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Not just Black and White: African Americans 

reclaiming the Indigenous past 
RUTH MATHIS AND TERRY WEIK 

GOING BACK TO FETCH IT 

In the last four decades, archaeologists have actively addressed the history of the African 
Diaspora but now the time has come to broaden the scope of inquiry to include their 
Indigenous heritage and relationships with other Indigenous peoples. The cultural identity 
of the people of the African Diaspora throughout the Americas will not be fully 
understood until their own cultural beliefs and interchanges with Indigenous Americans 
are given full consideration. Africans were forcibly brought to the Americas, and, like 
other Indigenous folks, displaced from their homelands. If we determine that people 
removed from their land are no longer Indigenous, then many present-day American 
Indians would not qualify as such. Clearly, ‘Indigenous’ should be defined to include the 
geography and context of each population’s historical trajectory Further, Indigenous 
peoples in the Americas, displaced and otherwise, are reclaiming their heritage in a way 
that illuminates forgotten social and political linkages, while seeking redress for historic 
injustices committed against them. This reclamation moves beyond white scholars’ 
Eurocentric expectations of marginalized historical identities. Archaeology will play an 
important role in this rebirth of African American and Native American agency in theory 
and practice. 

In what follows, we outline a perspective on archaeology that accounts for this 
African-Amerindian interaction and that re-categorizes the racial and ethnic terminology 
of Black, Indian, mestizo, mulatto, slave, etc. toward one of cultural interchange and 
genesis. At the same time, we critique the modern practice of archaeology as a profession 
that defines cultural identity and often ignores the political consequences of such 
redefinitions for living descendants. More specifically, we address the following issues: 
(1) the ways archaeologists distort and limit the political condition of African Americans 
and Native Americans, in terms of their participation in the research, preservation and 
management of Native and African American cultural and economic resources; (2) the 
types of relations existing between Africans and Amerindians during the past, and how 
they have shaped the current state of affairs in the Americas; and (3) the complexities of 
racialized language that guide our interpretations and textual evidence.  

The intellectual translation of the history of cultural interaction in the Americas over 
500 years has been distorted to fit a Eurocentric worldview, leaving African and Native 
American peoples without input or presence in the narratives created by institutions that 
replaced Indigenous ones. Historical experiences give Indigenous identities their 
determinant meanings (Lipsitz 1998). Unfortunately, histories tend to reflect the biases of 



Euro-Americans, whose fears of military alliance between Africans and Native 
Americans and focus on inter-group antagonisms ignores the productive interactions 
between them (Forbes 1993; Peguero and Guzman 1994). Our view of past lives of 
enslaved Africans, Maroons, freed Blacks, ‘mixed-people’ and Amerindians has been 
largely dictated by military officials bent on destroying them, government leaders who 
attempted to control them, traders who pursued profits from their exploitation, colonists 
who coveted their lands, or elites who sought to claim them as ‘property’ or captive 
labor. Thus it is through the heavy tint of patriarchal European documentary lenses that 
we peer at colonial encounters (Price 1998). 

Further, tracing the contacts between these peoples is a formidable task because 
primary texts contain a racialized language that has erased cultural differences and 
simplified the intricacies of historic processes. Jack Forbes (1993) illustrates how the 
etymology of racial terms in Italian, Spanish, French, British and Dutch confounds our 
attempts at understanding the convergence of African and Amerindian populations. His 
analyses have illuminated the arbitrariness and changes in language that have shaped 
interpretations of cultural identity. Native Americans were sometimes subsumed under 
categories such as ‘Black’ or ‘people of color’ in historical documents, thereby stripping 
them of their cultural heritage and claims to their lands (see Forbes 1993). 

The racialization of peoples, or creation of racial groups by racist institutions and 
agents of white supremacy for the purpose of exploiting and exercising power over non-
white, non-Europeans has occurred for a long time (Omi and Winant 1994). Historically, 
Africans became homogenized by reference to the region or port cities where Europeans 
enslaved them. In the Americas, they became negroes, mulattos, Congos, whydahs, 
Lucumi, Nagos and Guineans (Lovejoy 1997). This same thing happened to Native 
Americans such as the Creek, who were an amalgamation of groups spanning Georgia to 
the Mississippi (Smith 1987). The Seminole Indians of Florida and Oklahoma are 
descendants of Creeks who have been equally racialized in European language. Seminole 
is a distortion of the word cimarron, which the Spanish first applied to escaped livestock 
and later to Africans deemed ‘runaway slaves’ (Fairbanks 1978). 

The intermixture of African and Amerindian has troubled European chroniclers and 
intellectuals for centuries. Some denigrated or romanticized peoples of this mixed 
lineage, calling them ‘tragic mulatos’. Forbes (1993) shows how colonial European 
chroniclers left a trail of terms such as mestizo, zambo, metis, and half-breed to describe 
individuals who had either African or Amerindian parentage. Europeans also consumed 
the terms such as half-breed or red-bone from Native American or African sources. 
Words were borrowed or twisted as they crossed languages.  

