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1. Introduction 

The expansion of existing cities and the creation of new ones has continued to support 

relationships of dependence, domination, exclusion and exploitation. The form of 

everyday life and information has changed but not the content.   1

For as long as static centres of habitation have existed, there has been a built-in hierarchy 

within them. This hierarchy creates, sometimes unwittingly and sometimes intentionally, an 

other, a marginalised entity: a foil to the ruling class.  At the very core of the urban space 2

there exists an omnipresent notion of inequality, a sense of dependence between the would-be 

rulers and the to-be ruled.  In a perverse way, each needs the other in order to survive. 3

Adding to this the colonial power balance (or rather, imbalance) still in place in North 

America, the United States and the Trans-Mississippi west, a contradiction is born.  

There does exist, in a sense, a post-colonial city, with different minorities intermixed 

not only amongst themselves, but amongst the “white”  majority and the ruling class. More 4

notably still, there exists the colonial city built atop persistent political structures of the past 

and the inheritance of colonial states of old. For Indigenous peoples, this is the city they live 

in. 

The census for 1980 reported that approximately one-half of the Indian population 

resided in urban areas from small towns to large metropolitan areas. The census for 

1990 reported that 63 percent of Indian people lived in cities. Scattered in different 

cities, American Indians have largely populated cities west of the Mississippi River, 

 Lefebvre et al. 1996, 34.1

 See Said 1979, 24-25.2

 See Goonewardena 2007, 294, 295.3

 Race is made in the targeting and is heavily reliant on historical context for meaning. However, “white” 4

remains a deliciously unambiguous term to toss around at one’s whims and fancies. Race relations and politics 
are insufferably inconsistent in the US and the term “white” is used here for dramatic purposes only to refer 
mainly to those of Anglo-American heritage and to strike up a vivid image in the reader’s mind, not to offer any 
accurate commentary on race relations or racial policies. For more on the terminology used in this thesis, see 
chapter 1.3 Terminology and Methodology.. 
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where the majority of reservations are located. Los Angeles, Denver, Seattle, 

Albuquerque, Oklahoma City, and the San Francisco Bay area became metropolitan 

centres for urban Indians.   5

With cities claiming over 80% of the US population and projections showing that number 

only increasing in the following years,  cities become spaces of great interest. As more and 6

more people come to live in them, expanding the idea of what urban space is and how it is 

produced becomes relevant. By the late 1900s, a majority of American Indians had relocated 

to cities leaving only a minority to occupy reservations.  Thus, the nature of urban space, the 7

place and role of ethic minorities within it, and the limits and possibilities of said space all 

become questions worthy of re-examination.  

In the mainstream’s collective consciousness, the presence of American Indians is still 

one influenced by settler colonial narratives.  Indians are thought of as remnants of a past 8

long gone. Deconstructing this stereotype of the “noble savages” while simultaneously 

replacing it with one of modern, city-dwelling Indians becomes imperative in order to better 

understand not only the urban space as a whole but also the role of American Indians in the 

making and remaking of that space, and through it, the making and remaking of their own 

identities in the twentieth-century. 

David Harvey  understands the urbanisation process as one that empowers cities over 9

nations. By concentrating not only on amassing labour, but production and consumption as 

well, urbanisation centralises scattered peoples and transforms cities into centres of power.  10

Growing cities, then, acting as nuclei for social, political and economic changes, become 

 Fixico 2000, 4.5

 United Nations 2016; United Nations 2019.6

 In the latter half of the twentieth-century, the American Indian population became urbanised at a rate far 7

greater than any other ethnic minority. The 1950 Census reported 16% of the entire Indian population living in 
urban areas. By the year 1960, the urban Indian population had nearly doubled, and in 1970, it had doubled once 
more. Nearly half of the entire American Indian population lived in cities. See US Census Bureau 1953, 88; US 
Census Bureau 1961, 144; US Census Bureau 1973a, 1. 

 See Fixico 2000, 169.8

 A Marxist geographer influential in the field of Urban Studies. Harvey’s (b. 1935) body of work was heavily 9

consulted in the early stages of this thesis. Though Harvey is not introduced in chapter 1.2 Literature Review, 
his work acted as a catalyst and was not insignificant in the formatting of the theoretical approach used in this 
study.

 Harvey 2000, 24, 25; see also Lefebvre 1991, 47.10
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particularly potent spaces as they syphon off producers and consumers, forcing a brain drain 

unto rural America.  11

The relevance of this study is not in its absence. This particular field has not been 

plagued by barren soil: research into urban Indians has been a permanent line of inquiry in 

US academia since the late 1950s when Relocation first came to be.  Journals and books 12

have been dedicated to the study of urban Indians, and scholars continue to observe the city 

space in tandem with the lived experiences of different ethnic minorities, including Native 

Americans.  

Still, in a world dominated by western ideals, society (and academia mirroring it as the 

microcosm that it inherently is) grants far too little attention to the histories of Indigenous 

peoples everywhere. The past has become retroactively colonised in mainstream thought and 

whatever meagre page space is given for Indigenous history to occupy, even less is offered 

from the realm of collective thought. The past, as far as western colonial narrative is 

concerned, is where Indigenous peoples belong.   

1.1 Research Questions: Relevance, Importance and Purpose 

As cities grow, both in population and diversity, it becomes of monumental importance to 

look at how equality and inequality manifest themselves in these spaces; how disparity is 

made in the context of the capitalist and urban United States.  The aim of this study is 13

threefold: to consider urban space from an Indigenous-oriented perspective; to deconstruct 

the stereotype of the static Native; and to study the American Indian as a worker in the urban 

environment.  

By considering contemporary Indian history from this altered perspective, Native 

Americans begin to take on an appearance vastly different from the one assigned to them by 

 See Hosmer & O’Neill 2004, 318.11

 See Ablon 1964; Ablon 1965; Burt 1986; Blackhawk 1995; Fixico 2000; Fixico 2013b for previous research 12

on the topic of urban Indians.

 See Davis & Monk 2007, xi for analysis on how growing inequality acts as the fertiliser of the contemporary 13

economy.
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the colonial and imperial apparatus of the United States. This thesis seeks to frame American 

Indians as active agents rather than passive props fading into the dais of American 

exceptionalism; to perceive them as actors navigating through a western society, both 

influenced by it and influencing it. 

To understand the American Indian presence within the urban environment after the 

Relocation Act , it is imperative to examine the social and cultural context that Relocation 14

took place in. By shifting the focus away from the white mainstream’s assimilationist 

aspirations , and instead investigating urban Indian lived experiences, both after and prior to 15

the Relocation Act, this thesis aims to join a wider, decolonising conversation regarding 

Indigenous peoples and their histories within the deeply colonised urban space, both in the 

US, as well as worldwide.  

From the dawn of European contact with the Indigenous peoples of North America, the 

American Indians have had a plethora of different identities thrust upon them. It is precisely 

this constructed Indianness as a means of further othering the American Indians that this 

thesis seeks to understand and undo. Not necessarily all of its forms, for there are many and 

undertaking such a task would be folly and far too ambitious for a study of this size. Rather 

than doing that, this study hones in on the construction of those falsified identities; the 

societal and cultural efforts of othering that the Indigenous population has endured, and the 

Indigenous resistance and resilience against these false portraits. 

The year 1956 acts as a landmark year within the context of this thesis due to the 

exponential growth of the urban Indian population in the latter half of the twentieth-century. 

However, it is worth noting that American Indians have been prominent agents within the 

American cityscape as early as the late 1800s through their work not only in blue-collar jobs 

but also within the cultural sector and in Hollywood.   16

 Relocation (Public Law 959) was signed into law in 1956. Its primary intention seemed to be the increasing of 14

American Indian employment by encouraging Indians living on reservation to attend adult vocational training 
and move into cities. For the US body politic, however, there was also another fairly attractive possible outcome 
to Relocation: the weakening of tribal relations and the subsequent assimilation of American Indians further into 
the mainstream population. See Indian Relocation Act 1956; Rosenthal 2012, 62.

 Historian Frederick Hoxie calls these assimilationist aspirations America’s “final promise” to its Indigenous 15

peoples. See Hoxie 1992, xii. 

 See Rosenthal 2012, 7, 12, 34, 46.16
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By studying the agencies of Indigenous peoples, this thesis seeks to demonstrate that 

American Indians have been far more active in the capitalist apparatus of the United States 

than they have been granted credit for. Instead of considering American Indians as inherently 

antithetical and beyond capitalism’s reach, this thesis instead casts them into the role of the 

producer, the generator, the active agent, thus seeking to format a new way of understanding 

the history of American Indians under capitalism.   

The additional ‘task’ faced by men and women of colour is one of reconciling their 

own ‘tactile, vestibular, kinaesthetic, and visual’ experiences with the operation of a 

‘historical-racial schema’ providing ‘racial parameters’ within which their corporeal 

schema is supposed to fit.  17

Beyond the city space there remains the issue of the colonised body and its interplay with 

capitalism. This thesis proposes that in order to study the physical city space, one must also 

consider the human body within the city. The body and the city exist in tandem. They are 

both spaces: they both produce and consume space; they both take, and are taken. One of the 

aims of this thesis is to find a connection between the American Indian body under capitalism 

and the manifestations of class struggle within the body, within the city. In addition to 

studying the urban space itself and its colonial heritage, this study considers the American 

Indian corporeality under capitalism and the body’s interaction with employment in the urban 

space in the years following Relocation.  

Space being made and remade makes up only one half of this thesis. The other half of 

the equation comes in the form of race. Race, in the context of the United States, remains a 

notoriously problematic issue to quantify, specify and categorise.  Rather than getting lost in 18

racial politics and theories, this thesis aims to prove that through the reimagining of Indian 

Country (space), a reimagining of Indian identity (race) happens organically. Through the 

 Anderson & Harrison 2010, 231.17

 Steinberg 2007, 56-57.18
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extension and expansion of existing notions regarding Indian space, an expansion of 

Indianness takes place. 

This research seeks to not only understand the effects of urbanisation on Indigenous 

peoples, but to also study the concept of space from an Indigenous-oriented perspective. How 

space is made and how it is affecting marginalised peoples is one of the key questions this 

study will focus on. The social and economic challenges faced by urban Indians, as well as 

pan-Indianism  are all issues that will be discussed further within this thesis. 19

1.2 Literature Review 

Pulling from various fields in addition to the historical one, this study aims to synthesise 

historical sources with theories from neighbouring disciplines such as sociology, urban 

studies, decolonising studies, as well as urban geography. The urban space (and its 

multidimensional nature) is essential to the arguments presented in this thesis, and as such 

oeuvres from the field of urban geography and their theories offer support to this research.  

In addition to being a multidisciplinary field, the field of urban studies is an impossibly 

vast one. A wide array of research on a multitude of topics is available, and as such, some 

heavy-handed curating of the used bibliography is in order, lest one find themselves 

overwhelmed by the sheer volume of resources available. 

From Edward W. Soja’s (1940–2015) bibliography two oeuvres are particularly 

relevant to the analysis of urban space that takes place in this thesis. Thirdspace  and 20

Seeking Spatial Justice  wade through the murky waters of contemporary urban issues. Soja 21

is influenced, but unsatisfied by Henri Lefebvre’s work on the different dimensions of space, 

and thus seeks to cement his own notion on spatial justice, everyday life and imagined 

spaces, and the interplay of the three.  

 A movement promoting unity and togetherness among (city-dwelling) Indians. See Hagan 1979, 157-158; 19

Fixico 2000, 70, 140; Andersson 2009, 294. More in chapter 4.2 Unity Within the Urban Space.

 Soja 1996.20

 Soja 2010.21
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Though laced with hints of Marxist philosophy, which can be found at the root of many 

urban studies, what is most relevant in Soja’s theories, in regard to this thesis, are his notions 

of Thirdspace as an ever-expanding locus, characterised by its constant growth to include and 

better accommodate an other. Influenced by Michel Foucault’s Heterotopia , Soja seeks to 22

unite his concepts of different spaces with decolonial thought. Furthermore, Soja’s body of 

work acts as an academic nexus, forming an intersection for multidisciplinary research. By 

using the works of bell hooks, Edward Said, as well as David Harvey, Soja employs a 

multidisciplinary array of tools in his research.  

