
Welcome to the Fascinating World of
American Indian Families: 1900-1940

American Indian families have a rich history that stretches back centuries. From
their ancient traditions and cultural practices to their interactions with European
settlers, the story of American Indian families is one of resilience and adaptation.
In this article, we will delve into the lives of American Indian families between the
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years 1900 and 1940 and explore the challenges they faced, as well as the
moments of triumph.

The Diversity of American Indian Families

It is important to acknowledge that American Indian families comprised a vast
array of tribes, each with its own unique customs and ways of life. From the
Apache to the Cherokee, the Mohawk to the Navajo, the indigenous peoples of
North America are as diverse as the land they called home.
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Within each tribe, family structures varied. Some tribes practiced matrilineal
descent, where kinship is traced through the maternal line, while others adhered
to a patrilineal system. However, regardless of the specific kinship structure, the
bond between family members was strong and deeply valued.

Traditional Roles and Responsibilities

In the early 20th century, American Indian families held various roles and
responsibilities within their communities. Men often served as hunters, warriors,
or leaders, protecting and providing for their families. Women were responsible
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for child-rearing, gathering food, and crafting essential items. Elders played a vital
role in passing down tribal history, traditions, and wisdom to the younger
generations.

Despite the hardships faced by American Indian families during this period, their
close-knit communities remained a source of strength, support, and resilience.

Challenges Faced by American Indian Families

American Indian families encountered numerous challenges during the early 20th
century. The rapid expansion of European settlers' land, the imposition of
government policies, and the attempt to assimilate indigenous peoples into
mainstream American culture posed significant threats to their way of life.

The forced relocation of Native American tribes, such as the Trail of Tears
experienced by the Cherokee, disrupted entire communities and families. The
loss of ancestral lands, traditions, and heritage caused immense sorrow and
hardship.

In addition to the physical displacement, American Indian families also faced
economic struggles. Many were impoverished and lacked access to education,
healthcare, and basic amenities.

Resilience and Adaptation

Despite these challenges, American Indian families demonstrated remarkable
resilience and adaptation. They fought to preserve their traditions and cultural
practices, passing down stories, songs, and ceremonies from one generation to
the next.

Education became a powerful tool for empowerment and resistance. Native
American children attended boarding schools, where they were exposed to



Western education but often faced attempts to erase their cultural identities.
Nevertheless, these schools provided the opportunity for young American Indians
to gain knowledge and skills that would later help them advocate for their rights.

During this period, prominent American Indian leaders emerged, advocating for
tribal sovereignty and civil rights. Figures like Helen Peterson, Gertrude Bonnin
(Zitkala-Sa), and Carlos Montezuma played pivotal roles in raising awareness of
the experiences and challenges faced by American Indian families.

Legacy and Heritage

The struggles and triumphs experienced by American Indian families between
1900 and 1940 have left an indelible mark on the fabric of America. Today, many
Native American communities continue to preserve their culture, customs, and
languages.

The North American Indian Prose Award celebrates the literary achievements of
American Indian writers, commemorating their stories and shedding light on the
nuanced experiences of Indigenous peoples. This award honors the enduring
legacy of American Indian families and their contributions to the tapestry of
American society.

In

American Indian families from 1900 to 1940 faced considerable challenges as
they navigated the shifting landscape of their traditional way of life. Despite these
difficulties, they showcased remarkable resilience, adaptation, and unwavering
dedication to preserving their cultural heritage.

The story of American Indian families is one of strength and unity. Through their
struggles and triumphs, they have left an everlasting impact on the rich tapestry



of American history and will continue to do so for generations to come.
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Boarding School Seasons offers a revealing look at the strong emotional history
of Indian boarding school experiences in the first half of the twentieth century. At
the heart of this book are the hundreds of letters written by parents, children, and
school officials at Haskell Institute in Kansas and the Flandreau School in South
Dakota. These revealing letters show how profoundly entire families were
affected by their experiences.

Children, who often attended schools at great distances from their communities,
suffered from homesickness, and their parents from loneliness. Parents worried
continually about the emotional and physical health and the academic progress of
their children. Families clashed repeatedly with school officials over rampant
illnesses and deplorable living conditions and devised strategies to circumvent
severely limiting visitation rules. Family intimacy was threatened by the school's
suppression of traditional languages and Native cultural practices.
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Although boarding schools were a threat to family life, profound changes
occurred in the boarding school experiences as families turned to these
institutions for relief during the Depression, when poverty and the loss of
traditional seasonal economics proved a greater threat. Boarding School
Seasons provides a multifaceted look at the aspirations and struggles of real
people.

Brenda J. Child is an associate professor of American studies at the University of
Minnesota.
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