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Karen De Looze

How Long Did it Take YOU to Learn your Language?

Issues for the Northern Cheyenne Today
1

Individual and group tensions that flow from culture contact as a legacy of colonisation (and of enduring neo-

colonisation) cause a lot of stress. On which dimensions can they be situated? To what extent are cultures willing

to adapt to influences that come in from the outside? What are the strongholds they attach themselves to, so as to

remain unique as a People? Insight in the processes of cohabitation between two cultures can prevent a lot of

damage to both cultures and stimulate mutual comprehension.

My aim in research is thus to trace the influence of American culture on the values and norms of the Northern

Cheyenne tribe. By means of participant observation and interviewing, I looked at the sentiment that members of

the Northern Cheyenne tribe have towards their membership. I broadened my perspective by literature study. I

had a special interest in education, since Cheyenne adolescents have a decisive role to play in the future of the

tribe.

My hypothesis is that the Cheyenne have a unique identity and cultural institutions that accommodate their

specific cultural interests, while on the other hand they participate in a broader social frame and share norms and

institutions with the American environment as proud citizens. I cannot ignore, however, factors that cause

conflict within individuals and between the two cultures. The awareness of these induces a reactive movement by

a significant part of the Cheyenne community, the uniqueness of Cheyenne culture being strongly promoted,

sometimes even to the extent of withdrawal. Cheyenne culture flourishes today, however, and its members

influence today’s intercultural policies to a significant extent. [Cheyenne, language, identity]

Before I die I have something to tell you. Now, my

people, you must not forget what I am telling you

today. You must not forget that I have told you and

taught you. When I am dead, you must come

together often, and talk about these things. When

you do this, always call my name. A time is coming

when you will meet other people. You will fight

with them and kill each other. Each tribe will want

the other tribe’s land, and you will be fighting

always.

Far away in that direction (to the south) is another

kind of buffalo. It has long hair on its neck, and a

tail that drags on the ground. It has a round hoof –

not a split one like the buffalo – and it has teeth in

the upper part of its mouth as well as below. You

will ride this animal.

The buffalo will disappear. When the buffalo are

gone, the next animal you eat will be spotted. When

you get toward the end, you will begin to become

grey very young. You will marry even your

relatives. You may reach a point where you will be

ashamed of nothing, and you will act as if you were

crazy.

Soon you will find among you a people with hair all

over their faces. Their skin will be white. When that

time comes, they will control you. The white people

will be all over the land; and at last you will

disappear.

Peter J. Powell, Sweet Medicine

Introduction
The Cheyenne People did not forget what Sweet

Medicine
2
 told and taught them, his name is being

called each day. But the Cheyenne also did meet

these other people, horses were being ridden,

buffalo became scarce, beef a common dish. Have

the Cheyenne gone crazy? Ashamed of nothing?

Have white people come to control them? Will the

Cheyenne disappear at last?

None of these questions is to be answered

positively today. The Cheyenne People have very

sound minds, high values and standards and they are

keeping up the struggle for their Cheyenne Way

successfully: they are more than puppets in a theatre

play of foreigners. Sweet Medicine’s prophecy does

not seem to lead to any form of resignation; it is a

warning, an extra motivation to keep on cherishing

the uniqueness of the Northern Cheyenne Tribe.

As an anthropologist, I have no special powers, no

glass ball to look in the unforeseeable future, so I

will not enter that territory. In the following pages I

wíll focus on contemporary dynamics: how is

Cheyenne culture changing today? What are

important issues to be considered? How are
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changes, that are considered to be undesirable,

resisted, or, at least, delayed?

I was very conscious using the word dynamics. I

believe all cultures change: people adapt to

changing environments, to changing life

circumstances. They did so in the past, they do so

today. But each culture changes in its own way. It is

the particular, contemporary process of change of

the Cheyenne culture I am interested in. The

Cheyenne, however, strongly experienced

anthropologists of all kinds trying to “preserve”

them in a time −way back in history−, presenting

“their traditional life style,” dissociating every sense

of humanity from them by romanticizing their

culture, thereby creating unrealistic standards for

being “Indian.”
3
 They failed to perceive the

dynamics of the culture: even when the Cheyenne

look at past times themselves for guidance in their

behavior, they also allow flexibility for “being in

the world today.” Techno and flute can easily be

combined in a harmonious tune and there should be

no problem with a song that is a mixture of

Cheyenne language and English. Perhaps the only

problem is that we fail to consider the co-existence

of both in its true beauty. Perhaps by our urge to

simplify a mystical world, we fail to see that there is

a grey zone between radical choices. Perhaps the

problem is that we, anthropologists, fail to see that

time periods are interrelated and influencing each

other, instead of being distinct time categories.

Leaving the past behind as a monument, just there

to be studied, is very dangerous when you associate

people with “tradition” and its connotations of

being “ancient.” The danger of unconsciously

excluding certain Peoples from daily life is inherent

to our Western linear time perspective with its focus

on the future.

I quoted the word “tradition,” because I feel the

word is to be used with much caution. What is

tradition? Which period in time provides you with

the standards for it? If you are accommodated to the

traditional view of Cheyenne People, riding horses,

how would you explain the saying of Sweet

Medicine: “you WILL ride this animal”? Perhaps

you would not consider the Cheyenne culture before

this change “true tradition,” perhaps you can agree

with me that tradition is a construct, but you might

notice that there is a lack in our language to

describe it otherwise; perhaps you think it is too

confronting to admit that in fact, you are talking

about stereotypes. Yesterday’s culture might be

tradition today; today’s culture might be tradition

tomorrow. Would it not be logical then, to call

today’s culture tradition, even when Cheyenne wear

basketball caps and eat at McDonalds? The basic

problem underlying this matter, is, that what is

presented as tradition is only a one-dimensional

view of what Cheyenne culture is about (often even

lapsing all Native American cultures in one melting

pot). For these reasons, I will try to avoid

comparisons with a time that is not defined, but that

is, in fact, a disguise for using stereotypes. What I

have seen, experienced and heard, during the month

of July 2003, on the Cheyenne reservation in

Montana, will be the focus of this paper. This paper

was written as a preliminary study in the context of

the my graduate thesis on the Northern Cheyenne

tribe for the course Methods and Techniques of

Social and Cultural Anthropology at the Catholic

University of Leuven.

