Lecture 91: Indian Reform and the “Indian New Deal,” 1929—1944

Introduction
For a decade, the evidence had accumulated:
federal Indian policy, and in particular the programs implemented under the provisions of the Dawes Act, had resulted in a massive disaster. The consequences of previous policies could be seen in virtually every aspect of Indian life: the health, resources, land bases, government, education, religion, and economic conditions of America’s Indians all reflected the dismal effects of rapid allotment and forced assimilation. By the late l920s, few officials disagreed with the widespread call for Indian reform, and many believed that not only the specific programs, but also the underlying goals, of United States policy needed to be rethought.

The first practical attempts at reform began in the Hoover administration, with the appointment of Charles Rhoads and J. Henry Scattergood to head the Bureau of Indian Affairs. These men, under the direction of Secretary of the Interior Raymond Wilbur, outlined a series of reforms based on the recommendations set out in the reports of the l920s. Under their leadership, the first reforms, most notable of which was the elimination of reimbursable debts, were implemented. The onset of the depression and a lack of administrative support in Congress, however, seriously hampered the Rhoads- Scattergood team, and a comprehensive reform policy embodied in legislation and funded by sufficient appropriations was not developed until the following administration.

The programs which collectively came to be known as the “Indian New Deal” had ample precedents. They embodied many of the recommendations made in the reports of the 1920s and continued many of the programs suggested by Rhoads and Scattergood. The nature of the reform programs of the l930s, however, was shaped in large part by the character and experience of their principal spokesman, John Collier, who was appointed to succeed Rhoads. After years of assimilation policy, Collier proposed to give official recognition and encouragement to Indian customs and traditions, self-government for Indian tribes, communal ownership of Indian lands, and other Indian rights long ignored by policy-makers. Such values marked a radical shift from previous policies, which had been intended to achieve the assimilation of Indians into non-Indian society as rapidly as possible by destroying all vestiges of tribal life.

Not all of Collier’s proposals were enacted, and even the more limited reforms embodied in the Indian Reorganization Act of 1934 were criticized by Indians and non-Indians alike. Many of the most vehement objections were directed not at the theories and policies, but at their implementation under the controversial commissioner. By the early l940s, many congressmen were dissatisfied with both the results of these reforms and the erosion of congressional authority in Indian affairs. When Collier resigned in early 1945, he could point with pride to a number of significant accomplishments, but it was clear that the direction of federal Indian policy had already begun to shift.
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I.
The Rhoads—Scattergood Administration, 1929-1933

A.
On taking office in 1929, Herbert Hoover appointed a new trio of officials to direct the 


country’s Indian policy and implement the reforms recommended in the Meriam Report 


and other studies.

1.
Raymond Lyman Wilbur, a former president of Stanford University, was 


nominated as secretary of the interior.

2.
Charles J. Rhoads, president of the Indian Rights Association, was selected as the 


commissioner of Indian affairs.

3.
J. Henry Scattergood, a member of the Indian Rights Association, was chosen as 


the assistant commissioner of Indian affairs.

B.
Wilbur immediately listed the general goals of a new Indian policy.

1.
Indian policy was to be designed to release Indians from federal supervision as 


quickly as possible.

2.
Within twenty-five years, the Bureau of Indian Affairs was to be abolished.

3.
The basis of Indian policy was to be a reformed educational system which would 


provide industrial and technical training for Indians.

4.
Many of the specific reforms cited in the various reports (such as changes in 


health and education programs for Indians) were to be implemented.

C.
Commissioner Rhoads and Assistant Commissioner Scattergood, despite some 


reservations about Wilbur’s proclamation of policy, began to propose specific changes to 


correct the most serious problems of Indian affairs.

1.
Over the opposition of Secretary Wilbur, Rhoads refused to abandon irrigation 


projects on Indian lands or to transfer responsibility for them to the Bureau of 


Reclamation. He maintained that the projects were necessary and that they should 


remain under the control of the Bureau of Indian Affairs, which could more 


effectively protect Indian rights.

