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Abstract:

This presentation provides a brief overview of American Indian 
history.
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How do we know what we know?

1. Epistemological Prelude3
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1. EpistemologicalPrelude

Ã What are facts?

Ã What is history?

Ã How do we know what we know?

Ã What is objective ðand what subjective?

4
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1. EpistemologicalPrelude

Ã Epistemology (ʁˉʽˋˍʺ˃ʹ=knowledge):

thescienceof knowledge

Ã knowledge can be

- gained

- transmitted

Ã knowledge is dependent on what you have learnt 

before ðand the context you are in

5
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1. EpistemologicalPrelude

Ã determinism: how free are we in a certain choice

Ã discourse (lat. discurrere: to run around):
the general discussion on a certain theme
in a specific society

Ã presentism: the assumption that things in the past can be 
directly compared to things now

Ã òTHE PAST IS A FOREIGN COUNTRY;
THEY DO THINGS DIFFERENTLY THERE.ó
(Leslie Poles Hartley, The Go-Between)
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1. EpistemologicalPrelude

Ã who speaks ðfor whom?

Ã who can represent themselves ðwho is represented?

Ã e.g. history ðherstory

Ã whose perspective has shaped the text?

7
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1. EpistemologicalPrelude

Ã knowledge is mostly communicated through texts

Ã texts have a writer, and a writer lives in a specific context

Ã texts need to be interpreted in order to understand them, 
they need to be questioned

Ã who wrote the text ðwhy ðhow

Ã limitations may be conscious or unconscious

8
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1. EpistemologicalPrelude

Ã knowledge consists of
- facts (what happened, how are things like)
- theory (why did x happen, why is x like this)

Ã theory (ocupc§l: to see) always influences facts:
it is difficult (but not impossible) to find something you are not 
looking for

Ã Plato: ɞ ŭŬɞ ŭ ɜŮ ŭɩɠ: ăI know as one who doesnôt knowò

Ã new theories eventually arise when old theories cannot be 
brought together with facts

9
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1. EpistemologicalPrelude

Ã all knowledge is tentative

Ã new information can always change the way the world is 
seen

Ã there exist different readingsof history

Ã objectivity is difficult ðbut it may be reached by
- trying to incorporate diverse perspectives
- by staying open to new information
- by being aware of oneõs subjective perspective

10
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1. EpistemologicalPrelude

Ã how do we know about Indians?
- historiography
- archaeology
- anthropology
- geography
- linguistics
- genetics & biology
- written literature
- oral history and literature
- comparative conjecture from present

- through non-Indians
- through Indians themselves

11
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WhenDid American Indians Arrivein America?

2. Migration History12
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2. Migration History

Ã traditional model: Bering Strait, approx. 13.000 years ago

problems with that model:

Ã older finds have surfaced

Ã In archaeology, it is difficult to say when a culture started. 

Usually, the oldest find up to date is considered the starting 

point of a culture. More recent finds that predate those 

believed to be the oldest push back the date.

Ã Dating is only possible for organic material.

Ã The Bering Strait theory presupposes a longer period of an 

ice-free, water-free corridor between Asia and Alaska

13
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2. Migration History

Ã Originally, the Model presupposed one wave of migration. 

Now some theories suspect at least three to account for the 

various language families.

Ã The Pacific was settled by boat; people got as far as Hawaiõi 

and Easter Island. Some evidence suggest a reach as far as 

California. Why not also America?

Ã Todayõs Inuit hunt by boat. What makes it impossible for Asian 

people in the past to have traveled the American Coast by 

boat, and then settled, despite the Ice Age?

14
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2. Migration History

Ã As many cultures have been destroyed and their tradition lost, 

information about origin is difficult to come by.

Ã The traditional origin stories of most Indian peoples most often 

state that their people have been in their respective territory 

òsince time immemorial.ó 

Ã The answer to their origin may lie in a combined analysis of 

language families and genetics.

Ã some contested newer theories claim settlement more than 

40.000 years ago

15
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2. Migration History

Ã For some people, this becomes an ethical question:

If Indians also immigrated to the Americas, they do not have 

right to the land either and can be replaced by Whites.

Ã This òargumentó misses that migration is a common theme in 

human history. Europe, for instance, was settled much later than 

the Americas.

Ã Removal remains problematic no matter how long somebody 

stayed at a specific place.
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2. Migration History

Ã Why could Indians not have originated in America?

Biological answer: Homo Sapiens only evolved once. The 

simultaneous evolution of the same species in two different 

places has not yet been observed and must appear 

impossible. Humans originated in Africa, and then spread.