What I am presenting underneath are lines of

thought, a collection of different angles to look at

certain topics. Doing so, I hope to raise further

questions and open up the discussion to a broader

public. The issues I will discuss below, I believe,

are universal; these basic questions can be posed in

every corner of the world, today. But that is where

the analogy vanishes: all cultures need to carry on

the discussion in their own way, according to the

possibilities they have in their particular context,

according to their specific history and beliefs. What

I am presenting here is thus not “a universal truth.”

Moreover, it is not even my task to come up with

solutions for the People I have just made my first

steps to get to know better. It would be too haughty

for me, as an “outsider,” to do so; especially since I

was only in the field for one month. So, if you

expect me to present “objective and clear

statements,” stop reading here, you will be

disappointed by the many nuances that are to be

made, considering the importance of the following

themes.

Research method
With my decision to immerse myself in the field, I

wanted to confirm my opinion that good research

should include the sentiments and thoughts of the

people under study, as to diminish the influence of

prevailing thoughts and widespread stereotypes,

often so pervasive in our mindset. The ultimate goal

of anthropology being, as Malinowski states, “to

grasp the native’s point of view, his relation to life,

to realize his vision of his world (1922: 25)”, its

attainment lies within the effort of the

anthropologist to reproduce a social awareness of

the cultural being of participants. As I wanted to

study the Northern Cheyenne Tribe from a

contemporary perspective, putting matters in

context and looking at dynamics, “making the trip

overseas” turned out to be the appropriate thing to

do. Literature seemed to be dated, and could only

provide me with the (necessary) background.

Finally, there are certain things going on in the field

that words just cannot capture, but that are worth to

be considered. This realisation is closely related to

my working method: participant observation.

Participant observation offers the flexibility to
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adjust your working method to the needs of all

people involved, including the researcher’s. It is a

state of constant awareness, using all your senses to

capture important “little things” that bring you

closer to an understanding of what is going on in the

field. It is welcoming the unexpected.

Interviewing was another cornerstone in my

research method, ranging from casual comments,

conversational interviewing, life history

interviewing, over semi-structured, open

interviewing and projective techniques to focus

groups.
4
 During the preparations for my research I

decided to focus on adolescents for these

interviews, since I believe they have an important

role to play regarding the future of the tribe.

Moreover, adolesents being in search for their

identity, I was convinced that they would provide

me with interesting information to address my

research question. Once in the field, however, I

noticed that it was an enrichment to broaden my

data with the perspective of adults, who often had a

very critical stance about adolescents today, whom

they interestingly compared with their own

experiences over the years. Moreover, they

provided me with information about general issues

of importance for the tribe today, which turned out

to be very useful in order to come to a global

understanding of tribal and individual processes,

which are inevitably linked to one another. 

I visited some important institutions in the area

that provided me, aside from some of the interviews

I stated above, with useful background information,

so that I could build up my own stance about what

was going on in the field: the Boys and Girls Club,

the Tribal Council, the Bureau of Indian Affairs, the

Recovery Program, the Tribal Health Department

and the Community Heath Centre, the Wellness

Centre, the Elderly Houses in Lame Deer and

Ashland, St. Labre Indian School, Museum and

Church. I was lucky to have the opportunity to

attend an annual powwow, a language immersion

camp, documentary evenings, and a gathering with

members of the US Attorney, BIA, FBI and DOJ.

Special attention was given to education: a great

part of my research took place at the Chief Dull

Knife College in Lame Deer.

Finally, I had plenty of opportunities to observe

and talk to “foreigners” (all non-Cheyenne: Euro-

Americans, Europeans and members from other

tribes) in the field. This side-information was

interesting to complete my insights concerning my

research question.

This paper will be sent back to the Cheyenne

community and to my major participants, whom I

want to invite to give me their feedback.

Cheyenne language
Language loss

“Cheyenne language was given to our People by

the Creator; therefore, it is a Holy Language”

(Cheyenne elder, P.C.
5
). The fading of this language

is a threat to the very identity of the Cheyenne

People;
6
 it hits their culture’s true basis. Cheyenne

language allows people to express the vividness of

all things around; it allows them to talk in a present

tense, even when telling stories about past or future.

Everything is alive: the earth, the trees... Past and

future show their presence today, in people’s

behaviour.

“In English objects can only be talked about in a

passive way; objects are dead materials, they don’t

breathe” (Ron Fire Crow, 43).

“Cheyenne words go straight to the heart; Cheyenne

language is a feeling language; it is very expressive.

Talking in Cheyenne is talking to the point. There

are no empty words; there is no beating about the

bush. Children are not used to this kind of

conversations: English contains a lot of noise,

stuffing. Children are not used to express their

feelings anymore” (Barbara Braided Hair).

“Cheyenne language is a circular language. It

doesn’t state a truth; it rather engages persons to

search for a solution together. The circularity of

Cheyenne language, however,” Thomas*
7

continues, “is a proof that it is not absolute;

language is dynamic, it changes in time.”