It is worth noting, however, that most of the urban theorists presented within this thesis, 

while oftentimes Marxist, or at the very least, heavily left-leaning in their viewing of society, 

are working from a western-oriented perspective, and thus do not always construct their 

theories in a way that explicitly includes ethnic minorities, let alone Indigenous peoples. 

Colonialism, to these theorists, oftentimes seems to be a mere afterthought, a secondary 

concern. Indeed, Frantz Fanon (1925–1961) expressed it best by demanding Marxist 

approaches to be “stretched every time we have to do with the colonial problem” . In 23

applying these theories to a global context, one must always be wary of their Eurocentric 

baggage.  24

Various works on Indian history are utilised in the forming of this thesis but perhaps none are 

as captivating and transformative as the works of Donald L. Fixico. Without Fixico’s works 

challenging the way in which academia has time and time again treated American Indian 

knowledge and history, this thesis would lack its solid foundation and would perhaps not 

exist at all.  

 Foucault’s Heterotopia is a concept of space that is, in one way or another, an other. A fact one might deduce 22

from the word’s makeup. The prefix hetero- being of Greek origin and hailing from the word heteros, meaning   
“other” or “different,” and the -topia suffix (also Greek), meaning “place”. Heterotopias or counter-spaces, are 
universal and a constant across humanity; there is not one culture that does not produce heterotopias. Foucault 
names the modern cemetery as a kind of heterotopia; paradoxically connected to the city, yet distinctly separate 
from it. See Foucault 1986.

 Fanon 1963, 31.23

 See Goonewardena 2007, 297-298 for further critique on Lefebvre’s Eurocentrism.24
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In Call for Change: The Medicine Way of American Indian History, Ethos & Reality  25

Fixico discusses all the different dimensions of Indian-White relations and the ways in which 

American Indian history has been recorded and studied thus far. Advocating for a shift in 

academia regarding its approach to Indian-White relations, Fixico urges for studies to reach 

beyond the known binary.  Indeed, there is a case to be made in favour of Fixico’s 26

challenging of the binary paradigm—the status quo that has maintained the telling and 

retelling of American Indian history thus far.  

For ages, American Indians have been seen as nothing but passive obstacles in the way 

of the westward expansion of the United States. In the narrative of US expansion, Indians 

have been made out to be mere cardboard cut-outs standing in the way of “civilisation,” 

simply waiting to be knocked over by the spirit of Manifest Destiny; they were seen as 

conquerable as the land itself.  Building up on Fixico’s body of work, this thesis considers 27

American Indians integral cogs in the machinery that created not only American realities, but 

also sustained and birthed new tribal identities within the urban space. 

 Call for Change: The Medicine Way of American Indian History, Ethos & Reality, 

Indian Resilience and Rebuilding: Indigenous Nations in the Modern American West , and 28

The Urban Indian Experience in America  are only a few of Fixico’s works that in addition 29

to providing the historical resources needed for the completion of this thesis, helped inspire 

and frame the theories presented later in this study.  

In addition to relying on Fixico’s work for historical background, this thesis is also 

heavily inspired by the work of Nicolas G. Rosenthal who has already laid out the 

groundwork for the concept of expanding Indian country in his book Reimagining Indian 

Country: Native American Migration & Identity in Twentieth-Century Los Angeles . By 30

expanding the notion of Indian country to incorporate urban spaces alongside reservations, a 

 Fixico 2013a.25

 Fixico 2013a, 55.26

 Fixico 2013a, 45.27

 Fixico 2013b.28

 Fixico 2000.29

 Rosenthal 2012.30
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more well-rounded understanding of Indigenous history and the various dimensions of space 

begins to form. 

Self-justifying practice of an idea or mission over time, in a structure that completely 

encircles and is revered by you, even though you set up the structure in the first place, 

ironically enough, and no longer study it because you take it for granted.  31

This thesis relies heavily on decolonizing and postcolonial  theory, and therefore, 32

introducing Linda Tuhiwai Smith’s opus Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and 

Indigenous Peoples  is mandatory as it provides a pair of rather comprehensive guidelines 33

for conducting research on Indigenous peoples and synthesising historical sources with 

decolonising theory.  

In addition to Smith, another work that has been paramount to formatting the 

decolonising theories presented, has been that of Aimé Césaire’s (1913–2008). Though only a 

brief essay, Césaire’s Discourse on Colonialism  offers unparalleled analysis on colonial 34

powers and is a skilfully penned addition to the canon of decolonising literature. While not 

all of the literature used for this thesis emanates from a US-centric perspective, some theories 

on decolonisation and “post-imperialist” life can be stretched and used in dissecting US 

history as well.  

One important name still worth mentioning is that of Edward W. Said (1935–2003). 

Most often linked to the Palestine/Israel discourse, Said’s writings provide a stark contrast to 

the heavily westernised and western-focused historical sources that are present in this thesis. 

 Said 1993, 86.31

 It is worth noting here that the nature of postcolonialism remains a very open-ended question. Despite the era 32

of formal colonialism being technically in the past, can western society ever truly be considered post-colonial or 
post-imperial? More on this in chapters 1.3 Terminology and Methodology and 2. Genocide Through Erasure.

 Smith 1999.33

 Césaire 1950.34
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Said’s Orientalism  and Culture and Imperialism  both offer insight into imperialist 35 36

theories, and are thus necessary in the observing of the past (and present) of the United States 

of America. Said’s strength is in his skill to weave together theory and matter; to discuss the 

depth of cultural products, such as the arts, while tying them to a larger global and political 

discussion, a feat attempted herein as well.  

1.3 Terminology and Methodology  

We produce cultural criticism in the context of white supremacy.  37

The issue of terminology is ever-present and persistent when discussing Native American 

history. US policies have dictated the forming of terminology concerning American Indians 

for decades. It is thus worth noting that most of the vocabulary still used in academia to this 

day has been placed upon American Indians from the outside, by non-Indians, and rather 

often, under coercive circumstances.  

In this thesis, for clarity’s sake, the terms American Indian, Indigenous (American) and 

Native American will be used interchangeably and quite liberally as umbrella terms referring 

to multitudes of American Indian nations and tribes. These terms are the most well-known 

and widely used, but few terms concerning Indigenous peoples have been truly without 

controversy.  As no consensus exists among scholars, or even Indigenous peoples, these 38

terms will be treated as synonyms within this thesis. If a greater specification is needed in the 

context of a case study or any particular sources, further distinctions will be made at that time 

by identifying the Indian nation or tribe by its name.  

By using the aforementioned terms interchangeably, this thesis aims to focus on 

American Indian experiences on a larger scale, while simultaneously acknowledging that one 

 Said 1979.35

 Said 1993.36

 hooks 1990, 11.37

 See Yellow Bird 1999.38
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unified American Indian experience and identity is largely the fabrication of the US colonial 

machinery. While generalisations will occur for argument’s sake, this thesis is built atop the 

assumption that a universal Indian experience, as framed by a western, colonised narrative, 

simply does and did not ever exist. 

Pan-Indianism, while providing a unified front for Indians of all nations, is a 

phenomenon that within this study will be acknowledged as a transformative process through 

which Indian identities persisted in the urban space. Partial homogenisation of the Indian 

identity did indeed take place within the city space through pan-Indianism. Though 

promoting togetherness amongst city-dwelling Indians, pan-Indianism did not erase tribal 

identities, but rather, it offered a sense of unity and solidarity for urban Indians who would 

oftentimes find themselves rejected and excluded by all other urban communities.   39

[T]he restrictive racial classification of Indians straightforwardly furthered the logic 

of elimination. Thus, we cannot simply say that settler colonialism or genocide have 

been targeted at particular races, since a race cannot be taken as given. It is made in 

the targeting. Black people were racialized as slaves; slavery constituted their 

blackness. Correspondingly, Indigenous North Americans were not killed, driven 

away, romanticized, assimilated, fenced in, bred White, and otherwise eliminated as 

the original owners of the land but as Indians.  40

While this thesis does not seek to offer exhaustive analysis on US ethnic relations or racial 

theory, it cannot evade the topic of race entirely. Making race, does after all, make up one 

half of the title of this study. Rather than being interested in blood quantum laws  or any 41

other antiquated colonial notions of race and its categorisation among American Indians, this 

 Kekki 2019, 4.39

 Wolfe 2006, 388.40

 Blood quantum laws or Indian blood laws set a parameter for measuring the Indianness of Native Americans 41

by the fractions of Indian ancestry in their blood. Through these laws, the American government sought to 
establish a way of legally defining ethnicity and race by tracing the lineage of American Indians. Inversely, 
many tribes do not bother with the degree of “Indian blood” in their granting of tribal membership. See Fisher 
2010, 103-107; Kauanui & Warrior 2018, 248, 282 for more on blood quantum laws.
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study considers the self-identification of Indigenous Americans as a far superior source and 

barometer in analysing current ethnic relations within the US and its cities.  

As this study considers race as something that is made, created by both inside as well as 

outside influences, blood percentages and other outdated ways of “measuring” race are of 

little interest to it. Far more interesting is the racialisation of American Indians by 

sociocultural means; the societal construction of a colonial other.  42

Colonial processes are an active attack against Indigenous knowledge.  While the era 43

of formal decolonisation might have passed with most colonial states having gained some 

form of independence by the late twentieth-century, colonial and imperial practises still 

persist, and not least in the world of academia.  What knowledge is valued and how research 44

is conducted is still very much influenced by colonial outlooks.  45

As this is a study emanating from the context of western academia and is conducted by 

a non-Indigenous person indoctrinated into the western canon, it is inevitably “soiled” from 

the source. Still, this thesis aims to exist within the decolonising “genre” of academia and as 

such, it attempts to remain, at the very least, aware of western historical dogma throughout its 

entirety. Indeed, one of the goals of this thesis is to critique dominant western narratives 

regarding Indigenous Americans, and not fall into the Eurocentric habit of doing research that 

Frederick Hoxie calls “the intellectual equivalent of setting the foxes to conduct fieldwork 

among the chickens” . 46

To reach its lofty goals, this thesis relies heavily on critical postcolonial theorists such 

as Frantz Fanon and Edward Said to paint a picture of the decolonising struggle from the 

point of view of the colonised within the confines of the coloniser’s societal hierarchies, a 

struggle relevant to both Fanon’s Algeria and Said’s Palestine, as well as the Indigenous 

Americans’s US.  

 See Glenn 2015.42

 Smith 1999, 222.43

 Hoxie 1988, 393, 394.44

 Smith 1999, 7, 8, 226.45

 Hoxie 1988, 393, 394.46



  13

[N]o theory of life seemed to him to be of any importance compared to life itself . . . how 

barren all intellectual speculation is when separated from action and experiment.   47

While not fully Lefebvrian in its approach, this study does draw much of its inspiration for its 

theoretical foundation from the works of Henri Lefebvre (1901–1991), especially in its 

notions regarding man-made space and its ever-changing nature. Lefebvre argues, along with 

Fanon, that space is both (and simultaneously) the prerequisite, as well as the effect of social 

superstructures.  Following Lefebvre’s reasoning, and tying it to the context of the US and 48

American Indians, this study suggests that just as no space disappears in the making of new 

space, American Indian identities do not lose their Indianness in the urban environment. 

Similarly, Indian Country does not disappear in the process of colonisation and urbanisation. 

It simply takes on new forms.  

It is this transformation in particular that is of utmost interest to this study. Indian 

resilience and the rebuilding of Indian identities and Indian Country is analysed by 

intermixing historical resources with research literature, and lacing the outcome thoroughly 

with a theoretical cocktail of Marxist philosophy.  

