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Abstract 

 

 

This dissertation bridges intellectual history, biography, and ethnohistory to reveal how 

nineteenth-century Anishinaabeg used historical writing to historicize their past, speak to their 

colonial present, and offer future visions of a transformed colonial society. Historical writing 

was a key site of colonial struggle in which settler histories attempted to eliminate the 

Indigenous past and replace it with their own conception of the ‘Indian.’ Between 1814-1893, a 

remarkable body of Anishinaabe historical writing in English was produced by at least ten 

different writers, all of whom worked from the stories and knowledge of elders, family members, 

and knowledge keepers. Through a focus on the lives and writings of Jane Johnston Schoolcraft 

(Bamewawagezhikaquay), George Copway (Kahgegagahbowh), and Francis Assiginack, this 

dissertation analyzes expressions of Anishinaabe historical consciousness and the settler-colonial 

myths and ideas they engaged with. Their writings contended that elements of Anishinaabe ways 

of living and knowing were not only valid, but invaluable and had to be preserved in the face of 

permanent loss. In addition to producing immediate political and social change in Canada and 

the United States, these writers also sought to shape the development of future society. While 

their future visions called for Indigenous adoption of Euro-Canadian and Euro-American 

technology and religion, they also presented Anishinaabe knowledge as a gift that could 

potentially facilitate spiritual and moral renewal in settler society. Historical writing was a 

foundational aspect of this ‘envisioning process.’ By asserting an Anishinaabe understanding of 

history through this trans-cultural approach, these writers were able to challenge the historical 

and theological foundations of settler colonialism, argue for the value and historicity of 

Indigenous peoples, and posit visions of a settler colonial future that would transform both 

Indigenous and settler society. 
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Introduction 
 

“Destined to Melt and Vanish:” The Struggle for Anishinaabe History 

 

 
What did it mean to be the first generation to hear stories of the past,  

bear the horrors of the moment, and write to the future?1 

 

—Gerald Vizenor, Manifest Manners 

 

 

On February 7, 1854, Peter Jones (Kahkewaquonaby), a Mississauga Anishinaabe2 

“missionary and chief,” wrote to ethnographer and historian Henry Rowe Schoolcraft with a 

research request: “In the course of your Indian researches did you ever come across any treaty 

between the British govt. and the Indian Tribes in reference to what we called, ‘the Indian 

Presents?’”3 The British government was planning to end the annual distribution of presents, or 

trade goods and supplies, to the Anishinaabeg, and Jones noted that this had “caused a good deal 

of excitement amongst our Indians.”4 In response, the leaders of the Mississauga community of 

New Credit, near present-day Brantford, Ontario, had sent a petition to Queen Victoria 

reminding her that “the British Govt. many years ago made a solemn pledge to them that the 

Presents should be continued to them ‘as long as the grass grew, the waters flow, and the sun 

shone.’”5 The elders at New Credit remembered this promise well. But Jones, knowing the 

importance British society placed on the written word, was concerned that textual proof was 

 
1 Gerald Vizenor, Manifest Manners: Narratives on Postindian Survivance (Lincoln, NE: University of 

Nebraska Press, 1999), 51. 
2 Anishinaabeg (singular: Anishinaabe) is most often translated: ‘first people,’ ‘true people,’ or ‘human 

beings’ and includes the N’swi shkoden weejeendowhin (our people of the Three Fires) or Nswi Ishkoday (Three 

Fires). This system of “alliance kinship” is made up of the Ojibwe/Chippewa, Odawa, and Potawatomi. They are 

connected by cultural, political, historical, and kinship ties and the Anishinaabemowin, Odawa, and Potawatomi 

languages are closely related. Throughout this dissertation I use the term Indigenous to refer to all Indigenous 

peoples of North America and Anishinaabeg to refer to the Ojibwe, Potawatomi, and Odawa collectively. 

Anishinaabe, without the ending ‘g’ or ‘k’ is the singular form of the word. I also use ‘Anishinaabe’ as an adjective. 

For further information see: Phil Bellfy, Three Fires Unity: The Anishnaabeg of the Lake Huron Borderlands 

(Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press. 2011), ix; Cecil King, Balancing Two Worlds: Jean-Baptiste 

Assiginack and the Odawa Nation 1768-1866 (Saskatoon: published by the author, 2013), 1-2; Cary Miller, 

Ogimaag: Anishinaabeg Leadership, 1760-1845 (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press. 2010), 46; 

Niigonwedom James Sinclair, “Nindoodemag Bagijiganan: A History of Anishinaabeg Narrative” (PhD diss., 

University of British Columbia, 2013), 297-8; Michael Witgen, An Infinity of Nations: How the Native New World 

Shaped Early North America (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013), 13-14. 
3 Peter Jones to Henry R. Schoolcraft, 7 February 1854, Box 53, File 109, Henry Rowe Schoolcraft Papers, 

Library of Congress, Gale Indigenous Peoples of North America. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 
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needed to sway the colonial authorities. Schoolcraft was a preeminent scholar of Indigenous 

history and was currently finishing a government-funded, multi-volume compendium on the 

subject in Washington, D.C. Jones wrote hoping that Schoolcraft could aid his own research: 

“We have not been able to discover any such written pledges [about the presents], and 

consequently the Indians can only ground their claims on what their fathers have told them.”6 

 Schoolcraft was ultimately unable to assist Jones, but he sensed an alignment of interests 

and the possibility of collaboration. Forwarding copies of his publications, he asked Jones if he 

could provide information for his ongoing historical series. Jones was excited by this proposition 

and explained that he had “for years been collecting facts with regard to the customs, manners, 

heathen religion, social habits, etc. etc. of our Indian Tribes.”7 He pursued this research at the 

urging of his “Indian brethren who were desirous to have the old ways of their fathers preserved” 

and had based his history on “careful enquiries” he had made “from our old Indians.”8 Jones 

suggested the two collaborate to create “a complete Indian History, such as would preserve in a 

comprehensive view the original state of our once powerful, but now fading and transforming 

Indian Tribes.”9 Schoolcraft was intrigued, but Jones’ failing health ultimately prevented him 

from travelling to Washington, and the collaboration never materialized. Two years later Jones 

died, and his wife Elizabeth Field Jones collected his notes and manuscripts and published them 

as History of the Ojebway Indians in 1861.10  

Though brief, this exchange between Jones and Schoolcraft illustrated the central themes 

that informed nineteenth-century disputes and collaborations about the past between Indigenous 

people and settlers. While the Anishinaabeg included in this dissertation argued that their people 

did, in fact, have histories and historians, they were nevertheless required to grapple with these 

questions as they engaged with settler scholarship: Did Indigenous people have authentic history 

(reflecting change over time) outside of their relationship with European society or were 

Indigenous societies atemporal until they faced challenges from settlers? Who could be a 

historian? Did oral sources and cross-generational memories count as legitimate sources and 

 
6 Peter Jones to Henry R. Schoolcraft, 7 February 1854. 
7 Peter Jones to Henry R. Schoolcraft, 30 March 1854, Box 53, File 127, Papers of Henry Rowe 

Schoolcraft, Library of Congress. 
8 Ibid., italics in the original. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Donald B. Smith, Sacred Feathers: The Reverend Peter Jones (Kahkewaquonaby) and the Mississauga 

Indians (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1987), 246. 
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therefore accurate history? Ultimately, for the purposes of this dissertation, these questions lead 

to the question that has informed my own research over the past several years: did Indigenous 

understandings of their past shape their understandings of how settler and Indigenous society 

might interact and relate to one another in the future?  

These questions were part of a larger intellectual transition that was occurring throughout 

the nineteenth-century as scholars grappled with a horrific decline in the Indigenous population. 

In the last decade of the eighteenth century, at least 760,000 Indigenous people retained control 

over most of the land that would eventually be claimed by the United States.11 Indigenous 

nations exercised formidable military, economic, and diplomatic power throughout the continent 

and about 3.9 million settlers lived in the United States in 1790. A century later, that situation no 

longer existed. By 1890, American settlers numbered 63 million, while the Indigenous 

population had decreased by sixty to seventy percent to around 250,000.12 Similar demographic 

patterns were happening north of the 49th parallel.13 By the 1880s, only a handful of Indigenous 

nations believed they could win wars against Britain, Canada, and the United States. By the 

1890s, fewer still could win battles. These demographic and military transitions ushered in new 

opportunities for intellectual and cultural work.  

Scholarly spaces increasingly became important sites of Indigenous resistance following 

the military conflicts of the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries.14 Anishinaabe writers 

leveraged the transnational mobility offered by social, political, and religious movements within 

settler society to form new relationships. Christianity, Freemasonry, Temperance, the 

international peace movement, scholarly societies, and other networks promoted a universal 

human nature and spiritual equality which challenged international, racial, and cultural 

boundaries. Though these ideals existed in tension with racial hierarchies, they often 

complemented Anishinaabe notions of relationality and provided opportunities to disseminate an 

Anishinaabe account of colonial history. 

 
11 C. Matthew Snipp, “An Overview of Indian Populations,” in American Indian Nations: Yesterday, 

Today, and Tomorrow, George Horse Capture, Duane Champagne, and Chandler C. Jackson, eds. (New York: 

Altamira Press, 2007), 45; Russell Thornton, American Indian Holocaust and Survival: A Population History Since 

1492 (Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 1987), 43; C. Matthew Snipp, American Indians: The First of 

this Land (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1989), 16. 
12 Snipp, “An Overview of Indian Populations,” 45. 
13 Snipp, American Indians: The First of this Land, 42. 
14 Philip J. Deloria, Indians in Unexpected Places, (University Press of Kansas: 2004), 229. 
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Anishinaabe writers recognized the influence of historical scholarship on colonial policy 

in North America. Their work challenged settler histories, which saw Indigenous peoples as 

relics of an earlier stage of human development, arguing instead that Anishinaabeg ways of 

living and knowing were valid, valuable, and worth preserving at all costs. They argued that the 

Anishinaabeg had a history, and that they were more than capable of adapting it to European 

historical frameworks. In doing so, Anishinaabe intellectuals challenged the portrayal of 

Indigenous peoples as pre-historic people. Through these acts of preservation and historicization, 

they asserted their own conceptions of the Indigenous past, thereby using it to negotiate a 

changing world. 

Through their engagement with settler scholarship, Anishinaabe writers encountered 

European notions of progress, history, evolution, cosmology, spirituality, and racial science. 

Anishinaabe intellectuals used these ideas to reframe their histories, but they also envisioned 

settler society transforming through this exchange of knowledge. They regularly drew on 

Aadizookanag (sacred stories) to draw connections between Anishinaabe and Christian history 

and morality. Dibaajimowinan (recent histories) were published to support territorial claims, 

treaty agreements, and to remind settlers of past alliances. By identifying these connections 

between Anishinaabe and newcomer cultures, these writers created future visions wherein 

Indigenous peoples could maintain their own culture and political agency while adopting and 

transforming settler culture. Through their accounts of Indigenous survival and resistance, these 

writers subverted settler narratives and moral frameworks and proposed a transformation of 

settler-colonial society.15 

In writing about the past, Anishinaabeg intellectuals posited an array of futures. The 

Johnston-Schoolcraft family, centred around Jane Johnston Schoolcraft 

(Bamewawagezhikaquay) and her mother Ozhaguscodaywayquay, worked with Jane’s husband 

Henry Schoolcraft to present their translations of Anishinaabe stories as the foundation of a new 

American literature free from European roots. The Indigenous members of this literary circle, 

based in Sault Ste. Marie, present-day Michigan, argued that the destruction of this knowledge 

would be an immeasurable loss for humanity as a whole and that their people could only survive 

 
15 Vizenor, Manifest Manners, vii; Cathy Rex, “Survivance and Fluidity: George Copway’s The Life, 

History, and Travels of Kah-ge-ga-gah-bowh,” Studies in American Indian Literatures, 18, no. 2 (Summer 2006): 

23. 
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through cooperation with the US government.16 Similarly, George Copway (Kahgegagahbowh), 

of Rice Lake, near present-day Peterborough, Ontario, argued that his writings contained moral 

and spiritual information that was both vital for humanity and on the verge of being lost 

forever.17 Andrew Blackbird (Harbor Springs, Michigan) and Simon Pokagon (Pokagon Band of 

Potawatomi, Michigan and Indiana) also published summaries of Anishinaabeg spiritual and 

moral thought which they believed held invaluable transformative power for non-Indigenous 

society.18  

Another, more theological aspect of the gift of Anishinaabe history was in its presentation 

as evidence of sin on the part of settler society. Copway, Jones, and Pokagon all presented their 

histories as evidence for future settler spiritual damnation. They entreated settler audiences to 

repent for their oppression and destruction of Indigenous peoples and turn their energy and 

resources towards restitution and reconciliation. Despite the disturbing implications of such a 

historical and future vision, this spiritual insight was presented as prophetic knowledge that 

contained the means of both settler and Indigenous salvation. These examples show that 

Anishinaabe historical writing was not simply an exercise in cultural preservation. These writers 

believed that their work could shape future colonial society. 

Indigenous intellectuals faced significant barriers in disseminating their histories and 

visions. This is illustrated in the exchange between Peter Jones and Henry Schoolcraft. Jones was 

a male Methodist missionary and an accomplished scholar, but no matter how much education he 

achieved, the broader public would always view him as less authoritative than a White19 Anglo-

 
16 George Johnston to Henry R. Schoolcraft, 9 July 1840, File 83, Box 45, Henry Rowe Schoolcraft Papers, 

Library of Congress, Gale Indigenous Peoples of North America. 
17 George Copway, The Traditional History and Characteristic Sketches of the Ojibway Nation (Toronto, 

Ontario: Prospero Books, 2001), viii. 
18 Andrew J. Blackbird, History of the Ottawa and Chippewa Indians of Michigan (West Branch, MI: 

Thunder Bay Press Michigan, 2008), 97 & 103; Simon Pokagon, The Red Man’s Rebuke (Hartford, MI: C.H. Engle, 

1893), 14, https://doi.org/10.5479/sil.484162.39088007997927. 
19 I capitalize the word White in order to communicate the constructed and shifting nature of this label and 

to emphasize the privilege associated with it. At the same time that Whiteness grants privilege, it also identifies and 

marginalizes non-White groups. Whiteness is not homogenous and includes its own internal hierarchies of class, 

gender, ethnicity, and race. It is important to remember that ‘who’ was White also fluctuated in different times and 

places (e.g., people from Ireland and southern and eastern Europe in the United States prior to the 1920s were 

usually not considered to be White). For more on this discussion see: Aileen Moreton-Robinson, The White 

Possessive Property, Power, and Indigenous Sovereignty (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2015), xviii-

xx; Matthew Frye Jacobson, Whiteness of a Different Color: European Immigrants and the Alchemy of Race 

(Harvard University Press, 1998), 6-8; Robin Jarvis Brownlie, “‘A Better Citizen Than Lots of White Men:’ First 

Nations Enfranchisement–an Ontario Case Study, 1918-1940,” Canadian Historical Review 87, no. 1 (March 2006): 

46-8. 

https://doi.org/10.5479/sil.484162.39088007997927
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American scholar like Henry Schoolcraft. Identity mattered more than ability. Unable to break 

through certain kinds of social privilege, Indigenous intellectuals like Jones sought to gain 

authority through collaboration. As a leading expert on Indigenous history, Schoolcraft shaped 

the way the American public and government understood Indigenous people’s past and present, 

and by extension their anticipated future within the American settler colonial state. For scholars 

like Schoolcraft who made their careers by collecting and publishing Indigenous stories and 

ethnography, such partnerships made similar sense. Schoolcraft’s name carried weight, but since 

the death of his wife Jane Schoolcraft and his link to her Ojibwe kin, he had been cut off from 

his “stock” of Indigenous information.20 For that he needed allies like Jones. 

Jones’ proposed strategies for mitigating the challenges facing his community revealed a 

deep connection between historical consciousness, history writing, and future visions. New 

Credit’s petition and research into the distribution of presents centered on the clash between two 

different conceptions of the past set against shifting power relations. The British government saw 

the practice of distributing gifts as an expensive ceremony that was no longer needed in a world 

where Indigenous military prowess ceased to support imperial interests.21 Journeys to attend the 

annual ceremony also interfered with government efforts to push the Anishinaabeg into an fixed 

agrarian lifestyle.22 From an Anishinaabe perspective, the exchange of presents was a 

foundational element in the formation and renewal of their kinship relationship with the British.23 

It also symbolized the British Crown’s role as an new kind of ogimaa (leader) who had entered 

into a “mutual promise of responsibility” with the Anishinaabeg.24 They felt that their power and 

influence were waning and sought to restore the annual ceremony to remind the British of this 

relationship and the importance of the Anishinaabeg in their shared history. Because of this 

shifting world, Indigenous peoples and settlers recognized that they needed to redefine their 

 
20 Henry R. Schoolcraft to Jane Schoolcraft, 26 January 1838, File 29, Box 43, Papers of Henry Rowe 

Schoolcraft, Library of Congress, Gale Indigenous Peoples of North America; A. Irving Hallowell and Henry R. 

Schoolcraft, “Concordance of Ojibwa Narratives in the Published Works of Henry R. Schoolcraft,” The Journal of 

American Folklore 59, no. 232 (April-June 1946), 140. 
21 J.R. Miller, Compact, Contract, Covenant: Aboriginal Treaty-Making in Canada, (Toronto: University 

of Toronto Press, 2009) 102; Peter S. Schmalz, The Ojibwa of Southern Ontario (Toronto: University of Toronto 

Press, 1991), 148. 
22 Schmalz, The Ojibwa of Southern Ontario, 165-6. 
23 Miller, Ogimaag, 16 & 31; Michael A. McDonnell, Masters of Empire: Great Lakes Indians and the 

Making of America (New York: Hill and Wang, 2015), 10-11. 
24 Heidi Bohaker, Doodem and Council fire: Anishinaabe Governance through Alliance (Toronto, Ontario: 

University of Toronto Press. 2020), 28; Witgen, An Infinity of Nations, 5. 
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relationship. The British increasingly viewed Indigenous peoples as wards and perhaps nascent 

citizens, if they surrendered their treaty rights. The 1857 Gradual Civilization Act codified this 

idea by offering individual land grants and voting rights to qualified individuals willing to 

surrender their treaty rights.25 The Anishinaabeg of New Credit rejected this assimilative vision 

of the future. In the two decades following the passing of the Act, only one individual, a 

Mohawk, became enfranchised in Canada.26  

In response, the Anishinaabeg mobilized an interpretation of their past to craft a vision of 

the future that they hoped the British would understand and accept. This vision continued to 

centre them in the shifting sands of settler colonialism by reminding the British that their history 

was interwoven with the Anishinaabeg’s history and that their futures could be, and should be, 

tied together as well. The elders’ insistence on a restoration of the Anishinaabe kinship-alliance 

with the British Crown reinforced their opposition to assimilation and their desire to maintain 

their unique identity as a nation. Jones’ vision of the future sought a complex balance between 

assimilation and national sovereignty and attempted to reassert the Anishinaabeg’s central 

position in British history and the settler-colonial future 

In a letter to Schoolcraft, Jones praised the United States’ “paternal policy” towards 

Indigenous peoples while also declaring that treating them “as mere Children” had “a depressing 

influence upon them. If the White people were treated in the same way, what would the effect 

be?”27 Paraphrasing his elders’ oral traditions in History of the Ojebway Indians, Jones reminded 

his readers that his people had never violated their treaty and that “their great Father, the King of 

England” had promised their relationship would be like “a silver chain, which… should never 

rust and never be broken.” Within this treaty the Anishinaabeg were “allies with the British 

nation, and not subjects.”28 While Jones believed that the British had treated Indigenous peoples 

more fairly than the Americans had, he viewed Britain’s use of forced land surrenders in Upper 

Canada as unjust.29 In 1847, Peter Jones, his family, and the rest of the Credit River Mississauga 

 
25 Brownlie, “‘A Better Citizen Than Lots of White Men,’ 32-3. 
26 Schmalz, The Ojibwa of Southern Ontario, 175. 
27 Peter Jones to Henry R. Schoolcraft, 7 February 1854, Box 53, File 109, Papers of Henry Rowe 

Schoolcraft, Library of Congress, italics in the original. 
28 Peter Jones, History of the Ojebway Indians: With Especial Reference to Their Conversion to 

Christianity; With a Brief Memoir of the Writer (London: A.W. Bennett, 1861) , 216-7, 

https://archive.org/details/historyofojebway00jone/page/n7/mode/2up, italics in the original. 
29 Ibid., 217. 

https://archive.org/details/historyofojebway00jone/page/n7/mode/2up


 8 

had been denied title to their traditional lands on the Credit River and were subsequently forced 

to move onto reserve lands they themselves had granted to the Six Nations in 1784.30 

Building on this Anishinaabe historical perspective, Jones explained his understanding of 

an Indigenous present and future. In his letters to Schoolcraft in 1854, he noted that his people 

were “fading” from their powerful position in North American society. But all was not lost. 

Anishinaabe children now gained an “English education” and learned about “farming and [the] 

domestic economy.”31 Through this process, Jones believed the Anishinaabeg were “gradually 

advancing in the blessings of civilization, and in the knowledge of our holy Christianity.”32 But 

this transformation came with a great risk. A Christian agrarian Anishinaabeg community could 

be regarded as merely a part of the emerging new settler-colonial societies, and not as a distinct 

people who were an independent source of power to whom the British and American 

governments should look for allies and partners.  

Demographic changes added to his optimism. At some point before his death in 1856, 

Jones discovered that the population numbers at New Credit had plateaued and begun to 

increase. He attributed this change to “the blessing of civilisation,” which he believed 

contributed to better health.33 This assessment challenged the commonly-held belief that 

Indigenous people were unable to adapt to a changing world and thus doomed to extinction.34 

For Jones, the adoption of Euro-Canadian religion, technology, and knowledge was a central part 

of the future survival of Indigenous peoples. Despite his optimism, he remained wary that these 

changes could work to simultaneously reinforce in British and American eyes the idea that 

Indigenous people as powerful political actors in the unfolding of history was a thing of the past. 

Indigenous people who became Christian and agrarian and ‘civilized’ risked becoming just 

another ethnic minority in the emerging settler colonial state. 

Because of this danger, Jones concluded that in order to ensure an Indigenous future, the 

relationship between Indigenous peoples and the British Crown would have to be redefined. He 

 
30 Victoria Freeman, “Indigenous Hauntings in Settler-Colonial Spaces: The Activism of Indigenous 

Ancestors in the City of Toronto” in Phantom Past, Indigenous Presence: Native Ghosts in North American Culture 

and History, Colleen E. Boyd & Coll Thrush, eds. (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 2011), 220. 
31 Peter Jones to Henry R. Schoolcraft, 7 February 1854, Box 53, File 109, Papers of Henry Rowe 

Schoolcraft, Library of Congress. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Jones, History of the Ojebway Indians, 240. 
34 Brian W. Dippie, The Vanishing American: White Attitudes and U.S. Indian Policy (University Press of 

Kansas, 1982), xi. 



 9 

argued that “all the civil and political rights of British subjects” be conferred on “capable” 

Indigenous peoples and that they receive “titles” for their lands.35 While this sounded like 

enfranchisement, Jones’ vision sought to entrench Anishinaabe ideas and treaty rights into 

British law. In opposition to enfranchisement ideas, Jones argued that land titles should be 

conferred collectively to the “whole tribe” and not to individuals, except in exceptional cases, 

thus “securing their reserved lands to them and their posterity for ever.”36 Echoing the 1854 New 

Credit petition, he called for restoration of the annual distribution of presents thus restoring the 

fractured kinship alliance. In his scheme, the ogimaag (leaders) would become a body of 

“councillors” with legislative power. All Anishinaabe would be placed on collective reserves 

with fifty to one-hundred acres per family, and schools and doctors would be established in every 

community.37 Jones’ final recommendation was that Indigenous communities receive annual 

“detailed accounts” of all financial matters relating to their annuities and land sales “for their 

satisfaction and information.” With this transparency they could ensure that their communities’ 

resources were being “invested in good securities” and that accumulated interest was being 

allocated “to such purposes as may improve their condition.”38 What Jones was proposing, 

therefore, was a way for the Anishinaabeg to retain a collective political voice that would retain 

power and influence within the emerging settler state. 

Jones’ vision combined British-Canadian and Indigenous ways of knowing and being in a 

way that he believed would ensure Indigenous agency in a settler-colonial world. He rooted his 

vision of the future in his conception of the Anishinaabe past by structuring it around their 

kinship alliance with the British Crown. History itself was an important site in the struggle 

between settler colonialism and Indigenous sovereignty, and different approaches to history 

generated different visions of the future. As settler historians worked to replace the Indigenous 

past, intellectuals like Jones worked to offer their own historical accounts. Jones’ approach 

valued oral and written sources by Indigenous and settler authors, and he drew on both to prove 

the veracity of his community’s historical account. But his historical research went beyond 

historicizing the Indigenous past. By bringing together two historical traditions and cultures, 

 
35 Jones, History of the Ojebway Indians, 243. 
36 Ibid., 243. 
37 Ibid., 243-244. 
38 Ibid., 244. 
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Jones, and the other Anishinaabe intellectuals studied in this dissertation, hoped to restore a 

deteriorating relationship and ensure Anishinaabe survival and flourishing into the future. 

 

 

Transformation and Continuity in Anishinaabeg History Writing 

 

This dissertation examines a small piece of a much vaster history of Anishinaabe 

narratives about the past that arcs back to time immemorial. Rather than a ‘canon’ of 

Anishinaabe intellectual history, these writings and lectures represent brief appearances of 

Anishinaabeg historical narratives within a different language and medium. This writing did not 

happen in isolation, and it is important to understand the authors’ connections with their 

communities as well as their relationships with non-Indigenous scholars, missionaries, and state 

operatives. Both sets of relationships were often fraught with compromise, power imbalances, 

and self-interest, and were colored by shifting feelings of Anishinaabeg pride as well as 

hopelessness and desperation.  

None of these writings were purely original creations. As the life of Ojibwe writer Jane 

Schoolcraft reveals, the writings and stories of multiple family and community members 

overlapped and mingled throughout the publication process. Though most publications were 

associated with an individual, usually male, author, all of these writers and their coauthors drew 

from the vast stores of knowledge and history maintained within Anishinaabeg communities. 

Each represented the culmination of years of Anishinaabeg education through formal storytelling 

practices as well as informal conversations within kin relationships.  

This is not to say that their stories are without the challenges of bias and interpretation, or 

that they are reflective of the presence or absence of particular sources and kinds of sources. All 

expressions of story reflected the personality and ideas of the storyteller to some extent. In The 

People Named the Chippewa, American studies scholar Gerald Vizenor emphasized the living, 

embodied nature of Anishinaabe oral traditions by pointing out that stories were not simple 

recitations, but rather spoken performances that reflected the imagination, wit, and critical 

reflection of the teller as well as the weather, season, and environment of the storytelling event. 

Differences between stories confounded non-Indigenous ethnographers and anthropologists 

seeking some unchanging body of knowledge. These differences were not necessarily 
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disagreements, but rather expressions of artistry in the rekindling of “diverse memories of the 

visual past into the experience and metaphors of the present.”39  

This dissertation focuses on the lived experiences of Anishinaabe intellectuals and writers 

who succeeded in transmitting their ideas to a broad English-reading audience. Most possessed a 

settler education as well as an Anishinaabe one. By drawing on both, these intellectuals were 

able to combine Anishinaabe and settler stories, ideas, and theories to assert the historicity of 

Indigenous peoples and to propose a future alternative to Indigenous extinction. This process 

showed that their historical consciousness was adaptive and reflective and that it changed 

throughout their lives. 

This dissertation draws from intellectual historian Stefan Collini’s definition of the term 

‘intellectual’ to mean an individual who produced works of an analytical or creative nature, 

disseminated ideas to a larger public, engaged with topics that interested that public, and were 

recognized as someone knowledgeable in their field and willing to share that knowledge.40 I 

further incorporate American Indian studies scholar David Martinez’ conception of ‘Indigenous 

intellectuals’ to include individuals who are recognized by their communities to be proficient in 

Indigenous knowledges and ways of knowing and being.41 This definition allows for the 

inclusion of Anishinaabe knowledge keepers and elders like Jane Schoolcraft’s mother 

Ozhaguscodaywayquay, who would not have been identified as an intellectual, scholar, or 

historian by contemporary settler society. 

When I use the term ‘scholar’, I am referring to a specific kind of nineteenth-century 

intellectual who had an association with education, writing, and erudition. Research, education, 

scholarship, and fields of study were informal or often undefined in this period. Daniel Webster’s 

1828 dictionary defined the term “scholar” broadly as “a pupil,” “a man of letters,” “a person of 

high attainments in science or literature,” and “a man of books.”42 The Anishinaabeg writers 

included in this dissertation were all highly educated by the standards of their time, and they 

were regarded as knowledgeable individuals who could speak meaningfully to important issues, 

ideas, and events. Webster’s definition also reveals the gendered understanding of scholarship 

 
39 Gerald Vizenor, The People Named the Chippewa: Narrative Histories (Minneapolis: The University of 

Minnesota Press, 1984), 7-8.  
40 Stefan Collini, Absent Minds: Intellectuals in Britain (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 52. 
41 David Martinez, “Neither Medicine Man Nor Chief: The Role of the Intellectual in the American Indian 

Community,” Studies in American Indian Literature 26, no. 1 (Spring 2014): 47. 
42 Noah Webster, An American Dictionary of the English Language, 1st ed., s.v. “Scholar.” 
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that limited Indigenous women like Jane Schoolcraft and Ozhaguscodaywayquay from achieving 

the success of their male contemporaries regardless of talent, education, or labor. This gendered 

and non-professional understanding of ‘scholarship’ is also reflected in the image of the 

‘gentlemen historians’ credited with producing much of the pre-professional written history of 

the nineteenth-century.43 Anishinaabeg writers during this time were often recognized as 

scholars, as were their non-Indigenous colleagues, but racial difference made their status much 

more precarious. 

My biographical and intellectual history approach avoids hagiography and looks at these 

writers as simultaneously marginalized and elite individuals who actively supported, resisted, 

and otherwise engaged with colonial power and knowledge systems in complex ways. In 

describing Indigenous struggles against settler colonialism, it is tempting to look for heroic 

narratives. The reality was far more complex. While some of these writers maintained ties to 

their communities and kin and were careful to cite the sources of their narratives, others were 

opportunistic and self-focused in their pursuit of power, wealth, status, and security. Many had 

obscure or mixed motivations and lived within overlapping layers of privilege, disadvantage, and 

oppression. 

Removed from their usual Anishinaabe cultural context by English-literate Anishinaabeg, 

summarized and translated into English text, and published and sold in settler marketplaces, 

these nineteenth-century Anishinaabe histories acquired even more layers of meaning and 

individual expression. They reflected the distinct historical consciousness of their authors and 

served as a form of resistance to colonialism. Mississauga missionary, historian, and political 

activist George Copway recognized the power of writing: “In a republican government like the 

United States, where every thing is controlled by popular feeling, the press and the pen are the 

great levellers of all things. Their good or bad use is of much moment to the world.”44 Copway 

understood that while the Anishinaabeg possessed their own historical traditions that were 

largely inaccessible to settlers, the policies and beliefs that directly impacted Anishinaabeg lives 

were being shaped and decided in English text. By publishing in English, these writers asserted 

 
43 Robert B. Townsend, History’s Babel: Scholarship, Professionalization, and the Historical Enterprise in 

the United States, 1880-1940 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013), 2; Carl Berger, The Writing of 

Canadian History: Aspects of English-Canadian Historical Writing Since 1900 (Toronto: University of Toronto 

Press, 1986), 1. 
44 Copway, “Potency of the Pen,” Copway’s American Indian 1, no. 6 (16 August 1851), 2, New-York 

Historical Society Archives. 
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an Anishinaabeg historical consciousness that enabled them to provide readers with a future that 

challenged racism and settler colonialism alike.  

It is also important to recognize the significant changes that occur when Indigenous 

knowledges and visions are written into text. The Anishinaabemowin word for ‘book,’ 

mazinahigan/mazina’igan/mzinigan45, is inanimate while ‘Aadizookanag,’ or sacred stories, is 

usually (though not always) animate.46 Contemporary Anishinaabeg studies scholars Edna 

Manitowabi and Leanne Betasamosake Simpson have argued that the transmission of 

Anishinaabeg stories and visions through print, audio, video, and other non-interactive forms of 

media reduces the transformative power of Anishinaabeg stories and visions by removing the 

relationality, responsibility, and emergence of in-person narrative events.47 Many of the 

nineteenth-century Anishinaabeg writers included in this study operated outside these protocols 

and relationships. They were confident that their stories and narratives could continue to shape 

the future and provide meaning regardless of the form and media through which they were 

transmitted. The subjects of my analysis are writers who looked for ways to retain the integrity 

of ancient and living oral narratives while positioning them to help shape a potentially dangerous 

and uncertain future. 

 
45 This dissertation includes terms from languages and dialects of Anishinaabemowin, Ojibwe, and Odawa. 

I have taken basic introductory Anishinaabemowin classes, attended linguistic educational presentations, and have 

learned language teachings through conversations with elders, knowledge keepers, and Anishinaabe scholars, but I 

remain at the very beginning of learning Anishinaabemowin. While recognizing the challenges that can arise from 

relying on published works on Indigenous languages, I have drawn from a number of dictionaries and other 

linguistic resources. I follow the example of literary studies scholar Adam Spry by leaving Indigenous terms 

unitalicized. Italicization can convey a sense of ‘otherness’ or ‘foreignness’ to Indigenous languages while 

presenting the English language as normative. Adam Spry, Our Warpaint is Writer’s Ink: Anishinaabe Literary 

Transnationalism (Albany: SUNY Press, 2018), 187; Basil Johnston, Anishinaubae Thesaurus (East Lansing, MI: 

Michigan State University Press, 2007); Cecil King, “[Anishnabemowin] Glossary” in Balancing Two Worlds: 

Jean-Baptiste Assiginack and the Odawa Nation 1768-1866 (Saskatoon: published by the author, 2013), 257-260; 

Nora Livesay and John D. Nichols, eds. The Ojibwe People’s Dictionary, 2012-2021, https://ojibwe.lib.umn.edu; 

Mary Ann Naokwegijig-Corbiere and Rand Valentine, eds. Nishnaabemwin Odawa & Eastern Ojibwe Online 

Dictionary, 2015, https://dictionary.nishnaabemwin.atlas-ling.ca/#/help; John D. Nichols, and Earl Nyholm, eds. A 

Concise Dictionary of Minnesota Ojibwe (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 1994); Richard A. 

Rhodes, Eastern Ojibwa-Chippewa-Ottawa Dictionary (Berlin: De Gruyter Mouton, 1985). 
46 Jill Doerfler, Niigaanwewidam James Sinclair, and Heidi Kiiwetinepinesiik Stark, eds. Centering 

Anishinaabeg Studies: Understanding the World Through Stories (East Lansing, MI: Michigan State University 

Press, 2013), xviii. 
47 Leanne Betasamosake Simpson and Edna Manitowabi, “Theorizing Resurgence from within Nishnaabeg 

Thought,” in Centering Anishinaabeg Studies: Understanding the World Through Stories, ed. Jill Doerfler, 

Niigaanwewidam James Sinclair, and Heidi Kiiwetinepinesiik Stark (East Lansing, MI: Michigan State University 

Press, 2013), 281-282. 
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Nineteenth-century Anishinaabe histories were not just identical reproductions of a 

preexisting Anishinaabeg narrative tradition. They were new transformations of Anishinaabe 

narrative. That transformation and the audience it aimed to attract helps explain why these 

written renditions were almost always tied to political arguments and visions for the future of 

Indigenous and settler-colonial society. In my dissertation, I allow for creativity and agency in 

Anishinaabe history writing and do not provide judgements over the authenticity of their work – 

although I do critically engage with it in other ways. 

Through a focus on increasingly aggressive colonial policies, scholarly histories of the 

Anishinaabe in the nineteenth century have generally followed a tragic narrative of decline. 

Historian Peter S. Schmalz’ Ojibwa of Southern Ontario, for example, categorized the majority 

of the nineteenth century as a time of surrenders, with a period of “Reserve Stagnation” from 

1860 to the early twentieth century.48 In Schmalz’ scheme, it was not until 1950 that a period of 

cultural and political “renaissance” began with the rise of mid-to-late-twentieth century forms of 

Indigenous political activism. Kenneth Lincoln’s influential literary studies examination of the 

“Native American renaissance” argued that the 1960s was a time of Indigenous cultural 

regeneration through the “written renewal of oral traditions translated into Western literary 

forms.”49 Literary studies scholar Larzer Ziff’s focus on non-Indigenous literary depictions of 

Indigeneity led him to overemphasize the power of the “process of literary annihilation,” which 

he described as a settler “monologue” lasting from 1814 to 1914.50 In the pages that follow I find 

agency and activity in an era long before the time in which Indigenous ‘renaissances’ are 

normally placed. 

 In this regard, my work follows the path of scholars such as historian Robert Penner who 

located Indigenous ‘renaissances’ in earlier periods. Penner framed the proliferation of English-

language Anishinaabe publications in the nineteenth century as an “Ojibwe Renaissance” and 

argued that George Copway, Peter Jones, Jane Johnston Schoolcraft, William W. Warren, and 

others imagined an Ojibwe nation that was based, in part, on their engagement with 

Christianity.51 While this approach is helpful for understanding the writings of missionaries like 

 
48 Schmalz, The Ojibwa of Southern Ontario, 180. 
49 Kenneth Lincoln, Native American Renaissance (Berkley, CA: University of California Press, 1985), 7-8. 
50 Larzer Ziff, Writing in the New Nation: Prose, Print, and Politics in the Early United States (New 

Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1991), 173. 
51 Robert Penner, “The Ojibwe Renaissance: Transnational Evangelicalism and the Making of an 

Algonquian Intelligentsia, 1812-1867,” American Review of Canadian Studies 45, no. 1 (2015):80. 
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Jones and Copway, it is complicated by the latter’s move towards a more secular ethnographic 

approach in his later life. In addition, many of the writings of Francis Assiginack, George 

Copway, Simon Pokagon, Jane Schoolcraft, and William W. Warren were no more religious than 

those of their non-Indigenous contemporaries. Schoolcraft and Assiginack received classical 

educations and were not educated at religious institutions. While Christianity was an important 

influence on their lives and writings, a wider examination of Anishinaabeg writers complicates 

its role as a singular unifying force. 

An examination of Anishinaabe correspondence, lectures, and publications reveals that 

their conceptions of the past and future were discrete visions, rather than representations of a 

broad, unified Anishinaabe national vision. Previous scholars, including Penner, have argued that 

these writings represent a coherent identifiable body of Anishinaabeg “national, or proto-

national” literature, but this overstates the connections between these writings. It also misses the 

majority of Anishinaabe intellectual output by focusing on published English texts.52 Outside of 

a few cases, there is little evidence for correspondence between Anishinaabe writers in this 

period. Their writings and speeches are best understood as the opinions and recommendations of 

individual Anishinaabeg. Their writings were reflections of their own historical consciousness 

rather than a shared Anishinaabe understanding of the past. From an Anishinaabeg-centered 

perspective, these writings are best understood as an extension of a much larger body of 

Anishinaabe historical, literary, and cultural work, the vast majority of which occurred within 

Anishinaabeg communities. 

The Eurocentric idea of renaissance does not necessarily capture the deeply Indigenous 

nature of the sources I am examining. Others have similarly recognized this but not necessarily 

drawn the same conclusion as me. Drawing from English studies scholar Philip Round, for 

example, historian Tom Peace concluded that Indigenous publishing in English represented a 

“revolution” rather than a renaissance.53 However, revolution, like renaissance, emphasizes 

colonial change over Indigenous continuity. It can also overstate the impact of this writing for 

Indigenous communities. While the number of Anishinaabeg engaged in lecturing, negotiating, 

and writing in European languages is significant and remarkable, the vast majority of 

 
52 Penner, “The Ojibwe Renaissance,” 80. 
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Anishinaabeg pursued intellectual, narrative, and historical work in their own languages and 

communities away from the gaze of settlers. Where renaissance indicates cultural renewal or 

rebirth and emergence from a ‘Dark Age,’ revolution communicates progressive upheaval or 

overthrow of past traditions, and both terms imply a significant break with the immediate past. 

While the nineteenth century was certainly a time of major change in Anishinaabeg territory, it 

would be a mistake to ignore the important persistence of Anishinaabeg ontologies and historical 

narratives despite colonial pressures. By way of contrast, my intent in this dissertation, is to 

avoid terms with deeply ingrained western meaning (i.e., renaissance and revolution) because 

they carry western baggage and are less reflective of what I perceive as the Anishinaabe writers’ 

intent, let alone their impact. 

In a similar vein, literary studies scholar Craig Womack posed an early challenge to ‘late-

development’ narratives of Indigenous literature by contending that the notion of a ‘Native 

American Literary Renaissance’ implied that Indigenous people only ‘discovered’ poetry, drama, 

and fiction writing in the second half of the twentieth-century.54 Womack demonstrated that 

Indigenous writing in English dated from at least the late-seventeenth century and had existed 

since time immemorial in Indigenous languages and writing systems.55 In an examination of 

nineteenth-century Néhiyaw writers, literary studies scholar Kristina Bidwell also pushed back 

on this characterization and emphasized a closer study of the long history of Indigenous writing 

prior to the mid-twentieth century.56 Applying the same critical lens to the field of history, 

historian Mary Jane Logan MacCallum argued that the professionalization of history had served 

to marginalize Indigenous scholars as the racial barriers to historical scholarship hardened in the 

early twentieth-century.57 McCallum argued that many historiographies of Indigenous history 

continued to ignore pre-1960’s Indigenous historical scholarship thus perpetuating this 

exclusion.58 Narratives of a past-focused ‘renaissance’ also obscure Indigenous writers’ deep 

concern with future matters. In Writing Indian Nations, literary studies scholar Maureen Konkle 
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showed that Indigenous intellectuals almost always wrote with an eye to contemporary and 

future political goals.59 

In response to Womack, Bidwell, McCallum, and Konkle, this dissertation uses 

intellectual history to situate nineteenth-century Anishinaabeg historical scholarship within a 

long tradition of Anishinaabeg writing about the past and future. These writings expressed ideas 

and stories that had existed since time immemorial. At the same time, they were reflections of 

the character and ideas of individual Anishinaabe intellectuals. While it allowed for new methods 

of communication with non-Indigenous peoples, English text was one of many Anishinaabeg 

methods for writing and sharing knowledge. These writers worked within long-standing 

Anishinaabe traditions of writing and speaking about the past even as they experimented with 

English language, writing, and ideas. This continuity also extended into the future as these 

writings became important links between the Anishinaabe past and late-twentieth century 

political visions and community histories. Rather than a renewal, rebirth, or revolution of 

Anishinaabe culture through engagement with settler culture and technology, these historical 

writings were extensions of existing Anishinaabe traditions and practices into a new language 

and medium of communication. 

 

 

Methodology and Sources 

 

The covid 19 pandemic played an important role in shaping my research. Originally this 

project was intended to have a substantial community-engaged component including oral 

interviews on the reception of Anishinaabe historical writings in Anishinaabe communities. The 

starting point for this research would have been my attendance at a historical field school on 

Manitoulin Island in the summer of 2020. While this research never materialized in the way I 

had hoped, I continued to communicate from a distance with Anishinaabe scholars and 

community members over the following years. These include Johannah Bird, Dr. John Borrows, 

Eric Hemenway, Dr. Cathy Littlejohn King, Dr. Cecil King, Dr. Darrell Manitowabi, Professor 

Barbara Nolan, Brian Peltier, and Alfred Simpson. Professor Nolan, my Anishinaabemowin 
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language teacher, also invited me to attend sessions by elders and knowledge keepers at the 2022 

Emkowaataagozijig IV gathering hosted by the Grand Traverse Bay Band of Odawa and 

Chippewa Indians. Through Grand Traverse, I was also able to participate in Brian Peltier’s 

Anishinaabe Andizokaanan Cultural Teachings. These online classes, meetings, and relationships 

shaped my research, writing, and thinking. Through these conversations, it was suggested that 

my dissertation should take a more traditional biographical and intellectual history approach 

focused on the writers, their texts, and their cultural and intellectual context. 

