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Should Indian Sports Mascots Be Repealed?

By Gary Arthur

ABSTRACT

Concerns about racism, a lack of sensitivity to diversity, stereotyping, sexism, oppression, and lack of Native American entitlement make up a partial list of issues raised in connection with the use of Native American mascots.  Those who support mascot use contend that these mascots praise the traditions and culture of the Native Americans.  Language supporting the monitoring or banishment of Native American (NA) mascot use has been introduced in the courts, in school districts, and in at least one national athletic association.  Besides the list of concerns voiced by those who oppose the use of NA mascots, the issue of indigenous peoples being entitled to identify for themselves how symbols of their culture are interpreted seems to be pivotal in dealing with this conflict, and may even be the focal point at which groups can begin to reach some type of understanding or agreement.

I.  The Controversy 

A controversy has existed for decades about sports mascots with Native American (NA) images, persons, and caricatures.  Various criticisms have been made.  Some argue that the images projected by Indian mascots demean the traditions of their people, improperly represent history, present confusing and negative images to their young, present a Euro-American interpretation of a one-dimensional NA male stereotype, and misrepresent the diverse communities of Native American ancestry. (Smith, 2003) 

Those who support Indian sports mascots argue that these mascots honor NA traditions, culture, and history. (Wright, 2007)   Mascot names such as “Indians”, “Chiefs”, “Savages”, and “Red Men” are chosen, they say, to represent aspects of fearsome nobility that connect with the atmosphere and culture of competitive sports and society.  

This controversy has raged for decades and involved high schools, colleges and universities, state legislatures, professional sports teams and associations, and others. What’s really at stake and how the controversy is best dealt with remains an open question. 

II. Arguments against Indian Mascots

The right to tell one’s own history vs. the Euro-American version of Native American history is an important issue in the conflict over Native American mascots as well as the negative portrayal of Indian ancestral personages.  NA caricature images and mascots with big noses and over-sized teeth, activists say, do not portray a favorable reflection, let alone a true historical facsimile, of what those who support Indian mascots say are noble and reverent. (Eitzen & Zinn, 2001)  The mimicked ceremonial war dances portrayed by mascots are stereotyped movements that many Native Americans say disrespect the ritual dancing of their ancestors. (Beattie, 2008, p. 2)  Ceremonial dance was as diverse and varied as were the many NA tribes, each nation having its own sacred and treasured version of movement and ritual. (King, 2006, p.317)  Many say that to have non-Indian people in drug-store Indian attire prancing and jumping to stereotyped movements fostered by the media is an affront to the dignity and traditions of the NA people especially when many NA ritualistic dances were outlawed by the American government. (King, 2006)  The assimilation movement in the 19th century was an attempt by the American government to draw Indians into the culture of America.  Attempts to deal with this ‘Indian problem’ included ‘removal, extermination, incorporation, assimilation, revitalization, termination, and self-determination.’ (Provenzo and McCloskey, 1981, p1) Stifling or banning cultural activity and ceremony was a part of this movement. Activists point out the inconsistency in a primarily Caucasian government outlawing native dance, but then allowing non-Indian dancers to mimic it.  

Many Native Americans say this misrepresentation of their ancestors is confusing and damaging to their young who exist in a modern world but are linked to inaccurate images of the past.  Self esteem and self identity are issues that Native young people struggle with while observing Euro-American interpretations of caricatures and images that are supposed to represent the NA past and viewing these stereotypical racist images in the present, while searching for their place in the future. (Beattie, 2008)  

Many Native Americans also object to the Euro-American depiction of the historical bloodthirsty Indian when in reality, it was the whites who invaded, oppressed and used a policy of genocide to gain control over indigenous peoples in America. “This depiction of NA as bloodthirsty warriors distorts history …” (Eitzen &Zinn, 2001, p. 3)

According to Laurel Davis “sports … remain predominantly homo-social, hetero masculine spaces, centring on men and their exploits and celebrating masculinity, or those traits and ideals defining what it means to be a man in American society, such as aggression, independence and competitiveness.”   (King, 2006) Even though women participate in sports, their mascots are watered down reflections of the men (“Lady Warriors”) or sexist, racist names such as “Squaws.”  Eitzen and Zinn suggest that such naming practices relegate women to a “secondary, supplemental, and lesser” status in athletics and society. (Eitzen & Zinn, 2001)

Another “problematic” area connected with NA mascots is what Eitzen and Zinn call the “homogenization of American Indian cultures.”  The symbols connected with NA mascots (tomahawks, war paint, leather loin cloths, and feathered head dress) present a collective image of Native Americans that is not only racist and stereotypical, but inaccurately portrays the diverse natures of ritual, ceremony, and culture of the many and varied NA tribes. (Eitzen &Zinn, 2001) 

