black at times, they tried to create sovereignty,
in micro and macro forms.

The SAI came to fruition in 1911. Fayette McKenzie, a white sociologist
and president of the all-Black college Fisk University, had also long been a
sympathizer with Black and Indigenous causes. McKenzie invited some of
the most prominent Native peoples to meet to discuss the best steps going
forward to help Native people advance in US society, including medical
doctors Charles Eastman (Dakota) and Carlos Montezuma (Yavapai),
activist and writer Laura Cornelius Kellogg (Oneida), and anthropologist
Arthur Parker (Seneca).

McKenzie invited Indigenous professionals, especially those who were
products of the boarding school era. Boarding schools have been described
by some scholars as vehicles of genocide, though others see them as sites of
Indigenous agency and as an avenue through which to earn money through
programs that allowed students to work outside the schools during the
summer and upon graduation.8 The boarding school era, however, was a
moment of great terror. Army officials and missionaries, empowered by the
US government, would go into tribal nations and kidnap their children and
force them into boarding schools so they would be assimilated into US
culture. They wanted to eradicate from the children the meaning of what it
meant to be Indigenous so that the US government could fulfill its plans of
taking more land.

The leaders met and discussed ideas of how to better organize
themselves to protect land and affirm their humanity. After the meeting,
they decided to call themselves the American Indian Association. In 1912,
at a subsequent meeting, they changed their name to the Society of
American Indians. They separated membership in two categories.
Recognizing that they had Indigenous sympathizers, they assigned full,
active membership to “full” Native people and associate membership to
non-Native people. While there were many white sympathizers, perhaps the
most important person to become an associate member was the Black
intellectual W. E. B. Du Bois.

During its second meeting, the SAI drafted the organization’s
constitution, which featured a seven-point platform. The rhetoric of the
platform contains racial purity language, as was common at the time.



However, in its content and general tone, the platform was meant to
advance the unique causes of Native people as sovereign nations whose
rights had continuously been ignored. The platform read:

1. To promote and co-operate with all efforts looking to the advancement
of the Indian in enlightenment which leaves him free as a man to
develop according to the natural laws of social evolution.

2. To provide, through our open conference, the means for a free
discussion on all subjects bearing on the welfare of the race.

3. To present in a just light a true history of the race, to preserve its
records and to emulate its distinguishing virtues.

4. To promote citizenship among Indians and to obtain the rights thereof.

5. To establish a legal department to investigate Indian problems, and
suggest and obtain remedies.

6. To exercise the right to oppose any movement which may be
detrimental to the race.

7. To direct its energies exclusively to general principles and universal
interest, and not allow itself to be used for any personal or private
interest.?

The seven-point platform was meant to unite all Native people against
the Bureau of Indian Affairs, which the SAI believed was an impediment to
their progress. A few of the points are worth explaining. Point number three
was meant to help alter the negative perception of Indigenous
disappearance. As survivors of the boarding school era, SAI members
experienced firsthand how the boarding schools tried to “kill the Indian in
him and save the man.” They desired to challenge the settler idea that all
Native people had disappeared. With point number five, they declared their
plan to establish a separate legal department that would investigate why all
of the treaties had been violated. In other words, the SAI wanted the US
government to honor the treaties.

While the SAI as an organization sought some form of assimilation,
there were individual members who wanted to transform US society as best
as they could. In 1915, Arthur Parker published an essay in the Quarterly
Journal of the Society of American Indians in which he rebuked American



civilization and its so-called virtues. The purpose of the essay was to
challenge the idea that there was an “Indian problem.” Similar to the
question that Du Bois asked in The Souls of Black Folk (1903)—“how does
it feel to be a problem?”—Parker modifies the question by jumping right
into the heart of the issue and arguing that the root of the problem was
largely US society.

Parker bemoaned that the US robbed Native people of their inherent
right to being human. The US, he wrote, “robbed a race of men—the
American Indian—of their intellectual life; Robbed the American Indian of
his social organization; Robbed the American Indian of his native freedom;
Robbed the American Indian of his economic independence; Robbed the
American Indian of his moral standards and of his racial ideals; Robbed the
American Indian of his good name among the peoples of the earth; Robbed
the American Indian of a definite civic status.”10 The supposed inferiority
of Native people wasn’t what explained their current predicament, argued
Parker; 1t was the fault of US civilization.

Freedom, according to Parker, was the “first and greatest love of the
American Indian. Freedom had been his heritage from time immemorial.”
“By Nature,” Indians, according to Parker, were “independent, proud,” and
“freedom to the red man is no less sweet, no less the condition of life itself
than to other men.” While Parker cited well-known US figures such as
Patrick Henry, Benjamin Franklin, and Thomas Jefferson, he also cited
Native figures who resisted with warfare, including Metacomet (King
Philip), Red Jacket, Tecumseh, Pontiac, Black Hawk, Osceola, and Red
Cloud.!!