2.
Echoing a recommendation made in the Meriam Report, Rhoads suggested that 


Indian tribes should incorporate to manage tribal property and conduct tribal 


business.

3.
Rhoads urged the government to establish a special commission to hear the cases 


of tribes which had claims against the United States.

4.
As the l4eriam Report had recommended, the Bureau of Indian Affairs, working 


with the Public Health Service, instituted a variety of programs to improve general 


health conditions on the reservations, provide better medical treatment and 


facilities, offer health education, and obtain better statistical information on Indian 


health.

5.
The Rhoads-Scattergood administration began a series of reforms in Indian 


education programs.

a.
Instead of being sent to distant boarding schools, Indians were encouraged 


to enroll in day-school facilities near their homes.

(1)
Indians were encouraged to attend state and local public schools.

(2)
Reservation boarding schools were reorganized, wherever possible, 


as day schools.

b.
Officials and teachers were more carefully chosen to upgrade the general 


quality of Indian school staffs.

c.
Efforts were made to remedy specific abuses which had existed in Indian 


schools, such as overcrowding, inadequate facilities, poor sanitary 


conditions, poor food, and “vocational” education which was often little 


more than a compulsory labor program.

6.
Job placement programs and an agricultural extension program for Indians were 


established.

7.
The major problems created by previous reimbursable debt programs were 


remedied through the Leavitt Act of July 1, 1932.

a.
Many projects begun under these programs had been neither requested nor 


approved by the Indians who contracted the debts for them.

b.
A significant number of these programs had brought little benefit to 


Indians.

c.
The act allowed the government to cancel debts incurred on such projects.

8.
In 1931 Secretary Wilbur reorganized the Bureau of Indian Affairs into five 


divisions, each headed by a professional director.

D.
Despite these attempts to implement reforms, the Hoover administration did not achieve 


substantial change in the country’s Indian policy, and by the early l930s its programs had 


attracted criticism for a number of reasons.

1.
When Secretary Wilbur announced the new guidelines for Indian policy, 


reformers quickly warned against the rapid implementation of his untested 


programs and reminded the administration of previous failures in Indian education 


programs.

2.
The Hoover administration was not able to marshal effective congressional 


support for its Indian legislation; the Leavitt Bill was the only major bill 


recommended by Rhoads and Scattergood that was enacted by Congress.

3.
The development of extensive new programs was hampered by funding problems.

a.
A budget-minded Congress was reluctant to appropriate large sums for 


Indian programs in the depression years.

b.
Although the appropriation of funds for Indian affairs nearly doubled 


between 1928 and 1931, little of that money went directly into reservation 


programs. Instead, it was used to hire additional staff and undertake 


bureaucratic reorganization (Philp, p. 96).

4.
A growing number of reformers, including John Collier, suggested that policy-
makers should abandon the goal of Indian assimilation and create a new policy 
based on the concept of cultural pluralism.

a.
These reformers criticized the Rhoads-Scattergood administration for its 


failure to end the allotment policy and the alienation of Indian lands.

b.
They objected to the government’s failure to support programs which 


would encourage traditional Indian arts and end the prohibitions against 


traditional Indian customs.

c.
They urged the government to give Indians a greater voice in the policies 


and bureaucracies which governed their lives.

II.
The Collier Administration, 1933-1945

A.
Responding to these criticisms, and to political pressures, the Roosevelt administration 


appointed its own officials to replace Wilbur, Rhoads, and Scattergood. Secretary of the 


Interior Harold Ickes, Commissioner of Indian Affairs John Collier, and Assistant 
                        Commissioner of Indian Affairs William Zimmerman, Jr., were given a mandate to 


reform Indian affairs and extend the New Deal to Indians.

B.
The new commissioner had been a leading spokesman for the Indian reform movement in 


the 1920s.

