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AMERICAN INDIAN CULTURE AND RESEARCH JOURNAL 25:4 (2001) 73-98

By Any Other Name: Rhetorical
Colonialism in North America

MARY E. STUCKEY AND JOHN M. MURPHY

For countless ages Nature had been preparing America for her new tenant.
Stores of metal and beds of coal had been laid down, inland seas had deposit-
ed fertile plains; river valleys and mountain chains had fixed highways for set-
tlement; forests had stretched over the land, and waterfalls foretold the rumble
of mills. All was ready for sentient life.

—Fredrick Jackson Turner, “American Colonization”!

Much like the legendary historian Frederick Jackson Turner, famed word-
smith William Safire understands the power of language in public affairs. His
widely admired Safire’s New Political Dictionary: The Definitive Guide to the New
Language of Politics not only delineates our political vocabulary, but also
announces its own presence with authority? No selfrespecting Euro-
American can resist such a title; new is, after all, better than old and nothing
could be better than a new dictionary for a new language. The name plays
upon the quintessential Euro-American desire to begin again, to leave the Old
World and make of the New a “shining city upon a hill,” and to disdain that
city, in turn, and “light out for the Territory.” Inhabiting Safire’s “new” lan-
guage, however, are the same peoples that populated Frederick Jackson
Turner’s America, John Winthrop’s City, and Huck Finn’s Territory. Safire dis-
cusses sachem, a term used to connote political power among the nations of
the Haudenosaunee (People of the Longhouse—often called the Six Nations
Confederacy or the Iroquois League), as follows:
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“Take me to your leader,” a bromide used in dealing with savages, is
reflected in the first recorded use of “sachem.” . . . The braves and war-
riors of Tammany named their leader the Grand Sachem, who
presided over meetings held at the “wigwam.”3

It is perhaps unnecessary to point out the casual racism here; these “braves
and warriors” were not members of indigenous nations and the
Haudenosaunee did not reside in wigwams. Safire reduces the Six Nations
Confederacy, one of the oldest exemplars of democracy in the world and a
powerful influence on the framers of the United States Constitution,* to “sav-
ages” in much the same way that Turner, about a century before, would assert
that precolonial America awaited “sentient life.” Our political language may
not be so new, much less improved, after all.

Yet even these racist statements reveal the constitutive trace® of indige-
nous peoples in the construction of America. Turner, while denying “sentient
life,” simultaneously deploys the revealing metaphor of a “new tenant.” If the
colonist is the new, then who is the old? To be a tenant is to posit an owner.
Who might that owner be? Similarly, Safire’s “savages” provide the civilized
denizens of the Tammany political machine with a deeply indigenous identi-
ty. Tammany, Philip J. Deloria notes, derives from the Delaware leader
Tamenend.6 In the 1730s, clubs formed in his name mythologized his life.
After the Stamp Act of 1765, they became political. By the Revolution, Deloria
says, “Tammany verged on being a pure representation of an American Self,
reflecting the colonists’ increasing need to define themselves as something
new and non-British. Tammany created American patriots out of British trai-
tors.”” Of course, while the non-Indian patriots were “playing Indian,” the
Declaration of Independence denounced the actual Natives as “merciless
Indian Savages, whose known mode of warfare is an undistinguished destruc-
tion of all ages, sexes and conditions.” Longing to become true Americans,
the patriots named themselves Tammany. Longing to become Tammany, the
patriots named his true children savages.® The originary trace of the “savage”
at the heart of the American self is effaced and acknowledged. Safire’s savage
exemplifies anew the paradoxical constitutive power at the core of the colo-
nial enterprise: the power to name.®

In its most fundamental sense, naming enacts our desire to “notice, rec-
ognize, and label certain elements or qualities in ourselves and our sur-
roundings.”! Names order our world and direct our attention, but reliability
and validity do not mark this effort. In Kenneth Burke’s famous phrase, “Even
if any given terminology is a reflection of reality, by its very nature as a termi-
nology, it must be a selection of reality; and to this extent, it must function also
as a deflection of reality.”11 Burke’s perspective reveals the paradox of naming;
even as we seek to reflect the world, we cannot help but deflect it. Our names
cannot quite define our situations.

Instead, as Charles Kauffman notes, “Names entitle situations.”!? They
provide strategic and stylized answers to the questions posed by the world.!3
Given their brevity, names act as “linguistic shortcuts,” as “receptacles of per-
sonal attitudes and social ratings due to the fact that language is a social prod-
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uct and thus builds the tribe’s attitudes into its ‘entitlings’ and into their
‘abbreviations’ as words for things.”!* Such shortcuts cohere into complex sets
of entitlements, sizing up situations, ordering the “tribe’s attitudes,” and shap-
ing visions of the world.15

The orientations that result from entitlements not only size up our situa-
tions, but also assert a kind of ownership over them. Burke’s ceaseless shuf-
fling between “name,” “entitle,” and “title” addresses the power of naming.
An entitlement names a right. As the Random House Thesaurus says, to entitle
is to “give the right to, authorize, qualify, make eligible, allow, permit, enable,
title, name, designate, call, etc.”!6 The power explicit in the entitlement to
name is present in many cultural traditions. In Genesis, for example, the
Judeo-Christian God gives Adam dominion over the earth, a power enacted
through his ability to name.l” For members of many cultures indigenous to
North America, moreover, breath is not only considered sacred, but the very
act of speaking has creative power; one shapes the world by naming the
world.18 Names, then, are powerful forces, for they are the loci of negotiations
over social authority and cultural identity.!?

This essay explores the power of naming and the political consequences that
follow from this power. We focus on the colonial project of entitling the land-
scapes, peoples, and cultures of the North American continent. Entitlement, like
the colonialism of which it is but one manifestation, remains largely hidden; not
so much concealed as buried within a takenfor-granted culture that views any
oppressive or potentially oppressive practices as either the exception to the
American democratic rule, or as the province of other people, in other places,
with other, less humanistically oriented national ethoi.?0

Through such an exploration, the colonial project itself and its expres-
sion through language can be better understood. In a sense, we respond both
to the call for a vigorous engagement on the part of rhetorical critics with
colonial, neocolonial, and postcolonial discourses?! and to the challenge
posed by a “constitutive approach to rhetorical historiography.”?? These two
tasks cannot be separated; to understand the constitution of an American sub-
ject at various points in rhetorical history is simultaneously to recognize the
ways in which a subject can only emerge as the product of a complex and dia-
logic interaction with multiple others.?? To name the lands and peoples of the
continent is to name the reflected and deflected American self.

