
Beyond the Search for Good Imperialism 
THE CHALLENGE OF COMPARATIVE 

ETHNOHISTORY 

COLONIZATION is a process that transforms land and people.1 Recently I have 
been working on the stories of three such transformations. These are stories, 
quite literally, of becoming. The places are now known as Robeson County, 
North Carolina; the Garden River Indian reserve, near Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario; 
and the South Island of New Zealand. The people concerned are harder to 
describe. The Indians who found refuge along North Carolina's Little Pee Dee 
river, the Ojibwa bands who settled at Garden River, and Ngai Tahu and Ngati 
Mamoe, the Maori inhabitants of the South Island, were renamed and reshaped 
by colonization. Native people were not passive in this process, but their ability 
to shape their relationships with settler governments was limited, particularly 
after control over the land was lost. The terms on which indigenous rights and 
identities were recognized were seldom the product of indigenous realities. 
Nonetheless, Robeson County's Indians, the Garden River Ojibwa and Ngai 
Tahu manoeuvred within the strictures of colonial authority, and scored some 
notable victories in the process. Under the pressures of colonization indigenous 
peoples articulated new forms of public identity. Set apart from the mainstream 
of settler society and yet unable to avoid colonial authority, all three peoples 
fought to articulate communal identities in polities which denied native people 
self-determination. 

Despite geographical separation, ethnic and political differences, the histories 
of indigenous people in these three regions have much in common. Not least of 
these similarities are the intimate links between the histories of the colonized and 
the colonizers. Ethnohistory — which could be crudely labelled the history of 
non-European peoples — inherited from anthropology and imperial history a 
tendency to categorize differently the histories of colonized peoples and coloniz-
ing peoples.2 Yet one of the greatest successes of the field has been to illuminate 

1 I would like to thank Richard Fox, John Herd Thompson, Barry Reay and my co-editor, Judith 
Binney, for their comments on earlier versions of this paper. 

2 Although the term 'ethnohistory' was initially coined to describe a specific methodology — the 
combination of historical research in archival sources with ethnographic data gathered in the field 
— it is now used more loosely. The American Society for Ethnohistory and its journal Ethnohistory 
use the term as a collective appellation for historical studies of indigenous or 'native' peoples. 
Anthropological fieldwork is not necessarily part of the methodology. 
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the artificiality of distinctions between histories of colonized and colonizing 
peoples. As Eric Wolf resolutely argued, 'the more ethnohistory we know, the 
more clearly 'their' history and 'our' history emerge as part of the same history' .3 

Robeson County Indians, the western Ojibwa and Ngai Tahu lived for many 
years on the edges of empire, participating in frontier economies which offered 
native people considerable autonomy but radically changed the societies in 
which they lived. Their histories, which I hope to explore more fully in a 
forthcoming book, highlight the way colonization engaged colonized and 
colonizing peoples in mutual, continuing, unequal and open-ended struggles 
over ideas and resources. 

The resulting changes were neither foreordained nor benign. In the early years 
of European settlement in North America, native people literally nourished the 
colonies, providing food to survive the starving times, and agricultural expertise 
to guard against further famines. Commerce also owed a large debt to indigenous 
societies. The early Spanish colonists depended on Indian labour to extract gold 
and silver; the later North American trade in deerskin and fur flourished thanks 
to native enterprise. In New Zealand, Maori responded eagerly to the opportu-
nities presented by the arrival of traders, settlers and speculators, providing 
assistance vital to the early fisheries, the flax trade, and the timber trade. 
However, as frontier economies of resource extraction gave way to settler 
capitalism, the position of native peoples deteriorated. Settlers wanted the land 
indigenous people occupied. Land hunger frequently translated into open 
confrontation, chicanery and contempt for indigenous lifeways. As settlers 
increased in numbers and confidence, they found fewer uses for native expertise. 
Indigenous people, indispensable in early frontier societies, became obstacles to 
progress. 

Notwithstanding the colonists' dependence on native labour and native 
expertise, conflict was inherent in the colonial process. European settlers 
brought with them notions of property, law, and cultural superiority which pitted 
them against native societies. Land was at the heart of these conflicts. Colonists 
and colonizing governments were confronted with the question of just how 
ruthless they were prepared to be in pursuit of land. Christian evangelism and the 
notion that Europeans had a responsibility to civilize non-European societies 
also had to be reconciled with territorial imperatives. Once settlement replaced 
trade and colonial extraction as the principal business of a colony, native peoples 
faced stark choices. To put the dilemma in the clearest terms, if they wished to 
survive as a group, indigenous peoples had three options: retreat, fight or 
compromise. Retreat was limited by topography, the territorial hostilities of 
other native groups, and the expansionism of the settlers. Physical resistance had 
obvious limits. In the end, the indigenous nations of North America and the 
Pacific either came to terms with colonial power or disappeared. The accommo-
dations they reached with the colonial administration were pivotal in the course 
of their subsequent histories. 

These are not stories of isolated phenomena. One of the most pressing tasks 
facing historians concerned with European colonial expansion and indigenous 

3 Eric Wolf, Europe and the People Without History, Berkeley, 1982, p.19. 
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resistance is finding new ways to integrate narratives of local struggle with those 
of national and supra-national colonialism. In the past this integration was 
achieved through imperial histories. These Euro-centric narratives subordinated 
histories of localities to those of the imperial centre. More recently, ethnohistory 
has demonstrated the persistence of local autonomy, cultural exchange and 
indigenous resistance to colonialism. In the process, ethnohistory has moved 
beyond classical ethnography, 'race relations', and imperial history, concerning 
itself with dynamism and change within so-called 'traditional' and 'tribal' 
societies, and illustrating the connections between the history of the West and the 
rest. Ironically, this interest in the nature of indigenous responses to colonialism 
has resulted in fragmentation and a reluctance to draw parallels among the 
experiences of colonized groups. 

