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Chapter 4, Part I  

Racist Landscapes: Indian Reservations 
revised 14 May 2008 

 

 The attitudes, policies, and actions of U.S. and Canadian 

governments created racist cultural landscapes. Both governments created 

special, restricted places for native peoples, called respectively Indian 

Reservations and Indian Reserves. They also interned Japanese 

residents in their respective countries during World War II. Only in the 

United States did two more distinctive racist landscapes emerge from 

slavery and the annexation of northern Mexico.  

 Spatially, the U.S. Borderlands and concentration of African 

Americans in the former southern slave states resulted in two continuous 

regional cultural landscapes whereas Japanese internment camps were and 

Indian reservations are only concentrated point patterns, albeit small in area 

and few in number for the former, and large and many for the latter. Each of 

these cultural landscapes has changed over time. Indian reservations have 

become less important to Indians because today only about 25 percent live 

on reservations whereas in 1870 about 92 percent did, even though the 

number of Indians increased from about 313,000 to 1.4 million. 

Furthermore, the total square miles of Indian occupied-territory declined 

from just under 250,000 in 1868 to only about 90,000 today. Reservation 

landscapes will remain as long as reservations continue to be legal political 

entities, even if the number of Indians and non-Indians living on them 

continues to decrease. No such fate is in store for the Black former slave 

and plantation region of the South. Except for a few historic state parks, the 

slave plantation landscape is rapidly disappearing. Although Blacks as a 

percent of the total population still continue to be uniquely concentrated in 

the South, more Blacks now live in northern urban ghettos where they have 

created another distinctive type of cultural landscape. On the other hand, the 

Borderlands have become more important as more Mexicans have settled 

on both sides of the international border, particularly on the U.S. side. 

Similar to earlier Black migrations to northern cities, Mexicans and other 

Latinos are today also concentrated in urban barrios in Border States and 

farther north. Finally, Japanese Americans no longer occupy internment 

camps and most material traces of these camps have vanished from the 

landscape. Even though Little Tokyo is still the cultural center for Japanese 

American in Los Angeles, it is only a shadow of its former importance as 

Japanese Americans were dispersed and then assimilated. 

Part I. Indian Reservation Landscapes 

 The Indian nations of North America, often called ñtribesò but 

interestingly this term is not used for European cultural groups, had a 

diversity of languages, religions, political structures, social organizations, 

economies, settlement patterns, dwellings, and attitudes and behaviors 

towards nature and neighboring groups, from friendly to aggressive. What 

Indians do have in common are their encounters with European colonial 

empires and subsequent national governments. The White-Indian 

interactions, much of it negative for Indians and positive for White settlers 

and national governments, are expressed in the reservation landscapes of the 

United States and Canada. Settler and governmental treatment of Indian 

populations and resulting federal policies were very much the same in both 

Canada and the United States, whereas in Mexico, the highly-developed and 

densely-settled Indian populations, even after European diseases and 

warfare, remained sufficiently large that Spanish colonials tried and 

generally succeeded to incorporate Indians into the Spanish economy and 

culture. Nevertheless, the most remote areas from the capital of Mexico 

City, such as the Yucatan and Chiapas, have retained the largest percentages 

of Indian communities who have culturally and politically resisted 

hegemonic forces. 
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 Spanish presence was all pervasive, militarily, economically, and 

socially. Indeed, the unique racial mixing in Latin America, resulting in 

mestizos, assured that Indianness would remain a dominant characteristic of 

all Mexican culture and thus setting aside special areas for them was 

irrelevant. Indeed, Spain integrated Indians, albeit at the bottom of the 

socio-economic structure. In the rest of North America, Indian population 

densities were much lower and scattered allowing their spatial and societal 

segregation, removal, relocation, and, finally, spatial separation from the 

dominant European-origin populations and settlements in the settler empires 

of Canada and United States.  