As a teacher explained to me, new words (for

example: car, computer) come into existence

through a gathering of several tribal members

envisaging the case. Often new words are a

composition of words that are already in use; or

they are descriptive. Apart from this, adults these

days show the tendency to shorten Cheyenne words

into more rapid sayings.

But does the dynamic of the language include that

it should allow English words coming in? And if so,

to what extent will people allow this process? What

if: “English is a discriminatory language, between

nations, between Natives and Americans and

between Americans and other Americans” (Ron

Fire Crow)?

Thomas* is very clear about it: “Natural dynamics

would allow Cheyenne language to change, English

words coming in. But professors don’t allow this

process; language becomes an artefact, preserved

under a layer of glass. Language doesn’t live

anymore!” He is afraid that writing the language

down would mean that it is condemned to be

“something of the past.” Other Cheyenne think it is

a very important task to undertake, so that the

original words will never be lost. Both stances seem

to be based on the underlying sentiment that

Cheyenne language should be cherished. Their
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opinions, however, differ on the question how the

continuation of the language should be approached.

Several projects show that many Cheyenne

consider the total take-over of their language by

English unacceptable. The fact that only few people

under the age of 35 are fluent speakers fills people’s

minds with sadness ánd with readiness to fight for

its continuance. Language immersion camps are

organised each summer; a grant is awarded to 15

high school students that want to learn the

Cheyenne  language on an intensive base (four

hours a day) for three years. People are constantly

trying to motivate teachers not to forget to give

attention to Cheyenne language in their courses.

How did it happen to come so far, Cheyenne

language loosing prominence? Several reasons

might be underlying this observation. Of great

influence was the Indian policy of assimilation the

US government pursued in the early 1900s (1885-

1934), by which –along with other Native Peoples–

the Cheyenne were denied to speak their language,

as part of a larger ban on their culture. A large-scale

boarding school movement separated children from

their families and environment and immersed them

into the “mainstream of American life.” Because

many children attended these schools, they had little

opportunity to learn Cheyenne. They, in turn, were

incapable of passing on the language to their own

offspring. This is still true today: many parents do

not speak Cheyenne. If the Head Start program tries

to accommodate the need to immerse young

children in their native language, it must also be

stated that this accent disappears from the

curriculum as soon as these children enter

elementary school. Moreover, intermarriage plays

an important role in the process of language loss.

The marriage (especially of a Cheyenne woman)

with an English speaking partner promotes the

socialization of children in English. There might be

more…

If we look at the reasons stated above, it becomes

clear that a strong motivation is needed to return the

Cheyenne language its adherents. What about this

motivation?

“Speaking English makes life easy”, Barbara

Braided Hair informed me, “children are not

interested in learning their Native language, despite

the attempts that are made to bring them back in

touch; children are getting lazy…”

And even if a lot of children did explain the

importance of language to me, there still seems to

be a gap with their actual deeds. Who will they talk

to anyway? Are these few conversations worth the

investment?

“Cheyenne is such a difficult language”, Jessica

Braided Hair (17) says, and many age-mates seem

to agree with her: “We understand certain sayings,

but it is so hard to speak it, let alone to write in

Cheyenne!”

I don’t have the insights to envisage the results of

the language programs. Some children at the

language immersion camp seemed not really

interested in learning Cheyenne; they just wanted to

be with friends and have fun for a while, without

their parents keeping an eye on them. Others were

very conscious about their choice to adhere the

camp: “Who else will pass it on to the next

generation?” (Bart*, 17). I talked to a man,

following the three year program, who was very

convinced of talking to his children in Cheyenne,

next to English. His daughter uttered some

Cheyenne words, directed to me, spontaneously.

What does this mean? I think the “next to

English” saying in the last sentence is a very

important one. Cheyenne consider English to be an

important language, too, these days, so the strife is

rather to become bilingual than to recover their

Cheyenne tongue completely. But children reared in

Cheyenne at home and being educated in English at

school risk confusion: not feeling at ease using

either language. Children being reared bilingual by

their parents often understand Cheyenne, or at least,

certain words −“I do understand certain commands

from my parents, like ‘stop!’ or ‘do!’ or ‘don’t!’,

but apart from that…”, Jessica Braided Hair told

me−, but they are not familiar with their language to

the extent that they would feel confident enough to

speak it in public. Some parents do not see the

importance of Cheyenne language at all…

Adults who can speak Cheyenne do make the

effort to speak it towards elders; during ceremonies

or during important gatherings. Elders feel good

being together, being with other “Cheyenne-

speakers.” I think seeing these interactions can be

very motivating for children. Many of them seem to

have learnt their first words in Cheyenne from their

grandparents.

As Cordell James Little Coyote (16, Cheyenne

Chief) states: “One day I was in a meeting about

language. Everyone was talking in Cheyenne, but I

don’t know the language. An elder translated for

me. People were joking about this.”

I would like to conclude this discussion with the

following thought: “Cheyenne language is a dying

language”, Conrad Fisher (46) told me, “unless we

do something drastic and urgent.” The Cheyenne

Way prescribes its people never to utter worse case

scenarios. As words can bring calamity, every word

is important. Cheyenne do not want to hear “self-

fulfilling-prophecies.” They consider every word

they say twice, before it leaves their mouths.

Conrad’s words, however, urge him to face the

problem, because otherwise Cheyenne language

MIGHT be done with by next generation.
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Sign language
In this short paragraph, I want to mention sign

language very briefly. Sign language –a form of

non-verbal communication– used to be a means for

intertribal understanding. It still serves this purpose,

but as a language teacher told me: “Children don’t

learn it anymore. They consider English to be much

easier to communicate, at powwows for example.”

Is sign language more than just a means for

intertribal understanding? Did the universal use of

English, transcending intertribal linguistic

differences, make its existence superfluous?