One of the strongest voices against the use of Indian mascots is that of activist Charlene Teeters.  Ms. Teeters led the fight against the use of the mascot Chief Iliniwik, an Indian mascot for the University of Illinois. Largely because of her efforts the use of this mascot by the University was retired. (Beattie, 2008)  Ms. Teeters is the president of the National Coalition on Racism in Sports and Media (NCRSM) and states that “the issue for us is the right to self identification and self determination.”  She goes on further to say that 
The American public has been conditioned by sports industry, educational institutions, and the media to trivialize Indigenous culture as common and harmless entertainment… To reduce the victims of genocide to a mascot is unthinking, at least, and immoral at worst.  An educational institution’s mission is to educate, not mis-educate, and to alleviate the ignorance behind racist stereotypes, not perpetuate them and to provide a nondiscriminatory environment for all its students, conducive to learning. (Teeters, NCRSM, p2)

III. Arguments in Favor of Indian Mascots

King identifies three voices that are recognized, mainly in conservative circles, as speaking from a position of knowledge and or ancestral background concerning the NA mascot topic.  David Shiflett, who describes himself as a descendant of Pocahontas, asserts that NA mascots support “idealized masculine qualities” and that they offer praise and are appropriate.  Shiflett attacks those who argue against NA mascots as “weak, pathological and feminist.” (King, 2006, p. 321)

Richard Poe, described by King as a conservative columnist, argues for the support of using NA mascots by valuing the aspects of strength and aggression portrayed by the names assigned them.  His rationale argues that these traits are admirable and therefore honorable and complimentary to the people who these symbols represent.  King summarizes Poe’s claims by pointing out that he (Poe) feminizes critics for not being aggressive or masculine and for not valuing aggression.  Poe maintains that these idealized masculine traits portrayed by NA mascots demand celebration not criticism.  Poe generally views NA mascots as aggressive and warlike which, he says, garners respect and honor. (King, 2006, p.322)

David Yeagley, who King identifies as a conservative Comanche commentator, has been a vocal defender of pseudo-Indian sports symbols.  He views the use of NA mascots as a rare opportunity in our modern culture to revere and honor indigenous peoples.  He uses his views on society, gender and race to support his arguments in favor of NA mascots.  He points out “that when men fail to be men, everyone suffers.”  He connects masculinity with the warrior mascot, and he asserts that positive change in society is achieved through the action of men.  He points out that the warrior (using the warrior mascot as an example) is who we rely on in time of need such as the current war on terrorism. (King, 2006, p. 323) 

More moderate advocates of retaining Indian mascots contend that the use of the mascot in some organizations and communities is often longstanding, intends no disrespect, and is emotionally important to their community. Some assert that this debate is a version of other attempts at imposing politically correct ideologies on local communities and infringing on their rights of self governance.  
The Chicago Blackhawks, a National Hockey League sports franchise, exemplify a sports organization that connects with Native Americans in the use of their mascot.  Black Hawk, an historic Sauk Tribe leader, is the mascot name sake of this professional hockey team. Team executives have reached out to the Indian community, and have pledged efforts to help restore a commemorative monolithic statue in Oregon, Illinois (The Eternal Indian), renovate parts of the American Indian Center on the north side of Chicago, and build a sports complex there.  The sports team has also honored American Indian veterans during a pregame national anthem.  Cherokee executive counsel member Scott Sypolt, said, “The Blackhawks have been very genuine in wanting to help and have been very aware of cultural sensitivities.  We’re very appreciative of that.”  (“Blackhawks’ Ties to Indian Country,” 2011, p. 43) 
Another example where a moderate agreement was reached regarding the use of an Indian mascot involves Florida State University.  The Seminole Tribe of Florida voted positively on a resolution in June of 2005 to support the Florida State University’s use of their name for the team mascot (ESPN, 2005) Some teams, such as the Peoria Chiefs and the Syracuse Chiefs, have retained the “Chiefs” name but have dropped indigenous imagery. 
IV. Mascot Legislation & Proposed Solutions to “The Problem”

While some of the issues surrounding Indian mascots are worked out locally there have been a variety of efforts to address the issue through policy changes in sports associations and state legislatures. 

