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Pan-Indianism and Authenti(city): 
Refusing Colonial Borders

Sydney Beckmann

“Pan-Indianism is recognized as one of the most salient sociopsychological results 
occasioned by the immigration of Native Americans to urban areas.”

—Shirley Fiske1

“The imposition of labels and definitions of identity on Indigenous people has been 
a central feature of the colonization process from the start.”

—Taiaiake Alfred2

A s a concept, pan-Indianism is ambiguous and controversial. There is confusion 
about what the concept means, where it comes from, and what purposes it serves. 

Some scholars describe resistance as the core tenant of pan-Indianism, focusing on 
the historical intertribal alliances formed to fight colonial powers. Others express 
apprehension about how it homogenizes Indigenous cultures and perpetuates stereo-
types and cultural appropriation. Despite these discrepancies, pan-Indianism remains 
consistently associated with urban spaces. Rather than take this connection for 
granted, this article explores the association between the two. It traces the association 
to a specific area of scholarship known as acculturation studies. This area of scholar-
ship was a subfield of anthropology in the 1950s and 1960s. It relied on theories of 
cultural evolution and the assimilative policies of the US government at the time. It 
was this subfield that first used and defined the concept of pan-Indianism, specifically 
by imposing assimilative ideologies through the association of pan-Indianism with 
urbanization. Through examining pan-Indianism in its historical and scholarly context, 
this article expounds on its various meanings by focusing on its association with urban 
spaces as well as how it continues to inform contemporary understandings of the rela-
tionship between urban life and indigeneity.

Pan-Indianism in Scholarship

The concept of pan-Indianism remains controversial and ambiguous in part because of 
the nature of scholarship on the topic. Apart from acculturation studies in the 1950s 
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and 1960s, which will be discussed in more detail below, subsequent scholarship is 
limited. Given the large time span elapsed since acculturation studies, relatively few 
sources address pan-Indianism as the object of study. Most of these sources focus on 
the origins of pan-Indianism, locating it in two regions. The first is the Plains region.3 
These sources often credit the introduction of horses and the Plains tribes’ subsequent 
mobility as proliferating pan-Indianism.4 The second origin is Oklahoma/Indian 
Territory.5 These sources focus on the consequences of forced removals to Indian 
Territory and argue that the forced relocation of multiple tribes to a new, shared area 
created the homogenization of those cultures. Both origins trace directly to accul-
turation studies and its scholarship on pan-Indianism. There are several problematic 
assumptions regarding these origin stories. The first of these problems assumes that 
there was no intertribal interaction prior to colonizing interference. The second and 
related problem assumes that any intertribal interaction, forced or voluntary, neces-
sarily results in the homogenization of Indigenous cultures. These assumptions deny 
long-standing intertribal practices of Indigenous governance, diplomacy, and cultural 
practices of visiting.6 They invoke colonial myths of purity and relegate authenticity 
to the past. Associating pan-Indianism with notions of authenticity and the “vanishing 
Indian” trope are common features of acculturation studies and demonstrate the 
continued influence of this scholarship on the concept of pan-Indianism.7