Ultimately though, this is not a study of theory over matter. Rather, it is a study of 

matter assisted by an amalgamation of theories from esteemed theorists. Through the 

combination of these theories—and the thorough bastardisation of each and every one of 

them in the process, no doubt—this thesis aims to exist beyond the theoretical plane while 

uncovering a new hybrid approach to reading American Indian history. By utilising already 

existing research and combining it with new insights into the field of Indigenous studies, this 

thesis seeks to reframe American Indians and their persistence, and further challenge 

academia to reconsider the way in which it has conducted studies regarding the histories of 

Indigenous peoples. 

By synthesising United States Census Bureau data with Marxist and spatial theories, 

this thesis examines the notion of social space as a bilateral concept that is both actively 

 Wilde & Frankel 2011, 164.47

 Fanon 1963, 32; Lefebvre 1991, 46, 47, 85, 86.48
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produced and consumed.  Due to the overwhelming amount of data available, only censuses 49

from 1950, 1960 and 1970 will be consulted for this study, most notably the 1950 Census of 

Population: Volume 2. Characteristics of the Population , 1960 Census of Population: 50

Subject Reports: Socioeconomic Status , 1970 Census of Population, Subject Reports: 51

American Indians , and 1970 Census of Population, Subject Reports: Low-Income Areas in 52

Large Cities . 53

Noteworthy here is the historical lack of a universal standard for categorising the US 

population’s race and ethnicity. Issued in 1977 by the Office of Management and Budget 

(OMB), Directive No. 15  mandated a minimum of five categories for gathering data on race 54

and ethnicity: American Indian or Alaska Native; Asian or Pacific Islander; Black; Hispanic; 

and White.  

These categories have been revised and refined since the 1970s but in large part they 

have remained unchanged. Prior to 1977 however, as there were no federal standards for such 

data collection, the results were haphazard and the categories altered in tandem with social 

change.  The US Census questionnaires are by no means perfect and many discrepancies 55

remain between them and the lived realities of Americans. Individuals might identify as more 

than just one thing, and as such the census questionnaires might not accommodate the full 

spectrum of their identities.  In addition to this, mistakes can be made in the filling of 56

questionnaires. In 1997 the OMB changed the questionnaire standards yet again, this time to 

include the option to identify as more than just one race and for self-identification to become 

the primary means for categorising an individual’s race.  The US Census reports used for 57

this study fall just short of the 1977 benchmark and as such lack the luxury of having a 

 See Lefebvre 1991, 11; Goonewardena 2007, 41 for more on the active nature of space.49
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unified standard for categorising minorities, thus acting more as rough estimates and 

guidelines for this study rather than precise truths.  

Through the studying of American Indians in the context of the US labour market, the 

urban space, and existing alongside the mainstream population, a new image slowly begins to 

take form: one that rivals the stereotype of the archetypal American Indian still residing in the 

mainstream narrative. All of this, of course, would not be possible without the resilience of 

Indigenous peoples who have always told their own stories, always persisted.  

Research is one of the ways in which the underlying code of imperialism and colonialism is 

both regulated and realized.   58

2. Genocide Through Erasure 

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are 

endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, 

Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness . . . He has excited domestic insurrections 

amongst us, and has endeavoured to bring on the inhabitants of our frontiers, the 

merciless Indian Savages, whose known rule of warfare, is an undistinguished 

destruction of all ages, sexes and conditions.  59

Even before the formal founding of the nation, the history of the United States has been one 

written by and for white men, thus making everything and everyone outside of that exclusive 

category a narrative other.  Within this setting, it seems relevant to question the very validity 60

and integrity of resources depicting early Indian-White relations as they were created from a 

heavily biased point of view of white settler colonialism.  How can one even begin to 61

understand Indian-White relations then, since most, if not all, of the sources available on the 
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subject matter are “corrupted” in this manner? Not only are the sources in question 

prejudiced, and thus tainted, but the very way in which scholars study them is still heavily 

influenced by the heritage of white settler colonialism.  62

On a fundamental level, this practice is not limited to the United States. Wherever and 

whenever there is a conqueror, there is also a conquered. The dominant and victorious 

conqueror is the one who writes the stories of the past and dictates the role of the conquered 

in their new world order. These stories are told and woven into decision-making in a way that 

allows the conqueror to maintain power. This is the case with American Indian history too, as 

the conqueror, and later, dominant society, have painted an image so unflattering and 

destructive that it still affects how the Indigenous population is perceived in the Occident to 

this day.    63

2.1 Reframing Manifest Destiny  

Before it became that fabled “City upon a Hill,” America was in the eyes of sixteenth-

century adventurers a foul, weedy wilderness—a “sink hole” suited to ill-breed 

commoners.  64

The origins of American capitalism are to be found within the history of a particular 

political project that mixed varied impulses into a dynamic amalgam that created 

something new. The project was empire.  65

Land and how it relates to humans is paramount to settler colonialism; without it, settler 

colonialism cannot exist. While land is the prerequisite for settler colonialism, it is also its 

commodity, simultaneously being the very thing enabling settler colonial processes, as well 

 See Said 1993, 42, 264; Smith 1999, 20; Fixico 2013a, 24, 47 for more.62
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being their result. Once “a foul wilderness,” America’s image was transformed into that of a 

promised land through centuries of exaggeration and skilful narrativisation. What had once 

acted as the dumping ground for unwanted and marginalised Europeans, was slowly 

reinvented and the past of the nation became a myth of greatness through the righteous act of 

forgetting its true beginnings.  66

Urged forth by the spirit of Manifest Destiny , nineteenth-century white settler 67

colonialism pushed for westward expansion beyond the original thirteen colonies and across 

Indian land.  This westbound movement created a domino effect that erupted in various 68

violent conflicts up until the late 1800s. After the era of American Indian wars,  the legacy 69

of Manifest Destiny persisted as Indians weathered continuous policies of removal , 70

assimilation , reorganisation , and termination  throughout the 1800s and 1900s, all, 71 72 73

arguably, means of a government sanctioned (cultural) genocide.  By the late 1800s most 74

Indians had been displaced from their ancestral lands and lived on reservations west of the 

 Isenberg 2016, 5, 18-21.66
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Mississippi.  This forceful westward movement of Indians was later reversed by the 75

migratory patterns of city-bound urban Indians in the mid-1900s.  

In the US, the federal Indian policy has shifted as rigorously as the tides, mirroring the 

values and aspirations of decision-makers of any given time-period. This study understands 

all of these phases as simple side roads to a greater path, side-quests in pursuit of a greater 

mission. Its goal: to erase the existence of American Indians and contest their status as the 

original occupants of the land. 

The American habit of disregarding living Indians is not founded in ignorance or 

prejudice; it is the product of history—of decisions made at the time of the nation’s 

founding, then etched into policy and absorbed into popular belief.  76

Modern historians like Bailyn, while rejecting the racism of Parkman, still fall back 

on the view that American history is essentially a story of civilization overcoming 

primitivism. From this point of view, Indian history is significant only when it 

intersects with the history of European settlement. And Indians themselves are 

significant primarily as “obstacles to progress.”   77

In the book Yearning: Race, Gender and Cultural Politics  bell hooks states that space exists 78

to facilitate critical exchange.  Expanding on this notion, one might consider history (as both 79

a discipline as well as a shared narrative of the past) a space in and of itself. The current 

mainstream understanding of US history is dictated by American Exceptionalism  and as 80
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such, it often paints a portrait of exclusion. Rarely do the social processes depicted within this 

narrative include the histories of Indigenous peoples or those of other oppressed minorities. 

While Manifest Destiny and American Exceptionalism have been efficient tools used 

zealously in the building and maintaining of white supremacy and the subsequent instilling of 

a national narrative wherein the white population is native to the US, an inconsistency can be 

found when pulling at the thread that makes up the tapestry of Manifest Destiny.  

Fanon describes the ruling class as an inherent other.  It draws its power from the very 81

fact that it is from elsewhere. Despite his material wealth, the settler remains a perpetual 

foreigner. Whether one looks to colonised Africa, Australia or North America, the topmost 

visible justifications for colonial and imperial processes are often the same, and they go as 

follows: the white man is superior and thus it is his burden to civilise the world and tame its 

nature, for the native surely does not know how. The wording here, of course, is exaggerated 

for dramatic purposes, but the sentiment behind the statement holds true.   82

The settler makes history; his life is an epoch, an Odyssey. He is the absolute 

beginning: “This land was created by us”; he is the unceasing cause: “If we leave, all 

is lost, and the country will go back to the Middle Ages.” Over against him torpid 

creatures, wasted by fevers, obsessed by ancestral customs, form an almost inorganic 

background for the innovating dynamism of colonial mercantilism.   83

In the US, we see that the white man’s perceived superiority is paradoxically rooted in his 

otherness. It is that otherness that grants him his divine right over the rest of creation. His 

power comes from being an other, but if he were truly an other, he would hold no power. 

This is a common phenomenon wherein the ruler remakes himself into the indigenous, thus 

becoming the norm. Whatever remains, the rest, though initially perhaps indigenous, is 

defined as opposite to the ruler through this colonial othering.  

 Fanon 1963, 31.81
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Simone de Beauvoir made a similar observation with women and gender, Fanon with 

the colonisers and colonised.  It is a familiar enough pattern where the white man is 84

considered the standard, and everything other is defined through what the other is lacking, 

the traits of this new norm that it does not possess.  It is this transformation of otherness to 85

include only groups outside the white man that betrays the very foundation of Manifest 

Destiny.  86

Furthermore, as American Indians have time and time again been perceived only as 

passive obstacles to civilisation, and ineligible for a citizenship of a civilised nation, one very 

important facet of their existence has gone unaddressed. If settler colonialism is the measure 

of civilisation, European settlers were late to their own game.  

Indeed, American Indians were not mere witless pawns to be removed from the feet of 

Manifest Destiny and US westward expansion, but were in fact performing their own version 

of colonialism and imperialism before and after European contact. Beyond the well-known 

Mesoamerican civilisations that enjoyed unrivalled pre-Columbian empires such as the 

Aztecs and Mayas, Indian imperialism can be seen even farther north and after European 

contact through the expansionist and imperialist Comancheria.   87

Imperialism, as it was performed and committed by Indigenous peoples is mentioned 

here to further cement the perception of American Indians as independent actors with their 

own societal aspirations and practises that weren’t reliant on those of the European settlers, 

but weren’t necessarily far too different from them either. This being said, these settler 

colonialisms, while similar, were nowhere near equal nor matched in scale, scope or 

longevity. To attempt to excuse the US and its settler colonial and genocidal practises aimed 

at American Indians based on the sole fact of Indians perpetuating their own imperialism, 

would be folly. 
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2.2 Politics of Perception 

In confronting the black man, the white man has a simple choice: either to accept the 

black man’s humanity and the equality that flows from it; or to reject it and see him as 

a beast of burden. No middle course exists except as an intellectual quibble.  88

Achebe, being of Nigerian descent, wrote from the distinct point of view of the once 

colonised African black man, now “freed” and struggling for decolonisation beyond the 

formal severing of the umbilical cord between the northern coloniser and the South that it 

once colonised. An argument could be made, however, for the extending of Achebe’s notion  

of inequality from Africa to include American Indians as well. 

While the circumstances and motivations behind Europe settling Africa were perhaps 

different from those of Europe settling America, the colonies did share some similarities, 

especially in how the coloniser created the imagery of the native “beasts” and “savages” 

opposing European expansion. This unflattering portrait of the native was made out of the 

most stark and enduring paints known to man; stereotypes concerning both Africa (as an 

entire continent) and the American Indians still persist in the West’s collective psyche even 

centuries later.  

These images, once instilled in language and imagination as tools for cementing 

colonial power, have transformed through the times, as a variant strain of a virus might, to 

ensure its survival. The American white man has a simple choice indeed: he can continue to 

see Indians in the way that settler colonialism taught him to perceive them, or to 

acknowledge their humanity and to consider them his equal. 

