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Indian Treaty-Making Policy in the United States and
Canada (1867-1877): A Comparative Analysis
The period between 1867 and 1877 witnessed a significant shift in the relationship between Indigenous populations and the
burgeoning nation-states of the United States and Canada. This era, marked by westward expansion and the consolidation of
national power, saw a dramatic intensification of Indian treaty-making, a process that often proved deeply unequal and
detrimental to Indigenous sovereignty and land rights. Understanding the nuances of land cession treaties, reserve system
creation, and the differing approaches taken by both countries during this crucial decade provides critical insight into the
ongoing legacy of colonialism in North America. This article will examine the Indian treaty policy of both the US and Canada
between 1867 and 1877, highlighting key similarities, differences, and their lasting consequences.

The Context of Expansion and Nation-Building
Both the United States and Canada experienced rapid territorial expansion during this period. The American West, following the
Civil War, became the focus of settlement and resource exploitation, while Canada actively pursued westward expansion,
solidifying its control over territories stretching from the Atlantic to the Pacific. This expansion directly impacted Indigenous
populations, whose traditional lands and ways of life were increasingly threatened. The concept of assimilation, though not
explicitly stated in the same manner in both countries, underlay much of the treaty-making process. Both governments aimed to
manage Indigenous populations and acquire their lands, often employing policies designed to integrate Indigenous people into
dominant settler societies.

### American Indian Policy: A Focus on Removal and Allotment

The United States, having largely completed the removal of Indigenous peoples from eastern territories, focused on negotiating
treaties to acquire land in the West. These treaties, frequently negotiated under duress and with little regard for Indigenous
autonomy, often involved land cession in exchange for promises of reservations, goods, and annuities. However, these promises
were often broken, leaving many Indigenous nations dispossessed and impoverished. The focus shifted, subtly but significantly,
towards allotment, a system that aimed to break up communal land ownership and integrate Indigenous individuals into the
American agricultural system. This process, foreshadowed in the late 1860s and gaining momentum in the decades to come,
ultimately undermined tribal sovereignty and traditional land tenure.

### Canadian Indian Policy: Reserves and the "Civilizing" Mission

Canada, while also pursuing westward expansion, approached treaty-making with a slightly different strategy. The creation of
reserve systems became central to Canadian policy. Through treaties, Indigenous nations ceded vast tracts of land in exchange
for reserves, designated areas where Indigenous people were to be confined. This system, while ostensibly providing a degree of
protection, effectively confined Indigenous populations and limited their access to traditional lands and resources. The Canadian
government's policy, driven by a paternalistic notion of "civilizing" Indigenous peoples, sought to integrate them into Canadian
society through education and religious conversion, often undermining Indigenous cultural practices. The underlying goal,
however, remained similar to that of the US: land acquisition and control.

Treaty Negotiation and Indigenous Agency
Despite the considerable power imbalance, Indigenous nations did not passively accept the terms imposed upon them.
Resistance, both overt and subtle, manifested in various ways. Some nations negotiated strategically, attempting to secure the
best possible terms given the circumstances. Others engaged in armed resistance, fighting to defend their lands and sovereignty.
However, the unequal power dynamic severely limited the ability of Indigenous negotiators to achieve equitable outcomes. The
lack of genuine consultation and free, prior, and informed consent rendered many treaties inherently unjust and invalid from an
Indigenous perspective. The use of interpreters, often unreliable and biased, further exacerbated communication barriers and
contributed to misunderstandings.

### The Role of the Military

The military presence played a significant role in shaping the treaty-making process in both countries. The threat of military force
often loomed large over negotiations, influencing the willingness of Indigenous nations to accept unfavorable terms. The US
Army's campaigns against Indigenous resistance, such as the wars against the Sioux and the Nez Perce, directly impacted treaty
negotiations, creating an atmosphere of fear and coercion. Similarly, the Canadian government employed military forces to assert
its control over western territories and to suppress Indigenous resistance to treaty-making and land appropriation.