One of the striking features of the histories of indigenous people in settler 
societies produced in the last three decades is the preference for microhistory, 
that is, detailed analysis of local situations.4 There is nothing inherently wrong 
with this — reworking local narratives is an essential part of the revision of 
imperial narratives. However, notwithstanding the strengths of microhistorical 
revisioning, there is also a case for the continuation of comparative approaches. 

One problem with microhistory is that fencing the field off limits its impact. 
In most cases, indigenous local histories have not had a great impact on national 
and supra-national histories.5 To date, the main historical audiences for the 
microhistories have fallen into two camps; specialists in the history of indig-
enous peoples and specialists in the history of particular regions. In the case of 
the regional histories, even when the presence of native people is noted, they are 
seldom well integrated into the whole narrative. There has been a tendency to use 
the pre-contact history of indigenous peoples as a curtain-raiser, starting the real 
drama with the arrival of European settlers and eliding discussion of the 
indigenous inhabitants of an area in the later portions of the narrative.6 Native 

4 This trait is not limited to the literature on indigenous peoples. For a comment on the trend to 
microhistory within anthropologically influenced European intellectual history see Peter Burke, 
'Historians, Anthropologists, and Symbols,' in Emiko Ohnuki-Tierney, ed., Culture Through Time: 
Anthropological Approaches, Stanford, 1990, p.274. 

5 Bruce Trigger's essay, 'The Historians' Indian: Native Americans in Canadian Historical 
Writing from Charlevoix to the Present', Canadian Historical Review 67, 3 (1986), pp.315-42, is 
a thoughtful discussion of the way ethnohistory has developed outside the mainstream of North 
American historiography. 

6 For examples of regional histories which use the curtain-raiser model see D.C. McGowan, 
Grassland Settlers: The Swift Current Era During the Era of the Ranching Frontier, Regina, 1975; 
Erik Olssen, A History of Otago, Dunedin, 1984; William A. Cooper and Thomas E. Terrill, The 
American South: A History, New York, 1990. Desmond Morton's A Short History of Canada, 
Toronto, 1992, is an example of a national history that sidelines native people. Gary Nash's Red, 
White, and Black: The Peoples of Early America, Englewood Cliffs, N.J., 1982 is the exception to 
the rule in U.S. historiography. Keith Sinclair's A History of New Zealand, Harmondsworth, 1959, 
pre-dates the emergence of ethnohistory as a field, but despite Sinclair's expertise in 'race relations' 
history, in the first and subsequent revised editions, Maori fade into the background after the New 
Zealand wars. James Belich's Making Peoples: A History of the New Zealanders from Polynesian 
Settlement to the End of the Nineteenth Century, Auckland, 1996, more successfully integrates Maori 
and the myths of race and empire into a sophisticated narrative of New Zealand nation-building. 
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people fade into the background, to be shaped, managed and subdued like the 
landscape, reappearing occasionally as romanticized figures on a distant horizon 
or as twentieth century 'social problems'. 

By avoiding explicit comparisons, ethnohistorians have left readers to draw 
their own conclusions. The preference for free-standing microhistories of 
populations caught up in similar historical currents creates a danger that readers 
will feel they are presented with the same story over and over again. Readers' 
deja vu can easily give way to reductionist generalizations about 'typical' 
indigenous experiences. 

There is ground for generalization, although we have to be careful how we 
situate ourselves on it. As the anthropologist Talal Asad has quipped, the 'large 
narrative' of colonialism has 'a rich array of characters and situations but a 
simple plot' .7 The 'large narrative' of dispossession and subjugation need not be 
abandoned in order to shock readers out of their feelings of deja vu. Rather, the 
dominance of detailed local studies within ethnohistory risks diverting attention 
from this larger framework. Ironically, by rejecting the comparisons inherent in 
the old imperial framework, comparisons that stressed the similarities between 
the experiences of indigenous peoples, we have lost a mechanism for discussing 
difference. Without comparative examples readers find it difficult to identify the 
divergences in native experiences. This creates a tendency towards over-
generalization and perpetuates the fallacy that all native societies responded in 
the same way to colonization. Comparison is as much a way of understanding 
difference as of assimilating difference. 

Furthermore, an excessive focus on local narrative also fails to speak to the 
internationalist concerns of contemporary native politics. The extent to which 
indigenous activists have constructed a view of contemporary struggle as part of 
a global process is remarkable.8 Some of this work takes place formally through 
organizations such as the International Labour Organization, the World Court 
and the United Nations, but there are also vigorous informal networks. The very 
category of 'indigenous peoples', articulated in these international forums and 
harnessed to anti-colonial politics, challenges scholars to think about the 
connections and the missed connections between individual colonial histories. 

Having made a case for comparative ethnohistory, it is necessary to address the 
legacy it inherits from the past. The dominant model bequeathed by imperial 
history is one that sends the scholar out in search of kinder, gentler imperialisms. 
These studies divide into exercises in national self-castigation for the excesses 

7 'From the History of Colonial Anthropology to the Anthropology of Western Hegemony' in 
George Stocking, ed.. Colonial Situations: Essays on the Contextualization of Ethnographic 
Knowledge, Madison, 1991, p.314. 