By re-naming groups of people, an act that anthropologists refer to as ‘ethnonymy’ 
(Sturtevant 1971), individuals who may or may not have shared cultural beliefs, 
geography, language, political positions, and kin were lumped into identifiable social 
units, thus creating a mythical ‘other’. This reduction made negotiations between 
colonizer and Indigenous possible, and allowed the enemy to be created so that ‘just 
wars’ of conquest and enslavement could be carried out against those marked as 
‘cannibals’ or savages (Sued-Badillo 1992, 1995; Keegan 1993; Saunt 1996; Schwartz 
1989:36). No matter what the terms used to classify people, the cultural practices or self-
identification of those labeled remain open to question. We need to revisit the history of 
colonial encounters from a critical perspective that reinserts Indigenous agency into the 
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historical discourse. Furthermore, Indigenous circumstances, motivations, and links with 
other cultural groups need to be considered. With these guidelines in mind, we may better 
comprehend the activities, events and conditions that have shaped human life in the 
Americas for the last 500 years. 

The chronology that has guided historians studying the last five centuries of history in 
the Americas has traditionally been a Eurocentric one, structured by phases defined by 
the accomplishments of European explorers, international wars, colonial settlement, 
European political regimes, colonial economic activities, the rise of nations, and the 
reactionary responses of the oppressed. We know the most about those enslaved or 
integrated into urban life, engaged in legal, religious, political or economic activities of 
the colonies. Relatively little is known about most Maroons (runaway captives from 
slavery that created alliances with native groups in the Americas) and independent Native 
American groups because they eluded literate observers and left few written records. The 
pivotal periods and initiatives of African and Native American peoples must be inserted 
into our interpretations, alongside Euro-American accomplishments. Archaeologists thus 
have a considerable responsibility to rectify the record of silence. Archaeologists and 
historians have slowly moved towards more sophisticated ways of telling the story of the 
free African and Amerindians, Maroons, and ‘mixed’ peoples (Agorsah 1994; Singleton 
and Bograd 1995; Landers 1996; Singleton 1999). Oral traditions and histories are still 
passed on by Native American and African Diaspora people, such as Colonel Harris of 
the Mooretown Maroons (Harris 1994). In a chapter of The Archaeology of Inequality 
called ‘The Northern Cheyenne Outbreak of 1879’, archaeologists include the oral 
histories of Cheyenne descendants in the history of a site that the US military had 
misinterpreted in order to obscure the attacks on Cheyenne communities, and present 
military action in a positive light. By conducting archaeological research, we can 
challenge the distortions put forth by the white elite, European and American males who 
dominate the historical record (Deagan 1982). Hopefully, in the process we will stop 
obstructing African and Native American peoples voicing their memory of the past. 

EVIDENCE OF THINGS UNSEEN? 

Constructive African and Native American exchanges and merging traditions are absent 
from most standard narratives about colonialism in the Americas. African and Native 
American peoples have met in a diverse set of circumstances during the last several 
centuries. On hostile, bloody, battlefields of conquest they were sometimes friend and 
sometimes foe. Both endured the harsh work and punishment of forced labor systems, but 
when opportunities for rebellion or escape arose, they formed alliances (Arrom and 
Arevalo 1986). Yet, not all interactions between Africans and Native Americans took 
place in war or work situations. Many different groups demonstrated there was a level of 
intimacy in certain African-Native American interactions. At times, each group 
participated in the festivities and ceremonies of the other. Africans and Amerindians 
engaged each other throughout the hemisphere, from trading posts to port cities. To be 
sure, there were a wide variety of African and Native American interchanges, and not all 
of their exposure resulted from European or Euro-American activities. 
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But should we honor the quincentenial starting line established by a Eurocentric focus 
on Christopher Columbus, in our race to reinsert African-Amerindian interactions into 
our historical narratives? Ivan van Sertima questions the paradigm that claims isolated 
Native American and African cultures only made contact after Europeans bridged the 
‘Old’ and ‘New’ worlds. Van Sertima originally proposed that members of African states 
as far back as the Egyptians visited the Americas before Columbus. Other possibilities 
included the West African states such as Mali. One Malian king described by fourteenth-
century Muslim scholar Ibn Battuta led an expedition westward into the Atlantic, but the 
king and his crew were never heard from again (Van Sertima 1976:78). Van Sertima used 
structural comparisons of pyramids, the ‘African’ features on basalt stone heads at La 
Venta (MesoAmerica), and historical documents describing ‘negroes’ in the accounts of 
Spanish explorers as evidence for African influences on Indigenous American cultures 
(Van Sertima 1976). Van Sertima has defended his position for over two decades against 
harsh criticism, but some scholars have finally started to concede that his work poses 
interesting research questions and a useful critique of world history (Blaut 1993). 
However, he has had to moderate his position to avoid misinterpretations of a pro-
diffusionist agenda that robs Native American cultures of their own historical agency 
(Van Sertima 1992:6). 