In Indigenous Intellectuals American and education studies scholar Kiara M. Vigil used a 

“collective cultural biography” approach to weave together the lives of five Indigenous 

intellectuals who grappled with representations of Indigeneity that shaped perceptions of US 

Indian policy.60 Vigil’s collective cultural biography exemplified what historian Adele Perry 

later described as situating the “messy terrain of people’s lives” within the larger forces and 

structures of colonial history.61 Building on Vigil’s example and heeding Perry’s warnings of the 

dangers of biography, my dissertation reconnects the individual life experiences of nineteenth-

century Anishinaabeg historians with their historical consciousnesses and future visions. This 

enables their experiences to speak to the broader history of colonial struggle over the Indigenous 

past and future. 

Some of the most influential biographical scholarship on Anishinaabe individuals was 

written by historian Donald B. Smith who recognized that such an approach highlighted the 

agency and voice of Indigenous figures.62 Smith found that one of the overarching themes of 

Mississauga writing was the search to “secure some autonomy in a world of increasingly limited 

alternatives.”63 This dissertation narrows Smith’s insight by centering specifically on the role of 

Anishinaabe writing about their past, which, in turn, looked towards their future.  

This dissertation also advances on the Anishinaabe-centered work of historians Michael 

Witgen and Michael A. McDonnell to complicate Smith’s description of “increasingly limited 
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alternatives.”64 While Anishinaabeg communities certainly faced increasing pressures from land 

cessions, Indian removal, resource depletion, and growing notions of racial and cultural 

hierarchy, the end of the War of 1812 also opened up new spaces and tools for some 

Anishinaabeg to exercise their agency, support their families, and attempt to shape emerging 

colonial societies. The period examined by this dissertation was a post-war extension of 

Witgen’s “Native New World,” a time and space of Anishinaabeg transformation and innovation 

following their encounters with Europeans.65 

This collective biographical approach to intellectual history reveals that Anishinaabe 

historical writings posed a challenge to settler historical consciousness. While the main focus is 

on the lectures, essays, stories, and books of Jane Johnston Schoolcraft, George Copway, and 

Francis Assikinack, the writings of other Anishinaabeg provide important context. These writers 

include other members of the Johnston family (especially Schoolcraft’s mother 

Ozhaguscodaywayquay), Andrew Blackbird, Peter Jones, Simon Pokagon, and William Warren. 

These writers drew from settler culture and ideas to challenge colonial historical narratives and 

pose transformative future visions. 

To place these writers within their historical, relational, and intellectual context, this 

dissertation represents new research from twenty archival collections and databases as well as 

ninety-nine published primary sources. The archival sources include correspondence, journals, 

government records, unpublished manuscripts, transcribed interviews, and other materials that 

have provided important insight into these writers’ lives, historical consciousness, and the impact 

of their writings. The published primary sources include works by nineteenth-century 

Anishinaabeg as well as contemporary non-Indigenous ethnographers, missionaries, historians, 

and government employees who corresponded with, cited, or otherwise engaged with 

Anishinaabe writers or their writings. These works represent multiple permutations of settler 

historical consciousness, and they reveal the similarities and differences between settler and 

Anishinaabe approaches to historical writing and argumentation. This group of writers includes 

missionary-ethnographers like Frederic Baraga, Thomas Hulburt, and John Maclean as well as 
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ethnologists, archaeologists, and anthropologists like Edward D. Neill, Henry R. Schoolcraft, 

Ephraim George Squier, and Daniel Wilson.  

 

 

Anishinaabe National Identity and The Canada-US Border 

 

Historian Richard White’s seminal work on the history of the Great Lakes region 

between 1650 and 1815 introduced the concept of the ‘middle ground,’ a space wherein a 

balance of power forced settlers and Indigenous peoples to accommodate one another’s goals, 

values, and practices in a search for “common meaning.”66 White’s ‘middle ground’ metaphor 

had an enormous influence on borderlands scholarship and studies of Indigenous-settler cultural, 

political, and economic accommodation.67 The Middle Ground concluded with the War of 1812, 

an event that upset the balance of power in the region and ended the era of accommodation.68 

Following the war and the reestablishment of the Canada-US Border, the upper Great 

Lakes became an increasingly important borderland region and a site of potential future 

expansion for the United States.69 However, as historian Michael Witgen has argued, depictions 

of Anishinaabe territory as a ‘borderlands’ can over-emphasize settler perspectives and obscure 

the ongoing mobility, agency, and influence of Indigenous communities throughout the 

nineteenth century.70 Descriptions of Anishinaabe and Odawa lands provided by Copway (1847), 

Warren (1853), Assiginack (1858), and Jones (1861) all revealed a territory divided roughly in 

half by the post-war Canada-US border.71 For many Anishinaabeg the border existed largely in 

the imaginations of distantly scattered government agents and, as a result, they moved and 

identified themselves on their own terms. Native American studies scholar Phil Bellfy identified 
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“an astonishing number of ‘cross-border’ treaty-signers,” ogimaag (leaders) representing 

communities that ignored or overlapped colonial boundaries.72 The prevalence of this practice 

shows that Anishinaabe relationships and leadership practices frequently superseded settler 

geographical and political notions. Ogimaag living on land claimed by the United States 

regularly travelled to Canada to participate in the British government’s annual distribution of 

presents, a practice which disturbed American authorities.73 For example, Jane Schoolcraft’s 

uncle Waish-kee participated in this ceremony despite criticisms from his niece’s husband Henry 

Schoolcraft, the local US Indian agent.74 

In the early to mid-nineteenth century, the changing border significantly affected 

Anishinaabeg seeking to evade US Indian removal policies and those, like the Johnston family, 

who sought (and lost) status and power within settler colonial societies.75 For others like George 

Copway, the border offered the chance to start a new career freed from past scandals, failures, 

and humiliations. Overall, international borders presented new opportunities for mobility and 

strategies for navigating turbulent social, cultural, and political change.76 

Another important effect of the postwar border was that it elicited Anishinaabe written 

responses on the nature of their collective identity. This was most often expressed in the 

nineteenth-century through the idea of ‘nationhood.’ Copway was consistent in describing the 

Anishinaabeg as an “Ojibway nation,” though he was largely silent on the significance or 

meaning of the label “nation.”77 Throughout The Traditional History and Characteristic Sketches 

of the Ojibway Nation, Copway repeatedly quoted from the poet Lord Byron, an important 

influence on European nationalist and revolutionary movements.78 Copway’s turn towards a 

more secular understanding of the world aligned with European nationalism’s origins in 

Enlightenment rationalism and he may have seen nationalism as a valuable framework for 
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describing Anishinaabe collective identity.79 Through the use of the term ‘nation,’ Copway’s text 

presented the Anishinaabeg as possessing a unique identity and history and thus constituting a 

sovereign national community that deserved to interact with other nations on an equal footing.80 

William Warren rarely used the term “nation” to refer to the Ojibwe, and he used it 

interchangeably with “tribe.”81 Most often, he used the word to emphasize racial and cultural 

difference. For example, he argued that the Dakota and Anishinaabe had always been completely 

distinct nations and often referred to the French as a “nation.”82 For Warren, the most important 

social and political unit was the “family” or “clan” which was identified by a “totem” (doodem) 

like the Crane, Marten, Moose, or Reindeer.83 He suggested that this organization proved that the 

Anishinaabeg were descended from “the Hebrews.”84 

Peter Jones explained that Indigenous “nations” possessed their own “languages, 

complexions, and religion, as well as divers customs, manners, and modes of living.”85 The 

“Ojebway nation” contained a number of smaller groups that Jones referred to interchangeably 

as “tribes,” “band[s],” and “communit[ies].”86 Represented by “chiefs” (ogimaag), these 

communities operated largely independently of the rest of the “nation” on border-crossing lands 

along the St. Lawrence River, around the Great Lakes, east into the Canadian plains, and south to 

the “headwaters of the Mississippi.”87 Despite this decentralization, Jones explained that when 

situations arose affecting the nation as a whole, a “general council” would be held where a 

majority of ogimaag would meet.88 This description of a decentralized nation comprised of 

independent communities aligned with Francis Assiginack’s historical description of the Odawa 

“tribe.”89 Echoing this, contemporary historian Michael Witgen has argued that the idea of 

“Indigenous nations” does not accurately describe the “world of bands, clans, villages, and 

peoples” in the continental heartland.90 
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These nineteenth-century descriptions of the Anishinaabeg world align with the 

Anishinaabe concept of the Niswi Ishkoden which is also referred to as the Niswi-

mishkodewinan and N’swi shkoden weejeendohwin (Three Fires or Three Fires Brotherhood).91 

Anishinaabeg often describe the Niswi Ishkoden as a familial relationship and historian Carrie 

Miller has shown that the terms ‘confederacy’ and ‘league’ do not adequately convey the 

decentralized, yet strong kinship nature of this alliance.92 One account related by historian and 

education scholar Cecil King states that the N’swi shkoden weejeendohwin was formed when 

three “biological brothers” separated and travelled in different directions. Their descendants 

eventually created three separate nations: the Ojibwe (the older brother), Odawa (the next older 

brother), and Potawatomi (the younger brother).93 This fraternal nature of the relationship was 

brought to the fore during the 1821 and 1833 Chicago treaty negotiations where the Ojibwe were 

referred to as the older brother and the Odawa and Potawatomi as younger brothers.94 At the 

1825 Treaty of Prairie du Chien the three peoples were declared to be united under one council 

fire. The designations of ‘older’ and ‘younger’ did not reflect a coercive hierarchy and every 

village council and leader were free to make their own decisions during treaty discussions.95 

Placing nineteenth-century Anishinaabe histories within this broader context reveals the sense of 

collective identity these writers were attempting to translate into English. Despite their different 

approaches, Assiginack, Copway, Jones, and Warren all aimed at the same goal of resisting 

erasure and assimilation by asserting Anishinaabe sovereignty, peoplehood, and agency.96 
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The Colonial Struggle over the Indigenous Past 

 

Expanding on historian Mary Jane Logan McCallum’s insight that the professionalization 

of history “served to reduce, exclude, and obscure” Indigenous scholars, this dissertation argues 

that the fundamental ideas and myths that structured nineteenth-century history were themselves 

hostile to Indigenous expression.97 This is not to deny that pre-professional history provided 

opportunities for Indigenous engagement. The permeable and undefined nature of nineteenth-

century North American scholarship made it possible for Anishinaabeg to present their 

challenges of settler history. But, as will be revealed below, settler historical consciousness made 

it incredibly difficult for Anishinaabe histories and visions to be understood by settler audiences. 

Even the most benevolent and open-minded settler histories worked to erase and replace the 

Indigenous past with fabricated images of Indians as victims, primitives, savage enemies, or 

noble relics of a vanishing past. 

Nineteenth-century Anishinaabe historical texts are a rich example of Indigenous 

resistance to this historical and intellectual erasure. A biographical and historical analysis of 

these writer’s lives and writings reveals that they participated in arguments over the definition of 

‘history’ itself and over what peoples could even ‘have’ histories. These questions were 

fundamental aspects of the settler-colonial historical consciousness, which was built on the 

removal of Indigenous people from history and the elimination of the Indigenous past and future. 

The first element of intellectual elimination was ontological: Indigenous persons were not simply 

erased from history but could not even be historical. This conception of the Indigenous past was 

rooted in British and American definitions of history both as a genre and as a subject. These 

definitions were, in turn, linked to hierarchical understandings of racial and cultural 

development. The idea of progressive human historical development changed throughout the 

century and became increasingly influenced by emerging ideas of biological race and cultural 

and social evolution that viewed Indigenous peoples as living fossils or representatives of a 

primordial stage in human development. The classification of Indigenous peoples as non-

historical would be a major influence in the presentation and reception of Anishinaabe depictions 

of their past. In response to this settler conception of history, Anishinaabeg writers consistently 

argued for the historicity of Indigenous people. These histories combined Anishinaabe and non-
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Indigenous historical consciousness and expressed visions of Indigenous future survival through 

the transformation of settler and Indigenous society. 

By examining writings, correspondence, and individual actions, this dissertation 

reconstructs the historical consciousnesses of a collection of Anishinaabe and settler 

intellectuals. A ‘historical consciousness’ is an expression of how an individual or community 

understand the past at a specific time.98 It is not just a sense of temporality, an awareness of the 

passage of time. Historical consciousness engages with the past, present, and future through 

interpretation, revision, meaning-making, and the development of narratives.99 This attention of 

the “collective memory” to the past is shaped by an individual or group’s orientation of 

themselves in time and also by their cultural and historical context.100 Historical consciousness 

shapes how people, organizations, and nations identify and define themselves, their place in 

history, and their future.101 Education studies scholar Peter Seixas argued that consciousness of a 

common past was “perhaps the crucial instrument… in the construction of collective identities in 

the present.”102 The narratives that make up historical consciousness work to define who belongs 

to a group and who does not.103 Ethnohistorian Keith Carlson has argued that when Indigenous 

people were faced with what appeared to be unprecedented settler colonial challenges they drew 

upon their knowledge of cognate traumas from the past (earthquakes, floods, volcanic eruptions) 

to find precedents that could help them collectively chart a course into the future.104  

Historical consciousness is not static, but changes over time through experience and 

interaction with new information and other historical consciousnesses. It can be influenced by 

perceptions of past events that are filtered through interpretive layers of narration, education, 

popular and academic discourse, personal experience, mythmaking, adherence or resistance to 
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structures of authority, nostalgia, and shifting political and religious ideals.105 Historical 

consciousness can be examined on an individual or a collective level, and while these may 

overlap, they are not identical. My analysis of Francis Assiginack’s lectures, for example, 

presents a snapshot of his historical consciousness at a particular time, and reveals how his 

Catholic faith and Odawa and Euro-Canadian educations supported his vision. Assiginack’s 

historical consciousness does not represent Odawa or Anishinaabe historical consciousness as a 

whole.  

References to ‘settler’ and ‘Anishinaabe’ historical consciousness are not meant to 

convey a dichotomy between two monolithic, homogeneous, or opposed understandings of the 

past. As this research shows, these historical consciousnesses were often intertwined. Education, 

religion, personal relationships, and experiences of colonialism influenced nineteenth-century 

Anishinaabe historical consciousness. In turn, Anishinaabe ideas, symbols, and images 

influenced and changed settler historical consciousness. Indeed, the intentional integration of 

settler and Anishinaabe ontologies and historical frameworks was one of the key strategies 

pursued by Anishinaabeg in their writings. 

A focus on historical consciousness enables my dissertation to avoid being caught up in 

unproductive debates over the question of cultural authenticity and assimilation. It also moves 

the discussion beyond assessing the veracity of these historical writings. Instead, I examine the 

function of history itself in a settler colonial society. Settlers attempted to forge new national 

myths and identities as they wrote about the Indigenous past, and Anishinaabeg writers 

countered with accounts founded on Anishinaabe histories. Both provide rich glimpses into the 

historical consciousnesses that informed settler and Anishinaabe ideas of history, identity, 

justice, and futurity. 

The activity of ‘history,’ as the term is used in this dissertation, is an intentional form of 

engagement with the past. In an essay on Indigenous historical consciousness, education studies 

scholar Michael Marker suggested that, in its broadest sense, ‘history’ can be understood as the 

“meaning of the past.”106 This interpretive ‘meaning’ is of course multiple, contested, and 

constructed. In this way, history as an activity is focused on attempts to draw or create meaning 
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through the study, recounting, and interpretation of the past. Even nineteenth-century writings 

that claimed to be purely descriptive carried implicit interpretations of the Indigenous past. 

Anishinaabeg writers recognized that purportedly objective and detached ethnographic and 

antiquarian writings carried arguments about territorial rights, racial and cultural hierarchies, and 

the ethics of settler colonialism. In this sense, a ‘history’ is a reflective, analytical, and 

interpretive statement on the past that is communicated to others. 

One of the central elements of both Indigenous and settler historical consciousness in the 

nineteenth century was the myth of the “vanishing American,” or vanishing Indian. Brian W. 

Dippie was the first historian to identify the significance of this myth to American Indian 

policy.107 In this dissertation, the word ‘myth’ is not used in the colloquial sense conveying 

inaccuracy or fictitiousness. Instead, myth is meant to refer to the influential patterns, narratives, 

and stories that guide humans’ interpretation of the past and visions for the future. Historian 

Ronald Wright has described myths as “maps by which cultures navigate through time.”108 The 

reality of Indigenous population decline was extremely complex and differed according to region 

and time. Building on Dippie and Wright’s analyses, I approach myth as an aspect of historical 

consciousness that structured historical narratives; defined national, racial, and cultural identities; 

and shaped visions of how North American society could be formed.  

The myth of the vanishing Indian changed over time, but it was characterized by the 

belief that Indigenous people would disappear through illness, starvation, warfare and, towards 

the end of the nineteenth century, through assimilation into dominant American society.109 

Regardless of its veracity, the myth became a “self-fulfilling prophecy” as its vision of an Indian-

less future drove Indian policy and shaped fatalistic settler attitudes towards Indigenous 

peoples.110 While many settlers viewed this extinction as natural or divinely ordained, others, 

often Christian philanthropists, saw it as intrinsically linked to colonial activity, cynicism, and 

apathy.111  

In an 1851 article for the Anishinaabe-run journal Copway’s American Indian, 

ethnographer and historian Lewis H. Morgan argued that extinction was entirely the result of 
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“unjust” Indian policies founded on “erroneous” ideas, one of which was the vanishing Indian.112 

He compared US Indian policy to the Romans’ extermination of Carthage and argued that the 

myth had moved disturbingly beyond specialized discourse and was “so wide-spread as to have 

become a general theme for school-boy declamation.”113 Morgan contended that the vanishing 

Indian myth was self-perpetuating. If Indigenous extinction was inevitable, then why should the 

government spend valuable resources attempting to stop this natural process? Morgan pointed 

out that due to the resulting lack of public will to intervene on behalf of Indigenous peoples, their 

populations did indeed decrease, thus fulfilling the already accepted myth.  

Late-nineteenth century historian Francis Parkman’s writing was also influenced by this 

myth and, in turn, popularized it. In The Conspiracy of Pontiac, the fall of Quebec in 1759 

represented the apex of Indigenous power and the beginning of its decline: “Thenceforth they 

were destined to melt and vanish before the advancing waves of Anglo-American power, which 

now rolled westward unchecked and unopposed.”114 In an excerpt published in George 

Copway’s weekly journal, Copway’s American Indian, Parkman argued that the reason for this 

inevitable extinction was the unchanging and unchangeable Indian character, itself a part of the 

American wilderness: “the Indian is hewn out of a rock. You can rarely change the form without 

destruction of the substance.” It was this destruction that he saw as the likeliest outcome of 

ongoing colonialism: “[the Indian] will not learn the arts of civilization, and he and his forest 

must perish together.”115 While these statements illustrate the power of the myth, they also reveal 

the dichotomies and contradictions central to the settler historical consciousness. Parkman knew 

George Copway personally and regularly saw him living and working within New England 

society. Indeed, the very existence of the Indigenous-created publication in which Parkman’s 

article appeared should have given him pause. Copway represented a challenge to Parkman’s 

view of Indigenous inflexibility and his conception of the vanishing Indian myth, but Parkman 

ignored this and regarded Copway as an interesting (though perhaps perturbing) anomaly.116 
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 Almost every figure who appears in this dissertation took the myth of the vanishing 

Indian as a historical fact. But they differed on its inevitability and debated the role of human or 

divine agency. Many, like Parkman, believed it was natural for Indigenous peoples to give way 

and disappear before a supposedly superior Anglo-Saxon race.117 Morgan believed that if the 

government abandoned its extinction-based policies, then the Haudenosaunee and possibly other 

Indigenous peoples could eventually become American citizens.118 As they navigated a society 

heavily influenced by the myth of the vanishing Indian, Anishinaabeg writers challenged 

evolutionary and religious arguments that extinction was a natural phenomenon and that it could 

not be prevented. 

While some Anishinaabe writers attempted to devise strategies of cultural and national 

survival, other authors looked with despair on increasing rates of European immigration to North 

America and sought to create accounts of their peoples’ histories and ways of life that could be 

preserved for future generations. Literary studies scholar Daniel Heath Justice has argued that 

this transformation of oral traditions into written texts was an important strategy that “reflect[ed] 

indigenous continuity of the past and present and project[ed] that continuity into the future.”119 

Christian theologies of divine providence were also employed as rationalizations for the 

decline in Indigenous populations. Anishinaabeg Christians like Copway and Jones were 

especially horrified by these religious arguments. Almost all the nineteenth-century Anishinaabe 

writers in this dissertation argued that Indigenous extinction was a settler-caused event and thus a 

catastrophic moral failing. Copway, Jones, and Simon Pokagon drew from their theological 

training to argue that if settlers did not repent and atone for the sins of colonialism, they would 

face eternal damnation.120 In their visions for the future, they argued that Indigenous extinction 

could be mitigated through immediate action, a shift that they argued was demanded by Christian 

morality and their belief in a fundamental, universal human nature. This repentance and 

atonement could happen on an individual level through private philanthropy and activism or 
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collectively through the creation of aid societies, legislation, and policies that protected and 

supported Indigenous survival and sovereignty. 

As settlers sought to permanently occupy Indigenous lands throughout the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries, the vanishing Indian myth became a key support for settler colonialism. As 

articulated by historian Patrick Wolfe, settler colonialism is fundamentally undergirded by a 

“logic of elimination” that requires the destruction of Indigenous peoples.121 In addition to this 

process of elimination, settler colonialism “destroys to replace” by creating policies, laws, and 

other new structures and strategies.122 But Wolfe noted a key paradox at the heart of the settler 

colonial project. While the existence of settler-colonial society hinges on the elimination of 

Indigenous peoples, it also requires the symbolic appropriation and reinterpretation of 

Indigeneity in order to express its independence from the mother country.123 This was 

exemplified for Wolfe in the settler adoption of Indigenous names for landmarks and settler 

communities.124 Historian Philip Deloria found that “playing Indian” or appropriating trappings 

of imagined Indigenous identities was a central part of the development of American national 

and cultural identity.125 Indigenous people often used this process to their advantage by 

providing their own depictions of Indigenous identity and history which could, in turn, shape 

what political anthropologist Audra Simpson has called the “settler imaginary.”126 

Literary studies scholar Larzer Ziff argued that this replacement portrayed “Indigenous 

history as obituary” and, as a result, memorialization and lament for a vanishing Indian past 

became a major theme in American literature.127 This dissertation links Wolfe’s conception of 

settler colonialism to Ziff’s literary analysis by examining how non-Indigenous intellectuals 

sought to replace Indigenous histories with histories of their own. By re-writing the Indigenous 
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past, settler historians developed a historical consciousness and future vision founded on 

“fantasies of discovery” and “the mythology of discovery and conquest.”128 Along with 

“narratives of erasure” this mythos played a foundational role in shaping and supporting colonial 

policy while erasing Indigenous history from settler consciousness in a form of “representational 

violence.”129 Indigenous people were aware of this representation of their past, and Anishinaabe 

writers wrote down an Anishinaabe perspective to correct what they saw as settler fallacies and 

misrepresentations. 

History was not simply an abstract, inert, or objective scholarly pursuit and its 

development as a field aided in Indigenous intellectual removal. Historian Priya Satia has 

described the field of history as “time’s monster” which provided essential moral and ethical 

justifications for imperialism, colonial paternalism, and the creation of national and imperial 

identities.130 As the European empires created “essentializing representations” of cultures they 

encountered, historians began to rank them in hierarchical schemes of human development with 

the most advanced nations possessing history.131 In 1862, prehistorian Daniel Wilson would put 

this bluntly by designating the “nomadic tribes” of the “Asiatic steppes,” “Arctic circle,” and 

entire “Western Hemisphere” as “unhistoric nations.”132 As a result, the study of the Indigenous 

past fell out of the field of history altogether and was reclassified as natural history, ethnography, 

and, by the turn of the twentieth century, anthropology.133 From the settler perspective, 

Indigenous peoples would become a people without history.134 

Francis Parkman, one of the most important American historians of the nineteenth 

century and a contemporary of many of the Anishinaabe writers studied here, adopted an 

explicitly imperial view of the genre and practice of history. In The Conspiracy of Pontiac, he 

described the research and writing of history as a colonial endeavor: “The field of the history was 

uncultured and unreclaimed, and the labor that awaited me was like that of the border settler, 

 
128 Witgen, An Infinity of Nations, 15. 
129 Blackhawk, Violence over the Land: Indians and Empires in the Early American West (Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press, 2006), 13 & 278. 
130 Satia, Time’s Monster, 6, 10, & 70-1. 
131 Ibid., 6 & 70. For further discussion of the fabrication of colonial ‘others’ see: Edward W. Said, 

Orientalism (New York: Vintage Books, 1978), 1, 5, 94, & 205; Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, trans. 

Richard Philcox (New York: Grove Press, 2004), 2; Vizenor, Manifest Manners, vii, 5, 12-13, & 59. 
132 Daniel Wilson, Prehistoric Man: Researches into the Origin of Civilisation in the Old and the New 

World (Cambridge: MacMillan and Co., 1862), 2:331, https://archive.org/details/cihm_42305/page/n11/mode/2up. 
133 Conn, History’s Shadow, 22-3. 
134 Ibid., 6. 

https://archive.org/details/cihm_42305/page/n11/mode/2up


 32 

who, before he builds his rugged dwelling, must fell the forest-trees, burn the undergrowth, clear 

the ground, and hew the fallen trunks to due proportion.”135 For Parkman, the Indigenous past 

was a wilderness that needed to be cleared and tamed in order to be rationalized as textual 

history. This understanding of history as text was influenced by European philosophy and 

popular conceptions of history.  

In a series of lectures between 1822 and 1830, German philosopher Georg Wilhelm 

Friedrich Hegel developed one of the most influential definitions of history, both as a 

phenomenon to be studied and as a form of analytical research and writing. Hegel argued that 

history only began with the creation of the nation state which possessed written laws, customs, 

transactions, and therefore an enduring textual record of these institutions.136 For Hegel, 

“Legends, Ballad-stories, Traditions,” and “poetic dreams” were “dim and hazy forms of 

historical apprehension, and therefore belong[ed] to nations whose intelligence [was] but half 

awakened” and thus did not fit into his classification of the types of history.137 Such a definition 

of history relegated Indigenous North Americans to the status of unhistorical non-nations who 

presumably did not possess written texts.138 It also presented a hierarchical view of human 

development with text-based nation states at the apex and non-textual peoples in the primitive, 

unenlightened past. For Hegel, European civilization represented the end of human progress and 

the end of history itself.139 

The first English translation of Hegel’s lectures was not published until 1857. The fact 

that the historical writings of scholars in Canada and the United States also reflected this 

hierarchical understanding of history reveals just how widespread and prevalent the ideas were. 

Noah Webster’s influential 1828 dictionary defined history as “written narrative or relation” of 

wars, government, the development of Christianity, or politics.140 Webster’s emphasis on 

European-style social organizations and the written word echoed Hegel’s focus on the nation 

state. It also excluded Indigenous peoples from possessing a history or having histories written 
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about them. Ultimately, history was an aspect of civilized, “awakened” peoples who possessed 

hierarchical political and legal institutions, organized religion, and written text.141 

Sometimes the writing of Indigenous scholars would be actively attacked as ahistorical. 

Part of Parkman’s process of ‘settling’ the historical landscape was to identify published 

Indigenous historical accounts as ahistorical. In a footnote critiquing Tuscarora David Cusick’s 

1827 history of the Six Nations, Parkman described the work as an “unintelligible… tangled 

mass of absurdities” filled with “the monstrous legends of [Cusick’s] people.”142 Parkman 

claimed that Cusick accepted his people’s stories on “faith” rather than reason, and thus fell short 

of the ideal objective historian.143 This disparaging of Indigenous sources reveals an important 

part of Parkman’s conception of what counted as history. According to his preface, proper 

historical sources were textual and included archives, journals, newspapers, and correspondence. 

By his definition, Indigenous oral sources did not, and could not, reflect a historical reality.  

Despite these definitions (and often in direct response to them), Anishinaabeg historians 

followed Cusick’s example by producing written works of history that drew on both oral and 

textual records. In doing this, these writers inserted Anishinaabe historical methodologies into 

English-language discourse and argued that Indigenous people possessed history and were, in 

fact, historical. Building on this challenge, they posited visions of a future where, through the 

combination of Anishinaabe and settler knowledge and culture, Indigenous people could survive, 

settler society could be transformed, and the settler sin of colonialism could be redeemed. 

 

 

Dissertation Overview 

 

This dissertation is divided into three parts that are anchored around the lives and 

writings of different Anishinaabe authors in a manner that elucidates key issues related to our 

understanding of the Indigenous past and Anishinaabeg’s own understandings of their present 

and future. It roughly covers the nineteenth century, spanning from the aftermath of the War of 
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1812 to the 1893 World Columbian Exposition where historian Frederick Jackson Turner 

announced that the American frontier had closed. 

The first chapter focuses on Jane Johnston Schoolcraft (Bamewawagezhikaquay), her 

mother Ozhaguscodaywayquay, and her siblings who collectively provided the knowledge and 

labor that formed the foundation of Henry Schoolcraft’s publications. The chapter centers around 

the production of a literary journal called The Muzzeniegun or Literary Voyager in the winter of 

1826-1827 and the publication of Algic Researches in 1839. My assessment of these writings 

demonstrates that much of the historical and ethnographic work attributed to leading male settler 

intellectuals is better understood as a collective creation. It also shows that gender and racial 

barriers erased Indigenous sources and obscured the historicity and cultural roots of their stories. 

In the wake of the War of 1812, the Johnston family scrambled to maintain their social status and 

political influence.144 These experiences shaped their vision of Anishinaabeg coexistence with 

Euroamerican society and their historical writing elevated ogimaag (leaders) who supported land 

cessions, English education, Christianity, and cooperation with the new American authorities. 

They rejected outright resistance in their conception of an Anishinaabe future and initially saw a 

path for Indigenous survival in Henry Schoolcraft’s project to create a new American literature 

rooted in Ojibwe culture.145 

The second chapter uses Mississauga Ojibwe George Copway’s 1848 lecture at the New-

York Historical Society as a lens to understand how the Anishinaabeg challenged settler 

understandings of history through the historicization of the Anishinaabe past. By asserting the 

validity of Anishinaabeg oral traditions to critique the settler narrative of the Beaver Wars, 

Copway claimed that Indigenous oral sources were more trustworthy than textual records, and 

that as a result he was able to come up with a history that was inaccessible to previous settler 

historians. This chapter places Copway’s lecture within the context of his wider engagement with 

networks of scholars, especially archaeologist Ephraim G. Squier. This biographical and 

intellectual history shows that Copway viewed his work as a gift of knowledge to the non-

Indigenous world. Through historical research and writing, Copway hoped that a “channel of 
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information” could be established that would bridge Indigenous and settler society. Through this 

process of mutual understanding, he hoped that the injustices of colonialism could begin to be 

healed.146 

By linking Copway’s understanding of history to his political vision for an Indigenous 

territory in the United States, chapter three reveals how Anishinaabeg intellectuals drew on 

transcultural Christian morality and appeals to common humanity to attack colonialism and 

assert their own visions for the future. Using the social networks provided by his Christianity and 

involvement in the international peace movement, Copway drafted political manifestos calling 

for the establishment of a permanent, semi-independent, and pan-Indigenous territory that would 

maintain sharp boundaries between settlers and Indigenous peoples and allow for them to 

gradually move towards civilization and self-governance.147 

Chapters four and five focus on Odawa Francis Assiginack who grew up on Manitoulin 

Island before leaving in 1840 to study at Upper Canada College in Toronto. Though an employee 

of the Indian department in Upper Canada, Assiginack stated that his life’s work was to research 

and publish on Odawa history and culture. He developed a life-changing scholarly relationship 

with archaeologist Daniel Wilson, a professor at the University of Toronto. Through this 

connection, Assiginack presented and published four essays at the Canadian Institute between 

1858 and 1860. These writings portrayed the Odawa as a historical nation occupying a place-

world made up of specific places, historical events, and territorial claims. 

Ultimately, Assiginack’s history positioned the Odawa as a people with a future. By 

linking Aadizookanag (sacred stories) to biblical stories and the Odawa to other cultures he 

intended to shake his audience’s confidence in their own understanding of the past. Assiginack 

argued that settlers and Indigenous people shared a singular post-Flood origin and thus a 

common human nature. Building on these ideas, he asserted that many aspects of the Odawa 

world were actually superior to settler society and to ancient cultures that they revered. 

Influenced by, and influencing, Wilson, Assiginack theorized that Indigenous and Euro-

Canadian people would both vanish as distinct cultures by combining into a new American race. 
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Instead of Indigenous assimilation, Assiginack argued that this new race would incorporate traits 

and ideas from both forebears and thus surpass them. 

Assiginack critiqued that component of the vanishing Indian myth that posited 

Indigenous people were culturally unable to adjust to change by arguing that Indigenous peoples 

were already engaging in modernity and adapting to their changing world. In his account of 

federal Indian policy in Canada, historian Douglas Leighton argued that Francis Assiginack was 

“shattered” by living between two worlds.148 My research shows that despite Assiginack’s 

negative experiences at school and reluctance to join the Indian department, he enjoyed his life in 

Toronto. Rather than being “shattered,” he combined settler and Odawa ways of knowing and 

being and argued that his life was simply an extension of a long history of Indigenous peoples 

successfully adopting new ideas and technologies.149 By drawing on his education and scholarly 

relationships, Assiginack argued that assimilation and extinction were not inevitable, and that 

Odawa culture could survive into the future.  

Chapter six places the writing of Jane Schoolcraft, George Copway, and Francis 

Assiginack alongside those of Peter Jones, William W. Warren, and Simon Pokagon. An 

examination of the political, moral, and spiritual dimensions of these Anishinaabeg’s histories 

reveals that they all offered visions for the future of North American society. These visions were 

rooted in their arguments that Indigenous people possessed a common human nature shared with 

settlers. Though these visions varied in their aims, they all argued that both Indigenous and 

settler peoples would have to transform culturally and spiritually in order to survive and flourish 

in the future. 

The conclusion juxtaposes Potawatomi Simon Pokagon’s Red Man’s Rebuke and 

Frederick Jackson Turner’s frontier thesis, both of which appeared at the 1893 Columbian 

Exposition. In his pamphlet, Pokagon drew from colonial history, Christian scripture, and a 

critique of evolutionary theory to condemn settler society and express his vision of settler 

spiritual punishment and Potawatomi salvation. The chapter ends by examining the ongoing 

influence of nineteenth-century Anishinaabe intellectuals in Anishinaabe communities in the 

twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. Their writings have been regularly upheld as key 
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sources of history and culture and in some cases their names are associated with ongoing 

educational, archival, and research projects. 

This legacy is due to these Anishinaabeg’s recognition of the colonial struggle over the 

Indigenous past and their use of history to challenge settler historical consciousness and assert an 

Anishinaabe historical perspective. In the four decades separating Jane Johnston Schoolcraft’s 

1824 writings and the 1863 lectures of Francis Assiginack, the relationship between the 

Anishinaabeg and settler society changed dramatically in the Great Lakes region. In the 

aftermath of the War of 1812, the Anishinaabeg lost much of the military, economic, and 

political influence they had previously commanded. In this changing world, the Anishinaabeg 

took advantage of Euroamerican and Euro-Canadian education. Many turned to Christianity as a 

way to explain their changing world and to provide themselves with new resources and allies 

from which they could re-assert an Anishinaabe sovereignty. 

As they moved across geographical, racial, cultural, and social borders these 

Anishinaabeg writers encountered settler histories that attempted to erase the Indigenous past. In 

place of real, historical Indigenous nations, settler historians created new images and narratives 

of ‘Indianness’ that supported and reinforced colonial policies. Myths like the noble savage, 

unhistoric Indian, or vanishing Indian removed Indigenous people from the realm of history as it 

was understood by settlers and projected them into a timeless pre-history that was frozen and 

unchanging. And as a result, Indigenous peoples became the subjects of ethnography, ethnology, 

folklore, and archaeology, fields focused on the study of primitive or extinct peoples and the 

teleological evolution of races over time. By re-historicizing their past these Anishinaabe writers 

asserted a genuinely Indigenous historical consciousness that was incompatible with settler 

thinking about both the past and the future. Through this historical work, these Anishinaabe 

writers tried to create a pathway forward to a shared and reconciled future where settler society 

could come to value and respect Indigenous societies and where Indigenous communities could 

strike an innovative balance between integration with settler society and autonomous 

sovereignty. 
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Chapter 1 
 

“Dealings with the White Man:” Preservation and Future Visions in the Johnstons’ 

Collective Writing  

 

 

When Ozhaguscodaywayquay was a young woman, she underwent ceremonial fasting in 

search of an aadisookaan (most often translated into English as ‘spirit’) that could give her power 

or understanding about her life.1 In ritual seclusion she dreamt of a White man with a dish of 

food who repeatedly approached her cedar-bough shelter encouraging her to break her fast. After 

this she dreamt that she was on an elevated island surrounded by Ojibwe who had canoed to pay 

her “homage,” a favor fitting for the daughter of the influential warrior, orator, and ogimaa 

Waabojiig. Finally, she dreamt that a great fire swept across the land. In fear, she called out “All 

my relations will be burned!”2 In response, a voice that she recognized as that of a more-than-

human entity responded saying “they will not be destroyed, they will be saved.”3  

British travel writer Anna Brownell Jameson interpreted Ozhaguscodaywayquay’s vision 

as a straightforward premonition of her marriage to the Irish trader John Johnston and life as a 

high-status Anishinaabe woman in the northwest.4 But Jameson’s analysis failed to account for 

the dark and apocalyptic elements of Ozhaguscodaywayquay’s visions. Over twenty years later 

in 1814, Ozhaguscodaywayquay likely recalled her fiery vision as she and her young children 

fled the looting and burning of Sault Ste. Marie for the safety of Lake Superior.5 

Ozhaguscodaywayquay and her daughter Jane Schoolcraft may have also recognized something 

of Henry Schoolcraft in the White stranger who came during a time of impending destruction 

offering aid in violation of Anishinaabe fasting protocols. 

Ozhaguscodaywayquay’s vision was emblematic of the many influences that intersected 

in the historical consciousness and future vision of the Johnston family. Race, gender, 
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colonialism, the potential decline of Anishinaabe power, and the fate of all Indigenous people 

were expressed in her visions as she shared them with Jameson. The different interpretations of 

her vision also reveal the complex process of translation, relationship, and publication that 

characterized the Johnston-Schoolcrafts’ creation of Ojibwe history. Ozhaguscodaywayquay 

spoke her dreams from memory in Anishinaabemowin to her daughter Jane Schoolcraft who then 

translated them into English. After hearing them from Schoolcraft, Jameson wrote them down 

and published them in 1838. Race, gender, religion, and social status influenced the division of 

labor and the allocation of authorial credit. Race and gender also determined who had the final 

say in the interpretation and presentation of Anishinaabe knowledge. 

The historical research and writings of the Johnston and Schoolcraft families represented 

the intersection of different historical consciousnesses. Building on the relationships and 

individual experiences within this literary community, this chapter focuses on the historical 

consciousnesses expressed in the writings and correspondence of the Anishinaabe researchers, 

translators, writers, and knowledge keepers who provided the material for Henry Schoolcraft’s 

publications. While they were influenced by many of same ideas and myths as Henry 

Schoolcraft, their goals and visions were very different. Rather than provide raw material for a 

unique American cultural movement, they asserted that Anishinaabe ways of knowing and being 

were inherently valuable and important, and, in some cases, better than those of settlers. Through 

the collection, translation and publication of history and stories, these writers hoped to preserve 

Anishinaabe knowledge and to re-historicize the Anishinaabe past. While Henry Schoolcraft 

believed that Indigenous people were fundamentally a forgetful race that only possessed 

mythology and not history, Jane Schoolcraft, Ozhaguscodaywayquay, and their colleagues 

contended that the Ojibwe possessed a rich history that needed to be preserved, historicized, and 

honored to combat misrepresentation and erasure. 
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Collective Writing and the Boundaries of Authorship 

 

The Johnston family were part of an elite class in the northwest, considered wealthy by 

local standards.6 Sault Ste. Marie was an important transportation, religious, and economic hub 

for the Ojibwe and John Johnston commanded an important economic and political role in the 

region before the War of 1812.7 During the conflict, John Johnston aided in capturing Fort 

Michilimackinac from the Americans with fourteen-year-old Jane Johnston accompanying him 

as his Anishinaabe translator.8 While they were away, American troops looted and burned the 

Johnstons’ home and business taking possessions and valuables and at least £10,000 in damages 

by Henry Schoolcraft’s estimation.9 This loss combined with the revocation of the Johnstons’ 

trading licenses pushed the family into long-term financial difficulties. John Johnston would 

carry on life-long legal battles with the United States government and seek financial 

compensation from the British government.10  

As a gifted trader and diplomat, Johnston’s success came from his ability to create 

kinship and diplomatic ties, most notably through his marriage to Ozhaguscodaywayquay, 

daughter of the important ogimaa (leader) Waabojiig.11 Ozhaguscodaywayquay was born at 

Zhaagawaamikong (Chequamegon) in the 1770s near present-day La Pointe, Wisconsin.12 She 

was a respected leader in her own right. In 1820 she used her influence to intervene in a conflict 

between an expedition led by Lewis Cass and Anishinaabe leaders.13 When the latter refused to 
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acknowledge American authority in the region and raised a British flag, Cass responded by 

seizing the flag and threatening violence.14 Ozhaguscodaywayquay’s intercession was key to 

preventing violence and convincing the Ojibwe to allow a fort to be built at Sault Ste. Marie.15 

Ozhaguscodaywayquay was also considered wealthy due to her maple sugar operation.16 

Physically strong, she frequently canoed along the St. Mary’s river to catch whitefish and 

produce sugar, reportedly bringing in two tons in one season.17 

Due to their social status, wealth, and connections to family in Ireland, the Johnston 

children were able to receive a higher quality of education than most people in the territory. John 

Johnston’s library of almost a thousand volumes survived the destruction of the war and it 

provided a source of instruction and entertainment throughout the winters.18 This collection 

included French and English works of poetry, history, and historical fiction by authors like Lord 

Byron, James Fenimore Cooper, Washington Irving, Sir Walter Scott, and Plutarch, who Jane 

Schoolcraft particularly enjoyed reading.19 In addition to this education at home, some of the 

children were able to travel abroad for formal schooling. Lewis and George Johnston attended 

“the best schools [Montreal] afforded, where they were taught the common branches of an 

English education, and the French language.”20 In 1809, Jane Johnston travelled to Ireland 

briefly for further education but disliked life abroad and returned home.21  

Jane and Henry’s marriage was not one of convenience and much of their 

correspondence, especially in the early years, revealed a relationship marked by love and 

friendship.22 But as literary studies scholar Robert Dale Parker has shown, Henry could also be 
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distant and cruel, despite the important social benefits provided by their marriage.23 With his 

government posting and large income, Henry had been one of the most influential bachelors in 

Sault Ste. Marie and he became an important source of government patronage for the 

Johnstons.24 By marrying Jane, Henry forged kinship ties to one of the most influential 

Anishinaabe families in the region. As a daughter of Waabojiig and wife of John Johnston, 

Jane’s mother Ozhaguscodaywayquay was respected by Anishinaabe ogimaag (leaders) and 

traders alike.25 As European and Euro-American immigrants arrived in the area from the 1830s -

on, the Johnstons became increasingly defined by their race rather than their class, wealth, or 

education.26 

The networks and knowledges Henry and Jane Schoolcraft brought together created a 

unique opportunity for collective publication. Henry Rowe Schoolcraft’s writings on the 

Anishinaabeg are regarded as some of the most important foundational works in the fields of 

Indigenous history, anthropology, and ethnography. However, they do not represent the work of 

a single individual and are best understood as the product of a loose collective of writers, 

translators, editors, and, most importantly, knowledge keepers.27 At the heart of this group was 

the Johnston family. This collective and intergenerational approach to Anishinaabe history and 

stories was employed by most nineteenth-century Anishinaabe writers. Later scholarly emphasis 

on single authors has often obscured this history and hidden the role of the Indigenous 

storytellers, researchers, and editors who were essential to the creation of published texts. 

The clearest expression of this collective work between Henry Schoolcraft, 

Ozhaguscodaywayquay, the Johnstons, and the other writers and knowledge keepers in their 

community was The Literary Voyager, or Muzzeniegun, a fifteen-issue, hand-written literary 

magazine created by Henry and Jane Schoolcraft in the winter of 1826-1827. Though initially 

distributed only to close friends and family, issues were eventually read widely in Sault Ste. 