The European has only been able to become a man through creating slaves and monsters.  89

 Achebe 1988, 15.88

 Sartre 1963, 22.89
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Racism  informs representation.  90

Excluding the most sensational and publicised acts of Indian activism, American Indians have 

been granted very little attention.  Through media exclusion, a mainstream narrative shift 91

took place in the early 1900s wherein Native Americans were thought of as relics of the 

past.   92

Smack dab in the middle of the termination era, the 1956 Indian Relocation Act 

generated a migratory pattern from reservations towards cities as the Bureau of Indian 

Affairs  campaigned for the integration of the Indian population into the mainstream crowd.  93

The Relocation Act was meant primarily to mobilise, educate and employ American Indians 

aged eighteen to thirty-five, and was allotted a budget of 3,500,000 US dollars for each fiscal 

year.  To reach its goals, the BIA offered vocational training programs, provided assistance 94

in navigating the urban environment and saw to the living arrangements of Indians who 

signed up for courses and agreed to move away from reservations.   95

To accept this narrative of the BIA as the sole mobilising force behind Indian 

urbanisation is to disregard the very rich history of city-dwelling Indians in the years 

preceding the Relocation Act.  Moreover, the narrative of the BIA facilitating a smooth 96

transition for Indians coming into the labour force bears a heavy resemblance to settler 

colonial and imperialist narratives; mirroring the mentality of the 1800s and the boarding 

 hooks 1990, 4.90
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schools carrying out Captain Richard H. Pratt’s  philosophy of “killing the Indian but saving 97

the man”.   98

The relocation program could, in part, if not wholly, be interpreted as an extension of 

nineteenth-century US expansionist aspirations; as simply another tool for Indian termination 

via assimilation. The physical removing of Indians from reservations and placing them into 

the heavily colonised city space was only a hair’s breadth more refined than the practises of 

cultural genocide carried out in boarding schools, or those brought about by bans on Indian 

spiritual and cultural practices and policies aimed against Indigenous languages.  

[The] universal practice of designating in one’s mind a familiar space which is 

“ours” and an unfamiliar space beyond “ours” which is “theirs” is a way of making 

geographical distinctions that can be entirely arbitrary. I use the word “arbitrary” 

here because imaginative geography of the “our land–barbarian land” variety does 

not require that the barbarians acknowledge the distinction. It is enough for “us” to 

set up these boundaries in our own minds; “they” become “they” accordingly, and 

both their territory and their mentality are designated as different from “ours.” To a 

certain extent modern and primitive societies seem thus to derive a sense of their 

identities negatively. A fifth-century Athenian was very likely to feel himself to be 

nonbarbarian as much as he positively felt himself to be Athenian. The geographic 

boundaries accompany the social, ethnic, and cultural ones in expected ways. Yet 

often the sense in which someone feels himself to be not-foreign is based on a very 

unrigorous idea of what is “out there,” beyond one’s own territory.  99
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It is in N. America we are to seek their original character: and I am safe in affirming 

that the proofs of genius given by the Indians of N. America, place them on a level 

with Whites in the same uncultivated state . . . I beleive [sic] the Indian then to be in 

body and mind equal to the whiteman. I have supposed the blackman, in his present 

state, might not be so. But it would be hazardous to affirm that, equally cultivated for 

a few generations, he would not become so.   100

The desire to make a clear distinction between the European settler identity and that of the 

Indigenous peoples has led to a narrative where these identities are imagined as complete 

foils; the identity of the American Indian is formed, by the settler, into the likeness of all the 

traits that he himself has renounced and no longer possesses, and therefore abhors and 

considers belonging only to lower lifeforms.    101

This cultural construction of the other serves as justification for the white man’s 

mission; it is the very thing fuelling his power. Through this dichotomy, that his legitimacy 

paradoxically depends on, the white man becomes the superior man, and he finds his divine 

right to rule over the land.  To secure his power, he instils the many western structural 102

contingencies still in place to this day. The public, private and third sector all act as the 

pallbearers of colonialism. These institutions are meant to serve only one purpose: to keep the 

subservient subservient and the inferior inferior.  103

One dimension in the construction of an other under the West/non-West dichotomy is 

the adult/child separation.  Indeed, a general sense of infantilisation of the American Indian 104

can be seen in the language present in many of the primary (and official government) sources 

of the 1700s, 1800s and even 1900s. Jefferson describes the Indians as men among men, 

equal once civilised by the white man. Still, the US body politic has a long tradition of 
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considering American Indians incapable of caring for themselves and in constant need of 

oversight and supervision by the federal government.  The government’s paternalism was 105

evident during Relocation too, as Indians were “taught how to live in cities”.  106

Ever unrelenting, Eurocentrism enabled the expansion of European and American 

imperialism. Infiltrating the very core of “white culture” , and leaving no social movement 107

untouched, the Eurocentric apparatus of the United States demoted native history while 

promoting imperial history.  Spaces of everyday life became charged with imperial 108

intention as classrooms, hospitals, places of worship, and private households transformed into 

the likeness of the coloniser.  The native then, had no choice but to assimilate or resist, 109

more grimly put into words by Said as “serve or be destroyed”.  110

[T]o remake myself, if I could, into the likeness of the invader.  111

The termination of the native is among the primary goals of the coloniser. The native is, after 

all, a living reminder of the coloniser’s otherness, and as such undermines his power by the 

mere act of existing. To distance himself from his innate otherness and to terminate the 

native, the coloniser attempts to paint a picture so unflattering of the native, that the native 

has no choice but to submit. In this process, however, while the coloniser is focused on 

establishing his power, he fails to see the cost to his soul. While it is true that the coloniser 

fabricates a narrative most unflattering of the native—so unflattering indeed that the native 

begins to believe it himself—he does not escape this exchange unscathed. The cultural 
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construction of the colonised other is a violent task, it is laborious and consuming. In the 

process of dehumanising the native, the coloniser also dehumanises himself.   112

Describing colonialism’s brutalisation of the coloniser as a sickness spreading through 

the veins of Europe, Césaire understands the process as one starting from the coloniser’s 

relative indifference to the violence against the native. Be it native-on-native or coloniser-on-

native, the coloniser distances himself from the violent experiences of the natives through 

moral relativism.  

When “a head is cut off or an eye put out in Vietnam” the act of violence is accepted as 

a fact of the colonies,  and thought of as distant and separate from the coloniser.  This 113 114

ignorance then snowballs into outright savagery until one day the coloniser wakes up to find 

the violence of the colonies has followed him to his homeland, and on European soil, has 

taken on forms such as Nazism, which Césaire describes as unforgivable for many reasons, 

but most notably for the crimes it committed on European soil against the white man.  115

Colonisation took a toll on both sides involved, and as Fanon aptly expresses it “the 

settler and native are old acquaintances”; they know each other well.  While the native and 116

the coloniser are both, at least to some extent, creations of the imperialist apparatus, the two 

did not suffer equally. The white man defines himself. The other has not known this luxury.  

American Indians have been cast as noble savages, cultural curiosities and militant 

radicals in the narrativisation of US history. They have in turn been made into a focal point, 

in turn faded from the narrative, at the whims of media and policymakers. They have been 

removed from the eastern United States and moved west of the Mississippi, tucked away on 

reservations, in turn relocated to cities. Rarely, if ever, did American Indians get to choose 

their own roles in the play of mainstream US history.   117

 See Césaire 1950, 13; Fanon 1963, 81; Smith 1999, 26, 27.112
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Making the American Indian the narrative other has served many different purposes, 

and though not nearly enough, some research has been done on the topic of Native American 

representations in western media as well as in the collective mainstream narrative.  What is 118

more interesting to this study is how this active othering of American Indians has persisted. 

Either a substructure or a superstructure of imperialism, depending on one’s perspective, the 

othering of American Indians has become a self-fulfilling prophecy.  

In media as well as in academia, Indigenous people are often seen as inherently 

different to the US mainstream population. Even on their own land, they are out of place. 

This narrative, fuelled by cultural stereotypes, paints the Indigenous population as a static and 

passive one, incapable of changing.  While the nature of the native was seen as static and 119

unchanging, settler colonialism simultaneously regarded the Native Americans as removable. 

Indian land was to become a commodity of settler colonialism and the presence of American 

Indians was preventing that from happening. The very existence of Native Americans was 

seen as counterproductive to settler colonialism.  Changing their presence into a temporary 120

one was simply another tool for Indian removal. Permanence was the settler’s luxury.  

Eyal Weizman (b. 1970), while studying the structures enabling the Israeli occupation 

of Palestine, posits that any crimes against permanence are inexcusable, but justifying 

violence against the impermanent, is a far easier task.  Thus, the reasoning for the narrative 121

othering of the native becomes clear. Indigenousness is an inherent other that is paradoxically 

both static and impermanent. The notion of the temporary Native, once written into the 

narrative of US history, is incredibly difficult to change and is one of the main reasons why 

Indianness—as it is constructed by the outside settler nation—regards American Indians as a 

photonegative of Americanness. Whatever the mainstream US population is, Indians are 

understood as the polar opposite of it.   122
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Media’s role in perpetuating a narrative of American Indians as a cultural other is not 

unimportant here. American media has made itself the nexus of world media and 

entertainment. Hollywood’s creations do not exist in a vacuum; they inform the perspectives 

of Americans as well as people everywhere around the globe.  Interestingly enough, hooks 123

argues that there is no passive consumption of images but that televised content is active in 

the production of a cultural narrative.  This builds upon the coloniser’s presence in the 124

minutiae of everyday life as “the little tactics of the habitat”  work in tandem with greater 125

power structures. 

Beyond schools and hospitals and cities, the coloniser intrudes the very home of those 

he has colonised through television, radio and newspapers. The coloniser and his culture 

became the norm, and is integrated into the lived-in spaces of the colonised.  Thus, for 126

people of colour, the screen does not enable escapist fantasies as what is displayed upon it is 

the creation of the conqueror, the settler, the norm: the white man. These are the white man’s 

representations of the colonised and they are informed by racial bias.  

In Yearning hooks discusses the construction of blackness through media and its effects 

on the black people consuming said media. While hooks does focus mainly on issues 

concerning the black population of the United States, the reasoning presented in Yearning can 

be extended to other minorities as well: for those minorities whose stories have rarely, if ever, 

been told by themselves in mainstream media. 

Expanding hooks’s analysis then, it stands to reason that just as black people saw their 

televised portrayals laden with historical trauma and informed by racism, the media’s 

representations of Native Americans were similarly influenced by racial stereotypes and 

racism stemming from the mainstream cultural narrative and its tendency to other the 

American Indian. This led to American Indians being portrayed as primitive beings existing 

suspended in a cultural stasis and therefore unable to change. For the mainstream population 
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that didn’t know any better, Indian stereotypes, as they were played in the media, informed its 

perceptions of Native Americans.  

In American film and literature, Indians have taken on many forms. These romantic 

portraits were born part from depictions of mainstream media, part from cherry-picking 

academics writing the early American Indian histories. In the 1900s, Indian policies were still 

riding the waves of whoever was calling the shots in the US body politic. No unified front of 

large enough presence existed to protect the urban Indians or to lobby on their behalf. As 

Native Americans oftentimes found themselves as cultural in-betweeners in the urban space, 

many struggled for a foothold in the fast-paced environment away from the support of friends 

and family. 

Near the turn of the new millennium, less than half of American Indians still lived on 

reservations but deeply ingrained stereotypes followed them wherever they went.  Mostly 127

taking on blue-collar jobs, early urban American Indian experiences have remained at the 

periphery of US urban studies despite the active role they have played in creating the modern 

United States and its cityscapes. 