8 For an influential early statement of this perspective see George Manuel and M. Posluns, The 
Fourth World: An Indian Reality, Toronto, 1974. On the World Council of Indigenous Peoples see 
Douglas Sanders, The Formation of the World Council of Indigenous Peoples, Copenhagen, 1977. 
The work of the United Nations' Human Rights Commission Working Group on Indigenous 
Populations can be traced through documentary series UN Doc. E/CN.4/Sub.2., in particular the 
'First Revised Text of the Draft Universal Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples,' U.N. 
Doc E/CN.4/Sub.2./1989/33. 
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of the past, or self-congratulation by scholars convinced their forbears practised 
comparatively benign imperialism. Generally the example chosen for compari-
son determined whether the exercise would be one of castigation or congratula-
tion. Thus in the United States the castigation literature drew unflattering 
parallels between American and Canadian policies, while the congratulatory 
literature invoked the worst excesses of the conquistadors.9 New Zealand has 
been compared to Australia or South Africa in order to show that Maori were 
relatively well treated. Keith Sinclair's article, 'Why are Race Relations in New 
Zealand Better than in South Africa, South Australia or South Dakota?'10 is 
exemplary and Sinclair's vote in the good imperialism/bad imperialism stakes 
evident from his title. If good imperialism was not to be found, worse imperial-
ism would do. Where the conclusions of comparative studies were negative they 
translated into demands for reform, and fed into nationalism through the rhetoric 
of national shame. Positive comparisons tended to be made within the frame-
work of developing national histories and were often permeated by unsubtle and 
shameless nationalisms. The challenge seems to be to rescue comparative 
history from a morass of self-fulfilling prophecies in which conclusions are pre-
determined by the examples chosen. 

The literature comparing Canada and the United States is a clear illustration 
of the use of selective examples to reach predetermined conclusions. At the risk 
of sounding harsh, I would say that arguing about the comparative humanity of 
Canadian and United States Indian policy is at best an exercise in futility and at 
worst an apology for empire. Without doubt there are important historical issues 
which can be explored by comparative methods, but they relate to forms of 
imperial control and strategies of native resistance and survival, not the compi-
lation of a Michelin guide to four star versus three star (or even no star) 
imperialism. In the United States, the heyday of such comparisons came in the 
late nineteenth century as part of a movement for Indian reform. Indian removal 
had not solved the 'Indian problem', but it had stimulated the growth of an 
influential humanitarian lobby which consistently drew upon Canadian exam-
ples to argue for reform. It was claimed that in Canada, Indian land was annexed 
only with Indian consent, the liquor trade was effectively controlled, and the 
Canadian Mounted Police 'befriended' Indians." Polemicists deliberately cul-
tivated positive images of Canadian Indian policy, based less on extensive 
analysis of Canadian administration than on disgust with United States policy. 
Positive assessments of Canada were fuelled by accounts of the horrific experi-
ences of Indians removed from eastern states to the trans-Mississippi West, the 
patent venality of many officials in the federal Office of Indian Affairs, and the 
knowledge that a number of Indian bands, including Sitting Bull and his 

9 On the development of the 'Black Legend' see David Weber, The Spanish Frontier in North 
America, New Haven, 1992, ch.12. 

10 Keith Sinclair, 'Why are Race Relations in New Zealand Better than in South Africa, South 
Australia or South Dakota?', New Zealand Journal of History (NZJH), 5, 2 (1971), pp. 121-7. 

11 Christine Bolt, American Indian Policy and American Reform: Case Studies of the Campaign 
to Assimilate the Indians, London, 1987. 
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followers, had fled to Canada.12 On the other side of the border, the same 
examples were used to reinforce Canadians' sense of difference and national 
superiority.13 The good cop/bad cop school of comparative imperial history has 
been remarkably long-lived. 

Hana Samek's thoughtful article in the 1986 American Review of Canadian 
Studies is one of the more recent attempts to produce an overview of Canadian 
and United States' Indian policy.'4 Like her nineteenth-century predecessors, 
Samek's inquiry is grounded in a concern for 'reform alternatives' and policy 
review. Samek, the author of book about the Blackfoot Confederacy, one of the 
groups of Indians whose territory straddles the United States-Canadian border,15 

cautions policy makers against searching for 'final' or 'comprehensive' solu-
tions to the problems of Indian administration. Her argument is nuanced and 
intelligent, pointing out that a root cause of the Indian 'problem' is Indian 
poverty, not a cultural inability to adjust to modern life. However, in the end, 
Samek falls back on the idea that one imperialism must be judged better than the 
other. She concludes her analysis by reiterating the well-worn idea that in 
comparison with the United States, 'in its historical context, Canadian Indian 
policy has been surprisingly well-balanced and not as uniformly ill-advised as 
many believe'.16 

Comparisons of U.S. and Canadian Indian policy that do not privilege one 
form of colonial control over another are rare. Jeanne Guillemin's 1978 article 
'The Politics of National Integration: A Comparison of United States and 
Canadian Indian Administrations'17 skilfully examines the influence of British 
models of treaty-making and North American forms of bureaucratic administra-
tion on native lands and peoples. Guillemin underestimates the extent of Indian 
resistance to these processes, but she writes fine comparative history without 
villains or heroes. Similarly, Gary Meyers' work on Indian hunting and fishing 
rights in the United States and Canada, shows how comparisons can be sustained 
without simplistic dichotomies.18 Kristin Lomond and John Cross have under-
taken a parallel venture in the area of Indian civil rights.19 

12 See Loring B. Priest's Uncle Sam's Stepchildren: The Reformation of United States Indian 
Policy, 1865-87, Lincoln, 1975 (reprint of 1942 ed.). The two most successful nineteenth-century 
polemics were Helen Hunt Jackson's A Century of Dishonor: The Early Crusade for Indian Reform, 
New York, 1881 and George W. Manypenny, Our Indian Wards, Cincinnati, 1880. 

13 Douglas Owram, '"White Savagery": Some Canadian Reaction to American Indian Policy, 
1867-1885', MA thesis, Queen's University, Kingston, Ont., 1971. 