Marie and among friends in Detroit and other eastern cities.28 The word Muzzeniegun, 

alternatively spelled mazinahigan or mazina’igan, is Anishinaabemowin for book, letter, note, 
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document, or paper.29 Schoolcraft was fascinated by the idea of Indigenous adoption of English 

language and writing, an event he would later refer to with the metaphor of daybreak, 

awakening, or dawn, and he believed that the transformation of Anishinaabe knowledge and 

stories was a historic event in American history.30 

The Literary Voyager was initially a lighthearted production, and the contributors and 

editor wrote under various pseudonyms. While cryptic, these names are some of the most 

thorough examples of Henry Schoolcraft sharing literary credit. Despite this early 

acknowledgement of collective literary effort, Henry Schoolcraft would receive ultimate 

authorial credit in the published versions of these stories. Though she was almost never cited 

directly, a significant amount of the stories translated by the Johnstons were learned from 

Ozhaguscodaywayquay herself, who, in turn, had learned them from her own parents and elders. 

Her father Waabojiig was a noted singer and storyteller.31 Travel writer Anna Brownell Jameson 

observed this process of narration and translation during a visit with the Johnstons and 

Schoolcrafts in the summer of 1837 when Ozhaguscodaywayquay shared a story learned from 

her father in Anishinaabemowin, which was then translated by Jane Schoolcraft.32 It is telling 

that one of the few appearances of this knowledge sharing relationship was recorded during a 

private moment between three women: Jane Schoolcraft, Ozhaguscodaywayquay, and Anna 

Brownell Jameson. It is possible that Jameson, a forerunner of the early feminist movement, was 

one of the few visitors who recognized the significance of this relationship and of 

Ozhaguscodaywayquay’s knowledge and influence. 

Many of the Aadizookanag (sacred stories) and dibaajimowinan (histories) in the Literary 

Voyager would be republished over a decade later in Algic Researches, Schoolcraft’s first 

anthology of Indigenous stories and traditions. There, the names of contributors were removed 

from the individual stories and replaced with categorizing epigraphs like “from the Odjibwa,” “a 
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Chippewa Tale,” “an Ottawa tale,” or “an Algic legend.”33 Many of the individuals credited as 

authors in The Literary Voyager were instead included in a list of twelve interpreters “well 

versed” in Indigenous languages who assisted in the translation of the stories.34 Though four of 

the Johnstons and other Anishinaabe writers were included, they were separated from the 

“aborigines” from whom the stories were “derived.” Based on their translation abilities and 

residence near or in Indigenous communities, Schoolcraft presented them as providing proof “for 

the authenticity of the materials.”35 This list included Jane, William Anna Maria, and George 

Johnston, but not Ozhaguscodaywayquay. As a source of Anishinaabe stories and history, rather 

than an interpreter or editor, Schoolcraft appears to have grouped her along with the other largely 

anonymous elders and knowledge keepers who provided the stories. This separation of 

Ozhaguscodaywayquay and other knowledge keepers significantly obscured the process of 

creating Algic Researches.  

John J. Bigsby, a doctor and geologist who visited the Johnstons in 1824, described 

Ozhaguscodaywayquay as a bicultural extension of her husband. She “imbibed all her husband’s 

notions” and represented a combination of “the open-handedness of the Indian” and “the method 

and notableness of the Englishwoman.”36 Bigsby’s account ignored the literary pursuits of this 

family but found time to comment extensively on their physical appearances and clothing which, 

in his opinion, had fallen out of fashion.37 Such superficial descriptions characterized many 

visitors’ accounts. Even Jameson, who was impressed by the Johnston women’s intelligence, 

ultimately praised them for their devotion to their husbands as well as their meekness, modesty, 

“feminine delicacy,” and “submissive gentleness.”38 Such traits represented the epitome of 

civilized womanliness in Victorian Britain and the antebellum United States and thus occupied 

the attention of travel writers. 

This conception of ideal womanliness became a key factor in the publication of the 

Johnston and Schoolcraft writings. Gender, along with race, often determined who could be a 

writer or a scholar, whose ideas and career took precedence, and who should receive credit for 
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the labor required to produce these writings. While George and John Johnston received credit for 

three stories published in Henry Schoolcraft’s 1845 anthology Oneóta under their full names or 

their unique pseudonyms from Literary Voyager, Jane Schoolcraft was credited as “Mrs. H. R. 

Schoolcraft” or “Mrs. H.R.S.,” and received no credit at all for one of her translated 

Aadizookanag. The only other woman credited in Oneóta was “Mrs. E.O. Smith,” a successful 

New England writer.39 Notably absent was Ozhaguscodaywayquay. 

One of the longest pieces in the Literary Voyager was a three-part biographical and 

historical essay titled “Waub Ojeeg or The Tradition of the Outagami and Chippewa History.” In 

the Literary Voyager, this dibaajimowin (historical account) was identified as having been 

“related by Oshaguscodawaqua,” most likely to one of her children who translated it into 

English. Finally, it was edited and expanded by Henry Schoolcraft for inclusion in The Literary 

Voyager.40 In her historical account, Ozhaguscodaywayquay narrated her father’s biography and 

his significance to Anishinaabe history. In 1845, Schoolcraft expanded and edited 

Ozhaguscodaywayquay’s dibaajimowin in an essay in Oneóta.  

While it is impossible to know precisely which ideas were Ozhaguscodaywayquay’s and 

which were Schoolcraft’s in the earlier 1826 essay, any changes made to the Oneóta version 

were added by Schoolcraft. His main editorial change was to remove Ozhaguscodaywayquay’s 

citation, and this act appeared to be based primarily on her race and gender. Henry removed 

introductory paragraphs identifying Ozhaguscodaywayquay as the source of the narrative and 

establishing her relationship to Waabojiig and legitimacy as a source for this history.41 Instead, 

she was included anonymously amongst a group of sources introduced four pages into the essay: 

“a sister, an old white-headed woman, and a son and daughter, about the age of middle life.”42 

While Schoolcraft may have been clumsily attempting to account for new information included 

in the latest version of the essay, his editorial decision effectively removed 

Ozhaguscodaywayquay’s previous authorial credit and central role. Ozhaguscodaywayquay’s 

removal shows the influence of the settler conception of history as normally the textual product 
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of a lone White male author. While Ozhaguscodaywayquay lost any direct citation, John 

Johnston continued to be named directly as the source for a translation of Waabojiig’s war song 

and other ethnographic information included in the essay, further indicating Schoolcraft’s bias 

towards crediting White men.43 

Gender and race similarly shaped how the American public analyzed, judged, and defined 

Jane Schoolcraft. During an 1825 trip to New York City, she attracted undesired attention “in 

every circle,” by those interested “to see the northern Pocahontas.”44 Henry noted that the 

public’s “curiosity was superior to their moral capacity of appreciation,” and this created an 

uncomfortable environment for her to move in.45 Ironically, in order to understand Indigenous 

people like Jane Schoolcraft, settlers relied mostly on popular stories of questionable veracity.46 

Jane’s experience was not isolated. George and Elizabeth Copway and Peter and Eliza Jones 

received frequent commentary on their interracial marriages both in person and in the press that 

ranged from supportive, yet “annoying,” to disturbing and threatening.47 This persistent focus on 

the race and gender of Indigenous intellectuals limited the ways they could receive recognition 

for their ideas and abilities as scholars. 

It is unclear to what extent Jane Schoolcraft aspired to be a published writer. As an 

Indigenous woman, she faced steep barriers as a public intellectual, scholar, and writer. Though 

she interacted with female writers like Margaret Fuller, Anna Brownell Jameson, and Elizabeth 

Oakes Smith, and was inspired by the writing of poet and religious writer Hannah Moore, such 

figures were the exception, rather than the norm, and they benefited from their status as upper-

class White women.48  

Throughout her life, Jane Schoolcraft labored to supply Henry with Anishinaabe material 

and her analysis of it while also composing her own poetry. Even when she was experiencing a 

“shattered & weakened constitution,” Henry urged her to devote “all the literary leisure [she 
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could] command… to enrich & increase [his] stock of materials & [his] means of correct 

judgement upon their use.”49 In addition to her literary work, Jane also supported Henry’s career 

by managing and maintaining their household during his frequent and prolonged absences.50 Her 

letters and diaries show that the latter were a source of great anxiety that added to the mental and 

physical illness that she lived with.51 

The Johnstons’ race and gender were frequently a source of tension in Jane Schoolcraft’s 

correspondence with her husband. Henry often critiqued Jane’s loyalty to her family as 

detrimental to their marriage and he bore particular criticism for Ozhaguscodaywayquay who, 

due to her being of an ‘uncivilized’ race, could not be a good mother. In his letter informing their 

daughter of her mother’s death, for example, Henry sought to provide comfort by pointing out 

that Jane Schoolcraft “had not the advantages of a mother (in the refined sense of the term) to 

bring her up, that her education & manners were, in a great measure, formed by her father, and 

that she had many & peculiar trials to encounter on coming into the broad & mixed circle of 

society.”52 

In an especially intense letter, Henry declared that a Christian wife “should look up to 

[her husband] with a full confidence as, next to God, her ‘guide, philosopher & friend.’”53 Henry 

tied her insufficiency in this domain to her being “brought up in a remote place, without any 

thing which deserves the name of a regular education, without the salutary influence of society to 

form [her] mind, without a mother, in many things, to direct, & with an over kind father.”54 

Though Jane’s responding letter largely agreed with Henry’s conception of matrimonial 

hierarchy, and his description of her family, it closed with an implicit defense of her mother by 

mentioning that Ozhaguscodaywayquay had been regularly sleeping over to assist Jane with 

childcare.55 This aligns with multiple other written accounts that all describe 
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Ozhaguscodaywayquay as generous, kind, intelligent, and widely respected in both Anishinaabe 

and settler circles.56 

Henry’s critique of Jane’s childhood and mother grew into an essay titled “Condition of 

Females in the Forest” published in Oneóta two years after Jane’s death. In this essay he put 

forth the thesis that “woman was created for the domicil, and not for the forest [sic].”57 

Expanding on this idea with a botanical metaphor, Schoolcraft explained that “the forest” of 

Indigenous society presented an unhealthy environment for the development of young women or 

“flower[s].” If they were not raised in “the garden” of civilized society they would become 

“sickly, pale, and lose [their] sweetness.”58 Likely bearing his own children in mind, Henry 

explained that any infant, regardless of its race, could “be moulded either to habits of civilization 

or barbarism.”59 This echoed an earlier letter to Jane Schoolcraft supporting his decision to place 

their children in boarding school. He argued that without “the elements of usefulness in life” 

provided by education their children would “grow up, like the beasts that perish.”60 These 

dualistic notions of race, gender, and civilization were not exclusive to the private sphere. Henry 

Schoolcraft’s understanding of the Anishinaabe past and colonial history would become centred 

around his belief in an evolutionary struggle between primitive and civilized peoples. 

Jane Schoolcraft received almost no public recognition for her intellectual abilities during 

her life. Societal expectations as well as Henry’s own views shaped this outcome. When 

describing the author of a poem Jane wrote (published posthumously), for example, the Southern 

Literary Messenger referred to her simply as “The Late Mrs. Henry R. Schoolcraft.”61 In an 

unpublished essay, Henry described Jane’s poems as “the simple impromptings of an Indian girl, 

wife, and mother [sic].” Even as he fueled his career through her knowledge, connections, and 
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capacity as a translator, he minimized her labor and skill as a writer.62 For Henry, Jane would be 

forever caught between civilization and her Anishinaabe roots: 

 

The fires of [Christian and civilized] truth that flashed upon her own mind had, as it were, 

burned out the picturesque tapestry that adorned the temple of her native mythology, and 

left its frame standing as a collapsed wreck at which she gazed, often with pensive and 

often with melancholy thoughts.63 

 

In the face of this supposed destruction of her Anishinaabe world, Henry argued that Jane 

Schoolcraft “clung” all the harder to her homeland and Anishinaabe relatives.64 This depiction of 

Jane’s writing was a key theme in their relationship. In one of the first analyses of her poetry in 

the seventh issue of The Literary Voyager, he described her works as marked by “taste and 

genius” accompanied by a “naiveté” resulting from “the limited opportunities of her early life.”65 

Though these remarks were intended as praise, they reveal Henry’s characteristic portrayal of 

Jane’s writings as the unusual literary works of an Indigenous woman who had emerged from an 

idyllic and vanishing wilderness cut off from the civilized world. The reality was much more 

complicated. Jane Schoolcraft and her siblings used their writing to preserve their peoples’ 

history and culture and to assert a new an Anishinaabe perspective on the past. 

 

 

Anishinaabe Historical Consciousness and the Survival of Anishinaabe Culture 

 

In the inaugural December 1826 issue of the Literary Voyager the Schoolcrafts published 

one of the briefest and most direct expressions of a mid-nineteenth century Anishinaabe 

historical consciousness. As dictated to Jane Schoolcraft, the letter, titled “Character of 

Aboriginal Historical Tradition,” reflected on historical methods, the differences between oral 

and textual records, and the potential benefits of a combination of Anishinaabe and settler 
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culture.66 As possibly the earliest example of Anishinaabe historiography written in English, the 

letter touched on all the key parts of the Johnstons’ historical project and expressed anxieties and 

hopes that would become common throughout nineteenth-century Anishinaabe historical writing. 

The author, an unnamed female relative who could not write in English, praised Henry 

Schoolcraft for his creation of a paper that invited Anishinaabe contributors while also offering 

to help him “form a more correct opinion of the ideas peculiar to the Ojibwas.”67 As a corrective 

to settler depictions of Indigenous peoples this letter expressed some of the motivations for 

recording Anishinaabe knowledge as English text. Combining praise for settler technology and 

religion with assertions of a unique Anishinaabe political identity the letter also expressed a 

vision of how society in the northwest should change in the future. 

Left alone by the death of her parents, the author feared that her knowledge was at risk of 

becoming lost. She believed that the “songs and stories [her] mother used to teach [her]” could 

be preserved, potentially forever, by being written down in English in the Schoolcraft’s literary 

journal.68 The author was especially motivated to have these stories preserved in English writing, 

as her father had instilled in her a belief that text was a key source of settler power and a medium 

that was more enduring than oral tradition:  

 

[My father] often told me that you had a right knowledge of everything, and that you 

knew the truth, because you had things past and present written down in books, and were 

able to relate, from them, the great and noble actions of your forefathers, without 

variation.69  

 

Her praise for the accuracy and longevity of textual records was accompanied by an expression 

of regret that the Ojibwe lacked the knowledge of the “good Spirit” possessed by “white 

people.”70 While the author, translator, or editor may have exaggerated her deference to settler 

culture and technology, she clearly recognized the significance of text in settler society and 
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believed that the transmission of Anishinaabe knowledge and adoption of Christian religion 

should be key aims for the Ojibwe. 

While the author expressed her belief in the power of settler written history and Christian 

theology, she also displayed her apprehension at the shift from traditional Anishinaabe 

leadership to one increasingly centered around the US government. In her father’s biography, she 

appealed to the long history and endurance of the ogimaag leadership tradition and critiqued 

colonial attempts to conferring political power: “My father was descended from one of the most 

ancient and respected leaders of the Ojibwa bands—long before the white people had it in their 

power to distinguish an Indian by placing a piece of silver, in the shape of a medal on his 

breast.”71 Rather than conferring any sort of power or status, the author’s father asserted that this 

medal was simply the “visible proof of amity between his nation and that of the whites.”72 This 

story of her father’s treaty medal and his opinion of its limited meaning and power served as her 

first, and perhaps only, example of the kind of history she hoped to record. 

While the author’s expressions of support for English literacy and Christianity could 

certainly fit within Henry’s larger image of a teleological struggle between primitive and 

civilized cultures, her critique of US authority in Indigenous affairs did not. At the same time, 

she advocated for the adoption of elements of settler culture, the author emphasized Anishinaabe 

agency and independence and the value and importance of their knowledge and history. The 

Johnstons and other Ojibwe writers of Sault Ste. Marie would echo these ideas in their own 

historical writings and attempts to preserve Anishinaabe culture. 

 

 

“Much is Lost:” The Johnstons’ Preservation of Anishinaabe Knowledge 

 

The vanishing Indian myth was a powerful influence on the Johnstons and other 

Anishinaabe interpreters, writers, and knowledge keepers, as it was with Henry Schoolcraft. 

Faced with the possibility that Anishinaabe history, stories, and culture would be lost, 

preservation became a foundational motivation for their work. As the Johnstons and Schoolcrafts 
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gathered stories and traditions for translation and publication, they developed methods and ideas 

for discerning which versions were more ‘accurate’ or authentically Anishinaabe than others. 

William Johnston, for example, regularly looked for knowledge keepers living further away from 

Mackinac who he believed had less interaction with European culture.73 In another instance 

Charlotte delayed the transcription of “The Enchanted Moccasins” story in order to record the 

version told by a knowledge keeper named Little Salt which she regarded as the best.74 Before 

sharing an Aadizookaan (sacred story) with a visiting doctor, Jane Schoolcraft explained that she 

took the story “verbatim, from the lips of an old Chippewa woman,” following the direction of 

“very many of the oldest and most intelligent of the tribe that the story… [was] current in the 

tribe from their earliest recollections.”75 For the Johnstons, authenticity meant an older form of 

Indigeneity free from the influence of settler ideas and culture. 

The aliases used by Jane Schoolcraft for her writings in the Literary Voyager may point 

towards her own classification of her writings as well as her Irish and Anishinaabe sense of 

identity. Only one of Schoolcraft’s poems, a lament on the death of her two-year-old son, 

appears under her full English name, another appears under the initials ‘J.S.,’ and the other seven 

poems are attributed to the Latin alias ‘Rosa.’ These include a historical poem defending the 

legacy of her grandfather Waabojiig. When publishing Aadizookanag (sacred stories) 

Schoolcraft used Bamewawagezhikaquay once and Leelinau five times.76 The former was her 

own Anishinaabe name and the latter was drawn from an Adizookaanag that would be published 

in Algic Researches as “Leelinau, or the Lost Daughter.”77 Though this story lacks specific 

attribution, as do all of Jane Schoolcraft’s contributions to Algic Researches, literary studies 

scholar Robert Dale Parker suspects that it was written by Jane Schoolcraft.78 The story certainly 

includes a number of themes that parallel elements of Schoolcraft’s own life including 

melancholy, love of the land around Lake Superior, and loyalties divided between one’s spouse 

and family.79 Her use of pseudonyms also indicates that she distinguished the Aadizookanag that 

 
73 Konkle, “Recovering Jane Schoolcraft’s Cultural Activism in the Nineteenth Century,” 88-9. 
74 Ibid., 88. 
75 Chandler Robbins Gilman, Life on the Lakes: Being Tales and Sketches Collected During a Trip to the 

Pictured Rocks of Lake Superior, (New York: George Dearborn, 1836), 1:159, 

https://archive.org/details/lifeonlakesbein00gilmgoog/. 
76 Mason, The Literary Voyager, 5, 8, 26, 37, 58, 71, 84, 93, 97, 122, 142, 153, 156, 157. 
77 Schoolcraft, Algic Researches, 2:77. 
78 Parker, “Introduction: The World and Writings of Jane Johnston Schoolcraft,” 58. 
79 Schoolcraft, Algic Researches, 2:77-84. 

https://archive.org/details/lifeonlakesbein00gilmgoog/


 53 

she received from elders from her personal poems and writing. Schoolcraft adopted a more 

Ojibwe authorial identity when publishing translations and a more European one for her original 

poems.  

Though the Johnstons knew the importance of protocol and relationship in learning 

stories, some members of the family disregarded this process in their attempts to preserve as 

much information as possible. This seems to have been more common among the male relatives 

who received Indian agency postings in communities that were not their own. In 1840 George 

Johnston sent Henry Schoolcraft an “oral tradition” from his Indian agency posting at Grand 

Traverse Bay. In the accompanying letter he expressed his difficulty in obtaining the knowledge: 

“The Indians are so superstitious that I cannot get them to repeat any of their tales or legends, 

this seems to be a winter past time with them.”80 Though Johnston was aware of the protocols 

and seasonal setting required for different stories, he encouraged them to share knowledge 

outside of the proper seasons and was frustrated by their unwillingness to do so: “There is always 

suspicion attached by the Indian when requested to repeat anything respecting their religious 

ceremony, and they are not prone to develop its particulars & peculiarities, without caution, and 

in consequence much is lost.”81 Johnston’s divergence from Anishinaabe practice was partly the 

result of his influence by the Vanishing Indian myth, and he feared that this reluctance to give 

knowledge freely would result in its permanent loss. 

 

 

Neither “Demigod” nor “Beast:” Historicizing and Protecting the Anishinaabe Past 

 

Through their work of preservation, the Johnstons and their circle sought to historicize 

the Anishinaabe past. While Schoolcraft came to regard Indigenous peoples as fundamentally 

ahistorical and their Aadizookanag (sacred stories) as “traditionary fictitious tales and legends,” 

Jane Schoolcraft, Ozhaguscodaywayquay, and other Anishinaabe writers tried to assert an 

Anishinaabe historical perspective.82 Through their Aadizookaanag and dibaajimowinan 

(historical accounts) they contended that the Ojibwe possessed trustworthy intergenerational 
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historical traditions and that their history offered a corrective to misinterpretations of the 

Anishinaabe past. 

After translating an Anishinaabe account of the origin of mandaamin (corn), Jane 

Schoolcraft gave her manuscript to Henry Schoolcraft’s nephew Francis Shearman, who 

provided feedback on the work.83 On the day this exchange took place, both writers wrote to 

Henry Schoolcraft expressing their opinions on the story’s accuracy and authenticity as a 

traditional Anishinaabe Aadizookaan (sacred story). Shearman had “remarked to [his] aunt” that 

the story was “too much anglicised” and that he believed that the individual who shared the story 

“must have been instructed previously in the English notions to some extent.”84 Shearman did 

not elaborate on what aspects of the story he believed were too ‘anglicized,’ but the protagonist’s 

wrestling match with an other-than-human person, that entity’s death and resurrection, and the 

transformation of its body into life-giving mandaamin may have struck Shearman as similar to 

stories in the Bible.85 While he viewed this as evidence of cultural cross-contamination, it is 

possible that he found the parallels between biblical ‘history’ and Anishinaabe ‘legends’ to raise 

unnerving implications about how settlers viewed their own history. 

Shearman’s feedback was not well received and in her own letter Jane Schoolcraft 

declared that she “was almost tempted to throw [her manuscript] in the fire after [she] read it to 

him from the remarks he made.”86 She defended the provenance of the story and suggested that 

Shearman’s non-Anishinaabe (and thus non-professional) perspective had biased him against 

stories that seemed too mundane or insufficiently exotic: “he has been accustomed to write out 

some of the storys William [Johnston] collected so full of magic &c. that he imagines there is no 

such sentiments among the Indian tribes as contained in the Corn Story [sic].”87 Schoolcraft 

seems to have been insulted by Shearman’s remarks as she prided herself on following protocol 

in seeking out versions of stories that were most respected by her elders. She also took offence at 
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Shearman’s argument that similarities between settler and Anishinaabe stories meant that the 

Anishinaabe had copied or been influenced by European culture. 

Jane Schoolcraft was aware of the stereotypes of Indigenous people that appeared in 

settler popular culture. In a letter quoted by American journalist Margaret Fuller, Schoolcraft 

remarked: “Why will people look only on one side? They either exalt the Red man into a 

demigod or degrade him into a beast.”88 Recognizing the dangers of portraying Indigenous 

people as ‘noble savages’ or ‘dangerous barbarians,’ she actively used her historical writing to 

correct false narratives. The clearest example of this was one of her few published works, a poem 

titled “Invocation, to my Maternal Grand-Father on Hearing His Descent from Chippewa 

Ancestors Misrepresented.”89  

This poem is a notable example of Schoolcraft’s communication of history through 

poetry. This was a significant divergence from the Schoolcrafts’ prose translations of 

Aadizookanag. While her use of poetry may have been influenced by the poetic histories of 

Homer, Alonso de Ercilla, Lord Byron, or Henry Kelsey, it also reflected the role of poetic and 

lyrical forms in Anishinaabe culture.90 Cecil King identifies both “jingbadamwin (songs)” and 

“mizinakowendmowin (poetry)” as key sources of knowledge and teaching for Odawa and the 

wider Algonquian-language community.91 Jane Schoolcraft’s grandfather Waabojiig had also 

been renowned for his composition and performance of songs.92 

Rooting the poem firmly in an Anishinaabe cultural and historical context, Schoolcraft 

identified Waabojiig by his “band,” “nation,” and doodem, “the mark of the noble deer.”93 The 

piece expressed Schoolcraft’s thoughts and emotions on hearing a “false tale” that her 

grandfather was not actually Anishinaabe, but a Lakota man adopted as a child. Performing an 

act of literary necromancy, Schoolcraft invoked Waabojiig to fight against those who had twisted 

his biography and history. Arguing that his deeds would never “fade,” she concluded the poem 
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by declaring that Waabojiig’s “child’s child [would] proclaim” his “deeds” and “name.”94 

Recognizing the threat posed by misinterpretation and identifying herself as a keeper and 

protector of Anishinaabe history, Schoolcraft worked to express her community’s interpretation 

of their past and preserve it in English text. 

 

 

“Learn a Useful Lesson:” Critiquing Settler Society 

 

Jane Schoolcraft maintained a deep love for the Anishinaabe world. This was observed, 

though not fully understood, by Presbyterian and Episcopal minister and journalist Calvin 

Colton, who met her in 1830 while travelling by ship to Sault Ste. Marie from Detroit.95 As they 

neared Schoolcraft’s home, a canoe crewed by Ojibwe drew alongside the ship. Colton was 

shocked by the clothing and regalia worn by the vessel’s passengers, but he noted that 

Schoolcraft was excited at the sight and quickly began a conversation in Anishinaabemowin. 

When Colton inquired as to the meaning behind her emotions, Jane reportedly replied:  

 

I am glad. This is home. That canoe was launched from before my mother’s door this 

morning. I know what it is—and who they are. That has been the delight of my youth—

the familiar object of my childhood—it was the wonder of my infancy—and I shall be 

where it came from to-night.96 

 

Though Colton’s portrayal of this event is filtered through his gendered and paternalistic view of 

Schoolcraft, it nevertheless shows the depth of her Anishinaabe identity and pride for the culture 

of her maternal ancestors. These feelings were reciprocated as passing groups of Ojibwe 

repeatedly pulled alongside to excitedly ask Schoolcraft about her time in Detroit and to 

welcome her home.97  

This example also demonstrates the living nature of Schoolcraft’s work to historicize and 

represent the Anishinaabe world. Because her writings can appear as static textual preservation 
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of a vanishing world frozen in time, it is easy to forget that for her and her Anishinaabe relatives 

these were living stories that were regularly told as a part of their daily life. This love for the 

Anishinaabe world was reflected in the Johnstons’ historical project. As they gathered and 

translated Anishinaabe knowledge they argued that Anishinaabe culture was inherently valuable 

and that, in some ways, Anishinaabe society was better than settler society. They argued that 

settlers could even improve themselves by learning from Indigenous peoples. 

One of the ways that the Johnstons tried to communicate the value and benefit of 

Anishinaabe culture was by drawing comparisons and contrast between the Anishinaabe world 

and other cultures. In 1831, Melancthon L. Woolsey, a printer from Detroit, wrote to Jane 

Schoolcraft describing a culturally-significant rock formation he had visited with Henry. Awed 

by the experience, Woolsey wondered if civilized Christian peoples might be “found wanting” if 

they were “weighed in the balance, even with the pagan Indian” who he suggested maintained a 

closer relationship to the land and non-human world, and thus to God.98 Inspired by Woolsey’s 

comments, Jane Schoolcraft wrote “On the Doric Rock, Lake Superior,” a poem praising 

Indigenous people’s “sincere” worship of “nature’s God” as closer to spiritual truth than 

sacrifice-based religions she believed were practiced in “Asia’s piles of marble,” or human-made 

temples.99 This poem suggested that the Ojibwe might possess spiritual knowledge and 

experience that non-Indigenous people lacked. It also implied that knowledge of God did not 

necessarily have to be found in specific texts or traditions and that it could be developed through 

interaction with the created world.  

The Johnstons also tried to show the value of Anishinaabe history and culture by 

comparing it to cultures that were already valued and respected by settlers. In an 1850 letter to 

Henry Schoolcraft, George Johnston excitedly gave his analysis of Homer’s Iliad: “I find that the 

belief, habits & customs of the Greeks spoken of in those days correspond with those of the 

Chippeways.”100 Johnston stated that could not think of “anything that [had] struck [him] with 

more force than this coincidence.”101 Comparisons with ancient cultures revered by Europeans 

 
98 M.L. Woolsey to Jane Johnston Schoolcraft, 5 July 1831, in Oneóta or Characteristics of the Red Race of 

America from Original Notes and Manuscripts, ed. Henry R. Schoolcraft (New York: Wiley & Putnam, 1845), 326, 

https://archive.org/details/onetaorcharacte00schogoog/page/n3/mode/2up.  
99 Jane Johnston Schoolcraft, “On the Doric Rock, Lake Superior,” in The Sound the Stars Make Rushing 

Through the Sky, ed. Robert Dale Parker (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007), 94.  
100 George Johnston to Henry R. Schoolcraft, 5 January 1850, File 181, Box 51, Henry Rowe Schoolcraft 

Papers, Library of Congress, Gale Indigenous Peoples of North America. 
101 Ibid. 

https://archive.org/details/onetaorcharacte00schogoog/page/n3/mode/2up


 58 

would continue to be a key theme in nineteenth-century Anishinaabe historical writing. While 

Schoolcraft’s poem mused that pre-contact Ojibwe may have been closer to God than the ancient 

Greeks, her brother sought to draw connections between his ancestors and an ancient past that 

Anglo-Americans viewed as noble and foundational to their own culture.  

This portrayal of the Anishinaabe world as valuable and important was often 

accompanied by critiques of colonialism and settler society. In a letter expressing her opinions 

on the experiences of Anishinaabe women, Jane Schoolcraft explicitly argued that Ojibwe 

society was more equitable: “on account of inevitable causes, the Indian woman is subjected to 

many hardships of a peculiar nature, yet her position, compared with that of the man, is higher 

and freer than that of the white woman.”102 Expanding on these cultural differences, Schoolcraft 

asserted that “the educated white man, proud of his superior civilization” could “learn a useful 

lesson” by observing how openly and freely Indigenous partners and parents showed love to one 

another.103 Despite publishing this letter, Margaret Fuller, a women’s rights activist, completely 

misunderstood it and summarized Schoolcraft’s argument as a declaration that Indigenous 

women were “nearly on a par with their husbands as the white woman with hers.” This 

misconstruing of Schoolcraft’s argument reasserted Fuller’s ingrained belief that Indigenous 

societies must be inferior to “white” civilization.’104 Schoolcraft, however, argued that 

Indigenous women enjoyed greater liberty and access to power than the women of European and 

settler societies. 

In a discussion with Jameson about Anishinaabe women who had participated in council 

or lead in war as “female chiefs,” Schoolcraft related an impactful event that left her with “a 

lively recollection.”105 During the defence of Mackinac in the War of 1812, Schoolcraft had met 

a woman that had taken on her slain husband’s role as a war ogimaakwe. It was unusual, but not 

uncommon for women to take up leadership roles during times of war.106 Schoolcraft, who was 

younger than thirteen at the time, had seen the woman wearing her husband’s regalia and armed 

with his weapons. A veteran of multiple battles, this warrior had commanded enough admiration 

that she was eventually invited to eat along with the other ogimaag and British officers at the fort 
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“with all honour and respect.”107 Through stories like this, Schoolcraft implied that early 

feminists like Anna Brownell Jameson and Margaret Fuller could learn much from Anishinaabe 

culture. This underscored the Johnstons’ vision that elements of Anishinaabe culture were 

valuable and, if preserved and disseminated, could be of benefit to the emerging settler-colonial 

world. 

 

 

The Johnstons’ Vision for the Future of Settler Colonial Society 

 

While many later Anishinaabe writers would argue openly for the transformation of 

settler colonial society, the Johnstons’ future vision was expressed implicitly through their 

actions, historical writings, and their support for Henry Schoolcraft’s literary project. Both the 

Johnstons’ and Schoolcraft’s historical writings envisioned a settler-colonial future based on the 

combination and transformation of Indigenous and settler culture. However, where Schoolcraft 

projected the disappearance of Indigenous peoples, the Johnstons and other Ojibwe writers of 

Sault Ste. Marie saw a path for Indigenous survival and settler cultural transformation. 

In a study of Jane Schoolcraft’s work to protect Ojibwe culture, English studies scholar 

Maureen Konkle found that Schoolcraft’s aims were not to overthrow settler culture or to return 

to a pre-contact state. Jane, and the other Johnstons, argued that Indigenous peoples would need 

to adopt Christianity, English literacy, and an agrarian lifestyle in order to survive. This would 

not mean abandoning their Ojibwe culture. Jane Schoolcraft hoped that the publication and 

dissemination of their stories, histories, and knowledge would provide a bridge towards an 

understanding of common humanity.108 

Jane viewed her work preserving, historicizing, and honoring the Ojibwe past as part of a 

two-way flow of information. Alongside her numerous translations of Anishinaabemowin 

stories, knowledge, and history into English, Jane Schoolcraft also translated common English 

expressions and texts into Anishinaabemowin. This included “The Lord’s Prayer,” and portions 
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of Genesis, Matthew, and 1 Corinthians.109 While the creation of Ojibwe ethnographic and 

historical works was the primary focus of the Johnstons’ literary work, dissemination of settler 

knowledge and Christianity into Ojibwe communities was a key part of their future vision. Like 

the unnamed author of “Character of Aboriginal Historical Tradition,” the Johnstons and other 

Ojibwe writers involved in their project believed that only through compromise with the colonial 

authorities and adoption of settler culture would the Ojibwe world be able to survive. 

A historicized example of this future vision was recorded by Mary Holiday, another of 

the Ojibwe writers working with Henry Schoolcraft and the Johnstons in Sault Ste. Marie. In a 

biographical essay, Holiday reported that in 1807 her grandfather Gitche Iauba adopted the 

philosophy and future vision of the Shawnee prophet Tenskwatawa, brother of Tecumseh. Both 

leaders played central roles in violently resisting American colonial power in Tecumseh’s War 

and the subsequent War of 1812.110 Holiday described her grandfather as an ambitious man who, 

in his youth, “joined every war party that was formed” to fight against the Lakota.111 His 

prominent role as a warrior likely drove his attraction to the anticolonial vision of the prophet 

Tenskwatawa. In a complex rejection of elements of both Ojibwe and settler culture Gitche Iauba 

“[threw] away his ‘medicine bag…, [gave] up ‘the grand medicine dance,’” and pledged to have 

no further “dealings with the white man.”112 Simultaneously he attempted to return to his 

conception of a more traditional, pre-contact, Indigenous way of life that rejected European 

technology.  

Gitche Iauba and his band travelled to join Tenskwatawa at Prophetstown near present-

day Lafayette, Indiana, but, according to Holiday, they became disillusioned with their new way 

of living and turned back before completing their journey. Two decades later, Gitche Iauba had 

largely abandoned Tenskwatawa’s vision of pan-Indigenous sovereignty and was working 
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closely with American authorities.113 In the summer of 1825, he played a pivotal role in bringing 

in a group of Ojibwe accused of murdering American traders. After the arrest, Henry Schoolcraft 

presented the ogimaa with a “silver medal” and gave a speech in his honour.114 

Holiday wrote about Tecumseh and the Shawnee prophet from the vantage of postwar 

Sault Ste. Marie, a community that had suffered violently in 1814. As a result, she was openly 

critical of Tenskwatawa, who she referred to as a “pretender” whose “pretensions” led to the 

starvation and suffering of many in Gitche Iauba’s band.115 Like Jane Schoolcraft, Holiday used 

her historical writing to argue that the path of negotiation, compromise, and peace was ultimately 

better for both Indigenous and settler societies. Ironically, Tenskwatawa arrived at a similar 

conclusion late in life as he became an advocate of Indian removal following a long exile in 

Canada.116 

In a similar biographical history, “Notice of Iawba Wadick [or Waish-kee], a Chippewa 

Chief,” Jane Schoolcraft upheld her uncle as a new type of ogimaa who had adapted to a 

changing settler colonial world. Though present at the capture of Michilimackinac during the 

War of 1812, Waish-kee was not a warrior like Waabojiig or Gitche Iauba who were known for 

their success in wars against the Lakota. He represented a later generation of Ojibwe leaders 

whom Schoolcraft praised for their ability to peacefully navigate the emerging postwar settler-

colonial order. 

In contrast to Ozhaguscodaywayquay and Holiday’s portrayals of Waabojiig and Gitche 

Iauba, Waish-kee was praised for being “quiet, modest,” “respectful,” and “patient.”117 As a 

result of his adoption of Christianity in 1830, Schoolcraft explained that he developed a 

“submissive and resigned spirit,” a state that she believed was a healthy approach to dealing with 

the fluctuating “dispensation[s] of Providence.”118 Following a brief account of his adoption of 

Christianity, Schoolcraft documented Waish-kee’s interactions with the US government. This 

narrative formed the bulk of the biographical essay. Waish-kee was a signatory to the 1820 Cass 

treaty and was present at four more negotiations and signings at Prairie du Chien (1825), Fond 
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du Lac (1826), Buttes de Morts (1827), and Washington, D.C. (1836).119 Summarizing this 

history, Schoolcraft declared that Waish-kee had been “uniformly friendly to our government” 

and a regular guest at the Indian agency. While her portrayal emphasized Waish-kee’s agreement 

to land cessions, she explained that his actions were a result of “his interest in the civil concerns 

of the Chippewas.”120  

Her description of the United States government as “our government” signaled her 

acknowledgement of its authority, but also her position as someone moving in both Ojibwe and 

settler worlds. Though Waish-kee was her blood relative, the United States was not his 

government. Throughout his life he acted as a foreign emissary representing “the two nations of 

Chippewas and Ottawas.”121 This depiction of the settler-Ojibwe relationship reveals how Jane 

Schoolcraft’s complex overlapping identities shaped her vision of how that nation-to-nation 

relationship could, and should, take shape in the future. 

Ultimately Schoolcraft’s history portrayed Waish-kee as a new kind of ogimaa who 

worked towards combining Ojibwe and settler culture by adopting Christianity and accepting the 

treaties’ plans for education and industrialization. Rather than a warrior who fought against the 

Americans at Michilimackinac, Schoolcraft emphasized a form of leadership characterized by 

peacefulness, affability, and negotiation. Though this portrayal revealed differences between him 

and his father Waabojiig, Schoolcraft did not present Waish-kee’s life as a discontinuity in 

Ojibwe history. Instead, she depicted him as an ogimaa who pursued his nation’s survival by 

carefully navigating the changing state of Anishinaabe-settler relations. This shifting role of the 

ogimaag reveals Schoolcraft’s understanding of colonial history and her future vision of 

Indigenous life in the northwest. 

The vision expressed in these historical accounts aligned with the Johnstons’ own 

negotiation and participation with colonial authorities and settler culture. Throughout their lives 

the family focused on using its influence to make connections with the new colonial government 

in order to maintain their own status and wealth in the community. In this way they attempted to 

actively live out their vision of an inter-cultural world wherein Anishinaabe knowledge and 

agency could persist despite acceptance of American colonial authority and the adoption of 
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Christianity and settler culture. Anthropologist Robert E. Bieder described John Johnston’s use 

of this strategy in the years following the war as “resistance” through “ingratiation” as opposed 

to “aggression.”122 Johnston’s children largely followed his example and William and George 

Johnston took up positions in the US Bureau of Indian Affairs. An early, and dramatic, example 

of this shift was a letter from George Johnston to Henry Schoolcraft informing him that two 

chiefs headed to Sault Ste. Marie were “great partisans of the British government” who should 

be held and prevented from travelling any further.123 George Johnston would accompany Henry 

Schoolcraft on various trips throughout the Northwest and, while it was not simply a union for 

political gain, the marriage of Jane and Henry formed the core of the family’s bond to the new 

colonial authorities.124 

 

 

“Johnston Claiming Authorship!” The Struggle Over the Anishinaabe Past and Future 

 

Despite Jane Schoolcraft’s efforts to protect Ojibwe history from misrepresentation, her 

husband would prove to be the key source of distortion. The editorial evolution of 

Ozhaguscodaywayquay’s account of Waabojiig’s life provides a rare glimpse into the conflict 

between settler and Anishinaabe historical interpretations. In editing the essay for publication in 

Oneóta, Henry Schoolcraft composed a new opening that revealed subtle, yet key differences 

between his historical consciousness and Ozhaguscodaywayquay’s. The original history based 

on Ozhaguscodaywayquay’s account began by firmly rooting the narrative within the Ojibwe 

world. It carefully established the spiritual and political significance of Chequamigon, a center of 

Anishinaabe social, political, and religious life in the region. It also identified Waabojiig’s 

maternal “Reindeer” doodem and its relation to the system of ogimaag that established his 

influence and status.125 Such an Anishinaabe-centric focus was common in written 

dibaajimowinan (histories) and reflected an Anishinaabe historical consciousness.  

 
122 Bieder, “Sault Ste. Marie and the War of 1812,” 10. 
123 George Johnston to Henry R. Schoolcraft, 26th May 1827, Folder 40, Box 7, Papers of Henry Rowe 

Schoolcraft, Library of Congress. 
124 Parker, “Introduction: The World and Writings of Jane Johnston Schoolcraft,” 30 & 95; Schoolcraft, 

Personal Memoirs, 350. 
125 Folder 8, Box 66, Henry Rowe Schoolcraft Papers, Library of Congress, Gale Indigenous Peoples of 

North America; Folder 30, Box 64, Henry Rowe Schoolcraft Papers, Library of Congress, Gale Indigenous Peoples 

of North America. 



 64 

All of this original context was pushed out of the introduction in the published version 

and only appeared after three pages reframing Waabojiig’s life in relation to European colonial 

history with which he was largely uninvolved. In doing so, Schoolcraft focused more closely on 

Waabojiig’s military exploits, thus minimizing the familial relationships and experiences of 

Ojibwe women that were the core of the earlier version.  

New discussion of the travels of Marquette and Joliet, the couriers de bois, Jesuit 

missionary activities, the Seven Years War, and the fall of Quebec shifted the narrative’s original 

focus and privileged French, British, and American historical perspectives.126 As historian Peter 

D. MacLeod has shown, the Seven Years War, and most other major European conflicts, rarely 

figured prominently in nineteenth-century Anishinaabe historical accounts and were typically 

only mentioned in relation to events they found more significant like their wars with the 

Haudenosaunee and the Dakota.127 

These editorial changes resulted in a completely different interpretation of Waabojiig’s 

life and significance. While the original biography emphasized his independence, authority, and 

personality as an ogimaa, Schoolcraft included a new paragraph explaining that Waabojiig’s 

distance from the Seven Years War allowed him to have a more flexible “Indian mind” than 

many of his contemporaries that was easily “moulded… to a compliance with, and a submission 

to, the British authority.”128 This expanded on a theme from the original essay that portrayed 

Pontiac’s war against the British as an attempt to “repel the Saxon race” but which ultimately 

“saw the whole [Odawa] nation… prostrate, & the British flag triumphant.”129 This language 

echoed Schoolcraft’s other writings on colonial history as a struggle between races.130 While 

elements of Ozhaguscodaywayquay’s more focused Ojibwe-centric narrative persisted, they 

were buried beneath added layers of Schoolcraft’s narratives of European imperial dominance 

and Indigenous submission. 
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Schoolcraft’s reinterpretations and presentation of himself as primary author created 

tensions with some of the Johnstons and other Ojibwe contributors. Ultimately, this conflict 

contributed to the end of Schoolcraft’s nearly twenty-year career as an agent and superintendent 

in the Northern Department of the Bureau of Indian Affairs. Jane Schoolcraft’s brother William 

Johnston initiated this process in 1840 by uniting Henry Schoolcraft’s enemies into launching 

formal accusations of corruption, nepotism, and embezzlement. In the early stages of this 

conflict, Johnston contacted Henry’s brother James Schoolcraft to invite him into the conspiracy. 