Most noteworthy of the sources discussing pan-Indianism is Hazel Hertzberg’s 
book The Search for an American Indian Identity: Modern Pan-Indian Movements. 
Written in 1971, her research examines the time period from the beginning of the 
twentieth century to the early part of the New Deal Era and continues today to be 
the most comprehensive scholarship on pan-Indianism. She organizes pan-Indian 
movements into three categories. The first she calls “reform pan-Indianism” and focuses 
her analysis on the Society of American Indians. The second she calls “fraternal pan-
Indianism,” which describes the fraternal orders and social clubs popular in the United 
States during the 1920s. The final category she defines as “religious pan-Indianism,” 
which she attributes specifically to the peyote movement and the Native American 
Church. Her book examines a particular period of history and the interaction of 
American Indians with US policies and dominant Euroamerican culture. Her catego-
rization of pan-Indian movements helps to examine specific organizations and events 
in greater detail, but it also reinforces certain notions of authenticity and urbanization 
perpetuated by previous acculturation scholarship. For example, she writes, “It was 
among Indians with considerable experience in the ways of the dominant society that 
the new movement emerged, accommodative in character and clearly evidencing, in 
the nature of its ideas and organizational forms, the degrees to which its participants 
had become acculturated to the wider society.”8 Hertzberg distinguishes between the 
three pan-Indian categories, in part, based on the perceived relationships to urban 
spaces, i.e. the distance from reservations. For example, she writes that fraternal pan-
Indianism’s “view was much more strongly influenced by popular and romantic white 
attitudes toward the Indian than was reform pan-Indianism. No doubt this was due in 
part to its lack of contact with reservation life.”9 She similarly distinguishes religious 
pan-Indianism, which “at least partially transformed basic tribal institutions into 
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pan-Indian ones. Reform pan-Indianism had no such tribal institutions with which to 
work and had to rely much more heavily on non-Indian sources.”10

Proximity to the reservation not only refers to the physical spaces of reservations 
but also includes the degree to which movements incorporated non-Indian influ-
ences. For example, Hertzberg further distinguishes religious pan-Indianism, writing, 
“Religious pan-Indianism, the most ‘Indian’ of the movements, welcomed whites as 
occasional participants in or observers of the ceremonies, but in only a very few 
instances did whites play an important internal role.”11 Her analyses of the different 
forms of pan-Indianism create degrees of proximity to reservations and, by extension, 
authenticity. She states this explicitly: “One of the most critical aspects of pan-Indian 
movements lay in the members’ conceptions of the reservation and their relationships 
to it.”12 While these categories provide the opportunity for more thorough examina-
tions, and Hertzberg approaches her analyses with nuance and detail, distinguishing 
categories in this way reinforces racial-assimilative ideologies that create a dichotomy 
of authenticity between reservation spaces and urban spaces. As will be shown in the 
following section, these ideologies, in part, come directly from acculturation studies’ 
scholarship on pan-Indianism. Despite the perpetuation of these assimilationist ideol-
ogies, Hertzberg’s scholarship is the first and only source of its kind to extensively 
discuss pan-Indianism. That it remains the leading text on pan-Indianism more than 
fifty years later is both a credit to her scholarship and an indication of the dearth of 
scholarly attention on the topic.

Apart from these limited sources, most scholarship that invokes the term pan-
Indianism assumes its meaning and offers little or no explanation of its meaning 
or its use. Rather than ascribe specific origins to pan-Indianism, the term is most 
often attributed to different time periods, places, movements, organizations, and prac-
tices, with no reference to other scholarship on pan-Indianism or the term’s different 
meaning. Consequently, contemporary scholarship in which pan-Indianism appears 
includes a wide range of topics: art;13 boarding schools;14 religious practices (most 
commonly peyote and the ghost dance );15 the early formation of the United States;16 
specific historical figures such as the Shawnee chief Tecumseh;17 organizations like 
the Society of American Indians; the National Congress of American Indians; the 
American Indian Movement;18 and specific legislation and policies such as the Dawes 
Act and the Relocation Program.19

While the topics are wide-ranging, there tend to be two overarching under-
standings of pan-Indianism. One end of the spectrum refers to pan-Indianism as 
intertribal coalitions. For example, Dennis Kelley describes pan-Indianism as a process 
of resistance, “in that Indians have taken advantage of their collective identity to 
preserve rights and traditions.”20 Similarly, other scholars have noted the association 
of pan-Indianism with intertribal associations devoted to resistance of colonial powers 
in various contexts: the late eighteenth century;21 the Allotment and Assimilation 
Era;22 the Termination Era;23 and the Red Power movement.24 In contrast to the 
theme of resistance, however, other scholars express concern for how pan-Indianism 
homogenizes and appropriates Indigenous cultures, often through the invocation 
of stereotypes. For example, writing in response to Kelley, Duane Champagne asks, 
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“What is the difference between a new ager and a pan-Indian? This issue may become 
increasingly important for the future of Indian affairs in the U.S.”25 Not only does 
Champagne question the participation of pan-Indianism in appropriation, he also 
emphasizes the significance of this question for the future of Indigenous communities.