14 'Evaluating Canadian Indian Policy: A Case for Comparative Historical Perspective', 
American Review of Canadian Studies, 16, 3 (1986), pp.293-9. 

15 Hana Samek, The Blackfoot Confederacy 1880-1920: A Comparative Study of Canadian and 
U. S. Indian Policy, Albuquerque, 1987. 

16 ibid., p.297. 
17 Social Problems, 25, 3 (1978) pp.319-32. 
18 'Different Sides of the Same Coin: A Comparative View of Indian Hunting and Fishing Rights 

in the United States and C a n a d a J o u r n a l of Environmental Law, 10 (1991), pp.67—121. 
19 'The Civil Rights of the Aboriginal Peoples of the U.S. and Canada', Arizona Journal of 

International and Comparative Law, 10, 2 (1993). 
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The comparative literature on Australia and New Zealand is meagre and has 
tended to soft-pedal parallels relating to land loss, welfare dependency and 
proletarianization in favor of monochromatic contrasts of good and bad (or 
worse) imperialism.20 At a popular level comparisons are frequently heard, and 
generally reflect poorly on Australia, due to the belief that colonization by treaty 
was somehow superior, and the greater visibility of Maori in contemporary New 
Zealand society.21 John Salmond's essay, 'A New Zealander in Australia', in 
Keith Sinclair's edited collection, Tasman Relations: New Zealand and Aus-
tralia, 1788-1988, notes 'the irritating unctuousness' of most New Zealand 
commentary on Australian Aboriginal policy but elaborates: 'the fact of the 
matter is that the Maoris have fared much better in white society than have the 
Aborigines'.22 The volume does not have a chapter comparing native policies, 
though Geoffrey Blainey's essay, 'Two Countries: the Same but Very Different' 
makes some brief and insightful comparisons of Maori and Aboriginal colonial 
experiences that avoid the good/bad template.23 

Where comparisons have been extended beyond simple binary oppositions 
conclusions tend to be equally unsatisfying. In 1950 Grenfell Price's compara-
tive study of native policy in the United States, Canada, Australia and New 
Zealand argued that Canadian policy was not just better than that of the United 
States, but also better than the rest of the British empire.24 In 1980 Robin Fisher, 
an expatriate New Zealander working in Canada, compared indigenous experi-
ences of colonization in three of Britain's Pacific rim colonies. Fisher's analysis 
of the causes of subordination allowed more agency to native communities, but 
ended by rating the colonies with New Zealand at the top, Australia at the bottom 
and British Columbia in between.25 

This notion has not been confined to New Zealand or New Zealand-born 
scholars. Robin Winks, an American scholar who has published on aspects of 
New Zealand history,26 has argued that there was a sliding scale of indigenous 
suffering: 'The harshest race relations developed in Australia, the least harsh in 
New Zealand . . . the experience with white-Indian contact in the United States 

20 See for example, K.R. Howe's Race Relations in Australia and New Zealand: A Comparative 
Survey, 1770s to 1870s, Wellington and Sydney, 1977. One of the few exceptions is Keith 
Sorrenson's critical review of Howe in the NZJH, 12, 2 (1978), p.169. 

21 For a published discussion of Australian history that parallels American reformers' use of the 
Canadian example to challenge national pride see Michael Roe, 'Challenges to Australian Identity', 
Quadrant, (April 1978), p.38. 

22 Auckland, 1988, p.310. 
23 ibid., pp.325-8. 
24 Grenfell Price, White Settlers and Native Peoples: An Historical Study of Racial Contact, 

Melbourne, 1950. In praising Canada, Price seems to be chiefly concerned with Ontario and the 
Western provinces, admitting British Columbia's poor record on aboriginal rights. 

25 'The Impact of European Settlement on the Indigenous Peoples of Australia, New Zealand and 
British Columbia', Canadian Ethnic Studies, 12, 1 (1980), pp.1-14. 

26 'The Doctrine of Hauhauism', Journal of the Polynesian Society, 62 (1953), pp. 199-236. 
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fell more towards the Australian side, and . . . in Canada more towards the New 
Zealand side of the scale.'27 

The U.S. sociologist Seymour Lipset reiterated Winks's argument in Conti-
nental Divide: The Values and Institutions of the United States and Canada, a 
widely-read primer in Canadian-American relations.28 Recently, Andrew 
Armitage's study of assimilative child welfare and family policies in Australia, 
New Zealand and Canada judged these three variants of British colonialism to 
be a 'descending hierarchy', 'with the Australian policies during the paternalist 
period being the most severe; Canadian policies being similar to Australian 
policies but providing at least some recognition of the First Nations communities 
. . . and New Zealand policies being mild in comparison'.29 

It is time to move beyond the search for good, or less bad, imperialisms. We 
need histories that do more than congratulate administrations that preferred the 
legalisms of colonization by treaty or land purchase over the extra-legal methods 
of conquest and occupation. Comparative ethnohistory should be able to explore 
the nature of both these forms of expropriation. These societies all have 
indigenous histories which pre-date contact with European colonialism. Com-
parisons have the potential to highlight the extent to which indigenous societies 
and peoples were in flux both before and after contact with colonial others, thus 
undercutting the search for 'authentic' indigenous traditionalism. The concep-
tual identities of settler and indigene are constructed with reference to particular 
lands and particular places. We can use land struggles to understand the way that 
conflict over resources was refracted into the form of new identities. Intelligent 
comparisons could examine the conflicted intimacy of colonized and colonizing 
groups, looking at the way that they reshape each other. To this end comparative 
ethnohistory should analyse the relationship between modes of imposing colo-
nial authority and strategies of resistance. Analysis of colonialism as a process 
extending over time and space has to be undertaken with a recognition that the 
encounters with imperial and colonial authorities were not the only important 
post-contact influences on native societies. Indigenous histories continued to 
unfold through the colonial and post-colonial periods. 