James immediately wrote to Henry to inform him that one of Johnston’s key grievances was his 

handling of their literary work: “You… are to be obliged to pay over part of the proceeds arising 

from the sale of the ‘Algic Researches’—the man… Johnston claiming authorship!”131 At least 

two stories by William Johnston were published in Algic Researches, one of which was the 

longest story in the book.132 Though their conflict ended up focusing on more mundane issues, 

Johnston’s anger over authorship, which had been simmering for two years, added a deeply 

personal edge to his attack.  

While there is no direct evidence that Johnston’s views were shared by other Anishinaabe 

contributors to the book, Henry’s pained attempts to gather new stories from the Johnstons after 

Jane’s death suggest that additional members of the community harbored ambivalence, if not 

outright resentment, towards his subsequent literary ambitions. His attempts to gather new stories 

from George Johnston, one of his more amenable in-laws, through the promise of explicit 

authorial credit may have been an attempt to reconcile a past conflict.133 

These tensions spoke to a much deeper, though less explicit, struggle over the portrayal 

and interpretation of Anishinaabe history. Race, gender, individual personality, and the colonial 

politics of Sault Ste. Marie enabled Henry Schoolcraft to emerge as the national expert on 

Indigenous history and culture by the mid-nineteenth century. This career was built on 

Schoolcraft’s desire to collect and preserve Anishinaabe knowledge, a desire that aligned with 

the Johnstons’ literary goals. But preservation came at a cost. In the end Schoolcraft’s historical 

consciousness of racial and cultural hierarchies, religious determinism, and the inevitable 
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extinction of the Indigenous world led him to value Anishinaabe stories but not the Anishinaabeg 

themselves.  

Alongside Schoolcraft’s settler historical consciousness existed an Anishinaabe 

conception of the past. Through their actions and writings, the Johnstons and their fellow Ojibwe 

expressed an understanding of their past as historical, rather than mythical or legendary. In 

asserting this historicity, they attempted to take control of how their history and culture were 

interpreted and represented, thus entering into direct conversation, and ultimately conflict, with 

settler portrayals of Indigeneity. A key strategy of resistance in this struggle over representation 

was the argument that Anishinaabe culture was not a primitive relic of a dying age, but that the 

Anishinaabeg possessed ideas, stories, and practices that were important and that held value for 

the rest of humanity. 

While both historical consciousnesses overlapped in many ways, they each revealed two 

different visions for the future of settler colonial society. Henry Schoolcraft believed that the 

Indigenous knowledge he was gathering would provide the foundation for a new American 

literary movement that would establish the United States’ national and cultural identity as unique 

from the British motherland.134 The vision of the Johnstons and their community was similar in 

that they also believed in the importance of bridging Anishinaabe and settler culture through 

their writing. Unlike Schoolcraft, however, many of them sought to preserve a uniquely 

Anishinaabe understanding of the past and to promote a society that combined Anishinaabe and 

settler culture while preserving Anishinaabe identity and agency. 
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Chapter 2 
 

“Tradition Informs Us:” George Copway’s Historicization of the Anishinaabe Past 

 

 
The history of a nation is always interesting. The more obscure the 

means of tracing it, the more of interest attaches to it, as it slowly 

discloses itself to the eye of research.1 

 

—George Copway, “The American Indians” 

 

 

In the spring of 1839, with his formal education at Ebenezer Seminary concluded, 

Kahgegagahbowh, better known as George Copway, left Jacksonville, Illinois, and embarked on 

a grand tour throughout the northeastern United States.2 The young Mississauga Methodist’s trip 

was filled with new experiences. Over the summer he travelled by schooner, steamboat, train, 

and horse-drawn wagon through Chicago, Detroit, Buffalo, Syracuse, Albany, New York City, 

and Newark before arriving in Boston in October.3 Though he did not yet know it, his visit to 

Boston, a city he found to be “much overrated,” would have a lasting impact on his career and on 

public discourse on Indigeneity in the English-speaking world.4  

Copway’s homesickness had increased throughout the summer, but he was soon filled 

with awe at the view from the roof of the Massachusetts State House. From this vantage, he was 

able to look upon “the works of the white man” in their fullness. He marveled at the steeples and 

ships towering above the autumn leaves, the wharves piled high with merchandise, steamboats 

“breathing out fire and smoke,” steam cars, factories, and distant towns.5 At first, he saw this 

industry and prosperity as a positive result of Christian faith, but “when [he] thought of the noble 

race of red men who once lived and roamed in all the land” his mind turned to darker places. He 

imagined the “whiten’d bones… of some brave warrior of yore… whose wigwam stood where 

cities rise.”6 Eventually he crafted these musings into a poem which he published in the 1847 
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Years (New York: Weed and Parsons, 1847), 128-133. 
4 George Copway, Life, Letters, and Speeches, ed. A. Lavonne Brown Ruoff and Donald B. Smith 
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5 Ibid., 122. 
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autobiography that made him a popular and sought after lecturer and writer in the United States 

and Europe.7 In the finished version of this poem he exclaims: “O! tell me, ye ‘pale faces,’ tell / 

where have my proud ancestors gone?”8 Copway, dressed in suits and discussing Methodist 

theology in fluent English, may have appeared ‘culturally assimilated’ to settlers, but, rather than 

simply conforming to the settler imagination, the young Mississauga regularly drew on his 

Christian moral framework and English literacy to express an Indigenous critique of settler 

society and to assert an Indigenous perspective on the North American past. 

 After taking in the view from atop the State House, Copway visited the Boston offices of 

the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions (ABCFM), an organization famous 

for its evangelism in India and Africa. Upon entering a room filled with exhibits of artifacts from 

the ABCFM’s various mission fields, Copway was surprised to find a shelf filled with 

Anishinaabe tools and clothing, items that were a common part of his childhood in Rice Lake, 

Upper Canada. Among the beadwork, porcupine quills, and moccasins was a prominent 

collection of war clubs. Recalling this moment later in his 1847 autobiography, Copway 

sarcastically wondered that if the Secretary of the ABCFM had seen these tools as he had, 

“stained with blood and notched according to the number of individuals they had slain,” perhaps 

he would not have kept them on proud display in a public gallery.9  

A summer of witnessing the industrial and commercial heart of settler society followed 

by the sight of the tools of his people’s military power gathering dust in a display case left an 

impression on Copway that remained with him throughout his life. In the years following his 

graduation from seminary, he was to become one of the most famous literary celebrities of his 

day and through his writings and public lectures he would constantly assert the historicity and 

ongoing presence of the Anishinaabeg. As this literary project evolved from 1847 to the end of 

1851, it gave Copway the ideas and platform to represent himself as the liberator and 

representative of all Indigenous peoples and the author of a plan to guarantee their survival into 

the future.10  
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Copway’s visit to Boston was both historically and ultimately historiographically 

significant. It represented the site of an invisible struggle over the portrayal and meaning of the 

Indigenous past. Rooted in the belief that Indigenous peoples would inevitably disappear from 

the continent, the vanishing Indian myth had a persistent and powerful influence on the 

American public.11 It shaped federal policy, the relationships between settlers and Indigenous 

people and changed the ways both groups understood their responsibilities and sense of 

belonging. In 1848, for example, a retired United States Army surgeon donated a large collection 

of “Chipeway” moccasins, war clubs, “medicine bags,” beadwork, and ceremonial items to the 

New York Historical Society. In a letter accompanying his donation, the surgeon explained that 

this collection would serve as a source of information on a people “now rapidly disappearing on 

the approach of the white man, and wasting away from the combined effects of war, famine, and 

disease.”12 Instead of developing an awareness of the realities of Indigenous life in the United 

States, the surgeon viewed the Indigenous peoples he encountered as little more than ghosts in 

the making. Many others took this view further. In a paper read before the New-York Historical 

Society in 1845, one scholar lamented that the lack of written records produced by Indigenous 

people created a fundamental gap in human knowledge: “thus all that is certain of aboriginal 

antiquity is lost; and the eloquent, the wise and the brave, who may have flourished in the long 

lapse of ages since the flood, for all that is or can be known of them, might as well not have 

been.”13 Not only did this lecturer assume that Indigenous knowledge had disappeared, but he 

also twisted the vanishing Indian myth to differentiate noble pre-contact Indigenous people from 

their living descendants. Vanished Indians made for romantic symbols that posed no apparent 

threat to the righteousness of settler dominance. Living ones did not. In the conceptual vacuum 

left by the vanishing Indian, American writers found a rich mythology and symbology 

disconnected from historical reality and waiting to be re-interpreted to create new narratives. 

American writers and politicians frequently turned to an imagined Indigenous past to 

develop a new mythological and cultural foundation for an evolving American national 
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identity.14 Exploring this idea in more detail, literary studies scholar Jared Hickman turned to 

what is perhaps the quintessential American religious text: The Book of Mormon. While the 

religious communities started by Joseph Smith were undoubtedly fringe intellectual movements 

in the nineteenth century, Hickman showed how their conception of Indigenous peoples as 

‘Lamanites’ chosen by God to establish New Jerusalem in North America alongside their non-

Indigenous Mormon brothers was simply an extreme example of Americans’ common 

appropriation of the Indigenous past. By eliminating and replacing Indigenous history, settlers 

turned to Indians as a cultural archetype or symbol that could be used to imagine an American 

heritage and future.15 The imagined Indigenous past allowed Americans to create new identities 

separate from their European homelands. It also provided narratives that justified attempted 

settler-colonial elimination and replacement of Indigenous nations. 

The museum exhibit at the Boston headquarters of the ABCFM exemplified the process 

of re-interpreting an Indigenous past. The ‘taming’ of the Anishinaabeg war clubs through their 

labelling and containment within a case symbolized the triumph of Christianity over paganism; 

the United States over Indigenous nations; and science and reason over violent savagery. Perhaps 

it was this ironic and hypocritical approach to violence that Copway meant to highlight in his 

sardonic joke at the missionaries’ expense. The display also implied that these Anishinaabeg 

items were locked in the past and persisted only as relics meant to be studied or as warnings of 

the ‘barbarism’ of the world outside the Christian fold. Though Copway’s autobiography does 

not make these connections explicit, it is telling that his view of “the works of the white man,” 

his poem of lament for the apparently vanished Indigenous peoples of Massachusetts, and his 

experience at the museum all appear in quick succession to conclude his grand tour of the eastern 

United States.16 

All the Anishinaabeg writers of the nineteenth century wrote within a social and cultural 

environment that accepted future Indigenous extinction as a fact. While they often attempted to 

devise strategies of survival, they also frequently looked with mixtures of despair, nostalgia, and 

anger on the declining Indigenous population and increasing rates of non-Indigenous 
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immigration to North America. In response, many writers sought to create accounts of their 

peoples’ histories and ways of life so that their culture could be preserved in textual form. By 

1847, Copway was adamantly arguing that the extinction of Indigenous peoples was not a natural 

or divinely-ordained process, but was rather the result of settler greed, immorality, and the 

absence of just laws and policies.17 By the 1860s, partially due to the efforts of public figures 

like Jane Johnston Schoolcraft, George Copway, and Francis Assiginack the debates about the 

future of Indigenous people shifted. Settlers increasingly debated how best to save Indigenous 

people, rather than simply welcoming (or passively lamenting) their destruction.18 Copway’s 

contributions to these debates often came in the form of historical writings that described how 

settler society could be rearranged to avert Indigenous extinction altogether. His direct 

engagement with the field of history began in 1848 when he reached out to the New-York 

Historical Society. 

 

 

Historicizing the Anishinaabeg at the New-York Historical Society 

 

On the evening of March 7, 1848, in Manhattan, Copway walked past the bare trees of 

Washington Square Park and through the imposing Gothic entryway of the building that housed 

the entirety of New York University. Despite its significance to education in New York, the 

building had only been completed thirteen years earlier in 1835.19 The thirty-year-old likely wore 

his usual dark suit and loose shoulder-length hair, the look he had sported during his recent tours 

throughout the eastern United States promoting his new autobiography at events hosted by 

Protestant Christian and Temperance organizations. Though these lectures usually focused on his 

work as a Methodist missionary in Canada and the northwest, they occasionally incorporated 

ethnographic and historical information about a political and cultural entity he called the 

“Ojibway” or “Ojebwa Nation” which included his home community of Rice Lake.20 On this 

evening in New York City, these nascent themes would move to the fore in his writing and 
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lecturing and would contribute to his growing vision for the future of settler colonial society in 

North America. 

Rather than his typical audience of philanthropists, temperance activists, local 

intellectuals, or those looking to be entertained by Anishinaabe songs and stories, Copway would 

be addressing the New-York Historical Society, a collection of the city’s most prominent citizens 

interested in archaeology, ethnography, and history. Not only would this be the first time that an 

Indigenous speaker would present a paper before the Society, it would also be one of the earliest 

recorded instances of an Anishinaabe employing English literacy and historiographical 

knowledge to challenge a Eurocentric perspective on history before a scholarly organization. 

Through his lecture and presence at the society, Copway asserted an Anishinaabeg 

understanding of the past and the validity and importance of Indigenous oral knowledge. Prior to 

the late-nineteenth century, ethnography, archaeology, and history had not yet solidified into 

distinct disciplines with defined professional and racial barriers. Consequently, Copway was able 

to bridge divides that became increasingly insurmountable for Indigenous intellectuals towards 

the close of the century. History, archaeology, and ethnography presented unique frameworks for 

understanding humanity’s past and future and Copway connected these settler ontologies and 

methodologies with his own Anishinaabeg ways of knowing and being. By situating Anishinaabe 

historical traditions around archaeological and historiographical evidence, Copway made his 

account comprehensible to his settler audience while simultaneously challenging their 

established understanding of an important event in North American history.  

A month earlier, on February 10, 1848, an executive member of the New-York Historical 

Society named J.R. Bartlett had received a letter from Copway accompanied by a business card 

identifying him as a “Chief of the Ojibway Nation.”21 In the letter, Copway proposed that he 

“read a paper before the Society on the History of the wars between the Massasaugas of Canada-

West and the Iroquois of New York [sic].” After deliberating, the committee passed a motion to 

grant Bartlett power in moving ahead with Copway’s lecture.22 Bartlett seemed to have had some 

difficulty in communicating with his guest lecturer, who was busy with speaking engagements 
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throughout the northeastern United States At an executive committee meeting on February 15, 

Bartlett reported that while he still expected Copway to present on March 7, “Mr. Copway had 

not informed him of his readiness to read a paper.”23 Despite this confusion, Bartlett and Copway 

settled on March 7 as the date for his presentation and the latter had chosen a name for his paper: 

“The Wars in Canada West by the Ojibways & Iroquois, 1648.”24 

On the day of Copway’s lecture, the committee’s librarian opened the meeting by reading 

a list of new additions to the library’s collections. These included the annual report for the 

Commissioner of Indian Affairs (a gift from the US Bureau of Indian Affairs) as well as a copy 

of The Indian and his Wigwam, or Characteristics of the Red Race of America, a reprint of a 

reprint of Oneóta, Henry Schoolcraft’s 1845 compendium of notes, stories, and poems, many of 

which were drawn from Anishinaabe researchers and family members including Jane and George 

Johnston.25 The significance of these two texts was likely highlighted by the unusual 

circumstance of having an Indigenous lecturer seated in their midst. Despite (or perhaps because 

of) Copway’s unique status, he was ultimately not seen as a respected peer by the intellectuals 

gathered at this meeting and a recent national event would further push his lecture into the 

shadows of the Society’s memory. 

Following the librarian’s report, and an overview of new correspondence, the Society 

turned to a discussion on how to respond appropriately to the death of former US President and 

Society member John Quincy Adams. A funeral procession in his honour was to take place in 

New York City the following day, and the Society had not made plans for their participation in 

it, nor had they sent condolences to Adams’ family.26 In the published proceedings, almost ten of 

the meeting’s sixteen pages are taken up by eulogies, praise for the strides Adams had made in 

American learning, and retellings of the former president’s final moments.27 On average, New-

York Historical Society meeting proceedings from this era take up twenty-two pages, but those 

 
23 Minutes of the Executive Committee of the New-York Historical Society, commenced April 12, 1843, N-

YHS Digital Collection, New-York Historical Society, 178. 
24 George Copway, “The Wars in Canada West by the Ojibways & Iroquois, 1648,” 1848, New-York 

Historical Society Manuscripts of Lectures and Addresses, Patricia D. Klingenstein Library, New-York Historical 

Society, 1. 
25 New-York Historical Society, Proceedings of the New York Historical Society for the Year 1848, 51; 

John Finley Freeman, “Pirated Editions of Schoolcraft’s Oneóta.” The Papers of the Bibliographical Society of 

America, 53, 3 (1959): 254. 
26 New-York Historical Society, 65. 
27 Ibid., 59-62. 



 74 

generated from the night of Copway’s lecture were by far one of the shortest in the volume for 

1848.28 

This imbalance of institutional attention was due to the special significance that the death 

held for the members of the New-York Historical Society, but even they were clearly self-

conscious of how the funeral discussion was pushing attention away from Copway’s paper. One 

member of the Executive Committee, joining the succession of pronouncements on Adams’ 

significance, began with a caveat that is unusually casual in the formal Society proceedings: “I 

will not take up any further time, (impatient as we all are for the entertainment we expect this 

evening,) but to make a single observation.”29 Despite this promise of brevity, a further five 

pages of the proceedings are taken up with funeral discussion. 

This reference to Copway’s lecture as “entertainment” by a member of the Executive 

Committee is an unusual turn of phrase in the society’s proceedings. ‘Entertain,’ in the sense of 

‘amuse,’ only appears about ten times in the proceedings covering the years 1843-1849 and 

never in reference to any presenter other than Copway. Most are references to works intended to 

be humorous or occasions with food and drink. In that seven-year period, the term is only used 

twice in reference to someone’s serious intellectual output. The first is in an 1843 paper where 

the author states that they have made their paper less “entertaining” in order to “call the attention 

of more philosophic minds.”30 The second instance is in an 1845 historiographical paper by New 

York journalist William L. Stone that evaluates the contributions of various authors to the field 

of history, especially the history of Indigenous North America. In a scathing critique of the 

historical writing of painter George Catlin, the author concludes that his work is “curious and 

entertaining [and] more valuable… as a work of art.”31 In both instances the term clearly carries 

negative connotations, and its use in regard to Copway’s lecture appears to play upon his 

perceived exotic racial difference. Rather than enlightening or educational, Copway’s essay was 
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expected to be a source of entertainment for the society, at least in the mind of one member of 

the Executive Committee. 

In the end, Copway only appears in a minor note concluding the meeting’s proceedings: 

“George Copway, a Chief of the Ojibway Nation, was introduced to the Society, and read a 

paper, entitled ‘The Progress of the Wars between the Massaugas, of Canada West, and the 

Iroquois, of New York [sic].’”32 Compared to the treatment of other lecturers in the proceedings, 

this mention of his paper was exceptionally brief. At the February meeting a month earlier, a 

paper by O.W. Morris on “Indian Names” received roughly a full page of summarization.33 

Similarly, the paper presented a month after Copway’s lecture was reprinted in full, filling 

sixteen pages of the proceedings.34 As was standard for all guest lecturers, a resolution was 

passed to officially thank Copway and to request a copy of his paper to be deposited in the 

society archives.35  

While the minutes of the NYHS Executive Committee meeting on March 21, 1848, give 

the name and home city of the other two nominees for membership, Copway is listed without a 

home.36 This is unusual in the NYHS minutes. This could have been due to the controversy 

surrounding his departure from Rice Lake, his attempts to emphasize his identity as a 

representative of a border-crossing Ojibway Nation rather than an Indigenous person from a 

particular community in Canada, or simply to the committee’s lack of effort in understanding the 

background and identity of this ‘Ojibway Chief.’ 

As one of the earliest written expressions of Copway’s conception of Anishinaabeg 

history, his lecture revealed the ways in which he sought to influence public discourse and 

promote an Indigenous perspective on the North American past. While still employing his usual 

Romantic style to create an epic narrative of betrayal and war, Copway’s paper ran against 

depictions of Indigenous peoples as mythical or powerless in the face of European technology. In 

opposition to the popular stereotype of Indigenous people as pre-literate and without history, or 

even existing outside of history, Copway drew from Anishinaabe oral tradition to assert the 
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agency and historicity of the Anishinaabeg as a real people living within a complex political, 

cultural, and social world largely hidden from European eyes, memory, and textual records. 

For his subject, Copway chose to focus on a military conflict commonly referred to as the 

Beaver Wars, the Iroquois Wars, or the French and Iroquois Wars, a seventeenth-century conflict 

that embroiled all the peoples living in the lands surrounding the southern Great Lakes from 

roughly 1609 to 1701. Copway’s narrative focused on a betrayal of the Wendat (Huron) by the 

Haudenosaunee (Iroquois) and the resulting military involvement of the Anishinaabeg. 

Copway opened his lecture with an epigraph taken from Hugh Murray’s 1839 Historical 

and Descriptive Account of British America describing the horrors visited upon the Huron 

(Wendat) by the Iroquois (Haudenosaunee) in the early seventeenth century.37 Though Copway 

did not engage directly with this quotation, the following lecture proceeded to present an 

interpretation of events that completely diverged from Murray’s history. Throughout Copway’s 

lecture, he emphasized that this difference in perspective was due to the sources used by each 

scholar. While Murray’s account relied exclusively on European textual sources, Copway 

repeatedly prefaced his arguments with appeals to their origin in Anishinaabe oral knowledge. 

Variations on the phrase ‘tradition informs us’ were used at least seven times in his essay.38 

Murray’s retelling of the defeat of the Haudenosaunee followed an orthodox narrative 

derived from French colonial sources that continues to be retold to the present day.39 According 

to Murray’s account, in response to increasing Haudenosaunee aggression in the Great Lakes 

region, in the fall of 1665 lieutenant-general of New France Alexandre De Prouville de Tracy led 

a series of ineffective military expeditions into “desolate regions,” almost never encountering the 

Haudenosaunee and finding their villages mysteriously burnt and abandoned. When they did 

finally encounter their enemies, the Haudenosaunee did not fight, but inexplicably retreated even 
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farther from the French forces.40 Unable to engage in direct conflict, the French expedition 

burned any remaining structures and stores of corn and declared the mission a success. In the 

years following, the Haudenosaunee abruptly initiated peace negotiations. Though Murray is 

highly critical of the French effort, describing it as “an act of heroic folly, by which nothing was 

effected, except the destruction of some grain and wooden cabins,” he still attributes the 

capitulation of the Haudenosaunee to their “awe” in the face of superior European military 

strength, strategy, and heroism.41  

Though Copway’s version of the story did not directly contradict the basic facts of 

Murray’s account, his interpretation of the causes and historical significance of these events is 

radically different. According to Copway’s Anishinaabe sources, the sudden pacification of the 

Haudenosaunee was not due to their fear of French military might, but rather to a large-scale and 

carefully-organized invasion of Haudenosaunee territory by the Anishinaabeg, the Wendat, and 

their allies.42 Copway asserts that this invasion drove the Haudenosaunee west to what is now the 

river Trent in southern Ontario leaving behind the trail of destruction that so confused the French 

expedition.43 Copway was familiar with Murray’s text and thus the French account of their 

victory over the Haudenosaunee, and his inclusion of the quote from Murray appears to be an 

intentional signal that he had a very different story to tell. 

Copway’s version of the conflict begins generations prior to Samuel de Champlain’s 

founding of Quebec in 1608, in a long cycle of broken treaties and inter-generational violence 

between the Wendat, Anishinaabeg, and Haudenosaunee. While the trade goods offered by the 

French play a role in the concluding stage of the conflict, Copway states that the war was 

ultimately about Gitche Manidoo’s punishment of those who were willing to break sacred 

treaties. He attributes the dispersal of the Wendat as well as the eventual defeat of the 

Haudenosaunee to the violation of treaties with the Anishinaabeg, and it is through their post-

dispersal reconciliation with the Anishinaabeg that the Wendat are finally able to overwhelm the 

Haudenosaunee and drive them from the region. 

 
40 Hugh Murray, An Historical and Descriptive Account of British America… (Edinburgh: Oliver & Boyd, 

Tweeddale Court, 1839), 1:142-143. 
41 Ibid.,143.  
42 Copway, “The Wars in Canada West by the Ojibways & Iroquois, 1648,” 1848, New-York Historical 

Society Manuscripts of Lectures and Addresses, Patricia D. Klingenstein Library, New-York Historical Society, 24-

26. 
43 Ibid., 24. 



 78 

In Copway’s version of the conflict, Europeans never appear directly, but only as distant 

background characters, usually to provide contextual information to help his settler audience 

understand the sequence of events. The 1665 French military expedition is never mentioned, as it 

is largely irrelevant to the Anishinaabe account of “the chief cause” of the Haudenosaunee’s 

defeat.44 From an Indigenous perspective, Tracy’s army must have appeared slow, bumbling, and 

blind as they wandered in confusion through the ruins of battles long concluded to fight an 

enemy already defeated. In Copway’s depiction of Anishinaabe historical memory, European 

powers are relegated to the fringes of the Indigenous world where they sit ignorant of important 

events unfolding around them. In a passing reference to the attempts of Samuel de Champlain, 

the ‘Father of New France,’ to protect the colony through diplomacy, Copway describes him as 

creating poorly-informed alliances which led to “disastrous results.”45 Another implication of 

Copway’s account is that the ultimate survival and success of New France in their conflict with 

the Haudenosaunee was never really in French hands. Rather, it was the Anishinaabeg, the 

Wendat, and their allies who played the final, key role in determining the future of the region: 

“the whole of the western tribes of Indians had combined against [the Iroquois], and they were 

utterly subdued.”46 By situating his essay within the context of previous settler scholarship, 

Copway was able to assert not only the historicity and agency of a powerful Anishinaabeg 

nation, but also the importance and validity of Indigenous oral histories.47 

Despite the distractions on the evening of Copway’s lecture, his talk impressed the 

Society’s members. His oratorical skills had been honed by years of Methodist preaching and his 

passion for the drama and impact of the story he was telling is apparent in the manuscript’s 

frequent exclamation points and quick, messy script used during rousing speeches and 

descriptions of intense action.48 These emotions were a reflection of his experience hearing the 

stories as a child from elders in his community: “Exciting stories of the doings of those days 
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have been passed down from mouth to mouth. So the old man related them, the blood of the 

young Ojibways ran swiftly through his veins, and his eye shone with the fire of enthusiasm.”49 

A few weeks after the lecture, on March 21, the executive committee elected Copway a 

Corresponding Member of the New-York Historical Society in absentia. Copway responded to 

the committee’s decision a month later in a letter expressing his “honour” at receiving his 

diploma of membership in the mail and promising to “hereafter take much pains in collecting the 

historical facts of the Country which we still inhabit” and to regularly present them before the 

society.50  

One of the foundational ideas of Copway’s conception of history was his understanding 

of what constituted a ‘historical fact.’ While non-Indigenous scholars like Henry Schoolcraft 

drew from Indigenous oral traditions, they did not view them as reliable historical sources. In 

The Literary Voyager, Schoolcraft argued that there could be no history without textual records: 

“Where nothing is written, nothing is long remembered with accuracy; and hence, in a few years, 

their very history is lost, or involved in the inextricable labyrinth of fiction.”51 Copway’s essay 

argued that though oral and textual records were different, both provided important insight into 

Indigenous history. His repeated references to Anishinaabe tradition throughout his lecture 

represented a form of what anthropologist Wendy Wickwire referred to as “oral footnoting:” 

making references to specific individuals, places, and lines of knowledge transmission.52 Though 

Copway did not provide specific sources at the New-York Historical Society, his Traditional 

History of the Ojibway Nation, published two years later, frequently identified specific elders 

and knowledge keepers as the sources of his information. 

In this work, Copway described Ojibwe stories as being “passed down from mouth to 

mouth” primarily, though not exclusively, by “the chiefs” who are “the repositories of the 

histories of their ancestors.”53 Copway also described a set of rules used by the Ojibwe to 

determine the accuracy of different Aadizookaanag (sacred stories) and dibaajimowinan 
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(news/history). The first rule was simply that the listeners must engage with the storyteller to 

ensure that the “leading points” were understood and communicated clearly. The second set of 

rules included ensuring that stories were not told in isolation, but with the approval of other 

ogimaag and elders in the community.54  

Though it was perhaps poorly received, Copway’s promotion of the validity and 

significance of Anishinaabe historical methods and oral sources revealed his determination to 

build bridges across cultural and epistemological gulfs, to show settlers that Indigenous ways of 

understanding and recalling the past could enrich not only their understandings of Indigenous 

history but the history of Indigenous-settler relations. Ultimately, it spoke to his use of historical 

writing to speak to the present. While his listeners viewed Indigenous peoples as a dying race, 

Copway emphasized that the Ojibwe “still inhabit[ed]” their lands and that they possessed a 

wealth of knowledge and information that was being overlooked by scholarly organizations like 

the society. By historicizing the Anishinaabeg, Copway challenged settler historical narratives by 

revealing an Indigenous perspective wherein European imperial powers played minor roles in 

important events of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Copway built this challenge on his 

assertion that Indigenous oral sources could often be more accurate than textual records, thus 

destabilizing the foundations of settler history and historical scholarship. 

 

 

Copway’s Growing Engagement with Non-Indigenous Scholars 

 

 Copway continued to build on this critical engagement with non-Indigenous scholars in 

his later historical writings. As a popular writer and public lecturer, he interacted regularly 

through correspondence and in-person with other intellectuals like Henry W. Longfellow, 

Francis Parkman, Henry R. Schoolcraft, and Ephraim G. Squier. While he tended to defer to the 

authority of scholars he knew personally, in his magnum opus of Anishinaabe history, The 

Traditional History and Characteristic Sketches of the Ojibway Nation, he engaged much more 

critically with settler scholars. These critiques are not uniform as Copway carefully assesses each 

writer individually. For example, he describes antiquarian Samuel G. Drake’s description of 

Anishinaabe population numbers lukewarmly as being “not far from the truth” before adding his 
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own estimates.55 In the same passage, Copway praises former US Superintendent of Indian 

Affairs Thomas L. McKenney as “a gentleman of extensive information, and an undoubted 

friend of the red man.”56 This praise was likely connected to McKenney’s conflicts with 

President Andrew Jackson over his oppressive treatment of Indigenous peoples and shows the 

ways in which Copway drew connections between scholarship and politics. 

Earlier in The Traditional History, Copway criticizes Jonathan Carver’s claims regarding 

the Anishinaabemowin language based on his inclusion of the ‘L’ sound in his vocabulary list, a 

sound that Copway argued was not used in Anishinaabemowin. Copway states that “this no 

doubt he did because he lacked a perfect understanding of the language.”57 His critical 

conclusion was reaffirmed half a century later in 1906 by historian E.G. Bourne who revealed 

Carver’s haphazard and deceptive borrowing from diverse older sources.58  

 Though Copway generally approved of Henry Schoolcraft’s work on Anishinaabeg 

culture (work largely derived from the knowledge and labor of Jane Johnston Schoolcraft and her 

family), he still took time to acknowledge the limits of Schoolcraft’s expertise in regard to the 

regular seven-year rising and falling of Lake Huron. After presenting Schoolcraft’s theory of 

changing wind patterns and commenting that it had been “most generally received as the true 

one,” Copway proceeded to explain that he had a better explanation which he would describe in 

a future publication.59 Though a minor point of critique, this is a significant example of 

Copway’s growing confidence in attempting to correct the accepted theories of even major 

authorities in the field of Indigenous ethnography and history. 

 One of the most important moments of scholarly interaction in Copway’s history was his 

praise for a newspaper article written by William W. Warren, who Copway described as “a 

writer in the ‘Minisota Pioneer’ [sic]” who had “made himself well acquainted with the history 

of the Ojibways, and is himself by birth, partly, one of the nation.”60 Copway quotes extensively 

from two of Warren’s articles which together fill nine pages of The Traditional History.61 This 

rare moment of interaction between two Anishinaabe scholars shows an inter-community 
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approval of the validity of oral accounts. By historicizing Indigenous peoples in this way, 

Copway was attempting to pull them from the realm of myth and place them before the national 

consciousness of the American public. 

 

 

Exclusion Through Professionalization 

 

In The Professionalization of History in English Canada, Donald Wright demonstrated 

that as the study of history became the occupation of professional academic scholars, it also 

underwent a process of ‘masculinization’ where women increasingly fell outside the boundaries 

of a scientific, objective, and therefore ‘male’ profession.62 Along with women, Indigenous and 

other intellectuals of colour became excluded from scholarly circles they had participated in in 

the first half of the nineteenth century. The professionalization of the field of history from the 

mid-to-late nineteenth century not only diminished respect for Indigenous scholars, it also 

encouraged the declassification of Indigenous-authored histories as serious scholarly work. 

Although these boundaries were already beginning to take shape as Jane Schoolcraft, George 

Copway, and Francis Assiginack published their writings, they were not yet firmly established 

and, from their perspective, it was still possible to imagine a future where educated Indigenous 

scholars would be treated with respect by their non-Indigenous colleagues. 

One of the best examples of Copway’s acceptance by fellow scholars was his relationship 

with archaeologist Ephraim G. Squier. Nearly a year after Copway’s lecture, Squier presented a 

paper before the New-York Historical Society on the “Historical and Mythological Traditions of 

the Algonquins.” The centerpiece of this presentation was Squier’s analysis of the “Walum-

Olum or Bark Record of the Linni-Lenape,” a translation by Constantine Rafinesque of a 

purported Lenape creation story.63 Copway features prominently in this paper alongside Henry 

R. Schoolcraft as an expert on Algonquian culture and language. In the printed version of the 

essay, Squier describes his method of proving the authenticity of the text and the accuracy of his 

translation: 
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I submitted [the Lenape text], without explanation, to an educated Indian chief, (Kah-ge-

ga-gah-bowh,) George Copway, who unhesitatingly pronounced it authentic, in respect 

not only to the original signs and accompanying explanations in the Delaware dialect, but 

also in the general ideas and conceptions which it embodies. He also bore testimony to 

the fidelity of the translation.64 

 

This sort of outspoken deference to Copway’s expertise is unusual in his interaction with non-

Indigenous scholars. While writers like Henry W. Longfellow and Francis Parkman viewed 

Copway as a repository of Anishinaabe stories or information ready to be collected by a ‘real’ 

intellectual, Squier saw him as an intellectual authority who could judge and validate his own 

work.  

While these relationships supported the careers of all involved, they could also aid in the 

replacement of the Indigenous past. Squier appealed to Copway as a generic Indian authority, 

thereby ignoring the cultural and historical distinctions between Indigenous cultures. Copway 

appears to have enjoyed this authority. As a result, both scholars inadvertently contributed to an 

ethnographic deception. Since the mid-twentieth century the Walam Olum has been largely 

regarded as a hoax by professional archaeologists and historians. It is unclear if Copway 

understood the language of the Lenape people, or if he simply approved of the translation from a 

broader Algonquian linguistic perspective.65 In his biography of Squier, historian Terry Barnhart 

argued that while Copway may have possessed a working understanding of the Lenape language, 

he was most likely unfamiliar with Lenape culture and oral history.66 Copway was not 

technically wrong in identifying a correspondence between the English and Lenape texts, for this 

was the goal and purpose of Rafinesque’s fabrication. What he did not realize was that the 

process of translation was actually inverted. It is now believed that Rafinesque translated his own 

invented historical narrative into Lenape with the aid of published vocabularies and linguistic 

texts.67 Regardless of Copway’s actual abilities, Squier portrayed the Mississauga writer as an 
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intellectual authority. Copway undoubtedly saw this reference as a significant achievement in his 

efforts to establish himself as a scholar, especially as this essay attracted the attention of 

intellectuals like Henry Schoolcraft.68 Schoolcraft, unlike Copway, was suspicious of the Walam 

Olum’s veracity as a Lenape text.69 

Though Squier’s respect was still based on Copway’s race and cultural difference, and 

thus his authority as a judge of Indigenous authenticity, it seemed to promise the possibility of 

mutual respect between Indigenous and non-Indigenous historians. This possibility was 

reinforced in the fall of 1851, as Copway poured his finances into his ill-fated weekly literary 

journal, Copway’s American Indian. The first issue presented an image of stirring success with 

eleven letters of support from the literary elite including James Fenimore Cooper, Washington 

Irving, Lewis Henry Morgan, Francis Parkman, and Henry R. Schoolcraft. While many of these 

declared their intent to contribute articles, few actually did.70 Squier, however, appeared in four 

of the twelve issues with a letter to the editor, and a pair of sprawling two-part articles on 

Indigenous religion and archaeology in Nicaragua.71 Unfortunately, Squier was the exception, 

and most settler scholars saw Copway and other Anishinaabe intellectuals as exotic anomalies or 

relics of a passing age. In either case, they were usually viewed as a source of entertainment 

rather than scholarly insight, as Copway was on the night of his lecture at the New-York 

Historical Society.  

Alongside this evolving and complicated social exclusion, the development of intellectual 

boundaries between disciplines also played a role in erasing Indigenous-authored texts from the 

‘canon’ of professional publications on Indigenous history. During Copway’s lifetime, history 

was not a field strictly distinct from literature, however, as Steven Conn has shown, the roots of 

this division between myth and history were already beginning to take shape in the first half of 

the nineteenth century. Myth became increasingly associated with a static, lesser form of 

tradition, specifically oral tradition, that was divorced from the ‘real’ flow of historical time. 
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Simultaneously, Indigenous peoples and their traditions were moved from the category of 

‘history’ and into the realm of ‘folklore’ and ‘myth.’72 

By the mid-nineteenth century, scholars were already beginning to emphasize the 

importance of a practical, scientific approach to historical research. This meant that increasingly 

there could be no room for moral philosophy or spiritual knowledge in historical writing.73 The 

cosmology, theology, and moral arguments of Copway’s historical writings and the legends and 

poems of Jane Johnston Schoolcraft could no longer be held up as ‘history’ alongside the 

‘scientific’ research of settler scholars like Henry R. Schoolcraft, Ephraim G. Squier, and George 

Bancroft. Unless of course they were first packaged as the findings of a non-Indigenous 

ethnographer like Jane Schoolcraft’s prominent husband. 

Within this new framework, Copway’s community-based approach, which treated oral 

traditions with respect, contrasted sharply with the increasingly ‘scientific’ and text-based history 

taking shape. In an 1845 paper read before the New-York Historical Society, journalist William 

L. Stone described the lack of Indigenous writing in North America as a “curtain, dark and 

impervious,” that hid the Indigenous past from “the white man.” By Stone’s measure, oral stories 

could perhaps yield some gems of truth to the “white inquirer,” but ultimately they were 

“confused and conflicting traditions” of a “barbarous and yet most interesting people.”74 Stone’s 

opinions were not fringe ideas. Rather they were the respected thoughts of a prominent New-

York intellectual. The Society published Stone’s paper in full in the proceedings for 1845, a rare 

honor reserved for only a few lecturers. 

In the same paper, Stone declared that one of the most significant challenges facing 

scholars of Indigenous history was “the absence of a historian of their own people.”75 Stone then 

proceeded to critique the only work he apparently knew to be written by an Indigenous author: 

Tuscarora David Cusick’s 1826 History of the Six Nations, a work that combined creation stories 

and depictions of religious ceremonies with accounts of recent political and military events. 

Stone described Cusick’s account as “fabulous” and a “wretched affair” with a chronology as 
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“wild as that of the Chinese or Hindoos,” critiques that diminished its quality as a work of true 

history through comparisons with races and cultures viewed as inferior.76 Ironically, one of the 

only redeeming qualities Stone identified in Cusick’s work was that it confirmed the historicity 

of “the Noachian Deluge” an important piece of the Judeo-Christian creation story.77 Stone’s 

critiques of other writers like painter George Catlin were further indications of the major 

intellectual divisions taking shape in North America. As a painter who Stone deemed to be 

overly focused on the “living manners” of his Indigenous subjects, Catlin could not be regarded 

as a serious researcher of the Indigenous past.78 Nor could Cusick with his focus on 

Haudenosaunee spirituality, ‘myth,’ and oral traditions. 

Stone’s disregard for Indigenous oral traditions, cosmology, and spirituality was not a 

uniquely American attitude, nor did it vanish over time. Nearly a decade later in December 1857, 

Francis Assiginack felt the need to address this prejudice directly as he began his first lecture 

before the Canadian Institute. He explained that although the “old legends of a nation” might 

appear “fanciful and absurd,” he knew of many historians who believed that they were not 

“devoid of truth and that [they] ought not to throw them aside as useless fictions, without 

examining them closely first, to see if [they could] discover some historical truth therein.”79 

Despite the opinions of colleagues like Stone, the mid-nineteenth century still provided 

opportunities for figures like Assiginack and Copway to move within elite intellectual circles and 

to imagine that their own experience could translate onto the national relations between 

Indigenous and settler peoples.  

 

 

The Gift of Anishinaabe History 

 

 The war clubs that Copway saw locked in a Boston museum in 1839 symbolized the 

collapse of the middle ground, the delicate balance of power that had ended in the War of 1812.80 
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But the museum display also spoke to the Indigenous future. In his epilogue to The Middle 

Ground, historian Richard White argued that the end of this era left the Indigenous peoples of the 

Great Lakes facing a stark choice between assimilation and alienation.81 Jane Johnston 

Schoolcraft, George Copway, and Francis Assiginack’s fathers were all veterans of the war, and 

they had seen the military power of the Ojibwe and Odawa diminish alarmingly in the decades 

since its conclusion.82 These Anishinaabe writers navigated this ambiguous space, not as passive 

recipients of colonial definitions of Indianness, but as active agents who attempted to shift public 

discourse by publishing texts on Indigenous history, culture, and expressing their visions for the 

future. Rather than being simply assimilated or acculturated through their appropriation of 

Christianity, English literacy, and other aspects of settler culture, these Anishinaabe intellectuals 

sought to propose a new settler colonial order that combined Anishinaabe and settler ways of 

knowing and being. 

 Addressing arguments that Indigenous oral traditions could not last for more than a 

century, Copway explained that the Anishinaabeg possessed “the tradition of the flood” as well 

as a version of the Genesis story of illness entering into the world through the actions of a 

woman.83 The possession of these stories, which were foundational to settler historical 

consciousness, seemed to prove the veracity of Anishinaabe oral history. He also argued that 

Anishinaabe birchbark scrolls and beaded wampum were accurate forms of communication and 

that they revealed a consistency in transmission over great spans of time.84 Turning from a 

defensive posture, he criticized the “dependence of the pale face on letters,” pointing out that 

their Old and New Testaments had existed as oral records “until letters became the representation 

of such traditions.”85  

Building on his defence of Indigenous knowledge, Copway presented his writings as a 

gift of knowledge to humanity. In the preface to the 1850 edition of The Traditional History and 

Characteristic Sketches of the Ojibway Nation, he lamented that “much ha[d] been lost to the 

world” through the death of knowledge keepers whose stories were not written down.86 He 

described Indigenous education in English literacy as a “key” with the potential to “unlock a 
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library of information” which would be lost forever if Indigenous peoples were left to “perish.” 

