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students argued that their mascot did not communicate disrespect, because it was there 

way of honoring “Savage Country” by taking “Pride in their Tribe” (CSAIRPS Report 

2016:19). In reality, these caricatures, stereotypes, and phrases are harmful, perpetuate 

negative stereotypes about America’s first peoples, and contribute to a disregard for the 

personhood and identity of American Indians today.  

 

Lamar, CO High School Pep Rally (2.3) 

Regardless of slow moving outcomes, the commission provided a model for states 

and communities throughout the nation to move forward on issues related to the 

representation of American Indians in schools and universities (CSAIRPS Report 2016). 

The Executive Order reveals clear attempts from the state government to bring Colorado 

residents, governmental officials, and American Indian communities together through 

dialogue regarding American Indian education, with the ultimate goal of eliminating 
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derogatory and offensive American Indian mascots, imagery, and names through a strong 

educational focus and outreach.  

 

Significance of the Report 

 Given the documented harms that result from the use of these mascots and 

imagery, there is a national movement away from these depictions and uses in public 

schools. Colorado has provided a great model for states and local communities to use 

moving forward. It is incumbent upon the State of Colorado and Colorado public schools 

to recognize the role of American Indians in Colorado’s history while ensuring that this 

history is taught comprehensively and accurately. In many ways, the results of the 

commission reflect changes that have begun to occur within the field of museums and 

historic sites. This Commission provided new learning opportunities for students, 

teachers, and community members regarding American Indian history and culture with 

the intention of strengthening a deeper understanding and broadening their perspective of 

contemporary tribal communities in Colorado through collaboration and discourse.  

It is in the spirit of this Commission that I have shaped my research focus, with the 

goal of encouraging constructive criticism about historic sites as educational institutions 

for American Indian interpretation. In the following sections, a consideration and analysis 

of American Indian activism and the colonial history of the Front Range region will be 

addressed in detail. I will pay particular attention to the displacement and forceful 

relocation that occurred among Ute, Cheyenne, and Arapaho tribes that inhabited or 

traveled through the area. The intent is to reveal how the colonial history of the region 
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reflects similar injustices, events, and practices that happened to American Indian 

communities nationwide.  

 

Colonial Settlement on the Front Range 

The Ute tribe are the oldest and continuous residents of the Front Range, a 

mountain range of the Southern Rock Mountain in North America located in the central 

portion of Colorado and the southeastern portion of Wyoming (Blevins et al. 2007). 

According to American Indian creation stories and oral histories, Ute communities have 

lived in the Front Range for thousands of years (Simmons 2001). The introduction of the 

horse allowed tribal groups to travel together over great distances, ultimately expanding 

their territory and population size drastically (Ubbelohde 2006). The Arapaho and 

Cheyenne tribes also gathered at and traveled through what is now considered Garden of 

the Gods, Cheyenne Canyon, and Pikes Peak for centuries which are areas in the Front 

Range region (Berthrong 1992). The Ute referred to this sacred area as Ta-Wa-Ah-Gath, 

which translates to Sun Mountain (Blevins et al. 2007). 

 

Periods of Regional Development 

After the western half of what is now considered North American was purchased 

from France in 1803, the United States doubled in size. For the most part, this drastic 

expansion negatively impacted the future for American Indian communities after the land 

became open for colonial settlement. The Louisiana Purchase stretched from the 

Mississippi River to the Rocky Mountains and from the Gulf of Mexico to the Canadian 
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border. After United States Army Officer Zebulon Pike began exploring the new territory 

in 1806, countless colonialists began traveling to the west (Ubbelohde 2006). In great 

numbers, they trampled across and forcibly settled in traditional American Indian lands 

provoking competition over natural resources such as timber, water, fish, deer, and 

buffalo, drastically increasing tensions among the groups. The discovery of gold in the 

Pikes Peak region in the late 1850s, and the development of the Denver and Rio Grande 

Railroad shortly after, drew even more settlers and tourists to the region (Ubbelohde 

2006). The associated activities with mining, trading, settlement, and loss of resources 

produced tremendous social and environmental change, as well as the massive 

displacement and many times violent relocation of the Ute, Cheyenne, and Arapaho 

communities to inhabitable reservations.  