I am not advocating attempts to pry neat parallels from diverse data, believing 
with Barrington Moore — one of the more successful practitioners of compara-
tive history — that forcing evidence through a 'conceptual sieve for the sake of 
a "higher" form of social theory' distorts and deceives.30 Nor am I advocating 

27 Robin Winks, The Relevance of Canadian History: U.S. and Imperial Perspectives, Toronto, 
1979. p.23. Winks spent a year in New Zealand in the early 1950s, after which he concluded that since 
the 1870s Maori and Pakeha had grown 'together as a nation .... there is little racial discrimination 
in New Zealand, a heritage of the years of warfare and the respect engendered by that warfare'. These 
New Zealanders, Christchurch, 1954, pp. 155-6. 

28 Seymour Lipset, Continental Divide: The Values and Institutions of the United States and 
Canada, New York, 1990, p. 175. 

29 Comparing the Policy of Aboriginal Assimilation: Australia, Canada and New Zealand, 
Vancouver, 1995, p.217. 

30 Barrington Moore, Authority and Inequality under Capitalism and Socialism, Oxford, 1987, 
p.6. 
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omnibus 'total' histories. It is impossible to detail all the changes affecting the 
communities under review. Some of the processes associated with colonization, 
such as the cultural significance of changing patterns of subsistence, are difficult 
to analyse because of biases and lacunae in the sources. Some gaps reflect 
shortcomings of the observers on whom we rely for ethnographic data; others, 
deliberate attempts by indigenous people to cloud the waters of posterity. 

I am acutely aware of the dangers of over-emphasizing commonalities in the 
historical experience of indigenous people. Native people have fought too hard 
to have their differences recognized for generalizations to be made lightly. 
Comparisons of degrees of suffering are invidious and, as I have demonstrated, 
too often marshalled into the service of nation-building or written as parables 
about good and bad imperialism. Yet, the enormous differences between the 
three groups of people who form the subject of my inquiry makes the existence 
of common themes even more striking.31 

In the first place, each of these groups was formed, shaped and reshaped in the 
forge of colonialism. Like the environments in which they lived, native people 
experienced change prior to the arrival of Europeans. Catastrophic change was 
not new, nor was technological innovation. Dogs, fowl and plants were domes-
ticated long before Columbus or Cook, and in the Americas, metallurgy predates 
European contact by as much as five thousand years. Massive North American 
city-states such as the Mississippian centre at Cahokia collapsed without 
assistance from Europe. Pre-contact Maori history is a restless chronicle of war, 
migration, and innovation. Even after the 'Old World' awoke to the existence of 
the 'New World', native societies continued to develop under their own 
impetus.32 

Exposure to the pathogens, technologies, social and intellectual challenges 
which accompanied European contact transformed indigenous lifeways, but 
change was not unprecedented nor entirely negative. In particular, native 
responses to the trading opportunities presented by the visitors were creative, 
multifarious and essential to the establishment of European colonies in the 
Americas and the Pacific. At the heart of this vitality was native control over land 
and resources. Until the balance of demographic and military power shifted 
against native societies they proved themselves fully capable of adapting to 
production for exchange. Indeed trade was not a new feature of indigenous life. 
Fundamental aspects of pre-existing social arrangements such as access to land, 
resource management, and the social organization of production were altered by 

31 Detailed narratives and referencing for the following analysis can be found in D. Montgomerie, 
'Coming to Terms: Ngai Tahu, Robeson County Indians and the Garden River Band of Ojibwa, 
1840-1940', PhD thesis, Duke University, North Carolina, 1993. 

32 Take for example the Laurentian Iroquoians' westward migration. Though the movement to 
join the Huron confederacy took place during 'historic' times, European contact does not seem to 
have been its primary cause. See Bruce Trigger, Natives and Newcomers: Canada's 'Heroic Age' 
Reconsidered, Montreal, 1986, pp. 106-107, and J.B. Jamieson, 'Trade and Warfare: Disappearance 
of the St. Lawrence Iroquoians', Man in the Northeast, 39 (1990), pp.79-86. 



162 DEBORAH MONTGOMERIE 

the requirements of large-scale trade in food, fish, and fur, but they were not 
transformed beyond recognition or removed from native control.33 

As frontiers of commerce gave place to frontiers of settlement, all three states 
embarked on official policies of coercive tutelage and assimilation; each 
initiated conscious efforts to solve their 'native problems' by manipulating and 
redefining them out of existence. Struggles over ethnic and racial definitions 
were not equally important in the three aboriginal/state relationships I have 
chronicled, but in each case the question of who was and was not native became 
inescapable. Foucault's challenge to think about the discursive practices of the 
state as they affect consciousness is pertinent here.34 As each government 
defined and redefined aboriginality, whether to regulate access to schools, 
reserved land, welfare, political participation, or the host of other 'services' and 
'benefits' proffered to aboriginal peoples by nation states, it created discursive 
practices with harsh 'real world' consequences. These discursive practices also 
had implications for the consciousness of people on both sides of the colonial 
process. 

This is most obvious in the case of the Robeson County Indians. The history 
of the American South through slavery-times, Reconstruction, and Jim Crow is 
a graphic illustration of the extent to which discursive practices, in particular 
ethnic or racial classification, could radically alter individual life chances and 
community conditions. In the nineteenth-century South to be non-white meant 
facing the negative consequences of being defined as black in a society that 
systematically discriminated against African Americans. The tortured history of 
local race relations aided Robeson County's Indians in their resistance to 
classification as black. They eventually obtained limited official recognition of 
their sense of distinct community in the form of state classification as Indian. 
Efforts to extend this local recognition as an Indian community to federal 
recognition as a tribe have been unsuccessful. Despite their local victory, 
Robeson County Indians, later known as Lumbees, faced persistent problems as 
assorted as they were serious; the racial slurs, restricted economic opportunities 
and discriminatory federal definitions of Indianness that have plagued the 
community can all be linked to the accommodation reached over ethnic and 
racial definition. 

