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The Problems with Native American Mascots 

Laurel R. Davis 

Sport has not been widely discussed in the field of multicultural education, 
yet sport is central to the lives of many sfudents. It is critical that multicultural 
educators attend to the field of sport, because it plays a significant role in 
the socialization of youth. There are many sport-related topics that multicul­
tural educators could address. This article focuses on the existence of Native 
American mascots in school-sponsored sport. 

Because of the prevalence of stereotypes of Native Americans in United 
Statespopular culture, many have difficulty understanding the problems with 
Native American mascots. Even those who oppose these mascots often have 
trouble clearly articulating the reasons for their opposition. The purpose of 
this article is to layout the main arguments against the use of Native Ameri­
can mascots. All of the arguments mentioned in this article are used by activ­
ists who are working to eliminate these mascots. 

THE MASCOTS ARE RACIST STEREOTYPES 

The most common argument against Native American mascots (and by "Na­
tive American mascots" I also refer to the many other items that are popular 
in U.S. culture) is that they represent racist stereotypes of Native Americans. 
Stereotypes of Native Americans appear in movies; government seals; adver­
tisements and symbols for products like butter, beer, and paper; and statues 
and paintings that non-Natives have in their homes. Scholars have observed 
two main stereotypes: the "bloodthirsty savage," which conveys the notions 
that Native Americans are wild, aggressive, violent, and brave; and the "noble 
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sa~ag~," w.hich conveys the notions that Native Americans are primitive, 
chlldhke, sllent, and part of the natural world (Bataille & Silet, 1980; Hilger, 
1986; Lyman, 1982; Williams, 1980). 

It is the stereotype of Native Americans as bloodthirsty savage that led 
non-Natives to choose Native American mascots for sport. Traits associated 
with this stereotype-such as having a fighting spirit and being aggressive, 
brave, stoic, dedicated, and proud-are associated with sport; thus, select­
ing a. Native American mascot links sport teams with such traits. The appeal 
of thiS stereotype to many in sport is illustrated by the following quotations 
from supporters of Native American mascots: "I can think of no greater trib­
ute t~ the American Indian than to name a team's warriors after courageous, 
cunnmg-and feared-warriors of the Indian nations, the braves" (Shepard, 
1991, p. 14A); and "I look at that mascot, that Indian head, and it stirs me 
up. I think of getting real aggressive, and it brings out the aggressiveness in 
me. And it makes me go out there and really wrestle hard and fight hard, you 
know, because that's what those Indians were" (cited in Davis, 1993, p. 15). 

'Yhen all the mascots representing Native Americans are considered (e.g., 
Indians, Redskins, Braves, Chiefs), it turns out that Native Americans are the 
most common mascot in U.S. sport. The other mascots that are most common 
are animals, most of which are also associated with aggression and fighting 
(e.g., tigers). Many consider it offensive that Native Americans are perceived 
and used as symbols in the same way as animals. 

Stereotypes are misleading generalizations about a category of people. 
When people believe stereotypes, they tend to think that all, or almost all, . 
people who belong to a particular category behave in the same way, and they 
tend to ignore the wide diversity of behavior exhibited by people within the 
category. Regarding the stereotype associated with the mascots, not all Na­
tive Americans in the past were aggressive, brave, dedicated fighters. And 
today, most Native Americans do not occupy their time fighting. Many non­
Natives are aggressive, brave, dedicated fighters. Of course, many Native 
Americans take pride in their ethnic/racial backgroul1d and are dedicated 
people. But do they have more · pride and dedicatio~ than other groups? 
And, since Native Americans have extremely high rates of suicide, health 
problems, and poverty, asserting that this racial group has more pride than 
other groups is shallow. 

The stereotype of Native Americans as aggressive is particularly offensive 
because it distorts the historical reality of European and European American 
aggression (i.e., the white invasion of Native American lands and subse­
quent conquering of people on these lands). Belief in this stereotype works 
to obscure the oppression, violence, and genocide initiated by European 
Americans against Native Americans, and serves as justification for these 
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nets. This stereotype is part of a mythological history of the western United 
States, according to which cowboys and so-called pioneers led a glorious 
(Ind adventurous life fighting Native Americans. One reason the resistance 
10 elimination of Native American mascots is so vigorous and emotionally 
charged is because.when the activists critique the mascots they are also criti­
cizing a form of American identity that is linked to myths about the western 
United States (Davis, 1993). 

Native American mascots, and most other images of Native Americans in 
popular culture, are stereotypes that focus on the past, and thus these stereo­
types reinforce. the problematic view that associates N~tive Americans only 
with the past. This stereotyping works to obscure the hvesof contemporary 
Native Americans. As one interview subject said, "Respect the living Indian, 
you know. Don't memorialize us . . .. [The mascots are 1 almost likea~o~u­
ment to the vanished American Indian" (Davis, 1993, p. 13). Recogmzmg 
and understanding the lives of contemporary Native Americans challenges 
this stereotype. 

Native American mascots misrepresent, distort, and trivialize many aspects 
of Native American cultures, such as drumming, dancing, singing, and some 
aspects of religion. As an interview subject stated, "I compose memorial 
songs, I compose burial songs for my grandmothers and my grandfathers, my 
family. And when people [imitate] that at an athletic event, like at a baseball 
game, it hurts me, to see that people are making a mockery of me. We don't 
do that, what they're doing, this chanting" (Davis, 1993, p. 13). Most of 
those who support the mascots do not understand the meanings or realities of 
Native American lives and cultures. Thus, it is particularly ironic that many 
who want to retain Native American mascots. think they are honoring Native 
Americans. As another interview subject asserted, "How can you honor me, 
when you don't know the first damn thing about me?" (Davis, 1993, p. 14). 

Another irony related to the belief that Native Americans are being honor.ed 
by the mascots is that "positive" views of Native Americans, and the prac~ice 

.. of using symbols of Native Americans to represent sport teams and the like, 
began soon after the last of the Native American nations were conquered 
or subdued (Davis, 1993). Thus, one has to ask, who is being "honored" by 
Native American mascots, Native Americans or those who subdued Native 
Americans? 

The mascots and most other images of Native Americans in popular cuI.;. 
ture lump all nations (i.e., "tribes") of Native Americans together, incorrectly 
conveying that there is a single Native American culture and rendering the 
diversity of Native American cultures invisible. For example, only some Na­
tive American nations have political structures that are dominated by a male 
chief, and headdresses are worn by members of only some nations. 
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Ethnic and racial groups other than Native Americans have occasionally 
been used as mascots. There are several reasons why these mascots are not . 
as problematic as Native American mascots. First, these other mascots tend .
to either represent a people that lived in the past and are not alive today . 
Spartans) or were selected by people from the named ethnic group 
Scots). Second, most of the mascots that represent other ethnic groups do ' 
not have the same association with aggression (e.g., Irish). And third,' 
Americans should not have to condition their responses to be the same >as . 
other ethnic/racial groups. 

One of the reasons many do not see Native American mascots as stereo, ... 
types and as racist is that the majority of these images seem to hp "",,,,t,,,,,, .. 
Most stereotypes of racial and ethnic groups . are · obviously · negative, 
as ~frican Americans as criminals and Mexican Americans as lazy. It 
eaSIer to understand that · overtly negative stereotypes are stereotypes 
are racist. On the other hand, some stereotypes appear to be positive, "u\,n .•• . ,:,

as Asians as intelligent, Jews as good at business, and Native Americans 
brave. Yet despite their positive tone, these are problematic stereotypes in 
that many people from these groups do not fit the stereotype, and under~.· 
neath the positive facade lie some problematic beliefs and consequences. .
For example, the stereotype that all Asians are intelligent contributes to the 
extra pressure and discrimination many Asian Americans face, and this ste­
reotype is often used to disparage other groups. The stereotype that all 
are good in business serves as a foundation for another stereotype---'-that 
Jews are taking over the world economy, a stereotype that has been used to 
legitimate anti-Semitic actions such as the Holocaust. There are problematic . 
beliefs and consequences that stem from the so..:called positive stereotypes 
of Native Americans as well. 

Some people argue that they should be able to retain their Native American 
~ascots if they portray the mascots in a culturally authentic and nonstereotyp­
lcal manner. There are three problems with this idea. One is that a school or 
team cannot control how others, such as the media and other schools or teams 
use their mascot. For example, the media might print a headline announcin~ 
an "attack" by ateam with the Native American mascot. The second problem 
with this idea is that the schools or teams with the Native American mascots 
will not be able to avoid stereotypes. Native Americans are a category' of 
people who live in many different societies, each with a different culture and 
within each Native American society there is much diversity. Thus, how doe~ 
one portray what Native Americans are "really like?"Jmagine creating a mas­
cot that represented African Americans, Jewish Americans, Puerto Ricans, or 
European Americans. Because of the wide diversity of people within · these 
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Ciltogories, any mascot one could imagine would be a stereotype. ~d, it is 
Inappropriate for non-Natives to imitate Native Ameri~ans, even If th~y .do 
80 in a culturally accurate way. · We would find it offensIVe. to see a ChristIan 
I,ortray herself as Jewish or an European American portray h~self as Afric~n 
American, even if the portrayal is culturally accurate (e.g., usmg an authentIc 
dialect and clothing). Imitating another's culture, even if we do it accurately, 
Mecms like we are mimicking and mocking the other, especially if the imita­
ilon is done for entertainment, like it is at a sporting event. 
. . The mascot stereotypes influence the way non-Natives both perceive and 

U'oat Native Americans. The mascot stereotypes limit the abilities of the pub­
lic to understand Native American realities. As the late Michael Dorris (1992) 
put it, "War-bonnetted apparitions pasted to football helmets or baseball caps 
i\et as opaque, impermeable curtains,solid walls of white noise that for many 
citizens block or distort all vision of the nearly 2 million native Americans 
today" (p. 19A). 

THE MASCOTS HAVE A NEGATIVE .IMPACT ON 
NATIVE AMERICAN LIVES 

A second argument against the mascots is that they have a negative impact 
on Native American lives. Many people argue that symbols, such as images 
and language, are trivial issues that do not matter, yet reams of scholarship 
demonstrate that symbols exert a significant influence on both our percep,. 
tions and behaviors. 

Native Americanmascots create a hostile climate for many Native Ameri­
cans and sensitive non-Natives in the schools and communities with these 
mascots. It is hard to feel comfortable in and committed to a school or com­
munity and perform to the best of one's ability in school or work when con" 
stantly surrounded by offensive stereotypes. . 

The mascots negatively influence the self-image and self-esteem ofNat~ve 
Americans, especially children. One activist tells the story Of. how she m­
stilled pride in her children regarding their Native Americanhentage an~ she 
thought her children were secure--yet when she took them to a game WIth a 
Native American mascot, she witnessed a major "blow to their self-este.em" 
as they "sank in their seats," not wanting to be .identified as Native American 
(Davis, 1993). Another activist called the mascot issue a "mental health" issue 
(Ode, 1992, p. 2E). ' . 

Mascot stereotypes affect more than mental health and comfort within a 
school/community. Other problems Native Americans commorily face, · such 
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as poverty, cultural destruction, poor health, and inadequate education, are 
intertwined with public images of Native Americans. These images played a 
role in creating such problems, and now these images constrain Native Ameri­
can efforts to effectively address such problems. 

Because of the current power Structure in the United States; the quality 
lives Native Americans will lead in the future depends on whether 
public has an accurate understanding of past and present Native American 
lives. If members of the public cannot understand the problem with Native 
American mascots; they certainly will not understand sovereignty or other 
issues that affect the quality of Native American lives. . 

NATIVE AMERICANS SHOULD CONTROL IMAGES OF THEMSELVES 

A third argument against the mascots is that Native Americans should 
have control over societal definitions of who they are. Currently, Native 
Americans have little power to shape public images of themselves, and the 
voices of Native Americans are rarely heard. Non-Natives continually assert 
that the mascots are honoring Native Americans, despite the fact that most 
pan-ethnic Native American organizations (Le. , organizations consisting of 
Native American nations from throughout the United States) have stated 
otherwise (Rosenstein, 1996). One Native American writer said, ''I'll decide 
what honors me and what doesn't. . . . Minority groups have had enough 
of whites telling them what to think" (MacPhie, 1991, p. 19A). It is plain 
arrogance and a lack of respect when non-Natives think that they know . 
more about Native Americans and what honors them than do the Native 
Americans themselves. 

