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Abstract 

 

 Native Americans are repeatedly the unfortunate recipients of racial stereotypes by the 

American ideological hegemony, beginning with early nineteenth-century American Literature. 

Literature is one of the primary cultural components necessary for the advancement of a State 

ideology because it contains and continues to reinforce many of the values held by that ideology. 

Early American literature has continued to negatively influence white American public opinion 

regarding Native Americans since the time of its publication. Originally learned through its 

literature, sentiments of bigotry and hatred become just another part of the culture over time. 

Lingering ethnocentric beliefs from the nineteenth-century American ideology are still present 

today, indicative of the Native American groups who are regularly at odds with the United States 

Government over land rights, protection of their people’s civil rights, and maintenance of their 

culture.  

 Through this question of the widespread cultural embrace of resentment, oral tradition 

converges with print culture to perpetuate the values of the new American ideology while 

simultaneously deriding the indigenous outsiders, placing them on the fringes of American 

society. By examining The Prairie by James Fenimore Cooper and The Confidence Man: His 

Masquerade by Herman Melville, two separate but equal models emerge depicting the 

nineteenth-century white relationship to Native Americans. Each author attempts to positively 

include honest examples of Native Americans and their social issues in his narrative. However, 

each falls short of this goal because either the Native American is misrepresented as a formulaic 

ideal or is being used as a means to understand the white rationale for hate from a white 
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ideological insider’s perspective. Understanding this type of white appropriation in nineteenth-

century literature is the key to understanding why it still exists in the American contemporary.  
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Introduction 

 

 Was it the beginning of the end for the Native American way of life the moment a white 

European foot first touched down on New World soil? This was a question once asked by the 

professor of my Nineteenth-Century American Literature course. At the time, I had no real 

answer because I had never thought of colonization in those terms – boiling an entire collapse of 

one ethnic culture by another down to a single moment almost seems preposterous. However, the 

European landing set a chain of events in motion which ultimately doomed the Native American 

culture. The Native Americans were never quite in a position to stop or even stymie the 

advancement of the European powers impeding on their land. As trivial as it may seem, the 

Europeans were able to win supremacy simply by being there: standing at Plymouth Rock, 

building a beachhead in Jamestown, and island hopping in the Caribbean. That first crucial white 

step opened the floodgates to an entire new world for both the Europeans and the natives.  

 Once the wheels of white European commerce and colonization were set in motion, this 

new way of life could never be undone nor reversed. The Europeans were seeking a permanent 

foothold in a place which might have proven to be a new Eden, had they not disrupted the 

environment with early settlement, trade, and industry. Hindsight being what it is, perhaps if the 

first Native American tribes to encounter explorers did so with greater hostility, history would 

have been altered. However, this was not the way of the Native Americans. They were not an 

uncivil, or “savage,” people as many early explorer journal entries would have readers believe. 

One facet of Native American culture centers on generosity between all people as a means of 

survival. In other words, strangers were quite often welcome to the tribe’s food and shelter as 

long as they came peacefully. The purpose of the tribe was for everyone to live life equally in 
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terms of the necessary food, water, shelter, etc. essentials. This proto-socialism was a wholly 

foreign concept to the Europeans. European explorers were used to parliamentary and monarchy 

governments created to promote social stability through an imbalance of power between people 

and government (i.e. the many ruled by the few). In some ways, this imbalance of power 

promotes a more cunning and sinister society; in order for survival, a person must develop an 

egocentric attitude over an altruistic one thus positioning the rest of the world’s inhabitants as 

either those to manipulate or those to guard against. Comparatively, natives lived simpler lives. 

Members of a native tribe communally worked together in order to ensure the highest rate of 

survival. Warlike violence would only typically occur when hunting grounds were trespassed 

upon by other tribesmen or some similar transgression. In this situation, a war party would be 

assembled to seek retribution then, once the scales were rebalanced between tribes, life 

harmoniously carried on as usual. Whether their goal was seeking new lands for commerce or for 

religious sanctuary, the practice of true equality between people was simply not something the 

Europeans were accustomed to at that time. Suffice it to say, the European dismissal of native 

culture as being inferior to the ways of Europe may very well have been due to this cultural gap. 

 Despite their overwhelming influence and meticulous conquest, the Europeans did not 

conquer the Native Americans overnight; there are many things which need to occur in order for 

one culture to install its ideology and take over another. For instance, literacy plays a vital role 

when discussing ideological installation. With greater amounts of literature accessible to a 

literate populous, an ideology has greater ease in disseminating its values, for better or worse, 

amongst the people. In this way, an ideology is able to reinforce its values by distinguishing 

between what it perceives as the correct and incorrect ways to live, thereby creating a stronger 

belief throughout its followership. Literacy also allows for the ability to understand the mistakes 
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and triumphs of the past and to learn from it. This is a remarkable advantage for any State 

intending to spread itself imperialistically because information is not limited only to those living 

at the time of publication – future generations have the ability to engage with its contents as well. 

This was the case with Spanish explorer, Pizarro, who himself was illiterate but still learned from 

the diaries of Cortés how to effectively topple Native Central American people. By employing a 

literate crewman to read him the diaries, Pizarro was able to adjust his approach to conquest after 

learning from his predecessor’s mistakes. This ultimately spelled utter doom for the Inca 

civilization. 

 The ability to pass down knowledge to future generations is certainly a double-edged 

sword. Over time, anecdotal information may become muddled, altered, omitted, and 

misconstrued. Left unchecked, this misinformation will likely be regarded as truth until a more 

logical alternative surfaces. That is to say, early misinformation quite often has a damning effect 

for its subject matter the longer it remains relevant. An enlightened society may be operating on 

the assumptions of previous thought, even if those notions were developed by a society whose 

prevailing values no longer apply within the contemporary system. Such has been the case with 

the relationship between Native Americans and the United States Government since the 

beginnings of the nineteenth-century American ideology. 

 Early nineteenth-century descriptions of Native Americans often label them as savage, 

uncivilized, unpredictable, bloodthirsty, and untrustworthy people. These are certainly not 

descriptors based on actual fact but rather beliefs constructed by the American ideology intent on 

culture-busting the indigenous population in order to situate itself as the prevailing order. The 

bigoted terms and the hatred behind them are hand-me-downs from stories circulated throughout 

American culture, often by older generations to younger ones. In the nineteenth century, as white 
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American settlers were moving further west, Native Americans would often raid either sparsely 

populated forts or white settlements which illegally encroached upon their land. As often was the 

case, natives were rarely the instigators in these situations. They were merely pushing back 

against the onslaught of broken government treaties, stolen land, and white trespassers in order to 

regain some sense of control over their land. However, white storytellers would almost always 

edit the narratives, omitting facts in order to appear as victims and gain support for Manifest 

Destiny’s expansion westward. It was not uncommon for the older generations of a family to tell 

and retell stories of family members being struck down and killed at the hands of Native 

Americans. Over time, this perpetual circulation of resentment and hate for the Native 

Americans becomes deeply ingrained within the white American psyche. Even as tensions 

between cultures have eased, there remains a germ of mistrust between both sides. The natives 

have a great claim to be mistrustful given the usurpation of their land and limited recognition of 

deserved rights by the United States Government. American citizens, on the other hand, tend to 

carry bias towards natives based on old stories and the early American Literature they have read. 

 By the early nineteenth century, especially after the War of 1812, there was a nationwide 

call for literature written by white “native” Americans in order to promote the new American 

ideology. This call to arms represents one of the many facets required for a State Apparatus and 

its ideology to assert dominance and control. Literature builds culture. Just as literacy can aid in 

the destruction of one culture at the hands of another, it also works to promote the growth of its 

national culture by creating a sense of inclusion only felt and understood by those within the 

ideology. The works by some of the most renowned American authors of the nineteenth century 

were essential to shaping the social landscape of the burgeoning United States. Works by such 

writers as James Fenimore Cooper were within the first wave of Americans Literature. His 
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contribution to the American literary canon includes creation of the American Western genre 

through, most notably, his novels collectively known as The Leatherstocking Tales. Throughout 

his series, specifically in The Prairie, Cooper draws on the idea of the “noble savage” when 

discussing his Native American characters. Although Cooper’s intentions were to create the great 

American native par excellence with his character Hard-Heart, he instead manufactures an 

impossible Native American model based on limited research and exposure to primary sources. 

Cooper’s portrayal of the Native American is the kind of sore misrepresentation one should 

expect from the nineteenth-century white ideology; his native is sterile, static, and easily moved 

from scene to scene as a player would a pawn on a chessboard. Hard-Heart’s description 

compares his features against classical ideals of beauty before moving onto aspects of his 

character which are wholly native. Once Cooper makes this move, the tone in the passage shifts 

towards mockery of Hard-Heart’s dress and wares, such as a person of superiority is looking 

down their nose at someone of lesser status. It is this type of racialized storytelling which 

effectively cements the Native American “other” within the white ideological realm. Although 

Cooper was not the only author writing about Native Americans, his literature set the precedent 

for the stereotyped image of the Native American. This is not to say Cooper was the only 

prevailing voice heard during this time period, but he was certainly one of the loudest. It would 

not be until thirty years later that another prominent literary figure, Herman Melville, would 

tackle the Native American question, and do so with a more methodical approach. 

 Herman Melville writes the novel, The Confidence Man: His Masquerade, with the belief 

that this will be his last full-length published work. He writes from a place of liberation, where 

concern over widespread public appeal has vanished. Melville is able to craft a novel he intends 

both for his most loyal fan base and his own amusement. In the novel, Melville devotes quite a 
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bit of space to the question of “Indian-hating” and why, by the mid-nineteenth century, the 

American public still harbored a degree of resentment towards the natives. It is to my knowledge 

that this was the first time a white writer attempted to raise this kind of awareness without 

directly taking sides on the issue. The unfortunate drawback to his discussion in Confidence Man 

is that Melville only attempts to understand the white backwoodsman’s perspective and does not 

extend the same interest to the Native American point of view. Even though he puts an adequate 

amount of pressure on questions regarding white American hate, Melville is not exactly 

interested in pursuing questions concerning the Native American as a living, breathing person. 

Instead, Melville wants to understand how rumor and myth evolve into fact and are circulated 

throughout his own culture. Like Cooper, Melville objectifies Native Americans by 

appropriating them as a social prop within his narrative in order to reach his goal. Melville is as 

much a product of his own American culture and its ideology as he is a victim to its pitfalls. 

Despite his best efforts to raise awareness regarding a serious social issue, Melville ultimately 

succumbs to the inescapable problem of limitation within the white American ideology; he is 

only able to write from a white insider’s perspective. Although Melville’s discussion on “Indian-

hating” in Confidence Man is not comprehensive, he does recognize the problem of perpetuated 

hate lies within the inner workings of the American ideology itself. 

 In many ways, this project picks up where Melville left off. It is my belief that the 

sentiments evinced by Confidence Man still exist within the relationship between the Native 

Americans, the United States Government, and many of its citizens. Native Americans are 

continually regarded as second-class citizens by the United States Government, indicative of 

fractures in the systems of native healthcare, housing, business, etc. It is the intent of this project 

to explore the origins of the spiteful rationale behind the continuous resentment harbored by 
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whites towards the Native Americans. Hate is not inherent but learned through the repetitive 

reinforcement of values and beliefs and, to that end, it is my belief that early nineteenth-century 

American Literature played a pivotal role in the propagation of a bigoted discourse used to 

promote the new American ideology. In order to better understand how these sentiments became 

commonplace within contemporary America, the following chapters bifurcate the issue into the 

historical and literary origins of causation.  

 The first chapter focuses on the historical relevance of European imperialism infiltrating 

the North American continent. The desire and need to expand and explore beyond the 

motherland borders eventually became inevitable for the Europeans. This chapter explores the 

reasons why the Europeans left the Old World, as well as discusses how they were able to 

conquer the tribal kingdoms of the New World indigeneity. It will be discussed how the rise in 

food production, technology, population and settled communities, government, disease, etc. all 

contributed to the European advantage over the Native American tribes. The chapter concludes 

with perspectives by some of the first natives writing in Anglophone as well as those whose 

firsthand accounts offer insight into the Native American experience of the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries. 

 The Second chapter discusses the role of the Native American in nineteenth-century 

American literature as well as how this white literature simultaneously promotes one ideological 

culture while effectively culture-busting another. By looking at Cooper’s The Prairie and 

Melville’s The Confidence Man: His Masquerade, it becomes apparent that the white American 

ideology is working through these novels, though in different ways. By looking at these texts 

through the lens of Althusser’s Ideological State Apparatus (ISA), we being to understand how 

the new American ideology is successfully installed in the nineteenth century and how it operates 
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over the American public. This component is key to understanding how bigotry is embedded 

within the American ideology and still manifests within interactions between Native Americans 

and the United States Government. And in light of this information, it is my hope that with 

forthcoming scholarship, including this project as a small piece in a grand puzzle, we can finally 

work towards repairing the damage done between cultures and move towards a more equitable 

future for all. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

9 

 

Chapter One: The White Blanket of Darkness 

 

 The Native American is among some of the most marginalized individuals living in the 

United States today. In the nineteenth century, natives were consistently tricked into handing 

over their land rights to the United States Government through hollow treaties and underhanded 

political tactics, eventually leading to their forceful removal onto reservations all in the name of 

Manifest Destiny. Many settlers, government officials, and other white citizens operating under 

the new American ideology of the nineteenth century only considered the Native American to be 

a nuisance – an obstacle standing in the way of American progress. In the nineteenth century, 

rarely were Native Americans thought of as human beings; they were often regarded as 

caricatures based on rampant myths and rumors originated by white storytellers, sentiments 

which would carry over into the contemporary. After America gained its independence and 

became free from foreign threat, the negative sentiments against natives grew stronger. A nation 

was to be built and, to many, Manifest Destiny held the key to prosperity. Unfortunately, that key 

meant the forced and often brutal removal of thousands of settled natives, vis-à-vis the Trail of 

Tears, to the newly acquired lands of the Louisiana Purchase west of the Mississippi. 

Imprisonment and genocide became common realities for the Native American at this time; the 

whites, with their new ideology, were going to have their way regardless of how they achieved it. 

Even after Manifest Destiny ended, ill feelings of resentment were still levied against the natives 

by many white citizens, especially the United States Government. However, these were mostly 

due to lingering sentiments of remembrance intermixed with the old bigoted myth rather than a 

renewed hatred.  
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 As it stands, the history of mistrust and disdain between the Native Americans and the 

American Government under the white ideology is still felt today. Whether it is through 

racialized depictions in cartoons or savvy editing for nightly news pieces, the American media 

has consistently portrayed Native Americans as downtrodden second-class citizens stuck like a 

piece of stubborn old gum to the bottom of Uncle Sam’s starred and striped boot. It seems the 

native cannot get a fair shake while living under the American ideology. Many protests have 

taken place throughout the years since Manifest Destiny. Whether it is through appeals by Native 

and non-Native American groups to the United States government attempting to halt construction 

of the Kinzua Dam in the 1960s; by occupation of former native lands, such as the occupation of 

Wounded Knee and Alcatraz, in the early 1970s; or the 2016 protest of an oil pipeline which 

could potentially threaten the supply of drinking water on the Standing Rock Sioux reservation in 

the Dakota states, it seems the nineteenth-century sentiments against Native Americans remains 

alive and well in the present American political machine.  

