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Abstract

The Indian Adolescent

James R. Allen, M,D,

The poor educational achievement of most Indian students---at least
as measured by members of the dominant white culture---is traced to roots
in the reciprocal complementarity between the basic assumptions and ex-
pectations of the educational system, inner conflict and social and idea-
logical change. Special atvention is drawn to tite paradoxical outcomes
that can be ahticipat‘;.d fror. our current educational approaches. Alt:h‘ough
the authors' hypothes,;::u are drawn from work with some 400 students in the
western plains area, his conclusions concerning the interaction of ident-
ity, self-esteem, and acculturation with or without assimilation may well

apply to students of other mixiority groups,




The Indian Adolescent: Psychosocial Tasks of tha
Plaing Indian of Western Oklahoma

Janzs R. Allen, M.D.

Whethexr seen as an “epoch"” or as a "disease", adolescence is a period of human

growth when each of us comes to soma new terms with himself and with society. It

is a period of reworking old psychosociai tasks and of the elaboration of a new sense
of identity. Studies of the life-histories of ncrmal Amexican adolescent:s_ in the |
mid-twentieth century have suggested that at this particular czoss-roads of history

and individual life-hisﬁory, adeptational capacity is much higher than theories baced

on clinical data Lad led us to suspect., and that we need a broader pictura of adcle-

scent development thsn that currently in vogue. The work 633 1esearchers such as |

Ofis: (22), King (16}, Katz (15), Mastesscn (19), Heath {11i) and Griakar (102 suggests

that at least certain groups of healthy white adolescents individualice, congolidate

2 sense of ccmpetence in themselves and their abilities, make important decisions

concerning their futurs, and begin to free themsalves of their earliar attachments

to their parental figures without marked emotioral swings, withdrawal, low self-zctesm

or poor impulse ccntrol.

in this paper, the author wishes to draw attention to some of the special pro-

blems of advulescenca for a group of Native American Indians seen in a 100-year oid
* Indian Boarding School in western Oklahoma. Xa the receat flurry cf interest in

minority groups, little attention has been devoted to Native Americans., The confer-

ence on Economic Progress Report, Poverty and Deprivation in the United States, for
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exemple, wvholy ignored Indians, as did Harringlon's discovery of The Othez Amexica.

swhose only Indisu poor 1ived in Agisl The "New Indiasns™ however, can point to unems
.:‘mp.,lcyment of 40-80%. annual inccmes c¢f $50 to .‘31200 a year and a short life'-expectax"ncy'
(16). These peoples difier markedly fron other minority groups aud ameng themselves
Adolescence presents them with gspecial prxeblzus: yet there seems to be a number of
processces commeon to them and to cther aminority groups.

THE_PROBLEM OF THE_“INDIAN SROBLEM"

When peoples of differing cultures come int:0 contsct with one ancther, sttentien

is usually focused on only one of them. Thus, for whites the relatiensghin between

Native Americans and parsonc oflEuropean entra;:tion is usually referred to as an
"Indian Problem". Hewever, the unit of interaction 1s not a single people but the
interface between the two (14).
. It wight be said that the stereotypical Plains Indian arose as a vasult of cen~
tgct with '.:b.e. white man. who irtroduced horses, guns, and probably scalping. He was
also destroyed by the white man, for it was among the Plains Indians that the policy
of liquidatien of Indian society and of the Indian personality was probably carried
to the farthest extremes. Military assaults, the exploitation of tribal rivalries,
the breaking of trzaaties, the slaughter of the buffalo au a war measure, religious
'petsecutioﬁ, ‘forced land allotments and the confinement of children in beaxding schools
which forbade the use of native languages~-these wexs the outcomes of the attitude
articulated by General Frances Walker. who as Commissiener of Indien Affsirs fn 1871
stated: “When dealing with savage men, as with savage beasts, no question of ratienal
henox cen arise ¥ (5).

Once part af the Wax Department. the Indian Beoarding Schoels are mow cperated
by the Bureau of IYndian Affairs. Dxep-out vates of up to 3ixty-perceiit, educational

achievement well below national average, high but genevally uvudocumented ircidences

of glue~sniffing; alcobolism and suicidal attempts are lts heritage. Eligibility for
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admigssion today is dependent on a nwmber of factors: impovexrishment of parents.

' geographic isolation, as an alternativa to penal detenticn, and 2s an alterna-
tive for psychiatric hospitalieation in institutions which do nct exist. Students
have been dragged through a colilege~prepgtcry ccurse despite an sverage of two years

acodemic retardation and the fact that most graduates go oa to blus-collar jobs (2,

8,29).

