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Summary Overview
Named after the Massachusetts senator Henry L. Dawes,
who headed the U.S. Senate's Committee on Indian
Affairs, the Dawes Severalty Act of 1887 was the cul-
mination of decades of policy work designed to free up
western land for white settlers and acculturate American
Indians to American values and practices. The Dawes
Severalty Act broke the land of most remaining reserva-
tions into parcels to be farmed by individual American
Indians or nuclear American Indian families. Partitioning
Indian land in this manner, Congress hoped, would force
native peoples to give up communal living and to adopt
American farming practices. Eventually, policy makers
reasoned, American Indians would embrace all American
cultural norms and become integrated into U.S. society.
When the Dawes Act passed in 1887, Americans'
views of native peoples varied considerably. Some groups,
particularly evangelicals, dedicated themselves to both
the religious and the cultural conversion of American In-
dians. Viewing themselves as benevolent teachers, they
believed that they had a duty to acculturate American
Indians. Others thought that American Indians were in-
assimilable, racially inferior savages who were destined
for extinction. Few felt that Indian tribes deserved to
be treated as sovereign nations as they had been in the
past. While the crafters of the Dawes Act believed them-
selves to have the best interests of American Indians at
heart, the act ultimately hurt native peoples, dispossess-
ing them of their lands and further marginalizing them.
People unsympathetic to American Indians manipulated
the Dawes Act for their own financial gain, resulting in
the massive displacement of native peoples. As a con-
sequence, by 1900 the American Indian population had
fallen to its lowest point in U.S. history.

Defining Moment

Following the Civil War, Americans had a reinvigorated
interest in western migration. Transnational railroads
made western migration safer and faster than it had been

in the past. At the same time, rapid population growth
resulting largely from immigration contributed to over-
crowding of urban areas and competition for jobs. Many
saw the Jeffersonian hope for a nation of independent
homesteaders as less and less realistic. Nevertheless,
many Americans resisted “wage slavery,” determined to
pursue the dream of homesteading. The federal gov-
ernment aided potential homesteaders by passing the
Homestead Act in 1862, providing land grants to hun-
dreds of thousands of Americans.

White American migration into the West did not oc-
cur without opposition, however. The Trans-Mississippi
West was home to both American Indians native to that
region and tribes that had been forcibly migrated from
the eastern United States in the eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries. These groups did not passively
accept homesteaders’ claims to their land. Those who
posed the greatest obstacle to American homesteaders
were the Plains Indians. Primarily semi-sedentary peo-
ple, the Plains Indians, including the Cheyenne, the Co-
manche, the Crow, the Kiowa, and the Sioux, subsisted
mainly by hunting buffalo. Homesteaders impeded their
ability to survive by breaking land into parcels protected
as private property, preventing both the buffalo and the
Plains Indians from roaming freely. In many cases Na-
tive Americans responded violently in an effort to deter
settlers. Homesteaders in turn complained that the gov-
ernment should protect them from Indian attacks. The
situation in the West was exacerbated because business-
men, homesteaders, and railroad companies also wanted
to remove the American Indians living on reservations in
the West. Although the federal government had initially
set up reservations in areas considered undesirable for
white settlement, as land grew scarcer, the appeal of res-
ervation land increased. In addition, in some cases, such
as in the Dakota Territory, valuable natural resources like
gold were discovered on Indian lands.
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Throughout the second half of the nineteenth century,
Native Americans responded to white settlers in a num-
ber of ways. Many tribal leaders appealed to U.S. politi-
cians to recognize their equality as men and to appreci-
ate tribal sovereignty. Those who made treaties with the
federal government or received promises of land rights
lacked recourse when the agreements were ignored or
forgotten. Consequently, many Native Americans esca-
lated attacks on American settlers and troops in an ef-
fort to protect their way of life. However, even protracted
Indian wars, such as that waged by the Apache in the
Southwest, eventually resulted in Indian surrender. In-
dian victories, such as the Sioux and Cheyenne defeat
of General George Armstrong Custer and his troops at
Little Bighorn, resulted in harsher retribution by Ameri-
can settlers and troops. By the 1880s many Native Amer-
icans saw acquiescence to U.S. policies as their best
chance for survival.