Of course, one can find some people from every racial or ethnic group to 
agree with any opinion, as the various people from one racial or ethnic group 
never all have the same opinion, so supporters of Native American mascots 
have been able to find Native Americans (and other people of color) to defend 
their use of these mascots. Many Native Americans have learned stereotypes 
of Native Americans from the same sources that non-Natives have. Some Na­
tive Americans have even profited from selling images of these stereotypes 
to non-Natives. It is important not to blame these Native Americans but 
to recognize the social forces that affect them, such as the media, extreme 
poverty,andinadequate education. In light of the fact that most pan-ethnic 
Native American organizations have issued statements against the mascots, it 
is. offensive for non-Natives to use Native Americans or other people of color 
to justifY the position that the mascots should be retained. 
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OTHER ISSUES ASSOCIATED WITH THE MASCOTS 

Finally, there are several other issues associated with the Native American 
mascot controversy that need to be addressed. The first issues are tradition 
lind intent. Supporters of Native American mascots regularly point out that 
they do not intend to offend anyone but to honor Native Americans, and they 
are just having fun and affirming tradition. It is worth pointing out that not 
all traditions are good ones. Some examples of bad traditions are racially 
segregated facilities and the exclusion of women from schools. Many people 
have benefited from the elimination of such traditions. 

It is also crucial to note that intent is not the most important issue here. If a 
belief or action has problematic consequences (i.e., if it has negative societal 
offects), then we should eliminate it, regardless of intents. For example; drurik 
drivers or men who continually comment on the sexual attractiveness of 
wOmen they work with usually do not intend to harm anyone, and yet the con­
sequences of such actions are often problematic and thus we . should work to 
eliminate these behaviors. Many times, despite our best intentions, when we 
Jack the necessary knowledge, our behavior can be quite harmful to others. 
Although most people who support Native American mascots do not inte~d 
to harm Native Americans, the consequences of the mascots are problematIc 
and therefore the mascots should be eliminated. 

The final issue is the small percentage of people who object to Native 
American maScots. Many supporters of Native American mascots argue that 
the mascots must not be problematic because only a small number of people 
object to them. Polls do indicate that if this issue were put to voters, th~ ma­
jority of people in most parts of the United States would vote to retam the 
mascots (Sigelman, 1998). Yet there are two reasons that the focus on num-
bers and majority rule is problematic. . 

First, it is important to note that the majority of people in the ynited 
States are uncritical of stereotypes of Native Americans, includmg the 
mascots, because of lack of education about Native American issues. Most 
Americans h~lVe had little to no substantial contact with Native Americans, 
and thus have distorted p~rspectives that come from television, movies 
(especially westerns), and tourist traps that feature stere0tr.Pes of N.ative 
Americans. We have been inundated with stereotypes of Natlve AmencanS 
in U.S. popular culture from birth, so we have come to believe these stereo­
types (Green, 1988). It is not surprising that large numbers of people do not 
understand this issue. 

It seems that in areas of the United States where the Native American popu­
lation is larger and politically active, the non-Native population has a greater 
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understanding of Native American issues because they have been educated 
by local Native Americans and media coverage of these Native Americans 
(Davis, 1993). The task of educating the US. public orregional populations 
a.bout Native American stereotypes and lives is a difficult one. 

Second, Native Americans represent only about 1 % of the US; . popula­
tion; so issues they care about (and that most others do not) will not likely 
win public approvaL People who are Jewish and people who travelin wheel~ 
chairs also represent a small percentage of the US. population, yetthis does 
not mean that others should ignore their feelings and concerns. Even if the . 
percentage of people who are offended is . small, others should still try to 
be sensitive. Part of being a good citizen is trying to empathize with other 
people, especially those who are different from ourselves. We should at­
tempt to understand why other people are offended by something, but even 
if we cannot achieve this understanding, the considerate thing to do is 
respond to others' concerns. 

Those who support the use of NativeAmerican mascots often claim that 
they want to retain the mascots because they "respect" Native Americans. 
Respect is a meaningless word when the positions of most pan-ethnic Na.­
tive American organizations are ignored. Real respect is carefully listening 
to, attempting to understand, and addressing Native American concerns 
about this issue. On a related note, it is not accurate to say that every pos­
sible symbol or mascot will be objectionable· to someone. There are many 
symbols, including most other sport mascots, that are not offensive to any 
groups of people. 

CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, equality and justice in society depend on our abilities to empa­
thizewith those who are different from us. If we listen carefully to the Native 
American individuals ahdorganizatiohs tha.t call for an elimination of Native 
American mascots, it is clear that there are valid reasons why we should work 
to eliminate these mascots and other problematic images of Native Americans 
in society. The State of Minnesota has made a coordinated effort ,to eliminate 
Native American mascots in its public schools and has been quite successful. 
The rest of the country needs to follow their lead. 

NOTES 

This essay was originally published in 2002 in Multicultural Education, 9(4), 11-14. 
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5 
What the "Fighting Sioux" Tells Us 

about White People 

Robert Jensen 

Appeals to the dominant white society to abolish the "Fighting Sioux" nick­
name and logo typically are framed in terms of respect for the dignity and hu­
manity of indigenous people. That is the appropriate way to address the question, 
but it has failed~at least, in North Dakota-to persuade most white folks. Today 
I want to pursue another argument. 

I want to suggest to my fellow non-Indian North Dakotans-those of us 
whose ancestors came from some other continent, primarily those of us who are 
white and of European descent-that we should support the campaign to change 
the University of North Dakota name and logo not just because it is offensive, 
exploitative, and racist (it is all of those things) but also for our own sake. Let 
us do it for our own dignity. Let US join this struggle so that we can lay honest 
claim to our own humanity. 

I say this because I believe that we give up our dignity when we evade 
the truth, and we surrender our humanity when we hold onto illegitimate 
power over others. And I want to argue that is what the nickname con­
troversy is really about-white America refusing to come to terms with 
the truth about the invasion and conquest of North America, and refusing 
to acknowledge the fundamental illegitimacy of its power over indigenous 
people as a result of that conquest. It is about denial of the realities of 
the past and the present. It is, to follow the analysis of Ward Churchill, 
about holocaust denial and the consequences of that denial (Churchill, 
1997). 
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THE PAST MAnERS 

Let's start with the past,. which people often want to avoid. It's history, they 
say. Get over it-don't get stuck in the past. But this advice to forget history is 
selective; many of the same folks who tell indigenous people not to get stuck 
in the past are also demanding that schoolchildren get more instruction in the 
accomplishments of the Founding Fathers. It is commonly asserted, and 
doubtedly true, that Americans don't know enough about their own history (or 
that of the world). The question isn't whether we should pay more attention 
to history; the relevant questions are: Who gets to write history? From whose 
point of view is history written? Which historical realities are emphasized 
which are ignored? Let us not take the seemingly easy-but intellectually 
morally lazy-path of selectively contending that "history doesn't matter." 
Everyone knows it matters. 

We can begin this historical journey in 1492, with the beginning of the 
European conquest of the New World. Estimates of the precontact indigenous 
population vary, but at the time there were approximately 15 million people 
living north of the Rio Grande, the majority in what is now the United States 
and perhaps 2 million in Canada. By the 1900 census, there were 237,000 
Indians in the United States. That works out to an extermination rate of 97 
to 99%. That means the Europeans who came to the continent killed almost 
all the Indians. It is the only recorded genocide in history that was almost 
successful. The Europeans who invaded North America, followed by their 
descendants who colonized the entire continent, eliminated almost the entire 
indigenous population, and in the process claimed almost the entire land base 
of those peoples. 

But were those indigenous peoples really people in the eyes of the invad­
ers? Were they full human beings? Some Europeans were not so sure. In the 
Declaration of Independence, one of our founding documents of freedom In­
dians are referred to as the "merciless Indian Savages." Theodore Roose~elt, 
,:hose n~e can be found on a national park in this state, defended the expan­
SIOn of whItes across the continent as an inevitable process "due solely to the 
power ~f the mighty civilized races which have not lost the fighting instinct, 
and WhICh by their expansion are gradually bringing peace into the red wastes 
where the barbarianpeoples of the world hold sway" (Roosevelt, 1901). 

Among Jefferson's "savages" and Roosevelt's "barbarians" were the fight­
ing Sioux-the Lakota, Dakota, and Nakota, the people who lived in what we 
now call North Dakota. They fought the Europeans, and they eventually lost. 
They lost, for example, in the Wounded Knee massacre at the end of the 19th 
century, when U.S. soldiers opened fire on several hundred unarmed Lakota 
killing most of them, mostly women, children, and elderly. That massacr~ 
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came at the end of what are commonly called the Indian Wars, an ambiguous 
term for the conflicts between Europeans and indigenous people in North 
America that helps obfuscate historical reality. Were .these wars waged by 
Indians, or against Indians? Instead of th~ Indian Wars, we ~ould be .mor~ 
precise and call them the "European/Amencan wars to extermmate IndIans. 
We could call them part of a holocaust. 

But wait, people will say, this ignores the fact that most of the indig~nous 
pcople died as a result of disease. Today it is no longer considered pohte to 
glorify the murder ofIndians and the taking oftheirland; the preferred.route 
to avoid confronting this holocaust is the disease dodge. But ChurchIll ar­
gues persuasively that the fact that a large number ?f indigenous. people died 
of disease doesn't absolve white America. SometImes those dIseases were 
spread intentionally, and even when that wasn't the case the ~hite invaders 
did nothing to curtail contact with Indians to limit the destructIOn. Some saw 
the large-scale death of indigenous people as evidence of the righteousness 
of their mission: God was clearing the land so that civilized whites could take 
their rightful place upon it. Whether the Indians died in war or from disease, 
starvation, and exposure, white society remained culpable. 

That's history. It's not the history I was taught growing up in Fargo, No~th 
Dakota. But it is a real part of real history. It is every bit as real as the stones 
of courageous Norwegian farmers who homesteaded through brutal winters. 
For too long we have tried to keep those two histories separate. It is time to 
join them, to see that the homesteads were made possi?le by the ho!ocaust. 

Let me be clear: I am not asking anyone who IS whIte to feel guIlty about 
this. I do not feel guilty about this. I feel incredibly pained and saddened by it, 
just as I feel pained and saddened by other acts of brutality that litter human 
history. But I cannot take on guilt for events that happened before I was born. 
Feeling guilt for things outside my control would be illogical. 

However, I can-and should-feel guilty about things I have done wrong 
in my life, over which I do have control. I should feel guilty not ~imply so 
that I feel bad but so that change is possible. Guilt is healthy when It leads to 
self-critique, to moral reflection, to a commitment to not repeating mistakes. 
We can feel that guilt both individually and collectively. We can see what we 
have done wrong or failed to do right, both by ourselves and with others. That 
brings us to the present. . 

The American holocaust perpetrated by Europeans and theIr descendants 
against indigenous people cannot be undone. But we can in the present work 
to change the consequences of that holocaust. One easy place to start c~uld 
be eliminating a nickname and logo to which a significant number ofIndtans 
object. All that white people would have to do is accept that simple fact, and 
change the name and logo. It would cost no one anything, beyond the trivial 
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expense of changing the design on some stationary, uniforms, and university 
trinkets. 

But wait, many white people say, .isn't systemic poverty on reservations 
more important than a logo? Of course it is. Are there more pressing problems 
for Indians than the Fighting Sioux design? Sure. Butthere is nothing to stop; 
anyone from going forward to address other problems and, at the same time; 
taking the simple step of changing the nickname and logo. 'It's not an either!. 
or choice. . '. 

Why do so many people resist that simple change so fiercely?Individu~ . .
als will have different reasons, of course; I cannot pretend to know what 
motivates everyone. Many people say it is out of a respect for traditioR But .. ' 
don't think that's really what is going 'bn. I would like t6 offer an alternative ' 
explanation for why white people will not take such a simple and easy step. 

POWER RELATIONS IN THE PRESENT 

Let me digress a moment for a story about another question of language that 
might be helpfuL In the 1980s 1 worked at St. John's University, just down .. 
the highway in Minnesota. St. John's is a men's college run by a monastery . 
that had a cooperative relationship with the College of St. Benedict, a nearby 
women's college run by a convent. As time went on, the level of cooperation ' 
between the schools increased, including morejoillt publications. At one point 
in the process, staff members at St. Benedict's suggested that in those joint 
publications we use the term "first-year student" instead of "freshman," for 
the obvious reason that none of the students at St. Ben's was a "mall," fresh 
or otherwise. It struck me asa reasonable request, a simple thing to do. They 
weren't asking that we go back and reprint every brochure we had in stock, 
just that in the future we use the more accurate and less sexist term. I assumed 
this would not be a problem. But it was a problem for a number of men at St. 
John's. What a bizarre suggestion, they said. Everyone knows freshman is an 
inclusive term that means first-year students, male and female. How could 
anyone bring up such a silly point? 1 pointed ouUhat to change the term was 
costfree-,-all we had to do was switch one term for another. No, they said~ 
there's a tradition at stake, and besides, "first-year student" is clumsy. "But 
do we really care?" I asked. Yes, many of them did care, quite passionately. 

