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Native Americans in Books for Children

Melissa Kay Thompson

Th[e ] dis parate  tre atme nt of both prope rty and political rig hts  [of Indian nations  in contras t to  non-
Indian] is  not the  re s ult of ne utral rule s  be ing  applie d in a manne r that has  a dis parate  impact.
Rathe r, it is  the  re s ult of formally une qual rule s . More ove r, it can be  e xplaine d only by re fe re nce  to
pe rhaps  uncons cious  racis t as s umptions  about the  nature  and dis tribution of prope rty and powe r.
This  fact implie s  an uncomfortable  truth: both prope rty rig hts  and political powe r in the  Unite d
S tate s  are  as s ociate d with a s ys te m of racial cas te .

Jos e ph S ing e r, "S ove re ig nty and Prope rty," 19 9 1

An Indian s tood on the  cabin roof, c lad only in bre e chcloth and le g g ing s  and carrying  a hatche t. His
le an body g lis te ne d in the  g laring  lig ht. [The  childre n] had s e e n Indians  in Pitts burg h, s hiftle s s ,
s louching  me n who loite re d in doorways  and be g g e d mone y for whis ke y. The ir fathe r had told the m
whis ke y lure d the  Indians  away from the ir own pe ople . It made  the m us e le s s  and de pe nde nt on the
white  me n. The  man looming  ove r Amos  was  diffe re nt. He  had a powe r and fie rce ne s s  thos e  be g g ing
Indians  lacke d, a fie rce ne s s  that s care d Amos  to  the  e nds  of his  toe s . (17)

Patricia Willis , Danger Along the Ohio, 19 9 7

Childre n's  book authors  and critics  typically s te re otype  indig e nous  pe ople s . Whe the r inte ntionally or not,
the y pe rpe tuate  and e xte nd the  "s ys te m of racial cas te " note d above  and the y re inforce  the  le g acy that
trave le d via Columbus  to  the  We s te rn he mis phe re . On the  latte r point, Robe rt A. Williams , Jr. s tate s  that " . . .
the  racis t le g acy broug ht by Columbus  to  the  Ne w World [include d] the  us e  of law as  an ins trume nt of racial
domination and dis crimination ag ains t indig e nous  tribal pe ople s ' rig hts  of s e lf-de te rmination" (36 ). In this
article , I am focus ing  my [End P a g e  3 5 3 ] atte ntion on the  ne twork of ins titutions  (lite rary, e ducational, and
le g al) that e nable  conve ntional s te re otype s  to  cris s cros s  White  culture , linking  the s e  ins titutions . What
e me rg e s  is  a g limps e  of how s uch we ll-me aning  e s tablis hme nts  s e rve  one  mas te r: he g e monic White
cultural dominance .

In e xamining  nove ls  publis he d be twe e n 19 9 5 and 20 0 0 , I found that I could g roup the m in thre e  loos e ly
arrang e d cate g orie s : pe rils -on-the -frontie r s torie s , captivity narrative s , and tale s  narrate d from the
pe rs pe ctive  of an imag ine d Ame rican Indian protag onis t. He re , I will cove r frontie r and captivity s torie s , as
we ll as  tale s  bas e d on his torical e ve nts  (including  thos e  that portray g ove rnme nt-run boarding  s chools ).

Perils-on-the-Frontier

The  cove r illus tration for Danger Along the Ohio (19 9 7) make s  the  book look e xciting . It s hows  thre e  White
childre n and a frie ndly-looking  cow s wimming  away from a burning  barg e . A s tate me nt on the  cove r re ads :
"AEe r an Indian raid s e parate s  the m from the ir fathe r, can the y brave  the  wilde rne s s  alone ? " The  firs t major
s ce ne  in the  book de picts  this  "Indian" attack on White  s e ttle rs .

In one  parag raph at the  be g inning  of he r book, pre s e nte d in the  e pig raph above , Patricia Willis  manag e s  to
de line ate  the  two major his torical s te re otype s : the  "Indian" as  s avag e  be as t and as  drunke n de pe nde nt. In
Willis 's  book, indig e nous  pe ople s  appe ar as  two woode n pe rs onifications : the  imag e  of animals  who attack
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pe ace ful white  s e ttle me nts  for no othe r re as on than pure  s avag e ry, and the  more  re ce nt s te re otype
le ve le d at "city Indians "--that of home le s s , alcoholic  be g g ars .

The  s uppos e d moral and phys ical s upe riority of the  White  childre n is  unmis takable  throug hout Willis 's  s tory,
althoug h Willis  atte mpts  to  introduce  s ome  cros s cultural camarade rie . The  White  childre n re s cue  an "Indian
boy" from the  rive r. The y dub him "Re d Moccas in," and Willis 's  narrator de s cribe s  him as  having  the  "e ye s  of
the  e ne my" and the  look of a "wounde d wildcat" (89 , 9 5). The  boy, like  the  Indian de picte d in the  attack, is
more  animal than human. Willis  portrays  his  phys ical and ps ycholog ical s ubjug ation by the  White  childre n in a
s ce ne  whe re  he  re linquis he s  his  knife : "De s pite  the  look of outward calm, the  boy appe are d to  s hrink back
within hims e lf. He  was  be ate n. He  had s hown we akne s s . In...
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