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Bloodlines, Black Indians and the Numerology of Race

By Tiffany M. DiMaggio

Introduction

This project provides a historical overview of Black-Indian relations in the United
States Southeast and traces the evolution of early twentieth century African American
scholarship that conceptualizes race mixing. Black Indians are mixed race people of
Aftican descent who have current or historical ties to American Indian tribes.' Diverse
populations of Black Indians exist throughout the Americas, and a number are from the
United States Southeast. This is due to the fact that before their removal to Oklahoma, the
tribes of this region dealt intimately with African peoples who were brought to the
Americas as slaves. Tribes such as the Choctaw, Chickasaw, Seminole, Cherokee, and
Creek owned Blacks as slaves during the 19" century. These Indian nations had been in
contact with Whites for three centuries and as a consequence, adapted their traditional
Indigenous forms of social organization—then considered savage by Whites—to resemble
that of Europeans.” This allowed certain members of the tribe greater access and political
maneuverability in their beleaguered dealings with the United States government.

Currently, there is much debate over the enrollment status of Black Indians, namely
those who are descendants of former slaves, called freedmen. The controversy concerns

blood quantum inventories on historic tribal rolls which are used today to determine who is

| For the purposes of this project, I use the hyphenated term “Black-Indian” in reference to social and
historical relations between the two groups. I use the unhyphenated term to refer to groups of individuals of
mixed African and Native American ancestry. The complexity of this issue will be explored in greater depth
later.

2 The term “Indigenous” can be defined as a diverse range of non-White peoples living throughout the
Americas whom, upon contact with Europeans, became mistakenly known as “Indians.” I later use the term
“Indigenous” to describe African peoples as well because of their similar (if not equivocal in some cases)
relationship with Europeans.
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and who is not eligible to receive federal benefits as registered members of a tribe. Most
freedmen were not listed on the rolls as having a blood quantum, or percent degree of
Indian blood. It is difficult or impossible, therefore, for their descendants to document
blood lineage. I use the word numerology in the title of this project to describe the
numerically obsessed, quasi-scientific practice of determining blood quantum. The fact
that there are, today, enrolled members of the Cherokee nation who carry cards claiming
1/2048 Cherokee blood is proof that this logic (or lack thereof) persists.3

The freedmen controversy is a complex legal issue that calls into question the
nature of historic relationships between the descendants of displaced African slaves and
American Indians. Susan Miller’s article, “Seminoles and Africans under Seminole Law:
Sources and Discourses of Tribal Sovereignty and ‘Black Indian’ Entitlement,” argues that
regardless of blood lineage, Blacks were largely not incorporated into the existing
Seminole kinship system of clan lineage and their descendants are therefore not entitled to
benefits as members of the federally recognized Seminole tribe today.* In the past year,
both the Cherokee and Seminole nations voted to disenroll the freedmen descendants, who
are now organizing to appeal these decisions through federal courts.’

This project does not focus on the current state of the freedmen controversy. It
instead deals with the historical circumstances that created such a complex and persistent

issue: one that centers on the question of race. It also brings to light an often-ignored

3 Although I have thus far used “tribe” and “nation” interchangeably, an important political distinction exists
between these two terms, the historical context for which is provided in a later section of this work.

4 Miller, Susan A. “Seminoles and Africans under Seminole Law: Sources and Discourses of Tribal
Sovereignty and ‘Black Indian’ Entitlement.” Wicazo Sa Review 20.1 (2005) 23-47.

5 This work does not include an in-depth analysis of the historical circumstances dealing with any tribe other
than the Cherokee. For more information on slaveholding among other Indian nations, consult the work of
Daniel P. Littlefield in Africans and Seminoles: From Removal to Emancipation, The Chickasaw Freedmen:
A People Without A Country, and Africans and Creeks: From the Colonial Period to the Civil War.




chapter of United States history involving the institution of slavery and its legacy among
American Indian tribes. In calling this bitter memory to mind, the freedmen issue
confronts fundamental questions about how racial identity is defined, by whom, and for
what purposes. These are the questions this project aims to address.

This is accomplished by surveying the secondary literature on Black and Indian
issues of slavery and race, specifically as it was played out within the Cherokee nation, and
by examining a body of scholarly literature from the early twentieth century in history and
anthropology that sought to define Blacks and Indians. During the 1920s and 30s, a
handful of pioneering African American social scientists (who may or may not have had
Indian ancestry) began finding new ways to talk about race and race mixing. I argue that
despite working in an era of pervasive White supremacist ideology and intense violence
against peoples of color, the methodologies of these scholars challenged the racist
philosophies of their times and did their part in initiating a paradigm shift that—thirty years
later—would come to fruition in the Civil Rights Movement.