The Legacy of Unequal Treaties
The legacy of the treaties negotiated between 1867 and 1877 continues to shape the lives of Indigenous communities in both the
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United States and Canada today. The dispossession of land, the violation of treaty promises, and the imposition of assimilationist
policies have created profound social, economic, and political inequalities. Land claims, treaty disputes, and the struggle for self-
determination remain central issues for Indigenous peoples in both countries. The understanding of this historical context is
crucial for addressing these ongoing issues and working towards reconciliation.

Conclusion: A Comparative Perspective
The Indian treaty-making policies of the United States and Canada between 1867 and 1877, while exhibiting some differences in
approach, shared a common goal: the acquisition of Indigenous land and the control of Indigenous populations. Both countries
employed coercive tactics, disregarded Indigenous sovereignty, and ultimately broke many of the promises made in the treaties.
The consequences of this period of intense land dispossession and cultural disruption continue to resonate in contemporary
Indigenous communities, highlighting the need for continued dialogue, redress, and reconciliation. Studying this historical period
through a comparative lens allows for a more nuanced understanding of the enduring impact of colonialism on Indigenous peoples
in North America.

FAQ
Q1: What were the major differences between US and Canadian treaty-making approaches?

A1: While both aimed for land acquisition, the US initially emphasized outright purchase and removal, followed by allotment.
Canada focused more on establishing reserve systems, intending to confine Indigenous populations while ostensibly providing for
their needs. However, both approaches ultimately led to significant land loss and dispossession for Indigenous communities.

Q2: Were Indigenous peoples ever truly consulted during treaty negotiations?

A2: Genuine consultation was rare. Negotiations were often conducted under duress, with limited understanding of the
implications for Indigenous peoples due to language barriers and power imbalances. The treaties often did not reflect the true
wishes or understanding of Indigenous negotiators.

Q3: What role did religion play in Indian treaty policy?

A3: Both countries employed religious institutions in their efforts to assimilate Indigenous populations. Missionaries played a
significant role in education and conversion efforts, often working in conjunction with government policies aimed at cultural
transformation.

Q4: How did these treaties impact Indigenous governance structures?

A4: The treaties significantly undermined Indigenous governance structures by transferring authority over land and resources to
the respective governments. This led to the erosion of traditional leadership roles and the imposition of external systems of
governance.

Q5: What are some of the lasting consequences of these treaties?

A5: Lasting consequences include ongoing land disputes, poverty, health disparities, and the persistent struggle for self-
determination among Indigenous communities. The psychological and cultural trauma inflicted continues to impact generations.

Q6: Are there any ongoing efforts to address the injustices of these treaties?

A6: Yes, there are ongoing efforts in both countries focused on land claims, treaty settlements, and reconciliation initiatives.
These efforts aim to address the historical injustices and work towards a more equitable relationship between Indigenous
communities and the state.

Q7: What is the significance of studying this period today?

A7: Understanding this period is crucial for addressing present-day inequalities and for fostering meaningful reconciliation. It
underscores the importance of Indigenous rights, self-determination, and the need for a just and equitable future.

Q8: What are some primary sources that shed light on this period?

A8: Primary sources include treaty texts themselves, government documents (correspondence, reports, etc.), missionary records,
and Indigenous oral histories and accounts. Archival research in national archives and Indigenous community archives is essential
for a thorough understanding.

A Comparative Analysis of Indian Treaty-Making Policy: United States and
Canada (1867-1877)
The period between 1867 and 1877 witnessed a critical shift in the relationship between Aboriginal peoples and the developing
nation-states of the United States and Canada. This era saw the intensification of treaty-making, a process that consistently
served as a tool for territorial expansion by the powerful settler societies. While both countries employed treaties as a means to
regulate Indigenous populations and secure their lands, the approaches and outcomes differed markedly, reflecting the distinct
historical, political, and social contexts of each nation. This article will delve into a parallel analysis of these treaty-making
policies, highlighting their similarities and differences.
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The American Context: A Policy of Assimilation and Removal

In the United States, the post-Civil War period saw a continuation of existing policies aimed at the suppression of Aboriginal
peoples. The predominant philosophy guiding federal policy was one of assimilation, a belief that Indigenous peoples should
abandon their ancestral ways and adopt Western customs and values. This ideological underpinning profoundly shaped the treaty-
making process. Treaties were often viewed as a means to legitimize the acquisition of vast tracts of land in exchange for
guarantees of support that were seldom fulfilled.