Government approaches to Indian definition in Canada were Janus-faced and 
inherently contradictory. On the one hand, the British government's Gradual 
Civilization Act of 1857 and the Canadian Indian Acts which followed, institu-
tionalized and regulated official definitions of Indianness.35 The other face of 

33 Some of the best accounts have come from specialists in the arctic and sub-arctic. For example, 
Toby Morantz and Daniel Francis's Partners in Furs: A History of the Fur Trade in Eastern James 
Bay, Montreal, 1982, and Shepard Krech, ed.. The Subarctic Fur Trade, Vancouver, 1984, contain 
some useful correctives to overly speculative approaches to trade history. 

34 See for example Michel Foucault, 'Governmentality', Ideology and Consciousness, 6 (1979), 
pp.5-21. 

35 Scholars are beginning to assess the ways that bureaucratic enumeration of band membership 
impinged on indigenous life. See Derek Smith, 'The Emergence of "Eskimo Status'", in Noel Dyck 
and James Waldram, eds. Anthropology, Public Policy and Native Peoples in Canada, Montreal, 
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official definitions of Indian status was the expectation that Indianness would 
disappear through the influence of acculturation and the lure of enfranchisement. 
While numerous individual descendants of Garden River band members lost 
Indian status because of their marital and residential choices, the Canadian 
government's attempt at wholesale declassification of Indians by voluntary 
enfranchisement and relinquishment of Indian status was a singular failure. 
Despite perennial hardship, rather than becoming a place to flee the reserve acted 
as a focus for community life and communal identity. Ojibwa reserve commu-
nities remained viable social entities.36 

During the nineteenth century Ngai Tahu were not subject to government 
regulation of iwi membership, though the iwi was a recognized social and 
political entity. The Native Land Court intervened extensively in matters 
concerning Maori land, and individual Ngai Tahu were faced with a range of 
ethnic/racial choices. When it came to census-taking and voter registration, 
individuals were required to choose — or have chosen for them—either Pakeha 
or Maori identities, but registering to vote on the general roll, or being recorded 
as Pakeha by a census-taker, did not mean automatic exclusion from Maori 
affairs. Within families, on the marae, or during annual muttonbirding expedi-
tions to the Titi islands, being Ngai Tahu was a matter of connection to land, 
genealogy, and community recognition of those lineages, not racial categoriza-
tion. 

Hand in glove with the accommodations over individual identity and commu-
nity recognition went arrangements about land. One of the reasons Ngai Tahu 
and the Garden River Ojibwa have had less difficulty establishing themselves as 
legitimate indigenous entities in the eyes of the nation-states that grew up round 
them is because they had a history of negotiation over land cession. Ngai Tahu 
leaders signed the Treaty of Waitangi in 1840, and in the decades that followed 
kaumatua entered into a series of extensive land sales with the Crown. The 
Garden River reserve was created in 1852 after the signing of so-called Robinson 
treaties between the Ojibwa of Lakes Superior and Huron and the British. These 
legal and diplomatic events created precedents for recognition of the descend-
ants of the signatories as legitimate ethnic groupings. 

While the land base secured by Ngai Tahu and the Garden River Ojibwa as a 
result of treaty was insufficient to underwrite autonomous native economies, in 
the process of securing it they created a paper trail and a community focus that 
served important political functions. People and places were strongly identified 
with each other in official documentation and identities encoded in the practices 
of government. In what became Robeson County, North Carolina, there was no 
treaty between the Indians living along the Little Pee Dee river and the colonial 
authorities. A refugee population threatened with removal to 'Indian territory' 

1993, pp.41-74. For a study of British bureaucracy in South Asia see Richard Smith's 'Rule-by-
records and Rule-by-reports: Complementary Aspects of the British Rule of Law', Contributions in 
Indian Sociology, 19, 1 (1985), pp. 153-76. 

36 In 1991 the Department of Indian Affairs'Treaties and Historical Research Centre estimated 
that of the 1,424 members of the Garden River First Nation, 914 (64%) lived on the reserve. 
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had a vested interest in avoiding collective challenge to the colonial govern-
ment's assertion of the right to regulate access to land. Subsequently, the task of 
obtaining recognition from the federal government of the United States was 
made immeasurably more difficult by the absence of a colonial paper trail. The 
federal acknowledgement process set up in the early 1980s has not easily 
accommodated forms of Indian identity that have been situational and histori-
cally contingent, preferring circular arguments by which only those who have an 
unbroken history of recognition as Indian by government are readily acknowl-
edged as Indian by contemporary government.37 The initial decision to sidestep 
a direct challenge to colonial authority over land rights was not necessarily 
misguided. Ironically, without the intervention of a treaty process or other direct 
negotiation over land, but using methods of land registration and purchase open 
to all 'settlers', Robeson County Indians were able to secure a larger per capita 
land base than the two treaty groups under study. 