1.
After encountering the Pueblo Indians in 1920, Collier had concluded that Indian 


lifestyles had both inherent value for Indians and merit as a system of communal 


life which might be profitably studied by non-Indians.

2.
He worked to acquaint the Pueblos with the threat posed by the Bursum Bill, 


campaigned for its defeat, and was instrumental in the passage of the Pueblo 


Lands Act.

3.
He served as the executive secretary of the American Indian Defense Association.

4.
As early as 1923, he spoke out against the prohibition of Indian customs, 


religions, and ceremonies; in the ensuing years, he worked against legislation 


intended to continue or expand those prohibitions.

5.
In 1925 he began publication of the magazine American Indian Life. Using that 


forum, he advocated reform of the Bureau of Indian Affairs, extension of the trust 


period on allotted lands, protection of Indian resources, improved health care for 


Indians, and other changes in Indian policy.

6.
He helped to defeat legislation which would have allowed non- Indians to exploit 


Indian resources; he also fought against the use of Indian funds to build roads, 


bridges, irrigation systems, and other projects which primarily benefited non-
                        Indians.

7.
His testimony on the condition of America’s Indians helped to launch the 


congressional investigation of Indian affairs.

8.
He was an early supporter of the Rhoads-Scattergood administration, but became 


one of its most severe critics. By 1933 he had attacked the administration’s failure 


to end allotment, the insufficient appropriations for Indian programs, and the 


government’s continued commitment to a policy of rapid assimilation. In a variety 


of journals, he had outlined a series of reforms to correct these failures.

C.
In its first year in office, the Collier administration continued many of the existing reform 


programs and drafted legislative proposals to enact the more comprehensive reforms 


envisioned by the new commissioner.

1.
Continuing the precedent established by Rhoads and Scattergood, Collier 


encouraged the transfer of Indian children from boarding schools to community 


day-schools.

2.
Collier immediately informed reservation personnel that he would not tolerate 


interference with Indian religions and customs.

3.
He solicited the opinion of Indians across the country and increased the number of 


Indians within the Bureau of Indian Affairs (Tyler, p. 128).

a.
In 1933 he appointed a Klamath Indian as the superintendent of the 


Klamath Reservation.

b.
Within a year, the Collier administration had added 489 Indians to the 


bureau’s staff; as a result, 1,785 of the 5,325 classified Indian-service 


positions were held by Indians in 1934.

c.
As he drafted the bills which would enact his reforms, he submitted them 


to Indian groups throughout the country for their recommendations and 


comments.

4.
In 1933 Congress established an Indian counterpart to the general New Deal 


public works projects. Known initially as the Emergency Conservation Work 


Project (E.C.W.), this program extended the benefits of the Civilian Conservation 


Corps to the Indians in the West.

a.
Seventy-two work camps for Indians were established in fifteen western 


states.

b.
Indians were encouraged to fill supervisory, as well as menial, positions in 


the E.C.W. camps. By 1934 half of the E.C.W. supervisory positions were 


filled by Indians (Tyler, p. 128).

5.
In August 1933 Secretary of the Interior Ickes announced that no further sales of 

Indian allotments would be approved; he also recommended that agents and 

superintendents issue no more fee patents for existing allotments.

6.
On April 16, 1934, Congress passed the Johnson-O’Malley Act, which finally 


provided for state and federal cooperation in Indian affairs. It allowed the 


secretary of the interior to negotiate contracts with state, local, and private 


interests for Indian education, health, welfare, and agricultural programs.

D.
In 1934 Collier submitted his legislative proposals to enact further reforms. Many of the 


ideas he proposed in the Wheeler- Howard bill were amended before the Indian 


Reorganization Act was approved on June 18, 1934.

