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DOCUMENT 15.8
Helen Hunt Jackson | Challenges to Indian Policy, 1881

Helen Hunt Jackson's book A Century of Dishonor severely criticized U.S. policy toward Indians. Jackson sent a copy of
her book to every member of Congress. Her handwritten inscription, intended to move lawmakers to action, contained the
words of Benjamin Franklin: “Look upon your hands! They are stained with the blood of your relations.” Despite her attack
on the government’s treatment of Indians and her advocacy of reform, Jackson believed that American Indians could not
become citizens until they received proper training from enlightened white teachers.

here is not among these three hundred bands of Indians one which has not suffered cruelly at the hands

either of the Government or of white settlers. The poorer, the more insignificant, the more helpless the

band, the more certain the cruelty and outrage to which they have been subjected. This is especially true
of the bands on the Pacific slope. These Indians found themselves of a sudden surrounded by and caught up in
the great influx of gold-seeking settlers, as helpless creatures on a shore are caught up in a tidal wave. There
was not time for the Government to make treaties; not even time for communities to make laws. The tale of the
wrongs, the oppressions, the murders of the Pacific-slope Indians in the last thirty years would be a volume by
itself, and is too monstrous to be believed.

It makes little difference, however, where one opens the record of the history of the Indians; every page
and every year has its dark stain. The story of one tribe is the story of all, varied only by differences of time
and place; but neither time nor place makes any difference in the main facts. Colorado is as greedy and unjust
in 1880 as was Georgia in 1830, and Ohio in 1795; and the United States Government breaks promises now as
deftly as then, and with an added ingenuity from long practice.

One of its strongest supports in so doing is the wide-spread sentiment among the people of dislike to the
Indian, of impatience with his presence as a “barrier to civilization,” and distrust of it as a possible danger.
The old tales of the frontier life, with its horrors of Indian warfare, have gradually, by two or three genera-
tions’ telling, produced in the average mind something like an hereditary instinct of unquestioning and
unreasoning aversion which it is almost impossible to dislodge or soften. . ..

To assume that it would be easy, or by any one sudden stroke of legislative policy possible, to undo the mis-
chief and hurt of the long past, set the Indian policy of the country right for the future, and make the Indians at
once safe and happy, is the blunder of a hasty and uninformed judgment. The notion which seems to be grow-
ing more prevalent, that simply to make all Indians at once citizens of the United States would be a sovereign
and instantaneous panacea for all their ills and all the Government’s perplexities, is a very inconsiderate one.
To administer complete citizenship of a sudden, all round, to all Indians, barbarous and civilized alike, would
be as grotesque a blunder as to dose them all round with any one medicine, irrespective of the symptoms and
needs of their diseases. It would kill more than it would cure. Nevertheless, it is true, as was well stated by one
of the superintendents of Indian Affairs in 1857, that, “so long as they are not citizens of the United States,
their rights of property must remain insecure against invasion. The doors of the federal tribunals being barred
against them while wards and dependents, they can only partially exercise the rights of free government, or
give to those who make, execute, and construe the few laws they are allowed to enact, dignity sufficient to make
them respectable. While they continue individually to gather the crumbs that fall from the table of the United
States, idleness, improvidence, and indebtedness will be the rule, and industry, thrift, and freedom from debt
the exception. The utter absence of individual title to particular lands deprives every one among them of the
chief incentive to labor and exertion—the very mainspring on which the prosperity of a people depends.”
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