Author Biography

Crafted by the U.S. Congress, the Dawes Act was based
on the contribution of many individuals, although it is
primarily credited to Senator Henry L. Dawes of Massa-
chusetts, who chaired the Senate’s Indian Affairs Com-
mittee. Dawes was initially skeptical about attempts to

HISTORICAL DOCUMENT

Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representatives of
the United States of America in Congress assembled, That
in all cases where any tribe or band of Indians has been,
or shall hereafter be, located upon any reservation cre-
ated for their use, either by treaty stipulation or by virtue
of an act of Congress or executive order setting apart the
same for their use, the President of the United States be,
and he hereby is, authorized, whenever in his opinion any
reservation or any part thereof of such Indians is advan-
tageous for agricultural and grazing purposes, to cause
said reservation, or any part thereof, to be surveyed, or
resurveyed if necessary, and to allot the lands in said
reservation in severalty to any Indian located thereon in
quantities as follows:

To each head of a family, one-quarter of a section;

acculturate American Indians through land allotment but
was persuaded by advocates to promote the act. Dawes
made an exceptional candidate because he both chaired
the Indian Affairs Committee and represented the state
with the largest contingent of participants in the Indian
reform movement.

Henry Laurens Dawes was born in Cummington,
Massachusetts, on October 30, 1816. Trained as a law-
yer, Dawes entered politics at a young age. As the Re-
publican candidate, he was elected to the Massachusetts
House of Representatives at age thirty-two and contin-
ued his political career in the Massachusetts state sen-
ate followed by the U.S. House of Representatives and
the U.S. Senate. During the 1850s, 1860s, and 1870s
Dawes adamantly supported antislavery and Reconstruc-
tion policies. During the 1880s he became an advocate
for Indian reform groups in the Senate. The meetings
held by groups sympathetic to the plight of American
Indians at Lake Mohonk, New York, particularly influ-
enced Dawes. Dawes increasingly advocated allotment
of reservation lands to acculturate American Indians and
to integrate them into American society. He remained
an active advocate for Indian rights until his death on
February 5, 1903.

To each single person over eighteen years of age,
one-eighth of a section;

To each orphan child under eighteen years of age,
one-eighth of a section; and

To each other single person under eighteen years
now living, or who may be born prior to the date of
the order of the President directing an allotment
of the lands embraced in any reservation, one-six-
teenth of a section:

Provided, That in case there is not sufficient land in any
of said reservations to allot lands to each individual of the
classes above named in quantities as above provided, the
lands embraced in such reservation or reservations shall
be allotted to each individual of each of said classes pro
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rata in accordance with the provisions of this act: And
provided further, That where the treaty or act of Congress
setting apart such reservation provides the allotment of
lands in severalty in quantities in excess of those herein
provided, the President, in making allotments upon such
reservation, shall allot the lands to each individual Indian
belonging thereon in quantity as specified in such treaty
or act: And provided further, That when the lands allot-
ted are only valuable for grazing purposes, an additional
allotment of such grazing lands, in quantities as above
provided, shall be made to each individual.

Sec. 2. That all allotments set apart under the provi-
sions of this act shall be selected by the Indians, heads of
families selecting for their minor children, and the agents
shall select for each orphan child, and in such manner
as to embrace the improvements of the Indians making
the selection. where the improvements of two or more
Indians have been made on the same legal subdivision of
land, unless they shall otherwise agree, a provisional line
may be run dividing said lands between them, and the
amount to which each is entitled shall be equalized in the
assignment of the remainder of the land to which they
are entitled under his act: Provided, That if any one enti-
tled to an allotment shall fail to make a selection within
four years after the President shall direct that allotments
may be made on a particular reservation, the Secretary of
the Interior may direct the agent of such tribe or band,
if such there be, and if there be no agent, then a special
agent appointed for that purpose, to make a selection for
such Indian, which selection shall be allotted as in cases
where selections are made by the Indians, and patents
shall issue in like manner.