Copway concluded this dire warning with an appeal for education. By providing Indigenous 

people with western educations, settlers would ensure they could continue to draw on a vital 

source of knowledge.87 

 This idea of Indigenous, specifically Anishinaabe, knowledge as a gift is echoed in 

modern literature. In the introduction to Centering Anishinaabeg Studies, American studies 

scholar Jill Doerfler, native studies scholar Niigaanwewidam Sinclair, and political scientist 

Heidi Kiiwetinepinesiik Stark state that stories and knowledge can be given as a gift or a 

bagijigan (offering) in Anishinaabe communities. These offerings are meant to forge the 

connections between creation and to signify relationships between people.88 Whether Copway 

had this Anishinaabe concept in mind as he spoke at the New-York Historical Society or sat with 

pen and paper to write down the stories he had heard as a young man is unknown. What is clear 

from his career of publishing Anishinaabe history and stories is that he saw Indigenous 

knowledge as something of immense value for non-Indigenous audiences. But this was more 

than a gift. Copway’s historical lectures and writings historicized the Anishinaabeg by asserting 

their perspective on the past and the validity of their oral traditions. In this way, he sought to 

correct settler historical accounts and shift their historical consciousness. For Copway, the giving 

of this knowledge was also an act of resistance to the colonial erasure and rewriting of the 

Indigenous past. 
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Chapter 3 
 

“To Be Reunited Will Be a Great Social Blessing:” George Copway’s Future Vision1 

 

 

George Copway was working as a Methodist minister in the Ojibwe community of 

Saugeen in the summer of 1845. Nine years earlier, an illegal treaty signing had ceded 1.5 

million acres of Saugeen territory to the government of Upper Canada, and local leaders 

supported by missionaries had been working to challenge, or at least mitigate the disastrous loss 

of their homes and farmland.2 Drawing on funds from the Canadian Methodist Conference, 

Copway arranged a large meeting in the Saugeen in the Province of Canada where he was 

serving as a minister.3 Anishinaabeg missionaries, ogimaag, and elders travelled from 

communities around the Great Lakes to reflect on recent colonial history and to envision how 

they could shape colonial society for the benefit of their people. At the meeting, a combination of 

Methodist tent-revival and Anishinaabe council, Chief John Jones of Owen Sound delivered an 

opening address informing the gathered leaders that they “had been called together… to devise 

some plan by which we can live together, and become a happy people, so that our dying fires 

may not go out.”4 The council concluded that the best course of action would be to combine their 

bands into a single powerful community on a large shared reserve.5 Notions of Indigenous 

sovereignty, including the drafting of their own code of laws and plans for consolidating their 

remaining unceded lands into one super-reserve dominated the discussion and were summarized 

by Copway into a five-point plan.6 Though his account of these events downplays his own 

involvement, the Saugeen tent meeting proved to be a significant turning-point in Copway’s life 

and he reflected on it glowingly in his 1846 autobiography: “Never was I more delighted than 
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with the appearance of this body. As I sat and looked at them, I contrasted their former 

(degraded) with their present (elevated) condition. The Gospel, I thought, had done all this.”7 In 

the young missionary’s mind, only through the fusion of Indigenous political resistance and 

Christian religion could North American Indigenous peoples envision a future that ensured their 

survival and sovereignty in the face of spreading settler colonialism. 

Since his childhood in the Mississauga community of Rice Lake near present-day 

Peterborough, Ontario, Copway had shown promise as a potential leader of his people. As a 

result, his parents and the Methodist “black coats,” or missionaries, encouraged him to pursue a 

career as a missionary.8 From 1834 to 1843, Copway learned to read and write in English, aided 

in translating the books of Luke and Acts into the Anishinaabemowin or Ojibwe language, and 

served as a missionary throughout the Great Lakes region before settling into a more permanent 

position at Saugeen in 1843.9 Despite his excitement at the growing sense of Anishinaabeg 

national identity in the region, the Canadian Methodist authorities made it clear that the 1845 

Saugeen camp meeting was, in their mind, a blatant misuse of denominational resources. His 

orchestration of this event combined with a pattern of unapproved financial expenditures led 

Copway’s European supervisors to push him out of his clerical position. Within a year, he was 

charged with embezzlement at his new position as a Rice Lake band clerk, was briefly jailed, and 

as a result the Canadian Methodists severed ties with him completely.10 Though he was not 

aware of it, these apparent setbacks would set him on a path towards lecturing and publishing on 

Anishinaabe history and thereby becoming Canada’s first international literary celebrity.11 

The ideas proposed at the Saugeen conference would form the foundation of Copway’s 

most ambitious project: the radical transformation of American society in ways that he believed 

would ensure both the spiritual redemption of European newcomers and the survival and 

political sovereignty of Indigenous peoples. He proposed that this new land be named Kahgega, 

a shortened version of his own anglicized Anishinaabemowin name that he translated to mean 
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“Ever-to-be Indian Territory.”12 The dual goals of Indigenous survival and settler salvation 

formed the heart of Copway’s attempts to envision a future wherein Indigenous and settler 

peoples could coexist in a mutually beneficial relationship. An examination of the roots of 

Copway’s vision reveals that the struggle over Indigenous history was not simply focused on the 

past or limited to the realm of literature. Indigenous attempts to resist or shape colonial policies 

were often grounded in historical arguments and ideas and were deeply influenced by personal 

life experiences.  

From 1849-1851, Copway travelled throughout the United States, Great Britain, and 

Europe promoting his vision for the future of Indigenous peoples in the United States. In the 

previous decade, he had developed a critique of settler colonialism influenced by his Methodist, 

Masonic, international peace movement, and Anishinaabe historical consciousness. Believing 

that Indigenous peoples faced imminent extinction, Copway argued that his future vision offered 

a means of preventing Indigenous annihilation, ensuring their eternal spiritual salvation, 

safeguarding their shrinking lands, and laying the foundation for their political agency. Though 

Kahgega ultimately failed to come to fruition, Copway’s project offers an important example of 

an Indigenous vision that attempted to navigate between assimilation and paternalism on the one 

hand, and outright Indigenous sovereignty and resistance on the other. 

 

 

From Ojibway Nation to Pan-Indigenous Territory 

 

On December 28, 1849, Copway wrote an unusual letter to the New-York Historical 

Society asking to deliver a lecture promoting his latest “plan of concentrating the North West 

Indian Tribes in a territory.”13 Due to the short notice of Copway’s request, the committee 

declined his lecture.14 In doing so, they missed the opportunity to hear one of the earliest forms 

of Copway’s plan to create a new exclusively-Indigenous American territory. Drawing on his 
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conception of Anishinaabe history and national identity, Copway posited his vision as a means to 

stop the vanishing of Indigenous people through their adoption of settler technology and culture. 

Through the process of preparing his 1848 New-York Historical Society lecture, creating 

a written manuscript for the society archives, and finally publishing it as a chapter in The 

Traditional History of The Ojibway Nation, Copway changed the title of his talk from one that 

focused on the role of the Mississauga, a regionally and culturally specific group of Ojibwe, to 

one which centered on the Anishinaabeg as a whole in the ‘Ojibway Nation.’15 While his initial 

1848 proposal to the society focused on the “Massassaguas of Canada West [sic],” by the time 

the paper was edited and published as chapters 6-8 of The Traditional History and Characteristic 

Sketches of the Ojibway Nation, it had changed to a broader focus on the “Ojibways… in Canada 

West.”16  

Exactly what was signified by the term ‘Ojibway Nation’ was never clearly defined, but 

his description of the territory holdings of this nation given in a “Geographical Sketch of the 

Ojebwa, or Chippeway, Nation” yields a broad understanding. Here Copway described a large 

territory stretching from “the north of Lake Winnipeg” to just east of Kingston, Ontario and from 

the north shore of Lake Superior to the “upper part of the Mississippi.”17  

Based on this territorial description, Copway was likely following the concept of the 

Niswi Ishkoden or Council of Three Fires which includes the Odawa, Ojibwe, and Potawatomi. 

The Niswi Ishkoden is also referred to as the Niswi-mishkodewinan and N’swi shkoden 

weejeendohwin (Three Fires Brotherhood).18 Anishinaabeg often describe the Niswi Ishkoden as 

a familial relationship and historian Carrie Miller has shown that the terms ‘confederacy’ and 

‘league’ do not adequately convey the decentralized, yet strong kinship nature of this 

relationship.19 One account related by historian and education scholar Cecil King states that the 

N’swi shkoden weejeendohwin was formed when three “biological brothers” separated and 

travelled in different directions. Their descendants eventually created three separate nations: the 

 
15 New-York Historical Society, Proceedings of the New York Historical Society for the Year 1848, (New 

York: Press of the Historical Society, 1848), 65. 
16 Ibid., vii. 
17 Copway, Life, Letters, and Speeches, 152. 
18 Niigonwedom James Sinclair, “Nindoodemag Bagijiganan: A History of Anishinaabeg Narrative” (PhD 

diss., University of British Columbia, 2013), 298; Cecil King, Balancing Two Worlds: Jean-Baptiste Assiginack and 

the Odawa Nation 1768-1866 (Saskatoon: published by the author, 2013), 259. 
19 Cary Miller, Ogimaag: Anishinaabeg Leadership, 1760-1845 (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska 

Press, 2010), 46. 



 93 

Ojibwe (the older brother), Odawa (the next older brother), and Potawatomi (the younger 

brother).20 The fraternal nature of the relationship was brought to the fore during the 1821 and 

1833 Chicago treaty negotiations where the Ojibwe were referred to as the older brother and the 

Odawa and Potawatomi as younger brothers.21 At the 1825 Treaty of Prairie du Chien the three 

peoples were declared to be united under one council fire. The designations of ‘older’ and 

‘younger’ did not reflect a coercive hierarchy and every village council and leader were free to 

make their own decisions during treaty discussions.22 The three nations of the Niswi Ishkoden 

together make up the Anishinaabeg.23 By ‘nation’ Copway likely meant the transnational Niswi 

Ishkoden and its western diaspora. What is clear, is that he saw these diverse doodems (clans), 

villages, and bands as closely connected culturally, politically, and militarily within a wider 

‘Ojibway’ (Anishinaabeg) identity. 

Though challenging Copway’s notion of a monolithic unified ‘nation,’ later scholars 

generally confirmed Copway’s approach to the Anishinaabeg people as diverse yet deeply 

interconnected. In Three Fires Unity, Indigenous studies scholar Phil Bellfy argued that the 

Anishinaabeg were not only united culturally and linguistically, but through their common 

political struggles with colonial governments.24 Historian Michael Witgen described this 

collective structure as “multipolar” with a constant tension between unity and diversity that 

emphasized adaptability.25 Copway’s shift from a focus on regionally-specific historical and 

cultural writings towards a larger pan-Anishinaabeg collective in the ‘Ojibway Nation’ 

foreshadowed his eventual turn towards a larger pan-Indigenous sense of national identity.  

Copway believed the Ojibway held a unique position amongst North American 

Indigenous peoples. In his 1848 lecture on the Anishinaabeg-Haudenosaunee war, he depicted 

the French as uninvolved bystanders, the Wendat as victims, the Haudenosaunee as villains, and 

the Anishinaabeg as conquering heroes who avenged the Wendat victims of Haudenosaunee 

depredations and eventually settled the territory vacated by the Haudenosaunee. This heroic 
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narrative arc in turn provided a justification for the Anishinaabeg occupation of Haudenosaunee 

territory post-war.  

This special status and sense of national pride carried over into Copway’s developing 

political vision for the creation of an Indigenous state west of the Mississippi, a community that 

he argued should adopt Anishinaabemowin as a sort of provisional lingua franca preceding 

English fluency:  

 

The language of the north-west tribes is peculiarly adapted for such a state of society; 

they would soon understand each other, the Ojibway language being the great family 

language of all the Algonquin tribes west… Tradition says we were all one people once, 

and now to be reunited will be a great social blessing.26  

 

Copway likely had the many families of Algonquian-related languages in mind when he wrote 

this passage in his presentation to Congress, but such an Algonquian-centric territory would have 

excluded the Dakota peoples living on the land that Copway proposed be used to create the new 

Indian territory. This definition of unity also excluded the Haudenosaunee who, along with the 

Dakota, Copway regularly identified as the historical enemies of the Anishinaabeg.27 

Despite these old prejudices, Copway ultimately claimed to believe in the feasibility of 

uniting all Indigenous peoples in this proposed pan-Indigenous community physically, 

politically, and spiritually through the adoption of Christianity: “I want to make the great family 

of the Indians ONE, should I live long enough—one in interest, one in feeling, one while they 

live, and one in a better world after death.”28 Increasingly, Copway saw himself as occupying a 

special place in history as a mediator between Indigenous and settler society and as a bringer of 

spiritual salvation. 

 In the preface to the first 1847 edition of The Life History, and Travels of Kah-ge-ga-gah-

bowh, Copway states that “one great object” kept him persevering despite the great challenges 

posed by attempting “to win the favourable notice of the white man.” According to this passage, 

this ultimate goal of his research, lectures, and publications was to:  

 

Present the present state and prospects of my poor countrymen —feeling that the friends 

of humanity may still labor and direct their benevolence to those who were once the lords 
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of the land on which the white man lives—and assist in rescuing them from an untimely 

and unchristian grave.29  

 

This declaration, made at the cusp of Copway’s rise to fame, connected the significance of a 

historicized Anishinaabeg nation to his future-focused political vision. Against the backdrop of 

his fear of the impending extinction of Indigenous people, Copway sought to capture the 

attention of the American people, make them aware of the present reality and history of 

Indigenous communities, and provide a means for the survival of Indigenous communities and 

culture. 

In Copway’s own experience, the moral framework and spiritual salvation offered by 

Christianity had provided a means to reveal the hypocrisy of settler colonial nation states that 

proclaimed themselves to be Christian. Similarly, his English literacy allowed him to engage in 

historical scholarship and lecture throughout the United States and Europe. As a result, he 

believed that the theology and morality of Christianity offered a means to preserve Anishinaabe 

community and political identity in the face of Indigenous extinction. In an 1850 political treatise 

titled The Organization of a New Indian Territory, East of the Missouri River, he argued that 

Indigenous adoption of Christianity and literacy was a central aspect of “the only means which 

[could] be used to save the Indians from extinction.”30 But it was not simple appropriation of 

Euro-American ways of knowing and being that would avert the coming Indigenous apocalypse. 

In that same essay Copway went on to present his fuller vision for the future survival of 

Indigenous North Americans. He believed that through the establishment of this territory, 

European settlers would be able to atone for the sins committed against Indigenous North 

Americans and thus escape the impending wrath of God. 

 

 

“The Vengeance of the Great Spirit:” Christian Theology and the Indigenous Future 

 

The roots of Copway’s vision for long-term Indigenous political and social agency began 

to take shape during his time as a missionary and student at Ebenezer Manual Labor School in 

the late 1830s. In the twenty years following President Andrew Jackson’s signing of the Indian 
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Removal Act in 1830, at least ninety-thousand Indigenous people were forcibly, and often 

violently, relocated from the eastern US to reservations in Iowa, Kansas, Nebraska, and 

Oklahoma.31 Attending a treaty signing in the summer of 1837, Copway witnessed the cession of 

what was to become eastern Minnesota and central Wisconsin and subsequently witnessed the 

“wretchedness” of the removal of Potawatomi peoples from their communities in Michigan. He 

would later point to this experience as the key reason why he would “take up the pen” to 

advocate for Indigenous peoples through history writing and political activism.32 At another 

treaty signing in 1842 he left angered by the deceptive and condescending attitudes of the 

government agents.33 Similar surrenders, unfair land purchases, and removals had been taking 

place in southern Ontario since the early nineteenth century, and some Methodist missionaries 

had supported Indigenous leaders in opposition to land speculators and Indian agents.34 

Methodist missionaries were unusual in this regard and along with the promotion of Indigenous 

education and opposition to the liquor trade, these policies made them successful in 

Anishinaabeg communities where Catholic and Moravian missionaries had received much cooler 

welcomes. 

Many of the values that brought success to the expansion of Methodism were rooted in its 

theological emphasis on principles of spiritual equality and social justice which expressed 

themselves most famously in prominent Methodists’ challenges to the Atlantic slave trade. 

Canadian historian Neil Semple argued that these progressive ideas originated in denominational 

founder John Wesley’s theological critique of Calvinism. Interpreting Calvinism’s notion of an 

elect community specially pre-ordained for salvation as “logically and scripturally absurd” 

Wesley argued that all humans were spiritually equal in their fallen state prior to salvation and 

equal in their responsibility to use their inherent will and conscience to approach God as 

individuals seeking salvation.35 Regardless of race or status, salvation was understood to be a gift 

offered freely and universally to all humankind.36 Copway’s description of himself as “saved by 
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grace, by grace alone” and not by any individual merit reflected this Wesleyan soteriology.37 

This theological egalitarianism was an important influence in Methodism’s approach to race. 

Wesley himself fought against slavery and exclaimed in a letter to his friend William 

Wilberforce that this institution was “the vilest that ever saw the sun,” and that it was “villainy” 

that an African man’s oath was not considered legally equivalent to a European’s.38  

This unusual approach to race influenced the policy of Methodist missionaries in Upper 

Canada, often leading them to unintentionally contribute to a space that encouraged the 

Indigenization of Christianity in unanticipated ways. One of their most influential policies was 

the training of Anishinaabeg as semi-independent missionaries. This included George Copway 

who himself had been converted by Anishinaabe Methodists declaring the arrival of “Jesus 

Christ, Ka-sha-mon-e-doo O-gwe-son [the son of Gichi-Manidoo].”39 The resulting religious 

syncretism and anti-colonial political activism often brought British missionaries’ notions of 

civilization and racial hierarchy into conflict with their theological ideal of the equality of all 

human beings before God.  

Methodism’s abolitionist focus on social and political action dovetailed with Copway’s 

observations of the injustices done to Indigenous communities, and as a result his Anishinaabe 

Christianity blurred the line between religion and politics, growing into an almost proto-

liberation theology that grew increasingly critical of the settler-colonial order. In his 1850 

autobiography, Copway followed an exhaustive description of the various traditional territories 

of the “Ojebwa, or Chippeway, Nation” with an appeal to the reader to put a stop to the illegal 

seizure of their lands, rooting his argument in a theological idea of racial equality: “The Great 

Spirit is no respecter of persons; He has made of one blood all the nations of the earth; He loves 

all his children alike… If this be so, – and who dare doubt it? – will He not stretch out his hand 

and help them, and avenge their wrongs?”40 One of the earliest examples of Copway’s theology 

in action was the Saugeen tent meeting, which was in many ways nineteenth-century 

Anishinaabe Methodism coming into its own. Surprisingly, Copway’s expulsion from the 
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Canadian Methodist Conference only strengthened his belief in the significance of Christianity to 

the preservation and assertion of Indigenous rights, albeit in a more ecumenical form.  

Copway’s Methodist education also provided him with a moral and theological language 

comprehensible to non-Indigenous audiences which he used to call for acknowledgement of and 

atonement for the wrongs committed against his people. In doing so, Copway often directly 

attacked the theological arguments that underpinned the settler colonial project. One of the most 

direct examples of this critique can be found in his 1851 travel narrative, Running Sketches of 

Men and Places in England, France, Belgium, and Scotland, where he openly criticized the 

common settler practice of using biblical narratives of the providential downfall of the 

unrighteous to justify the conquest of North America:  

 

I read in a different light from this the character of the God whom you love and serve. 

His benevolence is written in the page of nature around me; and every blade of grass, and 

the sweet sounds that vibrate on my ear, and salute my heart with feelings of warm 

emotion, tell me that the God who made the earth is a God of love. The God that we 

adore, my brethren, is not the author of the downfall and ruin of the North American 

Indians.41 

 

Here, Copway combined an appeal to Christian notions of general revelation with his idea of 

Anishinaabe spirituality to undermine the theological foundation of colonialism. He declared that 

a loving God would not have “crushed and made few the noble sons of America.”42 By critiquing 

the logic of settler theological justifications for colonialism, Copway implied that their 

conception of God was in fact opposed to his true nature. In this way, Copway asserted that he, a 

Mississauga Anishinaabe clergyman expelled from his denomination, could possess a more 

accurate understanding of true Christian theology and morality than Euro-American religious 

leaders.  

Speaking from this position of moral and theological authority, Copway firmly placed the 

blame for the suffering of Indigenous peoples on settler society, highlighting the hypocrisy of 

declarations that the fate of Indigenous peoples was pre-ordained by God. In his 1847 

autobiography he claimed he had forgiven these wrongs, but followed this statement with 

indictments of the British government, which he referred to as “that pseudo Christian nation” 
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which “grossly abused, deceived, and cheated” the Ojibwe throughout the treaty signing 

process.43 In another passage, Copway used a biblical metaphor for Satan, “a roaring lion… 

seeking whom he may devour,” to describe the European colonists who had invaded his people’s 

lands: “The white men have been like the greedy lion, pouncing upon and devouring its prey. 

They have driven us from our nation, our homes, and possessions.”44 By twisting a 

commonplace biblical description of the devil, Copway revealed the sinfulness of settler 

colonialism and the hypocrisy of settler Christianity in a way that would have been unsettling for 

a readership well-versed in Protestant symbolism and morality. 

One of the most scathing examples of Copway’s subversive use of Christian theology and 

language appeared in an 1851 lecture in New York City. While arguing in favor of the 

establishment of an Indigenous aid society in the city, he employed apocalyptic Christian 

imagery to deliver a prophetic judgement on settler society: 

 

The heavens that have long been overcast with the vengeance of the Great Spirit upon the 

white man, are now beginning to break forth; and when a Society is formed in the City of 

New-York, it shall be one of the means to send its prayers to the God of the Universe, to 

avert the thunderbolt that Jehovah, in the hands of Gabriel, has now set in motion in the 

skies—that some day must come and rake up the bones of our ancestors, in the face of the 

prosperity of the white man, tells you that God shall become the accuser of the wrongs of 

my poor brethren [sic].45 

 

While some of Copway’s audiences found the presence of this suit-wearing, English-speaking, 

Christian ‘son of the forest’ to be a reassurance of the rightness of the assimilative colonial 

project, those in attendance during his lecture likely found him to be an unsettling figure whose 

message conveyed disturbing theological implications regarding their spiritual future. Copway 

argued that the small number of attendees was itself evidence in support of the “charges that [he] 

wish[ed] to make against the white man.”46 Copway openly declared that settlers and their 

ancestors had thought and acted in an un-Christian way and that their treatment of Indigenous 

peoples was an affront to God. In order to avoid a future outpouring of divine wrath they needed 
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to repent and atone for their complicity in the sins perpetrated against Indigenous peoples in 

North America. 

Like the Schoolcrafts and Johnstons, Copway’s approach to Anishinaabe history was 

influenced by the myth of the vanishing Indian, the pervasive narrative that the extinction of 

Indigenous peoples was inevitable, natural, or even divinely ordained.47 At the meeting in June 

1851, Copway informed the audience that he had “thought and thought a great deal” and had 

suffered many “sleepless hours” due to the rapid decline of the Indigenous population and their 

apparent replacement by White settlers.48 At an earlier lecture, delivered in 1850 at Liverpool, 

England, Copway expressed these emotions in verse: “I will go to my tent and lie down in 

despair; / I will paint me with black, and will sever my hair; // For my kindred are gone to the 

mounds of the dead; / They died not by hunger, nor wasting decay, / The steel of the white man 

hath swept them away.”49 Troubled by the numbers of immigrants arriving in North America 

each year, the growing liquor trade, and Indigenous deaths brought about by European diseases, 

Copway believed that Indigenous peoples were indeed headed towards annihilation. But where 

the Johnstons focused on establishing new kinship relationships, shoring up the vanished balance 

of the middle ground, and attempting to create a new American literature, Copway’s vision 

centered around the physical, political, and spiritual survival of Indigenous peoples through 

direct and dramatic action and rhetoric. 

For Indigenous Christians, the theological implications of the myth of the vanishing 

Indian were especially troubling. In 1850, Copway wrote a letter to the Philadelphia Saturday 

Evening Post wherein he challenged the belief that responsibility for the destruction of North 

America’s Indigenous peoples ultimately lay in the hands of God: 

 

The ministry of this country, and the sluggards in the cause of humanity, say now: There 

is a fate or certain doom on the Indians, therefore we need do nothing for them. How 

blasphemous! First you give us rum by the thousand barrels, and, before the presence of 

God and this enlightened world, point to God, and charge him as the murderer of the 

unfortunate Indians… save us from such orthodoxy!50 
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Though Copway was deeply influenced by the myth of the vanishing Indian, he argued that 

future extinction was the direct result of human action, not divine providence. If Indigenous 

peoples were to be saved, then immediate action had to be taken. Copway’s one-time mentor 

Peter Jones, echoed this theological critique in 1861 writing, “I cannot suppose for a moment 

that the Supreme Disposer has decreed that the doom of the red man is to fall and gradually 

disappear, like the mighty wilderness, before the axe of the European settler.”51 Copway and 

Jones’ conception of the importance of human agency in the history of colonialism stood in 

direct opposition to Henry Schoolcraft’s belief that divine providence and racial hierarchy made 

inevitable the destruction of Indigenous peoples in the face of settler colonial nation building.52 

While both of these historical consciousnesses were influenced by Christian ontology, Copway 

and Jones’ Wesleyan theology led them to lay the responsibility for the injustices of colonialism 

before the American and Canadian people rather than before a cruel God. In his New York 

speech on the subject, Copway indirectly accused Schoolcraft’s deterministic conception of 

colonial history to be blasphemous.53 Taking this theological argument further, Copway 

concluded that without repentance and conciliation in the form of immediate social and political 

action, settlers would face divine punishment for their sins. 

 

 

Kahgega: Copway’s Vision of an Indigenous Future 

 

By the mid-nineteenth century, multiple visions of how colonial society could take shape 

in the future had already been theorized, promoted, discussed, and rejected. Much of this rhetoric 

was based in settler historical consciousness that viewed Indigenous people as primitive and 

disappearing. In 1781, Thomas Jefferson declared that the wilderness and its Indigenous 

population would have to give way to a Euro-American agricultural society.54 Jefferson 
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cushioned the violence and disruption of removal with the idea that some Indigenous people 

could be saved through cultural assimilation.55 Removal became official policy in 1830 when 

President Andrew Jackson and the US Congress passed the Indian Removal Act.56 In 1833, 

Jackson declared before Congress that the Indigenous population needed to vanish to make way 

for American progress.57 Jackson’s aggressive Indian policy was continued in 1850 when 

President Zachary Taylor authorized the forced removal of Anishinaabeg communities from 

Michigan and Wisconsin to Minnesota.58 On the day that Taylor died in office, Copway wrote a 

brief note reflecting on the difficulty Taylor would face in the afterlife. Referring to him as a 

“General,” rather than ‘President,’ Copway stated that he hoped “the Great Spirit had forgiven 

him for killing so many of the red men of my country.”59 

Copway’s proposed transformation of the American west built on earlier political 

schemes promoted by figures like William Augustus Bowles, a non-Indigenous Creek leader.60 

Aside from the Anishinaabe leaders who gathered at the Saugeen council, the most direct 

influence on Copway’s vision was Sir Francis Bond Head. As Lieutenant Governor of Upper 

Canada, Head negotiated the 1836 Manitoulin Island treaty that promised the island would 

remain in Odawa control in perpetuity. Head hoped that the island would serve as a final reserve 

for all of Canada’s Indigenous peoples who he believed were incompatible with civilization.61 

Ironically, Head was also responsible for the illegal 1836 cession of lands belonging to the 

Saugeen community which he hoped would force the Anishinaabeg out of Upper Canada and 

onto the new island reserve.62 With the lost farmlands, churches, and homes of the Saugeen 

Ojibwe in his memory, Copway presented his vision as a remedy to repeated Indian removals, a 

process that he argued prevented any possibility of education, wealth accumulation, or effective 

philanthropic work.63  
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Copway waded into this political discourse full of optimistic ambition, embarking in 

1849 on a tour of the western territories in order to find a suitable geographical location for his 

self-titled state. A year later, on his way to Frankfurt as an American representative to the Fourth 

International Peace Congress, Copway delivered public addresses throughout Great Britain, most 

prominently in Leeds, Liverpool, London, and York. This international peace movement sought 

to foster a sense of “brotherhood,” “equity,” and “justice” amongst different nations by bringing 

together representatives from various countries and peace organizations.64 Often Copway spoke 

as one of a series of lecturers, but other gatherings were formed exclusively to listen to his 

political cause. Despite British audience’s confusion at how exactly they fit into his scheme, 

Copway enjoyed a warm reception, and his speeches often “drew down thunders of applause.”65 

Openly explaining that he was no longer a “Wesleyan” minister, he instead appealed to the 

British people “on the broad basis of humanity and justice” and hoped that the “British public 

would awaken to a sense of their sins, and do all they could to save the [Indigenous] remnant 

now left.”66 Most of these meetings were organized through Christian temperance organizations 

and Copway bound together the negative effects of alcohol consumption with the history of 

colonialism as he asked for donations to aid in the creation of Kahgega. In his mind, Christianity 

was not only important for Indigenous people to adopt, but also in its ability to save the souls of 

Europeans who had sinned through their historical, and ongoing, oppression of Indigenous North 

Americans.  

While settler society understood Indigenous people to be facing a choice between 

assimilation and extinction, Copway attempted to present a third option. He asserted that while 

the adoption of Christianity and English literacy in his new territory would ensure the physical 

and spiritual survival of Indigenous peoples, the exclusion of all non-essential Euro-Americans 

and the establishment of an Indigenous territorial legislative body would ensure their political 

survival. In addition, he proposed that it be made illegal for non-Indigenous people to purchase 

or own land within Kahgega and that it be held by Indigenous peoples in perpetuity.67 
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In his 1850 history of the “Ojibway Nation,” Copway argued that the creation of 

Kahgega would mark the beginning of the end for colonial paternalism: “the government and its 

agents style us ‘My children.’ The Indians are of age—and believe they can think and act for 

themselves.”68 It was this concern for long-term survival and preservation (and a characteristic 

touch of narcissism) that Copway likely had in mind when he chose a territorial name drawn 

from his own Anishinaabemowin name, Kahgegagahbowh, which he translated as “Firm 

Standing.”69 Despite this ideal of independence, Copway believed that for Indigenous people to 

ultimately achieve social and political equality within settler-colonial society, they would have to 

compromise by accepting the leadership of a veto-wielding governor, a “white man” appointed 

by the US president.70  

Copway’s optimism for eventual self-government revealed his increasingly progressive 

view of history influenced by his Protestant Christianity and involvement in the international 

peace movement. His belief in a slow, methodical, and government-led approach to eventual 

Indigenous self-government reflected his growing support for the American Whig view of 

society promoting slow, ordered, and state-led change towards increased prosperity while 

opposing autocracy and factionalism.71 The Whig party’s appeals to common humanity and 

relatively sympathetic stance towards the “Indian Question” and Cherokee removal made them a 

better alternative to the bellicose Jacksonian Democrats in Copway’s eyes.72  

Another important influence on Copway’s idea of a unified humanity was the philosophy 

of Freemasonry which promoted the idea of fraternal unity and equality. From 1848 to 1852 

Copway reached all three degrees of Freemasonry at lodges in Washington D.C. and New York 

City.73 During Masonic rituals and socialization, Copway would have encountered ideals of 
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“brotherly love” which taught masons “to regard the whole human species as one family.”74 At 

an installation ceremony in New York City, Copway would have listened to the presentation of 

the level, a key Masonic tool, as a symbol of “equality” that “demonstrate[ed] [they] [were] 

descended from the same stock, partake of the same nature, and share the same hope.”75 While 

this ideal of equality did not necessarily reflect lived reality, it provided Copway with a non-

denominational vision of potential human unity and Indigenous survival. As historian Joy Porter 

has shown, Copway was not alone in linking Freemasonry and Indigenous futurity. At a council 

in June 1861, Principal Chief John Ross and other Cherokee Freemasons met with Confederate 

representative and prominent Freemason Albert Pike to discuss the creation of an Indigenous 

confederation.76 

All of these intellectual streams and social networks converged in the international peace 

congress, a movement that promoted global cooperation on the basis of Christianity and a 

common human nature. In a speech written for the second congress in 1849, Elihu Burritt, who 

invited Copway to join the fourth peace congress in Frankfurt, declared that one of the central 

aims of the organization was “to connect the great circles of humanity.”77 At the same session, 

another speaker described the “spirit of Christianity” as making “humanity to have only one soul 

and one heart.”78 The ideas of the international peace movement, masonry, the Whig party, 

Methodism, and the Three Fires Confederacy all provided Copway with hope that Indigenous 

people could one day gain self-governance through the adoption of settler culture and religion. 

In an 1851 article explaining his belief in a common human nature and Whiggish view of 

history, Copway described the recent Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of All Nations in 

London as “a monument of the progress of the age which tends towards equality and 

association.”79 Merging this view of society with his biblical history, Copway explained that 
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humanity had been divided at the Tower of Babel and that the Crystal Palace, the exhibition’s 

architectural and technological centrepiece, represented a new age of human reunification 

wherein the contributions of all could contribute to the good of humanity as a whole. However, 

he was quick to point out that his conception of future equality was not that espoused by 

revolutionaries or reformers. Instead, he expressed his Whiggish approach to social and cultural 

transformation: “It is not a general levelling that will bring each individual to his proper sphere, 

the human mind is as uneven as the waves of the sea… So the equality, time and this century, are 

fast leading to, is not equality but harmony.”80 Rather than immediate social and political 

flattening, Copway called for an intermediate form of ‘equality’ that he argued was based on 

merit and not pre-existing wealth or nobility. These ideas were reflected in the Kahgega scheme 

as Copway argued that Indigenous peoples would ultimately have to earn their independence 

through education, conversion, and the adoption of settler technology.81 All of these 

qualifications reflected his own life experience and revealed the growing influence of settler 

social and cultural hierarchy in his conception of history and vision of the Indigenous future. 

In a July,1850, address in a Liverpool cotton warehouse, Copway specified that 

Kahgega’s legislature would consist of a pan-Indigenous “Territorial Council” representing each 

Indigenous nation proportionally, while prioritizing the inclusion of English-literate Indigenous 

Christians.82 These specifications all but guaranteed Copway a central role in overseeing the new 

territory. Consistently in his writings and speeches, Copway expressed a grandiose image of his 

role in history as a savior of, and advocate for, Indigenous peoples. In the 1847 introduction to 

his autobiography he exclaimed, “I am a stranger in a strange land,” drawing a correlation 

between himself and the prophet Moses.83 This quotation highlighted Moses’ transcultural 

identity that shifted between Pharaoh’s elite court, the enslaved Israelite community, and the 

camps of the Midianite shepherds. By prefacing his autobiography in this way, Copway sought 

to emphasize his role as a prophet speaking spiritual truth to power and his ambition to become a 

political emancipator who would lead his people to a hypothetical promised land west of the 

Mississippi. This was reinforced by his non-Indigenous admirers. In an 1851 letter to the editor 

of Copway’s American Indian, opera singer and drama critic Julie de Marguierittes compared 
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Copway to Robert the Bruce who led the Scottish in a war of independence against the English. 

She declared that Copway was leading a “crusade gathering under its banner all the enlightened, 

all who are Christians” whose goal was to “rescue [Copway’s] countrymen from degeneration 

and oblivion.”84 This self-image became reflected in Kahgega’s implicit social hierarchy that 

would favor English-literate, agrarian, and Christian Indigenous individuals over those who 

chose to follow the lifeways of their ancestors. 

Though Kahgega was promoted actively by Copway and was eventually brought before 

the consideration of the thirty-first Congress in 1850, the project and its creator were often met 

with suspicion, even by Copway’s colleagues. Writing to archaeologist Ephraim Squier in 1849, 

Francis Parkman expressed his belief that Copway’s trip west to locate a potential territory was 

at best a fanciful and poorly-thought out waste of time and at worst an attempt to gain individual 

attention and financial support: “His scheme of settling the Indians is a flash in the pan, or rather 

he has no settled scheme at all, and never had any.”85 Plagued by such criticisms, Copway’s 

political proposal ultimately met with rejection in Congress in the spring of 1850 and, regardless 

of its warm reception in Europe, his attempts to revive it in the United States continued to fail the 

following year. His newest book, an 1851 narrative of his European travels, met with negative 

reviews and his book sales overall began to flag. Undaunted, he poured his resources into 

Copway’s American Indian, a weekly literary journal focused entirely on Indigenous culture and 

his political views. The failure of his literary pursuits, his rejection in Congress, and his growing 

financial struggles slowly pushed him into obscurity. 

Copway’s social decline was matched by a softening of his critique of settler society. He 

turned increasingly towards romanticized performances of his friend Henry Wadsworth 

Longfellow’s epic poem The Song of Hiawatha, where he took on the role of a ‘noble savage’ 

representing a vanishing race. Longfellow’s poem was inspired in part by his relationship with 

Copway and was heavily based on the writings of the Johnstons.86 After dabbling in anti-

immigrant nativist movements, narrowly abandoning a disastrous filibuster expedition to 

conquer Cuba due to seasickness, and recruiting Indigenous volunteers for the Union Army in 
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the Civil War, Copway spent his remaining years working as an itinerant “Indian Medicine Man” 

who offered healing “without the use of minerals” in the “Indian Mode.”87 In 1869, estranged 

from his wife, child, and community and with his career in tatters, Copway died a guest at the 

home of a preacher in Ypsilanti, Michigan.88 

 

 

“Many Sunny Days:” Kahgega and Indigenous Future Visions 

 

In an essay exploring the connections between story and political and cultural resurgence 

in an Anishinaabeg theoretical approach, Indigenous studies scholar Leanne Betasamosake 

Simpson and teacher and Midewiwin head woman Edna Manitowabi explained that 

Anishinaabeg storytelling can be transformative and decolonizing, and thereby allow for the 

collective imagining of just “new realities” that move beyond the damaging limitations of 

colonial intellectual frameworks.89 Simpson and Manitowabi argued that in order for this to take 

place, stories needed to be told in an ethical way rooted in the storyteller’s ties and 

responsibilities to their community and their elders.90 While Copway’s exile from Rice Lake and 

subsequent publishing of Anishinaabeg stories in isolation fell short of this mark, he retained a 

belief in the transformative, liberating power of Anishinaabeg stories nonetheless. Despite the 

rich potential offered by his sharing of Anishinaabeg stories, Copway’s vision fell victim to the 

“perils” of writing in what literary studies scholar Marie Louise Pratt calls “contact zones:” 

cultural and literary spaces where different cultures meet, clash, and transform one another.91  

Few Anishinaabeg would likely have supported Copway’s vision of one gigantic Indian 

removal. For example, at the same time that Copway was publishing political essays and 

lecturing on his plan for the creation of Kahgega, Odawa intellectual Andrew Blackbird was 
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vehemently advocating for his people to remain on their traditional lands in Michigan. He 

believed that the best way to preserve his peoples’ political, cultural, spiritual, and economic 

future was for them to be granted state citizenship, adopt Christianity, and pursue Euro-

American education.92 Though similar to Copway’s vision of Kahgega in regard to cultural 

transformation, Blackbird’s proposal was strongly opposed to removal of any kind. Through his 

study of treaty signings throughout the Lake Huron borderlands, American Indian studies scholar 

Phil Bellfy found a broad pattern of resistance to removal in Anishinaabe communities.93 Despite 

the tensions between these different visions, Copway, Blackbird, and the treaty signatories were 

attempting to find a path towards a stable future relationship that could best guarantee 

Anishinaabeg survival in a settler-colonial world. 

Through political and theological rhetoric, Copway proposed his own solution to the 

problem that undergirds all conversations around reconciliation in North America: how do we 

best live together in a shared land with a history of colonial oppression and violence? His 

ambitious response to this problem combined his belief in the virtues of Christianity, his fear of 

an impending Indigenous extinction, and his evolving conception of a historical Anishinaabeg 

political collective. Copway argued that the creation of Kahgega would enable atonement for the 

colonial violence suffered by Indigenous communities and that Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

peoples would then be saved from physical and spiritual destruction.  

 Copway’s vision for an Indigenous future proposed an alternative form of colonial social 

order that he hoped would lead towards an imagined future state of harmony (or at least stability) 

between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples. Some expressions of Copway’s vision verged 

on utopianism. In his 1850 outline of Kahgega, Copway called for an end to Indian removals and 

violence against Indigenous communities: “Let each love the other… and we shall have many 

sunny days – days when the white man and the red man shall join hands, and together, as 

brothers, go up yet higher on the mount of noble greatness.”94 But, trading optimism for 

pragmatism, Copway’s political vision ultimately aimed for compromise, to the point of arguing 

for acculturation, paternalism, and one last total Indian removal. In Kahgega, his opportunism 

and genuine concern for the future of his people were tempered by his attempts to produce a 
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feasible scheme. In the end, even his concessions to existing American colonial policy failed him 

when he presented his vision before Congress.  

As one of the most famous and travelled nineteenth-century Indigenous public 

intellectuals, Copway had to grapple with a variety of racial theories, moral arguments, and 

theologies all within a systemically antagonistic social structure. Within this milieu he attempted 

to formulate a solution that he believed would improve the future of Indigenous peoples. His 

vision was driven by a mixture of self-focused personal ambition and sincere concern for the 

good of his people. This complex history reveals the link between historical consciousness, 

individual experience, and future vision in Indigenous attempts to change and shape emerging 

settler-colonial societies. 
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Chapter 4 
 

The Warrior and the Professor: Asserting Odawa History at the Canadian Institute 

 

 

At some point before he turned sixteen, Francis Assiginack knew that he was destined to 

study and share his peoples’ history. By 1834 he had begun fasting seasonally, a practise he 

would later describe as “one of the most effective means for training and forming the character” 

of young Odawag.1 By his own account, young men in his community would fast for a few 

months each winter, only eating once per day, and in the summer, they would undertake a 

shorter, more intense fast that could last from two to five days. During the day Assiginack sat in 

the shade of a tree and was brought water by his parents.2 At night he would move to a small 

wiigwaam where he would wait for an ina bandamowin (vision), wherein he might be visited by 

an adisokan (spirit) who would maintain a relationship with him throughout his life and give him 

insight into his future and role in the destiny of his community.3 At the end of the fast, his 

grandmother or another older female relative would brought him a thin soup made of corn and 

asked him if he had received a vision. Assiginack was blessed with a clear message. At the end 

of his fast, he told his relative that on one of the nights, a young woman had appeared in his 

wiigwaam singing. He recognized the words of her song as Odawa Aadsookaanag (sacred 

stories) and dbaajmowinan (histories) that he had heard throughout his life: “tales of glory, 

legends and traditions.”4  

As American studies scholar Gerald Vizenor has noted, Anishinaabe personal visions 

were not individualistic but were mediated and “sanctioned” by elders, family members, and 

other representatives of the wider community.5 In this way visions and their reception were 

themselves stories, and they in turn shaped the individual’s identity as well as their role in 
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serving the community.6 According to Odawa elder and education scholar Cecil King, each 

vision would be interpreted by the Kitchinshinaabek (elders) because “the young man’s destiny 

was part of the destiny of our nation.”7 Assiginack certainly saw his life as an important moment 

in Odawa history. Near the end of his life, Assiginack told his friends in Toronto that his 

childhood vision foretold his lifelong study of Odawa history and culture and his work to share 

the stories of his people’s past with his “white brothers.”8 

Assiginack maintained connections to scholarly settler institutions more than almost any 

other nineteenth-century Anishinaabe in Canada. He worked at the cusp of scholarly 

professionalization, and this gave him unique opportunities to carve out intellectual space for 

Odawa history, stories, and culture. His connection with archaeologist, professor, and future 

University of Toronto president Daniel Wilson was particularly important as Wilson saw 

Assiginack as an important source of Indigenous information. In return, Wilson provided 

connections to the meetings, social network, and publications of the Canadian Institute, the 

leading scholarly organization in Canada in the latter half of the nineteenth-century. Assiginack’s 

writings challenged settler portrayals of Odawa culture and actively engaged in the colonial 

struggle over the Indigenous past by historicizing Indigenous peoples. Throughout his 

discussions of Odawa history, language, and placenames, Assiginack asserted the continuity of 

Odawa territorial sovereignty and national identity. Ultimately, his expression of an Odawa 

place-world provided historical and linguistic arguments for Odawa claims to Manitoulin Island 

and the shores of Lake Huron. 

After his vision, Francis Assiginack may have hoped to join the neegahnajmojig, 

community members who were charged with remembering the history of the Odawak.9 His 

father had served in this important role most notably at the 1829 annual meeting with the British 

where he used wampum as a “mnemonic device” while recounting the long history of promises 

and alliances that formed the foundation of the relationship between the two peoples.10 The 

younger Assiginack likely hoped that he would one day follow his father’s legacy as a keeper 

and speaker of the stories of the Odawa past. 
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After Assiginack turned sixteen in 1840, the Department of Indian Affairs paid for him to 

leave his home and attend Upper Canada College, one of the most prestigious educational 

institutions in British North America.11 For the next eight years, Assiginack would pursue a 

classical education in Toronto. This education and his subsequent career as an Indian department 

clerk and interpreter lay at the intersection of Odawa and colonial interests.  