This tension regarding the nature of pan-Indianism remains unresolved and indi-
cates the deficient and erratic scholarly discourse on the topic. Despite the multiple 
origins, associations, and contradictions, the common thread running through schol-
arship on pan-Indianism is its association with urban contexts. This association is 
so thoroughly solidified that pan-Indianism and the urban milieu are regularly used 
synonymously, and the association is taken for granted. Yet, this association with 
urban life sits in tension with other limited scholarship on pan-Indianism, which 
locates the origins of pan-Indianism in non-urban locations, namely the Plains region 
and Oklahoma. The predominance of this association with urban contexts is neither a 
coincidence nor an accident but instead is a direct consequence of the continued legacy 
of acculturation scholarship.

Acculturation Studies and the Creation of Pan-Indianism

While contemporary scholarship on pan-Indianism remains sporadic, acculturation 
studies created a specific discourse around the topic. Acculturation studies was a 
subfield of anthropology in the 1950s and 1960s. It solidified in reaction to the 
increased immigration into the United States and the growing interest in explaining the 
differential rates of assimilation between various racial and ethnic minority groups.26 
This area of scholarship first introduced and defined the term pan-Indianism.27 The 
subfield’s primary focus concerned tracking the extent to which Indigenous people and 
communities had integrated into dominant American society. Much of the scholarship 
included ethnographic work on Indigenous cultural and religious practices—especially 
the ghost dance, powwows, and peyote—and how these practices indicated cultural 
loss. Far from neutral observation, these sources demonstrate problematic assumptions 
regarding the superiority of Western culture. In her work on Native American DNA, 
Kim Tallbear explains that anthropology as a discipline is not neutral or unbiased. As 
she writes, anthropologists do not “gaze from outside the cultural processes they repre-
sent; they are part of those very processes.”28 Tallbear argues that anthropology as a 
discipline has historically exerted tremendous influence by framing discussions around 
unacknowledged biases. As a subfield of anthropology, acculturation studies was deeply 
influenced by social Darwinism and theories of cultural evolution, which implicitly 
and explicitly value Western culture. Commenting on the history of anthropology, 
Lee Baker writes that “culture was synonymous with civilization, and groups like the 
Kiowa and Navajo were identified as having achieved a certain stage of culture on 
the road to civilization that began as savagery, traveled through barbarism, and finally 
ended at the apex of culture: civilization.”29 Anthropology has a long and problematic 
history of studying Indigenous peoples through the use of evolutionary theories and 
scientific racism, and these Western biases influenced acculturation studies’ scholarship 
on pan-Indianism.
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United States policy was another important influence on this scholarship. The 
subfield coincided with the Termination Era of federal Indian policy. During the 
1950s and 1960s, Congress enacted legislation to erode and eventually eliminate the 
trust relationship between the federal government and tribal nations. This policy era 
was officially initiated by House Concurrent Resolution 108, passed on August 1, 
1953. More than terminating its relationship with individual tribes, HCR 108 and 
supplementary termination policies established a new course for federal Indian policy. 
Historian Laurie Arnold writes that proponents of the termination policy “believed 
that they had ushered in a new day for Indians and for the US government.”30 This 
new policy direction had two mutually reinforcing goals. The first goal concerned 
severing the federal government’s trust relationship with tribal nations. The second 
goal attempted to assimilate American Indians into dominant American society. In 
response to Congress’ termination bill in 1953, the Bureau of Indian Affairs created the 
Relocation Program to facilitate the government’s assimilation efforts. This program 
encouraged American Indians, often coercively, to leave reservations and relocate to 
urban areas, directly serving termination efforts to expedite the full integration of 
American Indians into American society. As colonial policies, termination and reloca-
tion reinforced one another. By terminating reservations and relocating American 
Indians to cities, the federal government attempted to assimilate American Indians 
and acquire their lands. Referencing the nineteenth-century removal policies, historian 
Donald Fixico describes the Relocation Program as the “second removal.”31 This second 
removal is distinguished from the nineteenth-century removal policies by the key 
element of urbanization. The federal government promoted assimilation specifically 
through the rhetoric of urbanization and through the removal of American Indians 
to cities. In creating the concept of pan-Indianism, acculturation studies drew from 
the contexts of anthropology and US policy during this time period, specifically their 
emphases on the superiority of Western culture, the need to assimilate Indigenous 
people, and the use of urbanization to achieve that goal.