Looking back, I don't think it was a question of tradition or the aesthetics 
of the terms. It was about power. In the Catholic ChUrch, girls don't tell boys 
what to do. In the long history of those two colleges, thegirls didn't tell the 
boys what to do. The real issue was simply"power. Could the women telLthe 
men what to do? Would the men accept that? Of courSe, .one small request 
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!tbout one term in a brochure was hardly a revolutionary change in the gender 
Jlj'uctices of Catholicism, the religious orders that operated the colleges, or 
Ihose institutions. But that wasn't the point The members of the domiIlant 
sroup were used to being in charge by virtue of who they were, and they were 
Ilot interested in changing the underlying power dynamics. 

Eventually the boys gave up fighting that one, and first-year students at 
Ihe campuses are referred to today as first-year students. And the women's 
college over time has continued to challenge the male dominance of the part­
nership. Everyone is better off as a result, including the boys at St. John's. 

Likewise, I think a similar power dynamic is at the core of white resistance 
to the simple act of dropping nicknames such as Fighting Sioux: Indians don't 
~et to tell white people what to do; Why not? Polite white people won't say 
It in public, but this is what I think many white folks think: "Whites wonand 
Indians lost It's our country now. Maybe the way we took it was wrong, but 
we-tookit. We are stronger than you. That's why we WOIl. That's why you lost. 
So, get used to it. You don't get to tell us what to do." I think for white people 
to acknowledge that we don't have the right to use the name and logo would 
be to open a door that seems dangerous. 

Why should Indians have the right to make the decision over how their 
Mme and image are used? Because in the absence of a compelling reason to 
override that right,a person or group of people should have control over their 
name and image. That's part of what it means to bea person with full human­
ity. And in this case, the argument for white people giving Indians that power 
is intensified by the magnitude of the evil perpetrated by whites on Indians. 

To acknowledge all that is to acknowledge that the American nation is 
based on genocide, on a crime against humanity. The land of the free and the 
home of the brave, the nation that was born as the vehicle for a new freedom, 
rests on the denial not only of freedom but of life itself, to a whole group of 
people-for the crime. of getting in the way of what the European invaders 
wanted for themselves: the land and its .resources. 

To acknowledge all that is to acknowledge not only that the Fighting 
Sioux nickname is an obscenity but an artifact of our own barbarism. If 
Germany had won World War n, . it would be equivalent of contemporary 
Germans naming a university team the Jews and using a hook-nosed cari­
cature. Ido not mean that hyperbolically. In heated debates, people often 
compare opponents to Nazis as an insult.This isn't an insult. It's an accurate 
comparison. The ideology of racial supremacy underneath the genocide of 
indigenous people here was not so different from Nazi ideology; Inferior 
people had to give way so that superior people could make use ofland, just 
as Teddy Roosevelt said. The dominant group wanted something. The sub­
ordinated group was in the way. The easiest way to justify that is to define 
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away the humanity of the subordinated group, so a barbaric policy can be 
seen as natural and inevitable. 

To take that simple step-to accord to Indians the basic dignity to control 
how they are named and represented-is to step onto a road that leads to a 
confrontation with the mythology of the United States. That can be painful, 
but not just because of what it forces us to face in the past. The larger 
with stepping onto that path is that it doesn't stop in the past. It leads to ~()Tnp,", ' 

thing more difficult-'-the confrontation with the enduring consequences' of 
the genocide. To go down this path forces us to confront the fact that the 
erty rate for American Indians (25.9%) is more than double the overall 
(11.3%) and nearly four times as high as the rate for white Americans 

Why is that the case? Why, a century after the official end of the ~"~"""', 
Wars, are Indians the poorest racial/ethnic group in the United States? 
is Shannon Country, South Dakota, home to the Pine Ridge 
consistently among the poorest counties in the United States with a 
poverty rate? What does the massacre at Wounded Knee h~ve to do 
the living conditions today of the people on the reservation that UI'-'IU.U,",,, ." 

Wounded Knee? 

The past is past, but maybe some of that past also is present. Is white Amer~ 
ica afraid oflooking too much at the past, lest we have to look at the present? 
Are we afraid of what we might see? What might we learn-about 

TRADITION OR JUSTICE? 

Let me turn to the possible challenges to this position. 
Can tradition, the common argument for keeping the Fighting Sioux, trump 

other considerations? Indeed, tradition makes some people (mostly white) 
feel. ~ood. Does, that value to some outweigh the injury to others? Many 
tradItIons have fallen by the wayside over time when it became clear that the 
tradition imposed a cost on some other person or group. It used to be a tradi­
tion in some regions for white people to call adult African American males 
"boy." No big deal, they said; it's just a name. But it was a name that carried 
a message about power and dominance. 

Supporters of the Fighting Sioux might offer a counterargument: In that 
example all (or almost all) adult African American males objected to the 
use of the term because it was so obviously a way to denigrate them.,But 
not all Indians object to Fighting Sioux, and there is an argument that such 
nicknames are meant to honor Indians. So, it is argued, we shouldn't get rid 
of the nickname. 
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I do not know of reliable polling data that would tell us how the "average" 
Indian feels about the name. But, for the sake of argument, let's assume that 
the vocal opponents of such nicknames and logos are ,a substantial percent­
nge, but not a majority, of Indians. Let's also assume that the most Ind~ans 
do not have strong feelings, and that a minority genuinely support such mck­
names. Can white people simply say, "Well, see, Indians can't decide, so we'll 
leave things as they are." 

I think that is an attempt to avoid a simple choice. Indians are no more 
monolithic than any other group; there's no reason to think there would be 
absolute uniformity of opinion. However, over time many Indians from a 
number of different backgrounds have developed a clear critique of the use 
of Indian nicknames and logos, and they have put forward that critique with 
clarity, honesty, and passion. I find the argument compelling, but even if one 
doesn't agree, one has to at least acknowledge it is a rational argument and 
that it is easy to understand why people hold the position. In the absence of 
a universal demand from indigenous people, but in the presence of a strong 
argument that many indigenous people support, white people cannot dismiss 
the issue. It seems to me there are only two possibilities. 

The first would be for the North Dakota State Board of Higher Education 
and the university to acknowledge the long-standing opposition to the team 
name and change it. The second would be to let the people affected by this­
the Indian popUlation of the state and the university-decide the question. In 
other words, the only dignified and humane positions for white people are to 
either accept the judgment already rendered by Indians, or, if one bel~eves that 
judgment is not clear, allow Indians to go forwa~d and make .that Judgm~nt 
(without external pressure, such as threats to withdraw fundmg for IndIan 
programs or students if the decision is to eliminate the name and logo~. 

I am calling for white people to acknowledge that we have no nght to 
choose how Indians are named and represented. We have no standing to speak 
on the question. Our place is to shut up and do what we are told. Let me say 
that again, for emphasis: We white folks should shut up and do what Indians 
tell us. Let's try it, first, on this simple issue. We might find it is something 
we should do on a number of other issues. 

And if we do that, individually and collectively we will take a step 
toward claiming our own dignity and humanity. The way in which white 
America refuses to come to terms with its history and the contemporary 
consequences' of that history has material and psychological consequences 
for Indians (as well as many other groups). But in a very real sense, we 
cannot steal the dignity and humanity of indigenous people. We can steal 
their resources, disrespect them, insult them, ignore them, and continue to 
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repress their legitimate aspirations. We can try to distort their own sense of 
themselves, but in the end we can't take their humanity from them. 

The only dignity and humanity that is truly diminished by the Fighting 
Sioux is that of white America. ' 

NOTES 

This essay was originally a presentation by Robert Jensen at the University of North 
Dakota on October 10, 2003, sponsored by BRIDGES, a student group that works to ' 
remove the university's "Fighting Sioux" nickname and logo. 
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9 
American Indian Imagery and the 

Miseducation of America 

Ellen j. Staurowsky 

During the summer of 1998, the New York State Department of Education 
initiated an inquiry into the use of Native American mascots by schools for 
the purpose of determining if the practice is offensive and should be stopped. 
The study undertaken at the direction of the State Education Commissioner 
Richard Mills was in response to an appeal filed by Robert Eurich, a taxpayer 
from Orange County (NY). In 1996, Eurich sought to have the "Red Raid­
ers" mascot eliminated from Port Jervis High School because he alleged it 
violated his civil rights and those of students attending the school (Associ­
ated Press, 1998a; Russin, 1998). Although Commissioner Mills dismissed 
Eurich's appeal, he did recognize the "seriousness of the issue the petitioner 
raises and that other districts statewide engage in similar practices" (Associ­
ated Press, I 998a, p. IA). 

The New York State Department of Education is one among many policy­
making bodies to address the appropriateness of the use of American Indian 
mascots, symbols, and iconography in school settings. During the past three 
years, the issue has manifest itself from border to border and coast to coast 
in numerous discussions, debates, and disputes (Willman, 1997; "Hearing 
held," 1998). Saliently, the issue has even attracted the attention of the United 
States Department of Justice (USDOJ). The February 1999 investigation by 
the USDOJ at Erwin High School in North Carolina marks the first occasion 
when Native American images have been examined by a federal agency for 
the purpose of determining if the symbols contribute to a racially hostile 
learning environment (Pressley, 1999). 

These incidents reveal the complicated dynamics that are invoked and! 
or provoked when educators and communities attempt to discuss this issue. 
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Schools throughout the state of Minnesota and institutions such as Cornell, 
Marquette, Miami University of Ohio, St. John's, Stanford, and Syracuse 
(Lapchick, 1996; Staurowsky, 1996) have foundreasons to stop the I.na"u\;.c; . 

of using American Indian imagery for sport teams. However, the potential 
discussions on this issue to . become volatile is evident as well. 

Indicative of the palpable sense of the need for reinforcement when it 
to handling this issue, Superintendent Church of the Afton (NY) Sch601 
trict said she would welcome a directive from the state as a means of 
contentiousness at the local level. Church's prediction that constituencies 
register a range of reactions to the prospect of eliminating American 
mascots can be gauged from the immediacy of response generated when 
proposed New York State Department of Education study was made 
to the public. The mere announcement of such a study evoked definitive 
tions by educational decision makers before the investigation. ever got 
way. Several athletic directors frOm Section N in central New York, 
13 school districts are known as Indians, Chiefs, Senecas, Blackhawks, 
Warriors, were quick to note that their school names were a "SOurce of 
and "a reflection of our area" (Russin, 1998a, p. lA). Aboutthe study, 
local sportswriter in Ithaca, NY, recognized two years ago as one of the 
"Enlightened Cities" in the United States, editorialized: 

. I guess if I lived on a reservation and a high school was nicknamed the "Iroquois 
Pale Faces" I would be offended .... But that's not the perspective I'm working ' 
from. Nope, this is the all common~sense channel. ... There is absolutely noth­
ing wrong with Indian·related names. (Russin, 1998b, p. lA) 

For the remainder of this article, I will focus on the cultural fallout 
fronted when addressing the issue of American Indian imagery as it 
become infused into and perpetuated by school districts and 
The ' complex racialized fabric of attitUdes and beliefs fostered in ' adults . 
children through the reliance on Americanlndian mascots as the ('plntprnipr'I~'­
of school, community, and team identities will be unraveled. the end 
will be the identification of critical areas of inquiry that educators 
address with themselves, their students, their families, and their communities 
about the continued use of these symbols. . 

Central to the argument presented in this article is an acknowledgment that .' 
few Americans, whether educators or representatives from any other sector of •
the population, have had the opportunity to acquire the depth of '~"H"'~"'''',v 
or understanding about this nation's history relative to American Indians ' 
that allows for a responsible consideration of this issue. A close ""''''llll.Ua­
tion of the dialogue surrounding American Indian imagery in sport reveals 
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that people who we typically think of as the beneficiaries of systematic and 
complete schooling consistently -mistake "common sense" (a _ set of com­
mon understandings that permit consensus based on accurate information) 
for "nonsense" and yet feel confident and empowered even in their lack of 
knowledge. This realization is compelling because it raises questions about 
the very essence of the educational process that good teachers care about the 
most, that being educational integrity and accountability. 