 Many of the deep-seeded issues between the natives and American Government stem 

from age old disputes over land rights – a concept mostly introduced by early explorers and 

European colonists. However, the issue is not always who owns the land, but how development 

of that land directly affects its inhabitants. For instance, the Kinzua Dam project displaced nearly 

one thousand people, native and non-native alike, in order to make room for the reservoir 

component to the project. It should be noted that the purpose of the Kinzua Dam project was to 

protect Pittsburg, Pennsylvania from recurrent flooding and to provide the city with a steady 

supply of power. Although there were other viable, less contentious, areas not far from the 

Kinzua site which could have been used for this project without necessitating the removal of any 

one person, these notions were vehemently disregarded and discredited by the United States 



 

11 

 

government. This conflict gained immortalization in American pop culture vis-à-vis the song, 

“As Long As the Grass Shall Grow” as recorded by Johnny Cash in 1964.  

 The Standing Rock Sioux also have a right to be concerned. Conceding their land to 

allow for an oil pipeline to be built has greater potential ramifications than merely losing 

promised acreage. The primary concern surrounding the pipeline protests has to do with human 

safety, going beyond difference of skin color or culture. The oil pipeline’s original trajectory was 

deemed unsafe as it would have laid far too close in proximity to municipal water sources, 

wetlands, and public roads of Bismarck, North Dakota (Dalrymple Pipeline Route). The best 

alternative, deemed so by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, re-routed the pipeline to within 

half a mile from the Standing Rock reservation (McKibben). In other words, the entire drinking 

supply of the Standing Rock Reservation would be at a dire risk to individuals’ health and well-

being in the event of a disastrous spill. The attempt by the pipeline’s construction company to 

circumvent the mandatory environmental review made a bad situation worse. It is a requirement 

via the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and the Clean Water Act to conduct an 

environmental review before ground may be broken for this kind of pipeline construction; 

however, the pipeline company attempted to attain an exemption from the permit process by 

registering components of their pipeline project into smaller piecemeal sites in order to supersede 

the EPA mandate (Ablow). Once word got out, thousands of protestors descended upon tracts of 

Dakota land, standing in the way of developers and the proposed path of the pipeline. Though 

protests were peaceful, police action was not. Arresting officers used less than humane tactics 

against the protestors in attempts to disperse the crowd, tactics which were later deemed 

“reprehensible” by experts in law enforcement; many protestors were arrested, strip-searched, 

threatened and bitten by K9 unit dogs, and had hoses turned on them (Dalrymple Dogs). While 
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these heinous actions did not necessarily discriminate between protestors’ ethnicity and cultural 

background, these actions did send a loud message to those watching: relations between the 

United States Government and the Native Americans are still hostile, bigoted, and largely 

unresolved. 

 The tense socio-political relations between the American Government and Native 

Americans in the contemporary United States is not far removed from the sentiments felt 

between American settlers and Native Americans in the nineteenth century. The clash of cultures 

has never been more extraordinary than when the Europeans first stepped foot on the North 

American continent. Worlds collided then, and have been ever since. To the Europeans, the 

Native Americans were savages – heathens living lives of aimless pursuit without the slightest 

comprehension of food production, society, religion, or technology.  

 Native American cultures, pre-removal and genocide, were as diverse as they were 

numerous. Hunter-gatherer practices were most prevalent. Although through limited farming 

practices, crops known as the trinity (corn, squash, and beans) were able to be cultivated. Native 

American tribes were each uniquely able to govern themselves, whether it was the Iroquois who 

were famously united into a confederation or the Comanche who distinguished themselves into 

separate “bands.” Each band was self-governed, connected by the Shoshone language, and 

allowed for members to move between groups without issue (Gwynne 24). This concept which 

baffled white officials, especially when trying to understand the Comanche speed of movement 

(Gwynne 24, 27). Each tribe had its own religion which, through varying nuances specific unto 

each tribe, celebrated different aspects of nature and usually culminated in the belief of one 

ruling god known as the “Great Spirit.” And though the Natives’ tools and technology may have 
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appeared primitive to the Europeans, they were more than adequate for each culture to brave the 

elements and survive by living off the land. 

 Throughout the history of the United States, the Native American Indian has been 

consistently demarcated by both the United States Government and many white Americans as a 

second-class citizen. By the beginning of the nineteenth century, most white Americans 

considered indigenous people as inhibitors of progress who were in serious need of rehabilitation 

from their savage ways. Only in contemporary history has the Native American gained greater 

support for his cause and some attempts have been made to repair the broken relationship 

between the natives and the United States Government. However, each time a private enterprise 

or government agency pushes back against this relationship, either through shady legislative or 

business practices, the berth widens for a peaceful coexistence through native and white 

reconciliation. To that end, this chapter’s primary objective is to explore the nineteenth-century 

historical proximities which can be linked with the repeated marginalization of the Native 

American by the United States Government and its white citizens within the contemporary. As is 

often the case with most situations leading to strife between peoples, there is no singular 

causation for these hostilities only that each of these cultures is guilty of radically being thrust 

upon one another without much warning. This chapter intends to lay the groundwork to 

understand why there was such a clash between cultures in the first place, as well as why this 

animosity still affects the contemporary relationship between Native Americans and the United 

States Government including its citizens.  
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The Rise of Civilization in Eurasia and Why the Europeans Ultimately Left 

 

 In order to understand why the Europeans came to the New World, it is important to 

recognize how they came to be in a position capable of exploration and what kind of cultural 

ideals they brought with them. Due to a variety of reasons, some of which could be credited to 

the ingenuity of early man while others involved having a touch of luck on his side, the Old 

World landmass of Eurasia provided some of the best habitable conditions available, which 

favored the exponential growth of human kind. One of the most crucial contributing factors in 

human development is the creation of food production which, by definition, is the 

“domestication [of] wild animals and plants and eating the resulting livestock and crops 

[occurring] around 11,000 years ago” (Diamond 86). This milestone single-handedly 

transformed most of the Eurasian nomadic hunter-gatherer tribes into settled self-sustaining 

communities. This achievement granted people the ability to largely abandon the hunter-gatherer 

lifestyle, as food could now be stockpiled and rationed as needed by the community members. 

Though the exact date when man came in from the forests and went into the fields is uncertain, it 

is known where much of this shift occurred. The Fertile Crescent, as it is commonly known 

today, describes the land throughout the Middle East with proximity to the Tigris and Euphrates 

rivers. Needless to say, it is an area with rich, fertile soil which yielded an abundance of edible 

crops. These crops were cultivated over generations of people once it was understood which 

plants were able to be domesticated. It is quite a remarkable feat, considering the odds stacked 

against actively maintaining a crop versus actively searching for food. Though it might seem the 

logical choice now, early cultivators had to consciously weigh out their options. A decision had 

to be made as to whether they would spend each day hunting for food, an option which might 
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produce either instant or no results, or spend their day in the field in hopes of a bigger food 

payoff later. There is only so much time and only a finite amount of energy available within 

these early peoples, so prioritizing one’s day became paramount (Diamond 107). The 

domestication of wild plants occurred over long periods of time and in step-by-step processes. It 

can, therefore, be inferred that much trial and error had to have been used in proto-farming as 

there was no replicable model predating these practices to look towards. It is for this reason that 

many early civilization era groups including many Native American tribes would not completely 

abandon their hunter-gatherer way of life. Some cultures, like the Blackfeet natives, even 

continued this ain’t broke, don’t fix it lifestyle well into the nineteenth century (Diamond 86). 

However, this wasn’t necessarily a choice individuals beyond the Fertile Crescent had available 

to them. Mesoamerica at that time, as with other areas around the world, simply lacked the 

proper climate, plant diversity, available wildlife suitable for domestication, or all of the above 

required to increase and maintain food production like the Europeans. Such a diversity of 

nutrient-rich food sources meant a greater diversity of wildlife, which increased potential for 

domestication. 

 The advent of farming practices meant a greater need for labor to help in the agrarian 

endeavors and domesticated animals were useful as both laborers and as sustenance for farmers 

whose time could not be spent hunting. Though not many species prior to the twentieth century 

were capable of being domesticated (only fourteen out of nearly one hundred worldwide), 

Eurasia was home to thirteen of them, although not all existed in one place (Diamond 160-162). 

These numbers are quite staggering once we consider that Australia, Sub-Saharan Africa, and 

North America had none (Diamond 161). Some of the most common of these animals are cows, 

goats, sheep, pigs, and horses. These animals were tamed then domesticated by early farmers to 
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serve as pack animals helping to plough through the fields. They were also used to provide meat, 

fertilizer, wool, transportation (both for military and recreational purposes), leather, milk 

products, and germs. The last component, germs and disease, will be an important factor 

discussed later in this chapter. Though the hunter-gatherer way of life among Eurasians was not 

completely obsolete, it was certainly on its last legs. These types of cultural advancements were 

not necessarily better than what the Native American cultures practiced, they were slightly more 

refined. Native Americans would certainly have attempted to domesticate more animals were 

there a greater number of options available to them. As it is, natives of North America were only 

ever able to fully integrate turkey and wolves, the predecessors of the modern dog, into 

domestication (Diamond 158). The issue is not whether it was possible for the natives to farm 

and domesticate animals so much as them being victims of circumstance. By the time Native 

American cultures came into comparable food production practices, it was A.D. 900 and the 

Eurasians already had a 9,000 year head start, beginning with the first villages erected in the 

Fertile Crescent (Diamond 152). To be clear, this was not the fault of the native people but rather 

a result due to the North American biota and environment (Diamond 153). The Native 

Americans, though prosperous in their own right at this early period in humanity’s history, had 

the misfortune of living in a land which could provide but ultimately not compete in resources 

with their European neighbors, as they would eventually find out. And now with the anxiety of 

food scarcity diminished, due to surplus, the Eurasian human population began increasing 

exponentially. 

 Once food production was in full swing population growth boomed the likes never before 

seen for the human race. The trickle-down effect was massive. Hunter-gatherer societies tended 

to be egalitarian since food scarcity prevented everyone from using their time for anything other 
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than locating and acquiring sustenance; however, with food surplus, the “political elite can gain 

control of food produced by others, assert the right of taxation, escape the need to feed itself, and 

engage full-time in political activities” (Diamond 90). In short, food production gave humanity a 

greater amount of time – more time was now available for politics, religion, the arts, and military 

exploits. With the increase of food production, some of the best and worst aspects of humanity 

were now amplified. Before en masse food production, much of each day was devoted to seeking 

out food. After the cultural boom, people had more time to develop ideas, technology, and 

perspective. It should be noted, not every Eurasian culture settled down just and not every Native 

American tribe in North America was strictly a nomadic hunter-gatherer society. The Native 

American tribes located in the richer folds of the “Northwest coast, developed early sedentary 

societies, food storage, and nascent chiefdoms, but they did not go farther on the road to 

kingdoms” like their Eurasian counterparts (Diamond 90). Notwithstanding, as the population 

increased across Eurasia, villages turned into towns then turned into cities. People began living 

in closer proximity to one another due to the advent of food production and domesticated 

animals which caused the population to sky-rocket.  

 With Eurasia suddenly becoming overpopulated with people, germs and disease were 

rampant and easily spread throughout the towns and cities. The need for pack animal labor was 

paramount; however, increased human interaction with many of these domesticated animals 

increased the transfer of microbial germs from beast to human. Diseases have to mutate in order 

to be most effective against their host, and as natural selection proves not every microbial was 

able to be successful. Once these “superior germs” evolved into full blown diseases, many close 

proximity community dwellers felt their wrath and epidemics occurred. However, as the germs 

evolved, so did the immune systems of people in those early communities. This tolerance was 
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physiologically built up amongst the Europeans, a boon not shared by the Native Americans, a 

factor which would later have dire repercussions for the native populations. Many diseases still 

around today have traceable roots via domesticated cattle, pigs, and birds: Measles, Smallpox, 

Flu, and Tuberculosis to name a few (Diamond 207). Much of what enables the disease is its 

ability to spread through hosts via successful transmission. Some diseases have evolved to travel 

as airborne viruses while others through contact with feces. Most famously, the bubonic plague, 

also known as the Black Death, was carried widespread through Europe by the fleas of rats. 

When a city of an immense populous is introduced to a new disease, it becomes extremely 

difficult to contain the contagion. Furthermore, the sheer proximity of people living so close to 

one another in these situations makes containment near impossible, as illustrated by the Black 

Death epidemic across the European continent.  

 Hunter-gatherer societies initially had a type of self-defense for avoiding many of these 

diseases. Since these cultures were primarily nomadic, there would hardly have been enough 

time for the germs to gestate from animal to human, thereby limiting the ability of microbial 

transfer from host to host. Latrines would not have been much of a contributing factor since, 

most likely, they would not have been used for any extensive period of time. And without the 

domestication of the animals from which these diseases manifest, the Native Americans did not 

have to worry about contracting any real debilitating illnesses. However, this also meant native 

had next to no immuno-defenses when they were finally exposed to the European germs. 

 Overpopulation was not all bad for the Europeans. The greater numbers of known people 

in the Europeans’ sphere of influence meant an increased rate of shared technology between 

cultures as new trade routes opened up and the desire for exploration increased. Hospitable 

latitudes also contributed to the exchange of goods, technology, and the spread of farming 
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practices from the Fertile Crescent into the rest of Europe. People who were distributed “east and 

west of each other at the same latitude share exactly the same day length and its seasonal 

variations [and] to a lesser degree, they also tend to share similar diseases, regimes of 

temperature and rainfall, and habitats or biomes (types of vegetation)” (Diamond 183). This 

helps to explain why the people, along with their new cultural food production practices, were 

able to spread out, geographically speaking, from the Fertile Crescent relatively fast. Natural 

barriers notwithstanding, this is the very reason why Native American cultures in North America 

were unable to evolve in the same way. The varying latitudes of North America cause a severe 

swing of drastically different climates throughout the land, which posed problems for the 

consistent growth of crops. Therefore, the technology used by the Inuit people throughout much 

of the permafrost land, now known as Northern Canada, would prove useless to the Comanche, 

who roamed the heat-stroked plains of what is now known as Texas, Oklahoma, and parts of 

Mexico. The same goes for use of the Comanche’s technology for the Inuit. The well-known 

maxim states: necessity is the mother of invention. As for the Native American tribes migrating 

across North America, advanced technology developed at a slower pace due to their constant 

need for reinvention in order to survive each new climate and seasonal change encountered. The 

Europeans had all the convenience and benefit of living in latitudes with consistently mild 

climate. This meant the farming technology which proved most effective in the Fertile Crescent 

could much more easily be transferred to the temperate climates across the Mediterranean Sea 

and into Europe proper. Both early Native American and Eurasian cultures learned to grow crops 

in river valleys, but the benefit of domesticated oxen and the crucial invention of the plow by 

Eurasians in roughly 6000 B.C.E. made it possible to farm throughout the “harder soils and 

tough sods” of Europe (Diamond 89). This technology would not become known to the Native 
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Americans nor would there be farming done upon the “tough sods of the extensive [American] 

uplands” until the Europeans introduced it in nineteenth century (Diamond 89).  