In reaction to this context, the association of pan-Indianism with urban contexts 
and assimilation is fundamental to this body of scholarship. For example, one accul-
turation scholar, Joan Ablon, noted this connection, stating, “This recent influx of large 
numbers of Indians into metropolitan areas represents the formation of a new urban 
ethnic group that holds special research interest for the anthropologist.”32 More than 
just an interest, Robert Thomas expressed concern for the growing phenomenon of pan-
Indianism in urban contexts, viewing it as a threat to tradition and tribalism.33 Taking 
a more paternalistic viewpoint, other scholars defined pan-Indianism as an adaptive 
social mechanism. As James Hirabayashi, William Willard, and Luis Kemnitzer wrote, 
“One of the most important adaptive social mechanisms for easing the transition from 
rural reservation communities to urban centers was the formation of a pan-Indian social 
network.”34 Further describing pan-Indianism as a social adaption, Gertrude Kurath 
similarly wrote, “Very much like the Mexicans who congregate at their fiestas, the Great 
Lakes Algonquins find in the powwow a release from their often drab everyday life and 
an immersion in a glamorous and beautiful activity which is truly theirs.”35 Despite the 
obviously problematic verbiage and paternalistic condescension, these sources described 
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any urban intertribal activities as an adaptive strategy. They asserted that Indigenous 
people in urban settings engaged in pan-Indian activities out of necessity, having no 
other way to retain their unique cultural traditions in cities.

As a result, acculturation scholars defined pan-Indianism as the intermediary 
step between savagery and full assimilation. For example, writing in 1955, W. W. 
Newcombe stated, “Pan-Indian society is a loosely knit, formally unorganized grouping 
of Indians, who, having partially lost their old cultural orientation, but not being fully 
assimilated into white society, have joined forces and are participating in and sharing a 
number of intertribal customs and institutions.”36 As a concept, pan-Indianism repre-
sented the diminishment of culture, tradition, and authenticity. Urban spaces were 
automatically considered spaces for pan-Indian activity because they are often inter-
tribal. This connection between pan-Indianism and urban locations was not formed 
based on empirical evidence but rather based on assumptions and a determination to 
prove the superiority of Western civilization. For example, in reflecting on his research 
of pan-Indianism in Los Angeles, John Price wrote, “Although only one-fifth of our 
respondents are socially active in pan-Indian associations, the great majority of Indians 
in the city clearly are ideologically and emotionally affiliated with pan-Indianism.”37 
Price’s own research failed to prove that Indigenous people were engaging in pan-
Indian activities in a significant way, yet he simply asserts that Indigenous people in 
Los Angeles were emotionally and ideologically affiliated with pan-Indianism. Far 
from the objective research they espouse, acculturation scholars like Price created the 
very criteria and categories used in their research to fit their preconceived conclusions, 
simply asserting that pan-Indianism was a growing phenomenon that proved the 
increasing rates of American Indian assimilation.

