Native Americans, 1968–present
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Officially categorized as American Indians and Alaska Natives, Native Americans have organized, in the last 30 years, to claim, regain, or reassert rights to lands and have fought for more control over water, economic affairs, and education on native lands. During the 1960s, Native Americans borrowed the successful tactics of the Civil Rights movement to make their grievances public.

In the 1960s and 1970s a number of organizations and incidents promoted and illustrated the plight of Native Americans. One of the first successful Indian protests was in the Pacific Northwest. Since the 1940s, native groups in Oregon and Washington had argued that the states were not living up to treaty obligations concerning fishing rights that had been ceded in the 19th century. Commercial fishers, with the support of the states, had taken control of the treaty waters. In 1964 the Survival of the American Indian Association organized "fish-ins" inspired by the sit-ins staged by the Civil Rights movement. By the late 1960s, the federal government became involved on the side of the Indians. In 1974 a federal district court ruled that non-Indians had only limited rights to fish in the treaty waters. The U.S. Supreme Court upheld this decision in 1979. This ruling spawned a reservation industry, as more natives began to fish, and this led to a number of related industries—fish buying, fish processing, and fish farming.

The late 1960s witnessed Native American activists occupying a number of sites. From November 1969 until July 1971, activists occupied Alcatraz, generating publicity by exposing the poor housing, health, education, and other issues faced by Native Americans. In 1972 the American Indian Movement (AIM) and the National Indian Youth Council organized an occupation of the Bureau of Indian Affairs in Washington, D.C., to bring attention to the failure of the government to live up to its treaty obligations. In 1973 AIM took over the Pine Ridge Sioux reservation in Wounded Knee, South Dakota, for 71 days. The government reacted to these protests by arresting militant AIA leaders who broke the law, while at the same time enacting legislation to enhance the autonomy of Native Americans.

In 1971 the Alaska Native Claim Settlement Act gave title to 44 million acres and cash compensation to Alaskan natives. The Maine Indian Settlement Act of 1980 provided $81.5 million for the purchase of 300,000 acres taken by the states of Maine and Massachusetts. It also established a $27 million trust fund for economic development.

Besides land concerns, Native American activists resented U.S. government control over education and the economy on native lands. These concerns were addressed in the Indian Education Act of 1972 and the Indian Self-Determination and Education Assistance Act of 1975, which allowed Indian-controlled school boards to help end the alienation of children from their culture.

Greater sensitivity emerged in the nation at large. Many colleges and universities ended the practice of using tribal names, or demeaning terms for Native Americans, for their athletic teams. Stanford and Dartmouth, to name just two, dropped the name "Indians." Some schools, like Florida State, received permission from specific Indian nations to use the name for their teams.

A number of laws have been passed to ensure greater sovereignty to Indian nations. In 1968 Congress passed the Indian Civil Rights Act, which guaranteed civil liberties on reservations. In 1978 the American Indian Religious Freedom Act was passed to encourage cultural preservation. In recent years the National Museum of the American Indian Act and the Native American Grave Protection and Repatriation Act were designed to promote the return of native artifacts and skeletal remains from museums and other agencies receiving federal funds.

Demographically, the Native American population increased from 827,000 in 1970 to over 1.9 million in 1990. Two-thirds of American Indians were high school graduates, up from 56 percent in 1980. Only 9 percent of American Indians had a college degree in 1990, up from 8 percent in 1980. The 2000 U.S. census showed that the Native American population had grown to 2.4 million, or 9 percent of the population. The median age was 27 years. Of the 500 recognized tribes, most had less than 10,000 members. Educational attainment since 1990 had still not been determined by the U.S. census as of 2001. The largest Indian nation in 1989 was the Cherokee, followed by the Navajo, Chippewa, and Sioux. In 2000 more than half the American Indian population lived in California, Oklahoma, Arizona, New Mexico, Alaska, and Washington. In Alaska 19 percent of the population reported themselves in 2000 as American Indian or Alaska Native alone. Alaska had the highest percentage of Native Americans, followed by Oklahoma and New Mexico, each at 11 percent, and South Dakota at 9 percent. The median household income for American Indians and Alaska Natives, based on a 1998–2000 average reported by the U.S. census, was $31,799, higher than African Americans ($28,679) and not statistically different from Hispanics ($31,703). The rate of poverty was 25.9 percent, similar to rates for African Americans and Hispanics. Census statistics also revealed that 26.8 percent of American Indians and Alaska Natives lacked health insurance coverage. In addition there was an 84 percent increase in Native American-owned firms between 1992 and 1997, compared to an increase for all U.S. firms over the same period of 40 percent.

Korasick, John. "Native Americans, 1968–present." In Critchlow, Donald T., and Gary B. Nash, eds. Encyclopedia of American History: Contemporary United States, 1969 to the Present, vol. 10. New York: Facts On File, Inc.  Web. 20 February 2010.