The families of most ogimaag (leaders) sought to have at least one child who could read 

and write in European languages.12 As a member of a leadership clan, an ogimaa, and a 

Giigitowinini (“one who spoke in Council”), Assiginack’s father had been carefully selected to 

learn English so that he could serve as his people’s representative among the British and 

Americans.13 Assiginack’s older brother Itawashkash argued that education was the only thing of 

value the government could offer as it might enable their children to deal with British 

missionaries, traders, and government personnel on a more equal footing and could potentially 

provide a lasting foundation for the future.14  

Assiginack was part of a larger group of at least nine boys that the Indian department sent 

to Upper Canada College.15 By 1848, Assiginack was one of the most educated individuals his 

age in Canada. His studies had surpassed those of the graduates of Indigenous Methodist day 

schools who themselves received an education well beyond that of the average settler in Upper 

Canada.16 The government hoped that their education would create a class of Indigenous men 

drawn from elite families with ties to the British government who could serve as interpreters and 

clerks in land cession negotiations.17  

The tension between Assiginack’s assertions of Odawa sovereignty and his work 

supporting land surrenders would influence his historical writings. From an Indian department 

perspective, Assiginack’s lectures and essays at the Canadian Institute were an unintended 
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consequence of his education. However, from his family and community’s vantage, they likely 

appeared as a fulfillment of his childhood vision and role as an emissary to the Euro-Canadians. 

Assiginack’s education, career, and relationship with Daniel Wilson gave him a unique position 

to speak directly to colonial policies, and he used this opportunity to correct settler histories and 

assert an Odawa understanding of history and the future of settler-colonial society. 

 

 

Professionalization and Indigenous Scholarship 

 

Assiginack began publishing his essays sixteen years after the death of Jane Schoolcraft 

and a decade after George Copway’s presentation at the New-York Historical Society. While 

these Anishinaabeg had written in a time of loose scholarly boundaries, Assiginack wrote at the 

cusp of the early professionalization and the institutionalization of academic disciplines in 

Canada. He navigated an amorphous intellectual space without rigidly-defined methodologies, 

genres, or theories. This pre-professional era in scholarship created an opening for Indigenous 

writers and speakers to promote their ideas and arguments in ways that would become 

increasingly difficult into the late-nineteenth century. His education and work for the Department 

of Indian Affairs brought him into close contact with Daniel Wilson, one of the earliest 

representatives of scholarly professionalization and institutionalization in Canada. The 1857 

appointment of Wilson as a professor of history and English literature at University College 

along with the creation and early evolution of the Canadian Institute and Canadian Journal 

represented a major shift in the development of secularized and semi-professional scholarship. 

Assiginack argued that “historical truth” existed within and alongside the kinds of stories 

and spiritual knowledge that were often regarded as “useless fictions” by settler scholars. While 

acknowledging the need to differentiate between different types of knowledge, Assiginack 

argued that they often overlapped.18 This language reflected a growing view of history as an 

objective science rather than an art, a movement that would begin in earnest in the late 

nineteenth century.19 His essays reveal that history, creation stories, and spiritual knowledge 
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were intertwined in his Odawa historical consciousness.20 But this was not unique to Indigenous 

scholarship. Daniel Wilson made frequent appeals to the “Sacred Records” of the Christian Bible 

throughout his writing.21 This open understanding of the study of the past enabled Assiginack to 

draw connections between Odawa and other cultures and to measure settler society according to 

their own moral standards found in Christian scripture. 

None of these researchers were professional scholars in the modern sense. Aside from the 

few employed as professors at colleges or universities or who, like Francis Parkman, possessed 

both the wealth and passion to conduct research full time, all engaged in history as a hobby. 

Historian Donald Wright noted that history in this period is best understood as an “avocation” 

rather than a profession, and historian Douglas Cole referred to these scholars as being “of the 

dilettante type.”22 This pre-professional phase in North American historical research created 

openings for Indigenous writers like Assiginack to lecture and publish within scholarly societies. 

Assiginack himself was a hobbyist historian who remained an Indian department employee. 

Despite his inability to pursue his research interests full-time, the loose boundaries and expansive 

interests of the Canadian Institute created a platform for him to express and record his vision of 

the Odawa past. 

At the same time, it presented opportunities, mid-nineteenth-century North American 

intellectual life was also imbued with the racial, gender, class, and social hierarchies that 

structured settler society. The Euro-Canadian public was hungry for stories about Indigenous 

peoples. Hobbyist scholars in particular were fascinated by questions of Indigenous history and 

how they fit within developing racial and cultural evolutionary understandings of the past. 

Across the continent, non-Indigenous missionaries, farmers, soldiers, and government agents 

exhumed Indigenous remains and collected tools, weapons, and artwork. Others, like Henry 

Schoolcraft or Ephraim Squier sought to gather Indigenous oral traditions, a source of 

information that they believed was quickly disappearing. Emerging scholars like Daniel Wilson 
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viewed Indigenous peoples as an earlier stage in human development that presented a unique 

opportunity for research. 

Though the Canadian Institute hosted sporadic research on Indigenous topics, it remained 

closed off to Indigenous people. The Odawa strategy of designating young men to act as 

emissaries and Assiginack’s resulting education at Upper Canada College enabled him to cross 

this social and racial boundary and inject an Odawa historical consciousness into nineteenth-

century scholarship. Assiginack was most likely introduced to Wilson and the Canadian Institute 

through John McCaul, who was president of University College at the University of Toronto 

during Wilson’s arrival in Canada.23 McCaul had previously been principal at Upper Canada 

College during Assiginack’s first four years of study.24 McCaul was also actively involved in the 

Canadian Institute and delivered a lecture a month before Assiginack’s 1858 debut.25  

On his arrival in Canada, Wilson disagreed with McCaul over the best way to approach 

the study and teaching of history. While McCaul believed that Wilson’s new position should 

focus on “Ancient History,” Wilson found this approach too attached to “old scholastic exclusive 

preference for everything classical” and pushed to fund prehistorical, ethnological, and other 

forms of research that fell outside the classical educational model.26 Similarly, while Assiginack 

had received a classical education at Upper Canada College, he desired to write on Odawa 

history. He argued that this field had been overlooked despite the wealth of new knowledge it 

contained. This mutual study of histories that fell outside the traditional model drew Assiginack 

and Wilson together, and McCaul likely introduced them based on this common interest. 

Wilson’s more modern approach to history, and research more broadly, drew him to the 

Canadian Institute, where by 1856 he became the general editor of The Canadian Journal.27 

Through Wilson, Assiginack gained access to a society and publication that allowed him to 
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counter settler historical narratives; to present his own conception of an Odawa historical place 

world; and to propose a future vision that subverted the myth of the vanishing Indian. 

 

 

“Smoothing the Path of Civilization” at the Canadian Institute 

 

 On January 9, 1858, the night of Assiginack’s first appearance at the Canadian Institute, 

the organization’s president, the politician and judge William Henry Draper, opened the 

proceedings by delivering his annual address. In this speech Draper employed metaphors of 

“conquest” and the colonial clearing of “a dense and pathless forest” to describe the advances 

being made in Canadian scientific thought and organization.28 The recently established magnetic 

observatory in Toronto and the coming transatlantic telegraph served as key examples of the 

unstoppable march of progress. Draper linked this technological development to notions of race 

by describing it as “an electric chain” that would increase feelings of unity and peace “between 

the descendants of one common stock.”29 By this he meant the Anglo-European peoples of North 

America and Europe. Such themes placed the Odawa scholar in their midst outside the 

boundaries of the civilized and rapidly advancing peoples of the world and equated the 

Indigenous-occupied “western continent” with the darkened regions beyond the limits of human 

knowledge waiting to be explored and conquered by intrepid scholars and scientists.30 

The Canadian Institute was founded in Toronto in 1849 with an inherently colonial 

purpose. The Act of Incorporation described the Institute as focusing on “the professions of 

surveying, engineering, and architecture.”31 These fields were considered the primary engines of 

industry, agriculture, and the rationalization of the landscape through the establishing of 

boundaries and property lines. The Act referred to this broad process as “smoothing the path of 

civilization.”32 The first meetings after the institute’s creation were well attended, but interest 

 
28 William Draper, “The President’s Address,” The Canadian Journal of Industry, Science, and Art, n.s., 3, 
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https://archive.org/details/transactionsofca06cana_0/page/n5/mode/2up?q=assignack. 
32 Ibid., 11. 

https://www.canadiana.ca/view/oocihm.8_05122_13
https://archive.org/details/transactionsofca06cana_0/page/n5/mode/2up?q=assignack


 118 

quickly declined until only two members were regularly in attendance.33 The second session 

began with a meeting on November 16, 1850, that shifted the organization from a professional 

focus to the inclusion of all knowledge and research in the broadest sense.34 This expansive 

approach to knowledge creation was formalized in 1852 with the creation of a new periodical 

inclusively titled The Canadian Journal, a Record of Industry, Science, and Art.35 This change in 

the Canadian Institute opened it up to research about Indigenous history, a topic that would grow 

in importance within the settler historical consciousness.  

In the years following the institute’s founding, research into the origins and fate of 

Indigenous peoples became an increasingly important part of its focus. The vanishing Indian 

myth pervaded the resulting essays and generated urgent arguments for additional study in the 

field. Chairman John Henry Lefroy expressed this clearly in his remarks at the opening of the 

Institute’s 1852 session:  

 

Every year the plough is obliterating the last traces of our predecessors upon this soil. 

Every year the axe lays low some invaluable witness to the ages which have elapsed 

since populous villages of another race were scattered far and wide through our now 

lifeless forests.36  

 

Lefroy’s speech advocated for the establishment of a museum in Canada to preserve “rare and 

interesting remains” that would help the public to remember that “the bygone ages even of the 

new world were filled by living men.” Through the conservation of these “delicate links in the 

chain of research,” scholars would be able to “trace out the origin and the fortunes of a great 

branch of the human family.”37 Lefroy’s comments revealed the common mixture of pride in the 

advancement of agrarian colonial civilization with melancholy at the unfortunate, but inevitable, 

extinction of the Indian. In his interpretation of his historical process, Lefroy concluded that 

while Indigenous peoples themselves were likely to vanish, their cultural and physical remains 
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would have a future as museum artefacts and objects of antiquarian curiosity. Rather than an 

interest in Indigenous peoples themselves or their future survival, standard research interests at 

the Institute focused on collecting and preserving Indigenous information out of a scholarly 

interest in an interesting and disappearing form of human society. 

 Following Lefroy’s admonition, scholars affiliated with the institute either as active 

members or as readers of the journal began to gather what information they could find on the 

Indigenous past. This new research on Indigenous subjects began to appear in the initial 1852 

August issue of the Canadian Journal where a Rev. C. Dade recounted his investigation of an 

“Indian burying ground” containing an estimated two-thousand interments unearthed by a 

farmer. Lamenting that the site had “no doubt… been thoroughly ransacked” since his visit, he 

shared that he had taken two skulls, a clay pipe, an earthenware cooking vessel, and other 

items.38 Possibly inspired by Dade’s account, the opening article of the following issue addressed 

the growing problem of disinterment caused by new railway construction. This was happening 

frequently enough that the editor, Henry Hind, called for the establishment of a plan and process 

for the collection of “Indian Remains.”39 Borrowing from archaeologist Ephraim G. Squier’s 

methods, a circular was printed and distributed that created a decentralized system for reporting, 

collecting, and categorizing Indigenous remains.40 

Tracing the development of Indigenous research in the early publications of the Canadian 

Institute reveals the intersection of colonialism, agriculture, industry, and the growing interest in 

an Indigenous past. Like Thomas Jefferson’s grotesque description of his excavation of an 

Indigenous gravesite in Notes on the States of Virginia, this early research was often 

indistinguishable from grave robbing and relied on an Indian past that existed in the settler 

imagination. It was into this context that Assiginack emerged like the ghostly representative of 

an ancient and vanishing people who projected a different sort of Indigenous history and futurity 

and did not dress, act, or speak like their imagined Indians.41 
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 By the time Assiginack presented at the Institute, the organization had compiled a large 

library which included a number of works on Indigenous and North American history, 

ethnology, and “antiquities.” These included volumes by George Bancroft, George Catlin, 

Samuel Morton, Francis Parkman, and two books by Henry Schoolcraft.42 These works give a 

sense of the growing interest in ethnological, racial, archeological, and prehistorical research of 

members of the Institute as well as the larger discourse on Indigenous history. As discussed 

previously, the majority of these authors were not professional academics or scholars, but rather 

a mixture of artists, government officials, doctors, lawyers, and social elites who conducted 

research that complemented their work in the west (Schoolcraft) or as a leisure activity financed 

by their primary vocation or familial wealth (Parkman). This intellectual environment created a 

space for Assiginack to challenge settler historical consciousness and promote an Odawa place-

world that established their history as a nation and historical relationship to their lands. 

 

 

Monogenesis and Hierarchy in Daniel Wilson’s Historical Consciousness 

 

Assiginack’s primary contact at the Canadian Institute was Daniel Wilson, professor and 

chair in History and English Literature at University College, Toronto. In his role as general 

editor of the Canadian Journal, Wilson was the catalyst in the publication of Assiginack’s 

papers. Throughout a two-year period of writing and publishing, Assiginack maintained regular 

correspondence with the professor who, in turn, sought Assiginack’s perspective on various 

theories regarding Indigenous language, culture, and history. Through these interactions, 

Assiginack lent his support to Wilson’s arguments that Indigenous North Americans were part of 

a global human species with a common origin and not a separately created race.  

Before coming to Canada, Wilson established himself as an important scholar of Scottish 

prehistory.43 Wilson used his leisure hours to move the field away from antiquarian collecting 

 
Deep Time and Indigenous Knowledges in North America, Gesa Mackenthun, ed. (University of Arizona Press, 

2021). https://openresearchlibrary.org/viewer/8fe5ddc8-e7fc-4358-9168-bfa2e38e8e26. 
42 The Canadian Institute, Catalogue of the Library of the Canadian Institute (Toronto: Lovell and Gibson, 

1858), https://archive.org/details/cihm_44304, 14-16. 
43 Bruce G Trigger, A History of Archaeological Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 

133. 

https://openresearchlibrary.org/viewer/8fe5ddc8-e7fc-4358-9168-bfa2e38e8e26
https://archive.org/details/cihm_44304


 121 

toward a more rigorous, ‘scientific’ approach that mixed archaeology and history.44 A major 

aspect of this work was Wilson’s critique of the existing tendency in British archaeology to 

identify any findings that appeared “rude and barbarous” as evidence of a primitive “native and 

Druidical” culture, while sophisticated or complex materials were considered evidence of 

Roman, Phoenician, or Scandinavian migrants or visitors.45 Wilson argued that this approach 

was grounded in cultural biases and mythological narratives rather than logical systems of 

analysis and classification. Aside from this methodological critique, Wilson also argued that such 

views assumed that ancient Britons were “sunk in the lowest state of barbarism, until humanized 

by the bloody missionaries of Roman civilization.”46 This belief in the ability of ‘primitive’ 

peoples to become civilized would be an important influence on Wilson’s vision for the future of 

settler colonial society in North America. 

In 1853, Wilson accepted an invitation to join King’s College in Toronto and left 

Scotland to begin a new life in Canada.47 Historian Douglas Cole argues that Wilson’s arrival in 

Toronto and subsequent involvement with the Canadian Institute represented a major shift in the 

study of anthropology in Canada and marked the beginning of a transitional pre-professional 

period in the field’s development.48 As a member of King’s College’s faculty, Wilson pushed for 

a number of reforms including the development of a national system of university education that 

would be unbound by denominational or other divisions.49  

Wilson further contributed to this process through his argument that written records and 

archaeological records spoke to different types of histories. According to Wilson’s approach, 

written records served the purposes of historians focused on the experiences of ‘great men,’ 

while prehistoric archaeology held the potential to speak to social, economic, and religious 

questions.50 Wilson further blurred scholarly boundaries by arguing that philosophical, religious, 

and moral beliefs were deeply connected to his scientific work, especially his Anglican religious 
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beliefs.51 This approach contributed to his opposition to polygenic origin theories, belief in a 

fundamental biological and spiritual unity of humankind, and reluctance to accept theories of 

biological evolution without more compelling evidence. Though Wilson finally accepted the 

theory of Darwinian evolution in 1876, he continued to oppose social applications of Darwin’s 

theory.52 

Wilson was a staunch supporter of monogenesis, the theory that humanity originated in a 

singular creation. While he adhered to a teleological view of human development with a 

hierarchical understanding of race and culture, his belief in monogenic creation, the episodic 

progress and degeneration of all civilizations, and the importance of environmental factors in 

human development all led him to take a more nuanced approach to Indigenous culture 

compared to many of his contemporaries.53 Influential biologist and geologist Louis Agassiz, for 

example, was originally a monogenist but after interacting with Black people in the United 

States, he adopted a polygenic view arguing for the complete separation of the races via a 

multiplicity of “Adams and Eves.”54 

Wilson coined the term prehistory in his first major work The Archaeology and 

Prehistoric Annals of Scotland.55 By prehistory, Wilson meant the time preceding the existence 

of written records within a given region.56 In Prehistoric Man, he explicitly divided humanity 

into “historic and unhistoric races.” Into the latter category fell all of the “nomadic tribes” of the 

“Asiatic steppes,” the “Arctic circle,” and the entire “Western Hemisphere.”57 Like German 

philosopher Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Wilson believed that history was by definition 

written, not oral, and that it began in the Americas with the arrival of European colonizers.58  

This hierarchical view persisted throughout Wilson’s career and his definition of ‘history’ 

became a central piece of his settler historical consciousness. At the fiftieth-anniversary 

 
51 A.B McKillop, A Disciplined Intelligence: Critical Inquiry and Canadian Thought in the Victorian Era 

(Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2001), 101. 
52 Trigger, A History of Archaeological Thought, 178. 
53 Brian William Gobbett, “Giants and Pygmies in the Morning of Time: Developmentalism and 

Degeneration in English-Canadian Anthropology, ca. 1850-1940” (PhD diss., University of Alberta, 2003), 70. 
54 Ibid., 14; Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, Life of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow: With Extracts from His 

Journals and Correspondence, ed. Samuel Longfellow (Boston: Ticknor and Company, 1886), 2:170. 
55 McKillop, A Disciplined Intelligence, 99. 
56 Trigger, A History of Archaeological Thought, 133. 
57 Wilson, Prehistoric Man, 2:390 & 331. 
58 Kerwin Lee Klein, Frontiers of Historical Imagination: Narrating the European Conquest of Native 

America, 1890-1990, (Berkley, CA: University of California Press, 1997), 7; Victoria Freeman, “‘Toronto Has No 

History!’ Indigineity, Settler Colonialism, and Historical Memory in Canada’s Largest City,” 25. 



 123 

celebrations of Toronto’s founding, Wilson gave a speech as Orator of the Day wherein he 

claimed that Toronto had no history, good or bad, and that his listeners should focus on the 

future of their young city and dominion. In doing so, he presented a history without victims that 

ignored the Mississaugas who had lived on the land when the British first gained control of the 

area in 1760.59  

Influenced by Scandinavian, especially Danish, archaeologists, Wilson used a modified 

three-stage model for the development of human culture.60 This theory included Stone 

(Primeval), Bronze (Archaic), Iron (Teutonic), and Christian eras. The Stone Age was a baseline 

level in human development and could be returned to by higher-level cultures through a process 

he called ‘degeneration.’61 The addition of a new fourth ‘Christian’ stage revealed Wilson’s 

belief in the significance of moral and spiritual as well as technological development.62 Through 

the example of the missionization and conversion of prehistoric Scotland, Wilson argued that 

peoples in lower cultural states could ascend to the Christian phase through the adoption of 

Christianity and written records.63  

Building on this monogenic developmental theory, Wilson pointed out that Indigenous 

peoples were not much different from the ancestors of Europeans. In an essay on Indigenous 

peoples’ use of shells as tools Wilson drew connections between the technology and cultures of 

ancient Europeans and contemporary North American Indigenous people.64 This comparative 

research, he argued, showed that Indigenous North Americans represented an earlier stage in 

human cultural development which Europeans had already passed through and that all humans 

possessed a common nature, reason, and set of instincts.65 
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Because of this common human nature, Wilson posited that Indigenous peoples might 

have attained higher levels of civilizational development in the distant past and that they 

possessed the potential to ascend in the future. In Prehistoric Man, he argued that the 

civilizations of the Americas were locally developed by peoples that had migrated from other 

continents and whose ancestors may have possessed advanced levels of civilization.66 Building 

on this, he speculated that certain Indigenous inhabitants of temperate regions including the 

Iroquois and Micmac would have developed societies and technology equivalent to western 

Europe had contact with Europeans not occurred.67 

Despite this unique conception of Indigenous cultural development, Wilson still believed 

in the inequality between different peoples and argued that as “human mind… struggle[ed] to 

emerge from darkness into the light of civilization,” Indigenous people were being left behind.68 

Wilson continued to describe contemporary Indigenous society as a stalled form of 

“unprogressive life” which had existed unchanged since the fifteenth-century.69 Adopting a 

hierarchical understanding of Indigenous culture, Wilson ranked various peoples according to 

their levels of, and potential for, civilization. In his estimation, the Anishinaabeg ranked very low 

on this scale:  

 

The Algonquin stock, represented by the modern Chippeways, is only known to us as 

embracing rude and savage hunter tribes; and both physically and intellectually the 

Chippeways were inferior to the Iroquois and Hurons. The latter displayed a manifest 

aptitude for civilization.70 

 

The criteria given for the perceived superiority of the Haudenosaunee was their sophisticated 

organization in war and cultivation of corn and tobacco. Wilson argued that if not for the violent 

results of colonialism, the Haudenosaunee would have developed technologically and socially in 

much the same way as Europeans. This admiration for the Haudenosaunee was typical of many 

scholars in this period due in part to the publication of Lewis Henry Morgan’s League of the Ho-

dé-no-sau-nee or Iroquois in 1851.  
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Assiginack was present for Wilson’s lecture on the primitivity of the Anishinaabeg, and 

he was likely disturbed to hear that not only were his people among the most primitive 

Indigenous cultures, but that their historical enemies were among the most civilized. 

Assiginack’s later lectures often showed his pride in his ancestors’ wars against the 

Haudenosaunee, and this may have been an indirect response to Wilson’s negative portrayal of 

Anishinaabe society. 

 

 

Correcting Settler Accounts and Asserting an Odawa Place-World  

 

Assiginack leveraged his elite education and Wilson’s interest in Indigenous history to 

express an Odawa perspective on history and a critique of colonial society. Between January 

1858 to January 1860, Francis Assiginack presented three papers before the Canadian Institute 

and contributed four publications to the Canadian Journal of Industry, Science, and Art. These 

papers, lectures, and correspondence reveal the expression of an Odawa historical consciousness 

filtered through his own ideas and experiences in settler colonial society. In an 1858 letter to 

Wilson, Assiginack stated his goals with brevity: “My object in writing these papers is to show, 

in my humble way, what the Indians have got to say about themselves & their customs.”71 

Another letter revealed the influence of the vanishing Indian myth: “The Indians make no 

attempt to conceal the fear of their being diminished rapidly.”72 In the face of this extinction, he 

worked to preserve as much knowledge as he could by writing papers on Odawa culture, 

Aadizookanag, dibaajimowinan, linguistics, and placenames.73 But Assiginack’s research went 

beyond simple preservation as he used his essays to point out and correct the mistakes of settler 

scholars, historicize the Odawa, and provide historical and cultural proof for Odawa territorial 

claims.  
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Throughout his essays Assiginack argued that the Odawa were a historical people and 

that their oral traditions were important historical sources.74 This directly opposed Wilson’s 

claim that Indigenous peoples were “unhistoric.”75 While this echoed the goals of his 

predecessors George Copway, Peter Jones, Jane Schoolcraft, and William Warren, Assiginack’s 

education and relationship with Daniel Wilson uniquely placed him to engage with increasingly-

popular theories of biological and social evolution. Taking a defensive posture as he explained 

his methodological and theoretical approach, he explained that  

 

historians seem to think that the old legends of a nation, however fanciful and absurd they 

may appear to us, are by no means devoid of truth and that we ought not to throw them 

aside as useless fictions, without examining them closely first, to see if we cannot 

discover some historical truth therein, as it is only by means of traditions and legends that 

the early history of a nation can be divined.76 

 

This passage reveals Assiginack’s distinction between “traditions and legends” and “history” as 

well as his discomfort sharing the stories and knowledge he had learned during his Odawa 

education on Manitoulin Island.  

Anticipating that his information might be viewed as “fanciful and absurd” by the 

members of the Institute, Assiginack argued that this knowledge was not simply mythological or 

legendary, and that it was an important source of information on Odawa history.77 While the 

majority of the members of the institute wrote from a worldview that treated the Anishinaabeg as 

an inferior people who could only be studied as specimens, Assiginack’s papers asserted the 

value and validity of Anishinaabe culture, oral tradition, and territorial sovereignty. By building 

on this theoretical foundation, Assiginack’s lectures offered a correction to settler historical 

accounts that lacked an Indigenous perspective.  

Assiginack cared deeply about accuracy in Indigenous scholarship. In his final essay he 

explained that his work was based on a “desire to convey the most correct information on the 
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subject.”78 Building on this appeal to accuracy, Assiginack papers and lectures openly corrected 

errors and misrepresentations that he saw in settler conceptions of Indigenous people. 

Assiginack believed that language was a central site for this process of de-historicizing 

and mythologizing the Odawa past. As a result, he dedicated much of his time to explaining 

Anishinaabemowin and the Odawa dialect, and correcting the errors promulgated by non-

Indigenous scholars. In his last published essay, focused entirely on language, Assiginack 

critiqued “our white friends” for “persist[ing]” in misspelling and mispronouncing Indigenous 

languages:  

 

It is also my desire to take notice in this paper of the inaccurate manner in which Indian 

words are pronounced and spelled by white people in general, and I hope to be able to 

show how a wrong spelling may alter a word completely from its original form, and how 

an incorrect proper name may be repeated and taken as an historical truth after a 

considerable space of time, especially when the language in which the error originally 

occurred is not properly understood.79 

 

Assiginack argued that there was an important connection between historical accuracy, 

Indigenous language, and settler’s appropriation of Indigenous names. Using the names of the 

Mattawan and Mississippi rivers as examples, Assiginack explained that by forgetting the 

meaning of the original names, settlers had lost important historical and cultural information 

about these rivers.80 

 Building on this analysis, Assiginack engaged with specific scholars who had 

misunderstood Indigenous culture and languages. Assiginack critiqued a previous contribution to 

the Canadian Journal by John Langton which described the early history of French colonialism 

in North America. Writing “with all due deference to the learned author,” Assiginack pointed out 

that Langton’s analysis of the word ‘Nipissing’ was based on an erroneous reverse etymology 

that used French exonyms to try and explain the meaning, culture, and names of Indigenous 

peoples. The specific example involved Champlain’s 1615 expedition against the 

Haudenosaunee during which he encountered the “Lake of the Epicerini, or Nebicerini,” an 
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Anishinaabe people for whom Lake Nipissing was named, according to Langton.81 Assiginack 

pointed out that this was an interpretive error. Assiginack explained that Nipissing, or 

“Nibissiwinine,” simply meant ‘small lake,’ and, based on Champlain’s account, the people 

encountered were identified as “Nibissininewug,” or ‘inhabitants at the small lake.’82 Assiginack 

argued that in order to make sense of colonial textual records, researchers needed to begin with a 

correct understanding of Indigenous languages and cultures. To do otherwise continued to result 

in misunderstandings of Indigenous political and social structure as well as the important 

histories attached to the land.  

Assiginack refused to defer to intellectuals that misrepresented Anishinaabe culture and 

history. Throughout his life, he pointedly refused to engage with Longfellow’s Hiawatha in his 

writing or lecturing and argued that it was an inaccurate representation of Anishinaabe-Odawa 

culture despite (or perhaps because of) its reliance on Henry Schoolcraft’s publications. 

Assiginack took particular issue with Longfellow’s literary decision to ascribe Nanabozho’s 

experiences and works to the Haudenosaunee Aionwatha or Hiawatha, a historical hero of the 

Anishinaabeg’s old enemies.83 Assiginack’s friends and colleagues described him as responding 

with “disappointment or even resentment” at seeing his people’s stories being “set to the tune of 

an Onondaga pipe.”84 Portrayals like Longfellow’s blurred the boundaries between history and 

fiction and melted Indigenous nations into an entertaining and fictionalized pan-Indian identity. 

Assiginack was aware of the territorial sovereignty and political agency at risk and sought to 

establish the historicity of the Odawa. 

In 1859, Wilson wrote to Assiginack inviting him to share his insight into a one-sided 

scholarly debate.85 In the September 1858 issue of the Canadian Journal, Frederick A. O’Meara, 

the Anglican missionary on Manitoulin Island, had published a scathing review of Henry 

Schoolcraft’s multivolume history of Indigenous peoples funded by the US Congress. O’Meara 
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drew on his experience as a missionary to the Odawa to focus on Schoolcraft’s description of the 

Anishinaabemowin language. Ultimately the missionary found the “ponderous and expensive 

volumes” to be full of “glaring errors” in translation and pronunciation. He attributed these 

mistakes to “the unfaithfulness or incompetence” of the translators employed (possibly members 

of the Johnston family) as well as Schoolcraft’s apparent ignorance of the language.86 O’Meara 

mourned the United States government’s funding of research so error ridden that it bordered “on 

the ludicrous,” and he expressed dismay that Longfellow’s influential poem was founded on such 

a faulty understanding of Anishinaabemowin.87 

On Wilson’s suggestion, Assiginack read O’Meara’s review and subsequently gave his 

assessment in a letter sent in April 1859.88 Overall, Assiginack found O’Meara’s critique of 

Schoolcraft to be sound, but was “inclined to think that some of [the missionary’s] definitions 

[were] susceptible of improvement.”89 Among other issues, Assiginack pointed out that 

O’Meara’s translations frequently ignored the important distinction between animate and 

inanimate words.90 Assiginack’s critique of both Schoolcraft and O’Meara revealed his fears that 

Indigenous cultures were increasingly being misrepresented and his attempts to use his 

relationship with Wilson and the Canadian Institute to provide correction. By using the skills and 

social connections provided by his education, Assiginack was able to participate directly in 

settler discussions of Indigenous history and culture. By correcting settler accounts, he attempted 

to assert the Odawag’s historical claims to their ancestral lands and secure his nation’s survival 

into the future. 

Beginning in 1859, Assiginack began situating Odawa territorial claims within a place 

world made up of Odawa kinship networks, Aadizookanag (sacred stories), and sacred places. 

This aspect of Assiginack’s writing and lecturing reflects a process that anthropologist Keith 

Basso has called “place-making,” a method of creating and revising history by linking the 

personal, the local, and the culturally specific.91 This involved the creation of place-worlds tied 

 
86 Frederick A. O’Meara, “Review of Historical and Statistical Information Respecting the History and 

Prospects of the Indian Tribes of the United States…” The Canadian Journal of Industry, Science, and Art, n.s., 3, 

no. 17 (September 1858): 439. 
87 Ibid., 446 & 451. 
88 Francis Assikinack to Daniel Wilson 14, April 1859, folder 16a, Sir Daniel Wilson Scrapbooks 1847-

1891, vol. 2: Ethnological Scraps, S65 Sir Daniel Wilson 1816-1892, Toronto Reference Library. 
89 Ibid. 
90 Ibid. 
91 Keith Basso, Wisdom Sits in Places: Landscape and Language among the Western Apache 

(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1996), 6-7 & 32. 



 130 

to specific locations and landscapes through the “reviving” and “revising” of remembered 

histories.92 This was not necessarily a new practice as many Odawa and Anishinaabe stories had 

long been tied to specific places.93 Assiginack’s dual role as community insider and outside 

researcher added a layer of complexity to this relationship and his lectures are best understood as 

transmissions of place-worlds he had grown up with through a new medium and language. Like 

the rest of his writing, they were marked by his own interpretive and editorial understanding. 

Central to Assiginack’s place-world was the idea that his community, the “Odahwah 

Indians,” were a historical people with a land base that changed during times of war and allyship, 

and whose society changed over time. Describing these lands as “Manitoulin Island in Lake 

Huron,” “the shores of Lake Michigan,” and the land connecting them “about forty miles in a 

south-westerly direction from the strait of Michinimakinang, which unites Lakes Michigan and 

Huron.”94 The latter area “was wrested from the Mushkodensh tribe by the Odahwahs some two 

hundred and fifty years ago” but was lost by its surrender to the United States government in 

1830.95 He also identified Indigenous dispossession after the War of 1812 as the cause behind 

many families’ move east to “reoccupy Manitoulin Island.”96  

Assiginack argued that the Odawa, who were “descended from one common stock,” were 

the descendants of a vast and complex society with ancient ties to the region.97 These “Odawah 

Indians” represented a large collection of “tribes” of which he gave “a few” examples in a list of 

twenty-four specifically named groups. Emphasizing the size of this society, he explained that to 

list all of its member “tribes” would require an entire additional page of names.98 By situating 

Odawa territory and placenames within a historical framework that was comprehensible to his 

settler audience, Assiginack asserted their historical connection to their lands on Manitoulin and 

the shores of Lake Huron. 

 Assiginack’s assertion of Odawa territorial claims through an etymological examination 

of Odawa place names appealed directly to the research interests of the Canadian Institute. The 

meaning and spelling of Indigenous landmarks had been an important concern of the Canadian 
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Institute since its founding. In his speech at the opening meeting of the 1852 session, Chairman 

John Henry Lefroy had described the proper “spelling and pronunciation” of Indigenous place 

names as one of the most important of “Indian antiquities.”99 Acting on this principle in June 

1852, Sandford Fleming had distributed a questionnaire to gather information on place names 

along with the location of Indigenous burial sites and petroglyphs.100 Assiginack’s focus on the 

spelling and definition of Odawa place names may have been inspired by the importance of this 

topic to the Institute, but his connection of Odawa knowledge of history, territorial claims, and 

the land represented his own approach to the subject and a subversion of the settler antiquarian’s 

interest in Indigenous geography. 

 Assiginack explained that a correct understanding of Odawa place names revealed their 

ancient connection to the islands and shores of Lake Huron. He argued that the name 

“Manitoulin” was either a misapplied Wendat term or, more likely, a “white” mispronunciation 

of “Manido Island” (God/Spirit Island).101 The true “Indian name” of the island was “Odahwah-

minis, that is to say, Odahwah Island, because it was occupied by the Odahwah Indians about the 

time that America was discovered in the fifteenth century.”102 Building off of this historical and 

linguistic territorial claim, Assiginack proceeded to provide a series of dibaajimowinan (non-

sacred stories or ‘news’) relating the history of Odawa interactions with various other peoples. 

This included the “Wamitikgoshe” (French) and their subsequent wars against the “Mushkodenj” 

(Mascouten), “Winibigoes” (Ho-Chunk or Hoocągra), and “Nahdowag” (Mohawk or 

Kanienʼkehá꞉ka).103 This narrative combined geography with history and established a record of 

Odawa residence on, and defense of, the island and surrounding areas. In summing up this 

historical account, Assiginack declared that “the Odahwahs have never relinquished their claim 

to Manitoulin Island, and their right has been always acknowledged by other Indians.”104 By 

linking other nations’ historical perspectives to place names, etymological analysis, and military 

history, Assiginack sought to historicize Odawa territorial claims and record them through 

scholarly publication. 
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Assiginack’s historical accounts also conveyed a more cosmic dimension of Odawa 

claims by linking Aadizookaanag (sacred stories) to existing topographical features. In his initial 

essay, Assiginack explained that the traditions he shared were “Ahsokah nayahk,” Atsokanan or 

Aadizookanag, a term he translated as “legends.” He explained that he used the terms “legends” 

along with “mythology” specifically to describe Odawa “notions concerning the supernatural 

world.”105 While lecturing on the influence of the beaver on European and North American 

cultures in 1858, Wilson shared Odawa “traditions” “favoured” him by Assiginack.106 These 

included information on the economic and social aspects of beaver trapping in Odawa territory as 

well as an Aadizookaan about Nanabozho’s pursuit of a giant beaver. Continuing Assiginack’s 

argument for the intersection of history, cosmology, and the land, this story linked a chain of 

places from Lake Superior through the straits north of Manitoulin Island and to the mouth of the 

Ottawa river. As relayed through Wilson, Assiginack’s story challenged settler conceptions of 

‘legend,’ ‘myth,’ and ‘history’ by explaining how Nanabozho’s actions had produced physical 

changes to the landscape that could still be seen in the present day and that were only known to, 

and understood by, Indigenous peoples.107 

As Basso showed in an Apache context, place-worlds offered a corrective historical 

reinterpretation. Assiginack’s account of the history, language, and peoples of Manitoulin 

unsettled colonial geography and asserted an Odawa conception of the land that was at the heart 

of the colonial struggle. While the Canadian Institute may have been focused on using research 

for “smoothing the path of civilization,” the relationship between Wilson and Assiginack created 

an opening for lectures and publications that actively resisted this process.108 Though the opening 

was narrow, and Assiginack’s lectures often participated in portraying aspects of Indigenous 

culture as primitive, his writings nonetheless upheld the value and validity of Indigenous history.  

Assiginack’s historical consciousness tied the Odawa past to their present political and 

social context. By explaining the significance and meaning of Anishinaabemowin place names 

Assiginack declared the historical, political, and cultural roots of Odawa territorial claims and 
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national sovereignty. While the Department of Indian Affairs had hoped that his schooling would 

serve as preparation for a life of service to the government and its colonial projects, the 

knowledge, skills, and social relationships formed at Upper Canada College provided him with 

the means to preserve and disseminate Odawa knowledge, history, and territorial claims. 
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Chapter 5 
 

“The Dignity of Human Nature:” Race and Common Humanity in Francis Assiginack’s 

Future Vision  

 

 

Francis Assiginack portrayed himself as an Odawa warrior fighting to prevent the 

extinction of his people. Despite the positive reception of his scholarship, Assiginack was 

primarily defined by his difference from, rather than similarities to, his White colleagues. While 

the Canadian Institute’s published journals normally accompanied lecturers’ names with their 

academic qualifications and titles, often using honorifics like ‘esquire’ in the absence of official 

titles, Assiginack was consistently introduced on each of his lectures with the title “A Warrior of 

the Odahwahs.”1 This title identified the author as unusual, non-White, and ‘other,’ but, 

importantly, it was created and used by Assiginack himself.2 Similar to George Copway’s 

consistent self-identification as an ‘Ojibway Chief,’ this self-differentiation grew out of 

Assiginack’s pride in his Odawa identity and his desire to make a future for his people in settler-

colonial society. 

 According to historian Harry G. Tucker, based in large part on the memories of surviving 

Upper Canada College classmates and other Torontonians, the young Odawa originally used the 

honorific ‘Warrior of the Odahwahs’ on an assignment in English class. While the title was 

reportedly used “in a spirit of playfulness,” the English master treated it seriously and was 

especially interested in Assiginack’s use of the spelling ‘Odahwah’ instead of ‘Ottawa.’ Tucker 

reported that the teacher was also fascinated by the role of an Indigenous warrior in the modern 

world and exhorted Assiginack to strive to become “a real warrior in the cause of brave, manly 

living,” thus defining this ideal according to a Protestant British idea of masculinity.3 Whether or 

not Tucker’s sources embellished this episode, Assiginack regularly introduced and described 

himself as a ‘Warrior of the Odahwahs,’ an appellation used on three of his four published 

essays. Unlike Copway’s problematic description of himself as a ‘chief,’ Assiginack’s ‘warrior’ 

seemed to communicate a humbler, if more belligerent, role in representing his people. While 
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Tucker’s account emphasized Assiginack’s potential to become a good Christian man, his essays 

themselves reveal a more complicated story. As a highly-educated Odawa who saw his research 

and writing as his life’s work, Assiginack likely viewed himself as a warrior engaged in struggle 

over ideas. As he wrote Odawa histories to counter settler portrayals and misunderstanding of the 

Indigenous past, he also expressed visions for the future of Indigenous and settler peoples. These 

visions destabilized settler myths, racial hierarchies, and historical consciousness and argued that 

Indigenous people were part of a global humanity. 

Assiginack drew from Christian history and his classical education to articulate 

comparisons and contrasts between the Anishinaabeg and other cultures. Through this approach, 

he promoted the advantages of Odawa ways of knowing and being and highlighted Odawa 

similarities to cultures that his audience deemed important, admirable, and historical. By paying 

special attention to Odawa and Judeo-Christian sacred stories, he posited links between 

Indigenous and settler culture, history, and theology – that is to say, he sought to give them a 

past that connected with European history, and by extension and implication, a future that also 

saw their societies learning from and informing one another.  

His relationship with Daniel Wilson was a central influence on his future visions. Both 

men argued against polygenic theories claiming that Indigenous peoples were a separate branch 

of humankind with a unique origin. But where Wilson argued from archaeology and prehistory, 

Assiginack drew from Christian and Odawa creation stories and a comparative analysis of 

different cultures. His experiences with the Canadian Department of Indian Affairs in Toronto 

impressed on him the myth of the vanishing Indian and he shared his fears with his closest 

friends in Toronto: “Yes, we [Indians] are going, it is true, but when we are gone our deeds will 

still fill many pages in the country’s history.”4 Assiginack’s understanding of Indigenous 

vanishing changed throughout his life, especially as he spoke and corresponded with Wilson who 

was simultaneously developing his own theories regarding the future of Indigenous peoples. As 

both scholars corresponded, they arrived at the idea that a new American race would be created 

in North America through the fusion of settler and Indigenous peoples. 
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By the end of his life, however, Assiginack did not believe that Indigenous peoples would 

go extinct through assimilation. Arguing against portrayals of Indigenous people as incompatible 

with the modern world, he pointed out that they had already changed in significant ways and that 

they were completely capable of participating in modernity. But underneath these visions ran an 

argument for the continuity of Odawa identity. He argued that if a new race were to be created, it 

would be superior to both Indigenous and settler peoples if it combined the best traits of both 

peoples. This reflected his own life in Toronto. In the midst of modern Euro-Canadian life, he 

persisted to proudly identify as an Odawa warrior fighting to show that Odawa ideas and culture 

were valuable for humanity’s future.  

 

 

Assiginack’s Appeal to Common Humanity 

 

Running throughout Assiginack’s historical consciousness and future vision was a deep-

rooted belief in a common human nature. This was closely linked to his Christian and Odawa 

critique of theories of biological evolution. This approach aligned with Wilson’s cautious 

assessment of Charles Darwin’s The Origin of Species expressed in an 1860 presidential address 

at the Canadian Institute.5 Assiginack argued that evolutionary historical frameworks were 

incompatible with both Odawa and Christian conceptions of the singular origins, and shared 

nature, of humanity. Unlike “ancient and modern philosophers” who argued that the “primitive 

condition of man” was one of “barbarism,” Assiginack claimed that the Odawak held to a 

“higher” belief in “the dignity of human nature.” 6 This was based on his Odawa conception of 

creation which posited that humans “came from above,” a theory that he explained was “not 

altogether at variance with the Bible doctrine regarding the origin of man.”7 Assiginack 

mockingly described the non-Odawa evolutionary view as one which argued “that the first 

human beings sprung, in the condition of mere animals, from the earth, going about upon their 

hands and feet: mute, filthy, acorn-eating savages, until from constant fighting, scratching and 
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what not, they learned to stand erect, and walked upon their feet.”8 This view of the past asserted 

the divine nature of humanity and the Odawak and attacked historical frameworks that promoted 

a racial and cultural hierarchy that treated ‘primitive’ peoples as a lower form of life. 

In addition to his critique of human evolution, Assiginack ascribed to a monogenic theory 

which posited a single origin for all humanity. In his lectures he gave support to the theory that 

the Americas were peopled by “wandering Asiatic tribes” who crossed a land bridge at the 

“Behring straits.”9 Drawing from Odawa Aadizookaan, he also shared Odawa “notions” on the 

topic of “the unity and dispersion of the human race.”10 His version of this story, which 

paralleled the biblical account of the Tower of Babel, related the dispersal of “the tribes” who 

were “one and the same people in the beginning” but who dispersed into “distinct nations” due to 

an irreconcilable conflict.11 This story also supported Assiginack’s appeal to the Odawa idea of 

the persistence of the “dignity of human nature” despite cultural and linguistic differences.12 

Assiginack also aided Wilson in his research in support of monogenic creation. In an 

1857 lecture, Wilson attacked American natural scientist Samuel George Morton’s influential 

Crania Americana, an 1839 text arguing that all Indigenous Americans, except for the Inuit, 

possessed a common skull type distinct from other races.13 Morton claimed that this unique 

American skull type proved that Indigenous North Americans were a race completely distinct 

from the other races of the “old world.”14 Fitting his theory within an American settler-colonial 

historical consciousness, Morton contended that this race was “averse to cultivation, and slow in 

acquiring knowledge; restless, revengeful, and fond of war.”15 Wilson argued that though 

Morton’s overall hypothesis was logical, he had drawn selectively from a very limited sample of 

cranial measurements and as a result his hypothesis was incorrect and unworthy of its status as 
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an “indisputable scientific truth.”16 In his lecture, Wilson drew upon a much larger collection of 

cranial measurements to demonstrate that different Indigenous groups were as 

“physiognomically” different from one another as they were from European or Asian peoples.17 

Assiginack supported this critique by allowing Wilson to measure his body and include this data 

in a chart disproving Morton’s polygenic thesis.18 

This belief in a common human origin led Assiginack to search for links between Odawa 

culture and other societies. Using a Christian and Odawa moral framework, he measured the 

practices of various peoples and drew comparisons and contrasts with the Odawag. Through this 

process he developed an argument that many elements of Odawa culture were morally superior 

to those of societies respected by settlers. 

