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In the course “American Frontiers: Homelands and Empire,” students at The Evergreen State College are examining the overlap between the experiences of Indigenous peoples and recent immigrants, in both historical and contemporary contexts (Evergreen 2010). Our students are exploring the juxtaposed themes of Frontier and Homeland, Empire and Periphery, and the Indigenous and Immigrant experience.

In our course, my teaching partner Kristina Ackley and I began by tracking the historical progression of the so-called “frontier” across North America, and the territorial and cultural clashes of immigrant and Indigenous peoples. Using Patricia Limerick and others, students critiqued the “Frontier Thesis” of Frederick Jackson Turner, and demonstrated how the doctrine of Manifest Destiny continues into the 21st century (Limerick 1987). 

We then drew on Richard Drinnon’s Facing West to connect the on-going “frontier” processes with subsequent overseas imperial expansion into Latin America, the Pacific, and the Middle East (Drinnon 1997). We looked at contemporary case studies that show the imprint of the past in the present, and how North American communities are wrestling with the legacies of colonial control of domestic homelands and imperial control of foreign homelands.

Finally, we are highlighting this imperial control in recent patterns of recent immigration, involving many "immigrants" who are in fact indigenous to the Americas, as well as immigrants from countries once conquered by the U.S. military (such as the Philippines and Haiti). Modern Indigenous territories and migrations transgress or straddle U.S. boundaries as defined by "Homeland Security." The American Empire, it seems, began at home and is coming back home, and is being repeatedly contested in the process.

The intersection between Native Studies and Immigration Studies offers a seemingly ironic yet rich source of insights into cultural and political geography. Yet dialogue between the Native and Immigrant studies communities is sorely lacking, outside of the Southwest region where the dialogue tends to take place mainly within a Borderlands rubric. The current dialogue pays inadequate attention to the wider relationship of indigeneity and migration in the United States and its global spheres of influence.  

At best, we converge around questions of Indigenous immigrants, or Native nations that straddle the U.S.-Mexico boundary (Crosthwaite and Byrd 2002). But at worst, we diverge and work at cross-purposes around questions of political citizenship vs. self-determination, and cultural assimilation vs. autonomy. This paper is an effort to deepen a dialogue through discussion, research and activism, in order to enrich both areas of study with each other’s experiences and theoretical insights. Many of these observations may seem like no-brainers to people in the Southwest, but the dialogue is only beginning in my state of Washington or my home state of Wisconsin.

Comparing the experiences of Indigenous peoples and recent immigrants in the U.S. could be viewed as an ironic focus--what would Native people and immigrants have in common?  How do they form their own culturally and socially distinct communities? Anyone who arrived in North America after 1492 could be considered "illegal," and many recent immigrants have more claims to "belong" in America than those who came on the Mayflower. But there are many other intersections between Indigenous and immigrant histories and contemporary life.  

1. Perspectives from the Margins

Indigenous peoples and new immigrants both have a perspective from outside the dominant U.S. society, and have two historical ways of viewing it. Native Americans were here in their homelands when the European “frontier” arrived in their territory, and so have perspectives from the inside, and an intimate insider knowledge of the settler society. New immigrants have arrived here more recently (mostly from Asia and Latin America), so have a view of the U.S. from the outside, affected by the expansion of U.S. political and cultural influence into their homelands.

Both Indigenous and immigrant people share similar perspectives from the margins of the dominant society, even if they are from different angles--one wanting into it, and the other wanting to not be smothered by it. The response of the State at times plays one community off against each other, but more often lumps them together. For example, Native kids in boarding schools were beaten for speaking their own language, and many immigrant students were sometimes beaten with a paddle that read “Speak English.” 

Just as U.S. military interventions often use the imagery of the Indian Wars and insurgent “Indian Country” (as Drinnon documents so well in his Facing West), hostility to immigrants often evokes images of white frontier mythology. The 2007 Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) raids on Latino meatpackers in Greeley, Colorado, for instance, were actually named “Operation Wagon Train.”