Language programs
Language programs have been mentioned several

times before. If I tried to utter some thoughts about

the importance, uniqueness and continuation of

Cheyenne language in the preceding paragraphs, I

now need to uncover that there is more involved in

language-issues: there is the controversy about

teaching methods that will be discussed here.

As Ron Fire Crow states: “Structures are as

important as the contents of what is being taught.”

The language immersion camp, for example,

presents children how Cheyenne life used to be.

However, a lot of elements are considered strange

to Cheyenne culture: “Why aren’t families invited

to stay at the camp all the time? That is how it used

to be! A camp exclusively for children is

American.” “But”, he continues, “the camp has

good intentions. It will become more and more

Cheyenne in time. People will learn.”

A major method that is now being used is Total

Physical Response. Children are directed to in

Cheyenne; they act according to the

words/sentences that are presented to them in

Cheyenne. Conrad Fisher explains teaching

methods further:

“It is an intensive learning, a cultural experience. It

is not just teaching theories in a classroom; we try

to involve the natural environment as much as

possible. There is, moreover, a strong accent on

conversational Cheyenne, which is based upon the

importance of oral history, as part of the efforts

teachers make to bring children in contact with their

language as spontaneously and naturally as

possible: by involving exercises in an appropriate

context.”

And, in fact, at the camp, several workshops were

organised along: dry meat cutting, horseback riding,

arrow throwing, an ethnobotany presentation,

drumming, dancing and singing, etc.

Some participants, however, would prefer

working with a Total Metaphysical Response

method involving prayers and spirituality in the

language teaching. Only then can the relatedness of

language to every other aspect of Cheyenne culture

be covered, they believe.
8 

On the other hand there

are voices that defend the used methods. We heard

the one of Conrad Fisher in the preceding

paragraph, but there are more. Chris Rowland (38)

is one of them:

“In American classrooms, the teacher says

something, students repeat. Our methods are more

focussed on comprehension. Language isn’t

explained to the children; children listen, they hear

sentences more than once, before they speak them

out themselves.”

My own observations at the camp support his

stance: it was about question and answer, keeping

up a conversation, hearing and acting consequently,

about repeating this several times; children that

were not directed to, listened to words and

sentences others uttered over and over again. Some

observations, however, were not in line with this

kind of teaching: “How do you say… in

Cheyenne?”; “Who knows what… means?” The

words were filled in and repeated once by the

children.
 9

The question is first of all: is there any problem

with either kind of teaching? Is it useful to talk in

dichotomies of Western/non-Western education?

What does the evaluation of the results look like?

According to my own opinion, confidence plays a

major role in the learning process. Because

Cheyenne is not spoken in every day interaction,

children lack the safe environment and the

spontaneity to make their first steps talking it in

public. Children are afraid to speak Cheyenne in

public if they are not well versed in it. When adults

become aware of the importance of their Native

language, once they formed a stable identity, it is

often too late for spontaneous learning. Cordell

James Little Coyote states: “I want to learn

Cheyenne, but it is so difficult; I didn’t learn it from

childhood… But there are programs...” Childhood

seems to be a perfect time for children to capture a

language as if it was an art: grammatical rules and

vocabulary are not explicitly taught to them, but

they have the flexibility that is needed to capture the

language as if it was a game to be played. The

problem then, is one that is to be situated on a

deeper level than methods alone: if parents do not

speak the language and the language is only seldom

spoken in public, children cannot be immersed in it,

but by explicit teaching. Perhaps it is exactly this

“explicit teaching” that is the core of the discussion.

The same feeling arises discussing other activities

in the workshops, for example: if horseback-riding

is not a daily activity anymore, if children do not

see their parents riding, then explicit teaching is the

consequence of a gradual change of lifestyle, after

the abrupt and cruel disruption during assimilation
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times.
10

 The need for “explicit teaching” is caused

by the style of Cheyenne life today, the availability

of cars, English being spoken and is, therefore,

perhaps (at least temporarily) unavoidable? In the

preface I stated I would not come up with

“solutions.” Here too, I can not, but these are the

questions and thoughts that enter my mind looking

at all the different opinions I was confronted with in

the field.

Language: A dividing force?
Summarising Thomas’s* words again: the

knowledge of language is now used as a norm to see

people as “real Cheyenne.”
11

 The ranking that flows

from this is inherently repressive. Knowledge of

Cheyenne became a tool to justify the social ranking

of individuals. “This is Westernising; it is the

opposite of the Cheyenne Way!” Those who speak

the Native language the best became gatekeepers;

they decide what is right or wrong. Cheyenne never

strived for being perfect; that would be challenging

the Creator. The imperfect knowledge of language

is just one aspect of that imperfection the Cheyenne

believe in.

Ron Fire Crow, on the other hand, carries on a

more optimistic perspective: Cheyenne culture is

inclusive: it integrates people instead of excluding

them. To give an example: if you do not speak the

language, you are still Cheyenne. Cheyenne culture

is always searching for balance, new things

happening all the time. Ron, himself not being

versed in the language, recognises however its

importance: “You cannot study a culture without

knowing the language; which is also true for

Cheyenne themselves.” But immediately he nuances

his stance: “Knowledge of being Cheyenne,

however, involves more than language alone; you

can be a Cheyenne without speaking the language!”

Time
Indian time

Time is a basic cultural concept that is often

overlooked in its importance as a decisive cultural

building stone. “Indian Time” stands for easiness

with time schedules: people’s daily activities not

being governed by a ticking clock. Work is

considered to be inferior to family and life, being

late for work is therefore not a problem. Meetings

take off only when everybody has arrived: waiting

for two hours is not exceptional. Moreover, a lot of

gatherings have no fixed beginning hour: “this

evening” is often the only information provided.

