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Relationships between the U.S. government and Native peoples of North America had a huge impact on 

the 19
th

-century United States. Autonomous tribes that had lived for centuries on the land that became 

the United States were slowly deprived of their rights as sovereign nations, by changing federal Indian 

policy. These policies that pushed Indians off their lands led to expansion of the United States as a land 

mass and as a growing population. 

Federal Indian policy in the 19
th

 century shaped the concurrent growth of the United States and the 

shrinking of sovereign nations. Instruction on federal Indian policy can be easily woven into other 

instruction related to 19
th

-century issues, to show students that Indians did not exist on a separate plane 

than other Americans and should not be viewed as a separate story. Instead, issues related to 

relationships with American Indians are part of the majority of the 19
th

-century American story.  

Coming into high school, students may have a general understanding of Native peoples of America, but 

might not yet have learned about the complicated issues related to federal policy. As shown on the 

timeline below, the number of laws and acts passed by the U.S. government are many. Incorporating 

discussion and instruction on the effects and reactions to policies, as well as the reasoning behind those 

policies, can strengthen student knowledge of U.S.-Indian relations without having to dive headfirst into 

the language of the acts themselves.  

 

Library of Congress Resources 

• “Indians of North America” in Prints and Photographs Online: 

http://www.loc.gov/pictures/related/?q=Indians%20of%20North%20America&fi=subjects 

• “Assimilation Through Education” Primary Source Set: 

http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/primarysourcesets/assimilation/  

• “Indian Boarding Schools” and “American Indian Reservation Controversies” Lesson Plans: 

http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/lessons/ (under American Indian History) 

• Native American Themed Resources: 

http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/themes/native-americans/  



 

Federal Indian Policy Primary-Source Set:  

Sources and Activities 

This primary-source set builds on the work already done by the Library of Congress, as well as the 

identification of additional Library of Congress sources and supporting sources from the Minnesota 

Historical Society, to create three in-class activities for high school students to teach about three particular 

elements of 19
th

-century federal Indian policy. 

• Federal Indian Policy Debated in Political Cartoons 

• Indian Delegations: Traditional v. Western Dress 

• Indian Children React to Boarding Schools 

The sources and activities here provide teachers with activity suggestions that can occupy one class period 

or less. The inclusion of Minnesota sources helps to make the connection between state and national 

history, illustrating that events on the national stage also played out in Minnesota. Library of Congress 

sources include: 

• “’Move On!’ Has the Native American no rights that the naturalized American is bound to respect?” Thomas 

Nast. 1871. 

• “Conquering the Indians.” Charles Richard Tuttle. 1874. 

• Red Cloud and Indians. Standing - Red Bear (Sons Are?), Young Man Afraid of his Horse, Good Voice, Ring 

Thunder, Iron Crow, White Tail, Young Spotted Tail. Seated - Yellow Bear, Jack Red Cloud, Big Road, Little 

Wound, Black Crow. Photograph. 1877. 

• “Uncle Sam's Indian policy - the government ‘ward.’” Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper. 1878. 

• “Children’s Page: My Home in Indian Territory.” Etahdleuh Doanmoe. The American Missionary. 1879. 

• “The nation’s ward.” Grant E. Hamilton. 1885. 

• The delegation of Sioux chiefs to ratify the sale of lands in South Dakota to the U.S. government, December, 

1889. Photograph. 1889. 

• “The reason of the Indian outbreak General Miles declares that the Indians are starved into rebellion.” 1890. 

• “Consistency.” 1891. 

• “Wards of the nation – their first vacation from school.” Harper’s Weekly. 1899. 

• “The School Days of an Indian Girl.” Zitkala Sa. Atlantic Monthly. 1900. 

• “Group of Pueblo Indians photographed at the U.S. Capitol today. This is the first time since the Lincoln 

Administration that the Pueblo Indians have sent a delegation to Wash. They appeared before the Senate 

Lands Committee.” Photograph. 1923. 

 

Minnesota Sources (from the Minnesota Historical Society) include: 

• “Joseph R. Brown with Dakota Indians and white men who accompanied him to Washington for a treaty 

with the government.” Photograph. 1858. 

• “1858 Treaty Delegation to Washington.” Photograph. 1858. 

 



 

Federal Indian Policy: Context 

 

Since the creation of the United States government, federal 

agencies enacted specific laws and policies to administer 

issues related to American Indians. Policy ranged from treaty-

making to removal to assimilation to allotment, and 

overwhelmingly, federal Indian policy was conducted in a 

manner that favored white interests and systematically 

harmed American Indians and their cultures. 