Popular and scholarly versions of history regarding chattel slavery usually exclude
the Indian nations whose presence in the American South predates both Europeans and
Africans by thousands of years. This conspicuous oversight in historical literature results
first from the legacy of slavery and racism in the United States and second from the
shortcomings of the Civil Rights Movement. The greatest challenge in writing an overview
of these histories is transcending each of two stereotypes that have been superimposed
upon non-White peoples. These are: 1) Indians and Africans were blank slates upon which
Europeans inscribed the tenets of civilization, and 2) Indians and Africans, as Indigenous

people, were (and are) all alike. Both of these powerful misconceptions—equally




entrenched and similarly harmful—invoke images of non-White peoples as primitive and
savage. The first asserts that Africans, when brought to the Americas, absorbed the so-
called tenants of civilization like innocent children. In the United States during the
nineteenth century especially, this was justification for continuing the institution of slavery.
From a European perspective, slavery was helpful and beneficial for Africans, because it
taught them civilization. This same stereotype was used to justify the taking of American
Indian children away from their parents for instruction in government-run boarding schools
where Indian children were forced to cut their hair, discontinue use of their native
languages, and learn to practice Christianity. The second misconception alleges that all
Indigenous peoples are the same: savage, childlike, and incapable of abstract thought.

This project attempts to untangle the racial terminology that has been assigned to
Blacks and Indians. These are the terms by which a whole range of diverse peoples from
ethnically and geographically distinct regions of Africa and the Americas have become
known. In contemporary scholarly discussions about Native Americans, the use of the
word “Indian” is occasionally brought into question. African Americans have likewise
seen a variety of labels come and go. Every decade or so, a new set of terminology comes
into fashion to describe people of color. I do not mean to suggest that these labels are
arbitrarily assigned or that the evolution of such terms is unimportant. The nuances of this
issue will be considered throughout this project in recognition of the fact that given their
historical origins, the terms “Black” and “Indian” continue to be politically charged. This
study of identity, however, does not seek to bring a new term into vogue for the discussion
of Black Indians. I instead seek to interrogate existing terms in all of their volatility, and to

examine the historical circumstances that created them. An assessment of scholarship from




the 1930s is of particular importance because it illuminates an important moment in the
history of academic inquiry about people of color. The research of prominent European
academics from this era such as Franz Boas and Alfred Kroeber fixated on race, kinship,
and the social organization of Indigenous peoples throughout the Americas. Their work is
well known. An inspection of the research produced by African American scholars of the
same discipline in this time period, such as Caroline Bond Day, Zora Neale Hurston, and
Laurence P. Foster, as it pertains to race, race mixing, and Black Indians has yet to be done.

Social science research of this era relied heavily upon methods of measuring human
physical proportions. Laurence Foster’s 1931 doctoral dissertation at the University of
Pennsylvania entitled, “Negro-Indian Relationships in the Southeast” includes an extensive
inventory of physical measurements of Black Indian peoples including lip height, nose
width, foot length, and more. The work of Caroline Bond Day, a multiracial woman who
studied under eugenicist Ernest Hooton at Harvard University in the 1920s, likewise
focuses on blood quantum determinations through the use of calibrated instruments.
Scholars like Foster and Day were seeking to quantify cultural and hereditary distinctions
between the different phenotypes of the human species using the scientific method. Such
practices have largely been discredited today; however, during the first half of the twentieth
century the study of race as a science—including the fractionization of blood lineage—was
considered a legitimate field of inquiry.

Tracing the methods of early Black scholars who dealt with the issue of race mixing
encourages a consideration of such questions as: How did racial terminology and its
attendant philosophies function in historical context? What purposes did scientific racism

and the systematic measuring of Black Indian bodies serve? How did scholars of color
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confront the challenges of conducting social science research in environments openly
hostile to their concerns? A review of the literature leading up to the 20™ century—in
particular the 1930’s—exposes the cultural and intellectual framework of the era and
provides a basis for understanding the troubled terminology associated with the study of

Black/Indian relationships.