Asking for more precise information is often

answered by the saying “Indian Time,” which

means as much as people arriving when they please

so. That might be at 5, 7 or even 10 p.m.

This time concept can cause problems in

interaction with people (often Euro-Americans) who

adhere to a more linear time concept. From their

point of view, being 10 minutes late ís “being late,”

while for the Cheyenne this is being “right on time.”

This difference in time concept brings a lot of

stereotyping with it, due to a lack of mutual

understanding of cultural concepts.

Traffic passes by slowly; there is no yelling, no

tooting when a car holds the line. Everybody feels

at ease. Today people are very aware of this

attitude. Conrad Fisher was one of those who

mentioned:

“We wouldn’t want to copy a rapid, stressful

lifestyle.” Ron Fire Crow, too, stated very clearly:

“America created stress and diseases in their cities.

Technology makes people run all the time, they

have no time to live. I know what it is to live in the

city and I decided to live on the reservation again. I

want to let the Cheyenne know that they shouldn’t

hurry all the time, we should live according to

Indian Time and enjoy the beauty and the richness

of life. These things you cannot buy; things don’t

have to be expensive to be beautiful! ”
12

Cheyenne time is a cyclic time. It is a time that is

adjusted to the rhythm of nature. Even if the

Cheyenne have adjusted to some extent to the linear

time concept of American culture –celebrating New

Year, for example, which being in the middle of

winter, does not reflect the natural time concept, for

which it would rather be celebrated at the transition

of seasons– cyclic time concept dominates. “History

repeats itself”, I was told more than once, “we come

back on decisions that were made in the past and

decide to do it like in the old days again.”

Focus on the past
Cheyenne are very grateful to their ancestors for

the great offerings they have made defending

Cheyenne culture. Powwow’s victory songs for

those who fought for freedom, for an independent

nation, are many. They are received with laud

applause. The Little Bighorn Battlefield, where the

Cheyenne defeated Custer in 1876 is a very

important place for Cheyenne today; the battle

being remembered every year on June, 25. Wade

Red Hat (12) told me: “We don’t want our tradition

to disappear! Our ancestors fought for it, so we

should act according to the traditional way!” The

memory of important happenings and persons fills

Cheyenne hearts with pride and, once again, with

readiness to fight: “We had so many strikes already,

but we’re still here!” Cordell James Little Coyote:

“The focus on our history makes sure that the

tradition is being maintained today.” The focus on

the past is a means for Cheyenne to know who they

are today, with outside influences coming in. It

gives them a strong base to rely on in forming their

identities. It allows them to distinct themselves from

others, to see their uniqueness as a tribe. Today, in

turn, many Cheyenne consider it to be their task to
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provide future generations with that same sense of

belonging, by striving for their culture, so that those

generations can look back to their ancestors with the

same feeling today’s people have towards theirs.

Ancestors, moreover, relate past, present and

future: stories are being told in a present tense, so

that people are “there” while they listen, and after

death, people go to “the next camp,” where they

will see their ancestors again. All generations are

interconnected. Talking about the past is talking

about present and future. Therefore, the subtitle I

used is fundamentally wrong. By unifying past,

present, and future within him, the Cheyenne –and

the Indian in general– created a highly integrated

sense of history. However, history and the life of the

ancestors are recalled from the tribe’s collective

memory, with an accuracy baffling to the book-

weary white man, who trusted computers and books

with the treasures his mind once possessed. In the

oral transmission of events, the Cheyenne confirm

their interest to posterity. Therefore, for the

Cheyenne, history as such is non-existent: history is

living history, the past never ended (Steiner, 1968).

“Listen or you won’t learn the good! You won’t

learn just by yourself,” it sounded through the

powwow microphones. Learning is listening; for the

Cheyenne there is no learning that can be solely

based on individual experiences. Learning is

listening to what has been orally transmitted from

the ancestors till today. Learning is asking what

your grandmother did when she was a child and

then listening again. The true respect for elders is

based on their knowledge, on their wisdom, having

reared children and grandchildren. The lessons they

have to teach are manifold, so that a Cheyenne, in

order to explain his tribe’s contemporary needs, will

evoke the tribal memory within him, so as to build a

new tribalism on the history of the tribe that is the

guide to both present and future (Steiner, 1968).

How does the recording of this knowledge in

books influence social patterns and social

interaction? Oral transmission happens at “the right

moment,” for example, during a ceremony. What if

books (mostly in English) present the knowledge

every second of the day, to people of all ages,

distinguishing present from past and future?

Space
Material culture

Space is another major concept, whose influence

is traceable throughout many aspects of a culture. I

opted to discuss four dimensions of this concept,

conscious about leaving many others (e.g. art)

behind, which cannot be discussed considering the

scope of this paper. In this short paragraph I only

want to raise the question on the importance of

material objects for the integration of a culture as a

whole. One school of anthropologists states that

culture is a whole of interrelated thoughts, that

make the material outlook superfluous as a deciding

factor, a stance that opposes the philosophy of

another school, that considers material culture as a

necessary part of a cultural whole, and that states

that changes in the material outlook of a culture will

inevitably induce organic changes in the ideology of

a culture along.

What influence does the transition from living in a

tepee to living in wooden houses exert? A tipi

creates warmth and a sense of belonging, thanks to

its womb-like construction. How is social

interaction influenced by the rectangular houses we

see on the reserve today? Ron Fire Crow explains

how he tried to bring this dichotomy back in

harmony in his own room: “With this cloth, I

wanted to cover the corner over there, to create a

round shaped wall. I want people to feel at home

when they visit me.” How do children experience

lodging in a tepee again, for example at the

language immersion camp? A tepee, moreover, has

only one entry. Is it appropriate to relate the greater

amounts of doors in a house nowadays to what an

informant once told me: “Stories we tell our

children enter one ear, they go back out through the

other”?