As Americans pushed farther west and the desire for land 

increased, the U.S. government began taking ownership of 

land occupied by Indians, through treaties negotiated with 

Indian nations and forced removal. The government passed 

laws to enable these methods to gain land and control, and 

policy shifted several times during the century. Initial contact 

and treaty-making moved into removal or relocation, which 

eventually led to attempts at assimilation.  

Tribes resisted throughout the 19
th

 century, but the 

government responded with threats, persuasion and force. By 

the end of the century, almost all American Indians lived on 

reservations that no longer belonged to the tribe as a whole, 

watched their children educated in boarding schools, and 

struggled to maintain their culture and traditions. 

The documents that survive are largely the work of white 

Americans. Many documents are paternalistic, claiming that 

government actions are in the best interest of Indians; others 

portray Indians as savage or childlike; and still others reveal great cruelty in the actions of government officials, the 

military, and U.S. citizens. Some documents do show that not all white Americans agreed with federal policies. 

The Native voice, recorded in writing, is largely absent from this time period. Some American Indians expressed their 

opinions in ways that were recorded on paper, and others’ opinions were printed in white publications, sometimes 

filtered through a non-Native writer. 

Indian Policy in Minnesota 

Minnesota has been home to two main tribes for centuries: the Dakota (Sioux) and Ojibwe (Chippewa or 

Anishinaabe). Federal Indian policy led to several treaties signed with the Dakota and Ojibwe, beginning in 1805, 

which deprived them of millions of acres of land and created reservations across the state. Broken treaties led to the 

U.S.-Dakota War of 1862, which resulted in the deaths of both Dakota and white settlers, the hanging of 38 Dakota 

and placement of 300 Dakota to an internment camp, and the removal of several Dakota bands into Iowa, Canada 

and the Dakotas. The United States continued to make treaties with the Ojibwe throughout the late 19
th

 century. 

After the Dawes Act initiated allotment policies, the Red Lake Band of Ojibwe in northern Minnesota refused 

allotment and kept their land in the hands of the entire tribe.

The latest illustration of our humane Indian policy.  1879. 

Library of Congress. 



 

Limited Timeline of Federal Indian Policy, 19
th

 Century 

 

This timeline highlights a small portion of the events of the 19
th

 century related to 

Federal Indian Policy. 

 

1824: Indian Office Federal Agency. Established, later called the Bureau of Indian Affairs. 

1830: Indian Removal Act. Forces entire Indian tribes to leave their land. 

1851: Appropriation Act. Western Indian tribes are moved by the U.S. government onto reservations. 

1871: Appropriation Act. Indian tribes were no longer considered independent. Any issues concerning 

American Indians or conflicts regarding land use were now handled exclusively by the U.S. government. 

Indians are declared to be “wards” of the U.S. government. 

1873-1874: Buffalo War. Almost all Indians live on reservations. 

1874: Gold found in the Black Hills. Indians on those lands forced to leave, which leads to the Indian Wars. 

1880: Beginning of the boarding school policy in the United States. 

1887: Dawes Act (General Allotment Act) surveyed Indian tribal land and allotted it to Indian individuals. 

1890-1892: Ghost Dance movement, which encouraged American Indians to resist the U.S. government 

and military. In response, the U.S. government tightens control.  

1890: Sitting Bull is killed, and the Wounded Knee Massacre takes place. The end of 19
th

-century armed 

resistance by American Indians. 

1891: Indian Education Congressional Act. Enforced compulsory attendance of Indian children at boarding 

schools 

1898: Curtis Act. Congress dissolves tribal courts and governments. 

 

For a more comprehensive timeline of events related specifically to land issues, download this PDF from 

the Indian Land Tenure Foundation: 

http://www.iltf.org/sites/default/files/american_indian_history_timeline.pdf.  



 

Federal Indian Policy Debated in Political Cartoons 

Library of Congress documents for this activity: 

“’Move on!’” Thomas Nast. 1871. http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2001696066/  

“Conquering the Indians.” 1874. http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/92513180/  

“Uncle Sam’s Indian policy.” Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper. 1878. 

http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2001696520/  

“Nation’s ward.” Grant E. Hamilton. 1885. http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/97511827/  

“The reason of the Indian outbreak.”  1890. http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/95522197/  

“Consistency.” 1891. http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2002720413/  

 Activity Procedure: 

Political cartoons have provided artists and journalists with a medium to express personal or public 

opinion for centuries. In the 19
th

 century, federal American Indian policy was a constantly evolving, 

controversial issue, which made it a perfect subject for debate within political cartoons. Cartoons use tools 

such as symbolism, satire and stereotypes to make their point.  