Sec. 3. That the allotments provided for in this act shall
be made by special agents appointed by the President for
such purpose, and the agents in charge of the respective
reservations on which the allotments are directed to be
made, under such rules and regulations as the Secre-
tary of the Interior may from time to time prescribe, and
shall be certified by such agents to the Commissioner of
Indian Affairs, in duplicate, one copy to be retained in
the Indian Office and the other to be transmitted to the
Secretary of the Interior for his action, and to be depos-
ited in the General Land Office.

Sec. 4. That where any Indian not residing upon a res-
ervation, or for whose tribe no reservation has been pro-
vided by treaty, act of Congress, or executive order, shall
make settlement upon any surveyed or unsurveyed lands
of the United States not otherwise appropriated, he or
she shall be entitled, upon application to the local land-
office for the district in which the lands are located, to
have the same allotted to him or her, and to his or her
children, in quantities and manner as provided in this act
for Indians residing upon reservations; and when such
settlement is made upon unsurveyed lands, the grant
to such Indians shall be adjusted upon the survey of
the lands so as to conform thereto; and patents shall be
issued to them for such lands in the manner and with
the restrictions as herein provided. And the fees to which
the officers of such local land-office would have been
entitled had such lands been entered under the general
laws for the disposition of the public lands shall be paid
to them, from any moneys in the Treasury of the United
States not otherwise appropriated, upon a statement of
an account in their behalf for such fees by the Commis-
sioner of the General Land Office, and a certification of
such account to the Secretary of the Treasury by the Sec-
retary of the Interior.

Sec. 5. That upon the approval of the allotments pro-
vided for in this act by the Secretary of the Interior, he
shall cause patents to issue therefor in the name of the
allottees, which patents shall be of the legal effect, and
declare that the United States does and will hold the
land thus allotted, for the period of twenty-five years, in
trust for the sole use and benefit of the Indian to whom
such allotment shall have been made, or, in case of his
decease, of his heirs according to the laws of the State or
Territory where such land is located, and that at the expi-
ration of said period the United States will convey the
same by patent to said Indian, or his heirs as aforesaid,
in fee, discharged of said trust and free of all charge or
incumbrance whatsoever: Provided, That the President
of the United States may in any case in his discretion
extend the period. And if any conveyance shall be made
of the lands set apart and allotted as herein provided, or
any contract made touching the same, before the expira-
tion of the time above mentioned, such conveyance or
contract shall be absolutely null and void: Provided, That
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the law of descent and partition in force in the State or
Territory where such lands are situate shall apply thereto
after patents therefor have been executed and delivered,
except as herein otherwise provided; and the laws of the
State of Kansas regulating the descent and partition of
real estate shall, so far as practicable, apply to all lands
in the Indian Territory which may be allotted in sever-
alty under the provisions of this act: And provided fur-
ther, That at any time after lands have been allotted to
all the Indians of any tribe as herein provided, or sooner
if in the opinion of the President it shall be for the best
interests of said tribe, it shall be lawful for the Secretary
of the Interior to negotiate with such Indian tribe for the
purchase and release by said tribe, in conformity with the
treaty or statute under which such reservation is held, of
such portions of its reservation not allotted as such tribe
shall, from time to time, consent to sell, on such terms
and conditions as shall be considered just and equitable
between the United States and said tribe of Indians,
which purchase shall not be complete until ratified by
Congress, and the form and manner of executing such
release prescribed by Congress: Provided however, That
all lands adapted to agriculture, with or without irrigation
so sold orreleased to the United States by any Indian tribe
shall be held by the United States for the sale purpose of
securing homes to actual settlers and shall be disposed of
by the United States to actual and bona fide settlers only
tracts not exceeding one hundred and sixty acres to any
one person, on such terms as Congress shall prescribe,
subject to grants which Congress may make in aid of
education: And provided further, That no patents shall
issue therefor except to the person so taking the same as
and homestead, or his heirs, and after the expiration of
five years occupancy therof as such homestead; and any
conveyance of said lands taken as a homestead, or any
contract touching the same, or lieu thereon, created prior
to the date of such patent, shall be null and void. And the
sums agreed to be paid by the United States as purchase
money for any portion of any such reservation shall be
held in the Treasury of the United States for the sole use
of the tribe or tribes Indians; to whom such reservations
belonged; and the same, with interest thereon at three
per cent per annum, shall be at all times subject to appro-
priation by Congress for the education and civilization of
such tribe or tribes of Indians or the members thereof.

