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PLEASE NOTE that this is not a paper to be published and edited. It is merely a text
to be shared and discussed within our workshop for the 2sd French-MFU seminar at Mae Fah
Luang University, Chiang Rai. Most of the materials for this work-draft have been published
in several papers in French and English (see the bibliographical references at the end of the

draft text).

FIELDWORKS AMONG NORTH AMERICAN NATIVE PEOPLE.

I'am a social and cultural anthropologist who has been doing research with,
and about the North American Indians of the High Plains of North America,
especially the Lakota Sioux people who live in the states of South Dakota and
- North Dakota in the USA. Other Sioux people live in Manitoba and
Saskatchewan, two Canadian states.

I wanted to understand how come North American Indian people were still
living following so many of their old customs and traditional reli gious beliefs.

I spend two years — 1969-71 — on the Cheyenne River Sioux Indian
Reservation in South Dakota as a teacher at the local Indian high school. I was
teaching American and English literatures, Social Anthropology and basic
French. Why French ? A third of the Plains Indians are descendants of French
Canadian trappers, or French traders coming from St Louis on the Missouri
River during the first part of the 19th century. Some of them are easy to
recognize their last names being French.

For those two years, and many summers ever since, I have shared the
Indian way of life as much as I could to better understand them and to find out
' the interelations and connections between the Indian people and the non Indian

people.

North American Indians yesterday

I cannot here explain everything about North American Indians. I will
speak about the Plains Indians, whose ancestors were living for some as
nomadic people following the American buffaloes, the bisons (Bison bison) in
their migrations across the central plains and high prairie (i.e. grasslands) of
North America. Other Plains Indians were agricultural people living in villages
of tents - tipis- made of hides or houses made of stone, wood and covered with

earth.




The Indians and the World
I will speak about Plains Indian people as an anthropologist, but I will also

try to use their own words to better translate their conception of the world as a
global, holistic ecosystem where « everything », 1.e. human beings, animals,
plants, « natural things » (mountains, rivers...) and « sky things », (rainbow,
stars, moon, sun) are all connected and interdependent. Most of the « things of
the universe » are thought to be of a spiritual nature and are organized in
« nations » (oyate): « winged nation », « four-legged nation », «two legged
nation » (which by the way includes human beings and bears), or « people »:
« star people », « buffalo people »... As it 1s, the separation between nature and
culture is almost non existant « we are all related », Mitakuye Oyasin 1n the
Lakota langage. For the Sioux lakiste, this saying i1s a most powerful one ; it

always ends traditional shamanistic rituals.
Nowaday, a lot of Indian people are christian. Most traditional Indians

believe in a mysterious universal power called wakan by the Lakotas, orenda by
the Iroquois, manitou by the Algonkians, Agudar by the Aleutes... Their
religious beliefs are strongly animistic and shamanistic They are integrated into
everyday life and manifest themselves through natural symbols. Seers, healers,

medicine men and shamans... ...

Indians today
The Indians today are still more or less organized in two groups of people :

the full-bloods and the mixed-bloods or halfbreeds. A third to more than half of
the Indian people in North America are children of mixed couples (White &
Indian, Black & Indian mostly). But some of the so-called and self-called, full-
bloods are the children of White trappers and traders that have been officialy
and ritualy adopted into the tribe during the 19th century.

Nowadays, for most of the US Indian tribes, in order to be recognized as a
North American Indian by the Indian people and the US government, one has to
have at least 1/4th of « Indian blood ». So it is important to know your quota of
Indian blood if you want to be recognized as a member of the Indian tribe of

your relatives.
To be recognized as a member of an Indian tribe is to be able to partake of

the benefits given to the tribe according to the treaties signed with the Canadian
(and the United Kingdom) and later the US governments.

Indian Reservations, lands in Trust status
Many treaties did set apart pieces of land to be held in Trust status for the

Indian tribes by the Bureau of Indian Affairs and the Interior Department of the
federal governments in Washington, or Ottawa. Some tribes are living today on
what is left of the land on which they used to roam freely. Others have been
quite brutally deported to western states, which for a few years were considered
to be « Indian lands » (the Dakotas, Oklahoma).
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