There are a number of sports professional teams who use Indian mascot names.  The Atlanta Braves and the Cleveland Indians are two examples.  In 1992, the Washington Redskins football organization was sued because the team mascot name was “… disparaging to Native Americans.  Susan Harjo along with six other Native American community members filed the suit which has gone through years of litigation.  The United States Court of Appeals rejected the suit in 2009 (Jawort, 2012). 
In 2005, the NCAA (National Collegiate Athletic Association) moved on the NA mascot complaints addressing the concerns of discrimination and racism by outlawing the use of Indian mascots.  A number of universities have complied including Stanford, who changed their mascot name from “Indians” to ”The Cardinal,” and Marquette,  changed their mascot name from “Warriors” to the “Golden Eagles.”  Those NCAA institutions who don’t comply are faced with post season sanctions involving NCAA competition.  Florida State Seminole officials have threatened to sue the NCAA if sanctions are imposed on them claiming that the Seminole Nation supports the use of the Seminole mascot. (CBS/AP, 2005) Because of this legislation, however, Tom Foty (a CBS news correspondent) said that of the thirty three schools investigated by the NCAA, about half of them changed their names. (CBSNEWS.com, 2009)

A number of states have sponsored legislation to make changes in the use of NA school mascots. Colorado State Senator Suzanne Williams and Representative Nancy Todd co-sponsored a bill in 2010 that would require public and charter schools to obtain approval from the Colorado Commission of Indian Affairs to use NA mascots.  The proposed legislation was met with considerable opposition in the Colorado legislature which raised various issues including local control. Williams later withdrew the bill saying that by drawing attention to the controversy she had achieved her goal of fostering discussion and communication on the topic. (Bartels, 2010)  

Over the last 20 years, Wisconsin schools have been moving away from using Indian mascot names because they are recognized as offensive.  The Wisconsin State Assembly passed a bill in March 2010 that could impose fines and forfeitures on those schools that refuse to drop American Indian logos or mascots if they are deemed discriminatory through a contested hearing process. Representative Joel Kellfisch called the bill a “foolish waste of time,” but Representative Tamara Grigsby replied that “You don’t get to decide when someone else is offended.” (Richmond, 2010, p1) 
In 2007, Oregon’s Board of Education recommended the retirement of all Native American names, mascots and logos by publicly funded Oregon schools. At that time fifteen public high schools had Indian mascots. Over the next five years, none of retired.  Recently in March 2012 the issue was re-examined with a recommendation for removal that would be mandatory (Harjo, 2012).  The final decision is pending and expected to be made in May. 
Recently in the Northeastern part of the United States, historical background was provided as strong reasons for discontinuing the use of the name “Redskins.” Maine Indian Tribal State Commission (MITSC) member Cushman Anthony noted that the British government put a bounty on the scalps of Indians “and when you brought one in it was called a red skin because it was bloody.” (Toensing, 2011, p 26)
  The MITSC asked that the name Redskin not be used, and in 2011 Maine’s Regional School Unit 12 (RSU 12) voted to ban the use of the name “Redskins” from all of the eight schools it governs. This action has met with considerable controversy within the school district. (Toensing, 2011)

But are legislative actions and legal challenges the best approach to settling this conflict? And what would the standards be for a particular judgment?  William N. Wright points out that “whether the legal system is the appropriate venue to resolve these differences is uncertain.  The relative lack of success of those legal challenges that have thus far been attempted may suggest that it is not.” (Wright, 2007, p 314) But Wright goes on to say in the conclusion of his essay that “the appropriate legal standard should recognize the diversity among different tribes and enable consideration of evidence of all points of view and all groups.” (Wright, 2007, p315) 

Public interest Attorney Mathew Hayes had this to say about school mascots in connection with the NCAA legislation:  

It seems reasonable that Marquette - a school named after a French missionary and with no discernible historical relationship with a specific Native American community - should avoid using a Native American nickname if there is a possibility that name could be considered disrespectful. Alternatively, it seems appropriate that a school with a close relationship with a local tribe, such as Central Michigan, should be able to retain such a name.  (Hayes, 2010, p 4)
Central Michigan Chippewas use the mascot name with the consent of the Saginaw Chippewa Indian tribe, but many communities are not really tied to indigenous peoples but use their names and symbols and vehemently defend the right to use these mascot names identifying their names with courage, aggression, and competitiveness therefore bestowing honor on NA images and cultures. (Bartels, 2010) 

Even though Hayes supports the bill on NA mascots passed by the Wisconsin legislature in his column, his point of view that regional historical relationships are acceptable when using NA mascots is not universally accepted.   In his article in Indian Country Today,  David Trout Staddon points out that “The fact that Indians disappear from textbooks after the frontier closed instills the same idea. Indian mascots reinforce the idea that we are historical relics to students and society in general. For that reason alone, educational institutions should discontinue the use of Indian nicknames and mascots.” (Staddon, 2011, p 6)