European Discovery and Conquest 

 North America was of course completely occupied and utilized by 

native populations when European explorers, traders, missionaries, and, 

finally, settlers arrived in the Western Hemisphere. The level and kind of 

technology and hunting and agricultural practices of native peoples differed 

profoundly from those of Western Europe at the time of ñdiscoveryò and 

conquest. Contrary to popular belief at the time and for many people even 

today, Christopher Columbus did not "discover" the "New World" -- the 

Indians already knew where it was and it was not new to them. And 

European settlers did not find an empty land. For the Europeans who were 

accustomed to agricultural settled landscapes based on plows and draft 

animals, the parts of North America that later became Canada and the 

United States seemed like a wilderness, but for the native peoples the land 

was needed for hunting, fishing, gathering wild foods, and for shifting and 

permanent agriculture (Figure 4-I-map). Yet, Indians were seen as 

primitive, nomadic, without attachment to specific and unique places, 

occupying an empty land, uncivilized, un-Christian, and communal with no 

sense of private property (Berkhofer 1978). False assumptions about 

Indians, whether conscious or not, allowed the Canadian and U.S. 

governments and White settlers to achieve their goal of continental land 

domination.  

 As Donald Meinig (1969) says, European colonialism was a 

process of cultural transformation, violent in its execution, pervasive in its 

impact, and deeply geographic in its causes and consequences. After 

independence the United States became itself an imperial power when it 

acquired by whatever means territories and subordinated the people who 

lived within these territories. Imperial attitudes and practices, whether 

colonial or national, were based on racist notions of conquered people. By 

defining ñcaptive peoples,ò to use Meinigôs term (1992), as non-human, 

non-European, non-Christian (pagan), or uncivilized, conquering empires 

and their administrators were relieved of feeling guilt about their destructive 

actions. Native peoples were beyond Christianity, or at least until they could 

be converted, but even after conversion, natives continued to be considered 

inferior and were treated as such. Of the 10 to 12 million Indians at the time 

of Europe contact, about 75 percent died of epidemic European diseases 

such as smallpox, cholera, and syphilis. Today, Indian populations have 

exceeded their original population numbers. 

 
Figure 4-I-map. Indian nations of North America. The cultural landscape of 

Indians in the Great Plains and Southwest are highlighted in this chapter.  

Source: Ingolf Vogeler. 

Boreal Riverine Empire 

 In the northern regions of North America, the French and the 

British colonial powers created boreal riverine empires while the Russians 

were creating such an empire across Siberia, into Alaska, and south along 

the Pacific Coast. Boreal refers to the ecosystems in the northern parts of 

the Northern Hemisphere which has subarctic and continental climates 

(long, cold, snowy winters; short, hot, humid summers) and tundra and taiga 

vegetation (stunted larch and birch, aspen; needleleaf evergreen trees, such 

as pine and spruce; and mosses and lichens) in which fur-bearing animals 

(minks, muskrats, beaver, fox, bear) and deer lived in great abundance 

(Krech 1999). Riverine refers to the many rivers, streams, and lakes that 
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characterize this continental glaciated landscape. The boreal forests 

comprise one third of the earth's wooded lands. Half of the boreal forest is 

in Russia, while Canada has one third, and Alaska and Scandinavia have the 

rest. 

 Boreal riverine colonies were established along river systems; the 

larger and longer the rivers the more valuable the empire, e.g., the French 

controlled the St. Lawrence River with the principle ports of Montreal and 

Quebec (Figure 4-I- ). The sexual interaction of French fur traders and 

Indian women resulted in a mixed breed of Metis, unique to western 

Canada. Today the Metis are concentrated along a line from Winnipeg, 

Manitoba, to Edmonton, Alberta. To head off the French expansion in the 

interior of the continent, the British crown contracted with trading 

companies to create an interior empire from Hudson Bay at Winnipeg. The 

U.S. government continued the fur trade for a short time after they seized 

control of land from the British. 

 

 
Figure 4-I- The Boreal Riverine Empire in North America. Source: Ingolf 

Vogeler, based on Meinig 1969. 

 

 Based on the Canadian census, 600,000 persons identified with the 

label Indian, 300,000 with Metis, and 45,000 as Inuit (Census Canada 

2006). The highest percentage of aboriginal populations are found in the 

three territories and the northern sections of the ten provinces  -- in the most 

isolated and least desirable areas as European agriculturalists historically 

perceived these lands. Ironically, these northern regions contain vast 

amounts of mineral, timber, and fishing resources, yet little of this modern 

wealth is shared with indigenous peoples. Essentially all of Northern 

Canada is Indian country, whether designated as reserves or not. In Canada, 

in contrast to the United States, Indians, aboriginals, and native peoples are 

called First Nations. Like most Indian treaties with the U.S. government, 

aboriginal (First Nation) rights to fish for food and social and ceremonial 

needs, but not for commercial purposes, are acknowledged, not in treaties as 

in the United States, but in the Canadaôs constitution. 