Politically, the gold rush of 1858 inspired the creation of the Colorado Territory in 

1861. Rather than evict white settlers or establish peaceful relations with tribes in the 

region, the Cheyenne and Arapaho were forced to cede most of the land in which they 

were inhabiting in hope of supplies and protection from the federal government 

(Simmons 2001). Due to a lack of resources, starvation, and fear of genocide from the 

federal government and colonists moving west, the majority of tribes were forced to 

surrender their lands and move to reservations (Berthrong 1992). This ultimately shifted 

the balance of power on the Front Range from American Indian communities to the 

United States. This also marked the federal government’s intent to protect colonial 

interests and western expansion by stealing and profiting off of American Indian 

territories through a series of treaties that were always broken. 
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The Cheyenne and Arapaho were displaced to the Sand Creek Reservation in 

southeastern Colorado through the Fort Laramie Treaty of 1861 (Berthrong 1992). In the 

same year, President Lincoln created the Uintah Valley Reservation forcing many Ute 

bands to eastern Utah. Both reservations were barren, lacked natural resources, and were 

unsuitable for farming purposes and therefore valueless to colonial settlers (Simmons 

2001). By 1879, these tribes had forcibly relinquished most of the Rocky Mountains and 

western Colorado to the United States. Colonial settlers increasingly traversed and 

occupied these areas, killing buffalo, trampling grazing grass, and cutting down timber 

making it difficult for tribal communities to leave their reservations to hunt and 

successfully find resources to sustain their communities. 

The information above was a brief synopsis of American Indian displacement due 

to colonial migration through and settlement in the Front Range. I chose to narrow my 

discussion to the Ute, Cheyenne, and Arapaho tribes because this was the historical focus 

of Rock Ledge Ranch Historic Site. Unfortunately, these issues happened nationwide, 

and by no means do I wish to discount the atrocities that other tribal communities faced. 

By the mid-1800s the United States had grown drastically in population and territory due 

to western expansion forcing many tribal communities to reservations. Colonization was 

rooted in notion of Manifest Destiny, or the belief that settlers had a civil and natural 

right to control, subdue, and mine natural lands, even when at the expense of innocent 

people’s lives. This concept was clearly manipulated to legitimize the theft of tribally 

held land and resources.   
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American Indian Agency 

The term agency appears frequently in academic writing, but the definition 

prescribed by scholars varies considerably. In general, agency is about the human 

capacity to act, many times against oppressive or controlling forces. When referencing 

agency, it is important to note that social actors or agents are neither determined nor free 

beings. Their actions influence and are influenced by larger social and political structures 

(Ortner 2006). Thus meaning that human action is directly related to human’s ability to 

shape and be shaped by society. In a sense, human social actions then become social 

transformations that are contextualized both socially and politically. One’s agency 

therefore relates to one’s social power, or the capacity for a group or an individual to act 

independently of and dependently for the larger social structures surrounding them.  

The discourse surrounding colonization and power are therefore inextricably linked 

through external control, political, and economic exploitation, not merely through the 

distribution of resources (Prakash 1994).  

The recent goal for many museologists and anthropologists is to make visible the 

negative histories and traces of colonialism that are many times ignored while at the same 

time shaping contemporary discourse and institutional epistemologies. Historically, 

colonization has been a presented as binary power relationship of actions. For this 

research project, the subjects are colonial settlers and American Indian communities. 

Binary representations of power are oversimplified and typically remove the agency of 

the oppressed actors. (Atalay 2006). Although, many of Ute, Cheyenne, and Arapaho 

tribes did not simply submit to governmental control, nor did they victimize themselves 
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to the oppressive control of colonizers. Many times, they dynamically retaliated against 

colonial forces in acts of resiliency, resistance, and power. The goal for the following 

section is to demonstrate how colonial relations in the Front Range region exerted 

political, cultural, and economic control of American Indian communities, while also 

revealing their ability to act against these forms of power through resistance and agency. 

 

Acts of Agency 

The White River Agency, initially established in Meeker, CO under the Treaty of 

1868 consisted of approximately one-third of western Colorado. The agency was 

intended to serve the White River Ute band before quickly becoming the focal point of 

episodes of violence, ultimately leading to the removal of many Ute bands from the state 

of Colorado (Utley 1984). The violent events and stories that occurred at the White River 

Agency epitomized the United States policy toward American Indian communities 

nationwide. Much of this occurred either through basic ineptitude or outright deceit from 

governmental agencies and an overall neglect of existing treaty terms. The Treaty of 1868 

necessitated the distribution of rations and annuity goods, but they often arrived late or 

did not arrive at all (Blackhawk 2008).  