Despite the clear biases informing acculturation scholarship on pan-Indianism, this 
body of scholarship shows the limitations of its assimilative ideologies. Acculturation 
scholars were forced to note the failure of urbanization and its intended goals for 
assimilation. For example, Evon Vogt wrote, “By the mid-twentieth century, it has 
become apparent to social scientists studying the American Indian that the Indian 
population of the United States is markedly increasing and that the rate of basic 
acculturation to white American ways of life is incredibly slower than our earlier 
assumptions led us to believe.”38 Vogt attributes pan-Indianism as a contributing factor 
to this slowing rate, writing, “The significance of this pan-Indianism in general terms 
is that it provides a social and cultural framework within which acculturating Indian 
groups can maintain their sense of identity and integrity as Indians.”39 According to 
Vogt, full integration into white American society was inevitable, but pan-Indianism 
served as a temporary coping mechanism that prolonged the liminal state between 
savagery and full assimilation. In this way, acculturation scholarship on pan-Indianism 
demonstrates the failure of assimilative structures and policies as much as it represents 
their success. When faced with the reality that assimilation efforts were not effective to 
the extent predicted, acculturation scholars like Vogt did not interpret this evidence as 
Indigenous resistance to assimilation. They did not reconsider their assumptions that 
Indigenous cultures would inevitably disappear. Instead, they used pan-Indianism in a 
contradictory way, explaining why acculturation rates were slower than expected while 
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also using it as proof that acculturation was ongoing and inevitable. Acculturation 
scholars and their specific, constructed notion of pan-Indianism remain the primary 
voices informing the concept today. These scholars not only defined pan-Indianism but 
also defined urban life and solidified its relationship to indigeneity as mutually exclu-
sive. What results is a clear disconnect between the lived experiences of Indigenous 
people and the discourse around urban indigeneity. Though Indigenous people histori-
cally and contemporarily continue to live, thrive, and produce meaning from within 
urban spaces, pan-Indianism as a discourse carries with it the baggage of acculturation 
studies and assimilative ideologies. As a framework, it limits interpretation to notions 
of assimilation and homogenization, excluding possibilities of Indigenous resistance.

Consequences Today

Acculturation studies as a sub-discipline began to dissolve in the 1970s and completely 
disbanded by the 1980s. The concept of pan-Indianism, however, continues the 
subfield’s legacy. Beyond the continued use of pan-Indianism, acculturation studies 
remains relevant to contemporary discussions of urban indigeneity and colonialism. The 
subfield’s research on pan-Indianism was the first instance of an academic discipline 
conducting formal research on the experiences of Indigenous people in urban spaces. In 
examining anthropology’s relationship to other disciplines in the twentieth century, Lee 
Baker notes that disciplines differentiated themselves based on racial and geographic 
considerations. As he explains, anthropology as a field focused on “out-of-the-way 
Indigenous peoples” on reservations, whereas sociology and psychology focused on 
race relations, often in urban areas.40 Indigenous people in urban spaces transgressed 
the racial and geographic norms of these academic disciplines. In his work on settler 
colonial urbanisms, Kyle Mays argues that these disciplinary boundaries persist today, 
writing, “The connection between indigeneity and urban spaces remains on the margins 
of urban studies and Indigenous studies, even as the majority of Indigenous people in 
the United States live in cities.”41 Through this disciplinary marginality, pan-Indianism 
has become one of the main frameworks for understanding urban indigeneity since its 
creation in acculturation studies, which relied on settler colonial ideologies of assimila-
tion, modernity, and progress. Recently, however, scholarship on urban indigeneity has 
increased and often pushes back against colonial ideologies that maintain the mutual 
exclusion between urban life and indigeneity.42 For example, in Indian Cities, editors 
Kent Blansett, Cathleen Cahill, and Andrew Needham write that “cities have become 
new frontlines in the struggle against colonization, oppression, and exploitation,” and 
that “urban history and Indigenous history are incomplete without each other.”43 As the 
study of urban indigeneity continues to grow, the uncritical connection between urban 
life and pan-Indianism is an important part of addressing the history of colonialism and 
the disciplinary marginality of urban indigeneity.