 
Figure 4-I- . Percent First Nation people of the total population. Source: 

Modified from Census Canada 1996.  

Canadaôs First Nation Reserve Landscapes 

 The lands set aside for native people in Canada are called reserves. 

Though the government owns reserve land, the particular band that lives on 

a reserve is responsible for managing it. Indian reserves have existed in 

Canada since the time of New France. They were created through a variety 

of means -- by missionaries, private individuals, concession of Crown lands, 

treaties between Indian bands and the government. For example, the British 

signed about 80 treaties with Native Nations prior to the passage of the 

North America Act of 1867 which not only created the Dominion of Canada 
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but also recognized the sovereignty of Indian lands (Giese 2006).  

 Although Canada has officially 2, 279 reserves, only about 560 are 

occupied by any sizeable Indian population (Table 4-I-1). Reserves are 

strikingly small in area compared with the many moderate to very large 

reservations in the United States. Most of the Indians of Canada are 

subarctic peoples with very small population sizes. Most of the reserves 

were also only created in the nineteenth century when Indian populations 

had declined substantially after contact with European alcohol, diseases, 

and some warfare (most Canadian Indians did not fight against the 

Europeans). In the first Canadian census of 1871, Nova Scotia had fewer 

than 700 Indians yet the Canadian government had created 14 small 

reserves for them. Reserves were not considered to be permanent homes for 

native people: they were places for the Indians to stay as they moved around 

hunting, fishing, and gathering. The many small reserves in Canada are 

illustrated by Figure 4-1- which shows the size and location of reserves near 

Edmonton, Alberta. 

 
 

 . 

 
Figure 4-I-  . Indian reserves near Edmonton, Alberta.  

Source: National Atlas of Canada 1995.  

 Because reserves are generally small in area, they are easily 

overlooked in the landscape, yet they are distinctive from the surrounding 

communities. Foremost, these cultural landscapes are bleak in appearance 

reflecting the material poverty of people who live on the reserves: old or 

minimal standardized government housing units with little or not 

maintenance set in unkempt yards with abandoned and unused cars, trucks, 

and snowmobiles. Only few signs of native cultures exist: occasionally 

wigwams or decorative Indian motifs on buildings (Figure 4-I- ). 

 The water quality in more than 200 reserves is deemed ñrisky.ò 

Although aboriginals living outside reserves have lower levels of education, 

health, and income than other Canadians, the gap is even wider on the 

reserves. 
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Figure 4-I- . Standardized government housing with a wigwam on a 

reserve in Québec. Source: Renault 2006. 

 Canadian Indian policies have vacillated between eradicating 

reserves and honoring Indian land claims. In 1969 Prime Minister Pierre 

Trudeau wanted to assimilate the countryôs aboriginals by abolishing Indian 

status and their ñspecialò treatment by the state. But by 1982, broad 

aboriginal rights were included in the new Canadian constitution and in 

1999, the government settled the largest claim in Canadian history with the 

new territory of Nunavut -- essentially an Inuit homeland. The creation of 

such a political homeland for Indians in the United States is unimaginable. 

  

Christianization of Indians 
  Throughout North America, various religious denominations, 

particularly the Roman Catholic Church, Christianized native people. 

Following the Russian fur trade to Alaska, the Russian Orthodox Church 

converted native people there. In the French fur trading areas of the Upper 

Midwest, the St. Francis monks converted Indians to Roman Catholics 

(Figure 4-I-left). Later, this order established the St. Francis Mission School 

in northern Wisconsin. Thomas Hart Bentonôs mural in the Missouri state 

capitol in Jefferson City shows the nature of White and Indian exchange 

during the fur trade: whiskey for pelts as the agricultural settlers with their 

plows and oxen are encroaching in the background (Figure 4-I-right). 

 During the settler empire phase of White domination, many 

churches in the USA and Canada operated residential schools, which 

originally (at least) were designed to transform these "savages" into 

"civilized" people, i.e., make Indians White!  

  
Figure 4-I- . Christianization and commercialization of Indians. Source: 

Ingolf Vogeler. 