AMERICAN INDIAN MASCOTS AS SYMPTOMATIC 
OF CULTURAL ILLITERACY 

At a theoretical level, school systems in the United States are vested with 
the responsibility of cultivating the intellectual skills in citizens essential 
fOf functioning productively and meaningfully within a human and humane 
society. A critical tool in realizing this goal is -cultural literacy, -a means 
by which the vast differences in individual and group experiences and 
knowledge can be bridged and accommodated in a democratic, pluralistic 
society. Although the central importance of cultural literacy in education 
is undisputed, how cultural literacy is conceptualized and achieved is very 
much up for debate. In his treatise on the failure of schools to create a 
literate society, Hirsch (1987) .urged a return to commonly shared con­
tent areas as the basis for mutual understanding and societal stability. He 
argued-that there is a need for the identification and implementation of a '" 
core curriculum that would be delivered uniformly to students throughout 
the United States so as to ensure that all students received a baseline level 
of knowledge. 

One need only watch a "Jaywalking" segment on the Tonight Show as in­
terviewees struggle to correctly identify the number of states in the Union or 
testify to the small number of Americans who vote to appreciate at some level 
the argument Hirsch (1987) makes. His fundamental . premise is particularly 
relevant to the issue of understanding the dialogue that emerges surrounding 
American Indian imagery, however, for two reasons. First, Hirsch's conceptu­
alization of cultural literacy and how to achieve it is reflective of a dominant 
value system that has been operating in education for a considerable portion 
of this century. As a corollary, because his conceptualization is anchored in 
an ethnocentric perspective that fails to adequately provide for American In­
dians, an examination of his approach explains the gaps that occur between 
Native American parents and their allies who advocate for change within 
schools and those who actively or passively resist change . when it comes . to 
the matter of mascots .. 
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To elaborate, Hirsch (1987) contends, perhaps rightfully so, that the "civic 
importance of cultural literacy lies in the fact that true enfranchisement de­
pends upon cultural literacy" (p. 92). He continues by suggesting that the 
illiterate and semi-literate (the poor and the marginal) will be doomed to pov­
erty and to the powerlessness of incomprehension if they are not taught the 
markers, such as certain areas of literature and standard English, that would 
otherwise connect those disadvantaged groups to the power structure of the 
dominant society. 

Inasmuch as Hirsch's (1987) perspective .on this matter reveals how power 
structures may work and how access to power is achieved through education 
(ideas that are contested in and of themselves), his position also discloses 
the kind of cultural blind spots that discussions surrounding American Indian 
mascots ought to illuminate but consistently do not. Illustrative .ofthis point is 
Hirsch's response to concerns about how nationwide requirements would be 
identified and defined. Referencing an American tradition ofpluralism, 
observes that "Because our country started out with a powerful commitment 
religious toleration, we developed habits of cultural toleration" (p. 94). .

Hirsch's (1987) logic, although sustainable when linked to the dominant ,
culture, falls apart when placed in the context of white-Indian relations. The
United States has not historically afforded American Indians any degree ofre~.
ligious freedom, and genocide can hardly be thought of as cultural toleration. 

As a departure gate for expounding on what is needed with regard to cul­
tural literacy, an American tradition of pluralism offers a model that simply •
does not work when it comes to either the historic or present-day treatment (Jf
American Indians by educational systems. This notion of the American melting 
pot, however, structurally undergirds much of public education and educational 
theory as seen in Hirsch's (1987) work and others like it. As Pewewardy (1997) 
explains, "American schools have been designed to either destroy Indian culture 
and tribal language or graduate Indian students with a Eurocentric value system
which is individualistic, competitive, and materialistic" (p. 17 A). In the process, 
schools have often destroyed the possibility of non-Indians appreciating the 
influences and forces that have shaped their own lives. 

Confronting the myth of the American melting pot and its integration 
into approaches to cultural literacy sheds new light on discussions about the 
practice of schools using American Indian imagery. It highlights the fact that 
these images emanate out of communities that have, for the most part, been 
woefully undereducated about the stereotypes they have chosen to represent 
their schools. 

This can be tested using a modification of Hirsch's (1987) model of a com­
mon list of things that all Americans should know. Would Americans' view 
the stereotypical fierce and fighting male Indian warrior in the same light 
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i r they were fully aware of how the characterization of American Indians as 
ji~!Uvages" in the Declaration of Independence affected the shaping of the 
I)olicies the United States .government adopted relative to the nation's ~irst 
People? How might those images be viewed differently if thought was gIven 
10 the connection between the actions of the principal writer of that document, 
Thomas Jefferson, who is credited with setting the framework for Indian re­
moval in motion in 1803, and the fate of American Indians since that decision 
~us made (Ellis, 1997)? How curious that the foe most feared and hated has 
heen transformed by the dominant culture into the ultimate symbol of victory. 
To valorize the image of the "fighting Indian" without soberly recognizing the 
degree to which the United States sought to summarily conquer and control 
Ihat very entity has created what Pewewardy labels "dysconscious racism" (as 

I'cported in Schroeter, 1998). 

WHITE ASSUMPTIONS AND CULTURAL LITERACY 

The distortions in logic that permeate justifications for American Indian im­
agery reflect what feminist researchers Maher and Tetreault (1997) call "white 
assumptions" which influence and mold the construction of knowledge as it 
is produced and resisted in classroom and school settings. Assumptions of 
whiteness circulate undetected throughout discussions and debates about the 
continued use of American Indian imagery. For example, rarely do educa­
tors preface discussions about this topic with an acknowledgment that these 
images are white inventions adopted by white educational power structures. 

Despite public opposition by almost every Native American organization in 
the United States, some of which include the National Congress of American 
Indians, the National Indian Education Association, Advocates for American 
Indian Children, the National Coalition for Racism in Sport and the Media, 
and the Society of Indian Psychologists, patterns of non-Native American 
responses to formal requests by Native Americans for the elimination of 
mascots and imagery have frequently taken the form of denial, defensive­
ness, or dismissiveness (Brady, 1999; Pressley, 1999; Staurowsky, 1998). It 
is not uncommon that appeals for the eradication of stereotypical images, 
on the grounds that their elimination would abate forces that undermine the 
self-esteem and self-image of Native Americans, are met with allegations that 
these appeals are shallow attempts at "political correctness" ("Hearing held," 
1998; Russin, 1998b; Yarbrough, 1998). As Colgan (1997) wrote in a letter 
to the editor of JOPERD about the issue of eliminating the use of American 
Indian mascots, "It is sad the way groups of citizens search so diligently to 
find something to be disgruntled about" (p. 4). Yarbrough (1998) extends 
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this one step further by equating all examinations of these issues to exercises
in "political correctness," as if to suggest that there is no value in revisiting 
old assumptions with renewed insight or seriously assessing the educational
welfare of all students. 

What some educators and citizens appear unable and/or unwilling to gras
at a macro-level is the fact that this dynamic of American Indians explaining 
why something is offensive while non-Indians actively or passively choose
not to respond or respond contrarily is the most persistent theme underscoring 
Indian-non-Indian relations. Locust (1988) argues that the fundamental dif­
ferences between American Indians and non-Indians foster the discriminatorY
treatment American Indian students experience in school through a lack of.
appreciation for their belief and value systems. This is seen in the 
ing use of eagle feathers, dancing, music, and chanting in association 
American Indian mascots. On repeated occasions, attempts have been 
to educate the public about the sacredness of these symbols and ceremonial
practices (Rosenstein, 1997). And yet, a large portion ofthe public appears to
believe that their right to use these symbols in frivolous, casual ways at the
ballpark or an athletic contest is a matter of personal opinion. In this . ' 
the sanctity of a culture is not sufficient cause to protect certain revered 
boIs from being worn inappropriately, merchandised, or desecrated in 
other manner. This practice cuts in two directions by violating Indian 
and customs while also contributing to the collective ignorance of masses o
Americans at the same time. 

In his work on cultural literacy, Ferdman (1990) explored the process 
coming and being literate in a multi-ethnic society. According to Ferdman, lit-
eracy is culturally framed and variable. As a consequence, literate behavior may
be defined differently from culture to culture. This conception offers a way 
educators to rethink the issue of American Indian mascots, which has becom
so deeply imbedded in the average American's psyche due to the official sanc-
tion of institutional authority, collective ownership, and mass identification. 

What this examination of race and cultural literacy reveals is a significant
flaw in the way cultural literacy has traditionally been conceptualized by many
influential educators and internalized by the majority of Americans throughout
most of the twentieth century. Whereas Hirsch (1987) cautions that cultural
illiteracy may impoverish and relegate certain groups to the "powerlessness
of incomprehension," cultural illiteracy is not located solely or entirely "",,,,n.[)" 
the marginalized. Impoverishment, in turn, need not be thought of only in eco­
nomic or class terms. To grasp this point is to become aware that the non-Indian
power structure has acquired its privileged status through its own intellectual
impoverishment, selective incomprehension, and moral compromise. In order
for genuine understanding to occur, one needs to consider that members of the 

American Indian ImagelY and the Miseducation of America 69 

('/liturally illiterate group in these discussions about Ame~can In~ian ~agery 
IIrc non-Indians. Hirsch's tenet that true societal enfranchisement IS achIevable 
only when one is culturally literate needs to be modified. For the ~ajority, b~ing 
culturally illiterate is sometimes acceptable, expedient, and profItable, partICU-

Indy when it comes to American Indians. . ' . 
As educators, if we begin to conceptualize the use of Amencan IndIan m~­

ugery as a form of cultural illiteracy that has historically benefitted the domI­
nunt group to the detriment of American Indians, the path is cleared to m?re 
fully appreciate the impact this long-standing practi~e has h~d in the sh~pmg 
of a hostile cultural and classroom climate for Amencan IndIans and an mtel­
lectually numbing environment for both Indians and non-Indians alike. 

A HOSTILE CULTURE AND CLASSROOM CLIMATE 
FOR AMERICAN INDIANS 

In 1997 President Clinton established a Race Initiative Advisory Board for 
the p~ose of promoting a national dialogue on race issues, to increase an 
understanding of the history and future of race relations, to identify and cre­
ute plans to calm racial tension, and to promote increased opportunity for all 
Americans to address crime and the administration of justice (Gray, 1998). 
The findings from a presidential report entitled "One America: The Presi­
dent's Initiative on Race" showed that Native Americans experience more 
pronounced levels of racism in the form of economic and physical abuse ~han 
any other identified group. Further, Native Americans were found to mamfest 
the "highest instances of suicide, the lowest life expectancy, the highest levels 
of infant mortality, and the highest rates of unemployment nationwide" (Gray, 
1998). Despite acknowledging that the United Stat:s' record ofmistrea~ent 
of Native Americans required acts that would amehorate the neglect and ISO­
lation that Indians feel, the president did not appoint a Native American to his 
team of advisors (Associated Press, 1998c). President Clinton's omission or 
oversight in naming a Native American to the advisory board caused consid­
erable consternation within the Native American community. 

In a meeting with nine tribal leaders in Denver in March of 1998 to discuss 
the absence of a Native American on the board, the tribal leaders called the 
omission unconscionable and unacceptable (Griego, 1998, p. 1). Appreciation 
for the sentiment felt is revealed in Scott's (1998) response to the lack of 
awareness demonstrated by the White House when she wrote: 

How can this government hope to address a problem as deep and pervasive as 
racism without providing an opportunity for equal representation to the people 
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most directly affected by racism for over 200 years .... No face more directly 
reflects the evils of racism, institutionalized and otherwise, than the face of Na­
tive peoples .... This country has only to look at its own history if it wishes to 
see where racism, unchecked, leads. Is it possible that this government fears to 
look too deeply into the mirror of its own beginnings? (p. 2) 

It is possible that what is at work here is a clash between the, ... "." ... "~.,, 
fictionalized Indians many non-Indians pretend to be during Halloween 
while they are masquerading as Warriors and Indians and Renegades 
Chiefs at the, lo<;al level and the dilemmas encountered when real 11lll1i:l.11:;, 

raise issues that demand something that goes beyond pretense. PP1.XTP1XT<>rihr 

(1994, 1997) connects the dots between the failure of American 111:;. lHIH11.1H:; , 

(education, government, religion, the criminal justice system, health 
media, entertainment, sport) in general to comprehend lived American 
experience and the reduction of American Indian life to little more U1i:lJ.l i1. 

singUlar stereotype of a mythical be-feathered fighting figure. 
Pewewardy (1994, 1997) describes the practice of using Indian 111i1:;\oUl:; 

as symbolic representations of teams and anchors for community 
as "cultural violence" whi<;h, serves to distort the perceptions of both ........ CUJL./ 

and non-Indian children, The end result has been three-fold. Indian ""lllllm 

have been left with "deep emotional scars" and what Locust (1988) refers 
as "wounds of the spirit" as evidenced in Native American children h"",in, .. '. 

the highest dropout rates, the highest suicide rates, and the lowest ac,lde:mi<, 
achievement levels of any minority group (Ambler, 1997; Hatjo, 1996; 
Chavez, Beauvais, Edwards, & Oetting, 1995; Lee, 1992; Wood & 
1996). Non-Indian children have been raised as what I would call 
narcoleptics, permitted to sleep the sleep of the uninformed and 
For all children, Indian and non-Indian alike, the use of American 
imagery introdu<;ed and replicated over and over in lieu of a complrellerlsi,re, . 
and extensive examination of the historical and social antecedents of ~uu, .... ~ '. 

and non-Indian relations contributes to the miseducation of masses of 
cans and a generalized level of ignorance. This realization signals a need 
educators to struggle with areas of inquiry that frequently go unaddressed 
unexamined. 

