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Introduction 
 
 Good morning, Chairman McCain and members of the Committee. Thank you for 
the opportunity to be present here today. My name is Kathleen Bragdon, I hold a 
doctorate in Anthropology and am currently a full professor at the College of William 
and Mary. I have been writing about the Native peoples of southern New England and 
their languages for more than 25 years. During this time, I have been consistently 
impressed with the persistence and creative adaptability of the Indian communities of the 
region.  I would like to thank the many native people with whom I have worked over the 
years for the honor of learning from them.  
 
The role of anthropology in the Federal Recognition Process 
 
 As you know, scholars, including historians, archaeologists, linguists ,and 
anthropologists, have been involved in the Federal Recognition process since its 
inception. In New England, the most influential practitioners have been those I 
affectionately call “Dr. Jack Campisi, and his “band of merry men (and women)”  
including William Starna, Laurence Hauptman, James Wherry, and Christine Grabowski., 
all remarkably competent and prolific anthropologists and ethnohistorians (e.g. Campisi 
et. Al. 1983).  When they began their important work, because their expertise was widely, 
and rightly acknowledged, their evaluations were thoroughly documented, but much less 
extensive than would be required today. An adequate report twenty-five years ago was 
100 pages long; today it would be several thousand. It has also become necessary, 
because of the increasing research burdens of the recognition process, for scholars to 
document a wider range of factors than was previously thought necessary.  I quote 
Sheldon Davis: 
  
“As anthropologists… our primary contribution to the rights of indigenous peoples lies in 
independently and publicly documenting the social realities that these people face” 
(Davis 1979:223).  
 
 In New England, these social realities have included legislative dispossession (e.g. 
Dubuque 1907; Earle 1861) and detribalization, racial discrimination, poverty, and many 
kinds of social disruption. These conditions have made the task of documenting their 
histories and continuity as “Indian Entities” very challenging. In many cases, the 
haphazard way in which Indian communities have been treated during the past three 
hundred years has resulted in major gaps in the evidence, so that petitioners are faced 



with the impossible task of locating records that were never created, or which no longer 
exist (e.g. Child 1827; Early 1861; Dubuque 1907; Herndon and Seketau 2000). The gaps 
in the official records can be filled by using other types of  historical documentation, but 
this material is scattered and requires a good deal of training to analyze, and the necessity 
for its use because of increasingly demanding standards of documentation required by the 
Bureau of Indian Affairs, has created a large cost burden for most petitioners. 
 

 Another concern is privacy.  The  existing official records that document the 
relations of state and local governments and  Indian peoples, often include very sensitive 
information about family history, information that Indian people  are naturally very 
reluctant to have made public. As the demands of documentation required by the Office 
of Federal Acknowledgement have become greater, however, Indian people feel they 
have little choice but to make these sensitive records available. Added to this are 
concerns about sacred sites and knowledge, that make many people reluctant to share 
information that might help their case. 
 

Finally, Indian people see their histories differently than those of the authorities 
who controlled the written records, and their views have rarely been taken into account 
(e.g. Attaquin 1987; Baron et. al.; Lamb Richmond 1994). My own experience has been 
that it is in these alternative historical views, often expressed through oral histories, folk 
tales, and “kitchen table talk” that can be found the most powerful pieces of evidence for 
community continuity and strength.  
 

I wish to emphasize that I think the Federal Recognition process is vital to native 
interests in New England and elsewhere, and has led to great benefits for many Indian 
communities. By benefits I mean increased opportunities for education, better health care 
and the support for cultural enrichment and language study programs that are central to 
Indian identity and an important part maintaining and celebrating their heritage. Some 
communities now have been publicly affirmed, and have taken their rightful place as 
stakeholders in regional and national debates.  The difficulties I discussed briefly above, 
however, have left other native communities out of the process, and this has been an 
additional source of division and discouragement to many native people (e.g. Hicks and 
Kertzer 1972). This is due in part to the difficulty of fitting all Indian communities 
presently, and in the past, into an agreed upon definition of “tribe” (e.g. Grabowski 1994; 
Campisi 1996,  McCulloch et.al. 1995; Starna 1996). 
 
 Another difficulty is the persistent belief that there are no longer any ‘real’ 
Indians left in the eastern parts of North America. A cursory survey of recent newspaper 
articles in prominent and local newspapers in New England demonstrates the strength of 
this misconception, even among educated people (see for example Doughton 1997; 
Weinstein1986; see also Harris 1993:7). Non-Indians also misunderstand the historic 
relationship between the Federal Government and Indian peoples, and see Federal 
Recognition as a kind of undeserved entitlement (e.g. Brodeur 1995).  Native people 
struggle against these attitudes, and the added burden of defending themselves against so-
called “interested parties” who refuse to accept them as who they say they are further 
complicates and extends the recognition process. 



 
          The only defense against persistent misinformation is a careful process of research 
and evaluation, conducted by credentialed professionals, whose expertise guarantees the 
best possible analysis and interpretation. I see no need for an entirely separate 
Independent Review process, as that will inevitably slow down, and further politicize the 
outcome. However, I think there is room for some measure of cooperation with scholarly 
institutions, who can provide the resources that support a number of native initiatives, 
such as we have established at the College of William and Mary.  With these provisos,  I 
fully support the Federal Recognition Procedure, and believe that, with continued effort 
to address some of the difficulties mentioned above, it can be made even more sensitive, 
efficient and equitable.
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