Canadaôs Abuse of Indian Children in Schools 

 The history of subjugation of Native People in Canada and the 

United States and their periodic forced integration into the dominant 

cultures resulted originally in the establishment of mission schools first and, 

later, federal government-run schools. These schools were designed to 

ñeducateò Indian children to acquire White cultural norms of the English 

language, Christian religions, Anglo clothing, hair cuts, foods, and manners 

all the while punishing them, physically and psychologically, for 

maintaining their cultures.   

 In Canada, these nineteenth- and early twentieth-century 

educational practices of cultural genocide have recently been exposed. From 

the 1880s until 1996, when the last school closed, about 100,000 native 

children attended 100 residential schools run by the main Christian 

churches of Canada. The function of these schools was to transform these 

ñsavagesò into productive citizens. Children were taken from their families 
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and confined in remote institutions where they were poorly fed and clothed, 

indifferently taught, forced to work long hours, and whipped if they spoke 

their native languages. As late as 1928, government officials predicted 

Canada would end its "Indian problem" within two generations by using 

church-run, government-funded residential schools where native children 

were to be prepared for life in a White society. By 1948 Native and non-

Native schools were being integrated which would continue for another 40 

years. 

 Over the years, First Nation groups repeatedly protested their 

continued harsh treatment in these schools, but were ignored. Then, in 1990, 

the grand chief of the Assembly of First Nations, Phil Fontaine, spoke out 

publicly about the sexual abuse he had suffered at a residential school. A 

1996 Royal Commission documented beatings, buggery, and rape of male 

and female students by school staff over many years. Ten staff members 

were convicted. Almost 6,200 aboriginal people are now suing the 

Canadian government and the Roman Catholic, Anglican, United, and 

Presbyterian churches for various sorts of abuses in their former residential 

schools. Few cases have come to trial. The government, which set the 

policy and financed the schools, has already paid 27 million Canadian 

dollars to settle about 300 claims out of court and agreed to honor its total 

commitment of 2.2 billion Canadian dollars.  

 The Anglican diocese of Caribou, in British Columbiaôs interior, 

paid out one large damage payment. The national office of the Anglican 

Church claims that legal costs will bankrupt it soon. The Roman Catholic 

Church foresees the same fate for several of its religious orders, which ran 

about 60 percent of the schools in the system. The churches and the 

government have publicly apologized. The Royal Commission 

recommended a native-run ñhealing fundò (to be spent over ten years) to 

meet the needs of thousands of victims (Economist 2000). 

Settler Empires of Canada and the United States  

 As the furs declined, the boreal riverine empires of France and 

Britain became settler empires; traders became agricultural and town 

settlers and immigrant families came in large numbers. European family 

settlers (peasants) occupied large areas of land in the "New World," initially 

along the along the St. Lawrence River, and in New England, and the Mid-

Atlantic. Settlers were self-sufficient and produced for their respective 

European colonial markets, such items as fish, wheat, lumber, tar, and in 

turn, Europeans sold goods (cloth, rum, steel tools, guns) in their colonies. 

Local indigenous populations were essentially eliminated through European 

diseases and wars or displaced to marginal areas, Indian reservations and 

reserves (Figure 4-I- ). 

 

 
Figure 4-I- . The Settler Empire in North America. Source: Ingolf Vogeler, 

based on Meinig 1969. 

 

 Officially, the United States and Canada have resisted and avoided 

the label of ñempireò for imposing their actions and policies on the 

conquered peoples of North America. The ñdemocratic imperialismò of the 

United States in particular -- as Meinig (2003) calls it -- was driven by 

government policies and Anglo settlers and was particularly severe in 

displacing Indians from their lands and destroying their cultures. Ironically, 

the diversity and desires of immigrant settlers was no more appreciated by 

the established elites, for they were expected to become individual, English-

speaking, law-abiding citizens, ultimately conforming to the very restrictive 

interpretation of freedom as expressed in the U.S. Constitution.  

 

U.S. Indian Land Cessions and Indian Reservations  
 From 1851 to 1891, the U.S. government had Indian nations sign 

370 treaties which transferred lands and established reservations. Between 

1851 and 1856 alone, 52 treaties were negotiated (Billington 1967, Price 

1950, Paullin 1932). The concentration of Indians was historically the 

reciprocal of White frontier expansion (Figure 4-I- ). The establishment of 

the reservation system coincided with the shift of Indian affairs from the 

War Department to the Department of the Interior. Once the hopelessness of 

military resistance was apparent, the objectives of the Indians and the 
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Whites became almost parallel: the natives wanted to remain free from the 

intruders, while the United States government wanted Indians isolated from 

settlers. Thus the Indians ceded much of their territory in return for the 

promise that they would be able to live in peace on reservations. Although 

reservation boundaries fluctuated tremendously and reservation land is still 

being lost to Whites, the remaining reservations are vital cultural enclaves 

which serve as the land points of resistance to Occidental influences.
 