Eric Wolf’s Europe and the People without History leveled the same criticisms at 
anthropologists and historians whose Eurocentric, isolationist, area-studies approach to 
cultures has hampered our interpretations of world history (Wolf 1982). By considering 
Wolf s Marxist critique and Van Sertima’s approach, we can transcend a perspective that 
sees Europeans as catalysts for global culture contacts. Were Europeans the first 
‘explorers’ to travel to the Americas? If the Vikings could cross the Atlantic, what about 
Africans, who had boats, navigational skills, and a shorter distance to the Americas (Van 
Sertima 1992)? Better yet, did Native Americans travel to other continents, before 
Columbus? What were their effects on the shaping of the European mindset in AD 1500? 

At present, we are clearer about the first contacts of Africans and Amerindians in 
Europe. Classic definitions of African Diaspora suggest it is the dispersion of people 
from the continent to various parts of the world during European expansion, the ongoing 
links between those dispersed and the homeland that they recognize, as well as the 
transfer and transformation of African cultures in the context of contact with new 
environments and other cultures (Harris 1982). The transatlantic slave trade was 
definitely an unprecedented moment in the forced migration of African people; however, 
Africans were present in Europe for millennia, as travelers, mercenaries, invaders, 
political leaders, prophets and artists (Drake 1987, 1990). 

Clearly, Columbus and his successors enslaved Native Americans for sale in Spain 
and Portugal, where free and enslaved Africans already lived (Katz 1986:26). The 
shipping records of Alonzo Ojeda describe 200 enslaved Native Americans brought to 
Cadiz, Spain in AD 1500 (Forbes 1993:31). Between 1492 and 1501, over 3,000 native 
people were brought to work in the ports, towns and households of Spain and Portugal. 
Amerindians such as Taino or Tupi probably encountered Moors, North African Muslims 
who had previously ruled over the Spanish until the Spanish and their allies ended 
domination. Enslaved West Africans were brought to Spain and Portugal in more 
systematic fashion by 1441. By the sixteenth century an estimated tens of thousands of 
free and enslaved Africans lived in Portugal (Saunders 1982). Ultimately, Ladinos, 
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acculturated Africans or Afro-Iberians from Portugal and Spain, came to the Americas 
and experienced systems of racial order and slavery similar to those they knew in Europe 
(Schwartz 1989:249–50). During the early period of colonialism, 1500–50, Africans and 
Amerindians worked side by side in Caribbean plantations and towns (Deive 1995). 
Island sugar producing plantations such as the sixteenth-century plantation of Diego 
Columbus (brother of Christopher) near Santo Domingo, or the seventeenth-century 
plantation Senate were in operation (Arrom and Arevalo 1986). Like in other areas of the 
Americas, sixteenth-century Brazilian plantations, known as engenhos, were first staffed 
by native people captured in wars, and were later augmented by Africans from Angola 
and Guinea. Eventually African-Indian kinship relations developed, especially in places 
where disease, war, harsh labor, and the slave trade skewed sex ratios. 

During the 1600s, missions, trading posts, colonial settlements, plantations and land 
claims increased, as European colonists, as well as a few ‘persons of color’ (non-whites) 
took part in the exploitation of people, wildlife and the environment. British, Spanish, 
French, Portuguese and Dutch forces fought for control of territory throughout the 
Americas. At stake in these conflicts were the rights to profit from sugar and plantation 
staples, natural resources such as mineral wealth, and the slave trade. Africans and Native 
Americans increasingly encountered each other as laborers and agents in each of these 
contexts. 

Back in Europe, in places like The Netherlands, aristocratic families kept Africans as 
‘pets’. Portraits of these ‘oddities’ are found in the Rijks Museum (Amsterdam), and the 
Lacht Museum (Leiden) dating back to the seventeenth century. Here African children 
posed in the portrait with their owners, usually dressed in red to off set their dark color. 
Artefacts on display from these periods also include flatwares and teasets that depict 
Native American and African slaves working the tobacco plantations in Suriname and 
Curacao. Such displays are still prominent in The Netherlands (Rijks Museum) and 
England (The Bristol Museum), parts of missing relics used to educate Europeans on the 
proper social place of non-European people. In the eighteenth century such aristocratic 
flatwares and creamwares were important tools to show off the riches of the New World, 
and the supremacy of Europeans over other people, with no distinction between red and 
black. 