The observations and hypotheses drawn from werk with these 400 adolescents
should be interpreted as observation and hypotheses drawn from work with particular
tudents at one particular peint in time and space. It may not be fully relevant

to the lives of othar Native North Amevicans.

TDENTITIRS: POSITIVE. NEGATIVE AND UNDETERMINED

Wﬁi‘:e blacks ﬁere deprived of their lsbor and their bodles and kept cut of white
- soclets, Indians were deprived of their land and were forelbly accultuxated. Indian
children we:é snatched up into federal bearding schools where they sers foxbidden
tc speak their native languages and the tyibes were t:uinad over ¢o missionariss.

In 2 land of religious freedem they had ncne uatil 1933, ard thz indigencus raeligicus

e A amtd B on S g = b g

were forcibly represced. Even when a black was counted as half a man for census

purpv:es. Indz.ans were not convidexed as human beings. This elevstion cuma when it

. medmre o

was decided ;hat for legal purpcses, one had tec be a humar being to .Je11 lsad, Old-
rimers in western Cklahoma can remember when sheoting Cheyenre or Arapaho was placed

in the game category as shecoting quail,

i eeneam e s bl oo

I€ an Indian youth today is to identify himself as an "“Indian®, he is immediagtely
ia difficulty, for theve is no cae single definiticn of Indiaa. For ocme purposes
cne may be an Indian, but not for others. Both individual students =nd tribal groups
differ in education, acculturation, and in Jegree of blood. Thug, to lump these

pesple all together because they are “Indianc! is comparxable to plsacing Chinese,

e am e e read A o b - A e i—

Japanesa, Asian Tndians sad Turks topether because they all are "Aslans'.,

1t has been ouly a little more than half a century 8lace the Indian Ta2rritory

0
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west cf Avkansas became a stata. As if in return for thedir land. thz state was named
Oklahoma, *"The Land of the Red Men."” Today, there sre moxa than forty separate tribes
but no reservations within its boundaries. In eastexn Cklshoma &re the Five Civile
ized Tribes-«Cherokes, Chickasaw, Choctaw, Creek and Seminole called “civilized" be-
cause they most resembled vifi'.:e society (the Cherckee kept slaves, had pubiic schools,
a press, and ambassaders at the Court of St. James)~except that they kept faith, and
broke no treaties. Tha Caddo-Wichits-Delaware snd the Kiowa--ApacheoComﬁnchevKiwa,
aqa Chevenne-Atagaho, stereotyplcal Plains Indians of the western movie live in
western Oklah?ma, These groups see themselwes. as suificicnily different that adoption~
workers repext that meambers of the Pive Civiliced Tribes are lostiie to adopt children
born to Indians of the Plains.

Encouraged by the iohita man, hereditary tridal eamities have aot yet died out,
and prejudice againsi wembers of otner tribes is strong. Among westera Oklahoma
Indian_s the Navajos seem held inw particulerly low esteem. Hhen yeurg militents, ine
§tituted the banning cf "Little Red", end Indian "mascot” who v“did" war dances at
0.U. foorball gomes, a group of Anadarko Indians protested, Unlike tho white and
black miiitaats, they did not tuke offecse at the use of an 'India:\ as a masccty but
. did cbject that the f’l.ittle Red® of }:hht year was Navajo-~a Navajo :‘lreésed vp 4u Plains
Indian costume! i

ACCULTURATION: WITH AND WITRCUT ASSIMITATION

To acculturate means to accept the values of the dJdominant group. Each pesitive
identity is also defined by its negative polarity, the pests to be iived down and
the potential futures to be avoided (8). Most of these students have aacepted a uneg-
ative identity. A3 one young man put it: "My brether is a heavy machineiy operatsrs
that's a pretky good jcb-for an Indian”,

What are the Americen sterectypes of the Indian today, the stercotypes into whickh
the Tndian vouth 3is cxpected to grow? Jim Thorpe and Will Rogers are medels £or the

kind of athletic shcw-businesec personality blacks have already inherited, while

6
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Indians have been popularized ss Tento, .ériendly but dumb, cr tha wealthv chief who
’usw 031 woney to buy a new Cad{llac because the old one has a flat tire, tha granite-
faced- joarticulate lecafer, and the "cragy! drunk. Clyde Warrior delineated five
-—,tereotypesz the "slob” or Yhed”, the “jokez", the “white-noszez", the "ultra paeudo-
Indian’, and the "angry nationalist (ZS).