 As the need for more efficient machinery arose with the increased food production, so did 

other metallurgical projects. Steelworks became one of the chief components to early nation 

prosperity throughout Europe. Not only would steel prove useful in farming practices, such as 

being crafted into a plow or reaper, but it was also extremely important with the rise of armies. 

Steel proved to be the key factor of success in military campaigns. Standing armies were able to 

be raised by political factions and used to carve up the lands of Europe for countries to be 

created. As population levels continued to rise, so did differences in ideology (religion, state 

governance, cultural practices, etc.). This led to much conflict and war between multiple 

factions. Since increased food production paved the way for politics and government to take over 

everyday life, the European world quickly became a hotbed of conquest for more land and 

greater riches and resources, thus giving the victor the most power and influence over the rest. 

Therefore, in order to accomplish their missions, each viable faction had to develop their navies 

and set courses for exploration. This meant each ruling government was effectively racing with 

his neighbors via the sea to be the first to secure efficient trade routes, unclaimed lands, and raw 

materials.  

 Humankind had been exploring lands beyond waterways long before this era of 

discovery. As discussed by G.V. Scammell, “successful crossings of great oceans were nothing 

new to mankind long before Europe’s first imperial age … there had been epic migrations by 

sea, such as those of the Polynesians, in the prehistoric era” (1). However, before the 1400s, 

there was no real widespread dominance over the globe’s waterways as European powers had not 

yet assumed control over the seas – the only limited exception might be the Viking clans. That 
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had all quickly changed by the time Columbus began his first famous voyage in 1492, and by 

then Europe had secured nearly a century of sea-faring dominance. So, what gave Europe the 

ability to so quickly gain prowess over sea travel in less than one hundred years, after coming 

from virtually nothing? The answer is not a simple nor a short one, but rather a culmination of 

things. Given the rise of warring factions and technology at the time of European exploration, the 

continent of Europe was a hotbed under much duress. Much of the habitable land was becoming 

oversaturated with people, despite the enormity of its landmass. Disease ran rampant throughout 

Europe and any major expansion eastward was effectively being blocked by the westward 

expansion of the Ottoman Turk Empire – this meant Christian Europe was denied access to the 

resources and added space the eastern Mediterranean was able to provide (Scammell 52). That is 

to say, much of the European population growth became static and eventually declined due to 

widespread disease and increased need for supplies. It should come as no surprise that European 

exploration truly started as a way of seeking new lands, not only for raw resources but to serve as 

a pressure-release valve to the overpopulation problem. More land in the kingdom meant more 

room for its subjects. 

 As nautical technology grew throughout the seaports of Europe so did the reach of 

exploration. Indeed, man has been braving the ocean blue since he could fashion a vessel with 

enough buoyancy to sustain his weight without capsizing. As the technology improved, so did 

the capabilities of the sailor and a greater number of voyages began stretching further towards 

foreign lands. One of the greatest boons to sea travel was the development of precise navigation 

by observation of the sun, moon, and stars. These techniques now “permitted sailors to fix their 

position when out of sight of land, thereby opening the oceans of the world to explorers” 

(Scammell 54). Other technological advancements included what came to be known as the 
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“Portuguese carvel” which was a seacraft of multi-masts and lateen-rigged, thus allowing sailors 

to sail where they pleased and be less at the will of a strong headwind (Scammell 54). Although 

sailors were able to combat strong headwinds before the carvel, this new technology eased the 

process immensely. 

 The search for gold, silver, and other riches caused an increase in naval exploration. As 

new lands were being discovered and claimed, competing kingdoms had eyes set for any and all 

gold or silver-producing regions. It has been well attested that “the pressure on Europe’s stock of 

precious metals traded with the Orient was that of 60% the value of eastward exports” 

(Scammell 53). Europeans had lavish tastes for luxuries such as the silks, sugar, and spices of the 

East. These overindulgences eventually created a bullion shortage throughout Europe in the Late 

Middle Ages, leading to an increased want of gold and silver in order to make bullion to pay off 

debts (Scammell 53). Quite early during the age of exploration were some of the major sea-

faring countries able to lay claim to the available gold repositories around the continent of Africa 

and its satellite islands. It was not until the mid-fifteenth century, when European silver 

production began expansion, that the need for arduous and distant searches subsided (Scammell 

53-54). There is also little evidence of European behavior at this time to suggest that the search 

for precious metal was the core impetus for global exploration. It certainly was a factor, just not 

the single foremost reason. 

 At the heart of the age of exploration was people. For Europeans, suddenly the possibility 

opened up for the average person to experience a much wider world than they had previously 

known. As word spread of wild distant lands and the shipping industry increased, most societies 

developed their own version of the belief that the new lands would provide greener pastures, 

boundless opportunity, and a beacon of hope for their people. These thoughts were, according to 
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Scammell, “fundamental to the foundation and growth of empire [and were] cherished in most 

societies at most times, that somewhere there were lands abounding in all those things and 

opportunities currently denied to mankind” (60). Although this notion certainly has a powerful 

appeal due to its romantic slant, not everyone who joined a crew or sought passage shared the 

same motives within that belief. There are countless reasons as to what motivated anyone to 

leave his or her homeland. Quite often the reason was poverty. Europeans who were consistently 

subjected to dire economic conditions left to them by their country’s government would seek 

new shores in hopes of starting a fresh life. At worst this would be a lateral move for the 

impoverished, but one which might have likely provided an opportunity to elevate his or her 

status or social class. Someone who had no hope of breaking the economic cycle of grinding 

poverty back home would at least have a chance to take charge over his life for better or worse, 

even if it was at the expense of others. Traveling to these new nether regions within the empire 

brought the prospect of “advancement, improvement and above all land and riches” (Scammell 

62). This type of social ladder climbing was also available to European females, as there was a 

dearth of the white fairer sex throughout the colonies of empires. Effectively, an ordinary woman 

found unparalleled opportunities for affluence and rank via the likely possibility of a series of 

marriages due to spousal deaths from either violence or excess (Scammell 62).  

 Ironically, men would leave for the outreaches of the empire for the exact opposite 

reasons of women. It was not uncommon for men to leave their wives and children in search of a 

life the new lands could offer, especially if the marriage had been sour for some time. In an 

attempt to stifle this type of frowned-upon behavior in its male subjects, Spain issued official 

decrees in “the early sixteenth century that married men going to the Indies were to be joined by 

their wives” (Scammell 61). Other reasons for leaving included escaping from the oppression 
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experienced by youth under their parents. Some felt the pressures of society and their neighbors 

to be too intense, so they left. The ability to simply jump aboard a ship and leave his troubles 

behind him was an especially powerful consideration. And some simply left on a whim and a 

prayer. 

 The last major cause for the Age of Exploration was to broaden the spread of the 

Europeans’ ideology, specifically the Christian faith. Many of the motives for exploration and 

expansion were not only to benefit the ruling regime’s land mass and increase the state’s 

economic standing but were also caused by religious conflict. This was seen mostly through 

“Christian attacks on Muslim Africa, either to deal the infidel a godly blow or to acquire 

[repositories of precious metals or spice mines] … not that the two were mutually exclusive” 

(Scammell 56). Having previously been shut out by the Ottoman Turks and other Muslim groups 

throughout the Middle East, European countries turned to the Atlantic in order to locate and 

secure viable trade routes. As European commercial enterprise continued to grow, the papacy 

began to have an increased interest in the business dealings and trading monopolies with the 

infidels as well as with the advancement of Christendom (Scammell 56). Soon the spreading of 

Christian doctrine became synonymous with European exploration from the fifteenth century 

onward. It should be inferred that with any new unclaimed land first tread on by European feet, 

the explorers brought with them the baggage of commerce, technology, politics, disease, and 

their religious values and beliefs. However, many of the earliest European colonies were not 

intended for or really interested the elite classes. Once the New World was discovered and crude 

settlements were erected, colonies often brought the worst out of humanity. Despite a colony 

being born under its country’s flag and, therefore, subject to its laws, merchants quickly realized 

that the colony represented the fringes of the empire where law and order were hardly able to be 
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maintained. Just as the western front in nineteenth century America represented all that which 

was wild and unruly, so did the early colonies throughout the Americas centuries before. It was 

not until these stories of bountiful riches and bacchanalian living were heard throughout the 

homeland that aristocrats began to take serious notice. Though this kind of lifestyle attracted a 

great deal of attention from thrill-seekers and investors alike, it also placed a stigma upon the 

colonists – to many in Europe the ambitions of emigrants and their alleged expectation of riches 

without effort or sacrifice exemplified colonials as the “very dregs of humanity” (Scammell 64). 

Indeed, it would seem colonists were often guilty, at least in the eyes of their pious (potentially 

envious) countrymen back home, of breaking the cardinal sins of avarice, gluttony, sloth, and 

lust. 

 Religious practices would not be of chief concern for seaborne explorers until the 

Puritans reached the New England region of America nearly two centuries after European 

exploration commenced. However, many history books mark the Puritans arrival at Plymouth 

Rock to be the beginning of the United States’ integration of European belief systems. It is 

important to recognize that during the early modern era in Europe there was an extreme push for 

religious conformity (most often within the Christian faith) which was enforced rigorously 

through the persecution of many different religious groups (Scammell 65). Remarkably, the Age 

of Discovery coincided with the desire, and sometimes mortal need, of the many oppressed to 

seek out new distant lands in which they might practice their beliefs without restriction. This was 

true of Iberian Jews in the 1490s relocating to the Americas, French Protestants in the sixteenth 

century, and the English Puritans in the seventeenth century (Scammell 65-66). For Puritans, the 

New World represented a new life and a second chance to create a life more suitable for serving 

their God. The Puritan people brought with them a more refined culture, knowledge of 
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technology, beliefs and prejudices never before experienced in the New World. In many ways, 

these European children of Adam were civilization’s outcasts searching for their own Garden of 

Eden: a place of divine providence which would provide all that was ever necessary or wanted. 

The land was ripe for the picking with space to roam. And they probably would have believed 

they found Eden, until they encountered the natives. 

 

Clashing Ideologies and the Native American Experience under Manifest Destiny 

 

 Before the arrival of the Europeans, Native American life was relatively idyllic. 

However, this does not mean that the natives did not have their fair share of problems. They still 

had to survive which necessitated hunting and foraging for food, especially for the tribes who 

lived within colder seasonal latitudes. Although there were still leaders among the people, most 

tribes practiced an egalitarian power structure. Occasionally, members, usually hunters, of one 

tribe would trespass on the hunting grounds of another tribe’s territory and warlike retribution 

would occur. Once these scores were settled life tended to carry on as usual. Natives developed 

technology which allowed for the greatest chance of survival across different climate changes 

through the course of the year. Once the Native Americans developed a technology or a tactic 

which was deemed the best solution to suit all needs of the problem being faced, refinement in 

that technology was no longer necessary. This practice was unlike the Europeans whose 

competitive nature for ideological survival necessitated the need for constantly refined tech. The 

Native Americans were also believers in a higher plane of existence with natural and celestial 

spirits – entities which exist on a spectrum of good and evil, controlling and influencing the 

temporal world the people lived in. Each tribe had its own unique ceremonies used to depict 



 

27 

 

these spirits, give praise for their gifts, ward off evil, or protect their warriors and people from 

doom. There were practically no known widespread diseases experienced by Native American 

tribes. Death usually came by way of war, exposure, or natural causes. The native people, pre-

colonization, were adept enough to live off what the land provided and do so in relative harmony 

with one another. In short, Native Americans had already developed advanced cultures by the 

time Europeans roamed the New World. The natives were essentially living through a type of 

Golden Age before colonization changed everything. It was the Europeans who, instead of being 

able to maintain peaceful relations thus allowing aspects of this Golden Age to continue and be 

shared, violently cast out the natives from the only way of life they knew. Although many of the 

European emigrants sought a space for themselves, specifically to be free from religious 

persecution and far away from government rule, they carried with them many of the same 

myopic motherland prejudices of which they were trying to escape.  

 When the Puritans landed at Plymouth in the New World, the group was destitute. Nearly 

half of the traveling party died en route, thus making the surviving few quite anxious to befriend 

the Native Americans in order for their own survival (Bramen 40). As time progressed and more 

English Puritan colonists traipsed upon the shores of New England, the colonies grew 

formidable. Once establishing a foothold upon the region, the English quickly forgot about the 

natives’ generosity and, instead of overlooking their differences, began looking down upon the 

natives as beings more animal than human. This superiority complex by the Europeans had long 

been established by early explorers. It was a commonly held belief which gained prominence 

throughout Europe in the 1500s due to the ethnocentric awareness of “wide differences among 

the world’s peoples in technology and political organization” (Diamond 18). Technology quickly 

and disproportionately became the measuring stick for intelligence among different races of 
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people. The later rise of Darwinism, or survival of the fittest, helped solidify these disparaging 

notions. In practice, this common-place racism was seen in the “displacement of such 

[indigenous] peoples by colonists from industrialized societies” where much of the ruling faction 

would believe “technologically primitive peoples were considered evolutionary vestiges of 

human descent from apelike ancestors” (Diamond 18-19). And once genetics were discovered in 

the mid-nineteenth century, this belief was further recalibrated to promote “Europeans [as being] 

genetically more intelligent than Africans, and especially more so than Aboriginal Australians” 

(Diamond 19). The discovery of genetics coupled with pseudoscience, such as phrenology, 

began a kind of deep seated racism throughout the United States which still echoes today. This 

science was seriously misconstrued at the time and used by whites to further separate themselves 

from non-white people. Although this line of thinking is completely incorrect and lacks any 

scientific truth – there is absolutely no correlation between genetics and race in the way the 

whites would have believed at the time, the things which make us human are genetically the 

same throughout the entire species – the damage has been done between white and non-white 

ethnicities. This disparity is still evident between current native relations and the United States 

Government.  