2. Indigenous Immigrants

Many of the so-called immigrant groups actually have historical experiences similar to Native Americans. Many are themselves Indigenous peoples (such as Mayan-speakers from Mexico and Guatemala, Quechua from the Andes, or Hmong from Laos) who have tried to keep their distinct cultural identities in the U.S.  In one instance, described by Eric Meeks in his Border Citizens: The Making of Indians, Mexicans, and Anglos in Arizona, Yaqui refugees from Mexico have gained partial recognition for a new land base in southern Arizona (Meeks 2007).  The Indigenous Front of Binational Organizations has also organized farmworkers for years in the southern California. 

In the 2010 Census, for the first time, Indigenous peoples from what we used to think of exclusively as “Latin” America can for the first time identify their specific Indigenous identity, and have their self-identification tabulated by the Census Bureau. They had been all lumped together in the 2000 Census. In anticipation of greater visibility, certain indigenous peoples are forming civic organizations in specific parts of Washington state—far from the southern border--Purépecha from Michoacán in Auburn and Centralia, Mam and Kanjobal from Guatemala on the Olympic Peninsula, and others (Barbassa and Valdes 2010). The Latin American Association of Indigenous People in Exile was founded in 2009 in Washington DC.

Other immigrants (such as Filipinos and Hmong) were incorporated into the American “empire” in much the same way as Native Americans—through U.S. military intervention and occupation. Their homelands came under control of the U.S., and they ended up as refugees or economic migrants back to the heart of the empire.  Just as peoples from the former British and French colonies ended up living in London and Paris, many immigrants are today living here only because their homelands were invaded and occupied by the U.S. Even though many of them view themselves as pro-American, and some may have been allied with the occupiers, their experiences as colonized peoples closely parallel those of Native Peoples whose lands were directly annexed by the U.S. 

3.  We Didn’t Cross the Border, The Border Crossed Us

The modern “frontier” affects Native nations today, in the form of the international boundary of the United States, which crosses their lands. It is well known that some Native nations transcend the U.S.-Mexico border, and the new border wall cuts through their ancestral territories and even their burial grounds, since NAGPRA was set aside for construction of the wall (Capriccioso 2009). Many scholars and journalists have studied the Tohono O’odham fight for citizenship for tribal members across the Arizona border in Sonora, or the more successful Kumeyaay negotiation for tribal border-crossing rights between California and Baja California (Hughes-Juan 2009, Morales 2009). 

Less examined have been Native nations divided by the Alaska-Canada border, such as the Gwich’in, Tlingit and Haida, or transcending the northern border of the 48 States, such as the Salish, Blackfeet, Ojibwe, and Mohawk.  Despite the Jay Treaty, “homeland security” has made border crossings more difficult for tribal members, such as the Coast Salish participating in the Tribal Canoe Journeys between B.C. and Washington. Interior Salish people from Colville and Okanagan joined at a border post last year to protest requirements for new I.D. cards under the Western Hemisphere Travel Initiative (Herrmann 2009). The films Frozen River (by Courtney Hunt) and Travels Along the Medicine Line (by Lyana Patrick) showed us the growing difficulties in border crossing, and how they are partly related to U.S. fears of “smuggling” undocumented immigrants through sovereign Native territories. 

4. Pro-Native, Pro-Immigrant

There is a great deal of overlap between the pro-Indigenous and pro-immigrant movements. Many immigrants have an Indigenous identity, or are at least emphasizing the Native part of their heritage.  They have some common enemies, and goals of cultural and language preservation in a sea of English-speaking whites. Both sometimes participate in supporting each other's causes, and both seek allies in the dominant (previous immigrant) population. Oklahoma tribal leaders urged state lawmakers to reject an English-only measure (Associated Press 2007). Native resentment of English-only anti-immigrant organizations grew so strong that the foremost national group, U.S. English, was forced to release a statement that it did not advocate limits on Native languages.

The 2006 immigrant protests and general strike highlighted the common ground between immigrant and indigenous resistance.  The Seattle march opened with welcomes from Puyallup and Muckleshoot tribal people.   Signs proclaimed “You’re on Native Land,” with quotes from Zapatista Subcommander Marcos.  This collaboration is reflected in a growth of indigenous immigrant rights activism along the border and in California, such as Tonatierra, Indigenous Alliance without Borders, and the Indigenous Border Summit. 