3. The Working Indian 

Relocation officers processed Native applicants like numbers through an urbanization 

experiment, moving them to cities where nobody cared about Indians. During these 

years, Native people became just another group in cities, much like European 

immigrants and others who came to the United States who were taken advantage of 

and cheated by American capitalists. As a result, Indians became like the unwritten 

chapter in the fictitious saga The Jungle by Upton Sinclair. They experienced 

hardship and social alienation from the urban mainstream. Like the European 

immigrants, Indians were resilient; many stayed in cities to establish new homes 

despite the fact that they were novices to urban ways.  128

 See Hosmer & O’Neill 2004, 240; Fixico 2013b, 98.127
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Twentieth-century reservations offered very little in terms of employment for American 

Indians. With most reservations already struggling with poverty and scarcity, the end of 

World War II and the returning of war veterans was an added strain on the already limited 

reservation resources. American Indian soldiers returning from the battlefields found 

themselves struggling not only with the horrors of the war following them home, but also the 

constant uncertainty about employment in an already oversaturated reservation job market.   129

There is a dimension in the assimilationist aspirations of the BIA that is painfully 

similar to the rhetoric of the colonial era and the eradication of the Native. The status quo of 

imperial power does not question its methods, not even when placed face to face with its own 

shortcomings. Even as BIA agents processed Relocation applications and followed through 

with relocatees as they adjusted to urban life, the BIA remained either blind or wilfully 

ignorant to the plight of urban Indians and their lived realities.   130

Said is therefore right in his writing when he reflects on Chinua Achebe’s words: 

universalism is a restriction only applied to those who fall out of line. The coloniser does not 

question the universality of his means and methods; they are the norm. His experience is a 

shared one and to even consider the lived realities of those different from him is an 

inconceivable feat.  131

In a capitalist society one’s agency is heavily reliant on one’s profession: unemployed 

people simply don’t enjoy the same freedoms employed people do.  Just as freedoms are 132

dictated by professions, so too are merits. One’s merit is directly comparable to one’s worth 

to society and to the machinery of capitalism.  133
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 See Burawoy 1979, 183-188; Harvey 1982, 30-35; Isenberg 2016, 22, 310; Crone et al. 2021; Levy 2021, 133

604-606, 689-690.



  31

In The Economic & Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844  Marx describes this as a 134

process of alienation wherein the worker estranges himself through his labour. The more the 

worker puts into the world outside of himself, the poorer the worker’s inner world, the self, 

becomes. Overpowered by capitalism’s prioritisation of labour, the self and the worker 

become strangers.  This phenomenon is evident in most western capitalist countries where 135

one’s job is a definitive facet of one’s existence. You are a worker before you are yourself. 

You are a teacher, an architect, a banker. The self comes second, and is oftentimes in its 

forming influenced by the profession.   136

In the United States, modernity has become synonymous with capitalism, and as such is 

often thought as being beyond the reach of Native Americans. However, for many Indians 

modernity and tradition coexisted. They were not mutually exclusive planes of being but 

were instead oftentimes overlapping.  Such was the case in cities where urban Indians lived 137

among the mainstream population, held down jobs and performed under capitalism while 

simultaneously cultivating their tribal identities.  However, modernity was not only granted 138

to city-dwelling Indians. In the twentieth-century Indian reservations became sites of 

economic development through the harnessing of the gaming industry, casinos and the natural 

resources of tribal land.  139

The working urban Indians, while collectively thought of as being so far removed from 

the labour force that they might never enter it properly, enjoyed a paradoxical existence. In 

the mainstream narrative, capitalism, as it was perpetuated in the US, was beyond them, yet it 

was Relocation’s promise of employment that essentially drove Indians into cities, and there, 

through their employment (and unemployment) the American Indians participated in creating 

US cities.  

 Marx 1970.134
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3.1 The Curious Case of the Secondary Labour Market 

The majority of urban Indians are typified as blue-collar workers. Corporate 

management and supervisors are led to believe that Indian Americans lack creativity 

and ambition because they are not as talkative and outwardly aggressive as their 

mainstream co-workers.  140

The Indigenous population of North America did not live a static lifestyle prior to the 

European settlers making contact. In addition to there being interaction between different 

peoples and tribes there also existed an abundance of well-established trade routes across the 

continent.  Whilst the image of the static native is a narrative most attractive to settler 141

colonialism, and later, American imperialist tendencies, this was simply not the lived reality 

of pre-Columbian American Indians.  

Trade and movement were both integral to pre-Columbian Indian life, and if capitalism, 

by Weber’s definition, did not exist in America prior to European settlers, it certainly came to 

exist among Indians afterwards.  Early Indian capitalists emerged among the Civilised 142

Tribes  as a class of slave and plantation owners during the 1800s.  Settler colonialism, 143 144

however, in its attempt to eradicate the native, spins a tale of the frigid and unchanging 

Indian, lost in the new world that the coloniser built into the likeness of his homeland. This 

centuries old stereotype of the static Indian persisted and was still visible in the twentieth-

century during Relocation. 

American Indians were oftentimes perceived to be unfitting for administrative jobs. 

This landed them squarely in the working class, with little to no hope of climbing up the 
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social ladder in the promised land of capitalism.  The issues that arose as urban Indians 145

sought employment were partly due to the general public’s prejudice towards Native 

Americans—the result of the cultural othering of Native Americans. Beyond pure racial bias 

there was also the simple fact of the supply not meeting the demand. The educational 

programs offered by the BIA often focused on professions that relied heavily on manual 

labour. As such, the jobs that opened up for the Indians who did complete BIA’s training were 

of blue-collar nature: construction workers, beauticians, clerical workers and medical 

assistants.   146

For Indians, these jobs were far better than what was accessible to them on 

reservations, and they were oftentimes glad to take them on.  Thus, a heavily racialised 147

working class began to form in US cities as policies and societal practises formed a nigh 

impenetrable wall between minorities and professional occupations.  In the transitional 148

period after World War II with returning soldiers and the memory of the Great Depression 

still fresh in people’s minds, worry for the mainstream population’s employment grew. There 

was an abundance of workers, but now, after the booming wartime economy had declined, 

the future seemed uncertain.   149

American Indians have been restricted to blue-collar types of jobs because of the old 

myth that Indians work best with their hands . . . mainstream opinion disregarded 

their abilities for leadership and administration.  150

The struggles of adjusting to urban life with all its city noises and distractions weighed down 

heavily on many relocated Indians as they settled into the routine of having and holding 9-
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to-5 jobs.  An added strain to this struggle was the constant uncertainty about employment: 151

employers often judged American Indians more harshly than they would have judged their 

white counterparts, and as such, Indians were often the first ones let go.  Adding to that 152

constant stress, the distance from friends and family still living on reservations and the 

subsequent absence of a security network in the urban environment, it is no wonder that 

many relocated Indians ultimately left the cities they moved to. Despite the large number of 

Indians enrolling in BIA’s job training programs, many Indians did not find employment 

following the training and some did not complete the training at all, instead choosing to opt 

out and return to reservations.  153

One important characteristic of BIA’s training programs that is rarely brought up in the 

discussion regarding relocation, was the Bureau’s male-driven focus. In its attempt to 

integrate American Indians into the mainstream US population, the BIA wished also to 

impose a white, middle-class, nuclear family structure upon relocating Indians.  Single 154

mothers could rarely apply for the relocation program. In turn, single men and fathers were 

encouraged to do so. Through this, the BIA wished to create families that would sit 

seamlessly into mainstream society by mirroring  the ideal American household.  Women 155

were to be mothers first, workers second, if at all, and men were to be blue-collar workers 

aspiring to reach the middle-class.  

In the 1970s, the unemployment rate amongst urban Indians was over twice the national 

average.  No matter how much the BIA attempted to assimilate the Indigenous population 156

into the mainstream white one, the mainstream population seemed bent on rejecting the 

American Indians, as if they were a bad transplant. The fault for this, however, was often 

placed on American Indians themselves for failing to secure employment, not on the BIA or 

mainstream society for ostracising urban Indians.  157
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Despite the ambitions of the federal government in the 1960s and 1970s to further 

economic and social equality, the Indigenous population frequently found itself 

underrepresented and even cut off from the workforce entirely.  On the instances where 158

American Indians did find employment, they were rather often pushed towards the secondary 

labour market. There, low-pay, high-turnover jobs with little to no real possibility of 

advancing awaited them.  159

While it remains questionable whether Relocation managed to complete either of its set 

tasks; its primary goal of assimilating Indians, and the secondary one of lessening Indian 

poverty by providing them with an education that was to lead to employment, the growing 

urban Indian population was slowly becoming a significant minority in US cities.   

Public policies have always been formulated from the subjective point of view of settler 

colonialism: rarely were the needs of the American Indians the driving force behind decision-

making.  Despite all the struggles of urban life, many Indians stayed in cities. Some even 160

managing to amass fortune and climb social strata, once again proving the myth of the static 

Native as just that: a myth, a fabrication created to serve the purpose of a segregated society 

that would eventually, from the hopeful point of view of white settler colonialism, lead to the 

termination of the Native. Still, the American Indians were ever resilient and persistent, and 

when faced with the pressures of their urban surrounding, they took on a ductile nature, 

bending, rather than breaking under duress, and doing so without losing their Indianness. 

3.2 Capitalism and the Body  

Consider the body; a miracle of life formed by nuclei and tendons, blood and muscles. We 

know it well for we have seen it before: we inhabit one; our loved ones inhabit one; all of 

 Indeed, there are exceptions to this generalisation as even amongst Indians there were those who did find 158

employment, and managed to climb the social ladder by partaking in western capitalism and performing, at least 
to some extent, a version of the American middle-class family without losing their Indianness. See Harmon 
2003, 111, 112; Rosenthal 2012, 77; Fixico 2013b, 115, 156 for more on the history of class and land ownership 
struggles among Indians.

 VanHorne 1983, 74-77.159

 Rosenthal 2012, 162.160



  36

life, as we know it, within society, is experienced through and with the body.  But do we 161

know our bodies, after all, as Lefebvre writes of them the following: “the differences between 

them are more striking than the similarities” . It is the medium in which the body resides, 162

according to Lefebvre, that gives the body its meaning; assigns it a purpose. 

[A]n organ has a rhythm but the rhythm does not have nor is it an organ; it is an 

interaction. A rhythm invests places, but is not itself a place; it is not a thing nor an 

aggregation of things, nor yet a simple flow. It embodies its own law, its own 

regularity, which it derives from space, its own space and from a relationship between 

space and time.  163

In Marx’s Capital, the body is described as a mere “appendage” to capitalism.  It is an 164

extension to its will, a cog within its apparatus and simply another commodity among others 

in the service of capitalism’s pursuit for surplus. It is the context that dictates the body’s 

purpose, not the body itself.  Deleuze and Guattari speak to this as well:  165

[T]ools only exist in relation to the interminglings they make possible or that make 

them possible. The stirrup entails a new man–horse symbiosis that at the same time 

entails new weapons and new instruments.   166

Lefebvre is right in arguing for the variance amongst bodies. However, a commonality can be 

found in how bodies are regarded in a western capitalist society, both as subjects as well as 

 Anderson & Harrison 2010, 223.161
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objects. The human body’s likeness is made in the hopes of meeting society’s needs. 

Societies change all the time, though, and the body follows. It is worth noting that the body is 

no mere passive object in constant transformation busy following the whims of capitalism. 

The body itself is transformative; it generates space as well as consumes it.  Therefore, the 167

labouring body holds within it the possibility of resistance as well submission.  The body, 168

no mere hapless tool of capitalism, is an agent that is capable of rebellion and liberation just 

as it is capable of surrendering in resignation.  169

What is most relevant to this thesis, however, is how the differences between working 

bodies manifest themselves under capitalism. So for now, a brief demonstration of the 

working body transformation brought about by one’s job. First, a simple statement: the 

tradesman must possess the physique suitable for practising his trade. A construction worker 

looks like he works at a construction site for a living: he is strong; knowledgeable about 

operating large and complex vehicles and tools; his palms are perpetually calloused; and his 

feet blistered from the toil of wearing steel-toed boots during his long shifts. A surgeon, on 

the other hand, would possess a completely different physique. This is the first dimension of 

the working body transformation, the body gaining meaning through its medium.   