As the northern Maori leader James Henare commented, 'E kore e taea te 
oranga mo te tangata i te aroha me te pipi anake' ('People can no longer live on 
love and pipis').38 In all three cases the economic consequences of settler 
colonialism created a greater reliance on wage labour for subsistence. Because 
the literature on native peoples has so often emphasized culture over politics, not 
enough attention has been paid to capitalist political economy and 
proletarianization as factors in native poverty.39 Until a dialogue is opened 
between labour history and ethnohistory, we will continue to avoid discussing 
some of the most important aspects of the impact of colonialism on native people. 
George Speck, a Nimpkish graduate student turned fisherman, wryly noted, 
'generally culture is seen as something static and fixed If you're wearing blue 
jeans and working your net on the dock, you are left to the sociologists, who want 
to know about fishing.'40 Speck's comments also allude to a bigger problem. The 

37 To sample the contempt with which south-eastern Indian associations have been treated by 
some Bureau of Indian Affairs employees see William W. Quinn, 'The Southeast Syndrome: Notes 
on Indian Descendant Recruitment Organizations and Their Perceptions of Native American 
Culture', American Indian Quarterly (Spring 1990), pp. 147-54. Less vituperative discussions of the 
problems with the acknowledgement process can be found in William Stama's 'The Southeast 
Syndrome: The Prior Restraint of a Non-Event', American Indian Quarterly (Fall 1991), pp. 147-54, 
and Faith Roessel's, 'Federal Recognition — A Historical Twist of Fate', Native American Rights 
Fund Legal Review, 14 (Summer 1989), pp.1-9. 

38 The whakatauki is taken from the title of Aroha Harris's PhD proposal, University of 
Auckland, May 1996. 

39 Rolf Knight's path-breaking Indians at Work: An Informal History of Native Indian Labour 
in British Columbia, 1858-1930, Vancouver, 1978, is an under-rated and all too rare attempt to 
understand the relationship between waged work and indigeneity. For another examination of waged 
labour in the aboriginal economy of British Columbia see John Lutz, 'After the Fur Trade: the 
Aboriginal Labouring Class of British Columbia, 1849-1890', Journal of the Canadian Historical 
Society, New Series, 3 (1992), pp.69-93. 

40 Ron Ignace, George Speck and Renee Taylor, 'Some Native Perspectives on Anthropology 
and Public Policy', in Dyck and Waldram, Anthropology, Public Policy and Native Peoples, 
Montreal, 1993, pp.176,180. Speck's comments were made in reference to anthropology's claim to 
have broadened its definition of culture. 
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spread of waged work was a phenomenon as important as the introduction of 
commodity production. The tendency to downplay it reflects the failure of 
scholars to deal with the relationship between modernity and indigenous 
lifeways except in simplistic, binary opposition. 

Still, economics alone do not explain the histories of these peoples, nor the 
actions of the settler states. These case studies show the extent to which colonial 
states facilitated the exploitation of native peoples while operating within social 
and ideological constraints on the manner and extent of their expropriation. 
Settler states and their citizens were internally, and eternally, divided. Native 
people proved adept manipulators of divided jurisdictions, playing the Canadian 
and New Zealand governments off against provincial authorities, and 
manoeuvering between state and federal administrations in the United States. 
Colonial states were committed to the rule of law, and could be manipulated 
through arguments about justice and legitimacy. Ideas about race, religion and 
rights were also important levers by which native people could wrest some 
control of the colonial process, or assert counter-hegemonic notions of commu-
nity. Nor were individual colonists always willing to abandon notions of justice 
in the pursuit of personal advantage. The ambiguous activities of Alan Macdonell, 
a miner on what had been Ojibwa land, Walter Mantell, a surveyor and one of 
the Crown's agents in the Ngai Tahu purchases, and Hamilton McMillan, a 
Democratic, white supremacist, North Carolina politician, illustrate the extent 
to which individuals committed to the expansion of settler states could also 
harbor deep sympathies for the plight of indigenous people. Combining the roles 
of broker, advocate, official apologist and informer, these three men all took 
uncomfortable pro-native stands against the consequences of colonialism even 
as they tried to enforce its legal and cultural codes. Arguments which emphasize 
the imperatives of economic and ethnic interests over the conflicts of ideology 
and sympathy reduce complex people like McMillan, Mantell and Macdonell to 
caricatures. 

The meeting of government policies and native societies produced very 
different results in the three cases under review. In Ontario the Canadian 
government inherited a treaty system which had the potential to safeguard at least 
some native property from settler encroachment, though successive govern-
ments did not always resist local pressure to open reserves to outside exploita-
tion. The Pennefather surrender of 1859, which cut the original reserve by half, 
was a major blow to the viability of the Garden River settlement, as was the 
government's decision to license the bulk of the timber-felling on the reserve to 
Europeans. After Canadian confederation, the reserve economy stagnated, due 
to difficulties in establishing commercially viable agriculture and a lack of 
capital for other ventures. The Indian Acts established what was essentially a 
system of direct rule by Indian agents on behalf of the Department of Indian 
Affairs. Basic matters such as band membership and individual freedom of 
movement, not explicitly ceded to government by the Robinson treaty, came 
under government supervision. Despite continued resistance on the part of 
leaders and band members, especially over the issues of land surrender, treaty 
promises of increased annuities and timber rights, Ojibwa autonomy was 
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undercut. The reserve, far from becoming self-sufficient, became caught in a 
cycle of debt, poverty and hand-to-mouth subsistence. 

Ngai Tahu, also left with an inadequate land base, suffered less from direct 
government intervention. They suffered instead from the lack of official atten-
tion. Whatever the faults of Canadian Indian administration, by the late nine-
teenth century a bureaucracy was in place that saw that most native complaints 
came to official attention, even if they subsequently received unsatisfactory 
replies. If the Ojibwa were competing in a colonial mis-match with a deaf referee, 
Ngai Tahu were playing in a match with no referee on the field. In the years after 
the land sales, Ngai Tahu approached two of the purchase commissioners, 
Mantell and W.J.W. Hamilton, to complain that officials in the provincial 
governments did not understand the Maori language, and that they had no means 
of communicating directly with the imperial government. Mantell launched a 
personal crusade to try to bring Ngai Tahu's problems to the attention of the 
British Colonial Office. Hamilton protested that even he could not get copies of 
the Ngai Tahu sale deeds. Even after Maori obtained representation in parlia-
ment, Ngai Tahu still had to struggle to attract official attention to their 
grievances. Persistence was rewarded in the form of parliamentary inquiries and 
select commissions, but produced little of immediate value. Ngai Tahu leaders 
improved their political skills, and the paper trail was laid, but the amount of 
Maori land in the South Island continued to decline. 