 

 

Revealing Shared Humanity through Aadizookanag and Biblical History  

 

Throughout his writing, Assiginack used Judeo-Christian history and cosmology to argue 

that Indigenous peoples and settlers shared a common humanity. Drawing on the history and 

spiritual teachings learned from his Catholic father as well as the regular scripture readings and 

religious education received at Upper Canada College, Assiginack searched for various points of 

connection and similarity between Christian understandings of the past and the Aadizookaanag 

(sacred stories) he had learned in his youth. Assiginack contended that similarities between 

biblical and Indigenous history were proof of a fundamental human nature. This theory 

reinforced his argument for monogenic creation and suggested that Indigenous history, stories, 

and practices could be derived from an ancient relationship with God that predated contact with 

Europeans. 

In his first essay, Assiginack introduced three “fragments of Indian legends” that 

contained “grains of truth” connecting these stories to “the great events recorded in sacred 
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history.”19 By ‘sacred history,’ Assiginack was referring to the account of the past recorded in 

Jewish and Christian scriptural texts, specifically the creation of the world, the Great Flood, the 

Tower of Babel, and the Parting of the Red Sea. Assiginack explicitly stated that the third 

“fragment,” an Odawa narrative of a group of pursuers who were swallowed up by the earth, 

might be “a tradition, giving an Indian account” of the destruction of Pharoah’s army in the 

parting and closing of the Red Sea during the Exodus.20 

Most of the members of the Canadian Institute regarded the Bible as an important source 

of history. Wilson, for example, regarded the Bible as the only record among “the mythologies of 

all nations” with “any credible statements” on the origins of humanity.21 Attempts to align its 

stories with emerging theories of human evolution and racial classification continued to be a 

major subject in discussions of archaeology, ethnology, geology, and biology. Assiginack was 

aware of the importance of biblical history and saw important parallels and links between 

Christian scripture and the Odawa past. 

 This linkage of Odawa and Christian history was also employed by Assiginack’s cousin 

Andrew Blackbird in his 1887 History of the Ottawa and Chippewa Indians of Michigan. 

Blackbird also drew direct comparisons between the Earth Diver story and the Noahic Flood, 

noting in his version that while there was no Odawa ark, Nanabozho was still saved by a large 

canoe.22 In addition, he related a story of Nanabozho being swallowed by a fish like “the Prophet 

Jonah.” Echoing the lecture of his cousin, Blackbird simply stated that these stories were “quite 

similar to the records of the Bible.”23 In a more implied comparison, Blackbird’s “Twenty-One 

Precepts or Moral Commandments of the Ottawa and Chippewa Indians” was followed 

immediately by an Odawa translation of the Ten Commandments.24  

Assiginack also identified theological and cosmological similarities, arguing that the 

Odawa possessed elements of Christian spiritual knowledge prior to contact. This included 

knowledge that the “Supreme Being” was omnipotent and omniscient as well as “a pretty correct 

idea of the doctrine of Omnipresence,” and that this “Absolute Master of life” was in conflict 
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with the “evil spirit” over the moral actions of humans.25 He argued that they recognized the 

existence and permanence of human souls as well as resurrection from the dead. Though he 

believed the Odawa possessed an “imperfect idea” of the afterlife by Christian standards, 

Assiginack emphasized their “future world[‘s]” similarities to Christian conceptions of heaven 

and hell.26 “Virtuous people” would travel to a paradise in the west while the “wicked” would 

wander the earth or be transformed as “mosquitoes, or other noxious insects” as a reflection of 

how they had behaved in life. In drawing these transcultural theological connections, Assiginack 

argued that the Odawa conception of history was connected to historical frameworks and 

understandings of humanity’s past that were viewed as valid by settler intellectuals. 

Through this historical and religious comparative analysis, Assiginack contended that 

Odawa sacred stories were neither primitive nor inaccurate, and that they were cut from the same 

cloth as settler Christian ontology. His essays clearly stated that settlers and Indigenous people 

shared a common God-given humanity. Assiginack, Blackbird, and other Indigenous writers who 

followed this line of thinking attempted to offer points of connection and similarity to their non-

Indigenous listeners. If Indigenous peoples possessed historical cognates to central Christian 

historical narratives and theological ideas, then their histories, claims to sovereignty, and 

religious beliefs deserved a greater amount of respect and recognition. 

While Assiginack occasionally portrayed elements of Odawa culture as primitive or 

simple, he also frequently employed inter-cultural connections to argue that aspects of Odawa 

culture were superior to settler culture.27 This strategy built on his appeal to common humanity 

and monogenic creation to assert the value and importance of Odawa culture within a global web 

of cultures. By developing these comparisons and contrasts, Assiginack was, in a sense, 

participating in a ranking of cultures that was common for scholars like Wilson or Henry 

Schoolcraft. However, Assiginack’s historical consciousness upended their schemes for 

teleological human development from primitive to civilized states. While their frameworks 

upheld the racial superiority of British and Anglo-American peoples, Assiginack suggested a 
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more uneven cultural landscape where elements of certain societies were better or worse 

according to his own Christian and Odawa moral framework. 

In January 1858, Assiginack received a pamphlet Daniel Wilson had written on the 

origins of Indigenous North Americans. Assiginack wrote back to Wilson, explaining that he 

found document to be “very interesting,” as it confirmed his own long-held theory that the 

Americas had been “peopled from three different sources.”28 Expanding on one of these sources, 

Assiginack shared that he knew Indigenous elders familiar with Jewish history who saw 

similarities between Jewish and Anishinaabe culture and believed that their ancestors “must have 

been of a Jewish origin.”29 Building on both Wilson’s and the Odawa elders’ theories, 

Assiginack used his lectures and essays to highlight the parallels that he saw between Odawa and 

ancient Jewish culture. He argued that both peoples shared a ‘tribal’ social structure and 

identified similarities in mourning, dietary, and fasting customs. Despite these examples of 

cultural similarity, Assiginack never explicitly stated that Indigenous North Americans were 

direct descendants of the Jewish people. However, in private correspondence he noted that many 

community members found Old Testament stories told by missionaries to echo many 

Anishinaabe narratives.30 In his mind, this proved that all of humanity shared a common origin 

and thus a fundamental human nature. 

Though the Jewish people had been heavily marginalized and persecuted throughout 

European history, the importance of Israel and the Tanakh, or Hebrew Bible, for Christian 

cosmology, history, morality, and theology gave them a significant (though often fraught) 

position in Christian historical consciousnesses. Three years earlier, Wilson had presented a 

paper at the Canadian Institute declaring that “the Mosaic record” presented the only 

“authoritative or credible statement relative to the origin of the human race.”31 In the same paper 

he expressed a common classification of peoples according to the sons of Noah. In this historical 

scheme the Jews were the “blessed” descendants of the son Shem.32 Assiginack’s implied link 
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between the Odawa and the Jewish people, though not concrete, may have pushed his listeners to 

reconsider their understanding of racial hierarchy and colonial history.  

Assiginack’s suggestion that the Odawa might be relatives of the Jewish people 

countered opposing theories based in Christian scripture. In 1851, Copway’s American Indian 

published an article by a non-Indigenous writer who argued that the Mayans and other 

Indigenous peoples were the surviving descendants of the ancient Canaanites who had been 

driven out of the Promised Land by the Israelites. He further stated that a Canaanites possessed a 

cultural predilection for violence, and that this had been the justification behind God’s command 

for the Israelites to conquer and displace the Canaanites. This interpretation presented a biblical 

justification for ongoing colonial violence against Indigenous peoples in the Americas.33 

Working from the same ethical and narrative foundation in scripture, Assiginack argued that 

Indigenous people actually shared more similarities to the ancient Israelites, God’s chosen 

people. 

By continuing to link Christian “Sacred Records” to Aadizookanag, Assiginack argued 

that while Odawa narratives might appear strange to non-Indigenous listeners, they were 

ultimately no more “fanciful and absurd” than the stories of the Christian Bible.34Assiginack’s 

account of Nanabozho, the flood, and the creation of the world further challenged the idea that 

Indigenous people were a separate race or that they had no pre-contact relationship with divine 

knowledge and sacred history. By sharing his version of the Odawa flood narrative, Assiginack 

may have been responding to an earlier essay by Wilson which described “the immediate 

descendants of Noah” as “the recognized protoplasts of the primary subdivisions of the human 

family.”35 In Assiginack’s depiction of the Anishinaabe flood story, the Aurora Borealis was 

described as the reflection of a great bonfire lit on by Nanabozho after the flood as a reminder of 

his remembrance of and ongoing care for his people. Though Assiginack did not make this 

connection explicit, his depiction is very similar to the creation of the rainbow in the biblical 

flood narrative.36 This posited connection between Jewish and Indigenous cultures promoted a 
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view of history that placed Indigenous peoples in a position of spiritual, theological, and 

historical significance and which could potentially challenge justifications for colonialism. 

 

 

Situating the Odawa World Within a Global Context 

 

At Upper Canada College, Assiginack had developed a “familiar knowledge of Latin and 

Greek.”37 In his classes he read works by Plato, Caesar, Cicero, Virgil, Ovid, and Horace, and 

was likely struck by the similarities between the transformations in Ovid’s Metamorphoses and 

Anishinaabeg Aadizookanag.38 English, Roman, and Greek historical texts and weekly Bible 

recitations influenced his historical consciousness and provided him with information that he 

would incorporate into his historical writings. 

Rather than viewing ancient Greece and Rome as admirable or the birthplace of a 

superior ‘European’ culture, Assiginack argued that Odawa religion was “far superior to that of 

the ancient Romans and Greeks” due to the belief in a perfect, non-corporeal “Supreme Being” 

who was not subject to the human failings and desires that characterized the gods of classical 

literature.39 He also supported the logic and value of Odawa religion by explaining that sacrifices 

to manidoos were eaten at feasts rather than “wast[ed]” as in the sacrificial rituals of other 

cultures, especially those that consumed offerings with fire.40 Here, Assiginack was likely 

referring to ancient Greek, Roman, and Jewish religious practices. It was no coincidence that 

these three societies, or at least images of them, made up the central foci of his education at 

Upper Canada College. These were cultures whose ideas and writings were considered 

foundational to European ‘civilization.’ By contrasting Odawa culture to these societies 

Assiginack was measuring them according to his Christian and Odawa moral standard that 

upheld monotheism and abhorred wastefulness. 
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Assiginack also pointed to cultural similarities in order to show that Indigenous peoples 

were connected to global humanity. In concluding his etymological analysis of the term 

“Manido” (Manidoo) Assiginack argued for a direct connection between Anishinaabe and 

Kalash language and religion, a culture located in what is now Pakistan. In his paper, Assiginack 

explained that “Manido,” usually translated into English as ‘spirit’ or ‘god,’ indicated a spiritual 

being associated with “terror and irresistible power.” Beginning with a phonetic similarity 

between the Anishinaabemowin term and the phonetically similar “Mahadeo,” a word he 

described as the name for “the Supreme God” of the “Seiks in the northern part of Hindostan… 

when viewed in the light of Destroyer,” Assiginack developed a case for a link between the two 

terms and ideas they represented.41 It is unknown where Assiginack accessed this information, 

but it seems likely he was referring to either the term Mahandeo or Mahadeva, both of which are 

names associated with the Hindu deities Vishnu and Shiva, the latter of whom is indeed often 

connected with cosmic destruction. While Mahadeva derives from a Sanskrit term, Mahandeo is 

a name from the Kalash language and culture in what is now northwestern Pakistan, a region that 

would align with Assiginack’s broad geographical and cultural description.42 While 

acknowledging the limits of his own knowledge, Assiginack asserted that the similarity was both 

striking and compelling: “that these two important words, Mahnido and Mahadeo, should 

resemble each other in sound and in signification, is, in my humble opinion, not altogether the 

result of chance.”43 While Assiginack was characteristically cautious in asserting a hard 

argument, the wider context of his emphasis on links between Anishinaabe culture and those of 

the classical and biblical world shows that he viewed this link to Kalash or Indian culture to be 

evidence of the ancient roots, and thus significance, of Indigenous spiritual beliefs. 

Similarly, in his discussion of various Anishinaabe “secret societies” like the 

“Wahbahnoowin,” “Tchissahkiwin,” “Gosahbahndahnwin,” and “Medaowin,” Assiginack drew 

from an unidentified “American writer,” to suggest that there were “freemasons to be found 

among the Indians,” especially those living in the Rocky Mountains.44 This claim aligned with 
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the speculations of contemporary Masonic historians (including George Copway) who, like 

Assiginack, believed that the “secret societies” described by Assiginack were an expression of 

the same spiritual and philosophical heart of Freemasonry.45 While it is unknown if Assiginack 

was a Freemason, his linking of these secret societies drew attention to another moral and 

historical philosophy that, like Christianity, could transcend cultural and national boundaries. 

By exploring these apparent links between Anishinaabe-Odawa culture and wider global 

cultures, especially those respected in British classical-education traditions, Assiginack was 

attempting to ground Indigenous North America in the history of a global humanity with 

common notions of death, divinity, and historical events like the flood narrative. Such 

correlations would not have been lost on the gathered members of the Canadian Institute who 

were steeped in competing theories of prehistory, comparative mythology, ethnology, and 

evolution that would eventually coalesce into scholarly fields like anthropology and folklore 

studies or be exiled into the realm of ‘esoteric knowledge.’ The archaeologist Ephraim Squier, 

whose writings had such an important influence on the institute, had himself posited a theory that 

all the religions of the world were expressions of a fundamental, universal model and that 

Nanabozho, the protagonist of many Aadizookanag, might even represent an Indigenous cognate 

to Jesus Christ.46 Inspired by this intellectual context, Assiginack hoped that his evidence for a 

shared humanity and the value of Odawa knowledge could overcome, or at least mitigate, the 

colonial conflict and destruction of racial, cultural, and spiritual difference. 

 

 

Critiquing Settler Society and Asserting the Significance of Odawa Culture 

 

Building on these inter-cultural comparisons and contrasts, Assiginack identified ways in 

which Odawa culture and society were actually better than settler ways. Often, he did so by 

measuring practices according to a moral standard draw from Christianity or from an abstract, 
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transcultural moral framework based on common humanity. Assiginack argued that the Odawa’s 

“idea of the dignity of human nature seem[ed] to have been higher than that entertained by those 

ancient and modern philosophers” who believed in an evolutionary progression from primitive, 

animalistic states to higher civilization.47 He explained that the Odawa belief that “the first 

human beings came from above” was “certainly not altogether at variance with the Bible 

doctrine regarding the origin of man.”48 By appealing to biblical history, Assiginack was 

attempting to establish a common metric for morality and historical veracity that transcended 

cultural and racial barriers and which could challenge the hierarchical aspects of settler historical 

consciousness. 

Assiginack concluded his first lecture by asserting that, contrary to popular stereotypes 

and colonial historical consciousness, the Odawa were more peaceful than Europeans. He began 

this argument by explaining the inaccuracy of the popular belief that Indigenous peoples were 

primitive and thus naturally predisposed to violence.49 Instead, Assiginack contended that in “old 

times” war was pursued due to “the force of circumstances” usually to punish violation of 

treaties.50 These conflicts followed a strict protocol to prevent unnecessary violence. Describing 

the Dish with One Spoon treaty, Assiginack explained that prior to imperial colonial wars, 

Indigenous rules of war were reasonably based on communal “self-preservation.51 Conflict 

between different “tribes” was tied to a complex system of territorial rights and privileges that 

governed hunting, fishing, and agriculture.52 According to Assiginack, this arrangement, 

enforced through diplomacy and threat of conflict, limited overhunting and ensured the 

availability of food resources for all communities. Unfortunately, this socio-ecological balance 

was disrupted by the arrival of Europeans who Assiginack accused of introducing the “practice” 

of “cruel exterminating wars” that normalized unnecessary death and suffering.53  

Assiginack argued that these violent tendencies were also apparent at a personal and 

individual level. In a letter to Wilson discussing the differences between Indigenous, White, and 
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mixed-race people, he argued that the latter were more violent than their Anishinaabe kin due to 

their possessing “the keen sense of the White man under real or fancied wrong” to resort to 

“physical force.”54 Assiginack emphasized that settlers were the most violent of the three groups 

while Indigenous people were the most peaceful: “Indians naturally are not… so ready to settle 

their trifling disagreements by pugilistic blows as White people.”55 With this claim, Assiginack 

ran against common depictions of Indigenous people as relics of a more primitive and therefore 

violent stage in human development.56 

In addition to these appeals to a Christian or pre-contact Odawa moral standard, 

Assiginack also argued that aspects of Odawa culture were simply more practical or logical than 

settler practices. In his second essay, he claimed that Anishinaabemowin (the Odawa dialect in 

this case) was a more precise and sophisticated language than English.57 Assiginack also 

grounded his argument in the economy and precision of Odawa by arguing that English had “a 

great want of words to express the various degrees of relationship” between people, especially 

cousins. He found the English system of denoting familial relationships to be inferior to the 

detailed and specific Anishinaabemowin kinship terms that communicated one’s gender as well 

as their position within a web of relationships.58 

Expanding on this theme, Assiginack argued that the loss of many Odawa spiritual and 

religious ritual practices had damaged Odawa society. He described Odawa self-control, 

endurance, and oratory as skills in which his people had excelled prior to their interaction with 

Euro-Canadian culture. 59 With the arrival of Europeans, a new lifestyle of “self-indulgence” had 
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taken root. This was exacerbated by the sale of alcohol and prevalence of the “grog shop.”60 

Assiginack argued that this past way of life was tied to a close relationship between the Odawak, 

the land, and their non-human relations. Through the abandoning of the “ancient discipline[s]” of 

fasts, dreams, ritual baths, dances, and “deep contemplation in their silent retreats” through 

which children had formerly been educated, the Odawa were experiencing a moral and spiritual 

crisis.61 This was often couched within a moral critique of settler character. Assiginack expressed 

this clearly and sharply in an 1859 letter to Wilson where he asserted that “the unscrupulous, 

selfish and tyrannical white man” frequently took advantage of mixed-race individuals who were 

“seldom guilty of any crime.” Assiginack argued that most of these faults were undergirded by 

“the ruling passion of the white man:” an “inordinate desire to make money and accumulate 

property.”62  

Within his critique of settler character, Assiginack expressed special condemnation for 

the Indian department and many of its personnel. In a letter to Wilson on the subject of 

interracial marriages, Assiginack pointed out that many “officers of the Indian Department” were 

among a cohort of unscrupulous non-Indigenous men who, attracted by sexual and financial self-

interest, sought to enter into relationships with Indigenous women that were not founded on the 

establishment of a family or long-term union, but out of a desire for access to annuity payments 

and Indigenous land.63 He claimed that prior to the union of the two provinces in 1840, this 

practice had been so prevalent and disruptive that “in one or two instances the Government were 

obliged to institute inquiry into charges of improper conduct at the insistence of the injured 

parties.”64  

While these opinions on the personal conduct of Indian department employees were 

expressed in private correspondence, Assiginack also published a brief historical summary of the 

failures of the department in The Canadian Journal. Drawing on his personal experience 

growing up on Manitoulin and working in the department, Assiginack described the Manitoulin 

Island branch of the organization as “entirely failed in its object” of “promoting civilization, 
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education, and industry among the Indians.”65 He attributed this failure to “a blunder made at the 

very commencement” of the Manitoulin civilization project.66 Unfortunately, Assiginack never 

elaborated on the nature of this “blunder,” but within the larger context of his private 

correspondence, critique of settler morality, and lament for the loss of Odawa ways, it is likely 

he found Indian agents to be duplicitous and self-serving in the exercise of their office. This 

history of Indian department failure and grief for the loss of Odawa culture show how 

Anishinaabe scholars like Assiginack used scholarly relationships, organizations, and 

publications to challenge the moral and logical foundations of settler colonial policies. This part 

of Assiginack’s historical consciousness would form the framework for his future vision of 

Indigenous modernity and potential Indigenous-settler unification. 

 

 

“Hybridity and Absorption:” The Creation of a New North American Race 

 

Through their correspondence and conversations, Assiginack and Wilson influenced and 

supported each other’s developing theories that Indigenous people would vanish as a distinct 

people but that their descendants and culture might persist through the creation of a new hybrid 

American race. On September 5, 1859, Assiginack sent Wilson a nearly 2,500-word letter in 

which he laid out his own vision for the future of Indigenous and settler racial and cultural 

development.67 Assiginack referred to the letter as a “paper” and it is possible that he hoped to 

eventually have it published through the Canadian Institute. This letter was a response to a 

request from Wilson for information supporting his research into claims that the descendants of 

relationships between Indigenous and settler unions were biologically or morally inferior to those 

with a “pure” racial identity.68 Assiginack reassured Wilson that these people “appear[ed] to be 

like other human beings,” and that, far from “degradation,” they actually seemed to present an 

improvement on the “European” and “Indian” races.69  
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While his polygenist opponents were beginning to root their hierarchical worldview 

firmly in biological race and fears of miscegenation, Wilson would increasingly focus on a 

process of racial and cultural mixing that he would term ‘hybridity and absorption.’70 By 

suggesting that the majority of “ethnological displacement and extinction” in history was not 

literal physical extermination but rather “absorption” into an emerging American race, this turn 

to cultural assimilation seemed to fulfill the vanishing Indian myth.71 Assiginack played an 

important role in the development of Wilson’s vision of the emergence of a new American race 

that combined Indigenous and European culture and blood. Together, both intellectuals would 

express a future vision that combined their belief in a common humanity with their notions of 

cultural development.72 

Much of Wilson’s research after his arrival in Canada focused on using prehistorical 

research to solve the “dark riddle” of Indigenous “retrogression” in the face of colonial “western 

progress.”73 Wilson believed that North American colonialism was “the meeting of two 

extremes” and that “the most highly favoured among the nations” would inevitably overtake “the 

semi-civilized barbarian” who he argued were in their “infancy” as nations. Adding cultural and 

biological inevitability to the vanishing Indian myth, Wilson declared that Indigenous peoples’ 

“fate was inevitable.”74 

Wilson grappled with the moral and ethical dilemmas inherent to settler colonialism, 

describing his work as an “attempt to harmonize the actual with [the] ideal of the world” when 

considering the “intricate and perplexing” problem of “the displacement and extinction of 

races.”75 Through his correspondence with Assiginack and his examination of similar events in 

ancient European and Asian history, he eventually arrived at a solution to the problem. In a 

lecture before the Canadian Institute on the “Displacement and Extinction of Races,” Wilson 

theorized that though Indigenous peoples would indeed ultimately disappear as a distinct people, 

some trace of them would survive through “absorption” into European races.76 
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 Wilson’s theory of human development gave him a complex understanding of the 

vanishing Indian. While he believed that Indigenous peoples would ultimately disappear through 

a “passive process of extinction,” he did not necessarily mean that they would be literally 

physically destroyed, but rather that they would be ‘absorbed’ into a new North American race.77 

This process was not unique to Indigenous peoples and minority European cultures would also 

be assimilated. Wilson argued that German, Swedish, and French immigrants to North America 

were already being ‘absorbed’ or “amalgamated with the general [Anglo-Saxon] stock.”78 He 

had promoted the importance of studying this process of absorption as early as 1851 when he 

announced that throughout the British empire, Indigenous peoples were “losing their 

individuality” through “absorption and assimilation to their European masters.”79 Wilson did not 

believe that Indigenous racial and cultural characteristics would be annihilated by this process. 

Rather, he believed that they would persist and transform settler society.80 This was different 

from Henry Schoolcraft’s depiction of a rigid racial hierarchy wherein the “ascendant” civilized 

society would “absorb and destroy” primitive ways of life.81 Wilson’s emphasis on culture, 

rather than biological race would give him the flexibility to adjust his vision when it became 

apparent that Indigenous people in Canada were not actually vanishing.  

Assiginack had mailed Wilson a copy of the Pennefather commission’s report in 1859.82 

Ironically, at the same that the vanishing Indian myth dominated popular culture and settler 

historical consciousness, the Department of Indian Affairs was troubled by its discovery that the 

myth did not match reality in Canada. After gathering data from numerous missionaries, agents, 

chiefs, and other figures, the 1858 Pennefather Commission found that “the Statistics… militate 

strongly against the theory of a steady decline in the numbers of the Indians.”83 This information 
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was concerning to the commission as it would mean an increase of departmental funding at a 

time when they were hoping to decrease the Indian Affairs budget. In searching for a solution, 

they concluded that acculturation and assimilation would need to be implemented much more 

rapidly and aggressively through education, agricultural projects, and Christian missions. 

The report’s findings encouraged Wilson’s shifting understanding of Indigenous 

extinction. During a trip to Sault Ste. Marie in 1855, he had been struck by the large number of 

mixed-race families and this led him to apply his notion of racial ‘hybridity’ to the North 

American context.84 In summing up his thoughts on the Pennefather report, Wilson confusingly 

stated: “Such, then, are the illustrations which Canada affords of the transitional process which 

precedes the inevitable disappearance of the last remnants of its aborigines.”85 But by 

“disappearance” Wilson meant cultural transformation rather than physical extinction. He argued 

that the Indigenous communities that had ceased to shrink were those that “accumulate[ed] 

property” and most thoroughly adopted the “industrious habits” of Victorian society.86 For 

Wilson, these cultural and social changes meant that Indigenous people ceased to be Indigenous. 

The ‘civilized’ Indian could supposedly marry “on equal terms with the intruding race” and 

thereby “[transfer] his offspring to the common ranks.”87 These communities had become 

culturally ‘absorbed’ and were on their way towards becoming part of the new hybrid North 

American race. 

According to this vision, Assiginack himself was evidence of absorption at work. In 

explaining Assiginack’s education to the Canadian Institute, Wilson declared that the Odawa 

scholar was “so creditable and satisfactory a result of an experiment which at first seemed so 

hopeless” that the Canadian government should continue its education program “on a much more 

extended scale.”88 Wilson’s recommendation foreshadowed the large-scale residential and day 

school system that would take shape in the coming decades. 

While Wilson, like Schoolcraft and many other scholars, based their theories of racial 

struggle on an appeal to the superiority of Anglo-American society, his vision of a hybridized 

North American race was an unusual intellectual development that ran against views advocating 
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racial purity.89 In opposition to polygenist theories of human racial difference and arguments 

against miscegenation, Wilson stated that the hybridization of cultures and races was an 

important engine of human progress and cultural development.90 He argued that all races and 

cultures vanished eventually, and believed that it was only through racial mixing that new 

peoples could emerge. In North America he saw a living example of what he had discovered in 

Europe’s archaeological record: “The same process by which the world’s old historic and 

unhistoric races were blended into elements out of which new nations sprung, is here once more 

at work.”91  

As historian Brian Gobbett has shown, though Wilson worked to disprove the 

mainstream belief that racial ‘mixing’ produced inferior or weaker children, in part by pointing 

out the deeply multicultural origins of the supposedly pure Anglo-Saxon race, he still upheld an 

empire-supporting hierarchy of cultures wherein peoples at ‘primitive’ levels of development 

would naturally be overcome and absorbed by superior cultures.92 For Wilson, this was the basis 

for the vanishing of Indigenous North Americans. Rather than dying out physically from illness 

or violence, he argued that they would merge with, or be absorbed by, non-Indigenous peoples to 

form a new North American race that he suggested should be called the “Euroamerican” race.93 

In the end Wilson’s theories of hybridity and absorption ultimately supported the Canadian 

settler-colonial ‘civilization’ project which sought to eliminate Indigenous cultures and 

languages and assimilate Indigenous people into colonial society.94 

Assiginack echoed many of Wilson’s core ideas in the 1859 letter expressing his racial 

future vision. Revealing the influence of the vanishing Indian myth, he explained that a belief in 

impending extinction through assimilation was already prevalent in Indigenous communities: 

“They appear to think that the Indian element will be completely absorbed in the whole 

population at no distant day inasmuch as they cannot continue to exist as a separate people while 
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they are being constantly invaded by the energy of a superior race.”95 Based on his work in the 

Indian department, Assiginack believed that eventually only biracial Indigenous people would 

survive. However, Assiginack argued that Indigenous peoples would not lose their distinct 

identity through absorption or assimilation and that this group represented the dawn of a new 

race that was superior to both Europeans and Indigenous peoples.96 

 Influenced by his own schooling and foiled career aspirations, Assiginack placed 

education at the centre of his vision. He claimed that if mixed-race people were “to be educated 

in colleges and universities” they would rise above both White and Indigenous peoples.97 He 

claimed that this was already happening and that he knew of mixed-race students who had 

graduated with “Academic honours” and obtained degrees in England.98 Expanding on this, 

Assiginack stated that there were already university professors, “clergymen, lawyers, doctors, 

and surveyors” who had Indigenous ancestors.99 Following this letter, Assiginack mailed Wilson 

a confidential list of thirteen individuals he identified as descendants of “unions between whites 

and Indians.”100 

While he promoted Euro-Canadian education and culture, Assiginack remained critical of 

many elements of settler society. He explained that the “degraded state” of “the Indian character” 

was the result of contact with the “baneful influences” of British settlers and not due to any 

innate Indigenous characteristics.101 Rather than holding them back, Assiginack argued that 

Indigenous ancestry gave biracial individuals distinct advantages over White people. His sources 

claimed that these individuals were more peaceful, patience, and perseverant than White settlers 

and were better at navigation, hunting, fishing, trapping, and other occupations common within 

Indigenous communities.102 

Concluding his letter, Assiginack quoted from a popular history of the Americas to argue 

that the mixed-race population was “a people superior to either of those from which they [were] 
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descended.”103 Modifying Wilson’s vision according to his own research, Assiginack argued that 

while Indigenous people were indeed vanishing as a separate and independent cultural and racial 

group, they were not necessarily going extinct through absorption. The future, as he saw it, 

would belong to a new race descended from Europeans and Indigenous peoples. This people 

would combine what he saw as the best of both societies, thus gaining an advantage over both.  

 

 

Assiginack’s Vision of Indigenous Modernity and Cultural Transformation  

 

While Assiginack’s vision posited that Indigenous people would transform, he did not 

believe that their vanishing as a distinct people was inevitable, nor was it due to their inability to 

change. The Odawa were not unhistoric, antimodern, or primitive relics of an earlier human 

developmental stage and they had already adopted settler technology and ideas. Drawing on 

linguistic changes, he argued that it was this ability to adapt that would enable them to escape 

absorption and survive into the future. 

In his essay on Odawa grammar, Assiginack provided an overview of compound words 

and gave examples of terms used to express new ideas and objects like ‘steamboat,’ ‘railroad,’ 

‘telegraph,’ ‘surveyor,’ and ‘lawyer.’ He wryly noted that though Indigenous peoples might be 

limited “materially,” these compound words proved that they were more than capable of keeping 

pace intellectually with the “technological progress of the age.”104 In spite of their limited access 

to settler tools and education they were actively adapting and innovating to understand and meet 

the changes brought on by industrialization and immigration. By presenting these examples, 

Assiginack argued that Indigenous peoples did not exist in some ahistorical or pre-modern space, 

cut off from the world around them, nor did they represent a static ‘primitive’ culture. Even their 

seasonal fasts, some of their most important practices, had been changed over time to 

accommodate new foods created through European agricultural methods.105 
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Assiginack was himself a representative of this Indigenous modernity. Between 1826 and 

1845 the White population of Toronto (York until 1832) exploded from 1,677 to nearly 

20,000.106 According to city directories, Assiginack was one of the only Indigenous people living 

in Toronto from 1856 until his death.107 This absence likely reflected settler perceptions of 

Indigenous people more than demographic reality. Despite, and partly because of, his difference, 

Assiginack thrived in Toronto, and it would remain his permanent residence until his death in 

1863.108 His presence in this growing centre of settler colonialism stood in opposition to 

stereotypes of Indigenous incompatibility with modernity and urban civilization.  

On his walk to work, Assiginack regularly passed the storefront of “Joseph Rogers, 

Hatter & Furrier,” a business identified by its prominent “sign of the Indian Chief.” As depicted 

in printed advertisements the sign showed an Indian warrior posing before an unsettled 

wilderness with a bow and arrow [fig. 6.1].109  

 

 

 

Figure 6.1 “Sign of the Indian Chief” (Public Domain) 
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Regardless of whether Assiginack actually noticed the sign, the juxtaposition of the imaginary 

Indian and the living Odawa illustrated the hidden, but powerful, tension between two competing 

narratives. Advertisements based on Indian stereotypes were examples of settler colonial 

society’s attempt to contain and control Indigenous identity.110 At the same time settler society 

sought to eliminate Indigenous peoples, it fabricated images of them to buttress emerging 

national identities, express their racial and cultural superiority, and to hearken back to a romantic 

ancient past of untamed nature and noble primitivity.111 

For settlers, the city served as the ultimate symbol of the progress of Euro-

Canadian/American civilization over the uncivilized wilderness.112 As the only officially-

recognized Indigenous person working in the city walked past this image on the way to his 

office, the barriers between imagined and real Indigeneity became blurred and the disconnect 

between Indian myths and living Odawa reality were brought into sharp contrast. Perhaps this 

colonial caricature reminded Assiginack of his Anishinaabe relations who had slowly been 

pushed out of these lands from 1760 to 1847, when two hundred Mississauga, including Peter 

Jones and his family, had finally left their homes, farms, and churches.113 Assiginack may have 

experienced a sensation described by historian Victoria Freeman’s interviewees as a sense that 

the spirits of the ancestors continued to live and work through the presence of the living. 

Freeman found that this sense of ancestral presence caused the past and present to overlap and 

was strongest when the sharp edges of settler colonial structures were most obvious.114 Like 

Freeman’s interviewees, Assiginack made an Indigenous space for himself in the midst of a 
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settler-colonial city in direct contradiction to the sign’s portrayal of an unmodern, primitive 

Indian trapped in the wilderness. 

Assiginack’s trans-cultural vision for Indigenous modernity was expressed in the days 

leading up to his death in the summer of 1863. The significance of Odawa places and culture for 

Assiginack remained clear in historian Harry G. Tucker’s account of his death, despite Tucker’s 

use of a Jesuit priest’s diary to portray Assiginack exemplifying a stoic Christian resignation to 

death.115 After receiving a terminal diagnosis from a doctor, Assiginack abruptly left his position 

at the Indian department office in Toronto and returned to the important Odawa places of his 

youth on the eastern portion of Manitoulin island that had remained unceded after the 1862 

treaty.116 Assiginack established a camp at a place he described as “a beautiful grove” on the 

eastern shore of Manitowaning Bay near the community of “Bushwa” (modern Buzwa) where 

his family had regularly stayed.117 This location held spiritual significance for Assiginack due to 

its proximity to both the Manitowaning, or ‘spirit cave,’ that gave the bay its name and the 

nearby Holy Cross Jesuit mission.118 After asking the priest at the mission to perform his last 

rights, Assiginack travelled with the priest by canoe to the Manitowaning cave.119  

Reflecting on Assiginack’s final hours in his diary, the priest who accompanied 

Assiginack expressed confusion at his approach to death: “in this gifted Assikinack what a 

strange mixture we have of Indian superstition and Christian grace.”120 In Assiginack’s final 

moments, the priest covered him with a blanket and attempted to position him so that he could 

meditate upon a crucifix, but Assiginack turned away from the Christian image to gaze up at the 

stars, possibly the manidoo-miikana, the ‘spirit path’ or galactic disc.121 According to the Jesuit 

source, right before Assiginack died he saw falling stars which he told the priest were called 

“Manobozho’s fires.”122 He may have also spoken a phrase he once translated in an essay: 

“Niwahbuhmahg ahnungwug, I see stars.”123  
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The combination of settler and Odawa place, culture, and religion in Assiginack’s final 

days reflected the combination of British-Canadian and Odawa culture on Manitoulin. Twenty 

years after Assiginack’s death, lawyer James Cleland Hamilton presented a paper at the 

Canadian Institute describing his recent trip to Manitoulin Island, where he noted that following 

“Christian burial rites” Odawa families returned at night to place gifts of blankets, dishware, and 

other necessary supplies on the graves of their relatives. Drawing from Schoolcraft’s 

terminology, Hamilton concluded that “the Algic Manito [was] thus slow to give way before the 

white man’s Theos.”124 Limited by his hierarchical conception of history as a progression 

towards civilization, Hamilton viewed the combination of Christian and Odawa rituals as an 

unfortunate sign of primitivity. Based on his essays and his behavior at the end of his life, 

Assiginack would likely have seen the practice as an encouraging sign of the preservation of 

Odawa identity and culture alongside the adoption of settler Christianity, language, and 

technology. 

Though Assiginack’s education had been part of the Indian department’s larger goals for 

Indigenous assimilation, he had remained stubbornly Odawa. In his historical writings, 

Assiginack combined his British, Catholic, and Odawa educations to write histories that argued 

for the importance, persistence, and even superiority of Odawa identity and culture. From within 

this historical consciousness, he argued that Indigenous cultural identity could survive through 

Indigenous adaptability and the creation of a new mixed American race. Through these histories 

and future visions, Assiginack argued against settler portrayals of the Indigenous past as 

primitive and destined to vanish and offered a vision of a transcultural and interracial future 

wherein he hoped Indigenous peoples’ descendants could flourish in settler colonial society. 

 
124 James Cleland Hamilton, The Georgian Bay: an Account of its Position, Inhabitants, Mineral Interests, 

Fish, Timber and Other Resources (Toronto: The Carswell Company, Ltd. 1893), 66, 

https://archive.org/details/georgianbayaccou00hami/page/n5/mode/2up. 

https://archive.org/details/georgianbayaccou00hami/page/n5/mode/2up


 160 

Chapter 6 
 

“A Better Idea of Each Other:” Anishinaabe Histories and Transformative Future Visions  

 

 
Mortal man has not the power to draw aside the veil of unborn time to 

tell the future of his race. That gift belongs to the Divine alone. But it is 

given to him to closely judge the future by the present and the past.1 

 

—Simon Pokagon, “The Future of the Red Man” 

 

 

Historical writing has always formed a foundation for envisioning the future of 

Indigenous people. Nineteenth-century histories and ethnographies frequently included chapters 

on their ‘future prospects.’ Lewis Henry Morgan’s 1851 League of the Ho-dé-no-sau-nee or 

Iroquois, for example, concluded with a chapter on the “Future Destiny of the Indian” where he 

called for the “subdu[ing] and submerge[ing]” of “the Indian nature” through “education and 

Christianity.”2 Described as “the first modern ethnographic monograph,” Morgan’s book 

portrayed Indigenous ways of knowing and being as incompatible with civilization. He believed 

that Indigenous people would need to abandon their “native state” if they were to survive.3 

Prominent scholars including Francis Parkman, Henry Schoolcraft, Frederick Jackson Turner, 

and Daniel Wilson echoed Morgan’s portrayal of an Indigenous decline as well as his belief in 

salvation through assimilation.4  

Indigenous intellectuals published their own writings that tied together history and the 

future. While they remained focused on the decline of Indigenous power and the path towards 

salvation, their underlying methodologies, goals, and conclusions differed from their settler 
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counterparts. Anishinaabeg writers like Jane Schoolcraft, George Copway, and Francis 

Assiginack challenged settler histories by drawing from sources and methodologies rejected or 

ignored by scholars like Parkman, Schoolcraft, and Turner. Using their education and 

experiences, Anishinaabeg writers formulated political, spiritual, and historical arguments about 

the past, present, and future that were more than just an Anishinaabe perspective or version of 

history. Instead, they aimed to transform English-language discourse by creating expressions of 

Anishinaabe sovereignty, identity, and futurity. As they did, they also used their work to preserve 

knowledge, correct settler accounts, and offer visions for the future of settler colonial society that 

would ensure Indigenous survival, sovereignty, and flourishing. Their portrayals of the future 

were not static. As the world around each writer changed, so too did their vision of the future. 

During the nineteenth century, military, social, demographic, and institutional 

developments created an unstable intellectual climate. In the Great Lakes borderlands, Britain’s 

dismissal of Anishinaabeg concerns during the War of 1812 shifted the relationship between the 

Anishinaabeg and settlers. Rather than continuing to be treated as valued military allies, 

Indigenous communities had their territories transferred, on paper at least, to the authority of a 

hostile American colonial power.5 Many ogimaag felt betrayed by their exclusion from peace 

talks and treaty-making.6  

Demographic and political changes amplified this feeling. Between 1768 and 1871, the 

Anishinaabeg contended with evolving treaty policies. At the turn of the nineteenth-century, 

colonial states sought to establish borders with Indigenous nations in order to maintain peaceful 

relations and preserve military alliances, but after the War of 1812 immigration to Upper Canada 

and the United States increased settler desire for Indigenous lands.7 In the 1830s, the British 

worked to concentrate Indigenous communities on reserves where they could potentially be 

converted to a stationary, agrarian, and Christian way of life.8 By the 1860s and 1870s, the 

 
5 Alan Taylor, The Civil War of 1812: American Citizens, British Subjects, Irish Rebels, & Indian Allies 

(New York: Vintage Books, 2010), 437; Phil Bellfy, Three Fires Unity: The Anishnaabeg of the Lake Huron 

Borderlands (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press. 2011), x. 
6 Cecil King, “Reconciling the Duality in Historical Inquiry: The Case of Jean Baptiste Assiginack,” paper 

presented at Ojibwe Cultural Foundation Conference, Sudbury, Ontario, February 28, 2014, file 49, box 4, Cecil 

King Fonds, University of Saskatchewan Archives and Special Collections, 8. 
7 Bellfy, Three Fires Unity, 68-70; Colin G. Calloway, Pen and Ink Witchcraft: Treaties and Treaty 

Making in American Indian History (Oxford University Press, 2013), 8, 119-120; J.R. Miller, Compact, Contract, 

Covenant: Aboriginal Treaty-Making in Canada, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2009), 102. 
8 Helen Hornbeck Tanner, ed. Atlas of Great Lakes Indian History (Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma 

Press, 1987), 163. 



 162 

United States had also shifted to a policy of “confining and transforming” Indigenous peoples 

through removal, reservations, and cultural assimilation.9 Between 1780 and 1880 the 

Anishinaabeg living in Upper Canada had ceded millions of acres of land and were living on 

reserves on Manitoulin Island, the Bruce Peninsula, and the northern shores of Lake Superior and 

Lake Huron.10 In the 1820s and 1830s, Anishinaabeg in the southern Great Lakes likewise ceded 

thousands of acres to the United States.11 The loss of these lands accompanied a major 

demographic decline. In the territory that would become the United States, the Indigenous 

population dropped from at least 760,000 to 228,000 between 1790 and 1890. Conversely, the 

settler population exploded from 3.9 million to 63 million.12 Within the boundaries of what 

would become Canada, the Indigenous population at the end of the nineteenth century was 

reduced to 125,000-150,000.13 

Faced with these growing pressures, Anishinaabe writers used their skills to envision a 

future in which Indigenous peoples could survive and flourish. While the visions of scholars like 

the Johnstons, George Copway, and Francis Assiginack differed, they all shared common 

elements. Each appealed to a common humanity, the value of Anishinaabe culture, and the 

selective adoption of certain aspects of settler culture (most notably Christianity). They also 

shared common critiques of settler moral character, challenging the authority of settler scholars 

and proposing their own solutions to demographic decline and cultural assimilation. 