The second dimension is not quite as visible as the first one. While it is true that labour 

affects the physique, it is virtually impossible to tell a construction worker and a surgeon 

apart when they are both sporting civilian clothing. The second dimension becomes visible 

when one takes a step back from the sheer visuals and considers the side-effects of labour on 

the body beyond the body  itself.  

Wage is central to the working body transformation. Lower pay leads to a more narrow 

field of choices within a capitalist society.  The construction worker and the surgeon are 170

both presumably equally free to do what they will with the wages earned off their skills. 

However, the playing field is nowhere near levelled. Both are free to choose, but the two are 
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not choosing from the same amount of choices. Their grocery lists aren’t identical, and it is 

likely that neither are their living arrangements and pastimes. 

The third dimension is oftentimes invisible as it manifests itself inside the body. Low 

socioeconomic standing often leads to health troubles as the worker is not validated within 

the capitalist system for his labour, and as such, allows his body to degenerate, or worse, 

ruins his body in pursuit of capitalist validation.  Stress leads to sickness, which in turn 171

leads to not performing well on the job, which leads to more stress, and the vicious cycle 

continues.   172

Sicknesses born of smoking, poor diet and lifestyle choices, drug addiction, alcoholism, 

and psychological illnesses are often most keenly felt by those in the working class.  In a 173

system as all-encompassing as capitalism, it is no wonder then, that the worker’s self-worth 

becomes distorted by the pressure placed upon him by capitalism’s need for surplus. Faced 

with his own inadequacy under capitalism, the worker destroys himself.  Life and health 174

thus seem to be luxuries enjoyed only by the middle and upper class. As survival is no longer 

at the forefront of the mind, the middle-class reinvents itself and its lifestyle as means to 

further distance and differentiate itself from the working class.  Under capitalism, death is 175

an affront to narcissism.  As such, the elite will do what it can to extend its life.  176

Living and working in foreign urban environments, Indians learned where they were 

not wanted and where they were accepted. They became bicultural and bilingual as 

they learned to move back and forth between their Native realities and that of the 

mainstream. Operating between two different value systems gave them knowledge of 

how the mainstream worked, but the learning curve was steep.  177
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The othering and exploitation of American Indians under US capitalism, while already 

creating the groundwork for spatial injustice through the long colonial heritage of the nation, 

also facilitated the development of health issues and at-risk behaviour among urban American 

Indians. Lower socioeconomic standing shared part of the blame, but another, more 

noteworthy factor was the historical and transgenerational trauma suffered by Native 

Americans.  The body, once a sanctuary of the self, becomes foreign as it is forced to travel 178

through the settler colonial and imperialist machinery of the United States.  

Indian bars acted as spaces of refuge for city-dwelling Native Americans. They were 

spaces of resistance and community for many. Support networks were forged in the booths of 

many Indian bars, but these spaces also acted as catalysts for alcohol abuse and alcohol-

related issues among many urban Natives.  Drinking among Indians was always scorned by 179

the mainstream population. As far back as the colonial period, intoxication was likened to 

degenerates, and the alcohol consumption of Native Americans was perceived to be merely 

another facet of the “uncivilised Indians”.  180

While this is not a study on trauma itself, this chapter would not be complete without 

briefly mentioning historical trauma and its effects on the body. In the past few years, 

inquiries into the field of early trauma and how it affects long-term health have increased 

exponentially.  For example, research on Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) aims to 181

find ways of studying and preventing the negative effects that early traumatic experiences 

might have on an individual’s quality of life.   182

Studying early trauma in tandem with the transgenerational trauma of oppressed 

minorities might be a worthwhile venture, as it could lead to better understanding the lived 

realities of many US minorities. While the trauma experienced by these minorities might 

stem from something that first took place centuries ago, the long-term effects of colonialism 
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and imperialism continue to cause it to spill over into the lives of twentieth-century Indians 

and other minorities. Patrick Wolfe is right in writing that settler colonialism is indeed a 

“structure and not an event” . The self-medication of Indians is merely one response to 183

historical trauma.   184

Nothing is isolated within a capitalist system. American Indians finding employment 

mostly in the blue-collar sector, led to a spillover effect in other areas of their lives. In a 

western capitalist structure, where the human body (body as a commodity) is the only tool 

one truly possesses, one’s physique is only as good as it is valuable in the service of society’s 

capitalism.  Stress erodes health, and there was much for urban Indians to feel stressed 185

about.  The often low pay of their jobs affected their housing and healthcare 186

arrangements.  Urban Indians’s poor economic standings led to health issues, social 187

struggles and other troubles associated with the working class.  

With their lived experiences widely ignored, yet still treated on reservations free of 

charge by the Indian Health Service (IHS), American Indians struggled with private 

healthcare in cities. Health issues going untreated in cities led to some Indians returning to 

reservations in order to receive treatment from the IHS. Others remained in cities in relative 

poverty and with suboptimal healthcare.  188

Disparities among the relocatees furthered the inflamed atmosphere among city-

dwelling Indians. While Relocation did not deliver on all its promises and poverty persisted 

in cities, many Indians generally remained in the working class.  Some urban Indians 189

however, did find employment and eventually began to move persistently towards the 

middle-class and its promise of improved health.   190
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Climbing the social ladder above those in blue-collar jobs and unemployed Indians, 

these middle-class Indians often disparaged their counterparts in the lower classes. Indeed, 

the level of one’s education seemed to dictate his attitude towards his fellow urban Indian. On 

both sides—blue-collar and higher echelon—a general disdain for the other persisted. Indians 

of lower social standing found those above them arrogant and prideful, who in turn found the 

unemployed Indians lazy.   191

It seems here, that the trickle down economics mirror the trickle down resentment  

fostered within the group of urban Indians. Rich Indians resented middle-class Indians for not 

doing better, middle-class Indians resented poor Indians for perpetuating a negative Indian 

stereotype and poor Indians in turn resented rich Indians for their acquired wealth and 

snobbery. This cycle of alienation continued on and on uninterrupted. Echoing Harmon’s 

words regarding the 1800s capitalist Indians; Indians seemed indeed “damned if they did, 

damned if they didn’t” . With alienation occurring within the group of urban Indians, as 192

well as outside of it, the question then becomes; what was the role and place of American 

Indians in cities? 

Their bodies glorious, their bodies wretched; as social constructs and as loci; as 

appendages to capital; as products as well as producers. The body mirrors the nature of space, 

and is a space, in its own right.  It does not exist in a vacuum, but takes on the traits from 193

the environment surrounding it. What kind of space does the Indian body occupy and create 

in such a heavily colonised environment? What choice does it have but to submit? What 

choice does it have but to resist? 

Space, and by extension, race, come to be as the sum of their surroundings. The body, 

while an appendage of capitalism, possesses the ability to be transformative and liberating, 

just as it has been sought to be freed for and by feminist and queer theorists.  The body 194

mirrors space, is a space, and similarly to space, it has been commodified by western 
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capitalism. This is no surprise, after all, the racialised body was among the first commodities 

of capitalism.  

In the early stages of globalisation in the 1600s and 1700s, trade was ruled by the 

multinational corporations monopolising the colonisation of North America, such as the East 

India Companies of England and the Dutch Republic.  The commodification of black 195

bodies under slavery was what facilitated much of US growth.  American Indian lands were 196

another early commodity of US capitalism. Through the removal of Indian lands, Indians too 

became temporary and movable.  However, race wasn’t the only deciding factor in the 197

commodification of the human body, class was another one.   198

3.3 Racialising Class 

The erratic racial hierarchy that had shifted from one extreme to the next in the 

nineteenth century had by the twentieth century settled into a pattern whereby whites 

occupied the top of the racial ladder, Indians struggled at the bottom, and ethnic 

Europeans and Asian immigrants inhabited a fluid space between the two groups.  199

The dehumanising practises of settler colonialism weren’t aimed exclusively at the native, but 

were instead rather indiscriminate in the targeting of individuals in the lower social strata. In 

the 1800s the Native Americans who adopted European traits such as farming and trading and 

the amassing of property, often via slave labour, rose in ranks over the Indians who were not 

perceived as “civilised” in the same manner.   200
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Similarly to the ostracisation of these “uncivilised” Indians, poor whites were targeted 

due to their lack of wealth and migratory nature. In failing to settle down and lay down roots, 

the poor whites had failed as civilised humans and were in colonial mind demoted to the 

same stratum as Native Americans, being at times even compared to animals.  The common 201

denominator here is clear as the cultural othering off both Indians and “white trash” took 

place mainly on the stage of capitalism.  

Poor whites acted as a sort of buffer zone between social strata, separating their better-

to-do white counterparts from the black population and the American Indians.  However, 202

the flexibility of racial categories enabled a back and forth migratory pattern between classes, 

and at times, poor whites were even considered to be beneath Indians in the hierarchy of the 

US population.  203

Throughout its history, the US body politic has time and time again remodelled and 

upheld structures meant to other and discredit its Indigenous population. At first, Indians 

were relevant to settler colonialism through their relation to the land. US expansion pushed 

Indians towards reservations where a cultural infantilisation of the native took place.  Once, 204

the removal of Indians was rationalised with the rhetoric of an impossible coexistence 

between them and the white mainstream.   205

This notion of separate living spaces was mirrored and applied to black slaves, and later 

Jim Crow era segregation. Reservation lands, initially meant to keep both settlers and Indians 

“happily separate” and from hindering one another’s existence, became sites of great interest 

and jealousy among the white mainstream as the US population grew, moved westward, and 

demanded more space.   206

In the mid-1900s a shift occurred again, and suddenly the assimilation of the Indians 

was of paramount importance to the survival of the US. Relocation happened. Instead of 
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separating American Indians from the white population, interest in the mainstream 

population’s ability to absorb American Indians into it grew. Suddenly, American Indians had 

become something more than the passive obstacles they had been thought to be. They had 

become actors in society, workers worthy of attention and space in the American cityscape 

and part of the active group of population creating the American west.   207

Defining whiteness in the context of the United States has been problematic throughout 

the nation’s history, however, a consensus has generally held that Indians are non-white.  208

While taking a historical detour due to the nature of settler colonialism and its need to 

discredit the native, the racialisation of Relocation era Indians took place alongside the 

racialisation of other urban ethnic minorities. In the twentieth-century these minorities 

became synonymous with the working class as they were often part of the high-turnover and 

migratory job market of industrial workers.  The expanding industrial areas of the early 209

1900s made possible for many Indians to take on jobs in factories and construction.  210

As the mainstream population saw Indians as unfit for professional jobs, urban Indians 

became racialised as workers in the secondary labour market.  By working these “invisible 211

jobs” Native Americans helped shape the American city. Some of the most famous US city 

skylines are the handiwork of Indigenous ironworkers.  The Mohawk “skywalkers” of the 212

1920s, for example, are responsible for building landmarks such as the Chrysler and Empire 

State Building.  Many Indigenous men continued to work similar blue-collar jobs in the 213

urban space throughout the duration of the twentieth-century.  214
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Seeing society as a collection of insular and tightly bounded communities, a 

widespread view in modern social science, not only tends to ignore internal 

differences of outlook but also draws attention away from significant forms of 

oppression arising from racial, gender, class, and other sources of injustice that cut 

across community lines.  215

Lefebvre understands the issue of nationhood as two-fold: the existence of a nation implies 

the existence of a market and the existence of violence. The violence in question can emanate 

from a military or an imperialist structure, its appearance matters not. What matters, 

according to Lefebvre, is that in the space consumed and created by and for a nation, the 

presence of violence is the prerequisite.  Thus, the focus returns once again to the city space 216

and its inherent inequality. 

The potency and strength of capitalism as a mobilising force was not insubstantial. 

Cities and their growing need for labour attracted large masses of people, even if the promise 

of employment meant becoming trapped in poverty.  Migratory labour became a notable 217

means of employment for Indians.  While still living on reservations, many Indians 218

weathered long commutes and worked in cities at jobs with a higher pay than what 

reservations had to offer. 