 Not only did white citizens use the misunderstanding of science to reaffirm notions of 

white supremacy in order to subjugate the Native Americans socially, but physical domination 

by conquest and disease decimated those natives who might have been able to reverse such 

thinking. The Eurasian diseases originally contracted from domesticated animals spread faster 

than the Europeans themselves. There only needed to be a few carriers to expose tribes to these 

devastating diseases. Once the illness, such as smallpox or measles, took a foothold in one tribe 

it would quickly spill into the next and so on. Given that Native Americans had no previously 
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built up tolerance or immuno-line of defense, the diseases introduced by early explorers easily 

killed an estimated 95% of the pre-Columbian Native population. For example, disease ravished 

the highly organized Native American Mississippian chiefdoms between 1492 and the late 

1600s, well before the first European settlement was established on the Mississippi river 

(Diamond 78). This type of proto-biological warfare was quickly understood and utilized by the 

white conquerors as a common form of leverage against the Native Americans – a leverage 

which was unfortunately most effective. What the Europeans wanted most from the natives was 

their land and no solution was off limits in order to achieve that goal, including genocide. 

 In Native American culture, it was commonplace to house, feed, and clothe seemingly 

peaceful outsiders. Though it can be looked at as providing for the enemy, in many instances the 

Native Americans could not be faulted for accommodating the whites. Many tribes similarly 

foretold prophecy regarding the coming of the white man as an inevitable and righteous 

occurrence. Black Hawk, the famed Sauk Chief (1767-1838), told of such a vision given to his 

great-grandfather: “My great grandfather, Na-nà-ma-kee, or Thunder … was born in the vicinity 

of Montreal, where the Great Spirit first placed the Sac Nation, and inspired him with belief that, 

at the end of four years, he should see a white man, who would be to him a father” (1). In this 

story, the man Black Hawk alludes to was purportedly the son of the King of France who also 

spoke to the Great Spirit. It was believed the Frenchman, directed by the Great Spirit, was to 

come to the unknown New World where “he should meet a nation of people who had never yet 

seen a white man … they should be his children, and he should be their father” (Black Hawk 1). 

Though the likelihood of this prophecy actually having occurred remains unproven, Black 

Hawk’s usage of the words “father” and “children” as told through the myth speak powerfully to 

the imbalance placed on the relationship between the Native Americans and the white 
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Europeans. In essence, these words situate the natives as being the inferior of the two ethnicities 

and whites the superior. This raises questions such as, in the initial meeting between Black 

Hawk’s grandfather and the Prince, which man used those two defining terms first? Given that 

Native American history and lore often intertwine and were strictly an oral tradition, were the 

words “children” and “father” a later addition, a mistranslation of Sauk dialect into English, or 

actually the words spoken by Black Hawk? Unfortunately, there is no way of knowing the truth 

as this terminology is not mutually exclusive to one tribe of natives. Dan Katchongva, or White 

Cloud Above Horizon, was a revered Hopi spiritual leader born in 1860 and tells of a similar 

prophecy by his “forefathers that this land [Southwestern America] would be occupied by the 

Indian people and then from somewhere a White Man would come … either with a strong faith 

and righteous religion which the Great Spirit has also given to him, or he will come after he has 

abandoned that great Life Plan and fallen to a faith of his own personal ideas which he invented 

before coming here” (Nat. Amer. Test. 6-7). Whether it was divine intervention or human 

intuition, Katchongva’s story correctly prophesizes the coming of the white settlers and their 

ambition. What is curious is the notion of abandoning one’s “Life Plan,” as if to say, the whites 

were actually going against a divine plan by coming to the New World to exploit its resources. 

This also may have been a rhetorical device added to the story later, post-colonization, in order 

to suggest a deeper Native American connection and rightful inheritance over the land the white 

settlers selfishly appropriated from them. Regardless as to how it was known of the whites 

coming, they came and in droves all with the same thing in mind: the procurement of land. 

 In early seventeenth-century encounters between Native Americans and Puritans, the 

intercourse was relatively amicable. White Puritans were in desperate need of the natives’ help in 

order to survive the harsh winter conditions while they began establishing what would later 
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become the beginnings of white civilization in the New World. Suffice it to say, the Native 

Americans were taken advantage of with their own generosity. Once the Puritans established 

colonies and had the necessary tools for survival, they felt no compunction turning on their once 

native hosts. This caused a great deal of mistrust between the colonists and the natives or, as 

Carrie Bramen suggests, “Native Americans … translate colonialism into the interpersonal terms 

of sociality and antisociality, where Indian dispossession is understood in terms of Anglo cruelty 

and ingratitude … depict[ing] an indigenous form of shaming that challenges the moral 

conscience of the white settler” (42). In other words, deception by the early colonists set the tone 

for how Native Americans would perceive white people and their United States Government in 

the future. After the establishment of the colonies, the Colonists’ main objective shifted from 

religious freedom and exploration to acquiring greater tracts of land in order to attain its natural 

resources and, therefore, establish new trade routes. Despite early niceties, the Puritans only ever 

truly regarded the Native Americans as savages standing in the way of white civilization’s 

progress. Though it might be a romantic notion to ponder how history’s course would have 

changed if the Puritans maintained peaceful relations with their indigenous neighbors, it is 

entirely a moot point as the goal for white dominance over land rights has never wavered, despite 

often being cloaked. 

 Land and its definition of ownership has always been a hotly contested subject between 

whites and natives. The European concept of land parceling and buying the rights to such parcels 

was a foreign concept to the Native Americans. The Native Americans believed the land was a 

gift for everyone to live off of, a concept which embedded itself within native generosity. To the 

native, there were flaws within the logic of owning something so vast, containing so many 

granules of rock and soil. Land to the whites represented opportunity for personal investment 
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rather than egalitarian survival of others. After all, one of the chief reasons for European 

exploration was the search for natural resources which were being depleted throughout the 

European continent. Colonies serving to benefit the motherland was a concept deeply embedded 

within the European psyche. Even after Americans won their independence from England, the 

same concept prevailed later in Manifest Destiny: the land and all of its abundant resources were 

strictly for the benefit of the prevailing nation and only the people of that nation. Once the 

European powers discovered the wealth of resources available in the New World, a bidding war 

began between each ruling faction for exclusive trading rights with the local natives by “enticing 

them with bribes of trinkets, liquor, and guns” (Nat. Amer. Test. 33). The Native Americans’ 

value became more and more apparent to the Europeans, as native guidance over the land as well 

as expertise in trapping and curing hides became paramount to trade. This new type of trade had 

an immense impact on Native American life which until then had remained unchanged for 

centuries – natives now had access to knives, scissors, needles, woolen cloth, mirrors, muskets 

and ammo, as well as liquor (Nat. Amer. Test. 34). Many of the European wares served as 

positive acquisitions among the native populous. However, the introduction to European liquor 

would ultimately represent another devastating blow to the Native American culture. Many 

natives quickly became consumed by alcohol’s habit-forming effects. Similar to the immuno-

intolerance of European diseases, alcohol had a similar effect on the native body. Once again, 

Europeans quickly realized the leverage they could gain over natives who were easily controlled 

by the addictive effects of alcohol. Alcoholism was yet another shadow cast over Native 

American culture and another form of control employed by the Europeans. The nasty disposition 

often overtaking alcoholic natives is best characterized by William Apess (1798-1839), a “half-
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breed” native turned Methodist minister, who recalls the abuse he suffered by his alcoholic 

grandparents: 

 Now my grandparents were not the best people in the world – like all others who are 

 wedded to the beastly vice of intemperance, they would drink to excess whenever they 

 could procure rum, and as usual in such cases, when under the influence of liquor, they 

 would not only quarrel and fight with each other but would at times turn upon their 

 unoffending grandchildren and beat them in a most cruel manner. It makes me shudder, 

 even at this time, to think how frequent and how great have been our sufferings in 

 consequence of the introduction of this “cursed stuff” into our family – and I wish, in the 

 sincerity of my soul, that it were banished from our land. (5) 

This excerpt is meant to illustrate how the introduction of alcohol into what might have been an 

otherwise loving, caring, or at least indifferently decent family setting utterly destroyed that 

possibility. 

 The effects of liquor were often employed by white government officials in order to dupe 

the natives into signing treaties. In the course of the nation’s history there have been 

approximately 378 treaties made and then broken by the United States government and the 

outcome was nearly always the same: white civilization advanced while indigenous civilization 

was either destroyed, subsumed, or pushed out (Gwynne 162). Essentially, the government made 

claims it could not and would not enforce thereby paving the way to kill natives (Gwynne 162). 

By taking measures to keep natives in the fog of drunkenness throughout the treaty process, the 

white government officials could always maintain the upper hand and ensure they got what they 

wanted. Aside from the desired effect of control over unethically signed treaties, keeping the 

natives drunk gave whites fertile ground to further manufacture rumors and myths against the 
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native populous. Stories describing the debaucheries of inebriated natives gave way to the 

“Drunken Indian” myth, which was meant to further the fear and contempt many white settlers 

and colonists already felt towards the natives.  

 Rumors gave rise to the nineteenth century belief of the “Good” or “Nice Indian” versus 

the “Bad Indian.” A “Nice Indian” is the Native American represented in the Pilgrim’s first 

encounter and the first Thanksgiving story – he is a welcoming, giving, and gentle native whose 

purpose is to help the whites survive the first winter and bring peace between cultures – a story 

which has been reiterated in national and local histories throughout the nineteenth century 

(Bramen 41). The “Good Indian” is similar to the “Nice Indian” in the sense that he is following 

in the whites’ example. William Apess might best represent this notion of a “Good Indian” 

because not only is he of mixed ethnicity, but he eventually becomes an ordained Minister within 

the Methodist faith. However, the ease of attaining such an achievement was not as cut and dry 

as it may sound. Apess believed, and wrote in the first printing of his autobiography, that he was 

very much the product of racism through his repeated denial of preaching licensure by the 

Methodist Episcopal Church. Furthering this notion, Apess was quite often confronted with his 

racialization when he learned his congregation was usually split with many parishioners only 

attending in order to behold him as a spectacle (56). This type of double-standard was often felt 

elsewhere around the country, as natives who were baptized under the Christian faith were still 

prevented from gaining full acceptance due to white bigotry. This issue persisted long enough to 

become an ironic anecdote passed down by an anonymous member of the Fox, who describes the 

account of an “Indian who became a Christian – once he died – couldn’t get into Indian hereafter 

because he was Christian and couldn’t get into Heaven or Hell because he was an Indian … so he 

came alive again, went to the Buffalo Dance and taught his children to do the same” (Nat. Amer. 
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Test. 57). Though humorous in tone, this story’s underlying message is both troublesome and 

triumphant – the triumph being that the native must be true to himself and his own culture, while 

the troublesome implication being he will never be able to fully assimilate and move between 

both cultures while also being a fully accepted member. In the nineteenth century, the “Bad 

Indian” stereotype is given to a Native American who resists the white man and his culture while 

causing havoc in the process. Throughout Jacksonian America in the early nineteenth century, 

many whites felt all natives had a stitch of “Bad Indian” in them. The “Bad” or “Angry Indian” 

was necessary propaganda during Andrew Jackson’s time in office because it greatly helped to 

justify ethnic cleansing in order to make way for western white colonialism under Manifest 

Destiny (Bramen 50). In other words, the whites were going to have their way over Native 

Americans whether it was by military might, disease, underhanded tactics, propaganda, or sheer 

will. 

 By the dawn of the nineteenth century, great hardship and strife had occurred between 

each culture and its ideology, especially after the United States government came into being. 

Once America was free from foreign threat, its government was able to begin pursuing its own 

interests and usher in its own agenda, an act which coalesced into what is known as “Manifest 

Destiny.” Manifest Destiny is the nineteenth-century belief that America was destined to expand 

its dominion and ideology across the North American continent. It was believed that white 

Christians living in the United States were chosen by God to expand the new American ideology 

westward into unsettled territories. This ideological entitlement intersects religion, capitalism, 

democracy, the white concept of civilization, and was thought to be both a justifiable and 

inevitable cause. After the Indian Removal Act of 1830 and subsequent Trail of Tears cleared the 

land east of the Mississippi for whites to settle, many of those same farmers grew restless and 
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began migrating to the West in search of greener pastures and greater fortunes. “Manifest 

Destiny” became the rallying cry for all pioneer-settlers at the time and there could not have been 

a more devastating force against the Native American people and their cultures. The cultural 

divide left by the days of Manifest Destiny is still severely rooted in the relationship between 

Native Americans and the United States Government. This imbalance of equality is at the core of 

the contemporary social fallout consistently experienced between Native Americans, the United 

States Government, and its citizens. 

 In 1872, painter Thomas Gast offers what is likely the best visual representation of one 

long-standing ideology being quickly overtaken by another via Manifest Destiny in his painting 

“American Progress” (see fig.1). According to the painting’s commissioner, George Crofutt, the 

painting contains a central figure known as “Progress” who is depicted as a white angelic blonde 

woman prominently situated in the foreground. The figure, in her clean flowy white linens, 

seems to soar effortlessly towards the West. She is holding a school book in her right arm while 

towing a telegraph line in her left hand and is adorned with a star on her brow. Each of these 

symbols embody a separate aspect of the new American ideology at the heart of Manifest 

Destiny. Her star represents liberty and empire coming to the West. She is the bearer of white 

regulated education and the advancement of white technology. Her cherubic features, including 

pure white skin and blond hair, harken to Christian iconography often seen in classic European 

artwork and serves as the epitome of idealized beauty. Nearly three-quarters of the background is 

used to depict the ushering of the white ideology over life in the West. This space includes white 

settlers, farmers, and prospectors as well as locomotives and wagon trains. The remaining quarter 

of the painting is devoted to the Native Americans, a herd of Bison, and other wild creatures 

apparently fleeing westward into the darkness beyond the frame. The painting’s light source is 
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not only coming from the rising sun in the East, but also appears to emanate with the coming of 

the whites. The West is depicted as a dark, mysterious, and blasted land. The wild, unkempt 

western land is being juxtaposed with a more refined eastern land indicative the settlements with 

fences and tilled fields. The Native Americans are illustrated as a few meek half-clothed savages 

being chased out of frame by “Progress” and her horde. In essence, the painting is showing how 

the natives became fringe-citizens under the American ideology. It is ironic that the eye should 

be initially drawn to the female figure in the center, as if “Progress” is meant to distract from the 

cold reality behind her. Overall, Gast’s art seems to say that in order for the new American 

ideology to firmly take hold and for progress to be made, the Native American way of life cannot 

coexist with the American ideology and must be pushed out. 