Throughout the nineteenth century, these visions were almost always rooted in historical 

writing. Anishinaabe histories highlighted the shortcomings of settler research and interpretation 

and provided alternative accounts of the history of the continent. These histories revealed the 

injustices the Anishinaabe faced and questioned the inevitability of colonialism and Indigenous 

decline. This myth of natural and divinely ordained settler progress and Indigenous decline was a 

key part of settler colonialism.14 As historian Allan Greer has warned, settler colonialism 
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functioned by making itself seem timeless, inevitable, and predetermined.15 Anishinaabeg 

histories pushed back against these ahistorical and deterministic conceptions. Instead of 

accepting the inevitability of Indigenous decline, Jane Schoolcraft, George Copway, and Francis 

Assiginack argued that settler histories were contingent, based on limited perspectives, and, at 

times, incorrect.  

The revisions went further. Beyond simply attacking settler colonialism and the ways 

settlers wrote histories, Anishinaabe historians also challenged the solutions put forward by 

settlers as well. Non-Indigenous writers like Lewis H. Morgan argued that they were saving the 

“residue” of once-powerful Indigenous nations from their “unpropitious fate.”16 In his attempt to 

convey the gravity of the situation, Morgan depicted a disturbing image of Indigenous society 

being extinguished by settler civilization, the triumphal “highest estate:” “Civilization is 

aggressive, as well as progressive—a positive state of society, attacking every obstacle, 

overwhelming every lesser agency, and searching out and filling up every crevice, both in the 

moral and physical world.”17 While settler action was partly to blame for this process, Morgan 

ultimately found it to be the result of natural laws of human development and progress.18  

If visions of the future were contested and varied, they mattered all the same. Indigenous 

extinction was a recurring theme in the settler imagination. Around 1824, William Cullen 

Bryant, a popular American poet, referred to Indigenous peoples as “a wasted race” that was 

melting away “like April snow” as settlers moved west.19 In 1841, Bryant’s mournful poem 

reappeared as the opening epigraph for the eighth edition of The Book of the Indians, a popular 

encyclopedic work aimed at a general readership.20 In 1857, painter and ethnographer George 

Catlin described his life’s work as the creation of a “monument” to “a dying nation, who have no 

historians or biographers of their own.”21 These narratives had a powerful influence beyond 
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scholarship and popular culture. Theories regarding Indigenous people’s inevitable extinction 

shaped conversations around Indian removal, colonial violence, treaty negotiations, voting rights, 

and land surrenders. When Michigan debated extending suffrage to Indigenous people in 1867, 

Omar D. Conger, a delegate from St. Clair County, argued that they should receive it, in part 

because “they are dwindling away like the falling leaves of the forest…why take from them this 

last lingering boon that civilization can extend to the red man?”22 Myths about the Indigenous 

past and present drove settler visions for their future. 

Anishinaabe scholars vehemently disagreed. To be sure, the vanishing Indian myth 

influenced Anishinaabeg writers, much as it had the white intellectuals around them. Some 

writers like George Copway feared that Indigenous people were on the verge of extinction. Later 

writers like Simon Pokagon and Andrew Blackbird feared a vanishing through acculturation, 

assimilation, and loss of distinct cultural, racial, and political identities even as they became less 

concerned with the actual obliteration of the “Indian race.” 23 But whatever the perceived cause 

of the decline was, Anishinaabe intellectuals almost universally rejected the notion that 

extinction was inevitable, natural, or divinely ordained. Through their historical and political 

writings, they argued that colonialism and settler immorality caused the vanishing and that only 

through collective action could it be prevented, or at least mitigated. 

In putting forth a new idea of a collective future, Anishinaabeg writers argued that the 

fates of the Anishinaabeg and settlers were intertwined. In this context, the knowledge the 

Anishinaabeg held was not outdated or irrelevant. Instead, it offered a path forward that could 

not only heal colonial injustices, but also save Indigenous and settler peoples alike. 
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Anishinaabeg Future Visions 

 

Anishinaabe history writing not only spoke to the past, but to the present and future state 

of colonial North America. This aligns with the findings of education studies scholars Anna 

Clark and Carla L. Peck that historical consciousness is not simply concerned with the past, but 

that it deeply influences understandings of the present and the future.24 In an Anishinaabe 

context, Indigenous studies scholars Leanne Betasamosake Simpson and Edna Manitowabi have 

shown that storytelling envisions “new realities” that allow colonial structures to be challenged 

and just societies to be imagined.25 The urgency of this forward-looking consciousness was 

heightened in nineteenth-century North America as the final contours of settler colonial society 

remained undetermined, and the ways in which Indigenous-settler relations could be formed 

were hotly debated. As a result, almost every nineteenth-century expression of Anishinaabe 

history was tied to visions of the Indigenous future in a settler-colonial world.  

William Apess’ revisionist Pequot history Eulogy on King Philip (1836) is one of the 

earliest, and most influential, English-language examples of this close relationship between 

Indigenous historical and political argumentation. American studies scholar Lisa Brooks found 

that by reclaiming “the historical landscape” of what had become New England, Apess was able 

to envision “an alternate future.”26 Like many Anishinaabeg historians, Apess sought to 

challenge settler historical consciousness through a revisionary examination of the famous 

Wampanoag sachem Metacom, or King Philip, from a Pequot perspective. The resulting essay 

acted simultaneously as an Indigenous account of the region’s history and a petition to 

restructure settler-Indigenous relations and reappraise Indigenous resistance. 

Apess’ approach was mirrored by Anishinaabe intellectuals. Their proposed visions 

navigated between resistance and assimilation and called for coexistence and cultural 

transformation. This similarity was, in part, due to their engagement with settler society, culture, 

and ideas. These writers were well-placed to understand settlers and settler culture. Their 
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educations led them to regard settler cultures as offering important spiritual, political, and 

economic ideas for Indigenous peoples and their mastery of the English language provided them 

with tools and ideas to critique settler society and colonial governments. Through references to 

settler moral and spiritual frameworks like Christianity, Freemasonry, classical education, 

women’s rights, and the international peace movement, they identified and critiqued settler 

apathy and hypocrisy and identified ongoing colonial injustices. Though the visions expressed by 

the Johnston-Schoolcraft circle were only implied or hinted at, others like those of Francis 

Assiginack, Andrew Blackbird, George Copway, Peter Jones, and Simon Pokagon were 

developed into explicit proposals for changing settler-colonial society. 

The Anishinaabeg included in this study grounded their histories and future visions 

within transcultural moral and ethical frameworks. Schoolcraft, Copway, Jones, Assiginack, and 

Pokagon all drew on their Anishinaabe Christian interpretation of history to argue that settler 

society was spiritually and morally compromised. By appealing to Christian and Enlightenment 

moral frameworks they challenged racial divisions and portrayed colonial society as immoral and 

guilty of injustice towards Indigenous peoples. Protestant and Catholic notions of a common 

human nature and spiritual equality before God supported their critiques of colonial policies. On 

a more fundamental level, they accused settlers of being violent, avaricious, and possessing an 

imperfect understanding of Christian morality.  

Assiginack and Pokagon identified similarities between the stories and values of Judeo-

Christian sacred history and Anishinaabeg Aadizookanag (sacred stories) to demonstrate the 

validity of Anishinaabe spiritual and religious ideas from a Christian perspective. By arguing 

from Christian morality and the idea of a common human nature, Anishinaabeg writers 

positioned themselves as judges of settler society and contended that settlers needed to repent 

and reconcile with Indigenous peoples in order to be saved from spiritual destruction.  

Influenced by his understanding of Methodist theology, Masonic brotherhood, and the 

international peace movement, George Copway frequently expressed a vision of a common 

humanity.27 This led him to publicly criticize an American culture of patriotic “hero-worship” as 

divisive and exclusionary. Instead, he hoped for a day when the United States would pursue and 
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celebrate a more enlightened “cause of Humanity.”28 Francis Assiginack took a different 

approach by opposing theories of human evolution that promoted biological divisions between 

Indigenous peoples and other races.29 Both authors, as well as George Johnston and William 

Warren, also pointed out similarities between Eurasian cultures and Indigenous peoples, to 

further argue for a singular human origin.30 Copway argued that the ancestors of Indigenous 

people had migrated from Asia across the Bering Strait and were the descendants of Japheth, one 

of the three sons of Noah who he believed were the progenitors of the three branches of the 

human race.31 Assiginack rooted his belief in a common human nature in Christian and 

Anishinaabeg creation stories and contended that both supported a singular spiritual and 

biological human origin. Building from these historical frameworks, Assiginack challenged 

racial and biological hierarchies that positioned Indigenous society as vestigial remnants of an 

earlier stage in human evolution.32 By denying biological divisions between Indigenous and non-

Indigenous peoples, these writers argued that Indigenous people could participate successfully in 

modernity and use settler technology, religion, and language to survive and flourish. 

 

 

Visions of Race, Treaty, Removal, and Survival 

 

 Building on these links between settler and Indigenous histories, Anishinaabe 

intellectuals presented political, cultural, and racial visions for how Indigenous and settler people 

should live together in settler-colonial society. These visions approached treaty, land cession, 

removal, and citizenship in differing ways that reflected the experiences and education of each 

writer. While all of them called for some reorganization and transformation of Indigenous life 

and governance, they differed in their individual approaches to proposed Indian policy. They did 

not speak with a single voice. In the latter half of the nineteenth century, Anishinaabeg also 
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began to engage with ideas of biological and racial change, either through assimilation into 

settler society or through the creation of completely new races.  

The collective writing approach of the Johnstons combined with Henry Schoolcraft’s 

obscuring of his Indigenous sources and collaborators makes it difficult to precisely discern the 

future that they envisioned. However, their literary circles’ historical and biographical writings 

were closely tied to their individual life experiences. Following the transition from British to 

American authority in Sault Ste. Marie, the Johnstons worked to maintain peace in the region by 

encouraging treaty negotiations and land surrenders. Jane Schoolcraft and 

Ozhaguscodaywayquay’s marriages to prominent settlers as well as the family’s dependence on 

the Bureau of Indian Affairs for employment and social status further led them to promote 

acceptance of, and cooperation with, the United States government. Placed within this context, 

their writings reveal an implicit vision for transforming the settler-colonial world.  

The Johnstons were likely influenced by their mother, Ozhaguscodaywayquay, who 

interpreted her childhood visions of a White man and the salvation her people from destruction 

as foretelling her marriage to John Johnston and close interaction with settler society.33 This 

vision seemingly became reality in 1820 when Ozhaguscodaywayquay and her son George 

Johnston used their diplomatic skill to avert violence between the Anishinaabeg and Lewis Cass’ 

treaty expedition.34 The resulting agreement marked the United States’ increasing presence in the 

northwest. Similarly, the ogimaag (leaders) that the Johnstons and their colleagues praised and 

defended in their histories rejected violent resistance in favor of treaty negotiations, cooperation 

with colonial governments, and land cessions.35 Jane Schoolcraft and Mary Holiday used their 

uncles, Waish-kee and Gitche Iauba, as examples of this new accommodative leadership style. In 
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their biographical writings, Schoolcraft and Holiday praised these ogimaag for adopting 

Christianity and maintaining peaceful relations with the United States government.36  

Copway’s political vision also reflected his interpretation of his own life and destiny. In 

his earliest writings, Copway sought to establish the historicity, persistence, and territorial claims 

of the Ojibwe nation, but as he spent more time in the eastern United States, he shifted towards a 

vision of pan-Indigenous unification and concentration on a new Indian territory.37 During a 

traditional fast when he was twelve years old, Copway envisioned a great tree withstanding a 

storm and flood. His father interpreted this to mean that his son would have a long life and travel 

great distances over water.38 This vision was likely the source of Copway’s Anishinaabemowin 

name, Kahgegagahbowh, which he translated as “Standing Firm.”39 Over twenty years after his 

fast, Copway printed a version of the Anishinaabe earth-diver flood story in his literary journal. 

In this story Copway described Nanabozho transforming himself into “the broken stump of a 

withered tree” that “stood firm” despite the serpents’ attempts to uproot it and reveal 

Nanabozho’s identity.40 Copway wove this theme of rootedness in the face of changing, chaotic 

surroundings into his vision for a self-governing Indigenous territory. By naming this new land 

Kahgega, or “Ever-to-be Indian Territory,” Copway communicated a vision of Indigenous 

resilience and permanence that he believed could coexist amidst radical change and 

transformation.41 

Copway argued that Christianization and settler education were essential for facilitating 

the long-term goals of Indigenous self-government and protection from settler encroachment 

onto Kahgega. Removal was integral to his vision, and he believed that concentration of all 
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Indigenous peoples onto one large territory was the best means to ensure survival and 

sovereignty.42 Copway’s belief that removal, separation, and pan-Indigenous unification would 

promote Indigenous agency and survival was similar to William Warren’s vision. In 1851, 

Warren begrudgingly assisted the Bureau of Indian Affairs in organizing Anishinaabe removal 

from the Minnesota Territory.43 He hoped to unite as large a body of Ojibwe as possible in order 

to strengthen their bargaining position. Similarly, he supported their plans to send a delegation to 

Washington to treat with the President directly and avoid Bureau of Indian Affairs agents that he 

accused of corruption.44 In a letter to his cousin, who was also working to aid removal, Warren 

declared that “‘United action’ must be our motto.”45 Though he believed that separation from 

settler society was for the best and actively worked to aid removal, Warren attempted to shore up 

Ojibwe agency in the process. 

Francis Assiginack would also ultimately encourage Anishinaabe communities to agree 

to large-scale land cessions, but his writings published between 1858-1860 reveal a more 

complicated ideal vision for Indigenous sovereignty. His description of a historical and 

geographical Odawa place-world asserted Odawa territorial claims to Manitoulin Island and the 

northern shores of Lake Huron which they had “never relinquished.”46 Though his writings 

promoted this declaration of Indigenous sovereignty, as an Indian department clerk he worked to 

facilitate the cession of most of Manitoulin Island in 1862. Assiginack’s support for the treaty 

aligned with the vision of his father Jean Baptiste Assiginack, a prominent ogimaa (leader), but 

went against that of the Wiikwemkoong ogimaag who refused to cede their lands and who wrote 

to the Governor General to declare that the treaty was invalid.47 

 While Copway and Warren argued that some form of self-government should be 

maintained or at least preserved for a future ‘civilized’ Indigenous population, other intellectuals 
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like Peter Jones and Andrew Blackbird believed that Indigenous peoples should become 

members within colonial society. Unlike Copway and Warren, Blackbird was strongly opposed 

to Indian removal of any kind and argued that the best way for Odawag in Michigan to remain on 

their land was to obtain state citizenship.48 Similarly, Peter Jones argued that the best way to 

ensure Anishinaabe survival and self-government would be to grant them full rights as “British 

subjects.”49 Grounded in the historical military, trade, diplomatic, and treaty relationship 

between the British Crown and the Anishinaabeg, Jones’ articulation of Indigenous citizenship 

prefigured political scientist Alan C. Cairns idea of Indigenous peoples as “citizens plus,” who 

simultaneously retained a distinct national identity while also maintaining Canadian 

citizenship.50 His conception of this transformation preserved and protected traditional forms of 

governance and maintained community control over Indigenous finances, lands, and resources.51  

Influenced by new theories of cultural and biological evolution, Assiginack and Pokagon 

envisioned futures threatened by racial assimilation. Both writers argued that it was likely that 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous races would eventually combine. Pokagon explained that while 

this future might be “distasteful,” it was the likeliest outcome.52 He reported that many 

Indigenous leaders believed that this racial “amalgamation” would be “an improvement on the 

pale face, but not on the red man.”53 Ultimately settler society would benefit from the influx of 

Indigenous ideas, knowledge, and “blood,” but Indigenous peoples would vanish as a distinct 

people.54 Pokagon did not, however, think Indigenous vanishing was inevitable. He argued that if 

his calls for Indigenous education were heeded, then “a remnant” of Indigenous people would 

thrive and flourish, eventually participating in the “highest offices” of the United States on an 

equal footing with White Americans.55 Assiginack arrived at a different racial vision, arguing 

that Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples would combine their best traits to form a new race 
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that would surpass both of its progenitors.56 In this future both settlers and Indigenous peoples 

would vanish as they merged into a new American race.  

 

 

The Transformation of Indigenous Society 

 

All of these Anishinaabeg intellectuals grounded their view of the past and future within 

their understanding of settler conceptual frameworks like Christianity, Freemasonry, and theories 

of evolution. As a result, they envisioned a future wherein Indigenous society would continue to 

embrace elements of settler cultures and modernity. In an examination of the inclusion of 

thought systems like Christianity into Indigenous historical accounts, anthropologist Julie 

Cruikshank found that Indigenous peoples often incorporated these “Western concepts… to 

oppose and to defend against Western interpretations of their history.”57 Anishinaabe writers 

certainly found their classical educations, Christian religion, and observations of settler and 

European societies as important supports for their defense of Indigenous sovereignty, culture, 

and futurity. This weaving of moral, theological, literary, and philosophical argumentation was 

common in nineteenth-century historical writing, but Anishinaabe intellectuals used this style in 

new and transformative ways to envision an Indigenous future.58 

The Anishinaabeg included in this dissertation extrapolated their personal experiences to 

argue that Indigenous society needed to incorporate aspects of settler culture in order to survive 

and flourish into the future. Some, like Assiginack, pointed out that the Anishinaabeg had 

already begun this process and were actively engaging in modernity. He pointed to the 

development of new Odawa terms and phrases that incorporated Euro-Canadian concepts and 

technology into Odawa life.59 Their visions differed in the extent to which they believed 

Indigenous people should abandon their old ways, but all of the writers included in this study 
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argued that the adoption of settler education, agriculture, and Christianity would be a central 

means for Indigenous survival. 

The Johnstons, Peter Jones, and George Copway all envisioned education as a 

cornerstone of the Indigenous future. While Copway called for the establishment of schools and 

missions in his proposed territory of Kahgega, Jones believed that “schools of industry” should 

be established in already-established local Indigenous communities.60 In 1871, ogimaa Augustine 

Shingwauk of Garden River called on Protestant missionary societies to aid in the creation of a 

“teaching wigwam” where Anishinaabe children could learn Euro-Canadian ways of living and 

knowing, and thus successfully navigate the changing settler-colonial world.61  

Twenty-six years later in Michigan, Simon Pokagon echoed Shingwauk’s vision. Fearing 

that Indigenous peoples were on the brink of extinction, he argued that settler education was the 

only way to secure future generations a place in colonial society. He pointed to boarding schools 

like Carlisle Indian Industrial School as model institutions for producing this cultural transition. 

According to Pokagon, Carlisle’s victory in the 1896 football season proved that Indigenous 

people were not degenerating biologically or racially and that they could succeed and flourish in 

settler society.62  

Despite his praise for the educational model created by Richard Henry Pratt at Carlisle, 

Simon Pokagon’s vision did not align with Pratt’s assimilationist project to “kill the Indian… 

and save the man.”63 Pokagon argued that assimilation would be a terrible outcome as settler 

society was morally and spiritually inferior to Indigenous ways of living. He hoped that 

Indigenous peoples who survived “amalgamation” would be able to resist the moral corruption, 

“wolfish greed,” and disregard for human rights that characterized American “civilization.”64 

Although these writers viewed the adoption of settler culture as the means to preserve 

Indigenous society, they all continued to advocate for the value and preservation of aspects of 

Anishinaabe culture and knowledge. Assiginack and Copway used English writing to bring 

Anishinaabeg conceptions of history into scholarly settings, while Jones and Blackbird 
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emphasized the importance of their history writing for their children, grandchildren, and future 

generations.65 This contrasted with the visions of settler writers like Lewis Henry Morgan, who 

argued that after adopting state citizenship, individual property rights, and Euro-American 

education, Indigenous people would “cease to be Indians, except in name.”66 Morgan’s 

assimilative vision and argument for the annihilation of Indigenous identity and culture was not 

shared by any of the Anishinaabeg in this dissertation. Even if acculturation were possible, they 

contended that this would result in an irreparable loss of invaluable Indigenous spiritual, 

philosophical, technological and moral knowledge and practice. 

 Jane Schoolcraft argued that settler society was inferior to Indigenous culture in some 

respects. Through her poetry and relationships with non-Indigenous writers, she suggested that 

the pre-contact spiritual and religious practices of the Anishinaabeg gave them a better 

understanding of the divine that had been lost through the creation of organized religion and 

elaborate systems of worship.67 More directly, she criticized the gender inequality inherent in 

settler society and argued that Indigenous women enjoyed a greater degree of liberty and status. 

She also contended that Anishinaabe family structures and forms of parenting based on genuine 

love and affection could serve as valuable examples to non-Indigenous societies.68 

Anishinaabe arguments for cultural transformation were often accompanied by much 

more severe warnings of the hypocrisy and moral corruption of settler society. In his 1847 

autobiography, Copway compared “the white men” to a “greedy lion” violently and insatiably 

preying upon Indigenous peoples.69 Twelve years later, Francis Assiginack echoed Copway’s 

observation in a letter to Professor Daniel Wilson where he explained that “the ruling passion of 

the white man” was their “inordinate desire to make money and accumulate property.”70 

Assiginack also believed that settler society was negatively influenced by evolutionary theories 

that he argued were dehumanizing and promoted racial division and hierarchy. Instead, he 
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argued that settlers had rejected the true creation story found in the Christian scriptures and 

Odawa Aadizookanag.71 

 

 

The Transformation of Settler Society 

 

Building on their moral and historical critique of settler society, Anishinaabeg 

intellectuals argued that settler culture needed to be transformed and that engagement with 

Indigenous ideas and perspectives could facilitate this process. They often portrayed this sharing 

of knowledge as a gift given to settlers through their writings and lectures. Historians Rebecca 

Kugel and Cary Miller have shown that gift-giving had a central role in Anishinaabe 

relationships with fellow Anishinaabeg, other nations, and non-human persons.72 Gift-giving was 

woven into kinship ties like the Niswi Ishkoden (Three Fires) that bound together the Ojibwe, 

Odawa, and Potawatomi and it could extend kinship relations to outsiders like settler traders and 

allies.73 Through an extensive study of Anishinaabeg narratives, English studies scholar 

Niigonwedom James Sinclair has shown that expressions of Anishinaabe kendaasiwin 

(knowledge) were bagijiganan (offerings) and gifts intended to sustain Anishinaabe culture and 

identity and to affirm and maintain relationships among Anishinaabeg and with other created 

beings.74  

Drawing from Christian and Enlightenment notions of a universal humanity, and, most 

importantly, from this Anishinaabe understanding of the relations and connections between all 

human beings, Anishinaabeg writers believed that their writings could act as relationship-forging 

gifts that would benefit the collective knowledge of humanity as a whole. This was based on 

their argument that Anishinaabe culture, religion, stories, and history were invaluable and could 

easily be lost if Indigenous extinction were not prevented. 
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George Copway argued that, though many settlers might consider Indigenous “ideas” to 

be “absurd,” their oral traditions contained “a library of information” that was at risk of 

permanent loss.75 Copway saw himself and his writings as a means of sharing this knowledge 

with non-Indigenous humanity. He believed that the gift of knowledge would heal colonial 

injustices by establishing lines of communication and understanding between Indigenous and 

settler nations. In an 1851 letter to author James Fenimore Cooper, Copway explained that the 

new literary journal he was creating would “become a channel of information or the American 

people and to the Indian Race of all such things which will tend to give a better idea of each 

other.”76 This hope showed that Copway’s vision involved a multi-directional transformation.  

Assiginack also saw himself as a sharer of Indigenous knowledge. In a letter to Daniel 

Wilson, he explained that that his primary calling in life was to research and write on 

“everything connected with the Indian,” but he lamented that this had been pushed aside by his 

career in the Canadian Department of Indian Affairs.77 After his death, colleagues who 

remembered Assiginack recalled that he had hoped “he might be the means of making his tribal 

history and traditions better known to his white brothers.”78 

This gift of knowledge was not, however, always benign. Almost all Anishinaabe 

intellectuals set out to correct inaccuracies in settler narratives and their historical accounts 

usually placed responsibility for the vanishing Indian on settlers themselves. Simon Pokagon 

sharply corrected settler depictions of Indigenous history and pointedly used European textual 

records to support his arguments.79 In the preface to Pokagon’s memoir, his publisher and long-

time colleague Cenius Henry Engle noted that Pokagon aimed his writing at non-Indigenous 

children who he believed had been “instilled” with “prejudice” towards Indigenous peoples 

through “incorrect histories.”80 For Pokagon, correction of the settler historical record was 
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directly tied to his future vision. If Indigenous people and settlers were to live together in a state 

of justice and harmony, then settler children would need to be taught the true (Indigenous) 

history of North America.  

Along with gift giving, this sharing of knowledge was often portrayed through metaphors 

of violent resistance and military action. In a letter to novelist James Fenimore Cooper, Copway 

declared that he would “arm” himself with his literary journal as with “a tomahawk.”81 

“Wielding it judiciously,” Copway declared that he would “run down the prejudice of the 

Am.[erican] people.”82 Francis Assiginack also drew from military language to describe his role 

as a scholarly “Warrior of the Odahwahs.”83 This imagery played on archetypes of the ‘Indian 

warrior,’ while also communicating a modernized form of Indigenous resistance and action that 

used the tools of research, writing, and rhetoric to correct settler histories, call settlers to 

repentance, and demand social, political, and cultural transformation. 

Nineteenth-century Anishinaabe writers expressed a historical consciousness that 

revealed how they understood their present and envisioned their future. They saw Indigenous 

society changing through its interaction with settler society, but in ways that could retain 

Indigenous space, agency, and distinctiveness. By showing that the Anishinaabeg were a 

historical people with a past, these writers argued that the Anishinaabeg were necessarily also a 

people with a future. The future that they depicted in their historical consciousness was neither 

extinction nor assimilation, but one centered around Indigenous agency. These future visions, 

however, were not expressions of pure Indigenous sovereignty and resurgence. Instead, they 

anticipated the transformation of both Indigenous and settler ways of knowing and being
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Conclusion 
 

“When the Great Drum Beats:” Settler Apocalypse and the Legacy of Nineteenth-Century 

Anishinaabe Intellectuals  

 

 
What helps us know a place? Landmarks. What helps us know a people? 

The marks/signs they leave, that we find. These marks and landmarks 

help us follow their path across a landscape of time. When we find what 

another leaves, we are connected across time.1 

 

—Heid E. Erdrich, “Name’: Literary Ancestry as Presence” 

 

 

At the 1893 Columbian Exposition in Chicago, an unusual publication authored by the 

sixty-three-year-old Potawatomi chief Simon Pokagon circulated amongst the jubilant crowds 

gathered to celebrate the quatercentenary of Columbus’ arrival in the Americas. The booklet, 

printed and bound on thin pieces of birchbark, presented an attack on the patriotism and pride of 

the American historical consciousness expressed at the Exposition.2 It opened by declaring that 

Indigenous people had “no spirit to celebrate” at the Columbian Fair because “the pale-faced 

race” had “usurped [their] lands and homes.”3 It equated celebrating “the discovery of America” 

with dancing on the graves of Indigenous ancestors and argued that all the “success” of the 

“young republic” was due to the “sacrifice” of Indigenous people.4 The booklet pointed out the 

hypocrisy of White fears of Chinese immigration, which they held at the same time they 

dispossessed Indigenous peoples. It also accused settler society of causing widespread 

environmental collapse. Deforestation, drought, epidemics, and the extinction of numerous 

species were all the result of settler greed.5  
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On visiting the fair’s opening ceremonies, Pokagon was disturbed by the absence of any 

Indigenous representation and set out to provide an Indigenous perspective.6 The booklet 

accused settlers of consuming everything except the stars and planets “which the Great Spirit in 

his wisdom [had] hung beyond their reach.”7 Provocatively titled The Red Man’s Rebuke, the 

booklet echoed the arguments and strategies of Pokagon’s Anishinaabeg forebears. It combined a 

Potawatomi reinterpretation of colonial history, appeals to Christian morality and scripture, and a 

critique of evolutionary defenses of colonialism. Through this combination, Pokagon historized 

the Potawatomi experience and used his account of their treatment by Euroamerican settlers to 

express an apocalyptic spiritual vision of settler damnation. 

That same summer, the American Historical Association met in Chicago in conjunction 

with the World’s Columbian Exposition.8 At the July 11th evening session Historian Frederick 

Jackson Turner read a paper declaring that now, “four centuries from the discovery of America,” 

“the frontier ha[d] gone, and with its going ha[d] closed the first period of American history.”9 

This influential essay posed Turner’s ‘frontier thesis,’ which argued that the “ever-retreating 

frontier of unoccupied land [was] the key to [American] development.”10 

Though Pokagon and Turner’s writings were not directly linked, their simultaneous 

presentation during the Columbian Exposition renders them worthy of comparison. While both 

documents were influenced by the myth of the vanishing Indian, each represented a very 

different historical consciousness. Turner’s interpretation of colonial history was heavily 

influenced by evolutionary ideas which led him to express the vanishing Indian myth in its most 

extreme form as a natural, inevitable, and ultimately beneficial effect of human advancement.  

 From a completely different perspective, Pokagon developed an Indigenous account of 

colonial history that challenged teleological triumphalism and reminded American society that 

Indigenous people (though oppressed) existed in the present and had an interest in shaping the 
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future. He argued that contrary to popular stereotypes, Indigenous people had been morally 

superior prior to their interaction with “the white man” and quoted Christopher Columbus to 

support this claim.11 He explained that the Indigenous reputation for violence was actually a 

result of their honoring treaties with Europeans and Euroamericans. Prior to contact, Indigenous 

people had been peaceful and maintained a careful balance with the non-human world. But with 

the arrival of Europeans and the creation of alliances, they had been drawn into wars between 

“different Eastern powers” obsessed with finding gold and consuming resources.12 

 Pokagon drew from both settler and Indigenous historical records, the latter of which he 

stated were “told by weeping parents to their children from generation to generation.”13 Knowing 

that his fair-going readers would distrust Indigenous oral accounts, he urged them to “honestly 

consider… records penned by the pale-faced historians centuries ago” and guaranteed that they 

would find that the history of colonialism in America was characterized by “crime, despotism, 

violence, and slavery.”14 

 Conversely, Turner portrayed colonization as a progressive, transformative process that 

was like “the steady growth of a complex nervous system for the originally simple, inert 

continent.”15 Invoking John Locke, Turner explained that settlers were drawn into the frontier by 

the lure of “free land,” a “tabula rasa” on which they could escape the traditions and restrictions 

of the past and forge a new destiny.16 “Indians” existed as a foil to a developing American 

nation. In addition to their inevitable “disintegration” through colonial encounter, Indigenous 

people would lose their own identity.17 Turner portrayed American cultural development as the 

settler “strip[ping] off the garments of civilization” and putting on “the hunting shirt and the 

moccasin.” The settler would then take up residence in “the log cabin of the Cherokee and 

Iroquois” and “[plant] Indian corn” as he transformed from a European into an American.18 

Through his literal depiction of historian Patrick Wolfe’s insight that “settler colonialism 

destroys to replace,” Turner reduced Indigenous society into the trappings of a new American 
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identity.19 After melting away before the progress of colonialism, they would be replaced by 

settlers influenced by Indigenous culture and technology. 

 Pokagon also believed that Indigenous people were vanishing, but like the Johnstons, 

George Copway, and Francis Assiginack, he saw this as both preventable and the result of the 

moral failings of settler society. Tying his historical consciousness to his future vision, Pokagon 

argued that within “a few more generations… the last child of the forest will have passed into the 

world beyond.”20 The vanishing Indian myth had a powerful influence on his dark vision of 

Indigenous peoples being “overwhelm[ed]” by the “incoming tide of the great ocean of 

civilization.”21  

 Turner believed the vanishing of the Indian was an inevitable outcome of human 

development. In his vision, Indigenous peoples in the west represented the lower levels of social 

development and the industrialized eastern cities its apex.22 He described the United States as a 

book that could be read “from west to east” revealing “the record of social evolution.”23 Pokagon 

opposed this view. The Red Man’s Rebuke attacked Social Darwinian arguments that Indigenous 

extinction was simply the inevitable outworking of biological and social processes: “in answer to 

our complaints we are told the triumphal march of the Eastern race westward is by the 

unalterable decree of nature, termed by them ‘the survival of the fittest.’”24 Pokagon’s critique of 

these ideas was likely in part a response to the fair’s Midway where a number of performing 

cultural groups were arranged according to an evolutionary developmental hierarchy.25 

Recognizing that such theories appeared to absolve settlers of responsibility for colonial 

oppression and Indigenous destruction, Pokagon concluded his booklet with a cosmic moral 

vision of the future awaiting White and Indigenous people. 

Drawing on his Catholic faith and education, Pokagon pushed his historical argument 

into the realm of the future.26 The last four pages of The Red Man’s Rebuke reimagined Jesus’ 
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story of “The Sheep and the Goats” (also known as “The Judgement of the Nations”) from the 

Gospel of Matthew.27 In the biblical version of the story, Jesus, the “Son of man,” separated all 

the nations of the world into two groups with one placed to the right of his throne, and the other 

to his left. Those to the right, the metaphorical sheep, were welcomed to inherit the kingdom as 

they had shown kindness and generosity to the hungry, thirsty, sick, poor, displaced, and 

imprisoned. The goats, to the left of the throne, were banished to “everlasting fire, prepared for 

the devil and his angels” in consequence of their ignoring the suffering and the marginalized.28 

Pokagon adapted this narrative framework to communicate a vision of Indigenous salvation and 

settler punishment. He described his story as an Indigenous future vision that many Potawatomi 

“in faith believe[d”] would take place at the end of the world when “the Great Spirit” welcomed 

those that “hear[d] and aid[ed] his children” in this life.29 Pokagon narrated his story in the future 

tense, presenting it as a prophetic pronouncement.  

In Pokagon’s retelling, humanity was once more gathered at the end of time, but it was 

before “Tche-ban-you-booz, the Great Spirit,” and the story was set in “the happy hunting 

grounds,” a common English term for the Anishinaabe afterworld. Instead of morality, the 

gathered spirits in Pokagon’s story were divided by race into “pale-faced spirits” and “red 

spirits,” the souls of White and Indigenous peoples.30 The Great Spirit welcomed the Indigenous 

souls to join him at his right side where he revealed a book made from “the bark of the white 

birch” wherein were recorded centuries of their “prayers for deliverance from the iron heel of 

oppression.” It would not have been lost on Pokagon’s readers that the booklet they were holding 

had been made from the same material.31 In a final ironic inversion of popular conceptions of 

natural selection, Pokagon referred to the righteous destined for salvation as the “fittest” 

people.32 

The Great Spirit gathered the remaining “pale-faced” spirits to his left, and as a great 

drum began to beat he told them that the righteous White souls, those who had “labored hard and 

honestly for the redemption of mankind regardless of race or color,” would be given “lightning 

 
27 Matt. 25:31-46 (King James Version). 
28 Ibid. 
29 Pokagon, The Red Man’s Rebuke, 13. 
30 Ibid. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Ibid. 
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wings” to rise up above the crowd and join the Indigenous saints in glory.33 The Indigenous 

spirits watched in surprise as only “a scattering few” White spirits were able to fly up and join 

them. To those who remained, the Great Spirit spoke in “a voice of thunder,” accusing them of 

“having tyrannized over [Indigenous people] in many and strange ways” with “the gatling-gun” 

and other violent methods; wanton killing of wildlife; using tobacco for pleasure rather than 

ceremony resulting in illnesses like “cancer;” cheating Indigenous peoples out of their lands and 

property; and profiting off of the sale of alcohol in Indigenous communities.34 As punishment for 

these sins the remaining spirits were shut out of “Paradise.”35 Though they were not immediately 

doomed to hell, the Great Spirit gave the “red men of America great power” to cast the White 

spirits out of paradise and “hurl [them] headlong through its outer gates into the endless abyss 

beneath—far beyond, where darkness meets with light, there to dwell, and thus shut [them] out 

from [the Great Spirit’s] presence… and the light of heaven forever and ever.” With that 

apocalyptic pronouncement, The Red Man’s Rebuke abruptly ended.36 

Pokagon’s Christianity and spirituality was modern and modernist, indeed it was anti-

colonial and Indigenous, in that God did not speak and interact merely with European settlers, 

but to all people. Therefore, colonialism was a perversion of God’s will and vision for society. 

While belief in this false prophecy might bring physical wealth and prosperity in the short term, 

it was nonetheless a sin and Pokagon warned that settlers needed to listen to the Anishinaabeg, or 

they risked eternal damnation.  

 Pokagon’s closing parable also revealed a significant divergence in emotional tone 

between the two essays. While Turner, as a professional holding a doctorate in history, presented 

a detached, impersonal explanation of colonialism on the American frontier, Pokagon wrote 

polemically and passionately. He combined religious and spiritual arguments and appeals to 

emotion in addition to historical argument. For Turner, Indigenous people had already vanished. 

Perhaps not literally, as shown by the physical presence of Pokagon and Indigenous performers 

at the Exposition and fairgrounds, but they had been effectively eliminated within his historical 

 
33 Pokagon, The Red Man’s Rebuke, 14. 
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35 Ibid., 16. 
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consciousness. Indigenous people were relics of a primitive past who were sacrificed to create a 

unique “American intellect.”37 

Juxtaposing Turner’s essay with The Red Man’s Rebuke reveals an exceptionally sharp 

divergence between settler and Anishinaabeg historical consciousness. This was, in part, the 

result of the professionalization of history and its establishment as an academic discipline, a 

process that increasingly led to the exclusion, and ignoring of Indigenous works of history.38 

Turner’s audience was evidence of this process. While still largely made up of hobbyist 

historians (primarily lawyers) the membership of the American Historical Association in 1893 

included a number of professional historians. Turner, himself a professor of history at the 

University of Wisconsin, presented his paper before an organization whose executive included 

two university presidents, a curator at the National Museum in Washington, D.C., a librarian 

working at the Newberry Library, an assistant secretary at the Smithsonian Institution, and three 

professors teaching history at Johns Hopkins University, the University of Pennsylvania, and 

Yale University.39 With the professionalization of the field towards the turn of the century, it 

would become increasingly difficult for Indigenous scholars to access the opportunities for 

publication and dissemination that were available earlier in the century.40 

While both writers’ historical consciousnesses were influenced by the myth of the 

vanishing Indian, they came to dramatically different conclusions about what this signified. 

Turner saw Indigenous vanishing as a sign of human improvement through the creation of a new 

American national and individual character. He also argued that Indigenous elimination was the 

natural result of the struggle between “savagery and civilization.”41 Opposing this view, Pokagon 

constructed a historical argument that placed the blame for Indigenous vanishing onto settlers 

themselves who he accused of creating a “cyclone of civilization” that violently damaged 

Indigenous peoples and the earth itself.42 By developing this argument into a future vision, 
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Pokagon indirectly rebuked Turner’s thesis, declared that history proved settler guilt, and 

foretold that White people would be punished by God if they continued to ignore Indigenous 

peoples.  

 

 

Anishinaabeg Visions in the “Contested Terrain” of Historical Scholarship 

 

While those in the audience when Turner read his paper at the American Historical 

Association may have viewed 1893 as the conclusion of a historic era, it was not the end of 

Anishinaabeg historical writing. Though the professionalization and institutionalization of 

history would push Indigenous writers away from the centers of settler intellectual power, 

Anishinaabeg writers, including Pokagon, continued to promote their own perspective on the 

colonial past and future. After the Exposition, Pokagon would write at least eleven essays and 

two books, seven of which were published before 1899, the year of his death.43 The vast majority 

of Anishinaabe historical work, of course, continued as it had since time immemorial within the 

homes and communities of Anishinaabeg throughout the Great Lakes and eastern plains. 

While they knew that they were writing for a primarily non-Indigenous audience in the 

immediate present, Andrew Blackbird, George Copway, and Peter Jones stated that they were 

preserving knowledge for future generations of Anishinaabeg who, through the medium of text, 

would be able to access the oral narratives of their ancestors.44 Though some of these writers left 

their communities to pursue careers in urban centers or on an international stage, many of their 

communities have retained a memory of them and their work that persists to the present day. 

Simon Pokagon and his writings are best remembered in his own community through 

lectures and newspaper articles, but he also appears as a source for Potawatomi history in 

websites and publications from the Citizen Potawatomi Nation and Forest County Potawatomi.45 
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The Pokagon Band of Potawatomi also has a library named in his honor. In the written 

explanation for its naming, Pokagon is described as beginning “a rich tradition of learning and 

striking a good balance between culture and education.”46 This description indicates that 

Pokagon’s future vision of education is understood to be connected with, and perhaps even 

fulfilled by, the library.  

Despite having one of the deepest ruptures with his home community, George Copway’s 

writing was still read and cited in many Anishinaabe communities throughout the twentieth and 

into the twenty-first century. Mississaugas of the Credit First Nation and Mississauga First 

Nation have both included Copway as a historical source on their websites.47 The Union of 

Ontario Indians’ Anishinabek News included Copway quotations in their “Words from the 

Elders” section and Mississauga First Nation’s Smoke Signal newsletter has printed at least 

eleven stories and teachings from Copway’s writings since 2011.48 Smoke Signal has also printed 

quotations from Francis Assiginack and in 2016, historian Alan Corbiere delivered a community 

lecture on Francis Assiginack and other Odawa writers at M’chigeeng First Nation on 

Manitoulin Island.49 These examples indicate that the writings and visions of these scholars 

continue to have an important role as historical sources within Anishinaabe communities. 

 One of the most influential examples of these writers’ impact on later Anishinaabe 

historical consciousness appeared in The Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, a federal 
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five-year investigation into Canadian Indigenous policy released in 1996.50 Anishinabek 

Traditional Governing: A New Era for the Anishinabek, a report submitted by the Union of 

Ontario Indians, included an extensive historical overview that cited Francis Assiginack, George 

Copway, Peter Jones, Henry Schoolcraft (and thus the Johnstons), and William W. Warren.51 

This document described itself as following Anishinabek elders’ instruction to “reflect on the 

past and use its lessons to guide the future.”52 Through this research, the authors sought to 

rebuild “the proud history” of the Anishinabek.53 This self-governance report reveals the 

powerful ongoing link between historical consciousness, history writing, and visions for the 

future. The authors of this document were participating in the long practice of Anishinaabe 

intellectual history examined in this dissertation. Due to its historical context, their vision 

differed significantly from the visions of Jane Schoolcraft, George Copway, and Francis 

Assiginack, but they recognized the foundational significance of those writers’ works and drew 

from their accounts of a historicized Anishinaabe past. 

The lens of historical consciousness allows us to examine this struggle over the 

Indigenous past by revealing the myths, narratives, and ideas that gave shape to historical 

interpretation. Quoting Elder Dan Pine, historian Alan Ojiig Corbiere has described the process 

of looking back to the past to recover Anishinaabe power, language, and ways of knowing and 

being, as “waking the medicine.”54 Even in the nineteenth century, Anishinaabeg recognized that 

their past offered a source of communal healing. Rereading nineteenth-century texts as 

expressions of historical consciousness reveals that historical writing has always played a key 

role in Anishinaabe ideas of collective identity and futurity. This was not a peaceful process, 

however. The field of history presented a “contested terrain” that was built on the elimination of 

Indigenous people from history and their replacement with imagined Indians and colonial 
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myths.55 The elimination of the Indigenous past and future from settler historical consciousness 

provided historical, moral, theological, and evolutionary supports for colonial policies.  

Recognizing this, nineteenth-century Anishinaabeg used historical writing rooted in 

Anishinaabe knowledge to historicize their past, speak to their colonial present, and offer future 

visions of a transformed colonial society. In composing works of Anishinaabe history, these 

writers also sought to produce immediate political and social change in Canada and the United 

States. These histories struck at the fundamental logic of settler-colonial elimination and 

replacement and presented a radical alternative to the myth of the vanishing Indian. They also 

challenged teleological histories that regarded Indigenous peoples as vanishing relics of an 

earlier stage of human development and contended that elements of Anishinaabeg ways of living 

and knowing were not only valid, but invaluable and had to be preserved in the face of 

permanent loss.  

Throughout their lives these writers actively engaged with transnational ontologies and 

epistemologies like Christianity, Freemasonry, anthropology, and evolution to frame their 

accounts of Anishinaabe history. This culture-bridging aspect of their writing framed their 

histories in new ways and helped them to develop transformative visions of how Indigenous and 

settler peoples should live in a changing world. While their future visions called for Indigenous 

adoption of settler technology and religion, they also presented Anishinaabeg knowledge as a gift 

that could potentially facilitate spiritual and moral renewal in settler society. This ‘envisioning 

process’ gives insight into how Indigenous people resisted settler determinations about their past 

and future and provided an alternative that they believed might heal this relationship.
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