1.
Collier’s initial proposals called for a radical reform.

a.
The Wheeler-Howard bill called for recognition of the right of Indian 


self-government, which was to be achieved by allowing tribes to 


incorporate and manage their own affairs.

b.
It called for the development of educational programs which would reflect 


Indian history and culture.

c.
It proposed the end of allotment and the restoration of Indian land to 


communal ownership, as well as the purchase of additional land for 


Indians.

d.
It provided for an end to division of allotments through inheritance and for 


consolidation of formerly allotted lands by allowing allotments to revert to 


tribal ownership at the death of the allottees.

e.
It called for the establishment of a federal court of Indian affairs which 


would have jurisdiction over all legal matters which arose in incorporated 


Indian communities and would serve as an appellate system for decisions 


in local Indian courts.

2.
Collier’s proposals in the Wheeler-Howard bill were subjected to criticism from a 


variety of perspectives.

a.
The Indian Rights Association objected to the bill for two major reasons.

(1)
Its provisions were not tailored to accommodate tribal differences.

(2)
It allowed the government, and the commissioner of Indian affairs 


in particular, so much authority that it seemed likely to defeat the 


goal of Indian self-government.

b.
At meetings across the country, Indians voiced doubts about the effects of 


such legislation.

(1)
Those who held allotments worried that the legislation would 


deprive them of their individual lands and resources.

(2)
Some objected that it would segregate them from non-Indian 


society.

(3)
Some feared that its provisions might adversely affect their claims 


cases.

(4)
Others were skeptical about specific provisions such as those 


designed to end inheritance of allotments and establish the forms 


of incorporation and self-government.

c.
Some senators believed that this legislation would make the Indian service 


bureaucracy even larger and more unwieldy than it was.

d.
Proponents of assimilation and allotment, recognizing that this legislation 


contradicted the goals of their programs, saw it as a “setback” for 


“civilization” and religious interests.

e.
Some opponents objected principally to Commissioner Collier himself; 


they labeled him a “communist” and charged that his radical proposals 


were anti-religious and anti-American.

3.
Many of Collier’s proposals were incorporated in the Indian Reorganization Act, 


but the most controversial and radical programs included in the Wheeler-Howard 


bill were amended or deleted before the legislation was enacted.

a.
Indian Lands

(1)
The Indian Reorganization Act formally ended the allotment of 


Indian lands and extended the trust period on existing allotments 


indefinitely.

(2)
The act included an appropriation to allow the purchase of land for 


landless Indians.

(3)
It provided that the “surplus” lands ceded in the allotment process 


could be restored to tribal ownership where possible.

(4)
Reflecting the concerns expressed by many Indian allottees, it 


provided that no allotted lands could be restored to tribal status 


without the consent of the allottee.

(5)
It allowed the division of inherited allotments to continue, as long 


as the resulting subdivisions were economically feasible units.

b.
Indian Government

(1)
The act recognized the right of Indian tribes to organize or 


reorganize tribal governments, incorporate, and manage tribal 


business, subject to the approval of the secretary of the interior.

(2)
It established the general outlines of a system of government based 


on a written constitution and by-laws, to be adopted and amended 


by a majority vote of tribal members and approved by the secretary 


of the interior.

(3)
It established the means by which a tribe could obtain a corporate 


charter.

(4)
It gave each tribe the opportunity to accept the provisions of the 


Indian Reorganization Act or to exempt itself from them by a 


majority vote.

c.
Federal Indian Programs

(1)
The act created a revolving credit fund for the use of any tribes 


which accepted the provisions of the act.

(2)
It provided that qualified Indians should have preference in the 


selection of Indian service personnel.

(3)
It gave the secretary of the interior authority to undertake 


conservation programs on the reservations.

(4)
It established scholarships and tuition funds for Indian students.

d.
Legal Issues

(1)
The act specifically stated that acceptance of its provisions should 


not be construed to alter the status of any tribal claims against the 


United States and that the use of funds appropriated as a result 


could not be deducted as offsets from claims awards.

(2)
It provided that any additional lands acquired under its provisions 


would be held in trust and exempt from state and local taxes.

(3)
It vested the legal right to conduct tribal business in all tribal 


corporations chartered under its provisions.

(4)
Collier’s proposal to create a federal Indian court was eliminated 


from the act.