The argument proceeds in three parts. First, we situate the process of
naming within colonial and postcolonial endeavors. Second, we turn to the
practice of naming by the colonists and their descendants. Specifically, we
analyze the various names for the continent and its indigenous peoples.
Finally, to illustrate the orientation that results from such entitlements, we
briefly explore a canonical American text and its contemporary echoes:
Frederick Jackson Turner’s 1893 oration “The Significance of the Frontier in
American History.” As our critique of Turner demonstrates, this essay is not
about the distant past. The colonialism on this continent, and that which
exists as a part of the American ethos, not only characterizes our national
past, but also our national present.?* The practices analyzed here continue;
the names matter because they erode public deliberation?> and contribute to
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practices that threaten the lives, health, and safety of the members of the over
500 Native nations living on this continent.26 A discussion of these conse-
quences comprises the final part of the essay.

NATIONS, NAMING, AND COLONIALISM

Nations, as Ernest Gellner notes, are not inevitable. There are a variety of ways
for humans to organize themselves and their lives, and doing so around the
idea of nationality is but one such way, reflecting one set of historical, politi-
cal, and economic circumstances.?’ The idea of a nation embodying a people
is, as many have argued, a fiction, a creation brought about by a specific sort
of historical necessity and specific kinds of rhetorical action.28

Once invented, however, nations require certain elements for their suste-
nance and growth, and a certain sort of language with which to maintain and
perpetuate themselves.?? In the colonial context of North America, this lan-
guage reflected, reinforced, and received support from the very fact of colo-
nization.?® The ways in which the colonists understood, spoke, and wrote
about the land and its inhabitants justified the colonial project, which in turn
set in motion processes that reinforced the colonists’ understanding of them-
selves and the world.3! In do doing, naming naturalized the process of colo-
nization, reflecting and reinforcing colonial power.

Even in a colonial context, these processes proceed neither in isolation
nor as the direct and unmediated imposition of one culture upon another.
Instead, members of the colonized culture will, to the extent possible, “exer-
cise discretion in accepting and rejecting elements presented to them.”3?
They exploit the inability of names to define the world, seek out the aporia
present in any given terminology, and deploy in defense the material
resources available to them. For instance, the indigenous peoples of the
Americas accepted those elements of Christianity that caused the least dam-
age to their resident cultures, while their “conversion” may have helped them
to resist the imposition of other elements of the colonial culture.?? In many
ways, the history of indigenous peoples is the history of peoples who managed
such resistance and who maintained cultures and communities in the face of
extensive efforts of domination.34

The fragile ability of resident cultures to resist colonialization does not
deny the fact of colonization, nor does it reduce its violence: “Colonization is
violence, and there are many ways to carry out that violence.”?5 The imposi-
tion of a particular linguistic world is one such way. A terminology may allow
colonizers to see their new nation as unified, but that pretense is based upon
the denial of indigenous identity, a denial that is violent. As Paulo Friere says,

Cultural invasion, which serves the ends of conquest and the preser-
vation of oppression, always involves a parochial view of reality, a stat-
ic perception of the world, and the imposition of one world view upon
another. It implies the “superiority” of the invader and the “inferiori-
ty” of those who are invaded, as well as the imposition of values by the
former, who possess the latter and are afraid of losing them.36
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Yet that very fear offers opportunities for resistance. As Carroll Smith-
Rosenberg and Philip Deloria argue, Indians play a key role in the constitu-
tion of American identity.3” To lose the Indian is to lose the American and
that fear gives the “inferior” leverage. Novelist and literary critic Louis Owens,
drawing on indigenous traditions as well as the work of Mikhail Bakhtin, the-
orizes this process by reclaiming the charged colonialist term frontier and jux-
taposing it to territory. He recognizes that frontier bears “the burden of a
discourse grounded in genocide, ethnocide, and half a millenium of deter-
mined efforts to erase indigenous peoples from the Americas.”3® Nonetheless,
he argues that when the term is viewed from “the other direction,” it emerges as
a space “wherein discourse is multidirectional and hybridized.” Precisely because
the frontier is, literally and metaphorically, a place of “extreme contestation,”
always “unstable, multidirectional, hybridized, characterized by heteroglossia,
and indeterminate,” it contrasts nicely to territory, a space that is “clearly mapped,
fully imagined as a place of containment, invented to control and subdue the
dangerous potentialities of imagined Indians.”?® From Owens’ perspective, then,
rhetorical colonialism emerges as successive efforts, constantly and inherently
incomplete, to transform frontier into territory.

One of the clearest examples of this process is naming. In our analysis,
territory functions as an “ultimate term,”#0 often in its own name, more often
metaphorically as other terms, such as America, substitute for it. Ultimate
terms place the “competing voices” of the frontier “in a hierarchy, or sequence,
or evaluative series, so that, in some way, we [go] by a fixed and reasoned pro-
gression from one of these to another, the members of the entire group being
arranged developmentally with relation to one another.” For example, the land
now known as Oklahoma developed from the frontier to the Indian Territory,
a place of control and constraint; only once the land was secured for the white
colonists could it be entitled, in a bitter irony, Oklahoma, a “Choctaw name
meaning the land of the red people.”!

Such constraints, however, cannot be viewed as absolute. The dialectical
trope of irony incarnate in Oklahoma destabilizes the very linguistic order the
colonists sought to impose. It is the “land of the red people” and so further
entitlements must be asserted to maintain symbolic control over the land; wit-
ness the events commemorated in the 1992 film, Far and Away in which stars
Tom Cruise and Nicole Kidman become Americans by stealing Oklahoma
land from its Native inhabitants.

Such discourse mandates continued criticism because, as Far and Away
illustrates, the belief that colonialism can be safely relegated either to distant
locations or the distant past is wrong.#2 The entitlements associated with the
violent conquest of North America remain in us, for “the practice of colo-
nialism produced ways of thinking, saying and doing that permeated back
into the cultures and discourses of the colonial nations.”#® These ways of
“thinking, saying and doing” are embedded in the culture of the contempo-
rary United States. The circle remains unbroken even unto the present day.