There are also genetic ties to Asia.

Ã American Indians are not Asians ðeven if they have probably 

roots in Asia. They have become Americans.

17
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2. Migration History

Ã There is widespread resistance against Arrival Theories 

amongst Indians. This often is a resistance against over-

simplified and now proven wrong theories of recent arrival.

Ã Also, the òout of Asiaó theory has religious precursors: As 

Adam is the father of all humankind, and as the Deluge had 

only Noah survive, Indians had to come from Asia.

Ã Mormonism sees Indian tribes related to the òlost tribes of 

Israeló

18
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A Brief Overview

1. Prerequisitesand Assumptions

2. AncientCultural Centers and Empires

3. South America

4. Mesoamerica

5. North America

3. History Before Conquest19
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3.1. Prerequisites: DomesticAnimals

Ã Coinciding with assumed waves of migration, several groups of 

animals died out.

Ã There may be a causal connection (hunting), but there were 

also animals affected that were not hunted.

Ã Also, as the time-frame of migration is not clear, the extinction 

could have had environmental and climate reasons.

Ã Big mammals like horses, cattle, pigs did not exist after the 

extinction.  This reduced chances for domestication and 

disease, and made Indians more receptive for European 

diseases later on.

20
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3.1. Prerequisites: Geography

Ã Eurasia extends mostly horizontally. This eases the transport of 

plants and animals: Most Eurasian centers of civilization lie in a 

similar climate zone (Mesopotamia, Mediterranean, 

Indus/Ganges, Huang He/Yangtze).

Ã America extends mostly vertically. This makes transport of 

plants and animals exceedingly difficult. The Mesoamerican 

isthmus , high mountains and jungles complicate trans-

continental travel till today.

(Jared Diamond,

Guns, Germs and Steel)

© Philipp Kneis, pjkx.com
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source: Wikimedia Commons

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/4/4d/Whole_world_-_land_and_oceans.jpg
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3.1. Domestication

Ã Maize (corn) had to be domesticated from a less suitable plant 

(Teosinte). Several dozen varieties of maize have been bred 

systematically.

Ã Squashes, tomatoes, potatoes, manioc, cacao and many other 

plants have been domesticated by Indian peoples.

Ã The òdiscoveryó of America meant that foods bred by Indians 

revolutionized the world economy.

Ã Forests in North America were regularly cleared from 

underbrush to ease hunting and prevent wildfires. They also 

planted fruit trees. After European conquest, forests were 

given room to grow ðòwildernessó is a European creation.

22
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3.1. VirginSoil?

Ã Indians cultivated their world like any other civilization.

Ã They were not living in a ònatural state.ó

Ã Europeans, when they first saw America, described a country 

filled with vibrant cities and incredible riches. Indian 

agricultural achievements, till this day, feed the world.

Ã Wide trade networks spanned the entire North American 

continent.

Ã Tenochtitlán, for instance, was bigger than any European city at 

the same time.

23
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3.2. AncientCultural Centers & Empires

24

Wari / Huari (~700-~1100)

Tiwanaku/ Tiahuanaco(~600-~1000)

Tawantinsuyu / Inka (~1200-1533)

Zapotec (~1550 BCE-1527,

current rebellions in Oaxaca)

Aztec Triple Alliance (1428-1521)

Haudenosaunee / Iroquois

(~1090-now)

Cahokia (~650-~1400)

Toltec (~750-1200)

Anasazi  / Pueblo Ancestors

(~1200 BCE-~1300)

Maya, diff. cultural groups (~250-~1697)

Olmec/La Venta(~1200 BCE-400 BCE)

Moche (~100-~800)

Teotihuacan (~200 BCE-~800)
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3.3. South America:

Moche/ Mochica

Ã Moche polities (~100-~800)

25

pictures: Wikimedia Commons

source: Wikimedia Commons

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/f/f2/Mochica_Portrait.jpg
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/9/94/Moche_decapitator.jpg
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/en/f/f6/MocheCondor.jpg
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/2/29/Moche_pottery01.jpg
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3.3. South America:

Tiwanaku/ Tihuanaco

Ã Tiwanaku culture (~600-~1000), near lake Titicaca

26

pictures: Wikimedia Commons

source: Wikimedia Commons

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/5/57/Puerta_y_escalinata_del_templo_Kalasasaya_Tiwanaku_Bolivia.jpg
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/9/98/Kalasasaya.jpg