The patents aforesaid shall be recorded in the General
Land Office, and afterward delivered, free of charge, to
the allottee entitled thereto. And if any religious society
or other organization is now occupying any of the pub-
lic lands to which this act is applicable, for religious or
educational work among the Indians, the Secretary of the
Interior is hereby authorized to confirm such occupation
to such society or organization, in quantity not exceeding
one hundred and sixty acres in any one tract, so long as
the same shall be so occupied, on such terms as he shall
deem just; but nothing herein contained shall change or
alter any claim of such society for religious or educational
purposes heretofore granted by law. And hereafter in the
employment of Indian police, or any other employees
in the public service among any of the Indian tribes or
bands affected by this act, and where Indians can per-
form the duties required, those Indians who have availed
themselves of the provisions of this act and become citi-
zens of the United States shall be preferred.

Sec. 6. That upon the completion of said allotments
and the patenting of the lands to said allottees, each and
every member of the respective bands or tribes of Indians
to whom allotments have been made shall have the ben-
efit of and be subject to the laws, both civil and criminal,
of the State or Territory in which they may reside; and
no Territory shall pass or enforce any law denying any
such Indian within its jurisdiction the equal protection
of the law. And every Indian born within the territorial
limits of the United States to whom allotments shall have
been made under the provisions of this act, or under any
law or treaty, and every Indian born within the territorial
limits of the United States who has voluntarily taken up,
within said limits, his residence separate and apart from
any tribe of Indians therein, and has adopted the habits
of civilized life, is hereby declared to be a citizen of the
United States, and is entitled to all the rights, privileges,
and immunities of such citizens, whether said Indian
has been or not, by birth or otherwise, a member of any
tribe of Indians within the territorial limits of the United
States without in any manner affecting the right of any
such Indian to tribal or other property.
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Sec. 7. That in cases where the use of water for irriga-
tion is necessary to render the lands within any Indian
reservation available for agricultural purposes, the Sec-
retary of the Interior be, and he is hereby, authorized to
prescribe such rules and regulations as he may deem
necessary to secure a just and equal distribution thereof
among the Indians residing upon any such reservation;
and no other appropriation or grant of water by any ripar-
ian proprietor shall permitted to the damage of any other
riparian proprietor.

Sec. 8. That the provisions of this act shall not extend to
the territory occupied by the Cherokees, Creeks, Choc-
taws, Chickasaws, Seminoles, and Osage, Miamies and
Peorias, and Sacs and Foxes, in the Indian Territory, nor
to any of the reservations of the Seneca Nation of New
York Indians in the State of New York, nor to that strip
of territory in the State of Nebraska adjoining the Sioux
Nation on the south added by executive order.