Fig. 1  
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 Before the nineteenth century, diverse Native American tribes were scattered across the 

entire North America continent. Although this dispersal made for mostly harmonious living 

between native groups, it became a detriment to the preservation of native life once the whites 

came. Due to the Native Americans having limited unification, they were unable to ward off the 

droves of organized whites infiltrating upon the land. The white cohort had the advantage of 

pitting native tribes against one another through politics and hollow treaties which often ended in 

war and bloodshed, as was the white’s desire. It has been estimated that before colonization the 

Native American population in the Americas was approximately 100 million strong and over the 

course of two and a half centuries, after the last tribes were either moved onto a reservation or 

eradicated through disease and United States military might, that number was reduced by 90% 

(Bramen 44). Although the genocidal atrocities were conducted over a relatively long period of 

time and the estimates of exact population totals have fluctuated through the years, it should not 

be overlooked that to lose over 90% of any population is a staggering statistic. If European 

discovery was, indeed, the inception of these crimes against humanity then Manifest Destiny was 

proverbially the final nail in the coffin.  

 In order to make way for American progress, the Native Americans had to be removed. 

In many ways, Manifest Destiny began with the Louisiana Purchase in 1803 and gained strength 

through the Indian Removal Act of 1830. The Louisiana Purchase gave the United States access 

to greater tracts of land unlike ever before. This land opened up greater possibilities for use, 

including a place to relocate the eastern Native American tribes to new residence west of the 

Mississippi. It is important to note, resettlement and migration was not wholly unfamiliar to 

some Native American tribes. As early as the fourteenth century, tribes, such as the Siouan-

speaking, journeyed from what is known today as the Carolinas to Minnesota (Nat. Amer. Test. 
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145). These self-imposed, deliberate migrations allowed for grace periods which gave time for 

tribes to acclimate to the new environment and make peace with their neighbors. However, this 

was not the case after white culture began to spread throughout the continent. Although Thomas 

Jefferson argued that the only moral course was through assimilation of cultures, the Louisiana 

Purchase and the social unrest of white citizens in Georgia and the newly created states of 

Tennessee, Mississippi, and Alabama gave way to the eventual Indian Removal Act of 1830 

(Nat. Amer. Test. 147-48). Under the administration of President Andrew Jackson, the Indian 

Removal Act displaced thousands of natives, requiring their immediate removal to what is now 

known as Oklahoma. This began what was known as the “Trail of Tears,” for the Choctaw, 

Creek, Cherokee, Chickasaw, and Seminole to name a few tribes affected. The Trail of Tears 

marks one of the most heinous acts ever committed by the United States Government against the 

indigenous people and is a blatant example of how racism is used to spur on progress under an 

ideology. Native Americans were forced by the United States Government to travel thousands of 

miles, over rough terrain while being exposed to the harsh elements. The natives had no choice, 

they could either leave their homes, be imprisoned, or be killed.  

 Not every citizen of the United States was fully aware nor completely understood how 

severe the removal practices committed by their government were. It was not until 1877 when 

the first Native American grievance received an outcry of national sympathy and 

acknowledgment by white American citizens. Standing Bear was a member of the Ponca tribe 

who were forced to undertake a 500-mile journey of removal. In his testimony to an Omaha 

newspaperman, Standing Bear describes how he and his people were duped and forced off their 

land by government agent James Lawrence before being taken deep into unknown wilderness:  
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 We told [government agents and soldiers] we would rather die than leave our lands; but 

 we could not help ourselves. They took us down. Many died on the road. Two of my 

 children died. After we reached the new land, all my horses died. The water was very 

 bad. All our cattle died; not one was left. I stayed till one hundred and fifty-eight of my 

 people had died. Then I ran away with thirty of my people, men and women and children. 

 Some of the children were orphans. We were three months on the road. We were weak 

 and sick and starved. When we reached the Omaha Reserve the Omahas gave us a piece 

 of land, and we were in a hurry to plough it and put in wheat. While we were working, 

 the soldiers came and arrested us. Half of us were sick. We would rather have died than 

 have been carried back; but we could not help ourselves. (Nat. Amer. Test. 169) 

Standing Bear’s testimony exemplifies an all too common occurrence between natives and 

government officials throughout the nineteenth century. Manifest Destiny means more than 

simply the growth of a nation, it represents the growth of an ideology – a new American 

ideology – one which incorporates the broken spirit of an entire culture and genocide of the 

indigenous people solely for the gain of control over land.  

 Since the days of the Trail of Tears and Manifest Destiny, lingering feelings of 

resentment and disdain have been ever present within contemporary dealings between the Native 

Americans and the United States Government. To this day, the relationship between each culture 

is certainly a fragile one. Since the rise of food production and, with it, the growth of Eurasian 

civilization, arbitrary social class hierarchies have cast an ugly shadow across the varied cultures 

of the world. As the age of imperialism touched the New World and its inhabitants, the once 

idyllic lifestyles of Native American cultures were either destroyed or subsumed into what 

became the new American ideology of the nineteenth century. Under Manifest Destiny, the spirit 
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of the Native American was broken. It was commonplace for whites to force natives to sign 

treaties and not live up to the agreed terms. The introduction of alcohol not only caused havoc 

for many native communities, destroying the lives of many native people, but gave way to 

malicious rumors and lies manufactured by the whites in order to further outcast the indigeneity. 

At one point in history, the Native Americans helped the pale-faced strangers but little did they 

know how badly the Puritan race would bite the hand that fed it. The problems had between 

cultures were arbitrary. The whites were looking for a land they could live on and be free from 

government religious control. What they found was the New World with its indigenous 

inhabitants. Despite the desire to reject the motherland, most Europeans still carried ethnocentric 

values with them into the new land – values which did not include the natives. It is because of 

this imbalance of social distribution and racial hierarchy within the European colonial mind that 

disparagement towards Native Americans commenced. The Europeans were searching for their 

Eden and, when it was found, they burned it before understanding what they had. 
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Chapter Two: The Native American in Nineteenth-Century American Literature 

 

 In many ways, the nineteenth century in the United States of America represented the 

beginning of the end for the American Native’s way of life. At this point in the country’s history, 

independence was gained and would be cemented with the conclusion of the War of 1812 – 

America would no longer be beholden to a mother country in Europe. The United States was free 

to develop its own enterprise and trade. Cities were becoming more densely populated, while 

farmers began developing new and larger farmland. The land itself was being divided and 

controlled as more states and territories were created within the Union. With the acquisition of 

the Louisiana Purchase along with the belief in Manifest Destiny, white settlers moved deeper 

into vast unknown and untamed western territories. George Washington was dead and Abraham 

Lincoln was born. Thomas Jefferson inaugurated the West Point Military Academy. Ralph 

Waldo Emerson was pontificating in New England, Henry David Thoreau was building his cabin 

on Walden Pond, and Walt Whitman was rolling around in his grasses. Greater numbers of ships 

full of African slaves were landing on American shores, only to have those who survived the 

voyage be sold onto cotton and tobacco plantation fields while Northern States abolished the 

practice. And the country’s first professional Baseball games were being played, drawing a 

public interest so great that it quickly earned the moniker: America’s National Pastime. The 

groundwork was being laid for everything American. 

 The social air across America at this time would have been a mixed bag of hope and 

exhilaration closely followed by fear and anxiety. As white agrarian families clamored over 

tracts of land they believed was their right to own, Native Americans were experiencing a new 

social upheaval unlike anything they ever experienced before. Leading up to the nineteenth 
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century, Native Americans had endured a couple centuries worth of an ever increasing influx of 

white Europeans who ultimately had no intentions of ever truly assimilating cultures. Most 

native tribes were content with sharing what they had with the white strangers. This equitable 

charity was deeply embedded throughout the tribal cultures – an act which relates back to a 

hunter-gatherer ideological mindset where all members are truly equal under a tribe. As 

discussed in the previous chapter, white Europeans in the New World simply wanted a space of 

their own; a space where they could be at liberty from their old rule of government, live the way 

they wanted, and worship the way they wanted. They would stop at nothing to procure such a 

space. What is most ironic is how this new experiment of “America” was being built in the 

likeness of that which they rejected the most: the motherland. The whites did not reject their 

former European ways wholesale thus beginning a nation from the ground up as one might 

expect those yearning for social and political change to do. Instead, the colonists borrowed from 

the world they once knew and, coupled with an imperialistic superiority-complex left over from 

the mother country rule, rejected most of what the New World inhabitants had to offer, thereby 

laying the groundwork for the new American ideology to lord over the continent. Although it is 

widely known that the Iroquois Confederation influenced the writers of the United States’ 

Articles of Confederation, then later the Constitution, sentiments of residual imperialism were 

always an ever present factor in any United States Government dealing, especially regarding 

relations with the natives. The whites were firm in the belief that since they held technological 

superiority over the natives, by coming to the New World with the intent of building a new life, 

it was their sole right to ownership over that land. This way of thinking was carried into the 

nineteenth century under the new term “Manifest Destiny” – which became the rallying cry for 

whites and the United States Government, who desired the spread of the new American ideology 
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across the entire continent. Manifest Destiny, under the new American ideology, would come to 

actually mean the systematic dismantling of all Native American tribes throughout the land 

including virtually all aspects of culture as they knew it. 

 Native tribes, especially those in the Midwest, quickly became familiar with the 

underhanded practices of the United States Government, its president (or “Great Father” as 

natives often referred to him), and the white citizens. Treaties were repeatedly made and served 

as one of the quickest ways to appropriate the vast tracts of land occupied by native tribes. These 

treaties were often made illegally and always broken; some fraudulent treaties were broken so 

quickly the ink had not yet dried on the parchment. S.C. Gwynne states, “the outcome of nearly 

every treaty was the same: White civilization advanced, aboriginal civilization was destroyed, 

subsumed, [or] pushed out” (162). Government officials would resort to underhanded tactics in 

order to procure what they wanted by either confusing the natives with fine print clauses, bribing 

them with trinkets and false promises, or getting them drunk beforehand so as to be more easily 

persuaded to sign away their land rights. Entire tribes were also often misrepresented at treaty 

signings by those who did not possess the authority to negotiate the terms of such contracts. It 

was not an uncommon practice for white officials to purposely deal with lesser chiefs or 

subordinate braves in order to attain the outcome they desired. The Native American and his way 

of life simply did not comply with the new American ideology in the nineteenth century. The 

indigenous people were viewed by the American public as a burden to the United States 

Government and inhibitors of progress. They were considered insufferable savages by most 

Christians and thought to be liabilities to westward bound settlers. Instead of attempting to truly 

learn and potentially incorporate native practices within society, the American public rejected 

many of the Native American cultures outright, thus only conceding enough space for the 
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indigenous to exist on the fringes of American society. This “othering” of the native people 

would have repercussions for years to come. Given the methods used by the United States 

Government during treaty signings and decades of consistent culture-busting tactics by white 

powers, it would not take much to convince remaining white Americans why the natives might 

be less than desirable neighbors. Inventive narratives conceived through rumor, myth, and false 

recollections succeeded in creating a nasty narrative against the Native American. Much of what 

the average nineteenth-century white citizen knew about Native Americans and their cultures 

was learned from extremely biased stories passed down from elder generations – stories which 

mostly centered on past native raids on remote western white forts and encampments. These 

stories would often whip up spiteful sentiments and create deep resentment towards the natives 

with each new generation of listeners, especially if the stories being told detailed the demise of 

any former family members at the hands of the attackers. In almost all instances of these 

narratives, the whites would make themselves out to be the victims from attacks of unruly 

heathen savages. Details as to why the raid may have occurred in the first place would have 

either been forgotten or ignored for juicier details of valor and triumph. In almost all instances 

the whites would have been made out as the heroes while the natives the villains. 

 In the nineteenth century, the United States of America was undergoing an identity crisis. 

No longer under the wing of mother country England, the nascent nation struggled to define what 

being an American living in the United States meant. The prevailing ideology centered on 

Puritan Christian ideals and white ethnocentrism. Although there were some individuals who 

resisted aspects of this new American ideology, the push for a white-centric nation had already 

begun and was heading out towards the western borders. A part of the new American ideology 

included an inherent belief that there is a correct way of living and an incorrect way. This 
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ideological binary ultimately spelled trouble for any non-white ethnicity living in the country at 

the time who would not conform to the correct form of socialization, especially the Native 

Americans. Not only were the natives in mortal danger, but now their entire culture was facing 

extinction. In order for one controlling ideology to be successful in deposing another, its 

followers must believe what they are doing is right or correct for the future of their own survival. 

This whole-hearted belief must be installed at all costs in order for the ideology to survive and 

triumph. In order to succeed, an ideology must be comprised of what Louis Althusser calls the 

“Repressive State Apparatus (RSA)” and the “Ideological State Apparatus (ISA)” (Althusser). 

Each unit works together to form the State and its Ideology. Part of what Althusser constitutes as 

the Ideological State Apparatus is “cultural ISA” which is the combination of sports, the arts, and 

– most important for this discussion – literature. 

 American Literature was only coming into its stride in the early nineteenth century. 

Notably after the War of 1812, there was a call for American writers to compose new, truly 

native literature. In order for a country to be considered a fully established entity, its citizens 

must produce original literature with a unique brand of voice and style. With this call to authorial 

arms, the United States began creating what contemporary generations would later acknowledge 

as racially insensitive literature due to the white-centric values rooted within its burgeoning 

cultural identity. Among those who took up the charge was James Fenimore Cooper. Cooper’s 

style of writing is both prolific and dissatisfying, as many scholars would agree. His narratives 

do well to reflect the romantic literary tropes of the nineteenth century while also showcasing his 

often misrepresented, if not downright hollow, indigenous characters. Cooper has a knack for 

creating static Native American characters, such as Hard-Heart in The Prairie, who embody 

more of an idealized version of the Noble Savage rather than attempting to properly represent 
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actual native people of the time period. This misrepresentation creates an extremely biased and 

whitewashed notion of what a Native American should be and how he or she is expected to act in 

relation to the burgeoning white culture. This aspect of Cooper’s writing effectively blurs the 

line between fiction and reality for his reader, while creating a new stereotype to be perpetuated 

by the nineteenth-century American reader under the new ideology. Cooper never really bothers 

to go deeper into the motivation or reasoning of his natives, instead the author simply plops them 

down like men on a chessboard and slides them across the tiles of the narrative. He is credited 

with being the inventor of the American Western genre, though his source materials were almost 

solely academic in nature with only sparse first-hand glimpses into the world of actual Native 

Americans and western settlements. Racial misrepresentations within the American canon, by 

authors like James Fenimore Cooper, serve as a bigoted touchstone for early American society 

and can still be traced to the contemporary social landscape across the United States.  