This claim complicates contemporary understandings of postcolonial dis-
courses. Post implies that colonialism, like modernism or structuralism, is
gone. But as Best and Kellner argue of postmodernism, the term is ambiva-
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lent. Post can be “an active term of negation” but it also reveals the trace of
modernism* or, as McKerrow puts it, “a dependence on, a continuity with,
that which follows.”# The consequences of ignoring that trace are significant,
particularly in the context of colonialism. Laura Chrisman points out that the
“privileging” of postcolonialism “is salutary and important, but it also risks
being premature and misleading, if it suggests that the present can be
analysed in isolation from the imperialism which formally produced it, and
which is only arguably a matter of history. Such imperialism in remaining
unanalysed also remains, unwittingly albeit, hegemonic.”46

That risk becomes a positive danger when we speak of the indigenous peo-
ples of North America, who remain largely absent from both postcolonial and
colonial studies.#? Neither of the two more popular collections of postcolonial dis-
course and theory bothers with Native Americans®® nor do such concerns appear
in Shome’s discussion of rhetorical studies and postcolonial theory.*? Even a crit-
ic as astute as Edward Said can sneeringly refer to the writings of indigenous
Americans as “that sad panorama produced by genocide and cultural amnesia
which is beginning to be known as ‘native American literature.””® The empire, to
borrow the title of another book that also ignores Native Americans, does indeed
write back.?! The line from Turner to Safire to Said is a direct one.

WHAT'’S IN A NAME?

Changing Places

Better than a decade ago, Gerald P. Mohrmann noted, “Recently we have wit-
nessed an almost bewildering outpouring of commentaries on the ways that
conceptions of place and space affect us in the living of our lives.”>?
Commentary has, if anything, increased since that time, but his critique of
John C. Calhoun’s 1837 address “On the Reception of the Abolition Petitions”
remains an acute analysis of the uneasy dialectic between “the strain toward
palpability and the subtle indications of local motion”3® that characterizes
space and place in political rhetoric. Calhoun sought to stabilize his place and
space in the world, but could not quite make it happen.

Much the same effect results from colonial naming practices. While we rec-
ognize that some names may well be pure accident and that others reflect pre-
colonial animosity between indigenous nations, even these unintentional labels
reinforce the colonial project and reflect Calhoun’s dilemma. On the one
hand, place names seek to stabilize the world and turn nameless frontier into
entitled territory. As Paul Carter says, names embody “the travelers’ directional
and territorial ambitions: his desire to possess where he had been as a prelimi-
nary to going on . . . where such viewpoints did not exist, they had to be hypoth-
esized, rhetorically asserted by way of names.”5¢ The colonist makes things the
signs of words.?® On the other hand, inserting static names into an alien land-
scape, a fluid history, and a continuous journey destabilizes the process of enti-
tlement. Renaming the land undermines the desired order. If done once, why
not again? Linguistic motion makes the names less than palpable.
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As a result, they must be asserted continually and powerfully. The enti-
tlement of land, we believe, leaves less room for resistance than either the
naming of peoples or the process of public argument. Land means money
and the US government has sought to make these labels stick. At least three
strategies mark this effort. Colonial place names engage in classification, map-
ping the world such that it makes sense; imposition, forcing alien names onto
the continent in an effort to recreate home; and, finally, eppropriation, “bor-
rowing” Native names to make the continent home by taking it from the
inhabitants. Each strategy illuminates the other, resulting in a kind of ulti-
mate linguistic order.

That order, of course, begins with a name for the entire place. The name
of the North American continent reflects classificatory colonial dominance in
two ways. First, America, as every school child knows, honors Amerigo Vespuci,
a mapmaker. Graham Huggan notes that mapping traditionally acts to make
sense of a place, to structure a space, and to represent a physical landscape.56
It is, preeminently, an act of classification. It is, ideologically, no accident that
America was named for a mapmaker.57

We also “know” that America represents the New World, a place “discov-
ered” by Europeans in search of a new beginning. What few school children
know, however, is that the lands now called America have other, older names
as well. America, in fact, collapses the heteroglossia of indigenous naming
practices into an ideal linguistic order, the second result of classification.
Classification in the Euro-American cultural world must result in mutually
exclusive and exhaustive categories. Deviation from this cultural logic is
unacceptable; multiple names must be erased and hybridized frontiers trans-
formed into territories.

The most frequently used of the Native names is Turtle Island, which
derives from indigenous creation stories in which the land is created by plac-
ing mud on the back of a turtle.8 Other names encompass the land less
expansively, revealing the indigenous understanding of their territory as
more limited, less potentially global than the entitlements posed by
Europeans. Individual places were given names, often in recognition of par-
ticular events, but rarely was all of creation given one single name. In the
Chikasha (Chickasaw) language, for instance, there is a word for earth (yach-
ni), but not one that names the entire continent.

Like the Chikasha, members of indigenous nations spoke of the earth
itself as Mother, or would refer to their ancestral homelands by name, but the
view expressed had more to do with home, or territory, than with property, as
itis understood in European law.?? Indigenous peoples maintain a strong con-
nection to specific geographical areas, and will defend them from intrusion,
but this title is not transferable to other peoples nor to other places. Their
naming indicates “belonging to” rather than “possession of.” The process can
make little sense to the European American; Thomas F. Thornton notes,
“Mountain ranges, rivers, islands, and bays might remain nameless, although
dozens, even hundreds of place names might be applied to portions of these
features. For example, Yuroks . . . gave twelve names for places on the slopes
of a single mountain, but no name for the mountain as a whole.”8¢ Needless
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to say, these indigenous practices created problems when the colonists (or the
current United States government for that matter) sought (seeks) to buy the
mountains and islands.5!