There doesn’t seem to be as much controversy when Native American schools adopt NA mascot names.  This may get at one of the major points of contention voiced by Native American communities, namely that they be allowed to write their own history and claim their own symbols of culture, and not have them interpreted by the dominant culture.  This is a claim that the authentic history of their people is lost in the “Myth of the Frontier” and subject to the Euro-American version that inflates the importance of the dominant culture at the expense of the conquered indigenous nations. (Springwood/King, 2001). 
On the other hand, Indian activist Suzan Shown Harjo recently suggested that it might be a good time for the federal government to end the tradition it began in the late 1800’s and eliminate the ‘Indian’ sports stereotypes in its Indian schools” operated by the Bureau of Indian Affairs. (Harjo 2012).  She argues that these mascots were “part of the federal government’s attempt to decultuturize and ‘civilize’ Indian children by separating them from their families, nations, and land, and instilling new allegiances to schools and teams. (Harjo, 2012).   
V.  Conclusion 

Mascots, nicknames, and symbols may serve as sources of camaraderie, power, and strong identity, but Eitzen and Zinn point out, there is a “dark side” to their use.  “Symbols may dismiss, differentiate, demean, and trivialize marginalized groups such as African-Americans, Native Americans, and women.” (Eitzen &Zinn, 2001, p2)  As numerous books such as Hollywood’s Indian and Playing Indian point out stereotyping is a deep rooted issue in American culture (Rollins and O’Connor, and Deloria). 

Some say that this controversy is trivial when compared to other issues facing society.  Colorado Senator Scott Renfroe said that “the state had more pressing needs to worry about” when legislation was presented on the mascot issue.  Eitzen and Zinn point out that mascot naming may not be as important as raising the standard of living for Native Americans and that the sexist naming of teams may not be as important as pay equity or breaking the glass ceiling for women, but still they say symbols convey “compelling messages” that “reinforce and therefore maintain the secondary status … of NA … through stereotyping, caricature, derogation, trivialization, diminution, or making them invisible.”  (Eitzen & Zinn, 2001, p. 2 )

Since this controversy has existed for many years, and there are strong voices on both sides of the issue, agreeable resolution may be an exercise in futility, but one approach may be to work it out collaboratively.  Would it be a productive policy to check with the tribes themselves, asking for permission for NA mascot use?  This was suggested by the Colorado Indian Education Foundation (CIEF) that, “schools using tribal names should contact representatives of the tribal nations that once occupied the areas in which the schools are located.” (Berry, 2010)  When letters were sent to school districts suggesting this approach, however, the response was decidedly mixed (Berry, 2010)  Part of the proposed Colorado legislation that was withdrawn would have required schools using NA mascots to “cease their use” or procure approval from the Colorado Commission of Indian Affairs.  

So after decades of debate many questions remain: Are Native American mascots dishonorable and demeaning to Native American ritual, traditions, and history, or do they, in fact, honor and praise Native Americans and their culture? Should they be repealed or is this a “gray zone” that needs to be dealt with on a case-by-case basis? Who should decide? Is this issue appropriately dealt with by sports associations, school districts, and legislatures?  Is this a trivial issue that should just be set aside?
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Appendix One

Examples of Indian Mascots in Sports Teams

(Adapted from Wikipedia)

Team Names

Football

Kansas City Chiefs (NFL)
Washington Redskins (NFL)

Baseball

Atlanta Braves (MLB) and their minor league affiliates:

-Danville Braves


-Gulf Coast League Braves


-Gwinett Braves


-Mississippi Braves


-Rome Braves

Cleveland Indians (MLB) and one minor league affiliate, the Gulf Coast Indians

Indianapolis Indians

Peoria Chiefs

Spokane Indians

Syracuse Chiefs

Basketball

Golden Warriors (NBA)
Hockey

Chicago Blackhawks

Note:  A number of teams have dropped American Indian imagery but retained American Indian mascot names.  See also a state by state map and listing of high school Indian mascots at www.aistm.org/fr.getinvolved.htm  and excellent information is also available at the website www.americanindiantah.com on this subject as well. 

�Gary Arthur is a member of the faculty of Grays Harbor College and teaches online in connection with The Evergreen State College Reservation-based Native Studies Program. This case and teaching notes are copyright (2012) by the Evergreen State College and can be downloaded at http://nativecases.evergreen.edu/.


� Anthony’s claim (widely voiced by others as well) about the origin of the name “Redskins” is disputed. According to Adrian Jawort a Native American journalist, claiming scalps automatically means “red skins” is revisionist history. Citing Smithsonian linguist Ives Goddard’s work, I Am a Redskin: The Adoption of a Native American Expression (1769-1826), Jawort says the term was originally coined by Native Americans themselves and was essentially neutral in the 19th century. (Jawort), 2012)