 It would be a gross overstatement to assume all nineteenth-century authors worked within 

the same aesthetic as Cooper, at least with regards to the Native American. Herman Melville – 

whom to my knowledge was the first author to push back against the anti-native sentiments 

throughout the nation – dedicates multiple chapters of the last novel published in his lifetime, 

The Confidence Man: His Masquerade, to address the social climate of the country. In the novel, 

two passengers on the steamboat Fidèle quite convincingly discuss the presumed reasons for 

what Melville calls the “metaphysics of Indian-hating.” By the mid-nineteenth century, 

prevailing “Indian-hating” sentiments had swept over much of the nation regarding native 

extermination practices sanctioned by the United States Government at the time. Unlike Cooper, 

Melville does not attempt to create a Native American character par excellence. Instead, he uses 

the voices of other, presumably white, characters to discuss a much more realistic relationship 
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between whites and natives. By scrutinizing this topic through the allegory of “Indian-hater” 

John Moredock, Melville presents a much more credible viewpoint of the reigning social beliefs 

than were he to have manufactured a narrative based on a first-hand account. He is not 

attempting to argue for or against the Native American, per say, but rather wants to present 

current issues facing the young American nation while simultaneously questioning the motives 

directed at the indigenous populous, in order to better understand why there continues to be such 

animosity between each culture. Melville’s discussion of the “metaphysics of Indian-hating” 

effectively goes against the Ideological State Apparatus once championed by Jacksonian 

America and moves in favor of a more humanitarian outlook. Although, how sincere is Melville 

really being here? 

 The goal of American Literature in the nineteenth century was mostly concerned with 

nation-building under the new American ideology. This goal is not as cut-and-dried as it might 

seem, due to a disparity of social viewpoints concerning Native Americans by early American 

writers like Cooper and Melville. When installing a new hegemonic ideology over a competing 

one, the new ideology must represent itself as being justified, and otherwise correct, in its 

actions in order for the followers to maintain belief in the system and therefore the vitality of that 

system. So, what happens when the course of action for the prevailing ideology requires the 

systematic removal and extermination of an entire indigenous people? It is the intent of this 

chapter to discuss nineteenth-century American Literature in terms of its ideological complicity 

with the United States Government’s indigenous culture-busting agenda. This chapter will 

discuss how literature shapes the public opinion across a nation by creating the stereotypes 

necessary for one ideology to gain and maintain control over another and how the influence of 

these stereotypes is perpetuated with a staying-power well into present-day. Cooper’s work, The 
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Prairie, will be examined for its maintenance of the Noble Savage stereotype and how it helped 

to shape the general white perception regarding Native Americans. Chapters in Melville’s novel, 

The Confidence Man: His Masquerade, will be discussed in order to scrutinize the relationship 

between the white haters and the  hated natives. Melville’s chapters question the rationale of 

anxiety, fear, and anger felt by many white American citizens towards the natives through 

allegory. It will be shown, through these examples, how the new American ideology of the 

nineteenth century purposely stereotyped and racialized Native Americans in order to advance 

the American nation and offer insight as to why many of those same resentments still linger 

today. 

 

A Word on Ideology, Nation-Building, and Culture-Busting 

 

 It is important to discuss what is meant by the “new ideology” being experienced 

throughout nineteenth-century America. In order for any regime to gain influence and control 

over a people it must situate itself as a “State.” A State or State Apparatus as defined by Marxist 

Louis Althusser, is a “‘machine’ of repression, which enables the ruling classes (in the 

nineteenth century the bourgeois class and the ‘class’ of big landowners) to ensure their 

domination over the working class, thus enabling the former to subject the latter to the process of 

surplus-value extortion (i.e. to capitalist exploitation)” (Althusser; emphasis added). Suffice it to 

say, it is the goal of every State Apparatus to become a hegemonic ideology or one which 

influences and intervenes on behalf of the State in order to maintain control of the status quo. 

The State will reject certain moral obligations or ethics especially if those morals interfere with 

the State achieving or maintaining its intended power. State Apparatus are bifurcated between 
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Repressive State Apparatus (RSA) and Ideological State Apparatus (ISA): the RSA is comprised 

of the Government, the Administration, the Army, Police force, the Prisons, the Courts, etc. and 

all operate under “functions of violence;” the ISA is made up of distinct religious, educational, 

familial, political, cultural, etc. ISAs (Althusser). Each of these ISAs work together to hold a 

tremendous amount of influence over the masses of people the ideology rules over. For this 

discussion, the most important ISA under consideration is the cultural ISA due to its inclusion of 

literature. A new ideology can only take over power from the ruling ideology by one of two 

ways: 1.) either the old ideology is suddenly faced with a paradigm shift by the majority of 

followers who are in the favor of adopting the new ideology, or 2.) the old ideology is thwarted 

and overthrown either through violent uprising or political coup. The latter shift is usually 

accomplished by a smaller but more assertive group of people.  

 Once an ideology establishes itself, it may begin the arduous task of overthrowing its 

competition. This is, of course, no small feat. In order for a new ideology to become a 

hegemony, it cannot present itself as equal before the old regime or else it will fail due to its 

lateral nature. Instead, the new ideology must present itself as being the greater of the two 

factions so as to gain enough support to usurp the power away from the old order. In order for 

the new ideology to take a firm hold the new followers must not falter within the ideological 

system. They must believe the new way is the correct way lest the entire infrastructure should 

collapse. This is also the reason why the new ideology cannot necessarily be concerned with its 

ethics, including full equality between the conquerors and the conquered. True equality between 

people cannot exist in countries whose ideologies continue to reign over individuals who were 

once conquered without publicly acknowledging the harm done and offering some form of 

reparations for these actions – such as with the Native Americans and the United States 
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Government. Contemporary issues will inevitably arise and social friction continues to prevent 

any true equality until the debt owed by the ruling ideology is acknowledged and paid back 

through some agreeable terms. 

 A shift between ideologies is the single driving factor in how nations are formally built, 

though there inevitably will be some dastardly outcomes because of it. All it takes is an inciting 

spark for an ideological conflagration to sweep against an opposing ideology and such was the 

case in nineteenth-century America. In order for the democratic experiment of the United States 

of America to work as intended, a new ideology had to be formed by the former colonists-

turned-State controllers in which the majority of white American citizens followed, supported, 

and promoted the government’s new ideals. What manifested was a unified American front 

against foreign imperialistic powers, including any group deemed to be standing in the way of 

white prosperity – in other words, the Native Americans. Perhaps, though I am unsure, this 

period is when American citizens got the reputation for their brashness and fervent patriotism, 

qualities which are considered wholly American by the rest of the world. The consequence of 

this new ideological fervor rests in its longevity. No one living in the nineteenth century could 

have truly conceived how the course of action used against Native Americans by the government 

and its people would still have such a lingering effect on American culture some two hundred 

years later. Hence why in order for an ideology (the American way) to take control it must keep 

the opposing ideology (the Native American way) off-balance and subordinate to its cause. Over 

time, the idea of superiority over the inferior becomes embedded within the psyche of the 

ideological believers and does not go away after their ideology ultimately prevails. Many of the 

ideological winners in this situation come to believe that, because of their newly acquired power, 

they must somehow be of greater worth than those individuals they oppose. Therefore, any 
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chance for true equality between the conquerors and the conquered, ideologically speaking, 

becomes slim to nil. Even if tensions have eventually cooled and the issue is reexamined at a 

much later time by the prevailing ideological State, there will always remain a germ of disparity 

between each body (the State and the conquered) even if by the most subtle of margins. Nations 

cannot be built without stepping on those which came before. In many ways, nation-building and 

differing ideologies can be considered in biological terms: if the nation is an organism which 

intends to grow and spread its influence, it must be strong enough to not only withstand rival 

ideological organisms competing for dominance but also be able to dominate those opposing 

rivals in order to achieve its own stake in survival. This idea is exactly how the United States 

handled the native situation throughout the nineteenth century. Instead of attempting to 

assimilate cultures, thus building from within, the whites viewed the indigeneity as a threat to 

prosperity and were more inclined to culture-bust and kill the Native Americans in order for the 

new American ideology to assume firm control. 

 The new American ideology of the nineteenth century used many tactics to assert itself 

over the Native Americans, eventually strong-arming each tribe to capitulation or genocide under 

the white ideological way. Although many of these tactics were carried out by sects of the 

Repressive State Apparatus (RSA) which ultimately resulted in hostile situations of massive 

bloodshed and widespread disease, literature was employed through the cultural ISA in order 

influence and control the ideological follower’s opinions regarding the natives. Since the 

American Revolution and especially after the War of 1812, white America was largely being 

urged to write native texts in order to establish an American Literature. The term native has 

surprising implications considering it solely meant white natives. Use of the word native in this 

context completely supplants the identity of actual Native Americans while simultaneously 
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excluding them from the conversation. The crux of the situation is that the entire Native 

American identity rests on that single word. The term, native, implies original indigeneity and 

therefore rightful ownership of the land. By the white appropriation of the term, the new 

American ideology was able to successfully substitute what it meant to be a true Native 

American with a new white American Native. The installation of a new, more native type of 

white American citizen paved the way for greater claims for rights over land, giving white 

settlers the clout they needed to justify westward expansion vis-à-vis Manifest Destiny. In 

placing a call for native white American writers to write a new American Literature, the new 

ideology folds back over itself thus reinforcing its values through the appropriation of native as a 

concept. By the creation of new nineteenth-century American Literature, the American ideology 

achieves its goal in two ways: 1.) It promotes the benefits of an established white culture through 

consistent reconstitution of American ideological values to its followers and 2.) It gains global 

recognition for the United States as being a serious nation. The fact of this literature intending to 

be so inclusively white-centric is what makes it so bigoted. This early American Literature set 

parameters for how ethnicities were to be perceived by citizens throughout the country by 

maintaining a running thread of white dominance, even if that was not the original authorial 

intent. 

 As writers answered the call, the missing gap within the cultural ISA of the new 

American ideology began to close. Literature and the promotion of literacy are both fundamental 

aspects within any strong ideology. The benefits of having a literate populous was a carryover 

from the Old World ways to the new American ideology. Benedict Anderson states, “Nations … 

come into being when … multiple interrelations between writing, printing, and reading [are] 

enmeshed in the market economy” (Walker 6). This observation is exactly what was occurring in 
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nineteenth-century America – presses were being established all throughout the flourishing 

country as the market for literature grew due to an increasingly literate public. Although the 

United States was experiencing a boom in literacy culture at the time, this was not exactly a new 

global concept. One of the proximate reasons for the European success in conquering the 

indigeneity of Central America was due to the long literary tradition in Europe (Diamond 80). 

Native Americans had long developed original languages and forms of writing; however, 

Europeans were afforded the opportunity of widespread literacy by a much longer standing print 

culture. Early explorers had the advantage over the natives due to the greater accessibility to 

texts. Explorers such as Pizarro, though “illiterate, belonged to a literate tradition … the 

Spaniards knew of many contemporary civilizations remote from Europe and about several 

thousand years of European history. Pizarro explicitly modeled his ambush on [Incan leader] 

Atahuallpa [after] the successful strategy of Cortés with the Aztecs” (Diamond 80). Print culture 

enabled the ability for greater learning potential through literature. Under the new American 

ideology, the increase of publishing houses in the nineteenth century indicates the United States 

was following suit to the Europeans. 

 Although it was necessary for this literature to promote aspects of white culture in order 

to enable the new American ideology to take hold, much of the new American Literature served 

to indirectly culture-bust the Native Americans. Because Native Americans were rarely allowed 

a voice for themselves within the white literature, Native American cultures were virtually being 

victimized through exclusion, misinterpretation, and misrepresentation. This is an important, yet 

ironic, distinction because nineteenth-century cross-cultural literature is nearly always written 

from the viewpoint of a white ideological insider (the author) about a non-white outsider 

counterpart (the native). Therefore, with the influence of the few held over the many: rumor, 



 

55 

 

prejudice, distaste, and any outright lies from these writings will have inevitably seeped their 

way into the American consciousness, thereby reinforcing any negative perception had of the 

Native American and his culture without just cause. Some exceptions to this rule include 

William Apess – a “half-breed” minister who wrote his own Anglo-phonetic autobiography – 

and the Suak Chief, Black Hawk. Although there is some debate amongst scholars as to the 

credibility of Black Hawk’s autobiography given that he had an interpreter in his employ, there is 

no-telling how much sway the interpreter, Antoine Leclair, held over the project nor how much 

information may have been lost in translation. This information should not alter nor lessen the 

importance of the Black Hawk work, but merely be kept in mind when considering its accuracy 

of events. Despite some probable minor inconsistencies within the Black Hawk and Apess 

narratives, nothing can take away from the fact that they are written from first-hand experience. 

Unlike these narratives, white socially prominent nineteenth-century authors, like James 

Fenimore Cooper, enjoyed a much wider readership, despite his devastating generalizations of 

Native Americans and Native American culture based on secondary or sometimes tertiary 

sources. 

 

The Savagery of Cooper’s Prairie 

 

 The canon of James Fenimore Cooper has garnered as much awe-inspiring reverence as it 

has scholastic groans. The author is credited with inventing the Western literary genre and yet, 

perhaps, it was his impetuousness to capture all of its wild aspects which may have been his own 

undoing. Critic Jane Tompkins cites Cooper’s novels as “having all the color of suspense that 

made [them] so enormously popular in their own day, and the melodramatic features that have 
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caused them to be relegated to the category of children’s literature in our own … the [critical] 

charge that he relies too much on formulas and stereotypes are the formulas and stereotypes 

themselves” (96, 100). Tompkins is certainly onto something when she describes the strength of 

Cooper’s work as being steeped in stereotyping and formula. However, Cooper has no 

compunction nor sensitivity with regards to how these elements may actually play a role in social 

relations between Native Americans and the United States Government. He was merely writing 

his stories from a place of pro-Americanism with minimal association with real life Native 

Americans. 

 James Fenimore Cooper was born in New Jersey and then, at one year of age, he and his 

family relocated to Cooperstown in upstate New York, a town founded by his father on Lake 

Otsego. By the time the Coopers established themselves in Cooperstown, most of the local 

Native Americans either relocated or assimilated into the white township society. Although 

popular opinion suggests Cooper had much more first-hand experience and education in the 

customs and culture of the local Native Americans, growing up he actually would only have been 

exposed to “degenerate bands of half-breed Indians” who frequented parts of the Lake Otsego 

region (Keiser 101-102). In fact, the only time in his life when he would have the opportunity to 

fraternize with natives came in his young adulthood. Susan Fenimore Cooper, his daughter, 

discusses her father’s early life and the extent of his exposure to Native Americans during this 

period: 

 Occasionally some small party of the Oneidas, or other representatives of the Five 

 Nations, had crossed his path in the valley of the Susquehanna, or on the shores of Lake 

 Ontario, where he served when a midshipman in the navy. And more recently, since the 

 idea of introducing these wild people into his books had occurred to him, he had been at 
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 no little pains to seize every opportunity offered for observation. Fortunately for his 

 purpose, deputations to Washington from the Western tribes were quite frequent at that 

 moment; he visited these different parties as they pass through Albany and New York, 

 following them in several instances to Washington, and with a view also to gathering 

 information from the officers and interpreters who accompanied them (Keiser 102-103). 