Historical patterns of colonialism and racialized discrimination lay at the roots of 

many contemporary issues, but Native people also face a lack of visibility that can be 

equally nefarious. More than any other ethnic group, American Indians are forced to 

confront racialized caricatures embedded within larger patterns of cultural 

appropriation and commodification.   219
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We have ‘‘internalized’’ domination as a means of existence for the sake of 

establishing and maintaining society. Because our relationship with nature has been 

directed toward serving industrial society, we have not developed a meaningful 

relationship with it, nor engaged with our reactions to it, but rather have come to 

suppress and repress it. This process of repression has been carried over from the 

human relationship with nature to the relationship between individuals and groups 

within society, giving rise to resistance in the form of social rebellions.  220

Lefebvre ponders whether or not hegemony might leave any space untouched.  Indeed, 221

settler colonialism and capitalism have created a heavily racialised job market in the United 

States.  The social structures perpetuating this exclusion of minorities from higher-paying, 222

professional jobs was in its fashioning informed by settler colonial processes. Furthermore, 

Lefebvre argues, and rather convincingly too, that the ruling class seeks to maintain its 

hegemony by all available means: knowledge is such a means.  Holding knowledge, 223

limiting access to knowledge and dictating what indeed is seen as knowledge, grants the ruler 

his power. The stereotype of Indigenous knowledge as lesser hails from the early days of 

European settler colonialism when the Indian usage of land was seen as far less productive 

than that of white settlers.  

Beyond employment, the racialisation of Indians took place through housing, 

education, health, and the interplay of all four under the US body politic. Low-income areas 

and neighbourhoods of US cities were primarily populated by minorities,  health disparities 224

between urban Indians and the mainstream population persisted,  and many relocated 225
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Indians struggled to obtain an education of the same level as the mainstream population.  226

By imposing a divide, such as the segmentary realities of American Indians, settler colonial 

hegemony continues to sustain itself.  227

4. Making Space and Race 

American urbanisation has always been a violent act facilitated by land theft. American 

space, once Indigenous, has been transformed into the spatial image of the West.  Indeed, 228

Fanon was right in claiming that Europe was “literally the creation of the third world” . 229

Colonial processes enabled Europe to accumulate wealth and power on the backs of the 

colonised subaltern. When the time called for it, those same processes were utilised in the 

expansion of the US at the expense of the Native Americans and other minorities.  

The urbanisation of North America was no easy transformation. Moving to cities and 

familiarising themselves with the new routine of the urban environment tested the very core 

identities of many American Indians.  Despite the challenges they faced, Native Americans 230

persisted. In the late 1900s an unprecedented number of Indians resided in US cities. Their 

physical presence in the urban space jump-started a more conscious reimagining of Indian 

Country.   231

Indian neighbourhoods formed in cities where Native Americans had mass-migrated in 

the early years of Relocation. Both Los Angeles and New York had large Indian 

neighbourhoods, and Indian communities (oftentimes nicknamed after Indian reservations) 

formed in Minneapolis and San Francisco as well.  Coming together to form pan-Indian 232
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communities in the urban space, Indians, once ostracised by the mainstream population, 

began crafting new ways of being Indian that blurred tribal boundaries.  

4.1 The Right to the City 

A revolution that does not produce a new space has not realized its full potential; 

indeed it has failed in that it has not changed life itself, but has merely changed 

ideological superstructures, institutions or political apparatuses.  233

To Indians, land constitutes their identities: where they are, is also who they are.  Through 234

this belief, a reimagining of Indian Country has already taken place in the collective Indian 

imagination before anything concrete has happened out in the “real” world. Before 

Relocation and pan-Indianism, before the mass-migration of city-bound Indians, this notion 

of space possessed only by Native Americans, had already transformed the city space. Before 

the first relocatee even set his foot down on the city sidewalk, Indian Country had already 

expanded, had already transformed, and the city space had already been claimed as Indian 

country. 

Where there is a dominant space, there is a dominated space. The very existence of 

centres and peripheries is the aftereffect of colonisation.  The peripheralisation of the 235

worker, for it is always the worker, not the ruler, who is forcefully removed, takes place in a 

capitalist context, and its sole aim is to liberate central spaces for the purpose of capitalist 

expansion that will subsequently increase their value.  Through these acts of displacement 236

and exclusion, unjust geographies are born and spatial injustice is manufactured.  237
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Spatial injustice is by no means a new phenomenon.  The ever-westward removal of 238

Indians since the dawn of European contact attests to this. The peripheral borderlands 

between Indian Country and the white settlers have simply taken on new forms in the urban 

environment. The city centre and its luxe neighbourhoods and gated communities are merely 

mirror images of the colonial quarters and their grand villas where the coloniser once lived. 

The contemporary urban utopias of the rich are simply a repackaging of colonial spatial 

injustices.  239

The city and its centre/periphery dichotomy has thus come to inherit colonial power 

imbalances.  The separation of the upper class from the lower class is done by relocating 240

the unwanted populace from the centre of the city to its peripheries. This practice is universal 

as most cities in the world have performed some version of it.  In addition to removing the 241

“undesirables” from the beautified city centre, a physical wall is sometimes raised around the 

habitats of the upper class.  In this way segregation extends from the realm of thought into 242

the physical world.  Though they may lay concealed beyond the walls of the rich, out of 243

sight, the poorer neighbourhoods do not remain out of mind. The very existence of lower-

income areas haunts the upper class. Slums are a blight visited upon the city, and in an 

attempt to rid themselves of them, the rich criminalise lower-income neighbourhoods.  244

Fanon describes the coloniser’s sector as a “sated and sluggish one”; rarely lacking, and 

with its “belly permanently full of good things”. In contrast, the colonised live in an 

environment vastly different with their “shanty towns and medinas” . The space occupied 245

by the colonised is a distorted and dilapidated version of the coloniser’s land; a twisted 

reflection displayed in a funhouse mirror. To Fanon, colonial structures cause class and race 

to act in tandem, creating a vicious cycle: the rich are rich because they’re white and the 
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white are white because they’re rich.  Race, once again, is a fabricated notion that cannot be 246

taken as a given. It is not born in a vacuum, rather, it’s influenced by societal perceptions of 

power. Inversely, the poor are poor because they’re not white and they’re not white because 

they’re poor. 

The politics of land and space are integral to understanding the power imbalances 

associated with settler colonialism.  In order for the coloniser to hold any semblance of 247

power, he must have an upper hand on the colonised. Traditionally, this has manifested itself 

in a variety of ways.  From the point of view of this thesis the most interesting one is 248

however, the relationship that both coloniser and colonised have with land/space. The 

coloniser claims not only the best land, but all the land, as his.  Barren land is of little 249

interest to the coloniser, and as such, it is left for the colonised to feed off of, although it still 

remains, technically, under the coloniser’s thumb. 

Kevin Lynch  (1918–1984) argues that “environmental images are the result of a two-250

way process between the observer and his environment”.  From an Indigenous-oriented 251

perspective, this argument on space and its creation is particularly interesting as it further 

cements the understanding that Indigenous peoples themselves have held for ages. However, 

few spaces in the US have been created with the accommodation of Indigenous people in 

mind. Indeed, most of the western world has been made in the likeness of the coloniser’s 

needs. Lefebvre might just be in the right as he wonders if it is in fact possible for space to 

remain untouched by hegemony.  252

Designing and building a western city means designing and building colonial 

contingencies into its foundation. The very land upon which US cities stand was forcefully 
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claimed. The coloniser’s city is a white man’s city, its structures are fuelled by colonial 

aspirations and built on the back of subjugation. The western city is built to serve the white 

man and his needs only, and it takes on the likeness of his values.  Minorities, in the 253

coloniser’s city, are a mere afterthought. Whatever space they occupy, they have to fight for, 

and whatever space they produce, no matter how peaceful and passive in nature, is inherently 

made in the image of resistance.   254

Rather than being seen as modifiable injustices or violations of civil rights, 

distributional inequalities have most often been buried under claims that they are the 

normal, expected, and unavoidable consequences of urban living. For some 

observers, they may even be viewed as ultimately contributing to the greater public 

good as products of individualized freedoms of choice . . . This has ingrained in the 

industrial capitalist city and, one might add, in many socialist cities as well, deep and 

unquestioned structures of privilege and spatial advantage based on differential 

wealth and power.  255

The struggle over the urbanised space takes place between those who wish to see their 

advantages continuing and the disadvantaged who seek to have greater control over the 

production of space.  It is a battle where on one side there are the few who have had their 256

needs met to a degree where they invent further needs for themselves, and then proceed to 

satisfy those; the few who seek to hold onto that power. On the other side of this spatial 

struggle are the many who have nearly none of their basic needs met, and who struggle to 

have enough power for their most essential needs to be satisfied.  257

The plight of Indian reservations was what had initially driven American Indians into 

cities. Leaving behind the economically underdeveloped reservations, urban Indians traded in 

 See Lefebvre 1991, 112; Davis 2006, 24; Davis 2007, 51, 96; Soja 2010, 58.253

 See hooks 1990, 146, 152 for more on marginality as a place of resistance.254

 Soja 2010, 48.255

 Soja 2010, 98.256

 Lefebvre et al. 1991, 5, 17.257



  52

the close-knit communities on reservations for city life and a better chance at employment.  

Still, many found themselves drawn back towards the relative safety and familiarity of 

reservations. Despite their many problems and the BIA’s paternalism (that was present in 

cities as well throughout Relocation) many Indians yearned for the stability of reservation 

life. This dependency, as it was upheld by the BIA and the US body politic, made 

reservations appealing sites for American Indians, and the adjustment to urban life all the 

more difficult.  258

To Lefebvre, it was the day-to-day of city life that produced unjust power 

imbalances.  These minutiae of everyday patterns repeated again and again over time 259

birthed spatial inequality. In addition to producing inequality, the urban space under 

capitalism, according to Lefebvre, also generates crises.  It makes the rich richer and the 260

poor, well, poorer. That is its function, after all. The survival of capitalism has been facilitated 

in large part by the production and consumption of space and these unjust geographies.  261

Capitalism has grown and expanded by occupying space, by creating spaces specific for its 

needs.   262

The idea of the right to the city  as it was first formulated by Lefebvre in 1968, sought 263

to reframe the citizen’s rights under democracy. American cities, by their very nature, were 

birthed by disrupting Native American spaces. Implementing Lefebvre’s view—though 

somewhat altered and mangled in the process of writing this thesis—into the landscape of 

American settler colonialism creates an interesting paradox. The right to the city was a right 

of the citizens. American Indians, however, gained US citizenship only after serving in World 

War I,  and even then, their rights were not necessarily equal to those belonging to the 264
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mainstream population.  Citizenship was a right limited to civilised people and Indians 265

were on the wrong side of the citizen/savage binary to be fully considered citizens on equal 

standing with the mainstream.   266

For Lefebvre, city-dwellers, by the sole fact of residing within the urban space, possess 

a set of unquestionable and unalienable rights. Among these were the right to work, the right 

to an education, to housing and healthcare.  More simply put, the right to life; the right to 267

the city. Urban American Indians, despite being fairly new to city life, in theory, should have 

possessed these same rights starting from the very moment they entered the city space and 

became permanent residents within it. In practice, however, these rights remained elusive to 

urban Indians along with many other working class ethnic minorities residing in urban areas 

in the US. 

Feeling unwelcome in the urban environment, many Indians failed to settle and instead 

moved around the city, changing neighbourhoods fairly often. The neighbourhoods that 

Indians did occupy were often in the low-income sectors.  Still, they became spaces of hope 268

and resistance; sanctuaries for Native Americans living within a hostile and othering 

environment. Characterised by Indian values, cultures and communities, the right to the city 

was not given to these peripheries, rather it was made in the margins of this “urban 

countryside”.  The peripheral urban space became analogous to the borderlands of colonial 269

era America in separating the white population from the Indigenous one.  