Laura Cornelius Kellogg (Oneida), like Arthur Parker, believed that
Native people had a lot of good to contribute. In her essay “Some Facts and
Figures on Indian Education,” she argued that Indigenous ideas of
education were not inferior than those of white peoples. “To some others
anything the Caucasian does is ‘educated’ and anything ‘Indian’ is not. To
those who have gone the whole way of enlightenment, education has
another meaning,” she wrote. And that meaning was “a proper appreciation
of the real values of truth wherever they may be found whether in an Indian
or Paleface.”!2

She then proceeded to voice a critique of the Indian boarding schools
and an appreciation of Native ways of education. In addition to breaking
down the importance of emotions and feelings in Indigenous ways of



knowing, she made sure to explain the virtues of Indigenous education in
comparison to white education: “The general tendency in the average
Indian schools 1s to take away the child’s set of Indian notions altogether,
and to supplant them with the paleface’s.” She quickly noted that
Indigenous education was not better; however, she asks, “why should [the
Indian child] not justly know his race’s own heroes rather than through false
teaching think them wrong? . . . I do say that there are noble qualities and
traits and a set of literary traditions he had which are just as fine and finer,
and when he has these, or the sake of keeping a fine spirit of self-respect,
and pride in himself, let us preserve them.”!3 Kellogg was well educated in
the white world. She also knew very much about her own Oneida heritage.
She knew the virtues of being Indigenous, and the importance of preserving
pride in one’s idea of culture and history.

THE UNIVERSAL NEGRO IMPROVEMENT ASSOCIATION

It is important to recognize that Marcus Garvey and Amy Garvey both
founded the Universal Negro Improvement Association, or UNIA. Although
the UNIA was patriarchal, and women didn’t hold too many leadership
positions, women remained integral to the function of the organization.!4
The UNIA’s ideology was not without problems, however. For instance,
much of its written literature used the language of the time of “civilizing”
Africans on the continent, and referred to Africans as “backward.” Still, the
UNIA was important for people of African descent throughout the
Americas, with chapters forming in New York, Detroit, and as far south as
Colombia and Costa Rica. I read the UNIA’s work as an attempt to
reconnect members with their African Indigenous roots, even if the rhetoric
was not always in line with what was necessary for all Africans, on the
continent and throughout the diaspora. Indeed, the efforts of groups like the
UNIA were meant to reconnect people of African descent with their
Indigenous past, into something that might reconstruct their present and,
more importantly, their future.

Founded in 1914 in Kingston, Jamaica, the UNIA recognized a
historically rooted problem: that Black folks in the US and Caribbean did
not have a homeland. And without a homeland, they could not have racial
pride and dignity. Garvey also formed the UNIA in response to the limited



function of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People, formed in 1911.

Garvey was influenced by the self-help message that he read in Booker
T. Washington’s Up from Slavery (1901). Washington was the founder of
Tuskegee University. During his time and, depending on how one
understands his influence, he was the most important figure in the early
twentieth century until his death in 1915. Garvey was so heavily enamored
by the story of Washington that he wrote a letter to him, stating, “I have
been keeping in touch with your good work in America . . . the fair minded
critic cannot fail in admiring your noble efforts.”!5 In March 1916, Garvey
arrived in New York City, after which he went on a speaking tour extending
more than a year, as he ventured through some thirty-eight states. Garvey
then returned to New York, and on July 2, 1918, he officially formed a
UNIA branch in New York.16 By 1919, Garvey had established himself as
one of Harlem’s most important figures.1”

The UNIA’s constitution reveals a lot about how the leaders envisioned
their organization would help connect Africans in the diaspora and Africans
on the continent. Article 1, section 3 offers eleven suggestions that describe
the core ideological tenets of the UNIA: “to establish a Universal
Confraternity among the race; to promote the spirit of pride and love; to
reclaim the fallen; to administer and assist the needy; to assist in civilizing
the backward tribes of Africa; to assist in the development of Independent
Negro Nations and Communities.”!8 There is a lot to unpack in this section.
However, we should first focus on the larger goal of the association. First, it
is clear that the UNIA wanted to connect and empower all people of African
descent, as demonstrated by phrases such as “to establish a Universal
Confraternity among the race” and “to work for better conditions in all
Negro Communities.” Second, the UNIA sought to liberate Black people
everywhere from the European-created notion of nationhood. Instead, it
sought to create a new human, a new African, free from European
domination. It wanted to create “Independent Negro Nations and
Communities.” These independent ideas of nationhood were important, for
they set the imaginary possibilities of African liberation. The UNIA was
also not consumed with the idea of nations and borders. Again, while the
idea of civilizing “the backward tribes of Africa” was indeed problematic,
the core idea of African nationhood throughout the diaspora was profound.



