
Case: Federal Indian Policy, Native Americans & the Allotment Era

Theme: Cultural Contact & Conflict

Time Period: Late Reconstruction / Gilded Age (1876-1900)

I. Overview of Case Topic:

During the Reconstruction Era the federal government underwrote an unprecedented
extension of civil rights through the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments, and the
nation engaged in a contentious debate over how to incorporate ex-slaves into American
society.  A parallel discourse concerning the assimilation of American Indians also emerged,
and many former abolitionists such as Wendell Phillips and Lydia Maria Child reoriented their
reformist endeavors toward the Bureau of Indian Affairs and the Reservation System. 
Beginning in 1883, the self-described “Friends of the Indian” convened annually at the Lake
Mohonk Resort in New York to craft a policy of “emancipation” for the Indian that mirrored the
liberation of the freedpeople after the Civil War.  By 1887 these reformers envisioned a social
process of individualizing and de-tribalizing the Indian, which would dissolve their communal
culture, identity, and property.  A regular attendee of the conference, U.S. Senator Henry L.
Dawes of Massachusetts translated this vision into federal policy with the General Allotment Act
of 1887.  

The “Dawes” act embodied the principles of the reformers and sought to transform tribal
members into individual, land-owning family farmers in the Yeoman Ideal and Homestead Ethic. 
Reformers believed that indigenous communal cultures and the reservation system impeded the
assimilation of individual Indians and perpetuated traditional associational ties.  The act
authorized the President to select reservations to be surveyed and classified into 160 acre
allotments.  As allottees, tribal members received twenty-five year trust patents to their land
tracts, and could only receive fee-simple title once they had adopted commercialized, intensive
agriculture or livestock raising.  The Allotment Era of federal Indian policy (1887-1934)
witnessed the transfer of over 84 million of acres of the Native landed estate and natural
resources to non-Indian ownership and leasehold.  The intents and results of the allotment
policy also divided tribes over how to accommodate or resist the federal government.  Locally,
the Commissioner of Indian Affairs effectively culminated allotment on the Klamath Reservation
of Southern Oregon by 1910–assigning 1180 allotments and issuing 951 trust patents. 

II. Connection to Theme/Time Matrix:

During the Gilded Age (1870s-1900) the federal government and white Americans
sought to construct a social order and race relations that regulated the position of Native
Americans, Trans-Pacific and European immigrants, and African Americans.  Major federal
policies and court rulings included the Dawes Severalty Act (General Allotment Act) of 1887, the
Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, Ellis & Angel Islands (1892), and Plessy v. Ferguson (1896). 
This case focuses on the social, ethnocultural, and legal history of federal Indian policy.   



III. Historical Questions:

Who supported and who opposed the federal Indian policy of allotment?

Did Native Americans resist allotment, either collectively, tribally, or individually?

Was the policy and vision of genuine reformers and humanitarians undermined by land
speculators and government bureaucrats?

How did allotment affect the daily lives of Native American families?

How did allotment change the relationship between the tribes and the federal government?

How did allotment affect local and regional economies?  How did allotment affect Non-Indian
extractive industries such as logging, lumbering, farming, and livestock raising?

Did Native Americans benefit from the policy of allotment?

Were Native Americans harmed by allotment?

Did Native Americans adopt farming and livestock raising as a result of this policy?

How did off-reservation boarding schools and on-reservation day schools complement the
objectives of “Americanization,” “Assimilation,” and “De-Tribalization”?

How did the superintendents of the Klamath Reservation implement the Dawes Act?

How did the Dawes Act affect the Weeks family on the Klamath Reservation?

How do the descendants of Klamath tribal members who lived through allotment assess the
impact of the Dawes Act on their parents and grandparents? 

Looking ahead: How would Native peoples’ experiences with allotment shape their responses to
the federal Indian policy of Termination during the 1950s?
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