CRITICAL AREAS OF INQUIRY OFTEN UNADDRESSED 
OR UNEXAMINED 

In any given tinle period, an analysis of various meanings associated with 
familiar institutional practices reflects the changes that cultures undergo as 
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they evolve. The orchestration of major societal reversals on perspectives re­
I;&ill'ding women's right to vote (Sherr, 1994), slaveI?' (Coakley, 19,98): and. the 
cupability of older citizens as seen most recently 111 John Glenn s flIght mto 
Ilpace (Jackson, 1998) attest to the contested ~ature. of seemingly intrac~a?le 
Ideas and the potential for change. The educatIonal Importance of exammmg 
Native American mascots stems from the fact thatsuc~ topics allow ~or a 
similar revisitation of the power of words, symbols, and Images. By subJ~ct­
ing these terms to critical analysis, three areas of inquiry tha~ educat?rs ~11lght 
do well to explore become apparent: the prevalence of Amen~an I~dIan Im~g­
cry, the cultivation of an educational facade, and theprogresslVe mIseducatlOn 
of Americans. 

The Prevalence of American Indian Imagery 

Within the mass produced and ,commodified world of American c~pital­
ism, images associated with American Indians have lon~ b~~n the chOIce of 
twentieth-century advertisers seeking to contrast the pnmItIve ways of the 
unsophisticated and uneducated with the civilized fortunes of the well-to~do 
(Staurowsky, 1998). One need only span the shelves of grocery stores to .fmd 
"Land 0' Lakes" butter with an "Indian" maiden on the label; survey vehIcles 
in an auto mall to discover that "Cherokees," "Winnebagos," an~ "Po~tiacs" 
are routinely available to buy or lease; 'or rifle through the LI~ ClaIborne 
collection to come upon the "Crazy Horse" line of women's clothmg (Borde­
wich, 1996; Brouse, 1998; Coombes, 1996). The disprop~rtionat~ degree to 
which American Indian imagery has been used in promotmg the mterests of 
corporate America is replicated in schools as well. . . 

According to Pressley (1999), more than 2500 schools m total stIll em­
ploy these images. As an identifiable category, image~ .that depend on some 
aspect of perceived American Indian culture and tradI.tlOn are more popular 
by a wide margin than any other s~gle ?ro~p ~f ethnIC s~mbo.ls selected to 
represent athletic teams and educatIonal mstItutIons. ~espIte .thI.S remarkably 
high level of representation, there is little if any genume CunOSlty. e~pressed 
by educators regarding the disparity betwe~n the ~re."alent use of ~lS Imagery 
and the small percentage of American IndIans wlthm the populatlO~. . 

Whereas the average American tends to view these images as bemgn or I~­
nocuous, scholars suggest that this imagery taps into deep-seate.d Eurocentnc 
cultural forms that enact and replay old conflicts between ~ndIan~and ~on­
Indians. It is the case that the prevailing stereotypes of warnng, wIld Ind~ans 
in paint, feathers, and buckskins or loincloths replicate images populanzed 
by Wild West Shows and World's Fair exhibitions from nearly a century~go 
and the more recent western film genre of the latter part of the twentIeth 
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century (Churchill, 1992; Coombes, 1996). As signifiers of the superior level 
of sophistication and accomplishment achieved by the "colonizers" then and 
now, the "primitive" images of American Indians have marked the growth 
of a capitalist consumer culture and in the process have created a degree of 
"cultural saturation" that does not encourage racial sensitivity. As Bordewich 
(1996) notes, Americans are more comfortable with fictional Indians than 
with real Indians. 

In addressing the alarming level of unquestioning acceptance of these im­
ages by Americans, Kenneth S. Stern, the American Jewish Committee's ex­
pert on anti-Semitism and extremism remarked that "The use of mascots is a 
reflection of the limits of dehumanization our culture will allow .... It deeply 
concerns me that many people of goodwill find these dehumanizing portraits 
unremarkable" (as reported in "American Jewish Committee," 1998, p. 11). 

American Indians as the "Face" of Education: 
The Cultivation of an Educational Fac;ade 

For those who seek to defend American Indian mascots, notions that these 
images are rooted in conscious decisions to celebrate virtues of Indian char~ 
acter, to honor an admirable people, and to memorialize a forgotten people 
are recurrent themes. In defending the representation of an Indian as a mascot 
for Menomonie (WI) High School, a 16-year-old football player told the Wis­
consin Senate Education Committee that "We incorporate words like dignity, 
strength, honor, pride, and we really give a lot of respect to the tradition " (as 
reported in "Hearing held," 1998, p. 2). Similarly, advocates for the "Braves" 
mascot at Birmingham (CA) High School reported taking pride in the logo, 
regarding it as a positive symbol because it best represented "the land of the 
free and the home of the brave" (as reported in Willman, 1997). The incon­
gruity in these statements deserves to be challenged at several levels. 

Whereas the perspectives expressed are moving, they are nonetheless rhe- ·· 
tori cally and contextually empty. To project dignity, honor, respect, strength, 
and pride onto a manufactured image while simultaneously displaying an 
inability to accord those very same things to living Indians seeking to be 
heard speaks volumes about just how great the level of miseducation is on 
this topic. To comfortably assert that the symbol of the American Indian is a 
logical and consistent image with "the land of the free and the home of the 
brave" ignores the legacy of genocide, forced assimilation and acculturation, 
and repeated mistreatment to which American Indians have been and continue 
to be subjected to today (Brown, 1991; Churchill, 1997). 

From a Native American perspective, Pewewardy (1997) asks, "Where is 
the honor in being introduced as the 'savages' at football games?" (p. 17 A). 
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As educational institutions and educators come to grips with the issue of 
American Indian mascots, recognizing that there is an untidy and prickly 
thicket of contradictions that must be removed becomes part of the task of 

reeducation this requires. 

American Indian Imagery as Tools for Teaching Racism 

In articulating a reason why Indian schools choose Indian people as mascots, 
Veilleux (1993) observed that the preference is "based upon their misin­
Ibrmed stereotypical notion that our Indian ancestors were warlike, blood­
(hirsty, wild savages" (p. 6). If American Indians harbor these misperceptions, 
how pronounced are the effects of these images on non-Indians? 

There can be little doubt that the racism reflected in the pages of the Na­
perville (IL) High School yearbook in 1987, which chronicled "87 Uses for 
u Dead Redskin," demonstrates that a school mascot can be a powerful tool 
in the miseducation of students on matters of race (as reported in Veilleux, 
1993). The process through which distorted "race logic" (Coakley, 1998) be­
comes learned is outlined by Veilleux, who notes : 

The purpose of a mascot in an athletic competition is to serve as a focal point 
or "target" for competing teams and their fans to express a\1egiance to the 
home team or opposition to the visiting team. When the "target" or mascot is 
representative of a race of people such as American Indians, it becomes a racial 

issue. (p. 7) 

Although frequently acknowledged within educational circles in general 
that stereotypes form the bedrock of prejudice and racism, schools have been 
extremely slow to accept responsibility for miseducating students through the 
continued use of American Indian imagery as the most visible symbols of 

their enterprise. 

CONSIDERATIONS FOR PHYSICAL EDUCATORS 
AND SPORT SCIENTISTS 

In an age when schools are making concerted efforts to teach tolerance and 
to grapple with issues of diversity, it behooves educators to accept the chal­
lenge posed by President Clinton upon meeting American Indian leaders in 
the summer of 1998, when he remarked that Americans need to "fess up" 
to the mistreatment of American Indians. For physical educators, coaches, 
athletic administrators, and sport scientists, part of "fessing up" involves the 
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prospect of confronting and owning our shortcomings. This is never an 
undertaking but it is the thing that is most necessary if our students are to 
best serv~d. For many of us, myself included, we've grown up with our . 
commuruty and personal identities linked to these images. This issue asks 
?ur introspection, our courage, and our insight in facing the flaws and 
In our own education. If the students whom we care about are to have the 
chance of apprehending the complex history that contributes to their 
view, we, as their teachers, must be as culturally literate as possible. 

In conclusion, professionals from the allied fields of sport science 
physical education are perhaps positioned better than anyone else to Df()vi(ie 
leadership on this issue, given the integral role we play in facilitating au,,,,.J,,,; 

opportunities for students. By calling for the elimination of stereotypes in 
~orm of American Indian images, we can contribute positively to the 
bon of all of our children, Indian and non-Indian alike. 

NOTE 

This article is a reprint of the original article that appeared in Quest, 51, no. 
vember 1999):382-392. 
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15 
Defensive Dialogues: Native American Mascots, 

Anti-Indianism, and Educational Institutions 

C. Richard King 

Over 30 years after Native Americans began openly challenging the pres­
\'lIce of disparaging names, logos, and images in athletics, such uses of 
Illdianness remain central to sports spectacles in the United States. The preva-
1{~llce of Native American mascots offers clear evidence of the persistence 
or anti-Indian sentiments in American culture. While activists have worked 
lirelessly to alert a broader public to this fundamental truth, academics have 
more recently supported their assertions with solid scholarship into the ori­
Ilins and implications of mascots (Banks, 1993; Churchill, 1994; Connolly, 
l.OOO; Coombe, 1999; Davis, 1993; King, 1998; King & Springwood, 2000, 
,WOla, 2001b; Nuessel, 1994; Pewewardy, 1991; Slowikowski, 1993; Spin­
del, 2000; Springwood & King, 2000; Staurowsky, 1998; Vanderford, 1996). 
!Il date, both political and intellectual accounts have largely focused on the 
lIymbols themselves and the arguments advanced in defense of them. That is, 
IIl1ich attention has been devoted to unraveling the manner in which mascots 
depict Native Americans, the ways in which they appropriate aspects of in­
digenous cultures (e.g., dance and the headdress), the stereotypes embedded 
III such team names and sports icons, their connections with historic patterns 
of playing Indian and constructing Indianness, the misguided motivations for 
preserving them, and the racist ideologies informing both the creation and the 
de rense of mascots. 

The tactics employed by supporters and their implications for the place of 
Native Americans in American society have often been overlooked in these 
discussions. To fully appreciate the scope and significance of anti-Indianism 
ill contemporary United States, it is necessary to get beyond stereotypes and 
lmgage institutional practices and strategies that, at their core, are anti-Indian 
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because of the manner in which they conceive of and affect Native Ameri. 
cans. That is, they disregard the lives and voices of Indians, consciously and 
callously work against their interests, and by design undermine the possibility 
of equality, dignity, and humanity for Native Americans. 

This article explores the rhetoric and tactics deployed in support of Nativl) 
American mascots at educational institutions through a reading of official al" 
guments and sanctioned strategies designed to save imaginary Indians, often 
at the expense of the agency and humanity of embodied Native Americans. It 
also explores the unofficial ways that boosters and fans have sought to retain 
control over Indianness and its meaning. In conclusion, the article addressell 
some of the ways that audiences can critically engage mascots and counter 
anti-Indianism. 