The convergence between immigrant and Indigenous identities, however, is fraught with complexities.  A Chicano labor organizer who visited our class, Juan Bocanegra, critiqued the tendency of some Chicano activists to emphasize the Aztec roots of Mexican identity, rather than including Native peoples colonized by the Aztecs, contemporary Indigenous peoples in Mexico, or their Native neighbors in the U.S. It appears that some activists and scholars are taking this critique to heart, and (like the Zapatistas) taking inspiration and leadership from contemporary Indigenous struggles rather than just from past empires.

5. Anti-Indian, Anti-Immigrant

There is also much overlap between the anti-Indian and anti-immigrant social movements. The Minutemen often sound like anti-Indian groups in their emphasis on cultural threats and secure borders, and using tactics of harassment and violence similar to those used by anti-treaty activists against Native fishing rights. Both movements use the concept of U.S. citizenship and socio-political boundaries to deny rights to people of color--even if it is done in different ways. 

On the Yakama Reservation, Elaine Willman served on the Toppenish City Council as she headed the national anti-Indian network Citizens’ Equal Rights Alliances (CERA) (Willman 2006). Toppenish--like Omak, Forks, Shelton, and other Washington towns—is dramatically tricultural, with distinct Native, Mexican and white communities. Willman had the opportunity to use a pro-assimilation and integration message to build alliances with the Mexican community against Yakama sovereignty, or an ironic anti-immigrant message to turn the Yakama against the Mexicans. But Willman was unable to triangulate or divide-and-conquer the communities, and made the strategic mistake of opposing both Indians and immigrants.  She has now taken her activism to the Oneida Nation in Wisconsin.

In northern Wisconsin, white citizens fought Native treaty rights for years, but (like in Washington) lost in the courts and eventually in public opinion. By the mid-1990s, many sportfishers had joined with tribes to protect the fish from mining projects. But in 2004, a tragic shooting of six white hunters by a Hmong deer hunter triggered a strong racist backlash, simply turning the former “Save a Fish, Spear an Indian” rhetoric into a “Save a Deer, Shoot a Hmong” bumpersticker. This episode of hatred transferred from a Native to an Indigenous immigrant group convinced me that racism is not based on cultural gaps or misunderstandings, but on the need for scapegoats to divert whites from the real problems, and reinforce a racialized and territorialized economic hierarchy. 

6. Mixed Signals (Pro-Indian, Anti-Immigrant / Pro-Immigrant, Anti-Indian)

Some critical differences clearly exist between the two groups, mainly that (most) immigrants are seeking integration and citizenship (while guarding a distinct cultural identity), and Native peoples emphasize autonomy, interrelationships and mutual dependencies with non-Native governments, or simply being left alone. Historically, the power of immigrant communities has come from their labor and (at times) their demographic growth, and the power of Native nations from their land base and sovereign political status.  The subtleties of these goals are reflected in the concept of “One Nation,” a term adopted by an anti-Indian group in Redmond, Washington, to critique tribal sovereignty as separatist, but much like the concept of “One America” adopted by a pro-immigrant group in Seattle to promote social and political inclusivity toward recent immigrants.

Historically, some Native Americans have mistrusted immigrants of color; for example, participating in anti-Chinese riots in 1880s Tacoma. In Arizona, some Tohono O’odham leaders back harsher measures toward immigrant border-crossers who leave behind trash or criminal acts, even as some other tribal members set up water stations in the desert as a humanitarian action. The Shadow Wolves, an all-Indian Customs unit, tracks smugglers along the US-Mexico border, and has been sent to Afghanistan (Wheeler 2003). In western Washington, it has been difficult to build bridges between local tribes and Indigenous immigrant harvesters of salal (a forest plant used in floral arrangements) who sometimes trespass on tribal lands. On the Yakama Nation, a former tribal council member actively opposes undocumented Latino workers as “taking over” the reservation with drugs and gangs (Valdes 2009).  Even at powwows, it is not uncommon to hear grumbling from local tribal vendors who resent Ecuadorian Quichua entrepreneurs selling imported crafts. 

Latino and Asian "settlers of color" have also participated in stealing Native lands and resources, or today help to repress Native sovereignty. Judith Li’s To Harvest, To Hunt helped decipher some of the early immigrant cultures along the West Coast, which displaced Native peoples even as they were themselves oppressed or divided (Li 2007). As Andrea Smith points out, genocide of Native peoples and xenophobic “Orientalist” sentiment are two of the “three pillars of white supremacy” in the United States (Smith 2006), but are not always both equally recognized because of the relatively smaller demographics of Native Americans. 