1. Choose one source from the list above as an example. Project a small portion (but magnified) of 

that cartoon for the whole class to see. Have the class discuss the small piece of the cartoon: what 

do they see (people, objects, words, emotions, symbols, etc.)? Then zoom out a bit to show more 

of the cartoon. Does that first small portion start to take on a new meaning when you see more of 

the cartoon? Finally, zoom out to the whole cartoon. Discuss the perceived meaning of the entire 

cartoon. How did it help to examine the cartoon a small section at a time? 

2. Gather students in groups of three or four. Distribute the cartoons in pairs: Conquering and 

Outbreak, Move On and Consistency, and Nation’s Ward and Uncle Sam.* Have the groups 

analyze the cartoons, examining the various elements and then the cartoon as a whole. What is 

the point of view of each artist, and what issue is he addressing? 

3. The groups then will compare the pair of cartoons. What is similar about the two cartoons’ points 

of view? Are they discussing similar issues regarding federal Indian policy? Are there consistent 

symbols, themes or attitudes? Do you notice any clear differences? 

4. Come back together as a class. Project each cartoon for the class to see and have the groups point 

out what they discussed, and what similarities and differences they see. As a large group, discuss 

the effectiveness of these cartoons in addressing debates over federal Indian policy.  

* Pairing similarities. Conquering and Outbreak: Both show Indians as submissive/indebted to U.S. government. 

Move On and Consistency: Both address the inconsistency of U.S. policies toward non-white Americans. Nations’ 

Ward and Uncle Sam: Both show a negative perception of Indian relationships with the U.S. government. 



 

 

“’Move On!’ Has the Native American no rights that the naturalized American is bound to respect?” Thomas Nast. 

1871. Library of Congress.  



 

 

“Conquering the Indians.” Charles Richard Tuttle. 1874. Library of Congress. 



 

 

Uncle Sam's Indian policy – the government “ward” – “Ugh! Me got great father’s supplies; now me want pale 

face’s scalp” [caricature of armed Indian coming out of jack-in-the-box “Indian reservation” and attacking a famer, 

as soldier approaches from behind. Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper. 1878. Library of Congress.  



 

 

“The Nation's Ward.” Grant E. Hamilton. 1885. Library of Congress.  



 

 

“The reason of the Indian outbreak General Miles declares that the Indians are starved into rebellion.” 1890. 

Library of Congress.  



 

 

“Consistency.” 1891. Library of Congress. 



 

Indian Delegations: Traditional v. Western Dress 

Library of Congress documents for this activity 

Red Cloud and Indians. 1877. http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/brh2003001903/PP/  

The delegation of Sioux chiefs to ratify the sale of lands in South Dakota. 1889. 

http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/91787207/  

Group of Pueblo Indians photographed at the U.S. capitol today. 1923. 

http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2004669814/  

Minnesota documents for this activity 

Joseph Brown with Dakota Indians and white men. 1858. http://collections.mnhs.org/cms/display.php?irn=10695118  

1858 Treaty Delegation to Washington. 1858. http://collections.mnhs.org/cms/display.php?irn=10695120  

Activity Procedure: 

Federal Indian policy in the later 19
th

 century emphasized “assimilation,” or forcing American Indians to 

adopt white culture and abandon Native traditions. Traditional dress was just one element of Native 

culture that whites discouraged and forcibly changed. Delegations of Indians visiting Washington, D.C., 

were often swept into tailors’ shops immediately upon arrival to be outfitted in Western clothing.  

1. Read this quote as a group: “Since government policy was to turn the Indians into white men, it 

was presumed that making them look like white men was a giant stride in that direction… The 

need for Indians to adopt citizen’s dress was a constant theme throughout the nineteenth 

century… The stress on clothing succeeded to such an extent that Indian delegates were self-

conscious and embarrassed by their traditional dress.” Diplomats in Buckskin, Herman J. Viola. 

2. Discuss these questions as a group: Why was there such an emphasis on changing Indians’ 

clothing? How would it benefit whites if Indians were dressed in Western clothes? How would you 

make the argument that the loss of traditional dress was a visible representation of the loss of all 

Indian culture?  