In much of Cooper’s body of work, especially the Leatherstocking Tales series for which he is 

most famous, the author is a relatively faithful authority on natives’ customs. This is mostly due 

in part to Cooper’s intimate knowledge of works by Rev. John Heckewelder, who was a 

Moravian missionary among the Delaware and Mohegan tribes and who also wrote extensive 

non-fiction on the subject (Keiser 103). Much of this research is prominently displayed in The 

Prairie, which so happened to be Cooper’s favorite novel to write; he spent more time writing on 

this project than any of his other novels and always held it in high regard (Keiser 134). Cooper’s 

fondness for the subject-matter of The Prairie shines through in his careful depictions of native 

customs. However, it is not the authenticity of Cooper’s Native American customs which is in 

question but rather his presentation of the Native American as a true to life flesh-and-blood 

character. 

 The Native American image in Cooper’s work represents the white ideology’s 

prescription of the Noble Savage. The savage in question is Cooper’s own tenacious Hard-Heart 

who, at the center of the novel, is meant to be the measuring stick for which all other Native 

Americans should aspire to become. The author devotes much time to Hard-Heart’s description 

so as to shorten the aesthetic distance between his mostly white readership and his native. In this 

way, Cooper has taken it upon himself to act as both a self-appointed authority and intermediary 

between the white and indigenous peoples. The most jarring moment of the description comes 
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when Cooper describes Hard-Heart’s “outlines of lineaments were strikingly noble, and nearly 

approaching to Roman, though the secondary features of his face were slightly marked with the 

well-known traces of his Asiatic origin” (217). The first significant moment in this passage is use 

of the words “strikingly noble,” implying that even the narrator giving the description seems to 

be suddenly taken aback by the apparent nobility perceived in the Native American visage. This 

suggests the white perception of the time had seldom considered the possibility there could be 

another ethnicity with distinguished physical attributes. Suffice it to say, every human culture 

recognizes beauty in its own way but the shock value within the first part of Cooper’s description 

insinuates the ethnocentricity felt by the white culture. If thought of in another way, Cooper is 

attempting to use Hard-Heart to cross cultural lines and breakdown those barriers of mental 

segregation while still toeing the line of white ideological superiority. 

 The influence of the Classical West in American ideology is most felt when Cooper’s 

passage describes the looks of Hard-Heart to be “nearly approaching to Roman.” The use of the 

Roman figure as a benchmark for beauty or nobility suggests a hierarchy between cultures based 

on ideological ideals. During its reign, the Roman Empire epitomized culture in the Old Western 

World. This sentiment carried over into Britain, formerly Britannia, which was founded by the 

Romans – most famously Brutus of Julius Caesar fame. In essence, the Romans epitomized the 

western world as bearers of art, poetry, military, religion, government, invention, and all other 

aspects defining a prosperous culture. It may not be such a stretch to say the Romans were 

thought by many under the new American ideology to represent the ideal of mankind and what 

each subsequent western white culture should strive to imitate. Cooper is not inferring his Native 

American was actually white. However, the example of Hard-Heart “nearly approaching to 

Roman” seems to offer a couple of potential readings: Cooper may either have been implying 
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Hard-Heart held himself stoically as would a Roman commander or he was merely noting 

similarities between Roman (white) facial features and the (non-white) Native American’s 

features. Regardless to whichever reading is more valid, the overwhelming fact remains that 

Cooper is describing his Native American through a white-centric lens. He is comparing an 

explicitly non-white character to the super-white ideal of what nobility should look like in order 

to convey a certain standard felt within the new American ideology. Not only is Cooper using a 

language with references only his white audience will understand, but he has laced Old World 

sensibilities throughout his New World ideals of what a non-white native under the new 

American ideology should strive to become. 

 Lastly, the sentence syntax provides another interesting viewpoint. Arguably, the first 

half of the sentence promotes a certain white ideal regarding the “noble Roman,” while the 

subordinate clause expresses the “secondary features” of “Asiatic origin.” The importance of this 

distinction lies with the aesthetic subtlety of clause placement with the white ideal presented 

ahead of the “secondary Asiatic features.” In other words, by giving preference to the clause 

position of the “noble Roman” over its “secondary Asiatic” dependent counterpart, Cooper is 

subliminally suggesting a hierarchy between desirable attributes: pitting Roman white features 

over less desirable Asiatic features. This distinction might not seem as pertinent nor stand out 

quite so well were it tucked away further along in the paragraph. However, Cooper seems to 

want to set the tone of his noble savage description early. By his juxtaposition of these two 

physical descriptor types, Cooper sets in a hierarchical first position-second position syntax 

which effectively bridges the gap of aesthetic distance between reader and native character while 

simultaneously taking care not to alienate any of his white readership. And he does this exactly 

before devoting a tremendous amount of space to the native’s “particular tint of the skin” and 
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how it is reflected both visibly and culturally in “martial expression [due to] a wild ferocity from 

the colors of the war-paint” (Cooper 217). 

 Once Cooper digresses from the discussion of skin tone, the description moves surgically 

from appendage to appendage. What is amazing is how Cooper seems to get more specific with 

each physical aspect of the native while simultaneously generalizing about what he is describing. 

Throughout his description it becomes evident Cooper is clearly combining semi-factual 

statements with generic opinions such as when he points out, “… as if disdained the usual 

artifices of his people, he bore none of those strange and horrid devices … his head was, as 

usual, shaved to the crown … [and] ornaments that were ordinarily pendent from the cartilages 

of his ears had been removed” (Cooper 217; emphasis added). Each of these examples contains 

rather callous phrasing by the author. Instead of enlightening his audience by evenly describing 

traditional Native American garb, he relegates the foreign items to “strange and horrid devices,” 

thus eternally classifying these attributes with the strange and horrid. When describing the 

hairstyle of Hard-Heart, Cooper passes judgement by applying a blanket generalization with the 

words “as usual” thus implying that all Native Americans who present themselves in this manner 

are to be regarded in the same way. And to describe the ear jewelry as hanging “ordinarily” from 

the ear cartilage indicates another widespread generalization implying all natives mutilate 

portions of their body for the sake of vanity. These types of indirect judgments result from the 

religious ISA carried over from the Old World and adopted by the new American ideology. 

These types of judgements have traces in Judaism as well as Christian values, and represent 

another aspect of difference between Native American cultures and the new American ideology.   

 Cooper also makes a point to describe his native’s nakedness. Located in the passage 

directly following the meditations on skin tone and personal adornments, Cooper writes, “his 
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body, notwithstanding the lateness of the season, was nearly naked, and the portion which was 

clad bore a vestment no warmer than a light robe of the finest dressed deerskin” (217). In terms 

of the Christian relationship with the nude form, Cooper is inadvertently likening his native with 

Adam in the Book of Genesis. Nudity implies a certain wild innocence as it harkens back to the 

prelapsarian time of man – a time of pre-shame and pre-clothing. By Cooper stating, rather than 

implying, that his Native American is practically nude, he wants his reader to note the difference 

between a character who is assuredly not Christian and the fully clothed white settler characters 

who are most certainly of the faith. It does not seem likely that Cooper is merely juxtaposing 

Hard-Heart as the definitive anti-Adam. Instead, he seems to be placing the Native American in a 

liminal role as a being who is caught between the Golden World of bliss – an Eden – and an age 

of consciousness. This is indicative of the attention he gives to the “light robe of the finest 

dressed deerskin,” a phrase in particular which comes across as a fashionable oxymoron. The 

body of the native is being represented as half-covered and half-dressed, or still moving between 

worlds. This description, again, promotes an allowance for an ideology of imbalance between 

whites and Native Americans due to the native culture’s openness towards nudity and the white 

culture’s utter rejection thereof. People (in this case the whites) who are fully clothed represent a 

certain enlightenment and civility which according to Cooper the natives have yet to achieve. 

Thus this section provides yet another point for which Cooper can distinguish difference between 

peoples. And by making a spectacle of the Native American body, The Prairie effectively 

situates Native American subjection into the consciousness of the new American ideology. 

 Even in his own time, Cooper was not spared from criticism. The new edition of his 

Leatherstocking Tales, for instance, has Cooper defending his aligned position with Rev. John 

Heckewelder (Keiser 106). The irony of the situation was not that Cooper portrayed his Native 
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American through stereotype, but rather that he made his character, Hard-Heart, nobler than 

some felt he deserved. Generally, the loudest nineteenth-century critics of Cooper’s native were 

distinguished agents of government who had more experience with native affairs. However, 

these affairs were mostly localized to treaty negotiations and not the everyday domestic Native 

American life. These critics would only have known native behavior “as [it] was seen at the 

councils to treat for the sale of their lands [and where] their evil passions are known to have had 

their fullest scope” (Keiser 107). In his own time, Cooper would have been considered a 

progressivist for his noble savage depiction, hence the need to defend himself. In our time he 

would have been considered a racist. The stance Cooper most “clung to” throughout his life was: 

 It is the privilege of all writers of fiction, more particularly when their works aspire to 

 the elevation of romances, to present the beau idéal of their characters to the reader. This 

 is which constitutes poetry, and to suppose that the redman is to be represented only in 

 the squalid misery or in the degraded moral state that certainly more or less belongs to his 

 condition, is, we apprehend, taking a very narrow view of an author’s privileges. Such 

 criticism would have deprived the world of even Homer. (Keiser 107) 

Cooper’s words are certainly powerful when considering the place of the author. He remarkably 

asserts that in fiction it is the author’s prerogative to epitomize his subject while not necessarily 

taking into consideration the damage which it may cause. This belief promotes the new 

American ideology via the first amendment to the U.S. Constitution. Cooper seems to believe 

that it is not the author’s place to defend nor promote his written subject but simply report what 

he believes to be true through an idealistic lens meant to elevate and polish. Cooper is defending 

his authorship while leaving his beloved subject out in the cold and there lies the problem. 

Cooper is taking no responsibility for what he has written, only that he should be allowed to 
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write it from an idealized perspective. The social damage done by Cooper’s cavalier description 

of what he believes is the epitomized ideal native has marginalized an entire ethnicity of people 

by creating an impossible image for the Native American to live up to in the minds of white 

America. Hard-Heart is more of a racial touchstone than a realistic, flesh-and-blood character. 

He is not a true representation of the Native American living in nineteenth-century but a 

grotesque effigy of expectation created by and for the benefit of the white American ideology. 

This farcical image of the Native American developed by Cooper would ultimately remain fixed 

in the American consciousness for thirty years until another American writer decided to question 

its validity. 

 

The Scrutiny of Melville’s “Metaphysics of Indian-hating” 

 

 Throughout the time Cooper was publishing his Leatherstocking Tales, life for the Native 

American and his culture would only get worse. The Indian Removal Act was passed in 1830, 

leading to the major relocation of many long established tribes east of the Mississippi river into 

the newly acquired Oklahoma territory. Thousands of natives died along what was called the 

Trail of Tears due to exposure, starvation, murder, and disease. White settlers were ever pushing 

westward, encroaching upon the hunting grounds of the Plains Native Americans. What had once 

been extremely limited contact between whites and natives, usually in the form of trappers and 

traders, now became a full-on cultural clash. The mixing of cultures quickly created contempt for 

both sides thus leading to frequent hostile situations. Treaties with natives were made often then 

quickly broken once land was attained by the United States Government; the terms of these 

treaties were often illegal as the United States Government either knowingly could not or would 
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not abide by the terms set for paying the natives with supplies or the Native Americans were 

simply misled by government officials. As a result, some native groups would conduct raids 

against settler families, committing heinous war crimes in the process, as a form of retribution. 

“Indian-hating” became pandemic by the mid-nineteenth century. The great emancipator, 

Abraham Lincoln, was known to hold a distaste for Native Americans. Lincoln considered them 

as people unable “to be civilized” who posed as “the primary obstacle to the Republican vision 

of a free-labor, free-market, unified nation-state” (Dumm 310). Lincoln’s bigotry directly stems 

from the story he undoubtedly heard repeated of his paternal grandfather’s murder by the hands 

of a Native American while working on the family Kentucky farm – Abraham Lincoln’s then 

seven-year-old father, Thomas Lincoln, was a direct eyewitness to the event (Dumm 310). 

Abraham was named after his slain grandfather thus forever carrying the memory of that day. 

Although the demise of Lincoln’s grandfather is tragic it is just one story among a myriad of 

others like it occurring throughout the American nineteenth century. So, what perpetuates 

nineteenth-century “Indian-hating” animosity? Why did there continue to be so many vehement 

“Indian-haters” even long after the United States Government contained and removed the Native 

American threat? These are the questions Herman Melville addresses in his novel: The 

Confidence-Man: His Masquerade. 

 When Confidence Man was published in 1857, Native genocide was at fever pitch and 

nearly all Americans would have been cognizant, at least to some degree, of the ongoing conflict 

between natives and whites. It is because of this animosity, Herman Melville devotes some 

chapters to working through the quandaries of “metaphysical Indian-hating.” As a lead-in to the 

novel’s Native American discussion, the author arranges a conversation between a philanthropist 

and a misanthrope in which they discuss irony. One man says to the other, “irony is so unjust; 
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never could abide irony; something Satanic about irony. God defend me from Irony, and Satire, 

his bosom friend” (Melville 986). In this passage, Melville has a little fun at his own expense, 

given that Confidence Man is meant to be ironic and satirical. However, irony is exactly the idea 

Melville intends to keep in mind while moving further into the “Indian-hating” discussion. As 

the book progresses, Melville will discuss the increasingly ironic relationship between the 

“Indian-hater” and the Native American.  

 Melville begins his discussion on metaphysical “Indian-hating” with the introduction of 

the Cosmopolitan to his acquaintance. The small talk between characters quickly becomes big 

talk and serves as a preface meant to counterbalance the upcoming grander discussion of 

“Indian-hating.” The Cosmopolitan is shocked at the prospect of anyone actually despising 

natives and, in a “Cooperesque” fashion, describes his feelings towards them:  

 Indians I have always heard to be one of the finest of the primitive races, possessed of 

 many heroic virtues. Some noble women, too. When I think of Pocahontas, I am ready to 

 love Indians. Then there’s Massasoit, and Philip of Mount Hope, and Tecumseh, and 

 Red-Jacket, and Logan – all heroes; and there’s the Five Nations, and Araucanians – 

 federations and communities of heroes. (Melville 990). 

