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NEO-TERMINATION AND THE REAGAN ADMINISTRATION
U.S. Assimilation Policy with a New Label

(An analysis by Rudolph C. Ryser, 4 August 1982)

Tribes in the United States are now experiencing the
greatest challenge to their political and economic
existence since the 1947 - 1962 termination era. As

a function of public policy the United States Govern-
ment then saught to dissolve tribal groups and liquid-
ate tribal, lands, resources and property under the
banner of equal opportunity and equal citizens' rights.
This paper examines the continuing assimilationist
policy of the United States government through the
termination era, self-determination era and the new
public policy era of Incrementalism or graduial dis-

memberment of Indian tribes through economic, social

and political changes, The analysis is intended to
serve as a foundation for a New Indian Strategy for
conducting relations between Indian tribes and the
United States Government. This analysis reviews the
historic tribal termination policy of the United States
demonstrating that the United States has always had
a policy to dissolve tribal affiliations and liquidate
tribal lands, resources and property. We examine how
the "self-determination policy" was distorted +to
continue +the U.S. termination and assimilation policy;
and how the policy continues in the form of ~ -

. "incrementalism" -- or dismemberment of
tribes in increments, We finally show that the
U.S. strategy of "incrementalism" is beilng directed
from the 0ffice of Management and Budget within the
Executive 0ffice of the President., The thesis of
our analysis is that the policy of dismembering tribes
and assimilating Indians into the "mainstream society"
is a U.S. national and governmental policy which finds
its origins from the very beginning of the United States
and not with the personalities which happen to be in
power. The personalities (i.e. Reagan, Nixon, Johnson,
Kennedy, Eisenhower, Truman, etc.) throughout U.S.
government history have all promoted the same national
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policy of dismembering Indian tribes. Each government administration
has merely used different lables to achieve the same goal, The present
termination trauma is directly connected with the OMB incrementalism
strategy and represents an attempt by the current U.S. administration
to aecelerate ‘tribal termination and assimilation. The policy hasn't

changed, only the strategy has changed.

This analysis concludes by offering suggestions for the formulation
of a New Indian Strategy for achieving and preserving Indian rights in
the face of the historic U.S. policy and the current incrementalism

strategy.

TERMINATION ERA 1947 - 1962 Recalled:

The most clearly remembered period of accelerated assimilation
initiated by the United States for the current generation of Indian
leadership is the so-called Termination Era of the 1950s. The strategy
for carrying out the dismemberment and assimilation policy of the U.S.
was formulated in the late 1940s under the general title of "Get the
U.S. government out of the Indian Business". Formed during the Truman
administration as a result of the work of the Hoower Commission (chaired
by former President Herbert Hoover) (1947 Hoover Commission final report
on Executive Reorganization) the strategy was designed to eliminate
U.S./tribal political relations established through treaties; and to
deliberately dissolve tribal communities, assimilate tribal populations
into the U.S. economy and “"legally" expropriate lands and natural re-
sources. The goal of this strategy was to formally and finally place
tribal lands and natural resources directly under U.S. sovereignty by
eliminating the "external" political character of Indian Tribes. (Dis-
pite all appearances to the contrary, Indian tribes and their territories
were not, and are not now, within the American political federal system.
They remained, and continue to be, islands of foreign peoples surrounded
by the independent country United States.) Like so many other countries
in the world, the United States did not, and does not, have absolute
control over all of the lands and peoples within its asserted boundaries.,
Indian tribes and territories have subverted the United States goal of
absolute national sovereignty as a result of their insistance that they
remain politically distinct and unassimilated into the American political,
social and economic "mainstream". The Termination Era Strategy was
aimed at forcing Indian assimilation to once-and-for-all-time achieve
the U.S. goal of absolute territorial sovereignty and the "perfect
homogeneous American Society". The Indian Relocation Program, Tribal
termination Program, Federal/state jurisdictional transferr Program
and the Indian Claims Commission were all elements of the strategy to
carry out the dismemberment and assimilation policy. Begun in the Truman
administration and accelerated by the Eisenhower administration the
hidden strategy and policy was publiclly presented as an effort to
“promote equal rights and opportunity" for Indians.

While the strategy was different, the policy was essentially the
same as the Indian Removal Act Policy of 1831, the Dawes Act Policy of
1887, the Manifest Destiny Policy of the Theodore Roosevelt Administration
at the turn of the century, and the Indian Reorganization Act policies
of the 1930s: "break-up the tribal mass, extend the U.S. national domain
and consolidate political control of the United States throughout the
territory and over the whole population within U.S. asserted boundaries."
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The principle obstacle to the 1947 - 1962 Termination Era policy
and strategy was the inability of the Department of the Interior to
untangle the "multiple heirship problem" where as many as one thousand
individual Indians would often retain partial ownership over a parcel
of land. In 1961, then Secretary of the Interior Stewart Udahl lamented
in an internal memorandum that termination of Indian tribes would be
impossible because it would be too "costly for the United States to
resolve all of the heirship and multiple ownership problems." created,
paradoxiclly, by the allottment programs. The second major obstacle to
termination of more tribes was the political activism of tribal leader-
ship who publicly opposed termination policies. The third major ob-
stacle (unknown to most tribal leadership) was the political pressure
the United States Government was receiving from its adversary, the
Soviet Union, and many newly independent Third World countries regarding
its policies toward Indian tribes. (It must be remembered that begining
in the early 1960's, the .United States Government was activily promoting
human rights policies and decoloni®tion policies through the United
Nations., It was during this time that public pronouncements from
tribal leadership in opposition to U.S. termination and liquidation
policies were being heard throughout the world and used against the
United States to gain concessions in the formulation of new international
legislation., It was at this time that many countries were working to
formalize the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (1966)
the American Convention on Human Rights (1969),; International Convention
on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (1965), and the
Declaration on the Granting of Independence to Colonial Countries and
Territories (1960).). The "Get the U.S. government out of the Indian
Business" strategy effectively ceased by 1962 though the dismember-
ment and assimilation policy remained a working policy within the
agencies of government. In 1970, the United States Government publicly
rencunced termination as a policy and announced a new policy of "Indian
Self-determination", As we shall see, what passed as a new and enlightened
policy became a different strategy for continuing the historic policy.

THE TWO FACES OF INDIAN SELF-DETERMINATION:

On July 21, 1970 then President Richard Nixon publicly renounced
termination as a policy of the United States "because it would be wrong".
In its place, the Nixon administration advocated "Indian Self-determina-
tion" as a gocial policy which promoted “"local goal-setting, resource
allocation, program design, and program management”, While many tribal
leaders viewed the new policy as "Self-Termination" other tribal leaders
view the new policy as a significant opportunity to achieve tribal
self-government and greater Indian political, economic and social
freedom. To the international community outside the United States, Indian
Self-Determination had the meaning of a political policy consistant
with new international law (Human Rights Convention, Declaration on
Decolonization, etc,) where Indian tribes would determine their own
political future (i.e. to achieve political independence, formal political
-association with the United States, or Indian tribes would formally
choose to politically absorbe into the United States through political
assimilation), The underlying meaning of Indian self-determination was
that Indian tribes would achieve self-governance while the United States
assisted them in the process. The United States deliberately encouraged