For example, as frontier turned to territory turned to states, a singular
name was needed to mark each property and make it available for settlement
and purchase. The singular names that resulted not only classified the land
into mutually exclusive and exhaustive pieces, but also instantiated the colo-
nial desire to be at home in the land. Classification intersects with imposition
because of the acute need for home in an alien landscape. Owens argues that,
having “no history, no ‘place’ within the landscape, the European American
can only define it in abstract, broadly aesthetic terms that enable him to sub-
sume it into his own romantic narrative,”5? an analysis that meshes nicely with
Perry Miller’s discussion of the Puritans’ errand into the wilderness.%3 Their
“New England” was meant to be only a detour, a stop on the road to a reno-
vated Old World. When the Cromwellian Protectorate in Old England col-
lapsed, the colonists found themselves alone in a howling wilderness, faced
with the unenviable task of making the undesirable desirable or, at least, prof-
itable.

The Puritans, as well as the rest of the European Americans, accomplished
this task in part through names. With few exceptions, they imposed their lin-
guistic world: Virginia, Maryland, Carolina, Pennsylvania, Georgia, New
Hampshire, and New York are but a few of their efforts. As the early republic
developed and sought to establish its lineage with past republics colonists
invoked the classical: “Troy, Utica, Ithaca, Sparta, Rome, Athens—thus trans-
planting rhetorically an ancient republican past”%* onto a new republican wilder-
ness. Other names impose colonialist ideology upon geography through
commemoration, such as the “Bering” Strait/Sea/Land Bridge, all named in
honor of a man who helped bring Russian imperialism to the North Country,
and whose name replaces the Yupik Imakpik, which means “Big Container.”s> Of
course, the impositions also serve to justify the theft of the land. Bear Butte, for
instance, is better known as “Devil’s Tower,” a name that is so important to the
maintenance of order that Representative Barbara Cubin (R-WY) has introduced
legislation (H.R. 581) designed to protect it.

Even if the sites remain in indigenous hands, they are often renamed,
robbed of their sanctity, and put to other uses, the value of which is deter-
mined by the colonizer, not the colonized. Through such devices, the place-
ment of a telescope on Dzil nchaa si an (Mount Graham), sacred to the Nde
(Apache) can be understood as a “reasonable” action, not as blasphemy, and
the naming of one of its projects “Columbus” can be seen as neutral rather
than insulting.% Through such devices, the blasting of stone in the Paha Sapa
(Black Hills) to commemorate presidents who endorsed the wholesale theft
of the land bases of indigenous nations can be understood as “heroic.” And
through such devices, the use of “empty” lands, owned and controlled by
indigenous nations, can be “put to good use” as dumping grounds for toxic
waste.57

These linguistic transplants, however, did not fully take in spite of their
continued existence and genocidal consequences. As any visitor to Oxford,
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Mississippi, Athens, Georgia, or Rome, New York, can testify, they bear little
resemblance to their namesakes. The gap between linguistic title and physical
place, along with the felt ideological need to make a truly American litera-
ture, truly American scholar, or even just a true American,5 demanded the
appropriation of Native place names.

Appropriation is a more ambivalent strategy than the others.
Appropriation is theft, but it also implies a dependence upon the previous
occupants. Take again the example of states. While we do not posit a strict
chronology, the timing is suggestive. Just as a revolutionary American con-
sciousness began to percolate through the colonies, the new settlements “over
the mountains” began to assume Native names. Kentucky—“a corruption of
the Iroquois kenta-ke (meadow land) or Wyandot kah-ten-tah-teh (land of
tomorrow)”—and Tennessee—“For Tenase, principal village of
Cherokees”®—entered the geographical and political lexicon.

Such appropriation works in two ways. First, as Deloria suggests, it allows
white colonists to play “Indian.””® They, and not the Native peoples, are the
true inhabitants of the place and thus can feel at home in an otherwise alien
landscape. It is their country, their place, their nation and the Native names
signify an American identity, separate from European influence, a key tenet,
as will be developed later, of Turner’s “Frontier Thesis.” Second, and equally
important, such linguistic appropriations clear the way for the literal appro-
priation of the land. If the name is a “corruption” of the indigenous original,
then the land, while resonating with the original, no longer belongs to the
original. Linguistic corruption nicely foreshadows political corruption. In a
lovely and horribly ironic example of all three strategies, the Lakota, Dakota,
and Nakota peoples had Sioux imposed upon them, had Dakota (“allies”)
appropriated for their land, and then saw the land classified as the Dakota
Territory and, eventually, the states of North and South Dakota, demonstrat-
ing anew that the colonizers were no allies to the colonized.

This sketch is not meant to be exhaustive, any more than the following
section of the essay can assay all the complex and varied ways in which the
peoples of the continent were named. Nonetheless, the pattern should be
clear. The ultimate term, America, classifies the land mass as something other
than one belonging to the Native inhabitants. Linguisitic practices of classifi-
cation, imposition, and appropriation extend the series, assigning each place
available for purchase a particular name, a requirement if the land is to func-
tion as capital in a modern economy. Equally important, the heteroglossia evi-
dent in Native naming practices and in the notion of the land as frontier
yields to the rigid and contained labels of the territory. The colonizer feels at
home in the mapped and now-familiar territory.

Naming Peoples

The European colonizers entitled more than the territory they “discovered.”
They also labeled the lands’ inhabitants. The variety of naming practices—
classifying, imposing, and appropriating—functions in this case to displace
Indians from any meaningful role in political or cultural life in the United
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States. Here, our analysis moves less through the types of naming practices
and more from the general to the specific, from the ultimate term (Indian) to
the specific, often derogatory substitutes, each of which is authorized by the
other, composing yet another ideal order concomitant with place names. As a
result of the totalizing effect of Indian, of the derogatory terms developed for
specific nations, and of the nastier terms developed as synonyms for Indians,
Native peoples find little room at the American table. In this respect, it is
interesting that the existing tensions between indigenous nations were reflect-
ed in the colonizer’s choices of names. This practice probably reflects both
the political goals of the Native peoples and as much ignorance and insensi-
tivity on the colonizers’ part as animosity and the desire to dominate.
However the names were chosen, their seeming inevitability would naturalize
for the colonists their colonial project.