Sec. 9. That for the purpose of making the surveys and
resurveys mentioned in section two of this act, there be,

GLOSSARY

aforesaid: previously mentioned; already referred to
allot: to allocate a portion

allottee: the receiver of an allotment

appropriation: something set aside for a specific purpose
deem: to regard as

disposition: bestowal

embrace: to contain

patent: a document granting an exclusive right

pro rata: in proportion

riparian: relating to a body of water

severalty: the quality of being distinct or autonomous

stipulation: an agreed-to condition in a contract

and hereby is, appropriated, out of any moneys in the
Treasury not otherwise appropriated, the sum of one
hundred thousand dollars, to be repaid proportionately
out of the proceeds of the sales of such land as may be
acquired from the Indians under the provisions of this
act.

Sec. 10. That nothing in this act contained shall be so
construed to affect the right and power of Congress to
grant the right of way through any lands granted to an
Indian, or a tribe of Indians, for railroads or other high-
ways, or telegraph lines, for the public use, or condemn
such lands to public uses, upon making just compensa-
tion.

Sec. 11. That nothing in this act shall be so construed as
to prevent the removal of the Southern Ute Indians from
their present reservation in Southwestern Colorado to a
new reservation by and with consent of a majority of the
adult male members of said tribe.

Approved, February, 8, 1887.
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INDIAN LAND FOR SALE
GET A HOME PERFECT THLE

f
YOUR OWN P(]SSESSION
' W
EISY PAVNENTS SRS THRTY DAIS
FINE LANDS IN THE WEST

IRRIGATED GRAZIN& AGRICULTURAL

IRRIGABLE DRY FARMING
IN 1910 THE DEPARTMENT OF THE INTERIOR Sob UNDER SeALep Bins Au.umn InoiaN LaND AS FoLLows:
Location. Acres. h;::s:;:isq ~ Location. Acres. "x" Frica -
Colopada. oo -0 5,211.21 | $7.27 | Oklahoma ............... 34,664.00 | $19.14
Idaho... ........| 17,013.00 | 24.85 | Oregon....... ... - 1,020.00 | 15.43
Kansas ..............| 1,684.50 | 33.45 | South Dakota.. . . 120,445.00 | 16.53
Montana ...............| 11,034.00 9.86 | Washington..........| 4,879.00 | 41.37
Nebraska ... * 5,641.00 | 36.65 | Wisconsin ............... 1,069.00 | 17.00
North Dakota...... | 22,610.70 9.93 | Wyoming ....._........ 865.00 | 20.64

FOR THE YEAR 1911 IT IS ESTIMATED THAT 350,000 ACRES WILL BE OFFERED FOR SALE

For information as to the character of the land write for booklet, ‘‘INDIAN LANDS FOR SALE,” to the
Superintendent U. S. Indian School at any one of the following places:

Cﬂgﬂkﬂu MINNESOTA: NORFTE %AK.::TL OKI-;HI}&?F Co:. SOUTH DAKOTA: WASHINGTON:
00pa. Onigum. ort Totten ¢ ox Agency. A Fort Simcoe.
COLORADO: MONTANA: Fort Yates. mmcxukm:r " Fort Spokane.
ID&?“M Crow ‘.““T- onﬁ%ﬁ nEWrud.otl.e Greeawood. Teloa.
Lapwal, NEBRASKA: Cantonment O Lt Ly Lower Bruls. Tulalip. }
EANSAS: Macy. Celony. Pendleton. Pine Ridge. WISCONSIN:
Hortoa. Santee. Darlington. Roseburg. Rosebad. Oneida.
Nadean. _ Winnebago. %[.‘1‘“5“ - Silets. Sisseton.
WALTER L. FISHER, ROBERT G. VALENTINE,

Secretary of the Interior. Commlssioner of Indlan AHalrs.'

United States Department of the Interior advertisement offering ‘Indian Land for Sale.” The man pictured is a Yankton Sioux named

Not Afraid Of Pawnee, 1911.
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Document Analysis

Section 1 of the Dawes Act states the main purpose of
the act. The act provides the president of the United
States with the right to survey and divide reservation
lands among individual American Indians and American
Indian families. It also stipulates the manner in which
the land will be divided, providing every head of house-
hold with one-quarter section of land, every single person
over age eighteen or orphan under age eighteen with one-
eighth section of land, and all other unmarried people
under the age of eighteen with one-sixteenth section of
land. Section 1 does not specify the actual size of a sec-
tion but suggests that sections will be determined based
on government survey of reservations and the size of the
Indian population living on each. If an American Indian
receives an allotment suitable only for ranching and not
for agriculture, the act guarantees that he will get an ad-
ditional allotment.