7. Indigenous migrations

An obvious difference between the two communities is that many Indigenous peoples are still living in their homelands, whereas immigrants are (by definition) detached from their homelands. U.S. academics sometimes even mistakenly conflate the categories of Native Americans and native-born Americans. And yet most Native peoples in the U.S. are not living on reservations, but in cities because of the Urban Relocation programs that began in the 1950s. Many who live in rural areas are not living in their ancestral territories--due to earlier forced removals or migrations under pressure. 

Native peoples who have migrated away from their ancestral homelands face similar historical challenges as immigrants, in replanting their cultures into new landscapes. How do Native people who are forced to migrate away from intimately familiar ancestral lands and natural resources bring their indigeneity, their process of indigenousness, into a reconstructed homeland?  How did the Oneida from New York, for example, help revitalize their culture in Wisconsin through replanting their white flint corn? The previous experiences of forced and voluntary Indigenous migration within North America can yield useful insights into then south-to-north Indigenous migration now underway. 

However we study this new migration, it is clearly the largest Indigenous migration ever seen in the America.   As the Laguna Pueblo author Leslie Marmon Silko has written, “borders haven't worked, and they won't work, not now, as the indigenous people of the Americas reassert their kinship and solidarity with one another. A mass migration is already under way; its roots are not simply economic” (Silko 1996, 1997).

Yet again, the picture is not as simple as an exercise in indigenous solidarity. As Jeannette Armstrong points out in her novel Whispering in Shadows, after her visit to Oaxaca, North Americans have materially benefited from the exploitation of Indigenous peoples in other countries, even if they have also experienced a history of oppression (Armstrong 2004).  A few wealthier tribes, such as the New York Oneida and Florida Seminole, have actually set up business operations using cheaper land and labor in Latin America, and an Alaskan Native Corporation has funded an immigrant detention center. These situations point to the need for cultural collaboration between North and South, such as the Peace and Dignity Journeys, and exchanges of Native Americans to South and Central America, and visits of Indigenous representatives to explain their situations in U.S. tribal communities.  

8. Scales of Relationships

As Silko and Armstrong understand, Indigenous-immigrant relations are not a simple relationship at all, in either the historical or contemporary context. They not only involve relationships between two distinct communities, but relationships within mixed towns and neighborhoods, and dual identities within mixed families and individuals. Intermarriage and other mixed family identities between Native and Latino communities are quite common in the Southwest and California, not to mention “Indopinos” in the Pacific Northwest and Alaska, or  Asian-Native Hawaiian relationships or Native-Hmong relationships in the Midwest.

Our students undertook a 10-week extended research project-using place (homeland, empire, and migration) as their interpretative framework. This project included the option of combining research with internship or other community service, particularly with Indigenous peoples or immigrant communities in Washington state and elsewhere in the U.S.  Some of their research sites were in counties with large Native and recent immigrant populations, which provide rich case studies of this fascinating interplay.

Very little work has been done in Washington state by scholars or activists to help build greater communication between Native and immigrant Indigenous peoples on a local level--such as between a rural reservation community and immigrant farmworkers or forest pickers, or an urban Indian community with immigrant Indigenous workers in the same neighborhoods. Juan Bocanegra told our class of instances when Washington Native communities helped to protect Indigenous immigrants from ICE raids, or opposed Border Patrol checkpoints. 

Even in small towns in western Washington, thousands of miles from Central America, I have heard Mam or Kanjobal spoken in the Forks grocery store shortly after hearing the Quileute language spoken at a tribal gathering in LaPush. At the tricultural Omak Stampede in eastern Washington, the rodeo is combined with a Colville tribal powwow and a largely Latino carnival, all with their own distinct spatialities overlapping with each other’s space.

The encouragement of educational and social networks among native-born and foreign-born Native people can yield profound lessons into what it means to be indigenous, what it means to be mobile—to migrate—and what it means to be human. As Silko points out,  “Before the arrival of the Europeans, the indigenous communities throughout this region not only conducted commerce; the people shared cosmologies, and oral narratives…The great human migration within the Americas cannot be stopped; human beings are natural forces of the earth, just as rivers and winds are natural forces” (Silko 1996, 1997).
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