4.2 Unity within the Urban Space 

Federal Indian policy worked to steadily erode the tribal land base, develop natural 

resources for the benefit of non-Indians, and attack Indian cultures. The city offered 

some respite from federal policy, but in turn Native people found a world in which 

 See Hagan 1979, 148 for more on wartime Native Americans.265

 See Hoxie 1992, xiv.266

 Lefebvre et al. 1996, 179.267

 Fixico 2000, 14, 44-45.268

 See Davis 2007, 46.269



  54

non-Indians dominated social, cultural, and political life and where the presence of 

living Indian people garnered little consideration or respect.  270

Much was standing in the way of American Indian Relocation. Integration into the 

mainstream was near impossible as Indians were seen as inherent others in the city space and 

no matter their true socioeconomic standing under capitalism, they were often ostracised by 

the white mainstream.  Still, the early years of Relocation made possible a new kind of 271

tribalism that flourished in the urban space with Indians of different nations and tribes 

coming together and forming a partially homogenised Indian identity.  Being cultural in-272

betweeners that didn’t fall under any other minority, urban Indians began creating spaces for 

themselves. Prior to World War II, urban Indian organisations offered refuge to relocatees as 

they navigated through urban life and negotiated their Indianness to a place, the city.  

These early clubs housed a bicultural group of Indians who performed a version of their 

Indianness that was both American and Indian, as early twentieth-century urban Indians were 

still influenced in their day-to-day lives by the ideals taught to them in Indian boarding 

schools.  One such early organisation was The American Indian Progressive Association 273

(AIPA). Founded in the mid-1920s, The AIPA’s ideology was heavily influenced by 

mainstream American thought and while the association provided urban Indians with spaces 

to be Indian, it also sought to integrate Native Americans into the mainstream population of 

US cities.  Many of the early urban Indian organisations mirrored the attitudes of the AIPA. 274

Clubs and organisations such as AIPA used institutionalised means to affect change 

among urban Indians. Through labour organisations and philanthropy, early urban Indian 

clubs provided spaces for Indians to gather and socialise, carving out a place for themselves 

within an overwhelmingly non-Indian environment.  Refusing to fully abandon their 275
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cultures, these clubs maintained an Indian identity in the years preceding Relocation and 

provided relocatees with a support system in the urban environment.   276

After World War II, reimagining Indian Country to include the urban space became 

more proactive as more and more Indians moved into cities and the need for Indian clubs and 

organisations increased.  As Relocation formally came to be in the mid 1900s, the 277

urbanisation of Indians grew exponentially, and these organisations multiplied in response to 

a growing demand. Organised primarily by well-to-do middle-class Indians, these clubs 

facilitated new, intertribal ways of being Indian in the city.  278

Living and working in foreign urban environments, Indians learned where they were 

not wanted and where they were accepted. They became bicultural and bilingual as 

they learned to move back and forth between their Native realities and that of the 

mainstream. Operating between two different value systems gave them knowledge of 

how the mainstream worked, but the learning curve was steep.  279

Urban Indians finding each other and finding housing represented another parallel 

with the past—that of “making camp” to establish a new home space. This went 

against the grain of a relocation program that attempted to assimilate Indians into the 

mainstream melting pot. Indians meeting other Indians began to dissolve tribal 

barriers that once stood as parameters separating tribal communities. In effect, such 

meetings initiated the development of a pan-Indian identity. The second generation of 

urban Indians began to realize that they faced many of the same problems as other 

people of color.  280
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Pan-Indianism came to exist on many planes in the urban space. In its purest and simplest 

form it was merely the act of Indians from all tribes coming together and fostering the idea of 

an intertribal Indian identity.  On deeper levels, pan-Indianism (often by the Red Power 281

Movement) was used as a rhetoric of Indigenous activist groups—some more radical and 

militant than others. In a sense, pan-Indianism was the pyrrhic victory of tribalism over the 

government’s era of Indian termination. The more the US body politic attempted to assimilate 

Indians into mainstream society, the stronger the pan-Indian resistance became.  

As the twentieth-century advanced, pan-Indianism became a force that birthed many 

Indigenous organisations of the late 1900s. Among the most visible activist groups was the 

American Indian Movement (AIM) that was formed in Minneapolis in 1968.  Led by 282

charismatic and radical figures such as Russell Means (1939–2012) and Dennis Banks 

(1937–2017), AIM generated a media buzz and caught the attention of its contemporaries.  283

Radicals such as Banks and Means divided urban Indians as not everybody agreed on 

AIM’s methods.  AIM’s supporters were oftentimes younger urban Indians with frustrations 284

stemming from the relocation of the 1950s and 1960s.  The poor living conditions and low-285

paying jobs of Native Americans led to unrest among the city-dwelling Indians and some 

found AIM’s voice to be loud enough to catch the attention of the federal government and 

bring to light the frustrations of urban Indians.  286

While the more radical acts of activism divided urban Indians, pan-Indianism offered 

relative unity and security to Indians as tribal borders became blurred and marriages between 

different tribes became more common.  Many of the postwar urban Indian communities 287

were incredibly heterogeneous in nature. Clubs were sites of cultural and social pastimes and 

acted as spaces of cultural exchange between Indians of different tribes.  These 288
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organisations became the fulcrum for a new urban tribalism. Pan-Indian spaces fostered 

intertribal identities and expanded the notion of Indianness.  Coexisting, intertribal and 289

tribal identities continued to develop together and separately amongst urban Indians.  Joint 290

festivities became commonplace, and through a pan-Indian network a new, shared 

understanding of Indianness, a renaissance of Indian culture, took place among urban 

Natives.   291

The white settler way of life inspired many attempts at assimilating the Native. These 

assimilationist policies, though an active attack against tribalism, failed at uprooting 

Indianness from cities: urban Indians simply formed new tribalisms.  Rural areas mirrored 292

this era of Indian cultural rejuvenation too, as tribal governments began to resemble 

businesses in the late 1900s. By adapting to industrialisation, urbanisation and Relocation, 

Indians acquired new, western capitalist values and Indian sovereignty gained new forms in 

cities, as well as on reservations.  293

5. Conclusion  

The very concept of revolution tends to elicit thoughts and images of violence, of scaling the 

barricades, of conquering who was once the conqueror. Indeed, some revolutions are bloody, 

but bloodiness does not a revolution make, at least not according to Lefebvre who deems the 

creation of a wholly new space proof enough that a revolution has been successful. And has 

this not been the very act performed by urban Indians in the latter half of the twentieth-

century, has this not been their lived reality?  

The structure of settler colonialism is a persistent one. In the context of the United 

States, Indian realities have been disrupted by European settler colonialism. The colonial city, 
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the centre of trade, was made to be oppositional to the peripheral borderlands that separated 

the settler’s “civilised” quarters from the outside wilderness. As colonialism advanced and 

cities grew to host an amalgamation of spaces, “centre” became synonymous with power and 

Indians became foils to the ruling class. In an attempt to cement his power, the conqueror 

distanced himself from the conquered native. In contemporary cities, colonial structures still 

persist and the once oppressed continue to live under the postcolonial hegemony of the 

settler.  

For twentieth-century American Indians economic modernisation became a way to 

resist and persevere in a society still heavily influenced by settler colonial practises. This 

modernisation can be read as a contradiction if one mistakes Indian and tribal identities as 

synonymous with antiquity. However, this is not the case. By wedding modernity and 

traditionalism, Indians created new identities under settler colonialism.  

This union, in its simplest form, was the mere act of existing in contemporary America 

as Indigenous. Another dimension of it meant being employed while actively partaking in 

tribal practises; yet another dimension was tribal governments going through a transformation 

under capitalism and slowly beginning to resemble businesses. There were many ways that 

twentieth-century Indians combined tribalism with modernity while breaking down settler 

colonial stereotypes of the once static native. Despite facing numerous obstacles in their 

urbanisation, Indians persevered. This is not news as Indians have been active in generating 

space and race throughout history. Before and after Relocation, American Indians have 

managed to maintain their cultures while simultaneously creating spaces of resistance and 

opportunities for new ways of being Indian.  

In the 1900s, only partly due to Relocation, pan-Indianism united Native Americans 

under a common cause, and while pan-Indianism in itself didn’t birth a consensus on how to 

go about improving Native American realities, it did birth a movement that was notable and 

strong enough to mobilise Indians under a shared goal: improving Indian lives. Together, 

occupying urban space, Indians created a new urban tribalism that simultaneously blurred the 

lines between tribal identities as well as sustained individual tribal communities.  

Urban places, media and reservations all came to be spaces of resistance; small 

revolutions. Through taking up employment in cities, Indians faced many struggles 
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associated with the working class under capitalism. The stress of city life intermixed with 

colonial trauma and birthed wholly unique challenges for urban Indians. Substance abuse and 

illnesses were commonplace among city-dwelling Natives, and healthcare services rarely 

served the needs of urban Indians. 

Considering the Indian body a mere appendage of capitalism is incredibly problematic. 

Truly, it is important to note the limits of Marxist analysis in this situation. Indigenous-

oriented research should not hinge on seeking validity from outside western sources, but 

rather approach Indigenous knowledge at the very least as being on equal standing with 

western knowledge and academia. Applying western Marxist thought, and truly any western 

thought and spatial theories, to the situation of Indigenous peoples is a slippery slope full of 

treacherous side-paths.  

Still, I believe the undertaking of this quest to be one worthwhile, as the practice of 

studying Indigenous experiences through this particular point of view helps discover new 

dimensions of Indigenous-White relations, and furthers the understanding of American 

Indians as individuals with individual experiences. Similarly, through this practice, our 

understanding of Indigenous pasts becomes clearer as we reach beyond the history written by 

and for settler colonial processes and attempt to understand American Indian history for its 

intrinsic value, not for its relation to white settler colonialism.   

In the context of the United States, Indian realities have been disrupted by European 

settler colonialism. It is impossible to say how the history of the American continents and 

their peoples might have unfolded without European interference and its many attempts at 

terminating the Indigenous. While we cannot alter the past, we can, and should, begin to 

attempt to decolonise it. 

Foucault makes the distinction between heterotopia and the mainstream. In the graveyard 

example, what makes the graveyard an other is its peripheral nature despite being central and 

universal to all city-dwellers. Everybody has lost someone, everybody has visited a cemetery 

at some point in their lives.  
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By extending Foucault’s notion even further—and combining it with Soja’s thirdspace

—one might consider urban American Indians a collective heterotopia as well as a cluster of 

individual heterotopias. In their maintaining of tribal identities, Native Americans are an 

inherent other in the urbanised environment, yet existing in cities, however briefly or 

temporarily, they still belong to the mainstream and the natural ebb and flow of life. By 

partaking in capitalism, working jobs, building cities, getting an education and producing 

Indianness in the urban space, Native Americans are an inseparable part of the American 

reality. 

It is evident that many of the assumed rights of urban citizens proposed by Lefebvre did 

not extend to urban Indians. Cities, mirroring the frontier lands, were fragmented and despite 

being urban, hosted within them borderlands and peripheries where the rights of the citizens 

were not universal. The negative rights of urban Indians were not simply limited to struggles 

with healthcare and employment but were much vaster than that. Sickness manifesting in the 

body, generational trauma and the memory of lived experiences under American settler 

colonialism still hung heavy over urban Indians and eroded their realities in the latter half of 

the twentieth-century.  

Indeed, the longevity of the elite is unbothered by disasters, it is unshaken by wars. The 

elite’s grasp on power is firm and rarely wavers, untroubled even by bloody revolution, the 

elite remains the elite. The future of decolonisation is perhaps full of “small” revolutions such  

as Indian Relocation.  

The twentieth-century laid the groundwork for Indian resistance through movements 

such as pan-Indianism and Red Power. The twenty-first-century will be an interesting time 

for Indian resistance as the struggle is likely to shift once more. As resistance shifted from 

reservations to cities, it seems that Indian resistance is once again moving towards 

reservations where the land is once more becoming of great interest to capitalism.  

Settler colonialism destroys to replace. 
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