The infamous example of the Betrayed Agreements stands as a testament to this exploitative dynamic. The numerous treaties
signed with various tribes throughout the West often resulted in the relocation of Indigenous communities from their ancestral
lands, often through force. The promises of education contained within these treaties were generally ignored, leading to suffering
and the destruction of Aboriginal cultures.

The Canadian Context: A Policy of Gradual Incorporation

In Canada, the approach to treaty-making differed in some significant respects, though the final goal of resource control remained
the same. While assimilation remained a significant objective, the Canadian government pursued a more incremental strategy,
emphasizing the inclusion of Indigenous peoples into the Canadian country through a structure of treaties.

The Agreements, negotiated primarily in the Prairie provinces and parts of Ontario, are a prime example of this approach. These
treaties, although fraught with their own problems, typically offered a more comprehensive framework for the regulation of
Aboriginal lands and resources. The establishment of reservations within the treaties allowed for a degree of autonomy, even
though this autonomy was often severely limited by the dominance of the federal government. However, even this relatively more
"benevolent" approach still led to the loss of vast territories and cultural disruption for Indigenous communities.

Comparing the Approaches: Similarities and Differences

Both the United States and Canada utilized treaties as instruments of administrative domination over Aboriginal populations. Both
countries employed a combination of promises and force to secure territorial concessions. However, the specific mechanisms
employed and the overall outcomes varied significantly.

The American system was characterized by a more forceful approach to resource control, often leading to brutal conflict and the
widespread relocation of Native communities. The Canadian system, while still resulting in the loss of land, was often
characterized by a more diplomatic (although still coercive) process, although the resulting treaties were often inadequately
interpreted and rarely honored in spirit.

Both approaches, however, consistently neglected to sufficiently address the lasting needs of Aboriginal peoples, resulting in
ongoing social inequities.

Conclusion

The treaty-making policies of the United States and Canada between 1867 and 1877, though distinct in their methods, shared a
common factor: the subjugation and dispossession of Aboriginal peoples. Both nations used treaties as a tool to further their own
interests, often at the expense of the rights of Indigenous communities. Understanding the historical context and the inherent
prejudices of these policies is crucial to addressing the lasting legacy of injustice and striving towards reconciliation.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

Q1: Were Indigenous peoples truly "consenting" parties to these treaties?

A1: The notion of "consent" in these treaties is highly debatable. While treaties were nominally negotiated, the power imbalance
between Indigenous nations and the state was immense. Coercion, threats, and the unequal distribution of influence meant that
"consent" was often a facade.

Q2: What are the lasting consequences of these treaty-making policies?

A2: The ongoing consequences are profound and far-reaching. They include social disparity, deprivation of land and resources, the
disintegration of ancestral ways of life, and intergenerational trauma.

Q3: What lessons can be learned from this period for modern policy-making?

A3: It is critical to recognize the historical injustices inherent in these treaties. Modern policies must prioritize genuine consultation
with Indigenous peoples, respecting their self-determination, and actively working towards redress. Truth and reconciliation
processes are crucial steps towards healing historical wounds.

Q4: How did these treaty policies differ from earlier colonial approaches?

A4: While earlier colonialism often operated through outright conquest and dispossession, the treaty-making period attempted
(however unsuccessfully) to create a façade of legitimacy through written agreements. However, the power dynamics and
outcomes remained largely the same, resulting in the displacement and disenfranchisement of Indigenous populations.
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