Homeland
In this section, the importance of the ancestors

appears once again. “They made great efforts

traveling all the way from Oklahoma to Lame Deer,

even during cold and harsh winter times; they

fought for the land many Cheyenne live on today.

That’s why the land is so important to us”, Bently

Spang informed us during a meeting.

“That spot in Montana was just that important. It

carries the history; it carries the heart of those

people [the ancestors who fought for it] and of us

today as well. It literally runs through my veins. It’s

where my family comes from; it’s where the

beginnings of my life are and the continuation of

that life through my family and through future

generations.” (Bentley Spang in Abbott, 2000)

The reminder of the ancestors’ strength and

perseverance, participating in the march, is a source

of great sentiments of pride for Cheyenne today, as

it is a learning experience and a source of power

and motivation for the people’s agency toward

barriers and challenges encountered on the “Road of

Life” today. As Joe Little Coyote states:

“This walk set the pattern for all of our later

learning experiences in Non-Indian Culture. Always

there has been an imposition of Non-Indian values

and always there has been a struggle to free

ourselves from them and assert the value of our own

way of life.” (Little Coyote, 1972: 3)
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The pride for the land goes beyond the boundaries

of the reservation, however. There is Little Big

Horn, but there is much more. On a larger scale,

there is the pride many Cheyenne feel for Sacred

territories such as Bear Butte, the Sacred Mountain

where Sweet Medicine was taught by the spirits, but

also American land in general. Some Cheyenne

decide to enter the US army to present their

manhood as warriors.

Come and go
For a culture to live, it is important that

fragmentation remains limited within certain

boundaries. Here, the living together of the

Cheyenne as a group (or even as a family  −the

camp circle formerly symbolizing the family tepee)

on the reservation turns out to be of major

importance. For a culture to live, going should

always be complemented by its counterpart:

coming.

Especially adolescents who completed their high

school education have to face the choice once:

staying on the reservation or leaving? Limited

employment opportunities on the reservation are an

important factor in a decision to leave. “It is hard to

support a family here, on the res,” I was told more

than once. Apart from this, a lot of people talk

about the reservation in negative terms, on the

reservation as well as off the reservation, making

the personal struggle over staying or leaving even

more difficult (Boys and Girls Club employee,

P.C.). Indeed, the word “reservation” is often put on

a par with “prison,”
13

 freedom being valued by

many youngsters. Other factors are intermarriage,

the attractiveness of the many opportunities for

amusement in the city, etc.

A decision to leave is never definitive, however.

There is a continuous movement going on away

from and towards the reservation. Many persons

come over for a visit or for participation in a

ceremony regularly; others, working off the

reservation, return each summer to spend their

holidays in their family circle. Still others decide to

go a little further: they make their re-entry on the

reservation to settle there for the rest of their lives.

That’s where their family is, where they belong,

where they want to make a contribution. They

missed their community, where everybody knows

each other; the city turned out to be too distant. In

the city, life proceeded in a laud and hasty manner;

people were longing for the calmness of the

reservation. Moreover, the closer the city was to the

reservation, the more likely they had to face racism.

Racism made it for some difficult to find a job. It is

a relief for them to come back home.

“When I lived off the reservation, I got more

respectful towards my Cheyenne identity. I realised

that the reservation is, in fact, a sanctuary; a nation

in a nation.” (Joey Bean, 27)

Others, on the other hand, do not even consider

living off the reservation. They enjoy the beauty and

the pleasure the land offers them; they enjoy having

their family around, etc. Continually these people

are moving within the reservation. Leaving for

lunch with mothers or grandmothers dduring the

break at work; entring the cafeteria for a little chat;

going out “on a mission:” some work to be

completed in the neighborhood, visiting a friend in

between... Or a short drive off the reservation:

driving to Billings for groceries, to Hardin for work

or for college during the week and returning home

in the weekends; going out as a fire-fighter and

coming back once the danger is over, going on

holidays... Chris Rowland (painter) says:

“The res is my main source of strength, of

inspiration, but I don’t want to be cut-up in this

atmosphere. I stay home, but I visit other places,

where I learn about other sources of inspiration.”

Coming and going… People are constantly on

their ways, flexible in moving from one place to the

other, just like the Cheyenne  of earlier generations.

They are traveling, always with an eye on “coming

back home;” it is traveling towards a periphery, the

center being their Northern Cheyenne reservation.

Natural resources
Land is sacred; it does not belong to human

beings. Rather human beings are physically part of

the land. Humans, therefore, can only use the land,

in a respectful manner, by trying to get in synchrony

and symphony with the environment. In trying to

feel what is necessary in the environment, actions

are about the pledging of knowledge and blessings

from the spirits, accentuating gift and offer as codes

of social exchange –e.g. in renewal ceremonies–

rather than instrumentalization and manipulation as

part of a domestication complex. As Andrew* (38)

told me: “on earth we have everything we need.

That’s how the Creator wanted it to be. We

shouldn’t fly to the moon; we shouldn’t dig the

earth. It doesn’t belong to us.”

Many Cheyenne, as a consequence of the growing

interest government and corporations show for the

richness of their land in coal, gas, oil, water… are

concerned about the future. Exploiting the land

would mean destroying it, disturbing its inner

harmony. The recovery land they see off the

reservation has an artificial outlook, its natural cycle

has not been respected. Many Cheyenne feel that

their land is their basic tenant: the water is pure; the

air is clean; the mountains are marvellous. For

some, the threat they feel concerning the natural

resources that are present on the reservation land is

a motivation to strive for an independent nation.
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They feel that the control they can exercise over

these issues is subject to a lot of fluctuations, and do

not want the different stances concerning natural

resources to end up in a “push and pull” of parties,

fighting for their own interest.