Nonetheless, despite the important differences in aboriginal-state relations, 
comparative analysis demonstrates the extent to which government actions 
permeated native life. Even governments which left indigenes alone and defined 
them as non-native, inauthentic or hopelessly mixed with other 'races', effec-
tively intruded on their choices. Abandoning Robeson County's Indians to the 
vagaries of southern race relations did not free them from stigma, even if the 
threat of removal to a reservation thereby receded. However important the 
victory in obtaining recognition as Indian, local recognition boxed Indians into 
Robeson County. Indians who wished to travel, to work or to receive formal 
education outside the county risked having their ethnicity questioned. Outside 
the locality they could either accept the penalties of being treated as black in the 
Jim Crow South, or risk being accused of 'passing' white. Within the county, the 
limits of accommodation with the local Democratic party were felt in many ways 
— restricted access to capital, failed attempts at agrarian political action, 
divisions and jealousies between Indians. To pick up the metaphor of the referee 
once more, not only did Robeson County Indians have no referee, as far as the 
federal government was concerned, they were not even qualified for tournament 
play. 

These three groups also have in common a sense of historical grievance that 
bound people together over time. Whatever the private divisions between them, 
Ngai Tahu gradually built a public identity around Te Kereema — The Claim — 
through which they mediated their relationship with the New Zealand govern-
ment. The amount of individual and community effort it took to raise money, 
build internal support and hammer out strategy, made Te Kereema an integral 
part of Ngai Tahu's life over many generations. Grievances arising from the 
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terms reached at Garden River and Robeson County also played an important 
part in the kind of public identity the communities subsequently articulated. 
Ojibwa annuity arrangements with the British shaped later relationships with the 
administrators of Canada and Ontario. War service rendered to Britain by 
Ojibwa generations prior to Canadian confederation was used by Garden River 
leaders to interpret their relationship with the Dominion of Canada. The 
trusteeship of the remaining Ojibwa lands implicit in the terms of the Robinson 
and Pennefather surrenders further defined the limits of the relationship. In 
Robeson County, the grievances arising out of years of white manipulation of the 
legal system erupted in what was later remembered as an 'Indian' war in the 
closing years of the U.S. Civil War. Henry Berry Lowry, the leader of the Indian 
'rebels', became a symbol of Indianness in Robeson County, concentrating in 
his legend a set of characteristics meant to set Indians off from their neighbors. 
Identity, as actualized in debates with outside authority about the nature of 
indigenous rights and responsibilities, was contingent on the needs of the present 
and the aspirations of the future as well as understandings of the past. 

This concern with identity raises questions about authenticity. In 1944, Mary 
Boyd, who was to become a prominent Pacific historian and a member of the 
Waitangi Tribunal, wrote that Ngai Tahu had almost ceased to be Maori.41 In 
1963, Brewton Berry titled a book about non-treaty Indian groups in the eastern 
United States Almost White.*2 Canada's treaty Indians, assumed to be more 
authentic, escaped some of these insults. In the early twentieth century, some 
members of the Garden River band were able to parlay European interest in 
'exotic' Indian customs into cold cash, touring England as members of a 
Hiawatha troupe.43 But even treaty Indians, assured of their status under the 
Indian Acts, are not immune to the slings and arrows or (perhaps more aptly) the 
bows and arrows, of racist stereotypes that still assert that 'real' Indians wear 
feathered bonnets, ride horses and hunt buffalo. 

Writing comparative history is difficult. So too is writing histories of coloni-
zation that move beyond progressive paradigms of imperial expansion and 
nation-building. The complexity of contemporary relationships between indig-
enous groups and settler communities is the result of neither 'good' nor 'bad' 
imperialism, even if we can sometimes find examples of worse imperialisms. 
Native societies were encapsulated by emergent nation-states that simultane-
ously legitimated the invented traditions of settler nationalism while denying 
legitimacy and authenticity to the changing shape of native societies and 

41 'Race Relations in New Zealand, 1815^45', MA thesis. University of New Zealand, Victoria 
University College, 1944, p.68. Boyd argued then that North Island Maori preserved tribal identities 
and 'accepted only those aspects of European culture that fitted into their traditional way of life,' 
while 'Subsequent history has proved indeed, that the assimilation of European civilisation was by 
no means as superficial in the South Island as it was in the North. It was a slow, comfortable process 
of assimilation that gradually amalgamated the races', (pp.59-60). 

42 Brewton Berry, Almost White, New York, 1963. 
43 William Nichols, Indian Agent, Sault Ste. Marie to J.D. McLean, Secretary Indian Depart-

ment, 23 May 1905, RG 10, Vol.3092, File 285,050, Reel C11323, National Archives of Canada, 
Ottawa. 
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indigenous identities. We need to examine the contingencies and connections 
between indigenes and settlers in order better to understand both sides of this 
process, while also situating those narratives into a more nuanced, global 
understanding of European expansion and indigenous resistance. Benedict 
Anderson has asked us to see nations as imagined communities.44 In our 
depictions of the relationships between these nations and the indigenous com-
munities that pre-date and develop alongside them we have not been imaginative 
enough. 

DEBORAH MONTGOMERIE 
The University of Auckland 

44 Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, London, 1983. 
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