These negative identitles, hmféve:, may ba a negative ldentity only iz the eyes
of those accepting the values of the deminant white cultyre. Among the Kiowa-Apache,
for instance, reckless dwunkenness is ©  almost waiversal among adolescents and
young adult:“males: in hic study of the tribe, Freeman {7) zeports cnly coe cdult male
vho had naver been an aleoholic! This pericd of 61°'.mkenness, however, occurs 3n 4
period of few ccmmitments, and ends when a meaningful position, often the advent of
the grandparantal rele, becomes availsble. Two centradictoxy value systems co-sxist?
one sactioning the recklessness exhibitionism and the. ésgression valued in the male
of pre-reservation days, the other, scbriety. Each has a spetial function at a
specific life stage. 7Thus, fer the youag Kiowa-Apache being a "drunk"” is probably
seen net aé devient develcpment but rather a sanctioned stage, and the young man
will move from. it to a stance of respopsible respectability, becoming the besrex of
tradition and a participant in the paycte rites of the Native Church of Nerth Amexi=~
ca. (20) | |

The degree to which copscicusness ef kind develops ameng pecple seams to very

with the intensity of the differential treatment they receive. Should they develap
special pride er become involved in conflict; group scolidarity is enhanced, Slovaks
and Polish peasants, for exampls, had to cecme to the United States before théy dis~
concermed they wexe Poles ;n' Slcvaks (12). Once the lines are drawn, organizaticne
such as Indian paticmalicm and Per Indianism are formed to promote the interxests of
the new group. |

In peviods of instability, differential access to oppoxtunity is questioned.

One way of hanrdling this is to assert vigorcusly the negative identities as unabatedly

9
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. ?os.itive ard to reject the former positive ones as evil, Thus, the cenditicns are set
for the emergence and censolidation of a militant ethic. Such a militant ethnie
cauges probiems with the adolescents’ parental generation, many cf when have lived

to gee their children ldearn o speak zhe tribal langusges they themselves do not knew,
and to delight in the.pcw-wwa they once avoided. To understand sthknic pride~elat
alene militancy-may be experienced ap invalidating their way of 1life,; and thsy need
to seo these .adole.acents a3 "ill", The students, for their part, see them os "Uncle
Tomahawks® and “apples” « red gkin, vhite insides.

ASSTMILATION: INTO WHAT?

One caa accui turate with entm.;z.asm, tut one can not act.welv assimflate. 4s-
aimilation is & diffuse kind of acceptance that can be made cnly by the dcmiraot
group, Self~affirmatica and aff:?.macion by cthexrs ceem to ba complmem.azy, cne who
hae aceulturated but who has not bee-u accepted faces a psychological dead end (9 12,
21, 25). .

For the Indian, white cuiture has been largely ene Of exrloitation, if not
gesccide, In thé history of his own people; he can prxcbably find exaamples enough
of law, democracy and of cardinzl human virtues. Csn he henor Presidents who tglk’
of the necessity of keapiﬁg Aslan commitments, while systematically and currently
breakirg all Indian treaties {26)?

Oklahoma is a poor state with a narrow pinuac.le of wealth, a 1and of red dirt
and "red-necks". At the risk of ecological over-simplificaticn, one might hypothesise
that the “dust bowl® days have left theix psychelogical hevitage: the most vigerous
left for California to te immortalized as Steinback's “Okies”, As fitting for the
"Buckle of the Bible Belt”, fundamentalist Christian aghurches can make a virtue of
suffering poverty. Whole coucties are on welfave. One-third of the pepulstion has
not finished high school. On moat educationzl tests, ve vie 48th or 49ch positien
emong the scates. The end result, hovever, is a nagging feeling of nat counting,

betzayed by the need to place “Oklahcmg is OK" on license plates. If the Indiac is

. 8




Page Seven
to learn to be “white" and i3 to assimilate, !;hig. is the vhite envirvonment where he.
must find his mcdels and ir which ke must roke a place!