By subsuming into the one category Indian, as well as its cognates, mem-
bers of over 500 different nations comprising over 300 different language
groups and numerous cultural beliefs, the colonists could justify the annihi-
lation of those peoples while at the same time claiming identification with
them in forging a uniquely American identity. Again, as every school child
knows, the name Indian was a historical accident resulting from the fact that
Christopher Columbus did not know where he had landed.” Yet the name, in
a form of synecdoche, serves nicely as a part for the whole of the naming of
indigenous peoples. As Joel Martin puts it, “By substituting fantastic Indians
for real ones, Anglo-Americans asserted control over ‘Indianness,” domesti-
cated ‘Indians’ for their own use, and rendered real Indians disposable. In
short, they colonized ‘Indianness’ at a symbolic level even as they colonized
Indian land and resources.””?

Nor did this process stop with the collective peoples of the Americas; it
played out upon a national and individual level. First, indigenous nations were
reduced to tribes.” This move not only signifies a specific and intentional ero-
sion of sovereignty,” but tribe, as late as 1970, had as a meaning, “A nation of
savages; a body of rude people united under one leader or government; as in
the tribes of the six nations; the Seneca tribe in America.”” The Oxford English
Dictionary is no better: “A group of persons forming a community and claim-
ing descent from a common ancestor. . . . A race of people; now applied esp.
to a primary aggregate of people in a primitive or barbarous condition, under
a headman or chief. . . . A class of persons . . . now often contemptuous.”’6
The political relations thus displayed could not be more clear.

Not only did the European Americans impose their conceptions of polit-
ical power and leadership upon indigenous nations, but they did so in such a
way as to make those nations particularly vulnerable to colonization. Rather
than attempting to understand the various indigenous models of leadership
and social organization, colonizers assumed that “tribes” were led by “chiefs,”
and negotiated accordingly. This practice disenfranchised large numbers of
individuals, especially women,”” and created rifts between those who favored
traditional political patterns and those who were more ready to adopt the
European molds. As Chrisman points out, “imperial and colonial discourses
often deploy strategies of exaggerating and playing off differences among
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diverse others.”” These rifts—and their consequences—continue and con-
tribute to some of the most difficult political divisions among and between
indigenous peoples in North America today.”

In the same way, “Indian ‘tribes,” now less than nations, were renamed
according to colonialist dictates. Almost no indigenous nations are now known
by the names they gave themselves, but are referred to by their English (read
colonialist) names. In doing so, colonists exaggerated differences by playing
Native nations off one another in a strategy of divide and conquer. The names
also effectively demeaned indigenous peoples by embedding what had been
localized insults into the authoritative and dominant language. To give but a few
of the best known examples, the Lakota, Dakota, and Nakota peoples of the
Plains, whose names in their own languages mean “allies,” became the Sioux, a
name appropriated from an Algonquin word for “snakes,” or “enemies.”s0
Similarly, the Nde, meaning “the People,” are referred to as Apache, a name that
derives from the Zuni word for enemy. The same is true of the Navajo, or Dineh
people. Dineh, means “we the people,” while Navajo comes from the Tewa Pueblo
(Pueblo itself a Spanish misnomer) and means “thieves,” or “takers from the
fields.”8! It is perhaps reflective of the colonialist strategy of using one indige-
nous nation or group of nations as allies in military engagements against others
that so many tribal names are derived from an enemy’s language.

Other names are less antagonistic, but they still lack respect for or under-
standing of indigenous peoples. While Papago, Pima for “bean eaters,” is not
necessarily derogatory, their name for themselves, Tohono O’Odham, means
“desert people,”8 indicating the importance of place to their cultural under-
standing of themselves. The Alaskan Inuit, whose name means “the people,”
are more often known to non-Natives as the Eskimo, an Algonquin word for
“eaters of raw flesh.”83 Other colonial names indicate the importance of phys-
ical characteristics to the colonizers. The Nez Perce, for instance, were given
that title by the French for their practice of wearing nose pendants; they call
themselves Nimipus, or “we, the people.” A more egregious example comes
from the Salish (again, “we, the people”), better known to the British
colonists as the Flathead Indians.8+

Finally, colonizers often rendered original names meaningless. Chikasha,
for instance, means “the people who walked away,” recalling their split with
the Chata, or Choctaw. In English, they are called the Chickasaw, a word
devoid of meaning in any language. The same mechanism renders Shawnee
out of Sah-wan-wan-kee which also means, “the people.” By replacing cultur-
ally meaningful language with nonsense syllables, the people themselves are
stripped of their cultural referents.

Many indigenous nations are reclaiming their own names. Reflecting the
divisions caused by repeated governmental relocations, for example, those
members of the Ho-Chunk (or Hochungra) nation who live in Wisconsin
have readopted their own name, which translates (in one version) as
“Speakers of the Original Language.” The Ho-Chunk who reside in what is
now Nebraska continue to call themselves and be called by the name given
them by the French, via the Algonquin-speaking nations: Winnebago, or
“People of the dirty water.”8>
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More often, indigenous peoples have accepted the colonial names for
their nations, at least while speaking English. In Mississippi, for instance, the
sole remaining federally recognized indigenous presence is the Mississippi
Band of Choctaw Indians, who keep the name Choctaw, yet name their tribal
business ventures Chata Enterprises. In a nation where upwards of two-thirds
of the people still speak their original language, this duality has more than a
little political significance, for the Chata people can move in both worlds flu-
ently and resist some aspects of colonization even while ostensibly accepting
others.

In the face of such resistance, the colonizer often resorts to less flattering
synonyms to cement inequitable power relations. These practices have a long
history and the terms are embedded in our language. Seemingly innocuous
phrases such as “low man on the totem pole” (a misnomer because the “low
man” is protected by the icons above), “Indian giver,” and “on the warpath,”
connote negative stereotypes,3 stereotypes that were often based on misun-
derstanding as much as on perfidy. Whatever the motives for their derivation,
such terms and phrases worked ideologically to naturalize and reinforce the
colonial project. More pointedly, words like renegade, originally meaning “an
apostate from the faith” or “a deserter,”8” were imposed on those who resisted
colonization and incarceration. Additionally, hostile is listed in the original
Oxford English Dictionary as meaning, “a hostile person; spec. (U.S.) A North
American Indian unfriendly to the Whites.”s8

In the same vein, Safire defines “off the reservation,” as “remaining nom-
inally within the party, but refusing to support the party’s candidate,”®? thus
connoting implicit political treason. Without any conscious irony, Safire traces
the phrase to the following origins: “The phrase refers to American Indian
reservations in the days when unscrupulous whites would trade ‘firewater’ for
goods, and ‘off the reservation’ was a lonely and dangerous place for a red
man to be.” Given his choice of language, it is hard to argue that things have
improved significantly for “the red man.”