ANTI-INDIANISM 

In 1999, residents of Anderson Township, a suburb of Cincinnati, wrestled 
with the uses of Indian imagery at the local high school, particularly the 
name given its sports teams, the Redskins. Although the name is disparag­
ing, countless citizens defended the name as honorific, along with associated 
symbols of Indianness around campus, including a large statue of a warrior. 
A teacher of history at Anderson High School offered the following disturb­
ing comments: 

Your people came here a few generations before from Asia. You are no more 
native than I am. You just got here first. ... Mr. Jones, I saw the videotape from 
the first meeting, I'd like to just offer this: maybe it's time we both looked at our 
own houses. But I'll make this deal to most tribes in America [sic] live under 
the same laws I do: no more reservations, no more tribal law and tribal courts, 
no more gambling on reservations, no more dressing up tall blondes in little 
Indian suits to be waitress' at those gambling casinos; no smoking dope at your 
religious ceremonies .. . no more killing whales or pillaging the salmon waters 
of the Northwest just because an old treaty says so. We both have a lot of things 
to fix . And I'll tell you what, I guarantee you I'll still teach good things. <http:// 
www.geocities.com/CapitoIHill/1364/nmascots.htm> 

Uninformed at best, these ramblings underscore the rhetoric and ideologies 
grounding both the use of Native Americans as mascots and more recent efforts 
to retain them. They cast Native Americans as wild deviants, shiftless drug us­
ers who enjoy special privileges at the expense of European-Americans, and 
reckless "others" who ravage nature while exploiting white women. Ignoring 
the history and effects of American imperialism, they question historical cov-
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\'II"nts between sovereign nations, seeking to terminate rights and obligations 
1l.1I"ranteed within them. 

Although more involved and overt than most arguments, these comments 
dearly express the tone and contours of anti-Indian ism shaping struggles over 
Native American mascots. According to Cook-Lynn (2001), anti-Indianism 
hilS four key elements: 

lilt is the sentiment that results in the unnatural death of Indians. Anti-Indianism 
is that which treats Indians and their tribes as if they do not exist . ... Second, 
Anti-Indianism is that which denigrates, demonizes, and insults being Indian 
in America. The third trait of Anti-Indianism is the use of historical event and 
experience to place the blame on Indians for an unfortunate and dissatisfying 
history. And, finally, Anti-Indianism is that which exploits and distorts Indian 
beliefs and cultures. All of these traits have conspired to isolate, to expunge or 
expel, to menace, to defame. (p. xx) 

Mascots clearly embody all of these elements. So too do the practices and 
IIrguments employed by educational institutions to defend such symbols and 
spectacles of Indianness. 

ORIGINS AND INTENTIONS 

Native American mascots emerged in the late 19th and early 20th century 
in conjunction with the rise of intercollegiate and professional athletics, 
n crisis in white masculinity that was itself associated with the closing of 
the frontier, urbanization, industrialization, and the subjugation of Native 
America (Churchill, 1994; Drinnon, 1980). Playing Indian at halftime of 
football games has become a ubiquitous feature of American culture pre­
cisely because of the pleasures, possibilities, and powers it has granted its 
European-American performers. At the end of the 20th century, more than 
2,500 elementary, secondary, and postsecondary schools had Native Ameri­
can mascots (Staurowsky, 1999), including more than 80 colleges and univer­
sities (Rodriguez, 1998). 

Native American mascots draw on cliched images of Native Americans 
that are rooted in the imperial imagination. They play up or playoff a set 
of cultural features that are often wrongly associated with the indigenous 
peoples of North America: the feathered headdress; face paint; buckskin 
paints; warfare; dance; and the tomahawk (chop). They make use of these 
clements to create moving, meaningful, and entertaining icons that many 
take to be authentic, appropriate, and even reverent. The condensed ver­
sions of Indianness rendered through signs and spectacles confine Native 
Americans within the past and typically within the popular image of the 
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Plains warrior. Whatever the precise image or reference (real or imagined).
mascots trap Native nations within the many overlapping tropes of savagery. 
At one extreme are romantic renditions of bellicose warriors, including tho 
University of Illinois (Chief Illiniwek and the Fighting Illini), Florida State
University (the Seminoles with "their" Chief Osceola), and the University of
North Dakota (Fighting Sioux). At the other extreme are perverse burlesque 
parodies of the physical or cultural features ofIndians such as Runnin' Joe at 
Arkansas State University (Landreth, 2001) or Willie Wampum at Marquetto 
University (King, 2001). 

Native American mascots derive from a long tradition of playing Indian 
(Deloria, 1998; Green 1988; Huhndorf, 1997; Mechling, 1980). European­
Americans have always fashioned individual and collective identities by 
masquerading as Indians. Native American mascots are an extension of a 
long tradition dating back at least to the Boston Tea Party and continuing 
today in many manifestations of popular culture: youth groups such as the 
YMCA Indian princesses and the Boy Scouts; the Grateful Dead; and the 
ongoing appropriation of indigenous spirituality, dubbed "white shamanism." 
Native American mascots are meaningful only in the context of American 
imperialism, where European-Americans not only controlled and remade 
Native America but also felt nostalgic for that which they had destroyed. 
Thus, European-Americans banned Indian dance and traditions while also 
appropriating them as essential elements of their athletic events (Springwood 
& King, 2000). Moreover, with the rise of public culture, the production of 
Indianness in spectacles, exhibitions, and other sundry entertainments pro­
liferated, offering templates for elaborations in sporting contexts (Moses, 
1996). Because of comments by fans or sportswriters, historic relationships 
between an institution and indigenous peoples, and regional associations, 
Native American mascots crystallized as institutionalized icons, encrusted 
with memories, tradition, boosterism, administrative investment, financial 
rewards, and collective identity. 

Native American mascots have become increasingly embroiled in contro­
versy (King & Springwood, 2001 b; Spindel, 2000). Individuals and organiza­
tions-from high school students and teachers to the American Indian Move­
ment and the National Congress of American Indians-have passionately and 
aggressively contested mascots, forcing public debates and policy changes. 
A handful of institutions (e.g., University of Utah) have revised their use of 
imagery, while many others, including St. John's University and the Uni­
versity of Miami, have retired their mascots. At the same time, many school 
boards-for example, the Minnesota Board of Education and the Los Angeles 
School District-have opted to require that schools change them. Moreover, 
religious organizations and professional societies-including the Unitarian 
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llniversalist Association of Congregations, the National Education Asso­
ciation, the United Church of Christ, the Modern Language Association, the 
Iinited Methodist Church, and the American Anthropological Association­
have condemned the continued use of Indian icons in education and athletics. 

1 ndeed, the federal government has recently begun to play a more active 
I'OIc in the unfolding struggles over mascots. In April 2001, the United States 
('ommission on Civil Rights issued a strongly worded statement opposing 
the continued use ofIndian names, images, and logos. Two years earlier, the 
Trademark Trial and Appeal Board invalidated the Washington Redskins' 
lIame because it disparaged Native Americans and brought them "into con­
tempt or disrepute." In addition, attorneys with the Department of Justice 
have sought legal strategies to challenge mascots and remedy their negative 
effects. 

The actions of activists, educators, students, politicians, and administrators 
concerned with mascots and their effects have made a difference. Over the 
past 30 years, the total number of mascots has decreased markedly. Suzan 
Shown Harjo, director of the Morning Star Institute and past president of the 
National Congress of American Indians, estimates that nearly 1,500 mascots 
have been changed, retired, or reworked since 1970 (personal communica­
tion, December 2, 2001). Moreover, in 1994, the Wisconsin Department of 
Public Instruction urged all schools in the state to discontinue using "Indian" 
imagery. As of 1999, 21 of approximately 75 schools had retired such mas­
cots. 

COMMON ARGUMENTS 

As important as such activism has been, it has often occasioned a virulent de­
fense of antiquated uses of Indians long after parallel imaginings of African­
Americans or Latino- and Latina-Americans have all but faded from popular 
culture. To be sure, the retention of mascots has hinged on the distinct ways 
in which European-Americans have racialized Native Americans (King & 
Springwood, 2001 b; Springwood & King, 2000). Just as important has been 
the constellation of arguments offered in support of mascots by fans, alumni, 
students, pundits, journalists, politicians, and administrators (e.g., Davis, 
1993; King, 1998; Prochaska, 2001; Springwood & King 2000, 2001). At 
root, these overlapping positions emphasize respect, intention, fairness, and 
common-sense notions of symbols, play, and politics. 

Quite simply, these arguments can be summarized as follows: mascots 
honor Indians; they are not meant to defame, injure, insult, or give offense; 
they are not racist; mascots are all about fun; there are more important 
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problems to worry about; and critiquing is a form of political correctness.
Such arguments, however, refuse to seriously engage living Native 
cans in their defense of imagined Indians. Moreover, they often tell 
Americans how to think or how they should feel (namely, respected and
honored). At the same time, these arguments question critics, enj 
them to "get real" or "get a life," precisely as they infantalize them 
demands that opponents "grow up." Finally, supporters of mascots 
an inability and unwillingness to see or talk about race, history, and power, 
It is in this context that educational institutions endeavor to respond to and
retain "their" Indians. In the process, administrators, boosters, students, .
alumni implement an array of anti-Indian practices that can be grouped 
six categories: myopia and misrecognition; possessiveness; cOlnprormsm~
positions; endorsement; incorporating Indians; and invoking terror. 

MYOPIA AND MISRECOGNITION 

Mascots have always hinged on misrecognition. In fact, most Americans 
to see Native Americans for what they are or have been (Sigelman, 1 
misinterpreting, misusing, and misrepresenting them. Native 
mascots tend to be false and cliched. Chief Illiniwek at the University 
Illinois-meant to represent the indigenous inhabitants of what is now 
nois-is a fictional figure, a figment of the European-American ,,' U~J"H"UUVU,
clothed not in Woodland dress, but the more familiar headdress and regalia
generically associated with the Plains. Similar images abound thrOughlDut
the United States, whether at Northeast Louisiana University or 
high schools, including those in Rahway, New Jersey; Martinsdale, Indiana;
Marquette, Michigan; and Kingsport, Tennessee (see, for example, http://
stutzfamily.comlrnrstutz/prejudice/Teams.htm). Moreover, Native AmeriCan
mascots emphasize bellicosity and warfare, often framed in terms of honor
and independence. At Florida State University, although Chief Osceola does
portray a historic war leader of the Seminoles, he defines Indianness solely
in terms of aggressiveness, savagery, and violence. At home football games, a
white student in racial drag rides an Appaloosa to midfield and thrusts a lance
into the turf. Still others make Indianness a joke, mocking Native Americans
as they mimic them. For instance, at Marquette University in the 1960s, a
white student donned a huge fiberglass "Indian" head with exaggerated fea­
tures (e.g., a huge nose), performed crazy antics, and led students and fans
in cheers. Elsewhere, Parks Elementary School in Natchitoches, Louisiana,
uses an infantilized Indian-reminiscent of one of the ten little Indians-who
stalks unseen prey. Whether noble, historic, authentic, humorous, or warlike,
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Nlltive American mascots always get it wrong, recycling stereotypes and well­

wmn imperial cliches. 
Not surprisingly, the defense of mascots turns on misrecognition as well. 

Supporters of mascots argue that mascots do not constitute a problem because 
thoy are just names and images that are not meant to harm or offend. Support­
~1I'H, moreover, argue that critics should "get over it," "get a life," "get real," 
"gi'OW up," and otherwise worry about more pressing issues. Administrators 
Ihrced to confront their mascots often rely on a similarly myopic reading. 
rh~y cannot see Indians and exclude them from their institutional visions. 
School board members in Manhattan, Kansas, recently voted to retain the 
Illdians as the mascot of the local high school. Some publicly expressed re­
",mtment over having to confront the issue, claiming it was "not the biggest 
pl'oblem facing the district." In Des Moines, Iowa, administr~tors at th~ pre­
dominantly Latino East High School have suggested that theIr mascot IS not 
1\ pl'oblem because they do not have Indian students, overlooking the fact that 
1\ majority of their students from Latin America have Indian ancestry (Jesse 
Villalobos, personal communication, August 15, 2001). At Wichita North 
lligh School-the alma mater of famed professional football player Barry 
Sunders-alumni, students, and staff have defended their mascot, the Red­
uk ins, as a symbol honoring American Indians and reflecting their collective 
pride for the native nations of North America. In response to charges of rac­
Ism, Associate Principal Wardell Bell, himself of mixed African-American 
lind Cherokee ancestry, officially legitimates such misreadings: "I've seen 
Ihe real thing all my life, police stopping me, questioning me and no one else 
when there's lots of white people around, people staring hard at me. Trust me 
, , . the Redskins name is not racism" (Wenzl, 1999, p. 12). 