Other Cheyenne are less reluctant to sell natural

resources or establish a mine: it would provide new

jobs and incomes, and thereby contribute to the

struggle to counteract the reservation’s social

problems. Because both stances are founded in a

care for Cheyenne life, but nonetheless opposites,

the importance of natural resources in today’s

discussions becomes clear. And I certainly was not

the first to notice that.

Conclusion
The three themes I have discussed above provide

us with a lot of information on how to look at

contemporary dynamics in Cheyenne culture.

Influences from the outside certainly have their

impact on cultural tenants, as is problematized by a

traumatic experience of physical and cultural

ethnocaust. English became the major language

spoken on the reserve; teaching methods

controversial; traces of a linear time concept are

recognizable throughout the Indian Time-concept;

books influence the workings of oral culture

transmission; material culture changed significantly;

cities attract many young people… But Cheyenne

minds inquire the changes these influences brought

(and bring) along critically. A lot of investments are

made to struggle against the language loss; the

ancestors’ guidance has a strong presence today;

Indian Time keeps the “hurry” down; reservation

land is a magnet for people to come back home;

natural resources are cherished by many… If

Cheyenne do not always agree about certain issues,

the pride for their homeland, the love and gratitude

they feel towards their ancestors and their sense of

being unique as a tribe keeps them together as a

powerful community. Looking at the language issue

for example, it became clear that disagreements are

often about methods and procedures, not so much

about the underlying aims or sentiments.

Cheyenne culture, although in the midst of a

difficult healing process, is rich today and it spreads

its influence world-wide. Through the work of the

so-called hobbyists, Cheyenne values, norms and

customs are being lived in many corners of the

world. Cheyenne culture on the other hand, adapts

to a certain extent to influences from these other

corners of the world coming in. Looking at this

process, we see that everybody is involved in the

“global village” the world became today. Individual

and group tensions that go along with this process

promote a mixture of cultural concepts next to the

cherishing of cultural strongholds or even the

inducement of reactive movements. These three

ways to associate with a changing environment can

easily coexist. The one prevails over the other,

according to individual preferences, life history,

socialisation and age, and according to the

importance of the issue concerned.

However, while imperialistic and colonial culture

contact is not a new phenomenon, in North America

it remains part of the situation in which all Native

Americans live geographically on the inside of, but

existentially on the outside of, the modernist,

globalisation processes. In attempts of people and

cultures to re-create boundaries, spatially as well as

psychologically (localising), focus has come to rely

on tensions and on processes of cultural loss, often

ironically narrowing the perspective to so-called

“enriching” aspects of contact with the dominant

culture. There seems to be a consensus

“that the transitional stage –when a person is neither

fully Indian nor fully White– is one of stress,

personal disorganization, and behavioral

pathogenesis. To be “between two worlds” forces

individuals into conflicts of choice and produces

casualties among those who cannot embrace the old

or the new ways exclusively.” (Winther Braroe,

1975: 7-8)

Important to see is that the processes in general do

not seem to force people to make radical choices,

even though such double loyalty may induce

intratribal tensions (e.g. the question on who is a

“real Cheyenne”). There is a large grey zone, with

many nuances, in between the choice to reject all

outside influences and to completely adapt. It is

those moderate decisions that are most common, but

least considered. I am talking about Cheyenne, who

ware successful in life within the dominant society

AND who bring in their Cheyenne heritage in their

daily activities. Sometimes, however, an individual

preference can differ from the choice that was taken

by the group. Or a law was imposed which

eliminated certain options. Sometimes certain

choices have their unwelcomed side-effects…

These are the factors that cause feelings of distress.

For some, they induce a feeling of powerlessness,

for others they are a motivation to search for an

inner readiness to fight, some others feel in

between.
14

I think a great part of the problematization of the

effect of outside influences entering Native cultures

is a construction of these “outsiders” themselves,

however. Perhaps we feel our sense of romanticism

is damaged, when we see Cheyenne use their car

regularly, when we look at the several hamburger

lunches that are presented, when we consider young

Cheyenne imitating images on MTV. A lack we feel

in our own culture might be involved. Tourists want

to go out, buy a trip to a place to relax, to enjoy

clean air, to experience others’ spirituality. To
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reload themselves with new energy to be able to

cope with their stressful lives at home again.

Perhaps the solution for “our problem” would rather

be to envisage the effects globalisation exercised on

our own values, norms and behaviours. Perhaps

only then, we can withdraw from our urge to push

others in an exotic frame, to reassure us when we

get sick and tired of our own cities. But I think the

awareness of the Cheyenne in the process we all go

through can teach us a lot. In a realistic way, they

try to find a balance between all the options that

suits them well.
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Nea'eše!

1. One day, on a Cheyenne language immersion

camp, a young boy asked me: “How long did it take

you to learn your language?” This question hit me

very deep inside and for a moment I was too

overcome to respond to it immediately. The

importance of the language loss of the Cheyenne

had come to me every single day I had been in the

field, but I had never felt as strongly related to the

issue as I did then. When I answered the boy’s

question, telling him I had been raised with it,

having learnt the sounds spontaneously as a baby

and little kid, from my parents who spoke Dutch to

me all the time, I could see the surprised expression

on his face; his eyes were telling me “can’t be!”

With my decision to use the question as a title, I

hoped to evoke the same sentiment within the

readers of this paper than it did within the writer.