Roughly ten years of the White River Agency was established, the Bureau of Indian 

Affairs Agent Nathan C. Meeker attempted to convert the Utes to agriculture and 

Christianity. Due to a lack of governmental rations promised in the Treaty of 1868, the 

Utes were in near-starving condition, yet Meeker would not allow them to leave the 

reservation to hunt. Meeker then angered the Utes by plowing the fields they had 
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previously used to graze and race horses on without their consent, filling the agency with 

hostility and potential violence, persuading Meeker to call out for army assistance for fear 

that he would be rightfully attacked (King 2012). The Utes, although outnumbered, held 

the strategic high ground, and managed to hold the American army forces at bay while 

inflicting significant losses, including the death of Major Thornburgh and thirteen others. 

Meanwhile, a separate band of Utes descended upon the White River Agency and killed 

ten male employees and Meeker (King 2012). This event is now known as the Meeker 

Massacre. 

Scholars have noted that presentations of colonization are generally oversimplified, 

thereby removing the agency of those portrayed as the victim of colonized subjects 

(Atalay 2006). As is evident with the Meeker Massacre, American Indian communities 

did not always submit and remain passive to colonial actions. The Ute had already been 

forced off their traditional lands to live on an inhabitable landscape. Instead of submitting 

to agricultural and Christianity, they resisted. Once hundreds of Calvary men were 

deployed, they simply defended themselves and the land that was rightfully theirs. Many 

presentations of the event present the Utes as violent, primitive, savages who attacked 

innocent colonists for no reason, which in reality is not the case. The Meeker Massacre 

reveals how the Ute resisted against colonial practices to change their circumstances. 

Unfortunately, these actions provoked colonial outrage throughout Colorado and the 

nation, leading to a concerted round of investigations, which was never fully resolved 

(Blackhawk 2008). The Meeker Massacre sealed the fate of all Utes living in Colorado at 
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the time to be once again relocated to a new and much less inhabitable reservation north 

of the San Juan Mountains (Kelman 2013). 

The amount of lives lost in the Meeker Massacre is nothing in comparison to the 

Sand Creek Massacre that happen in 1864. The cause of this event was rooted in the long 

conflict for control of eastern Colorado. The Fort Laramie Treaty of 1851 guaranteed 

ownership of the area north of the Arkansas River to the Nebraska border. However, by 

the end of the decade, waves of miners flooded across the region in search of gold, 

placing extreme pressure on natural resources. By 1861, tensions between settlers and the 

Cheyenne and Arapaho were rising. On February 8 of that year, a Cheyenne delegation 

accepted a new settlement with the Federal government, seceding most of their land but 

securing a 600-square mile reservation and annuity payments. Many did not accept this 

new agreement, called the Treaty of Fort Wise. The new reservation and federal 

payments proved unable to sustain the tribes, but after negotiations of peace tribal 

members believed they would be safe as the men went hunting (Kelman 2013). Shortly 

after they left, hundreds of United States army members arrived, killing at least 150 

unarmed women, children, and elderly before burning the village to the ground and 

carrying off human body parts as trophies (Kelman 2013). 

 

The American Indian Movement 

The continuous struggle with the federal government regarding the control of land 

and the right to maintain American Indian religious practices and ceremonies led to a surge 

of civil rights activism and group-based identity politics in the middle of the twentieth 



 

28 
 

century. As a result, the American Indian Movement (AIM) emerged in the summer of 

1968 (Steinman 2012) in response to 500 years of resistance (Figure 2.4).  

 

American Indian Movement Activists in Washington D.C Figure 2.4 

Two hundred tribal members and American Indian communities met in Minneapolis, 

Minnesota to discuss the discrimination and racial injustices encountered in governmental 

law and policy. Activists reflected on the ways in which tribes could maintain or regain 

control of their own future, leading to a full-fledged movement across the United States 

(Steinman 2012). The goal for this activism was based on the protection of treaty rights, 

the reclamation of tribal lands on behalf of urban American Indians who were facing 

severe poverty, and the preservation and revitalization of spirituality and culture. Unlike 

the American civil rights movement, AIM has seen self-determination and racism 
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differently. Desegregation was not a goal. Instead, the goal was the preservation of 

Native sovereignty and self-governance (Steinman 2012). 

 

Acts of Resistance 

In 1972, AIM members developed the Trail of Broken Treaties March on 

Washington, D.C., where they took over the Bureau of Indian Affairs in protest. This was 

designed to generate media coverage by providing a new medium to articulate the goals 

and changes American Indians wanted to see occur in Federal Indian Law and policy 

(Deloria Jr. 2010). Activists left Seattle, San Francisco, Los Angeles, Rapid City, and 

Denver traveling east, visiting communities, reservations, and spiritual sites on the way 

and picking up additional people for the demonstration. An important outcome of the 

Trail of Broken Treaties and the other protests of the era was a surge of American Indian 

pride and consciousness. It was the AIM’s agency and activism that eventually led to 

governmental reform.  