Many whites believe that education i{s sn idesl techniqué Jor develofing the wr-
develcped. Whila generally favoricg cultural plurslism-~previded it is Lept to ncaw
essentials -- we tend te think cf educaticn as (n teol to Burcpeanige, as a methed of

making minority pecpies more acceptahle to white. scciety; that is; less prone to

poverty, alcchol, and lawlessness, and technically more capable ¢¥ implementing gcals
set by the dominant group. The Indian Bearding School ostensibly functiopns te bring

i .the Indisns iamto the maio stzeam of whifis scciety. Lecking at its graduates, how~
ever, it i3 appavent that it failo to bring mest further than té the standiaxda of

' lm:-class rural whites.

i Many whites assume that the moat important motive for attending scheel is a

des$re for individual accomplishmeni. In reality, if an Jodiar student selects what

appeals to hin and formulates it 4n his own way for his use, or in order to undes-
stand an alien situation - perhaps, in the woxds of €ambridge (4), even in cyder to
prevent a white takewover - he gecms more likely to rcmain in scheol than if ba go~
‘ cepts the va!.uc-.. of individualistic accomplishment and then experiecces zepeated
faﬂ.ure' in white society. Frustraticn and a devalued self-image emerge from situa~
tions where these yeung Indians sat geals which, for such reality~based reascos as
iack of econcmic access, they csnnot reach,

, Many whites assumz that the Indians wish to assimilate and would have, nad they

not been held back by poverty, prejudice, ard lack of opportunity. Some assume thay

rust assicilate; Cengress has legislated scme tribes out of existance and threstened

to do likewlse with the vthers unless they move of their own accoid. In realityy

some students may face ritual cleansing when they vetuin from the Boarding Scheol,

a clesnsing to rid tbem of their ‘white.man's' ways. 'White-man's veligien" or
'\;:hite-man's medicine! are strong and commen words of approbation among these peoples—--

a far cxy from the shouts of those minorities whose goals are involvement in the
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deminant culture, assimilation and the acquisition of gconomic power,

Thig, thea, is the pozition of the Plains Indisan student of western Cl:lahcma:
if he moxe fully learms "white-man's'' ways, he is likely to assume Some negative

identity and may see himself, and be seen by bis pecple ac disleyal to his native

W e -

heritage. He certainly risks the deadw-eud of acculzurxation without assimilation.

L

Yet. to reject white man's knowiledge is to seject .much of America and most of tha
{ avenues to power and naticnal. decisicn~making, that is to emﬁrace powarlessnens.

. Decision-making by “Indian" principles iy decision-making by Wivse principlics®

" which, howevex sound ecologicallj, were. never desigred

: to cope with aan environment that is increasingly rore unnatural.(!fi)

. WORLD-VIEWS_AND A _CONFUSION OF SELVES
Pzrojecting ocur own psychology en all "normal® people, we tend €o sssuma that cur

usual waking state cf mental fuﬁcticning i3 similar to chat cf all other "moimal"

people (4). S8apir (22) noted long age that different peoples do not inhadit meve

variants of the same woxld but experiznce totally diffevent worlds, Thare are subtle

ways in which each culture conditives its members to perceive and to create theiv
subjective woxlds, Dorothy ILes (17) puts it: "My own culture with its laws of legic,
‘ ite pximciples of cégnitim._, :‘.ﬁs r3gidly defined limits, its validation, offers me
a strongly bonded an& precategoﬁzﬁd view of reality."
In an dnformal sccial situatioa tbgether:, fox exanple; the wlfite oEn may beceme
. Ppregregsively race talkative, while some tribal~traditienzl Indian muy stan? quietly
saying or doing nathing, manitoring the other rathexr thun himself for cues regarding

the adequacy of his response. If addressed dizectly he m3y not lock at the speaksr.

There may be considerabls delay before he veplies. For some students. to be sinpled
out in praise is a source of shame; for others, to lock directly into the gyes of

| another 1s an act of rudeness. Desplte very different intentions, both Indian and

i white may thus tyy to reldate an waps that guzele, coafuse and &lianate the other.

Tha middle-3ged generation of Amewxica today has lived within a spectutcor-~

.10 i
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spectacle werld~view inherited fxcam Aristotle, Newion snd Descartes. Tl*.is is the
view of reality cur culiuze his programmed them to see;, a view resting on & .reality
where the gbserver and the obsexved éau be scparated, and in which reality is ostwucte
ured inte seguential arrangements of cause and effect. As sn esseatial aspect of the
davelopment of a technolegized world, this view has served us well, but it has also
brought the imminent threat of ecucatast¢rophe to the inhsbitants of spacesi.xip sarth.