Who Owns the Past?
I. Historical Methodology

The story of slavery and racial thinking among the Indian nations of the
Southeastern United States is complex. In providing a framework for interpreting such
complexity, a history of both Cherokees and West Africans individually is in order. It is
important to view both Africans and Indians in their original contexts first before talking
about their contact and interactions with Europeans or one another. This approach is along
the lines of a method employed by Allan Gallay’s 2003 work, The Indian Slave Trade: The
Rise of English Empire in the American South, 1670-1717 which suggests using an

integrative theory to uncover patterns of group and individual interactions. Gallay

recommends examining Southern history from an individual and sub-regional perspective

within the larger framework of the Atlantic world.® Rob

strategy in his research on Jesuit conversion

S Gallay, Allen. The Indian Slave

(New Haven: Yale University Press

" Robert Green, “The Society of J e"sus.m
California, Santa Barbara, 2006}. ‘




Traditionally minded historical conversations that include Indigenous peoples tend
to rely upon conclusions derived from late nineteenth and early twentieth century
anthropological studies, the limitations of which will be explored in greater depth
throughout this work. Since the Enlightenment, Western scholars have depended upon the
scientific method in obtaining “objective” knowledge in each of their disciplines of study.
While the scientific method has doubtlessly proven a powerful tool in collecting and
organizing information, its limitations are often dictated by social and political factors that
influence the setting of the experiment. The scientist, as an “impartial observer,” is
required to isolate his subject in order to gain a mastery of its “true” properties. In the
process of removing the elements of nature from their context, the subject becomes an
object, detached from its real world function. The laboratory, though claiming to be a
sterile environment, remains a cultural artifact in its own right, along with each of the
conclusions reached therein. When applied to Indigenous peoples, scientific conclusions
regarding race and inheritability have had serious social and legal implications. This was
demonstrated most visibly during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in
manifestations of White supremacy that found validation in the academic discipline of

physical anthropology.

Since the 1960s and 70s, the validity of these conclusions have come into questidn |
; el s naee detuiled and ate portsait of
by scholars concerned with representing the lived experiences o s in

academia. In discussing Native histories, ideas about the
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include the non-human realm; and 2) are rooted in the specificity of landscape. She argues
that traditional Native worldviews include a sense of moral responsibility toward all
aspects of daily existence.® As evidence for this claim, she cites the fact that the Nde’
(Apache) language—like most Indigenous languages—Ilacks a word for “religion” in the
formal sense. Lakota scholar Vine Deloria, Jr. expresses this sense of unity that underlies

native traditions in God is Red:

Behind the apparent kinship between animals, reptiles, birds, and human beings in the
Indian way stands a great conception shared by a great majority of the tribes. Other
living things are not regarded as insensitive species. Rather, they are ‘people’ in the
same manner as the various tribes of human beings are people.9

Indigenous holism is predicated upon philosophical notions of balance and harmony
with the natural world in the interest of health and survival. This important distinction calls
for the use of an interdisciplinary method for understanding Indigenous histories. Such a
method includes a consideration of land base, kinship, language, political structure, ritual,
moral philosophy, and ethics. 19 Tn talking about historical relationships between displaced
Africans and Indigenous Americans in the United States Southeast, this paper uses the
aforementioned categories to discuss the differences and perhaps the similarities between
Indigenous Africans and Indigenous Americans. Doing so challenges the limitations of the

traditional historical approach and brings to light a more detailed and accurate portrait of

the living past.

8 Ines Talamantez, UCSB Professor of Religious Studies (lecture, Santa Barbara, CA, May 2006).

® Vine Deloria, God Is Red: A Native View of Religion (Golden: Fulcrum Publishing, 1994), 89.

1 1 use “kinship” here to invoke both the human and non-human realm in terms of sense of relatedness. This
is in line with Deloria’s definition of the term (see God is Red).

10
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As has been highlighted by an increasing number of scholars since the 1970s,
Indigenous histories often fail to make substantial contributions to the pages of American
history textbooks. In engaging the issue of omission, Talamantez writes, “Historians seem
to think that Indians stood mute among the trees, helplessly watching the invasion and
occupation of their lands, unable to think or act.”!' Linda T. Smith identifies a
fundamental difference between the traditional approach of the historical discipline and the
methods Indigenous writers struggle to employ when analyzing the American past. She
writes:

Indigenous peoples want to tell our own stories, write our own versions, in our
own ways, for our own purposes. It is not simply about giving an oral account
or a genealogical naming of the land and the events which raged over it, but a
very powerful need to give testimony to and restore a spirit, to bring back into
existence a world fragmented and dying."

To engage in the process Smith describes is to make efforts at reorienting the focus

of the historical discipline to include Indigenous peoples not merely as “others” or as
objectified specimens for study, but as willful, thinking actors.”> What is to be gained by

this? For Indigenous peoples and their descendents, it is about assuming ownership of a

collective past.

II. Orality and The Power of Story

In the oral tradition, storytellers create historical narratives in the same

women weave baskets. Just as baskets are used to store acorn

thin capext rﬂquirﬂ

" Ines Talamantez, “Transforming Ameri
and Coyote,” in Native Voices: Americ
(Lawrence: University of Kansas Press,
121 inda T. Smith. Decolonizing Metho

of Otago Press, 1999),28.
3 See Edward Said’s Orientalism.
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