In 1975, President Richard Nixon passed the Indian Self-Determination and 

Education Assistance Act, which pledged federal resources to strengthen American 

Indians sense of autonomy without threatening tribal community and culture (Strommer 

and Osborne 2015). This act set the foundation for later acts that required consultation 

with tribal governments prior to any form of decision making regarding American Indian 

tribes. In addition, congress also passed the Native American Religious Freedom Act in 

1978. This act recognized that many tribes’ religious practices required access to sacred 

sites, traditional objects, medicines, and practices which had been historically forbidden 
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and appropriated. The act required federal agencies to manage public land and adjust 

their policies allowing for religious practices and ceremonies (Harjo 2004). These federal 

acts, which were rooted in protest and activism, led to an increased interest in the role of 

museums regarding American Indian representation and education.  

 

Museums and American Indian Communities 

A collective pride in Native heritage rose in response to the American Indian 

Movement and many American Indian communities began to question the authority and 

power of museums as collectors and purveyors of tribal culture and identity. Historically, 

museum representations typically presented American Indian communities as victims 

stripped of their own agency or ability to act for centuries. Which is problematic because 

these representations typically came from a non-Native perspective or ahistorical 

understanding of history. In addition, there were numerous debates surrounding issues 

such as ownership, access to collections, and cultural patrimony (Cooper 2008). The 

Economic Development Administration (EDA) provided the financial opportunity for 

federally recognized tribes to build museums on reservations and tribal lands (Fuller and 

Fabricius 1992). This was done as a vehicle to not only create museums from the tribal 

perspective but to create jobs and stimulate tribal economies. The oldest tribally-owned 

museum is the Osage Nation Museum in Pawhuska, OK thirty minutes from my home 

town in Skiatook, OK.  

Tribal museums are crucial because they perpetuate the most accurate beliefs and 

histories about a specific tribal culture regarding traditions, territory, sovereignty, and 
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identity from an American Indian perspective. In addition, they foster education, 

research, and collections management from a tribal perspective which is a rare concept in 

the sense of traditional museological practices. The tribal museum movement exemplifies 

a shift in perceptions and power of authority regarding American Indian identity, 

representation, culture, and political positioning (Bowechop and Erikson 2005). In many 

ways, tribal museums can serve as important anchors to reclaim practices based upon 

traditional values while serving as the base for conducting research whose ethics and 

desires are strictly relevant to a communities’ needs. There are roughly 100 American 

Indian tribal museums in the United States. They all successfully generate practices and 

representations that challenge stereotypic and anachronistic images of American Indian 

people from a western epistemological stance while adding to the reformation of identity 

and cultural heritage (Bowechop and Erikson 2005).  

 

The Makah Cultural and Research Center 

The goal for tribal museums was to create a space where American Indian values 

and knowledge were respected while supporting research and methodologies that were 

significant to American Indian community interests (Tuhiwai Smith 1999). The Makah 

Cultural and Research Center (MCRC) in Neah Bay, Washington, is one of many 

examples of a successful tribal museum and cultural center. This space functioned both as 

an educational organization through art, exhibitions, and objects while conducting 

research and archaeological fieldwork from a tribal standpoint. Their 25th anniversary 

was marked by a new exhibit, Clothing: Trends in Image and Design, that revealed the 
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evolution and survivance of Makah clothing. The MCRC had large numbers of the 

Makah community revive and master some of the traditional technologies associated with 

the creation of clothing (Bowechop and Erikson 2005).  

 

Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act 

Another watershed moment for American Indian rights was the passing of the 

Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA), a federal law 

which addressed the historical injustices created by a legacy of past museum collecting 

practices, as well as the disregard for American Indian religious beliefs and burial 

practices. This was done by giving American Indians greater control over the remains of 

their ancestors and cultural objects held in museum collections. When NAGPRA passed 

in 1990, it initiated the return of American Indian human remains, funerary, sacred, and 

ceremonial objects back to their cultural origins. It also radically changed the way 

anthropologists in the United States research, store, and represent materials of cultural 

patrimony, as well as how they understand and cherish the values and histories of 

American Indian people (Colwell-Chanthaphon and Ferguson 2006).  