Similar to other Progressive Era organizations, the UNIA held large
conventions in order to showcase its brand for the purpose of attracting new
members. On August 13, 1920, at Liberty Hall in New York City, the UNIA
members met to discuss how they might move forward in getting the rest of
the world to respect African peoples, wherever they may be. At this
meeting, the UNIA revealed the “Declaration of the Rights of Negro
Peoples of the World,” which served as ‘“the Principles of the Universal
Negro Improvement Association.”

The declaration consisted of twelve complaints against European racism,
followed by fifty-four declarations of rights. The preamble read, “Be It
Resolved, that the Negro people of the world, through their chosen
representatives assembled in Liberty Hall . . . protest against the wrongs and
injustices they are suffering at the hands of their white brethren, and state
what they deem their fair and just rights, as well as the treatment they
propose to demand of all men in the future.”!® The preamble shares
similarities with the discourses of other colonized and oppressed peoples
during a period that historian Erez Manela calls the “Wilsonian moment.”
In The Wilsonian Moment: Self-Determination and the International
Origins of Anticolonial Nationalism (2007), Manela argues that colonized
people in China, Egypt, India, and Korea used the rhetoric propagated by
US president Woodrow Wilson during his Fourteen Point Plan, to create
their own ideas of self-determination that undergirded their anticolonial
struggle.20 Manela further argues that the Wilsonian Moment “launched the
transformation of norms and standards of international relations that
established the self-determining nation-state as the only legitimate political
form throughout the globe, as colonized and marginalized peoples
demanded and eventually attained recognition as sovereign, independent
actors.”2!

While it 1s not known whether or not the Garveys and the UNIA were
directly influenced by the words of Wilson—though number forty-five of
their declaration claimed that African peoples should declare the “League of
Nations null and void”—it i1s no doubt that their fundamental idea of
nationhood and self-determination developed as a part of a broader network
of Black and Indigenous peoples imagining themselves free of oppression,
both now and forever. Appearing at the top of their complaint was that
antiblackness was prescient for African peoples everywhere in the world:
“Nowhere in the world, with few exceptions, are black men accorded equal




treatment with white men, . . . [they are] discriminated against and denied
the common rights due to human beings for no other reason than their race
and color.”22

Land was central to their indictment of global antiblackness. Number
three in the list of complaints reads, “European nations have parceled out
among them and taken possession of nearly all of the continent of Africa,
and the natives are compelled to surrender their lands to aliens and are
treated in most instances like slaves.”?3 The UNIA made sure to
acknowledge that African land—from which all Africans and their
descendants derive their roots—was under European colonial occupation,
and that the Africans were treated like slaves on their land. As historian
Robin D. G. Kelley observes, in a statement referring specifically to the
Dutch colonization of South Africa but that could apply to colonization in
general, “Yes, the expropriation of the native from the land was a
fundamental objective, but so was proletarianization. They wanted the land
and the labor, but not the people—that is to say, they sought to eliminate
stable communities and their cultures of resistance.”24

In the declarations, the first four assert that African peoples were human
and should be treated as such. Africa’s freedom remained key in the
declaration’s idea of freedom. “We believe in the freedom of Africa for the
Negro people of the world, and by the principle of Europe for the
Europeans and Asia for the Asiatics, we also demand Africa for the Africans
at home and abroad,” reads the thirteenth declaration. They believed that
each race—albeit limited—should have its own land. Number fourteen
reads, “We believe in the inherent right of the Negro to possess himself of
Africa and that his possession of same shall not be regarded as an
infringement of any claim or purchase made by any race or nation.” And
finally, number fifteen reads, “We strongly condemn the cupidity of those
nations of the world who, by open aggression or secret schemes, have
seized the territories and inexhaustible natural wealth of Africa, and we
place on record our most solemn determination to reclaim the treasures and
possession of the vast continent of our forefathers.”25

The reclamation of land i1s a contested thing, given the historical
precedents of US Blacks trying to return to their ancestors’ homeland and
settling on land in order to colonize those already there. Nevertheless,
returning home, and creating place, both the idea and desire for it, have
always been among the many core tenets of Africans, diasporic social and



political philosophy. The UNIA, understanding that Africa’s wealth could
lead to a future for Black folks, attempted in its declaration to make sure
that Africans could hold fast to a tangible idea of making place. Finally, in a
demonstration of solidarity with other oppressed groups, number twenty-
seven declared, “We believe in the self-determination of all peoples.”26

In an article written by Garvey in 1923, titled “An Appeal to the Soul of
White America,” whose wording is close to the title of Du Bois’s essay
“The Souls of White Folk,” Garvey makes his case for the necessity of
Black people to avoid integrating with whites. His audience in this case,
though, 1s white people, especially white liberals, who he believed had a
part in trying to control Black people from realizing the necessity of leaving
the US.