On the reservation, English is spoken as a first

language; in practice, and as will become clear, the

knowledge and use of Cheyenne is severely

threatened. This causes urgent language programs

having to cover children’s first acknowledgment of

what is ideally supposed to be their Native

language.

2. “Sweet Medicine” is a tradition of the renewal

of law that came to the Cheyenne about a thousand

years ago, and is said to be brought to them by

Sweet Medicine, the Cheyenne culture hero. It is

regarded by the Cheyenne people as the core of

cultural teachings, carrying a body of pacifist

teachings against war and violence (Nell Warren,

1998). However, the elements of white culture in

Sweet Medicine’s traditions may well be

incorporated as they appeared, by which continuity

with the past and an explanation of the disastrous

present was given. This is even more likely when

one considers that Sweet Medicine’s prediction of

the loss of the Cheyenne way of life is a unique

account, for searches throughout the whole of North

American mythology (e.g. Margot Liberty’s: Stands

In Timber and Liberty, 1967) do not reveal any

parallel to this prophecy.

3. I term this process intellectual colonisation.

Some very talented Cheyenne artists (eg. Bently

Spang) shout it out in their works: “We need to use

the bathroom too!”.

4. Interviews were conducted with 24 Cheyenne
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participants, casual conversations not included. 14

of them were men, 10 of them women. With 18 of

them I only had one interview, sometimes this

interview took several hours, sometimes it was

rather short (more or less one hour). Because my

immersion in the field consisted of a one-month

period only, I tried to find a balance between

interviewing participants in-depth, as well as having

a scope of participants broad enough so as to

capture a representative idea of what lives among

the members of the tribe as a whole. Participants

were from all age-categories: <20: 8 participants, 4

boys, 4 girls; <40: 8 participants, 5 men, 3 women;

and >40: 8 participants, 5 men, 3 women.

5. Personal communication.

6. The framework of meaning out of which the

Cheyenne determine their identity as a unique

people, orienting them toward their way of life, are

the Two Sacred Covenants: Mahuts –the Four

Sacred Arrows– and Is’siwun –the Sacred Buffalo

Hat. They were given to them by Maheo, the

Creator, who continues to unite and give the people

life and blessing through these two Sacred

Covenants (Powell, 1969).

7. People marked with a * wished to remain

anonymous. A fictional name is used.

8. In what Hoebel (1988) terms the “Climax

Period” of Cheyenne culture (1800-1850), all

aspects of Cheyenne life were intermingled and

centered about the spiritual, having its core in the

Two Sacred Covenants. This way the Power of

Maheo was allowed to flow through all aspects of

Cheyenne life, giving things existence and life.

Therefore, many put hope for tribal healing in a

spiritual revolution, so that the spiritual can become

the lime of all aspects of Cheyenne society again.

9. These observations did not involve a teacher,

but a workshop-mentor.

10. This brings along a loss of spontaneousness

within the process of cultural teaching, and

therefore, intertribal discordance concerning the

contents of the “true” Cheyenne Way, which are

evaluated on their contextual credibility (a

seemingly arbitrary process, but at second glance

involving the cherished elders’ respected

considerations). Often times, anthropologists’ books

are called upon for accurate translation of certain

customs, not without the danger of western

interpretations sneaking in.

11. The disruptive effects of assimilation have

now found their consequence in the question of

what is really Cheyenne and what is not. This does

not only lead people to the question of physical

appearance, residence and bloodquanta, but also to

intertribal tensions on how Cheyenne culture is to

be fought for in a contemporary context.

Considering the importance of the struggle for

survival for the Cheyenne tribe and its link to the

old warriors’ heroïsm, active participation in such

efforts has now become one of the major sources

for distinguishing oneself by gaining tribal prestige,

since hunting and warfare no longer serve this

purpose. This is one of the main factors that

determine contemporary tribal discordances.

12. Cfr. also the importance of renewal

ceremonies (the Sun Dance, the Arrow Renewal),

and the cyclic time in family life and in the

remembrance of the ancestors, as will become clear

in the next paragraph.

13. Therefore, living at the reservation cannot be

romanticized endlessly. It has its own difficulties,

even though they often do not seem to prevail over

the positive aspects people attach to it (beware of

the importance for a people to have an own place of

belonging, to be gathered in group without

interference from the outside). There are the low

employment rates; there is poverty and related

social problems; there are pressures at work, social

pressures... Thomas* makes the following analysis

about the frequent car usage: “A car is a vehicle to

escape. It gives a false sense of escaping the harsh

environment at times. Our intersection, for example,

is the most frequented of the state; but it is always

the same people who cross it.” See also Steiner

(1968).

14. To give an example: deciding not to “get on

the road” of capitalism lowers job opportunities.

Paperwork is very time consuming and a lot of

Cheyenne consider the surplus they would gain not

worth the hard work (Boys and Girls Club

employee, P.C.). But there is more involved than

the unwillingness to adjust to a Western life style.

For many Cheyenne it is hard to get a loan, for

example, and that is where the larger context comes

to the fore. The dependence on this larger context

for the delivery of goods and services makes this

issue even more complex, knowing that hunting

buffalo to make a living simply is not sustainable

anymore. I have simplified the example a bit, but

this example should do for what I am trying to show

here. Individual stances on how to solve this

problem differ. It just is not one-dimensional and

therefore there is no “one right direction to take.”

Some enter a cycle of negative thoughts, because “it

is just like that,” they might enter a cycle of alcohol

or drug abuse. Others try to avoid looking at the

“big picture;” their aim is to cope with their own

and their families’ lives successfully on the

reservation. Still others will consider the case

carefully and go over to action; they might want the

reservation to become an independent nation; they

might want to sell natural resources... Many have

gone through all three stances during their life time.
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