Our particular aid-century vexsion of this worid view is oleosely linked to a
aumber of sssumptions: (1) the assumption that the bigger the bettex (e.g. the S.8.T.);
(2) the assumptica of the necessity cf a winner and a locsec in all transactions, vathew
then the pogsibility of “deuble wing"; (3) the ascumptien of inevitabie coﬁpet,imm;
(%) the assumpticn of sowme basic €lme in heman nature; {5) the assmpticij that man
is a species scperate from other species, and lord .of tha univeyse; (6) the agsump-
tion ¢f lineal time; (7) the assumpticm of the inevitability of the nuclear family.
These assumptions-usually unstated, and often unccusciong - underline muth of cur
“oommon sense’. The "common sense’ of aone age, tovever; often becomes the fcolery
of anothex.

The split between the ways of tie student's pesrie and h.a *white-man" ways of
the gckeol,a diffevence éften intensified by parecial hostility, exaccerbates ‘the
normal adolescent tasks of identity formaticn. The young Indian is confeonted wirh
the extra task »f integrating Indian and Boarding School. "welves", selves oftea
hinging on the deminant oulture’s senas of time, future orientatioa, attitudes toward
aohieverient, ccmpetition and intrusiveness, ¢he belief that individuals can change
themselves if they so desire, negative evaluaticn of altered states of oonscicusness.
and a willingness ta active, if pubiicly clumsy, secial espevimentation. To zeject
either wvays of being-in-the-world is to deny oneself of his full humanity and ones
full potential. %o experience both, however. may be to experience confugicn incon-

gruence, und internal disgonance.

One. seventeen year old boy, a Southern Cheyenne, described his situaticn thus:

11
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*The vhite ways are OK here. But at home it's different, Last week when I was
hems, I used the word “because’ to my mother when I %ried to explain something. In
Cheyenne we den't have a word for that. My mcther spit it cut like something dirty,
sayicg “bacauseg'’ ~ that’s a white man's word."

YT think difffereatly at home. Mv seople den't think likz thke vhite zm. Feu
us, things kappen wben other things happen. I think in two different ways: the
Indfan way and the white man’'s way. Sometimes--like when I think that mayba so many
bad thicgs nave happaied to my famlly because my mother angered a witch « it's 1like
I use white man's thinking. but it's about Indian things. 8o I wondec just who am I3

In the seccrd half of the twentieth century wa are witpessing 3 burseoning
interest in woxlde-views otrikingly like that of many ancient Native American religious
and a growing emphasis upon the develcpment of & man who pcsesses a deep awareness
of tis relationship with the total univevrse (1). Under the stxssses of the accel-
erating sccial charge which makes both the future less predictable and past systems
cf power and values less obvicusly relevant; post-industrialimed man has come €o
enphase what he can know, the Now. Yet; it is not the people intereated in such

tters ~ the futurist, the philcscpher, the physicist or the “hippze’ « with when
thae the young Oklabcman Indian is likely to ccame in contact.

A young persons successful solution of the tasks of adelescence is partially
dotermined dy his psychesccial develepmen: prier to that time. Summarising studies
of children of the scutiiestern tribes, Saslew and Harrower (24) have noted that
€ive year cldg have a failr degree of sccial competence witihin their extended €amil-
ies. Truedng the progress cof these through scheel, however, yeilds a very different
and Striking picture. Their grades are ccmparable to thoza of the cultural majoiity
for the first few grades, then precipitously fall (2). Perhaps, with schcol, the
chill £s asked to rencunce much of what he has learned before and this undoes those

pattems cf trust and personal worth developed up to thiy time, 2eading to severe

12
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! & 74
diffsculties during stages cf initiative vs. guilt and \\industa.y Vs, inferio:it;yf

It 23 the authoxs jmpressica that for the ycang Plains Ird

jan ohild in Ckiahoma,
the pid:ure. is much less sanquine. The cribes are not as large as the tiavajo, and

not as gtably integrated af' the Pueblos. They are alsc heir to all the. deprivaticns,

nutriticanal and healtb—cave problems cf the poct. High rates of alechelism and

accidents, within the context of extended families lead o early less vhich is xs-

capitulated over and over. At cne time, individual tribes may have had formal vites

and rituals for entexing and for endinrg mourning. At least as Far as the studants

ace concerned today, hevever, the cituals for ending mourning are no longer practiced

or undexateod. As a result, some young pecple are caught forever in an wnendingz
precess of nouming.

This, then, is the curreat prodicament of mauny Plains Indian Adolescents of

western Oklakoma. Their symptamatelogy - ©OF cather bahavicr seen by members of the

twre as symptomatology - has its rcots in the raocipxeoca

dominaant cul
cf innax comfliet, sccial exganizatitn, ideolegical novements and the assumpticns of

L complemantarity

the educational systems to which they are expesed.
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