E.
From 1934 to 1944, the Collier administration worked to implement the programs 


embodied in the Indian Reorganization Act.

1.
Within two years, 181 tribes, representing 129,750 Indians, had voted to accept 


the provisions of the act. Seventy-seven tribes, representing 86,365 Indians (more 


than half of whom were Navajo), rejected it (“Tribal Self-Government,” p. 972).

2.
In the next decade, the tribes which had approved the act drew up 161 


constitutions and 131 corporate charters (“Tribal Self-Government,” p. 972).

3.
Meanwhile, the Collier administration implemented other programs as well.

a.
It encouraged natural resource development and tribal arts and crafts as a 


means to create self-sufficient Indian economies.

b.
It focused attention on conservation and the use of natural resources on 


Indian reservations.

c.
It encouraged the development of programs related to Indian history and 


culture.

d.
It sponsored research on the Indians of the United States.

e.
It obtained legislation to extend the provisions of the Indian 


Reorganization Act to the tribes of Alaska and Oklahoma.

f.
It established the Indian Arts and Crafts Board, which stimulated the 


revival of traditional Indian arts.

g.
It worked toward the coordination of federal, state, local, and tribal 


governments in the management of Indian affairs.

F.
In addition to criticism from the confirmed opponents of his policies, Collier’s efforts 


were hindered by national developments and increasing dissatisfaction with the 


implementation of the Indian Reorganization Act in the late 1930s and early l940s.

1.
Because the new programs, many of which represented significant departures 


from the previous policy, were implemented rapidly, two major problems 


developed.

a.
The Indians did not have the information or experience to evaluate the 


mass of new legislation and proposals; many were hesitant to accept the 


provisions of Collier’s programs.

b.
It was difficult for the Bureau of Indian Affairs to make a swift transition 


to the new programs and the philosophy which guided them.

(1)
Many staff members remained committed to the theory underlying 


earlier assimilation programs and were thus reluctant to carry out 


Collier’s programs.

(2)
Few staff members had the technical expertise envisioned by 


Collier.

2.
Although Collier intended to tailor the programs to the needs, cultures, and 


priorities of individual tribes, the formula offered by the Indian Reorganization 


Act was based primarily on non-Indian legal, social, and economic structures.

3.
Although the program offered recognition to the concept of Indian sovereignty 


and the goal of Indian self-government, the exercise of that sovereignty was 


circumscribed and most tribal decisions remained subject to the approval of the 


secretary of the interior.

4.
Tribes had only one opportunity to vote on the Indian Reorganization Act, and 


those who rejected it made themselves permanently ineligible to receive the loans 


and land purchases authorized in it.

5.
The Indian Reorganization Act had been intended to allow Indians to achieve 


viable self-government, but many critics felt that it did not achieve its goal quickly 


enough.

a.
Government regulations limited self-government, and the bureaucracy 


which enforced them, as predicted, became larger.

b.
After forty years of allotment and assimilation policy, many Indians were 


caught between two systems. Those who had succeeded with their 


allotments were reluctant to return to tribal and communal structures.

6.
The unpopular Navajo Stock Reduction program became the target of much 


criticism, not only from the Navajo, but also from reformers who saw it as an 


example of Collier’s imposition of his own goals on the Indians.

7.
The onset of World War II ended New Deal economic programs for Indians, took 


both attention and funding from Indian programs, and weakened the Bureau of 


Indian Affairs.

8.
Congressional criticism of the Collier administration programs, and particularly of 


the controversial commissioner, increased. At the same time, many congressmen, 


relying on the information provided by congressional reports, desired a larger role 


in the creation of Indian policy.

9.
Collier himself began to turn his attention to broader social programs.

G.
In February 1945 Collier resigned and William A. Brophy replaced him as the 


commissioner of Indian affairs. Already the beginnings of a new Indian policy were being 


debated in Congress, and many of the goals of the Collier administration were being 


revised or abandoned.
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