3. Examine the photos. What are your first reactions to the images? Would there have been any 

reason for Indians to voluntarily wear Western clothing? How do you think a group of traditionally 

dressed Indians would have impacted federal audiences differently in 1877 and 1923? Why would 

the same Minnesota delegation have dressed in both ways? 

4. As a group, look at the Limited Timeline of Federal Indian Policy and note where these images fit 

into that timeline. Do the surrounding events have an effect on the dress of the Indians in the 

pictures? 

5. On either the LOC website or the MHS websites, find another image of an Indian delegation to 

Washington that catches your eye. Based on these discussions, other images, and timeline of 

policy changes, write a reflection on your chosen image. Extension: Find documentation of any of 

these delegations in Chronicling America newspapers: http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/. 



 

 

Red Cloud and Indians. Standing – Red Bear (Sons Are?), Young Man Afraid of His Horse, Good Voice, Ring Thunder, Iron 

Crow, White Tail, Young Spotted Tail. Seated – Yellow Bear, Jack Red Cloud, Big Road, Little Wound, Black Crow. 

Photograph. 1877. Library of Congress.  



 

 

The delegation of Sioux chiefs to ratify the sale of lands in South Dakota to the U.S. government, December, 1889. 

Photograph. 1889. Library of Congress.  



 

 

“Group of Pueblo Indians photographed at the U.S. Capitol today. This is the first time since the Lincoln 

Administration that the Pueblo Indians have sent a delegation to Wash. They appeared before the Senate Lands 

Committee.” Photograph. 1923. Library of Congress. 



 

 

“Joseph R. Brown with Dakota Indians and white men who accompanied him to Washington for a treaty with the 

government.” Photograph. 1858. Minnesota Historical Society Collections.  



 

 

“1858 Treaty Delegation to Washington.” Photograph. 1858. Minnesota Historical Society Collections.  



 

Indian Children React to Boarding Schools 

Library of Congress documents for this activity 

“My Home in Indian Territory.” Etahdleuh Doanmoe. 1879. http://digital.library.cornell.edu/cgi/t/text/pageviewer-

idx?c=amis;cc=amis;rgn=full%20text;idno=amis0033-8;didno=amis0033-8;view=image;seq=00267;node=amis0033-

8%3A1  

“The School Days of an Indian Girl.” Zitkala Sa. 1900. http://digital.library.cornell.edu/cgi/t/text/pageviewer-

idx?c=atla;cc=atla;rgn=full%20text;idno=atla0085-2;didno=atla0085-2;view=image;seq=191;node=atla0085-

2%3A1;page=root;size=50  

 “Wards of the Nation -- their first vacation from school.” 1899. http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/95511539/  

Activity Procedure: 

The U.S. government began removing American Indian children from their homes and sending them to 

boarding schools in the late 19
th

 century, in an attempt to “civilize” the children and teach them the work, 

traditions and culture of whites, while simultaneously taking away all elements of their Native traditions 

and culture. Government reports, newspapers, and missionary publications generally praised the success 

of the boarding schools, often including reactions from students or students’ parents. Native reactions to 

losing their culture or to the negative effects of the schools are not as readily available. 

1. Read both “School Days of an Indian Girl: The Cutting of My Long Hair” (page 186-7) and “My 

Home in Indian Territory.”  

2. In small groups, have students determine the viewpoint of the speakers: who are they and what is 

their experience at boarding schools? List some specific words, phrases or recollections that lead 

you to those conclusions.   

3. Address these additional questions in the same small groups, and then come back together as a 

large group to discuss: 

a. How are white people and Native people portrayed in these recollections?  

b. What was the purpose of each of these documents?  

c. Why did the writers record their memories?  

d. What is your reaction to the documents?  

4. View the drawing “Wards of the Nation.” How do you interpret this drawing? The faces are not 

clear or not visible, so can you deduce what the parents and children might be feeling, based on 

the readings? 

5. Take on the persona of one of the people in the drawing and write a recollection of this moment, 

when you saw your family members again. As you are writing, take into consideration what your 

experiences might have been with white people, the U.S. government, other Native people, and 

the boarding schools. 



 

“Children's Page: My Home in Indian Territory.” Etahdleuh Doanmoe.The American Missionary. 1879. Cornell 

University Library.   

 



 

“The School Days of an Indian Girl.” Zitkala Sa. Atlantic Monthly. 1900. Cornell University Library.  



 



 

 

“Wards of the nation - their first vacation from school.” Harper’s Weekly. 1899. Library of Congress.  

 