Section 2 guarantees the right of each American In-
dian to choose the area of land that will become his al-
lotment. Heads of household are charged with choosing
plots in the name of their minor children, and Bureau of
Land Management agents are responsible for choosing
land on behalf of orphaned children. If two people enti-
tled to allotments want the same tract of land, the parcel
will be divided between them, and they will receive from
another area the remainder of land due to them. After
Indians make their selections, agents are responsible for
drawing preliminary boundaries, which they are to revise
after resurveying the land and adding or subtracting from
the various plots to standardize their size.

Section 2 also anticipates potential problems arising
from the act. It insists that the agents responsible for
choosing land on behalf of orphaned children choose
land based on the best interests of those children. Sus-
pecting some resistance to land division and allotment,
Section 2 states that if an American Indian entitled to a
portion of the newly divided reservations does not stake
his claim to a partition of land within four years, the sec-
retary of the interior should have a land agent choose a
parcel on behalf of that Indian and issue a patent to the
Indian in question for the plot of land in his name.

The purpose of Section 3 is to establish the manner
in which allotments will be made, who will make them,
who will appoint the officers who grant allotments, and
how allotments will be documented. It states that the
president will assign agents responsible for oversee-
ing the allotment process. Records of allotment will
be stored in both the Indian Office and the General

Land Office.

Section 4 explains how the system of allotment will
apply to American Indians who do not live on reserva-
tions. It states that an Indian residing off a reservation
has the right to an allotment parcel equal to that of a
native living on a reservation and that he can choose a
parcel from any area of unsettled land. Although Ameri-
can Indians can choose their allotment from areas of un-
surveyed land, the allotments will be adjusted once the
land is surveyed. Section 4 also explains that the U.S.
Treasury will compensate local land offices for the land
settled by Indians.

Section 5 specifies the requirements for American
Indians to gain ownership of their allotments. It states
that once American Indians choose their plots of lands,
those plots will be patented to them but held in trust by
the U.S. government for twenty-five years. During those
twenty-five years American Indians cannot sell the land.
Furthermore, Section 5 nullifies any sale of allotted land
prior to the end of the twenty-five-year period. If an al-
lottee dies during the period in which the government
holds his land in trust, his heirs will inherit the right to
the land.

Additionally, Section 5 discusses options for reserva-
tion land not allotted to individuals under the provision
of the act. It states that the federal government can nego-
tiate with tribes to purchase unallotted reservation land
but that land purchased from tribes can be used only to
encourage actual settlers. Settlers will be restricted to
land grants no larger than 160 acres per person. Religious
organizations engaged in converting or educating native
people are also entitled to tracts of land of no more than
160 acres. Like American Indians living on allotments,
non-native settlers will have their land held in trust by
the federal government, but only for five years.

The fees paid by homesteaders for tracts of former
Indian land are relegated to the American Indians who
had previously held the rights to the land in question.
The money can be used by Congress for educating or
otherwise “civilizing” the American Indians from the res-
ervation in question. Section 5 concludes by stating that
American Indians who have taken advantage of the al-
lotment policy as well as those who have become U.S.
citizens will have preference in the hiring of public em-
ployees working in American Indian communities.

Section 6 deals with the legal and citizenship status
of American Indians who participate in the allotment
program. All American Indians who receive allotments,
it states, will become American citizens and have all of
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the rights of American citizens. It stipulates that no local
or state government can pass laws denying equal protec-
tion by law to American Indians who have taken part in
the allotment program. In addition, Section 6 specifies
that all American Indians who take part in the allotment
process will become subject to the laws of the state or
territory in which they reside.