Other pejorative terms abound. Even without recourse to savage or bar-
barian, much less the often-contested redskin, brave, and squaw, or the blatant-
ly offensive timber (or prairie) n 7, the point is easily made. The word
half-bred, for example, according to Webster, connotes “mean, degenerate,”
while the Oxford English Dictionary records the word as “of mixed breed; born
of parents of superior and inferior strain; mongrel . . . imperfectly acquaint-
ed with the rules of good behavior.”®! That same source gives us half-breed, as
“one who is sprung from parents or ancestors of different races; esp. in the
U.S., applied to the offspring of whites and Negroes or American Indians.”?
An additional meaning is, “In U.S. politics, a name applied in derision to cer-
tain Republicans of New York who in 1881 wavered in their party allegiance.”®?
According to Safire’s political dictionary, it is “an obsolete political term,”
meaning “splinter group, anti-regular.”? Bloodlines and disloyalty link togeth-
er; any trace of indigenous ancestry (half-bred equals anti-regular) is tanta-
mount to treachery, and thus a marker of social guilt and liable to
punishment. Lineage, hierarchy, and political loyalty are neatly subsumed
into one generic category and entire peoples are dismissed.
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Names and blood also matter to members of indigenous nations. First,
they often owe their names to the colonizers, who objected to traditional
naming practices and assigned European names to those individuals who
came under their control at Indian agencies and boarding schools.%
Second, the federal prerogative of requiring a Certificate of Degree of
Indian Blood embodies that control over indigenous nations and their citi-
zens. The federal government has final say over who is and is not an official
Indian, depending upon a governmental determination that one possesses
the right sort of blood. The battles over state and federal recognition of
indigenous nations and over the legal/ethnic identities of individuals are
among the most divisive in indigenous communities, while these battles are
widely considered a product of an alien and imposed system of identifica-
tion through blood.??

However awful this practice seems upon reflection, it makes sense
because of the orientation crafted by the names, which naturalizes the colo-
nial ideology.?8 Fifty years after the European Holocaust, the US government
classifies Indians by blood at least partly because the name itself provides the
“‘guiding idea’ or ‘unitary principle’”® informing the practice. The various
names delineated here do not “confront one another as somewhat disrelated
competitors that can work together only by the ‘mild demoralization’ of sheer
compromise; rather, they [are] like successive positions or moments in a sin-
gle process.” 1% Much like the way in which the term America orders the lands,
Indian organizes the peoples. From Indian through tribe through Apache
through hostile through half-breed a “somewhat formless” wrangle of names is
“creatively endowed with design.”!0! Each term embodies the “ultimate per-
fection (‘finishedness’) of the series.”!92 To put the matter somewhat face-
tiously, the Indian is a “savage Apache” who goes “off the reservation” because
of “mongrel” blood. The essential principle of Indian flows through all the
terms; the frontier of jangling, discordant voices is reconciled into a harmo-
nious colonial territory. The accidental Indian, in turn, cannot claim owner-
ship of an always already renamed land. As an instrumental force,!03
rhetorical colonialism undermines the political and cultural influence of
Native Americans and asserts control over their lands and resources.

In a double gesture, however, those names are inscribed into the land-
scape and write the so-called Indian into the American. Such a constitutive
move suggests the continuing tension between the principles of American
democracy and the practices of rhetorical colonialism. We want to live in the
land of the “Red people” even as we displace them. Or, at minimum, we seek
these people by identifying with the frontiersman of the nineteenth centu-
ry or the Atlanta Brave of the twentieth century. In the final section, then,
we turn to the ways in which the Indian percolates through Frederick
Jackson Turner’s depiction of the American self and the contemporary res-
onance of that picture. Through this brief example, we seek to explore the
(re)constitution of the names as “they unfold in textual practice.”104 In
short, we argue that even as these names make an Indian, they also make an
American.
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Making Americans

In this brief analysis, we suggest that Turner’s speech embodies, exploits, and
preserves the tensions between “savagery and civilization”105 that constitute, in
part, the American character. Such tensions inhere in the orientation of
American colonialism; the names shape a “trained incapacity,” a “state of
affairs whereby one’s very abilities can function as blindnesses.”106 The ability
to entitle the continent blinds us to the consequences and inevitably shapes
the American self as simultaneously civilized and savage.

From this view, to be fully civilized is to abjure an American identity. It is
to be the European colonizer, an unacceptable state if we are to make a “shin-
ing city upon a hill” as an example to the Old World. To be fully savage is also
to abjure an American identity. It is to be the Indian colonized, an equally
unacceptable state if we are to make a “city” in a New World. Discursive
expressions of the American character must manage and use the tensions
between civilization and savagery, European and Indian, colonizer and colo-
nized. That constitutive dialogue shapes Turner’s text.

Ronald Carpenter has sensitively read Turner’s oration and we rely upon
his work.107 He situates the speech nicely.1?8 Facing widespread acceptance of
the theory that American institutions grew from English ones and that they,
in turn, grew from the “germ” of ancient Teutonic practices, Turner “ham-
mered” the idea that American institutions evolved from a uniquely American
character: the frontiersman. Yet for the frontiersman to emerge in Turner’s
text, he must first reflect, select, and deflect the Indian.

That movement begins with the first sentence of the essay; Turner quotes the
1890 Census claim that the frontier is gone. That same year saw the massacre at
Wounded Knee in which the Seventh Cavalry slaughtered nearly three hundred
unarmed people, two-thirds of whom were women and children.19 Significantly,
the frontier could not close until the “continuous recession” of “free land” had
concluded with the perceived disappearance of its inhabitants.

