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Language, Education, and Assimilation
The U. S. Government Policies on Native American

Languages, since the Mid 19th Century

Abstract

The mid-19" century saw the most crucial development of the rela-
tion between Whites and Native Americans in the United States. In less
than a century since its founding, the United States had fulfilled its target
of interior expansion from the original 13 states crowding at a narrow strap
along the Atlantic coast in the East right across the American continent to
the Pacific coast in the West. Along with the westward expansion, Ameri-
can Whites with English as the mainstream, formed an English-speaking
culture, assimilating successfully the rest of Europeans in the new-found
land, and pushing most Eastern Native Americans from their familiar
homes into wild areas west of the Mississippi River and then rounding
them up into narrow pieces of reservations . Though the condition, both
political and economic, had become hopeless by then for the Native
Americans, now no competitors for the ever-growing American Whites,
the former still remained a problem for the latter. After the Civil War, the
Federal Government wasted no time to start to solve “the Indian problems”
with two policies at its priory position, one being the “land severalty poli-

cy”, which meant to shatter the Indian tribal organizations, and the other
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being the “English-only education policy”, which attempted to assimilate
Indians thoroughly by way of “blotting out barbarous dialects” of Native
Americans . With this historical period as its starting point, this thesis at-
tempts to survey the development of the United States Government policies
on Native American languages up till present to examine their functions in
the process of assimilating Native Americans and discuss the relation be-
tween language and culture with reference to the survival of American In-
dian languages and their corresponding cultures .

In general, the development of Indian language policies in the U.
S., for the sake of discussion, shall be divided into three periods. The
first is the period from the “Peace Policy” advocated by the Grant Admin-
istration after the Civil War up to the Meriam Report in 1928. The second
period starts with the Meriam Report till the end of the 1980’ s, when the
federal government passed the Native American Language Act, marking
the beginning of the third period that proceeds onto the present.

The first period is pretty much a period of all-out assimilation, where
the Indian language policy, in the form of English-only instruction rules at
schools for Indians, played a key role. It was believed that school educa-
tion was essential to melt Indian youngsters into American society, and
the replacement of Native American languages by English was key to its
effect. Thus English-only instruction rule was strictly observed, native
tongues were harshly forbidden, and any student violating the rule would
be severely punished in almost all the Indian schools, with Carlisle Indian
School run by Lieutenant Richard Henry Pratt as the most outstanding
model . The English-only education policy of this period rendered a devas-
tating effect upon Native American languages by greatly undermining their
prestige and continuity . Consequently, the pace of assimilation of the Na-

tives into the mainstream was quickened to a great extent.



KXWHE 3

With a harsh criticism of government Indian boarding school system,
the Meriam Report inaugurated a turn from the English-only education
policy to that of experiments in bilingual education, which was furthered
with John Collier’s Indian New Deal in the 1930’ s emphasizing on Indian
self-determination and governance. The break out of World War II, how-
ever, unfortunately suffocated much of its ambitious plan. The Civil Right
Movement and other anti-mainstream agitations including the American
Indian Movement in the 50’s and 60’ s seemed to have caused the White
society more tolerant to minority languages and cultures in the U. S.,
The direct effect in concern is the passage of Bilingual Education Act in
1968 . Although its original intention was to solve the problem of LEP stu-
dents, easing them into the formal English education by a limited amount
of native language instruction at the initial stage, the Act left a consider-
able room for Indian tribes and other groups and individuals to maintain
native languages and cultures through bilingual education. The best exam-
ple is the Rough Rock Demonstration School that was fully tribal con-
trolled and the education was fully maintenance oriented. It is this type of
bilingual education for linguistic and culture maintenance that caused
much angry objection form the White society, which simmered into a big
fuss called English-Only Movement starting in the mid 1980 s till pre-
sent. Therefore, the second period of U. S. government Indian language
policy development is a mixture of assimilation orientation and self-deter-
mination on both the part of the government and Native Americans .

On October 30, 1990, President George Bush signed the Native
American Languages Act into a public law, which marked a turning point
for the U. S. Government policy towards Indian languages. The Act ac-
knowledges the unique status of Native American languages, their essen-

tial functions to the Native American cultures, and to some extent, the
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previous mistreatment of them by the government and the White society.
Based on such acknowledgement, the Act issues as government policy to
“preserve, protect, and promote the rights and freedom of Native Ameri-
cans to use, practice, and develop Native American languages.” The
passage of the law has greatly encouraged the Native American Languages
Revival Movement, which has been carried on since the 1960’ s, and
without doubt, it is of great significance to the survival of many dying Na-
tive American languages. The genuine significance, however, has been
drastically diminished by two facts. First, owing to the constant oppress
and peripherization from the government policy and White society, Native
American languages are declining so rapidly and seriously that they are al-
most beyond the point of rescue. It seems too late to issue such a govern-
ment policy. Second, English-only “linguistic culture”, referred to by
Harold Schiffman, an outcome of the philosophy of Anglo-Conformity that
is deeply rooted in Euro-American civilization, dies hard. It frequently
prevails the language policy and linguist behavior of the country. The
English-Only Movement has had more than 20 states issue laws making
English their official language, and finally led to the signing of the Eng-
lish Acquisition Act by President Bush at the beginning of 2002, which
virtually terminated the 34-year-old bilingual education policy. These two
factors not only decrease the significance of the Native American Lan-
guages Act, but also post a tremendous hardship for the tribal effort to
maintain their traditional languages and culture, the only hope for the
maintenance and development so far.

The core of the arguments in conclusion is that language is the key to
assimilation. From the assimilator’s viewpoint, unification of languages
means unification of cultures, hence the completion of assimilation. From

that of the assimilated, language is the base, the carrier, and the way by
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which the very culture exists and develops. Without a common language,
the culture, and the nation itself, is hardly able to survive and flourish.
Therefore, both parties are bound to turn to language for assimilation or
self-maintenance, an essential point around which the U. 5. Government

policy on Indian languages has developed since the mid 19" century.
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