 
Having passed through a period of drastic cultural change, Indian 

people have developed on their reservations their own characteristics of 

place, based upon elements of their aboriginal culture, the persistence of 

rural poverty, the religious and educational influences of Christian 

churches, and the ever-changing policies of the United States government 

expressed through its Bureau of Indian Affairs, Public Health Service, and 

other agencies. While cars and cattle have replaced horses and bison, 

culture change has been difficult and slow. Life on reservations is a struggle 

between Indian rights and values and those of the dominant western culture. 

In addition to the inadequate social treatment of Native Americans by 

Whites, the current reservation areas provide inadequate land resources for 

viable local Indian economies, and economic and material deprivation of 

Indians persists despite numerous studies and social welfare programs.  

 By 1775 (just before U.S. independence of 1776), British, French, 

and Spanish colonial governments had already claimed all the land in the 13 

colonies on the Atlantic Coast and in Louisiana and Texas along the Gulf of 

Mexico. At least 500 different tribes occupied North America before 

European contact. Between 1775 and 1894 Indian tribes essentially lost 

their land claims to North America; ñlegallyò treaties transferred land to the 

federal governments of Canada and the United States. Even though 562 

tribes are ñrecognizedò by the U.S. government, only 314 Indian 

reservations exist in the United States, indeed, some tribes have more than 

one reservation. Twelve Indian reservations are larger than the state of 

Rhode Island and nine reservations are larger than Delaware. Reservations 

are concentrated west of the Mississippi River. The U. S. government 

concentrated native people in marginal areas, whether in the northern 

Midwest, the dry grasslands of the Great Plains, or the deserts of the 

Southwest.  

 The complexities, and ultimately the unfairness, of treaties are 

illustrated by the Lost Cherokees. Originally from Tennessee they were 

forced to move to Arkansas by the federal government in the early 

nineteenth century and in 1828 they were forced to sign a treaty giving up 

their Arkansas reservation for new land in what later became Oklahoma. 

Those that signed the treaty walked the ñtrail of tearsò in which about 4,000 

Cherokee died on the way to Oklahoma and those that refused to sign the 

treaty stayed in Arkansas and lost their sovereign status. The Arkansas Lost 

Cherokee are now trying to get the BIA to give them official tribal 

recognition with all the land and financial benefits that go with it. The 

Cherokee are the largest Indian nation with 729,533. 

 
Figure 4-I- . European westward expansion and Indian land ñcessionsò in 

the nineteenth century with 1890 Indian Reservations (black areas). Source: 

Ingolf Vogeler, based on Missouri State University, Maps 2006. 

  

  In 2000, about 34 percent of all U.S. Indians lived on reservations, 

21 percent on off-reservation trust lands, nine percent in Oklahoma tribal 

statistical areas, three percent in state designated American Indian statistical 

areas, and about half a percent in tribal designated statistical areas and state 

reservations (U.S. Census 2000). Indian reservations are not simply the home 

of U.S. Indians but the most distinctive spatial manifestations of the  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Native_American_Tribal_Entities
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Indian_reservations_in_the_United_States
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Indian_reservations_in_the_United_States
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Indian_reservations_in_the_United_States
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rhode_Island
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Delaware
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Figure 4-I- . Location of federal Indian reservations in the United States. 

Source: U.S. Census 2000. 

interaction of U.S. culture and indigenous peoples. According to the 2000 

U.S. Census, the United States had 2,475,956 Indians, Eskimos, and Aleuts, 

who represent less than one percent of the total national population. The 

geography of Indian reservations consists of the spatial distribution of 

reservations, Indian populations, and Indian-language speakers (compare 

Figures 4-I- , 4-I- , and 4-I- ). 

 
Figure 4-I- . Percent of U.S. Indians by county.  

Source: U.S. Census 2000B.  

 
Figure 4-I- . Percent of Native North American language speakers, 

except Navajo. Source: Modern Language Association 2006. 