Section 7 endows the secretary of the interior with the
authority to regulate water resources, if they are needed
to make reservation land fertile for agricultural use. The
secretary is charged with equitably distributing water
among the American Indians living on a reservation. Sec-
tion 7 also forbids giving water rights to one individual if
doing so would hurt another.

Section 8 excludes certain tribes (Cherokee, Creek,
Choctaw, Chickasaw, Fox, Osage, Miami, Peoria, Sac,
and Seminole) and certain regions (Seneca Nation of
New York reservations and Sioux Nation territory in Ne-
braska) from the provisions of the act.

Section 9 states that the cost of surveying lands autho-
rized by the act will be paid out of a $100,000 account in
the Treasury. The $100,000 will be repaid to the Treasury
from the sale of land acquired from American Indians
based on the standards set forth by the act.

Section 10 protects the federal government’s right to
exercise eminent domain over land allotted to American
Indians.

Section 11 certifies that the act cannot be used to halt
the relocation of the Southern Ute Indians from their
current reservation in southwestern Colorado to a new
reservation.

Essential Themes

Few American Indians converted to American styles of
farming or adopted American cultural norms as a result
of the Dawes Act. The act assigned plots of land to in-
dividual Indians but did not include a provision to train
them in farming practices. Few American Indians had ex-
perience farming. They did not have the required equip-
ment and goods to begin farming, and most encountered
difficulty if they tried to buy things on credit. Although in
the 1880s and 1890s Congress approved small grants for
American Indians to purchase seeds and farming equip-
ment, the grants were far too small and inconsistent to
aid American Indians significantly in converting to sed-
entary living and farming. Those American Indians who
tried to mimic American homesteaders therefore usually
reaped small, unprofitable harvests and quickly aban-
doned their efforts.

American Indians did not immediately feel the effects
of the Dawes Act. Although speculators began making
agreements for the trade or sale of Indian lands almost
as soon as the act passed, they rarely began settling or
developing the land for fear of expropriation. Ironically,
although the Dawes Act intended to Americanize Indi-
ans, because the federal government held the allotments
in trust for twenty-five years, American Indians were able
to maintain their traditional ways of life in the years im-
mediately following the passage of the Dawes Act. While
many made agreements regarding their allotments that
would ultimately lead to their displacement, during the
years in which the land remained in trust, American
Indians were able to continue to hunt game and to use
resources throughout their reservations. Few American
Indians accepted the notion of private property, and on
most reservations they continued to live as though they
held their lands communally.

Within the first decade of the Dawes Act’s inception,
state and local governments found loopholes allowing
outsiders to purchase American Indian allotments. Once
speculators and businesses gained ownership of Indian
lands, American Indians felt the effects of the Dawes
Act swiftly. Fences went up, restricting the movement of
Indians as well as the game they hunted. Key resources,
such as rivers and forests, were relegated to private, non-
Indian owners, often eliminating the subsistence ability
of American Indians.

In addition, the funds made from the sale of reser-
vation land that the Dawes Act had earmarked for pro-
grams to improve American Indians’ lives were grossly
mismanaged. Compensation for land sales often did not
make its way to Indian accounts for decades. Even when
payments for reservation land made it to the federally
held Indian accounts, they were used for ends that few
Native Americans viewed as beneficial. In her study of
the effects of the Dawes Act on the American Indians
of Minnesota, the historian Melissa L. Meyer writes,
“Facile generalizations about Anishinaabe dependence
on welfare gratuities mask the fact that they essentially
financed their own ‘assimilation.” (p. 388). Money from
the sale of Indian lands usually funded schools and so-
cial welfare programs aimed at Americanizing Indians.
In 1934, when the Dawes Act was reversed through the
Indian Reorganization Act, American Indians owned less
than half the land that they had owned in 1887.

—G. Mehera Gerardo, PhD
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