
1887-1928: Allotments and Assimilation
In 1887 Congress passed the Dawes Act, which allotted 160 acres of tribal land to each male 
head of household. This shattered the traditional economic and social roles of women and 
men in Native society. Not all people opted into this scheme and the government then put 
the unclaimed land up for sale. Posters came up advertising “Indian Land for Sale.” The 
tribes at this point were struggling for survival so many of the tribal members took the 
opportunity to take the allotments. 

At this point there was a huge effort to assimilate the remaining Native Americans into 
European culture. The government set up boarding schools. “Kill the Indian and save the 
man.” “Assimilation through total immersion.” “We must either butcher them or civilize 
them, and what we do, we must do quickly.” These were popular sentiments when people 
talked about Native Americans in that time. 

The boarding schools were used to teach the children how to be “good Indians” and were 
adopted out to European families to work as farmhands and servants, or emancipated to go 
work in factories or as laborers. The Carlisle Indian Industrial School had over 10,000 Na-
tive children attend, but only 158 graduated. Many escaped, many died. The 1928 Meriam 
Report said that death rates for Native American students were six and a half times higher 
than other ethnic groups.

The effects of forced assimilation reverberate to this day. Children who are raised by par-
ents who deny them their culture while at the same time not being accepted into dominant 
culture are prone to many modern traps such as poverty, addiction, racism, police oppres-
sion, and lateral oppression. 

1928-1945: Indian Reorganization Act
In 1934 Congress passed the Indian Reorganization Act. Its original intent was to stop 
fragmentation of Indian lands and to reverse the goal of assimilation of Native people, but 
during this time it was still illegal for Native Americans to practice their cultural ways. Even 
with the return of Tribal governments, the Federal government still maintained oversight 
over any tribal action. To be a member of a tribe, a person had to have at least one-quarter 
blood quantum. The expected result of this policy was that over time tribal membership 
would dwindle to nothing. Obviously, this did not happen.

Sexualized imagery like pinup art and advertising depicted Native women once again as 
highly sexualized beings. Many of the pictures showed white women smoking sacred Native 
American style pipes or wearing Native American male head dress while Native Americans 
at the time could be arrested for doing such things.

Hearing Their Voices: 
The Persistence of Violence Against  
Native American Women and Girls
Assimilation to Self-Determination



Appropriation through objectification: from left to right, a designer tossing American Indian and African designs together without regard 
to context or meaning. Cher (of Cherokee heritage) wearing a war bonnet loosely based on Plains Culture war bonnets only worn by 
men (Cherokee culture does not use feather war bonnets). J.C. Penny using a racist slur to sell bathing suits. A Vargas pin-up girl.

1945-1961: Termination Policy
The political tide turned back to the goal of assimilation for Native Americans. This time it came af-
ter World War II when people realized that the reservation system bore a striking resemblance to the 
atrocities in WWII. Congress suddenly terminated 109 tribes, resulting in the loss of 2.5 million acres 
of Native-held lands. 12,000 people lost their tribal affiliation. In what appeared to be a move to ease the 
consciousness of the nation on the atrocities exhibited on the Native population, the US government 
made a sweeping gesture that resulted in further erasure of Indigenous culture and identity. The govern-
ment turned over jurisdiction of many tribal lands to some of the states, but the land remained federally 
owned. Because of this, we have the legal black hole where the state and federal governments do not 
enforce laws on treaty land, and the tribes cannot enforce laws broken by people who are not in the tribe. 
This results in a murder rate for Native women on the reservation that is ten times the rate for Native 
women off the reservation. 

1961-Present: Self-Determination
In the civil rights era, Congress passed the Indian Civil Rights Act, which cut away at tribal sovereignty 
but gave tribe members no way to get help from the federal government. Between 1969 and 1974, 25 to 
35% of all Native children were removed from their families. 85% of those Native children were sent to 
non-native foster homes.

The Future: How Can We Heal?
Since Native Americans comprise less than 2% of the population in the U.S., we need the help of allies. 
How can someone be a good ally? Speak out against cultural appropriation; it pushes our culture to the 
margins and minimizes us as people. Find out whose land you are on and honor the original inhabitants. 
Use the present tense when talking about Native Americans. We are still here. Allow Native Americans 
to have a voice in all areas: politics, the arts, education, data, social justice, etc. Be acutely aware of your 
privilege. Educate yourself about the history of this land, don’t expect Native Americans to do it for you. 
Understand that our culture and ceremony are not an exhibit. Demand actual truth and reconciliation

More
This is a highly condensed version of the second two of four workshops that Patina Park gave in the early 
part of 2018. To see videos of each of the presentations, go to www.miwrc.org/events/ and find the “Hear-
ing Their Voices” series.