In Bell's remarks-no less than in the administrative comments and politi­
cal decisions in Kansas, Iowa, and countless other places-cultural catego­
ries obscure the visibility of Native Americans, undermining the viability of 
Iheir claims. One should not be surprised to find Native Americans and other 
oppressed minorities invoking these categories or defending mainstream 
~ymbols. Some Native Americans and other peoples of color view mascots 
liS appropriate, positive, and defensible simply because they have accepted 
und even internalized the values and assumptions central to such uses of 
Indian imagery (King, 2001). When all is said and done, anti-Indianism of­
tcn hinges on an unwillingness andlor inability to see. Because educational 
institutions fail to recognize embodied Indians and choose, instead, to fall 
huck on myopic and false renderings of Indianp.ess, they do not andlor cannot 
discern why mascots might be problematic, how they might be meaningful to 
their students or a broader public, or how they could be construed as racist, 
dcnigrating, and painful. 
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POSSESSIVENESS 

If the misrepresentations of Indianness animating mascots presuppose 
recognition, they also demand appropriation and ownership, promoting 
possessiveness that often shapes struggles over mascots. Fans, students, 
administrators must take from Indian communities-or at least from . 
ined versions of indigenous cultures-in order to craft their mascots. In 
process, the appropriated attributes of Indianness (feathers, dance, helldc\re!l!l 
and the like) become their property; the crafted Indian often becomes 
own as they play at being Indian. Thus, in debates over mascots, when 
tions of tradition, culture, and Indian surface, more often than not they 
not to the traditions, cultures, and perspectives of actual Indians but rather 
white fantasies, institutional practices, and local conventions. In other 
they refer to "their" Indians and their traditions. 

Fundamentally, possessing Indians through racial cross-dressing 
European-Americans immense creative power to imagine themselves 
their histories. Adamson Middle School in Rex, Georgia-a Georgia 
of Excellence-offers a clear example of the possessiveness associated 
Indian play at educational institutions. The school's website proudly 
claims that "You have entered Indian Territory" as an animated group of 
warriors, against the backdrop of a soft rendition of stereotypical 
music, peeks over an embattlement at the visitor (http://www.clayton.kl 
.ga.us/schools/019/sitemap.htm). An animated Indian named Chop 
visitors through subsequent pages for chiefs (administrators), Indian 
(teachers), tribe (students), smoke signals (activities), and trading post 
munity involvement). Such possessiveness has profound tralnstonnaltlV(~ jrn~
plications. At the University of Illinois and at Florida State University, 
of Indianness are not only a means of fashioning identity and COlnDlUrtitY

but also of legitimately laying claim to space, to possessing territory and 
dispossessed (Springwood & King, 2000). 

These entrenched claims and associations, in turn, frame the tenns 
subsequent debates. For instance, at Anderson High School (Cincinnati), 
fenders of the Redskins mounted a popular campaign in 1999 to preserve 
school symbol. In a campaign dubbed S.O.S., or Save'Our Skins, Ol1 ... , ... m·t ..... 

distributed yard signs and actively participated in public forums, asserting 
honor and integrity of their tradition and symbols, while denigrating 
as inferior, deviant, and uncivilized. Clearly, the defense of mascots often 
little to do with embodied Indians and their practices and everything to 
with European-Americans and their own sense of self-worth. Cons(~qtlentlV.
efforts to defend the appropriation and reinvention of Indianness in the 
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III' mascots must be interpreted as efforts to preserve white power at the ex­
ponse of embodied Native Americans. 

COMPROMISING POSITIONS 

When confronted about "their" Indians, educational institutions often defer 
lind deny. They establish commissions to study the issue; they hold forums 
lind public discussions; they may even meet with critics. Faced with mounting 
criticism over the name of its mascot, Glen Johnson, president of Southeast­
ern Oklahoma State University, home of the Savages, adopted what can only 
he described as a typically academic strategy of obfuscation and meaningless 
loquacity. 

J have asked the strategic planning council to determine if any change would be 
appropriate based on the school's long-term goal and mission. At this time we 
are under no deadline to make a decision. We want to proceed slowly to ensure 
that all points of view are heard. (Southeastern Oklahoma State, 2001) 

At the same time, administrators actively deny the charges of critics. They 
pnint themselves and their uses of Indianness as innocent, harmless, respect­
lui, and even educational. They refuse to take symbols or ideologies seriously. 
They insist that their school symbols are not meant to offend. They reject 
nccountability, arguing that it is not their fault that some fans or students do 
ugly things or that some members of the public could read racism where re­
spect is meant. For instance, in the early 1990s, then president Dale W. Lick 
(1993) sought to defend Florida State University's continued use of Seminole 
imagery through active denial. 

Recent critics have complained that the use of Indian symbolism is derogatory. 
Any symbol can be misused and become derogatory. This, however, has never 
been the intention at Florida State. Over the years we have worked closely with 
the Seminole tribe of Florida ensure the dignity and propriety of the various 
symbols we use .... Some traditions we cannot control. For instance, in the early 
1980s, when our band, the Marching Chiefs, began the now famous arm motion 
while singing the "war chant;' who knew that a few years later the gesture would 
be picked up by other team's fans and named the "tomahawk chop"? It's a term 
we did not choose and officially do not use. 

For Lick and other administrators, the best defense is a good offense. By 
means of such orchestrated public relations campaigns, institutions hope to 
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convey an image of action while avoiding engagement with the fundamentnl 
issues of stereotyping, dignity, and terror. 

These tactics of deferral and denial set in motion a subsequent set of strat­
egies centered around resolving the problem (i.e. , the controversy over tho 
mascot) without addressing its roots (i.e., reflecting on the illegitimate and 
inappropriate uses of Indianness and retiring the mascot). In fact, over tho 
past 25 years, institutions have sought to contain critique and retain "theil''' 
Indians by seeking a middle ground and/or offering incentives. On the ond 
hand, institutions and booster organizations have sought to bribe critics. They 
have proposed retaining Indian mascots but, at the same time, have offered to 
establish or expand Native American Studies programs or, alternately, havQ 
offered to create scholarship programs for Native American students. The 
Chief Illiniwek Educational Foundation (ClEF), an organization dedicated 
to the retention of said mascot at the University of Illinois, clarifies the anti. 
Indian core of such proposals and solicitations. In 1999 it planned an essay 
contest focused around the theme: "How does Chief Illiniwek best exemplify
the spirit of the University of Illinois?" Significantly, ClEF sought not only 
to defend Chief Illiniwek but also to link its defense of an imagined Indian 
with the struggles of embodied Native Americans insofar as it planned to 
donate the prize money to a Native American organization that would sup­
port its cause. 

On the other hand, educational institutions have endeavored to find work. 
able compromises that ensure the retention of Indian symbols. These have 
ranged from modifying imagery to restricting marketing rights. For instance. 
at the University of Utah and at Bradley University, the team names (Utes 
and Braves, respectively) were retained, but team logos were made less offen~ 
sive-both schools now use a feather in place of antiquated images of Indi. 
ans-and embodied mascots were retired. At the same time, administrators at 
the University of Illinois have terminated licensing agreements for product!:i 
bearing the likeness of Chief Illiniwek that were considered blatantly of~ 
fensive (e.g., toilet paper and beer). What is noteworthy here is not only thnt 
compromise is defined in white terms but also that these proposals would be 
unimaginable for other ethnic groups in the United States. Can one seriously 
imagine a proposal that simultaneously encouraged an African-American 
Studies program but leaves unchanged racist practices toward blacks? 

ENDORSEMENT 

Educational institutions with besieged mascots frequently seek public en­
dorsements to authorize their uses ofIndianness. Often, alumni support plays 
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II lTlIcial role in administrative decisions (e.g., Connolly, 2000). Colleges and 
IIlIiversities not only want to cultivate a strong booster culture, but they also 
WlIllt to foster a spirit of giving among their alumni. The promise of dona­
tiolls-or the (real or imagined) threat that gifts will be revoked-shapes how 
ildll1inistrators approach mascots. At the University of North Dakota, wealthy 
donor Roy Englestad threatened to revoke a $100 million gift if the Fight­
ing Sioux team name and logo were discontinued. Not only was the mascot 
Il~ tained, but the state board of regents hastily endorsed it in hopes of ending 
Ihe ongoing public controversy. If anti-Indian images and practices increase 
the endowment, many administrators seem more than willing to make use of 
them. 

I ~mbattled institutions and their supporters also seek to protect mascots by 
l'lIgaging in what they believe to be real dialogue and subsequent consensus 
huilding, but which, in essence, is nothing more than a democratic masquer­
ilde. They stage elaborate public hearings where opponents and proponents 
ilpeak their minds before a decision is made by the institution. The recent 
"dialogue" at the University of Illinois exemplifies this "staging" of democ­
!'IIq A retired judge presided over timed statements from both sides and 
Illter issued a voluminous report seeking a middle ground that advocated the 
Il' tention of Chief Illiniwek. Elsewhere, the governing bodies of colleges and 
IIlliversities and local school boards commonly pass resolutions supporting 
Illdividual mascots and dismiss criticism as misdirected political correctness. 
III fact, both the Illinois and Florida legislatures have sought, in the past five 
years, to legally sanction mascots as the honored and appropriate symbols of 
their respective state institutions (Legislature, 1999). Sadly, notions of real 
Jllstice and equality are missing from such sham procedures. 

INCORPORATING INDIANS 

III addition to strategies of bribery, compromise, and sleight-of-hand, institu­
tions and their supporters often defend mascots by incorporating Indians. It 
hilS become almost commonplace for institutions to solicit support from in­
digenous people, For example, Florida State University authorizes its perfor­
Illances and symbols based on the public statements of a handful of aboriginal 
leaders, particularly tribal chair James E. Billie. Administrators also point to 
I he fact that a descendent of Osceola publicly champions the reinvented ver­
sion of his ancestor who opens each home football game of the Seminoles 
(see also Wheat, 1993). The administration of the University of Illinois relies 
Illl televised statements by remnants of the Illini Confederacy-the modern­
day Peoria-to endorse the antics of Chief Illiniwek. Miami University of 
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Ohio relied on the support of the Miami Tribe for its imagined Indian, but 
when the tribe changed its position, it forced the university to alter its mascot, 
now called the RedHawk. 

Moreover, universities often defend their uses of Indianness through the 
creative work of indigenous artists and designers. In the late 1970s, Mar­
quette University encouraged Native American students to reimagine its 
embattled mascot. The result was the First Warrior, an Indian student who 
would perform traditional and powwow dances during timeouts and at half­
time. In the 1990s, the University of North Dakota enlisted Native American 
artist Bennett Brien to rework the Fighting Sioux icon, hoping that a more 
romantic rendition created by a Native American would deflect criticism. 
The defenders of Chief Illiniwek at the University of Illinois have devised 
an array of schemes to affiliate the mascot with real Indians, from a recent 
scholarship contest benefiting a social service agency in South Dakota to a 
long-standing celebration of the fact that indigenous craftspeople fashioned 
the regalia worn by the Chief. 

Of course, some Native Americans do support and even champion mas­
cots. There are a variety of reasons for such support: they find images of 
braves and warriors to be empowering; they learn that public endorsement 
brings with it political, economic, and symbolic rewards; they discern an 
opportunity to challenge more troubling stereotypes about Indians; and they 
do not or cannot grasp the history and significance of mascots (see King, 
2001; Springwood, 200 I). The often diametrically opposed views about 
mascots within the Native American community are a vivid testimony about 
the complexity of contemporary Indian life. Ideally, these multiple voices 
and contradictory visions could foster a deeper appreciation of Indianness 
and lead to a penetrating discussion about the material conditions and socio­
historical foundations animating it within "Indian Country" and mainstream 
society. Unfortunately, this diverse range of views-as well as the resulting 
paradoxes-has not encouraged reflection or dialogue, but instead has en­
abled a divisive and cynical incorporation of Indians by institutions and their 
boosters for their own purposes. In effect, academic institutions are pleased 
to think that Native American mascots cannot be problematic because some 
Native Americans support such mascots, and they are just as ready to label 
those who complain as troublemakers and malcontents. To say the least, the 
dichotomy of the "good Indian" and "bad Indian" once again raises its ugly 
head. Moreover, the practice of affiliation and display-the act of presenting 
a select few of a group in defense of one's own viewpoint-has a disturbing 
relationship with treaty making, where European-Americans used segments 
of indigenous communities to legitimate imperial actions. 
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INVOKING TERROR 

luken together, the covert anti-Indian expressions and practices discussed 
IIbove foster-and even nurture-acts of terror whose purpose is to secure, 
preserve, and defend Native American mascots. Supporters of Indian mas­
i'ots have commonly harassed critics of the continued misuse of Indianness. 
At the University of North Dakota and the University of Illinois, they have 
pllired specific threats of violence in anonymous phone calls and letters with 
IllOre generic and public postings of graffiti and fliers designed to intimidate 
Ilpponents. At the same time, fans, alumni, and students have frequently 
III1Inted and insulted Native American protestors outside sporting events. 
I )c/"enders of mascots also invoke more subtle forms of terror. Anonymous 
IHlpporters of mascots at the University of North Dakota have reminded crit­
il~S that "we won the war" and have promised that Indian rights-not Indian 
r1ymbols-will be terminated as a result of the ongoing struggles (see http:// 
~ww.und.nodak.edu/org/bridges/index.html). At the University of Illinois, in 
Ihe late 1990s, a flyer with a rendering of the cover of the Orange and Blue 
()/Jserver, a local conservative periodical, featured the following image: a 
white gunslinger knowingly gazes at the viewer while pointing a drawn pistol 
III an Indian dancer in full regalia. The caption reads: "Manifest Destiny: Go! 
I:ight! Win!" (http://www.csulb.edu/~wwinnesh/orangeandblue.html). 