Unfortunately, NAGPRA and repatriation only resolves one of the many concerns 

American Indian communities have with archaeology and museology. For American 

Indians, there is little difference between an illegal exhumation of burial grounds and a 

scientific one. The only difference is assumed consultation and consent, a general 

timeframe, sunscreen, archaeological tools, and the neatness of the area when finished 

(Mihesuah 1996:233). Many American Indian communities have issues with the study of 
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their human ancestors due to the scientific appropriation of the past, the 

misrepresentation of past and contemporary cultures, the disconnect between 

archaeologists and the cultures they study, and the conflicts concerning the consent 

behind excavating human remains and sacred sites (Watkins 2000). Many times, 

archaeologists fail to adequately consider their responsibility to contemporary American 

Indian groups whose living cultures are the subject of scientific study and whose 

ancestors, materials, and landscapes are then impacted by its practice. 

It is important to note that American Indian involvement in museums, be it 

NAGPRA consultation, repatriation, the development of tribal museums and federal 

laws, did not happen because of academic epiphanies. Instead they were a direct result of 

prolonged and committed activism of American Indian agency and resistance. American 

Indians protested the stereotypical displays of their culture, the collecting practices of 

museums and scholars, and the theft of land and natural resources by colonial settlers, 

miners, traders, the federal government for centuries. American Indians sought to change 

museums, research methodologies, anthropology, and archaeology practices from the 

inside by having American Indian people enter the profession by promoting the idea that 

audiences can no longer ignore these elements of resilience, agency, and activism as they 

have been ignored in the past.      

 

Discussion 

For centuries, American Indian communities have been treated and exhibited in 

museums, media, and sports mascots as exotic curiosities and violent warriors through 
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ahistorical, inaccurate, or no interpretive context. The current emergence of new museum 

practices and forms of understanding has given rise to more compassionate and positives 

perspectives, but it has not erased the ethnocentric biases held by the dominant society 

nor has it erased its treatment of American Indian cultural heritage as remnants of the 

past as opposed to living communities. Museums and historic sites influence how people 

understand and interpret the world around them by creating meaningful experiences for 

visitors. By educating visitors about American Indian cultural heritage through the use of 

Native voice and agency, Rock Ledge Ranch Historic Site can effectively shape audience 

attitudes and understandings regarding the development of the United States in beneficial 

ways.  

American Indians have always had a complicated and arduous relationship with the 

research and perspectives presented by museologists and anthropologists, especially since 

they offer significant research and bodies of knowledge that are rarely discounted by the 

public. Unfortunately, this knowledge has typically been developed from a western 

epistemological approach, one that is deeply rooted in the classifications and ideological 

assumptions from those who created them, work for them, and learn from them, not from 

the perspectives of those being represented. When applied to American Indian cultures, 

these spaces have often functioned in ways that are exploitive, objectifying, demeaning, 

and ahistorical due to colonial beliefs that are heavily founded in the destruction of 

cultural and religious knowledge. The concept of Manifest Destiny and the laws 

supporting it have innate inequalities rooted within the conquest of the cultural and 

physical landscape that has disproportionately impacted American Indians communities. 
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The effects and impacts of colonial beliefs have become steadily more documented 

and accurately represented over the past thirty years. Thanks to museums, historic sites, 

and educational institutions, governmental agencies internationally and in the United 

States are slowly attempting to fix the wrongs they have created. Unfortunately, no new 

policy can ever undo or correct what has been done to American Indian communities. 

While persecuted by colonization tactics, American Indians should still be viewed as 

resilient survivors facing centuries of colonial biases, stereotypes, exploitation, abuse, 

and assimilation. Movements for change and social justice are grounded primarily in 

ideals directly associated with education, healing, and honesty. This can only occur by 

addressing the voices and stories of American Indians communities while acknowledging 

no new act or policy can ever undo the wrongs that have been done.  

To this day, American Indian sovereignty and treaties remain unrecognized. They 

are being disregarded for the expense of oil, industry, and development. As a result, their 

cultural landscapes, natural resources, culture, identities, and religious beliefs are heavily 

compensated as well. Educational institutions are not merely a venue where artifacts can 

be collected and then be preserved as a measure of safeguarding cultural heritage. They 

are resources that teach the public information on a variety of topics, themes, and 

ideological beliefs, making these spaces agents of social change.  

Traditionally, museologists, educators, scholars, and anthropologists have taken on 

the role of interpreting the significance and meaning of cultural heritage. With the 

passage of the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act, the growth of 

tribal museums, heritage and research centers, an increase in Native agency and activism, 