The lack of contemporary scholarship on pan-Indianism perpetuates acculturation 
scholars and their assimilative biases. The consequences of this scholastic dominance 
move beyond academic discourse. Pan-Indianism functions as what Reid Gómez calls 
a grammar of colonialism. She writes, “Colonized peoples are affected as linguistic and 
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languaged subjects: language is neither transparent, innocent, nor history free.”44 By 
defining pan-Indianism, acculturation scholars created a language that reinforced the 
paradox of urban indigeneity and reinforced assimilative ideologies. They intentionally 
created the concept of pan-Indianism to gauge levels of assimilation and then used 
the concept as a tool to police authenticity. This grammar of colonialism does not 
only define Indigenous people and their relationship to authenticity. It also defines 
land and the relationships people maintain with it. Like Gómez, Mishuana Goeman 
pushes forward the concept of a settler colonial grammar of place as a way “to expose 
the specific spatial logics at work within settler colonialism and the certain condi-
tions it sets up for Native communities and peoples.”45 The constructed relationship 
between pan-Indianism and urbanization inadvertently defines what land is considered 
Indigenous and what land belongs to the settler nation-state. The uncritical associa-
tion between pan-Indianism and urban life only makes sense when one assumes that 
cities are settler spaces of civilization to which Indigenous people move as part of the 
inevitable process of assimilation.

The significance of pan-Indianism as a legacy of acculturation studies moves 
beyond the discussion of semantics. Since acculturation studies, the term has been 
used to describe different contexts. In some cases, these uses perpetuate assimilationist 
ideologies to different degrees, while other uses reject these ideologies. Rather than 
debate the term’s “true” meaning, it is more important to understand these different 
meanings and how they continue to affect scholarship and Indigenous people more 
broadly. In addition, simply rejecting the term risks overlooking the history of colonial 
influence through academia and government policies as well as the Indigenous resis-
tance to assimilation, which acculturation scholarship unintentionally documents. It is 
not the term itself but the colonial logic at work that needs addressing. As Goeman 
explains, “Foundational to normative modes of settler colonialism are repetitive prac-
tices of everyday life that give settler place meaning and structure. Yet space is fluid, 
and it is only in the constant retelling and reformulating of colonial narratives that 
space becomes place as it is given structure and meaning.”46 Pan-Indianism has become 
a colonial narrative of urban space that reinforces the structure and power of the colo-
nial nation-state. For this reason, it is significant that contemporary scholarship takes 
the concept of pan-Indianism for granted. Without a sustained and critical discourse, 
pan-Indianism will continue to function as a normative mode of settler colonialism. 
As Harsha Walia writes, “The reinforcement of physical and psychological borders 
against racialized bodies is a key instrument through which to maintain the sanctity 
and myth of superiority of Western civilization.”47 The uncritical use of pan-Indianism 
reinforces physical and conceptual borders around indigeneity. Conceptually, it dictates 
indigeneity through notions of authenticity and assimilation. Physically, it imposes 
borders around Indigenous people and land, determining what spaces are considered 
Indigenous and in what spaces Indigenous people can exist. As a settler colonial 
grammar of place, pan-Indianism not only imposes borders, it is itself an imposed 
term on Indigenous people that, without more research and attention, will promote 
Indigenous erasure by insisting on the mutual exclusion of urban assimilation and indi-
geneity. More scholarship needs to be done on pan-Indianism and urban indigeneity, 
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but it is clear that it must start by addressing the historical and academic roots of the 
concept within assimilative ideologies and policies. Future scholarship must reflect the 
lived experiences of Indigenous people rather than promote their erasure.

Conclusion

Pan-Indianism is a complex concept that remains contentious and ambiguous, yet one 
way to begin addressing these complexities is to place the concept within its historical 
and academic contexts. Critically examining pan-Indianism’s association with urban 
spaces enables us to critique ongoing colonial structures and open the door to new 
scholarship on pan-Indianism, which no longer perpetuates acculturation scholarship 
and its assimilationist agendas. By extension, we also address the relationship between 
indigeneity and urban living, which are so often viewed in opposition to one another. 
In this way, future scholarship on pan-Indianism offers the opportunity to decolonize 
the concept of urban life itself.
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