From one perspective, these images and assertions are reiterations of anti­
Indian cliches central to the conquest of Native America. In North Dakota, 
there is a long-standing rivalry between the University of North Dakota 
hghting Sioux and North Dakota State University Bison. Supporters of the 
latter institution typically wear T-shirts with the slogan "Sioux Suck!" Here, 
t hen, is a sublime example of how traditional institutional rivalry is encoded 
liS a cross-cultural conflict replaying the conquest of Native America. In the 
end, even as institutions seek to dissociate themselves from it, terror is simul­
taneously the most extreme and the most representative tactic employed to 
defend Native American mascots precisely because it so clearly gives voice 
10 the anti-Indian efforts to retain them. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The above examples suggest that educational institutions value imaginary 
Indians above indigenous peoples, their cultures, and their perspectives. Ac­
(;ordingly, they often employ anti-Indian rhetoric and practices to preserve 
their school spirits. For Native Americans, the strategies discussed above have 
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negative consequences, much like the symbols themselves. They contributo
in fundamental ways to the continual construction of public spaces and socia
institutions as environments hostile to indigenous peoples. On the one han~
they prevent the full recognition of Native Americans, muting their perspec­
tives and marginalizing their value. On the other hand, they discourage Native
Americans from participating more fully in American culture. Moreover, they 
offer uncomfortable analogies between the past and present because they bear
an uncanny resemblance to historic patterns of deceit, disrespect, annihila­
tion, appropriation, and distrust. At the same time, efforts to defend mascots 
contradict the aspirations and values of liberal education. Bribery, deceit, 
intimidation, and cynicism replace the supposed ideals of dialogue, equality, 
respect, and reflection. In tum, as educational institutions seek to save "their 
Indians," they foster inequality and encourage acts of terror. In short, they 
constantly reinscribe American imperialism and reinforce racial privilege. 

The techniques used to defend mascots are as important as the images 
imperialism at the heart of playing Indian at halftimes of football games. This 
is because the institutional defense of mascots reinforces the anti-Indianism 
of the symbols. Although these arguments and initiatives are meant to give 
the impression of respect and responsiveness, of sensitivity and support, they 
work against indigenous peoples, their perspectives, and their presence in 
public life, revealing the institutional foundations and continuing vitality of
anti-Indianism. So long as Indian mascots persist, Native Americans will not 
only suffer unequal educational opportunities but also will continue to occupy 
a marginal position in American society. 

None of this is inevitable. Mascots are social constructions. Human ef­
fort and cultural practices have made Indian images meaningful in ''''J.Jv,n". 
sports, and communities. Consequently, Native American mascots and 
insidious effects can be undone. They can be reinterpreted, challenged, 
changed. Over the past three decades, school boards, professional and po-
litical organizations, government agencies, religious groups, and educational 
institutions have offered impressive rereadings of mascots, calling an:ennoln 
to the histories and ideologies informing such symbols and spectacles. Such 
reinterpretations have encouraged change and have much to teach about the 
ways in which students and citizens-no less than educators and administra­
tors-can deconstruct mascots and counter anti-Indianism. 

One example of such reinterpretation can serve as a representative case study 
and point the way toward a broad strategy of resistance. In early 1971, four stu­
dents petitioned the Marquette University Student Senate to retire Willie Wom­
pum, a caricatured Indian character brought to life at home sporting events by 
a European-American student wearing a buckskin outfit and a huge fiberglass 
head (Deady, 1971; Webster, Loudbear, Com, & Vigue, 1971). 
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The mascot is definitely offensive to the American Indian. We as Native Ameri­
(;ans have pride in our Indian heritage, and a mascot that portrays our forefathers' 
ancestral mode of dress for a laugh can be nothing but another form of racism. 
I-laving a non-Indian play the part is just as degrading to the Indian. From the 
past to contemporary times there is little the white man has not taken from the 
Indian. About the only thing left is our pride, and now Marquette University 
threatens to take that away from us by allowing such a display of racism .... 
We did not give our permission to be portrayed for a laugh, and we are sure no 
other minority group would condone such flagrant degradation of their heritage 
and pride. We ask that the mascot be discontinued completely .... We are sure 
the absence of the mascot would not take away any of the effectiveness of the 
Number I basketball team in the nation. (quoted in King, 2001, p. 290) 

This petition offers an eloquent and successful model of how to read 
mascots-a reading that encourages audiences to critically rethink the tradi­
(ion of playing Indian. In fact, the petition points to three sets of questions 
that should inform critical interpretations of Native American mascots and all 
mass-mediated images of race and difference. 

First, one must confront the images and, following Pewewardy (1991), 
"unlearn the stereotypes" embedded within them (p. 19). What imagery is 
chosen? By whom? Why? Does it confine Indians within the past? Does 
it flatten the diversity of Native America? Does it exaggerate a cultural or 
physical feature? Why? How does it correspond to images of Indians in other 
media? How does it contrast with images of other ethnic groups? Would other 
ethnic groups be portrayed in that fashion? Why or why not? 

Second, because images are meaningful only in context, it is crucial to 
situate Native American mascots in history. How has playing Indian at half­
time been shaped by the conquest of North America? Why did European­
Americans play Indian at all? What do mascots have to do with whites and 
whiteness? How has the appropriation of indigenous cultural elements and 
Indianness more generally corresponded to the broader pattern of taking 
land and lives from Native Americans? Beyond European-American impe­
rialism and the sorts of relations it fostered between Native Americans and 
European-Americans, what were indigenous peoples like? How did they live 
and dress? What did they believe? What are the differences between Native 
nations? How do such answers complicate and invalidate mascots? And, fi­
nally, on a local level, why was a particular mascot created and under what 
circumstances? How have administrators, fans, students, and others talked 
about "their" Indians? 

Third, it is not enough to know that mascots are false or to appreciate 
the broader historical relations between Native Americans and European­
Americans. To counter the anti-Indian effects of such images and practices, 
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cntlcs must engage Indians, listen to their perspectives, and affinn their 
cultures. What are indigenous people saying about such images and about 
their place in society? How do mascots impact the lives and life chances of' 
Native Americans? What sorts of feelings do they evoke? Why? How docs 
the persistence of mascots fit into the broader context of Native American and 
European-American relations? 

The three-pronged act of questioning images, learning history, and affirm. 
ing lndianness makes visible the interconnections of culture and power, race 
and history, and meaning and identity. Together, these reading strategies 
and critical questions not only challenge us to work through and against 
anti-Indianism in educational institutions and beyond but also offer the tools 
necessary to change it. 

NOTE 

This essay was originally published in 2002 in Studies in Media and Information 
Literacy Education, 2( I), 1-12. 

REFERENCES 

Banks, D. (1993). Tribal names and mascots in sports. Journal of Sport and Social 
Issues, i 7( I), 5-8. 

Churchill, W. (1994). indians are us? Culture and genocide in Native North America. 
Monroe, ME: Common Courage Press. 

Connolly, M. R. (2000). What in a name? A hi storical look at Native American re­
lated nicknames and symbols at three U.S. universities . Journal of Higher Educa­
tion 7/(5) , 515-547. 

Cook-Lynn, E. (2001). Anti-Indianism in North America: A voice from Tatekeya's 
earth. Urbana: University of l\Iinois Press. 

Coombe, R. J. (1999). Sports trademarks and somatic politics: Locating the law in 
critical cultural studies. In R. Martin & T. Miller (Eds.), SportCult (pp. 262-288). 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 

Davis, L. (1993). Protest against the use of Native American mascots: A challenge 
to traditional, American identity. Journal of Sport and Social issues, 17( I), 9-22. 

Deady, P. (1971, February 10). I ndians petition Senate. Marquette Tribune, p. I. 
Deloria, P. (1998). Playing indian. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press. 
Drinnon, R. (1980). Facing west: The metaphysics of Indian-hating and empire build­

ing. Minneapolis : University of Minnesota Press. 
Green, R. (1988). The tribe called Wannabee: Playing Indian in America and Europe. 

Folklore, 99, 30-55. 

/ )ekllsi,'<' I)ia/ogues 161 

Iluhnoorf, S. (1997). Going Nalive. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press. 
1\ Ing. C. R. (1998). Colonial discourses, collective memories, and the exhibition of 

Na tive American cultures and histories in the contemporary United States. New 
York: Garland Press. 

King. C. R. (2001). Uneasy Indians: Creating and contesting Native American mas­
cots at Marquette University. In C. R. King & c. F. Springwood (Eds.), Team 
s/Jirits: Essays on the history and significance of Native American mascots (pp. 
2X 1-303). Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press. 

King. C. R., & Springwood, C. F. (2000). Choreographing colonialism: Athletic mas­
cots, (dis)embodied Indians, and Eura-American subjectivities. Cultural Studies: A 
Research Annual, 5, 191-221. 

King, C. R., & Springwood, C. F. (2001a). Beyond the cheers: Race as spectacle in 
('ollege sports. Albany: State University of New York Press. 

King. C. R., & Springwood, C. F. (Eds.) (200Ib). Team spirits: Essays on the history 
lind significance of Native American mascots. Lincoln: University of Nebraska. 

I.anoreth, M. (2001). Becoming the Indians: Fashioning Arkansas State University's 
Indians. In C. R. King & c. F. Springwood (Eds.). Team spirits: Essays on the his­
lory and significance of Native American mascots (pp. 46-63). Lincoln: University 
of Nebraska Press. 

I.egislature: Senate votes to put Seminoles nickname into law. (1999, May 1). Naples 
DaiZv News, p. I A. 

I.i ek. D. W. (1993). Seminoles-Heroic symbol at Florida State. Retrieved May 23, 
2000, from http://seminoles.fansonly.com/trads/fsu-trads-seminoles.html 

Mechling, J. (1980). Playing Indian and the search for authenticity in modern white 
America. Prospects, 5, 7-33. 

Moses, L. G. (1996). Wild West shows and the images of American Indians, 1883-
1933. Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press. 

Nucssel, F. (1994). Objectionable sports team designations. Names: A Journal of 
Onomastics, 42, JOI-119. 

I'ewewardy, C. D. (1991). Native American mascots and imagery: The struggle of 
unlearning Indian stereotypes. Journal of Navaho Education, 9( I), 19-23. 

Rooriguez, R. (1998). Plotting the assassination of Little Red Sambo: Psychologists 
join war against racist campus mascots. Black Issues in Higher Education, 15(8), 

20-24. 
Sigelman, L. (1998). Hail to the Redskins? Public reactions to a racially insensitive 

team name. Sociology of Sport Journal, 15, 317- 325. 
Siowikowski, S. S. (1993). Cultural performances and sports mascots. Journal of 

Sport and Social Issues, 17( 1),23-33. 
Southeastern Oklahoma State has discussed future of mascot. (2001 , May 7). DaiZv 

Ardmoreite, 7. Retrieved June 18, 2001 , fram http://www.sosu .edu/slife/savages/ 

ardmore.htm 
Spindel, C. (2000). Dancing at halftime: Sports and the controversy over American 

Indian mascots. New York: New York University Press. 
Springwood, C. F. (200 1). Playing Indian and fighting (for) mascots: Reading the 

complications of Native American and Eura-American alliances. [n C. R. King & 




