Turner then turns to his thesis. The “Colonization of the Great West”
explains “American development.”!1% Yet development itself is an ambiguous
term and so Turner proceeds to put flesh on its bones. Eschewing the
Newtonian machine imagery popular among the Founders, Turner relies
instead on the Darwinian organic imagery popular in this period.'}! He says:
“Behind institutions, behind constitutional forms and modifications, lie the
vital forces that call these organs into life and shape them to meet changing
conditions.”!12 Repetition of behind serves a dual function. Chronologically
and logically, it seems, the growth of institutions trails behind the vital forces.
The institutions of American life, “organs” in his biological terminology, must
evolve from the vital forces. What are those forces? In a move typical of his styl-
istic choices,!!3 Turner delays our gratification. He first restates his claim by
saying that “American institutions” are “compelled to adapt themselves to the
changes of an expanding people,” and so we wonder anew, “What are those
changes?”114

Proceeding inductively and deploying the Darwinian imagery through-
out, Turner initially contends that change itself, the growth and spread of the
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American people, is the “distinguishing feature of American life.”!1> He then
exploits the metaphor of a “germ” theory to its fullest. His claim germinates
subsequent claims as the argument evolves into its natural form. It is not just
growth; all societies grow. It is the “recurrence of the process of evolution in
each western area reached in the process of expansion.” Yet it is not just recur-
rence of growth; like evolution, it is differential recurrent growth. Each time
there is a “return to primitive conditions on a continually advancing frontier
line,” there is a “new development for that area.”!'® “In this advance,” Turner
concludes, “the frontier is the outer edge of the wave—the meeting point
between savagery and civilization.”!17 As a good social Darwinist, Turner takes
his seed, germinates it fully into differentiated parts, and then traces it back
to its root: The key vital force provided by the frontier is the interaction
“between savagery and civilization.” That “meeting point” has shaped
American development.

Crucial, then, to his claim is his depiction of the meeting.!!8 Turner does
not argue in support of his thesis. Rather, he shows us that encounter. Seeing
is believing and the audience can believe the claim when it sees the evolution
of European and Indian into the higher life form of the American frontiers-
man. As Turner begins, he emphasizes the oracular: “In the settlement of
America we have to observe how European life entered the continent, and how
America modified and developed that life and reacted on Europe.”!19 After a
brief dismissal of “Germanic origins,” Turner turns to the critical meeting.

The “wilderness” initially “masters” the colonist. Relying upon the visual,
Turner depicts the poor European “in dress, industries, tools, modes of trav-
el, and thought” being taken “from the railroad car” and dropped into “the
birch canoe.” The wilderness “strips off the garments of civilization” and
“arrays” the European in “the hunting shirt and the moccasin.” Obviously, an
inanimate “wilderness” cannot accomplish such wonders. The animate
“Indian” is identified with the wilderness, a part of the scene nurturing the
process of Americanization, a point emphasized as Turner puts the European
“in the log cabin of the Cherokee and Iroquois [literally displacing them] and
runs an Indian palisade around him.” Before he knows it, he “shouts the war
cry and takes the scalp in orthodox Indian fashion.” The European becomes
the Indian (at first) because “the environment is at first too strong for the
man. He must accept the conditions which it furnishes, or perish, and so he
fits himself into the Indian clearings and follows the Indian trails.”120

The last phrase, perhaps, rings literally and metaphorically. The
European takes advantage of the material and mimetic resources at his dis-
posal. Yet the process cannot stop there; Turner believes that the “environ-
ment” was too much for the “man,” thus drawing a distinction between the
wilderness (the Indian) and the human. To end the narrative here would be
to leave the American a savage and thus inhuman. “Little by little,” Turner
opines, the colonizer “transforms the wilderness, but the outcome is not the
old Europe. . . . The fact is, that here is a new product that is American.”!?!
The European and the “wilderness” engage in a constitutive meeting, a nat-
ural, evolutionary process that grows into the American. Turner continues to
naturalize the depiction by portraying the recurrent growth as like “successive
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glaciations, so [that] each frontier leaves its traces behind it, and when it
becomes a settled area the region still partakes of the frontier characteris-
tics.”122 Critically, the last analogy depicts the process as unfinalizable; there
exists an ongoing constitutive tension between the civilized tones of the
European and the “war cry of the Indian” in the voice of the “true” American.
That, Turner concludes, is “the really American part of our history.”123

The very long middle section of the speech rehearses this continuing con-
stitutive dialogue. The descriptive passages have confounded historians and
critics alike. Carpenter quotes Charles Beard as saying, with a touch of asper-
ity, “of its thirty-eight pages fully one-half are narrative and descriptive and
bear on the main theme only by way of illustration”!24 and Carpenter himself
dryly notes that Turner “dutifully specified fourteen distinct facets of the fron-
tier that could be studied advantageously.”!?> From our perspective, however,
those rich descriptive passages depict the successive “glaciations.” American
colonization, and thus the evolution of the American, takes place over and
over again, right before our eyes. The rhetorical performance of colonization,
in turn, justifies the material act of colonization as the American emerges in
the text and the world. We see the American growing, differentiating, and
evolving again and yet again as the frontier moves progressively westward. The
form of a heroic epic reinforces the argument.!?6 Turner recounts, for
instance, the exploits of “the great backwoodsmen” Daniel Boone as he “pio-
neered the way” to be followed by his grandson, “Col. A. ]J. Boone” and, of
course, by Kit Carson, whose “mother was a Boone.”127 Blood flows true from
generation to generation, from glaciation to glaciation, as the American
evolves.

Finally, of course, the names traced throughout our essay parade through
Turner’s descriptions. From the ultimate term America, through the names of
states, counties, and even cities, the terminology stabilizes the landscape and
offers it up for our observation. As Turner sees the “Indian” as part of the
wilderness, “Indian,” too, percolates through the speech, from the Iroquois
and the Cherokee to the ways in which “civilization entered the wilderness.
Every river valley and Indian trail became a fissure in Indian society, and so
that society became honeycombed.”128 Again, the terminology naturalizes the
destruction of Native peoples. The land itself (“river valley”) and Native prac-
tices (“Indian trail”) create “fissures.” Like a river carving a canyon through
rock (reinforcing the image of a “river valley”), Indian society “became hon-
eycombed,” shot through with natural gaps and holes until it fell apart. It just
happened—a process of natural evolution.