Garvey begins the appeal, writing, “Surely, the soul of liberal,
philanthropic, liberty-loving, white America is not dead.”27 He continues,
“There 1s no real white man in America, who does not desire a solution of
the Negro problem.” After laying out the brutality that Black people had
faced in the United States, the problems with miscegenation, he encourages
“foolish Negro agitators” and “so-called reformers” to “stop preaching and
advocating the doctrine of ‘social equality,” meaning thereby the social
intermingling of both races, intermarriages, and general social co-
relationship.” He concludes the essay by reminding white Americans not to
cater to Black folks and suggest that they could become equals: “Let the
Negroes have a government of their own. Don’t encourage them to believe
that they will become social equals and leaders of the whites in America,
without first on their own account proving to the world that they are capable
of evolving a civilization of their own.”?8 Garvey did not believe in the
mixing of the races, but he perhaps had a point in raising a key question
about white liberals and liberal Blacks at the time: Would Black folks ever
belong in the US, and could they ever have a home elsewhere? Could
Africa be their home? Garvey thought so, even though his idea was
basically an extension of settler-colonial discourse and Christian
chauvinism. During his life, Garvey was not without critics. Several Black
radicals believed that Garvey was an imperialist trying to conquer Africa.29
Still, the goals of the UNIA and the SAI—the former seeking freedom and
the latter seeking sovereignty—bound them together. They had different
priorities, but each pursued a basic vision for how Black people and
Indigenous people could live.



In the post-Garvey era, after the US deported him back to Jamaica in
1927, Black women continued the work of Black nationalism. Black and
Native people continued the work of internationalizing their particular
plights. It is important to remember that, although I hear hoteps refer to
Garvey’s work, the man never set foot on the African continent.
Furthermore, he proclaimed himself to be the provincial president of Africa.
Bruh, Africa is a place with thousands of languages and different tribes,
histories, and customs. He also described Africans as backward. And let’s
not forget that Garvey tried to collaborate with the Ku Klux Klan at one
point. I don’t mean to slander him, but we can’t uncritically accept his
efforts at African colonization. Although he helped instill racial pride, and
he and the UNIA deserve props for that, if Black folks are ever going to
obtain freedom, we can’t do so by replicating the colonization efforts of the
colonizers.

THE UNIVERSAL RACES CONGRESS

As I mentioned in the introduction, we should not restrict Afro-Indigenous
histories to the relationship between the Five Tribes and African-descendant
people. Black American and Indigenous histories have intersected outside
the United States. Amid the growing concern of social progress within the
United States, Black and Indigenous actors also sought to transform the US
through appeals to the international community. W. E. B. Du Bois and
Charles Eastman serve as a prominent example of this, making their
international appeal at the Universal Races Congress (URC), held in
London, England, in July 1911.

Du Bois and Eastman illustrate the nature of transnational blackness and
indigeneity. Du Bois, a Pan-Africanist, transcended the US nation-state
color line. As the late historian Manning Marable notes, “Du Bois’s color
line included not just the racially segregated Jim Crow South” but also
“colonial domination in Asia, the Middle East, Latin America, and the
Caribbean among indigenous populations.”30 Nevertheless, Du Bois did
demonstrate some form of US colonial domination, especially since he
became an associate member of the Society of American Indians, perhaps
the only Black American to do so. Although associate members had no
authority in the SAI, Du Bois, ever the calculating advocate for social
justice, was an important accomplice.



Eastman was influenced by the US nation-state and the Dakota world, as
well as his interactions with other tribal nations. He attempted to navigate a
world during a time when Indigenous peoples were searching for allies
among white sympathizers within the broader context of the United States’
thrust to become a global empire. Neither Du Bois nor Eastman considered
himself bound to the US nation-state.

In part, they shared ideas of belonging in the US on the basis of their
citizenship status. Black people were second-class citizens and Indigenous
peoples were not afforded citizenship until 1924, and were being
dispossessed in their own homelands. Both defined themselves through
their community and connections beyond blackness and indigeneity,
allowing them to insert th