What makes this passage compelling is that each of the people or groups being named either has 

some positive connection with white colonial history or was peacefully controlled by white rule 

rendering them innocuous against the spread of white ideology. It is never discussed how the 

Cosmopolitan learned of the individuals or groups he lists, only that he believes they are all 

heroes. The term hero is itself being used ironically because Melville is coyly deconstructing 

how ideology operates: whites are only able to deem natives as heroes after they have already 

been conquered and subsumed by the white American ideology – before that moment, the 
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natives are either considered enemies of the State or harmless uncivilized savages. It is also 

ironic that someone who has been dubbed a Cosmopolitan should be so naïve to not already be 

aware of the ill sentiments felt towards the Native Americans. As is, the Cosmopolitan seems to 

make too static a Melvillian character. It seems entirely more likely for Melville to be using his 

character as a soundboard with the intent of bringing the “Indian-hating” issue closer to those 

white citizens who are either naïve to the fact or simply unaware of the widespread hate 

throughout the nineteenth-century United States. Upon a closer look, the Cosmopolitan actually 

represents the white citizen who lives under the umbrella of the white American ideology while 

is concurrently an outsider to the Native American issues facing the country. Melville craftily 

uses the Cosmopolitan’s pontification to render all individuals living under the American 

ideology complicit in “Indian-hating” due to the naïve white appropriation of native figures as 

American heroes. The Cosmopolitan is unknowingly succumbing to his own ideology by 

expressing his admiration for natives based on heroic value rather than as people with an equal 

cultural existence to the whites. Though his intentions are sound, the Cosmopolitan is a victim of 

his own ideology thus explaining his knowledge of famed Native Americans without 

understanding the widespread hatred against them. This also explains why Melville closes the 

chapter with the acknowledgement: “And Indian-hating still exists; and, no doubt, will continue 

to exist, so long as Indians do” (993). The author wants all of his readers to enter the “Indian-

hating” discussion with a real sense of the detestation felt by whites against the natives. 

 Melville begins the chapter entitled “Containing the Metaphysics of Indian-Hating” by 

describing the image of a rustic American backwoodsman. According to Melville, his 

backwoodsman is what “Alexander was to Asia” and is compared to “Moses in Exodus, or the 

Emperor Julian in Gaul,” with his virtue being “Pathfinder, provider of security to those who 
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come after him, for himself he asks nothing but hardship” (Melville 995). Melville’s 

backwoodsman is meant to represent the white perspective par excellence in the 

settler/indigenous dichotomy. Similar to Cooper in tone, Melville’s description uses classic 

literary allusions in order to illustrate his point; however, unlike Cooper, Melville uses the 

comparisons sardonically rather than sincerely, as evidenced by the fact that each of these 

comparisons contain elements of myth passed down through generations. That is not to say 

Alexander, Moses, or Julian did not exist at one time, but the factual details of their exploits have 

likely undergone informal revision with every new storyteller. This type of unverified hand-me-

down literary tradition is precisely how the backwoodsman builds his position against Native 

Americans. Melville asserts that the first knowledge received by a youthful backwoodsman 

regarding Native Americans is through stories passed down to him. According to Melville, a 

youthful backwoodsman is: 

 incline to knowledge, as is generally the case, he hears little from his schoolmasters, the 

 old chroniclers of the forest, but histories of Indian lying, Indian theft, Indian double-

 dealing, Indian fraud and perfidy, Indian want of conscience, Indian blood-thirstiness, 

 [and] Indian diabolism … In these Indian narratives and traditions the lad is thoroughly 

 grounded … The instinct of antipathy against an Indian grows in the backwoodsman with 

 the sense of good and bad, right and wrong. In one breath he learns that a brother is to be 

 loved, and an Indian to be hated. (996). 

In other words, the germ for deep hatred of the native is sown early in the life of the 

backwoodsman and tends to go unchecked, leaving a strong inherently myopic conviction pitted 

against an entire ethnicity of people based on hearsay, bias, and prejudice. There is also a 

noteworthy distinction being made in the line, “in one breath he learns that a brother is to be 
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loved, and an Indian to be hated” (996). The clause acts as an equation in which to achieve 

balance one term must fully contain love, while the other term must fully contain hate. This idea 

also introduces a permanence of connection between the two terms: for one term to exist the 

other must also apply. However, this can only be a semi-permanence because Melville later 

discusses the occasional situation when the “Indian-hater, par excellence” has found himself 

amidst an “intense solitude [and] hurries openly towards the first smoke, though he knows it is 

an Indian’s, announces himself as a lost hunter, gives the savage his rifle, throws himself upon 

charity, embraces him with much affection, imploring the privilege of living a while in his sweet 

companionship” (1001). Despite the “Indian-hater” having no intention to relax his vow of 

hating natives, it becomes apparent that the relationship between the “Indian-hater” and the 

native is parasitic. The “Indian-hater” needs the Native American in order to exist. Suffice it to 

say, if all Native Americans were exterminated, the “Indian-hater” would not likely be able to 

stop hating altogether. This would force the “Indian-hater” to shift his focus onto another ethnic 

group, perhaps even turning on his own kind. Melville is exposing an ironic loophole in the real 

everyday “metaphysics of Indian-hating.” Despite the “Indian-hater’s” devout desire to maintain 

a hard and fast hatred of the native, he must occasionally acquiesce to the native in order to 

survive. In order for the “Indian-hater”/Native American dichotomy to work, certain allowances 

must be made by each side in dire situations. 

 The backwoodsman is a powerful symbol of the prejudice felt against Native Americans 

in the nineteenth century by white America. However, not all white American citizens condoned 

the actions taking place against the natives. So how does the metaphysics of hate become 

absorbed into an ideology? As previously discussed, in order for an ideology to work efficiently 

a majority of people must firmly believe in its values. Additions may be added to the ideology by 
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its followers without completely dismantling the system already in place. After an ideology is 

successfully installed, it must have the flexibility for change from within in order to maintain its 

vitality. The consistent reinforcement of a narrative which only showcases Native Americans in 

negative light was handed down from generation to generation. This process eventually built up 

enough widespread belief among the followers of the American ideology to stigmatize the native 

as an outside undesirable entity. It is important to recognize that these narratives were not 

mutually exclusive to children’s bedtime stories. As the United States moved westward, its 

newspapers and periodicals would consistently report on raids against white settlers, federally 

controlled forts, and outposts (Gwynne 102-103). Meaning, American citizens at the time would 

already have a preconceived image of the Native American and his temperament, even if they 

had never met one, based on the American literature and the periodicals that were available. This 

type of prejudice within the new American ideology was maintained well after the West had 

been won because it did not hinder the continuous spread of the ideology itself – it actually 

promoted it. The average nineteenth-century white American citizens were always suspect 

towards the motivations and actions of the indigeneity because they were conditioned to be 

skeptical of other ethnicities. It is precisely because of these strong ideological beliefs the Native 

Americans will never be able to fully overcome what has been taken from them nor gain any true 

equality while the American ideology still exists. Native Americans were always the outsiders 

looking into a white insider controlled ideology, and they still are. 
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Conclusion 

 

 The relationship between today’s Native American and the United States Government 

remains tentative at best. Due to prejudice and bigotry the United States Government and many 

of its citizens repeatedly undermine the indigenous position within the American social strata. 

Native Americans have been fighting the American government for equal rights and fair 

treatment since the nineteenth century. This deep-seated resentment has origins from the earliest 

European colonization of the New World occurring over five hundred years ago; however, 

disdain between cultures grew most rapidly in the nineteenth century, as natives clashed with 

whites who pushed the Manifest Destiny agenda of the new American ideology. Although there 

is no place for this kind of bigotry and enmity against the Native American in modern American 

society, it continues to exist. Despite any progress being made to repair the relationship between 

Native Americans and the United States, there is an ever-present latency of distrust and ongoing 

resentment held between both parties due to past actions and aggressions against one another. Of 

course, there are numerous explanations for each side harboring ill-will. One reason largely has 

to do with the ideological requirement for nation-building which necessitates the creation of a 

national literature to denigrate any opposing faction, thus perpetuating stereotypes, rumors, and 

lies of that faction. This is precisely what happened after America gained its complete 

independence and danger from foreign threat was eliminated in the nineteenth century. The call 

for white native literature was paramount in progressing the new American ideology, its politics, 

and its culture. 

 The differences between the Native American way of life and the European way of life 

were significant. When the European colonizers came to the North American shores, they were 
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in search of a place – a paradise – from which they could escape out from under the repressive 

politico-religious thumb of their homelands. In many ways, the explorers found their Eden in the 

New World, only to discover it was already inhabited. White colonists might have lived in 

greater harmony with their native neighbors had they not already been indoctrinated with the 

ethnocentric and hegemonic belief systems held by their European motherlands. The colonists 

brought with them the same European manner, customs, and prejudices they were attempting to 

escape – the Old World persecuted became the New World persecutors.  

 Throughout the colonial era, Native Americans mostly accommodated the white strangers 

and were content to share the land. However, once the United States Government took control as 

the dominant political power, they quickly turned against the natives in favor of promoting their 

own white ideology. This was the beginning of Manifest Destiny in America which, for the 

natives, meant the forced removal from tribal lands by the United States Government and the 

genocide of thousands. The agenda for Manifest Destiny was simple: eliminate any obstacles 

hindering the progress of the American ideology from reaching its goal. Needless to say, the 

Native Americans were those obstacles and the Indian Removal Act of 1830 gave the United 

States Government the legal ability to remove them by any means necessary. This type of 

unparalleled legislation gave the Native Americans few options: they were either forced to 

capitulate to the will of the American Government, be placed in jail, or outright killed. Despite 

the risks, many tribes resisted and fought back. Native American raids on white settler 

encampments, government forts, and outposts were a common occurrence throughout the 

Midwest in the nineteenth century. Stories of white caravans being overtaken and forts being 

burned to the ground swept throughout the nation back East. In the fight to retain their land rights 

and culture, the Native American was quickly becoming known to whites as only a bloodthirsty 
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savage intent on raping and killing. These heinous actions were limited to a few tribes, like the 

Comanche, and certainly did not pertain to all Native Americans as a whole. Details of the 

encounter were often omitted, ignored, or reimagined by white storytellers in order to 

manufacture narratives, placing emphasis on the poor white victims of the savage bellicose 

natives. These stories would circulate between families, often told and retold by older 

generations to the young, instilling a sense of anger, rage, and hatred for the natives. Over time, 

these narratives, including all of the myths, rumors, and lies about the Native Americans, became 

regarded as fact. The oral traditions of the American frontier eventually found their way into the 

American social landscape and were reinforced by nineteenth-century American Literature.  

 Early in the nineteenth century, literature was being written and published with the intent 

of creating something new and entirely American. The works by “native” authors would 

ultimately serve to further the new nation by helping establish the cultural ideological state 

apparatus (ISA) component within the new American ideology. Of course, use of the word native 

only meant white writers who were living in the country and were United States citizens at the 

time. In terms of nation-building, the new American Literature sought to establish a unique 

literary voice and style while grounding its readers in the values held by the American ideology. 

This new home-grown literature both effectively delivered on its promise to promote the country 

steeped in honest values of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness while also serving to 

culture-bust any and all Native American people and their cultures. Some of America’s greatest 

works, written by authors with the best intentions, perpetuate harmful attitudes and stereotypes 

regarding the aboriginal people.  

 James Fenimore Cooper and Herman Melville are arguably two of the most pivotal 

nineteenth-century authors to discuss the Native American place within American society and 
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ideology. Despite conducting extensive research into the cultures of Native Americans while 

writing The Prairie for his Leatherstocking Tales saga, Cooper uses his Native American 

character, Hard-Heart, as a static object throughout the narrative. Cooper intends for his 

character to be a Native American par excellence. This shows a total disregard by the author for 

the social damage being incurred by his perpetuation of the noble savage stereotype. It is through 

Hard-Heart that Cooper is effectively “othering” the native people by placing limits upon how 

they should look, act, dress, and feel. Cooper is setting parameters for what it means to be a 

Native American according to the new American ideological standard, indicative of the recurrent 

nature of Native American stereotypes found throughout The Prairie. Not only is Cooper making 

racialized generalizations about the American indigeneity but he is persuading his readership to 

do the same. Thirty years after The Prairie was published, Herman Melville wrote The 

Confidence Man: His Masquerade, which attempts to take a more unbiased approach in 

scrutinizing the relationship between Native Americans and white Americans. 

 Melville’s stance in Confidence Man is not necessarily in defense of the indigenous 

people so much as it is trying to understand why there is a heightened animosity harbored against 

them by whites, especially after they were conquered. Confidence Man reveals the ironic 

relationship between the hater and the hated: the hater cannot exist without the hated. In essence, 

this means that in order for the whites to achieve a level of superiority they need the natives and 

their culture for comparison. Furthermore, Melville continues to imply that for someone to truly 

hate another, there has to be an element of love for the hated involved in order to maintain the 

stable parasitic relationship. Otherwise, the relationship would completely destabilize both 

parties involved and cause chaos. In this sense, if the Native Americans had been completely 

wiped out by genocide, whites would have turned against one another, completely contradicting 
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the values of the nineteenth-century American ideology. Although Melville’s novel does not 

provide any direct answers on how to amend the situation, it does provide an understanding of 

how hate is propagated between generations. Despite his best efforts, Melville’s novel is in the 

same league as The Prairie because it is more interested in understanding the white racist’s 

perspective and how that relates to his world, rather than also investigating the Native American 

point of view. Worse still, Melville is using the Native American as a prop in order to 

demonstrate his point. The inescapable problem with each of these texts is that they were written 

by white authors who were living within the nineteenth-century American ideology. Ironically, 

the same lose-lose situation Melville describes regarding the Native American is exemplified by 

his inability to write outside of his own American culture and its ideology. Confidence Man may 

be the first American novel to discuss a humanitarian approach for the treatment of Native 

Americans, but ultimately this message is derailed due to the greater emphasis placed on white 

issues.  

 It seems there is no single satisfying answer as to why Native Americans are 

continuously kept on the fringes of American society by the white controlled United States 

Government. Native Americans are people who deserve the same, if not greater, rights and 

respect as any white American. However, the tools of conquest are not necessarily limited to 

physical weapons, but extend to the attitudes, thoughts, and prejudices carried by those who 

subscribe to the controlling ideology. Literature is a key cultural component for instilling 

ideological values in its readership. These values not only work to reinforce the ideology 

amongst its followers but also promote its growth, allowing it to thrive. Over the course of 

centuries, stories that were circulated by white explorers, settlers, officers, farmers, and anyone 

who had a negative experience with any Native Americans would be disseminated through 
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younger generations of listeners. Over time, as racialization and stereotyping were sustained 

throughout white culture, it was eventually deemed as truth. These sentiments would later be 

reinforced in early American Literature once the number of publishing houses increased and 

literacy rates improved throughout the nineteenth century. This is how the Native Americans 

were conquered. It did not only occur solely on a distant battlefield but in the homes of American 

citizens reading early American Literature. Thoughts and opinions were developed against an 

entire ethnicity based on fictional hearsay steeped in the American ideological values. Despite 

some attempts to mend the social and political divide between Native Americans and white 

Americans, echoes of this tragic history permeate the interactions between the United States 

Government and Native American communities today and continue to represent an open wound 

in American history which shows no sign of healing any time soon. This explains why Native 

Americans are not considered equal to whites under the ideology of the United States of 

America, and they won’t be until the scar tissue of a bigoted past has been fully removed from 

the contemporary American consciousness.  
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