As Indian and European evolve out of existence, the frontiersman
emerges to close the speech. As Carpenter notes, the depiction of the fron-
tiersman drew the most attention from Turner’s contemporaries and, in our
view, the natural evolution of his argument can only culminate in the
American:1?¥ “To the frontier the American intellect owes its striking charac-
teristics. That coarseness and strength combined with acuteness and inquisi-
tiveness; that practical, inventive turn of mind, quick to find expedients; that
masterful grasp of material things, lacking in the artistic but powerful to effect
great ends; that restless, nervous energy, that dominant individualism, work-
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ing for good and for evil, and withal that buoyancy and exuberance which
comes with freedom—these are the traits of the frontier, or traits called out
elsewhere because of the existence of the frontier.”130

Carpenter provides a beautiful stylistic reading of this passage and three
of his observations bear on our analysis.!3! First, he notes the antitheses bal-
ancing the depiction, antitheses which also suggest the balance between sav-
agery and civilization. Second, that balance is precarious. He says, “Turner
inverts the normative sequence (anastrophe) to place ‘to the frontier’ first in
the sentence—a variation suggestive of the disruptive syntactical patterns of
an individual in a more impassioned state.”132 The savage, “restless,” “ner-
vous,” filled with “coarseness,” “strength,” and “freedom,” can barely be held
in check. Finally, a variety of devices, particularly repetition and gradatio,
result in a “spaciousness”!33 “whereby events are endowed with enhanced epic
scope or significance.”’3* The “American intellect” fills the auditor’s con-
sciousness just as “he” fills the continent. There is room no more for the
European or the Indian as the American evolves and expands. The European,
of course, does have another home.

“The Significance of the Frontier in American History” deserves its status
as a canonical text in rhetorical studies because it masterfully performs
rhetorical colonialism. The American emerges as the natural, evolutionary
product of the savage and the civilized. The two forces, held in precarious bal-
ance, forever imbricated in each other, mutually constitutive and interdepen-
dent, signify our peculiar genius. It is no wonder that such images continue
to work their way through American culture, as Carpenter reveals in his pow-
erful critique of the “Frontier Metaphor for War” in American history and as
a cursory survey of contemporary life reveals.135 Apache helicopters, for
instance, undoubtedly reinforce the idea of the Nde as savage and warlike.
And what are we to make of Cheyenne lamps, Winnebago motor homes, Jeep
Cherokees, or logos such the “warrior” of Red Man Tobacco? Whenever
notions of freedom, nature, savagery, or warfare are needed for corporate
campaigns, they turn happily to the Indian.

Sports mascots are, perhaps, the most hotly contested battlefield, for if
the playing fields of Eton led to the victory at Waterloo, surely American iden-
tity is played out on the fields of American sports. Sports, in fact, require pre-
cisely the sort of precarious balance between civilization (Michael Jordan)
and savagery (Dennis Rodman) requisite to the construction of an American.
As aresult, by our count, there are close to three thousand Indian and Indian-
related nicknames for high school, college, and professional sports, not to
mention the even more offensive mascots.!3¢ The Cleveland Indians have
assumed perhaps the most prominent public profile of late, not least because
of Chief Wahoo. As Jon Saraceno says of him in that bastion of liberal
thought, USA Today: “Negative images of savagery or goofiness (the harmless,
drunken Indian) are reinforced.’®” How else to explain Chief Wahoo, a hall
of fame testament to overt racism? The message is painful: red face, toothy
grin, dark hair parted in the middle, plus headband and feather equals one
dumb Indian.” One savage Indian, as well, if recent pictures of fans happily
waving cut-out posters of Chief Wahoo with the appellation, “Scalp N.Y.” are
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any indication.!38 Such images can only make sense to those fans from within
an orientation that trains them not to notice the more than obvious racism.!39
The savage, if we are to judge from the comments made to protestors at a
recent Indians game, remains alive and well in the hearts of Turner’s
Americans: “We won, why don’t you go back to the reservation? This is pay-
back for Custer.”110

CONCLUSION

The material effects of the “payback for Custer” can hardly be doubted. The
indigenous peoples of the United States are not only the poorest people in the
country, but also the most likely to be victims of violent crime,!#! the least edu-
cated,’® and the most likely to die young and of preventable diseases.!43 These
statistics are at least partially attributable to the hostile environments in which
indigenous peoples now find themselves, and which are created and maintained
through language and the policies supported by language.!44 For instance, the
literature documenting the destructiveness of those nicknames and mascots for
indigenous identities is increasingly voluminous and irrefutable.145

It is important to note that these language choices and the policies sup-
ported by them do not, generally speaking, represent willful and intentional-
ly malicious actions of imperialistic predators bent on the destruction of
indigenous people worldwide. Instead, this language is the result of honest
attempts at accurately describing events, portraying peoples, and denoting
geography. The examples presented here are not evidence of ill will (with a
few obvious exceptions), but of a colonialist ideology. Those who honestly
believe that in cheering for teams with Indian mascots they are honoring
indigenous peoples, who find places with euphonious Indian names romantic
reminders of the noble denizens of a bygone and more pastoral age, and who
remember the events that led to the “disappearance” of peoples with regret
for the inevitability of evolution, are themselves captured by the language of
colonialism, which is constituting a national reality even as it encourages the
belief that such language is merely reflecting reality. At the same time, the
issue of preserving Native languages is increasingly important, as those lan-
guages are themselves under increasing pressure.

In this essay, we have sought to provide a “perspective by incongruity”146
on such pieties through a planned impiety. Rearranging and recasting the
names of the dominant culture, throwing darts at the trained incapacity evi-
dent in Turner’s “Frontier Thesis” and other discourses, we hope that we have
revealed the symbolic charge of rhetorical colonialism. Our attitude shares
much with postcolonial criticism and theory and fosters a needed engage-
ment between those investigations and rhetorical studies. In turn, the impor-
tant constitutive dialogue between savagery and civilization can inform
mainstream rhetorical critics and the ongoing effort to comprehend the
development of American identities.

Understanding naming and its attendant policy choices matters intellectu-
ally and politically.}47 It matters to rhetorical scholars planning linguistic impi-
eties and to academic activists planning an end to the offensive nicknames and
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mascots that litter our campuses. It matters not least because the growing debate
over naming practices, including the much maligned notion of political cor-
rectness, indicates an increasing willingness to share, and to demand a share in,
the power of names. Such should be the way of “sentient life.”
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