The eighteenth century only saw an increase in the interactions between Africans and 
Native Americans. The African slave trade reached its peak, in terms of the thousands 
shipped to the western hemisphere each year (Curtin 1969). The British lost an important 
colonial holding, as the USA emerged. In Haiti, African and ‘Creole Blacks’ initiated a 
rebellion that eventually defeated the combined forces of the most powerful nations in 
Europe. African and European populations became the majority in southeastern North 
America. Native American nations consolidated, branched off into new groups and 
migrated to deal with the westward bound ‘pioneers’ of the USA (Wood 1989). 

In Latin America, occasional uprisings upset the attempts of Spaniards to control 
Indian labor in the hacienda system. Jose Gabriel Tupac Amaru and other native Andean 
peoples recruited Africans in their rebellions against the Spanish colonists during the 
period 1779–83 (Gibson 1966:179). Native Americans were still being enslaved as late as 
1758 in Sao Paulo, Brazil, where they were put to work in mines alongside Africans and 
people of mixed racial and cultural background (Lockhart and Schwartz 1995:269). 
African slavery lasted the longest in Latin America, where the presence of large Native 
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American populations made African-Native American contact more likely than in places 
like the Caribbean, where Indigenous populations were ‘wiped out’ or marginalized by 
European colonists in earlier times. 

The nineteenth century was as eventful as any of the previous of the colonial period. 
The largest revolts against slavery emerged in Jamaica, Haiti Demarera. The Haitian 
Revolution showed that people of African descent could triumph in uprisings. Rebellion 
created paranoia in the mind of slavery’s proponents. British attempts to close the slave 
trade in 1808 put added pressure on planters, as they realized the increasing importance 
of a stable enslaved Creole population. The ‘Indian Wars’ which the USA fought were a 
further strain. The powerful Black Seminole Maroon and Seminole Indian alliance 
proved to be a serious threat to US expansion during the ‘Seminole Wars’ (1812–55), a 
series of conflicts in Florida that cost the USA millions of dollars and thousands of lives 
(Mahon 1985; Porter 1996). As in Europe, colonists seeking changes in their government 
claimed independence. African and Native peoples were part of the ‘liberating forces’, in 
many places, although their aspirations for equality were often suppressed once the dusty 
battlefields cleared. 

‘Black Indians’, as Herbert Katz (1986) terms African Diaspora people who interacted 
with Native Americans, provide us with a good case study of the contradictory forces at 
work in the history of the aforementioned interactions (see Willis 1963 for a classic 
discussion on the topic; for a Caribbean example see Gonzalez 1988). Many Seminole 
Indians and Black Seminole descendants who live in the present day USA do not 
participate in strong, joint cultural or political activity, despite centuries of close 
interaction. Those we refer to as ‘Black Seminole’ have been defined using various titles: 
Afro-Seminole, Freedmen, Negro Seminole. Their ancestors were African Maroons—
‘runaway slaves’, according to documents—who found freedom on the Florida frontier in 
alliance with Seminole Indians during the eighteenth century. They escaped from 
plantations in Georgia, the Carolinas and Florida, sometimes with the assistance of 
friendly American Indians. The Black Seminole Maroons aided their Seminole Indian 
friends by interpreting for them and bearing arms alongside them in the ‘Seminole Wars’, 
and sharing their crops with them. Seminole Indians benefited from their Black allies 
through the crops given to them as ‘tribute’. Although all Seminole Indians and African 
Maroons did not coexist on peaceful or equal terms, many joined an African-Seminole 
Alliance that lasted until the mid-1800s in Florida. The 1830 Indian Removal Act pushed 
the largest Indigenous groups to reservations west of the Mississippi. During the 1840s 
peace treaty negotiations with the US Military, the majority of Seminole Indians refused 
to leave Florida until many of their Black Seminole Maroon comrades were allowed to go 
with them to the western territories. Eventually a large number of Black Seminole 
Maroons and Seminole Indians were deported out west. A group of Black Seminoles led 
by John Horse, and a faction of Seminole Indians led by their leader Wildcat, fled to 
Mexico together, to avoid enslavement or interference from Creeks who sought to control 
their affairs. Both groups helped patrol US outposts against Apaches and other native 
groups defying the onslaught of white settlers during the nineteenth century 
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SEPARATE AND NOT EQUAL 

The debate over colonoware, a low-fired, undecorated earthenware, made in mostly 
European forms and produced in the Americas throughout the colonial period is a good 
example of the problems that can occur for archaeologists unaware of how African and 
Native American interactions affected colonial archaeological sites. In northwestern 
Hispaniola, at the town of Puerto Real (1503–78), archaeological and historical evidence 
suggests that enslaved Africans and Tainos exchanged pottery traditions, responding to 
European demand with one of the earliest colonoware traditions in the Americas (Smith 
1995). 

Ivor Noel Hume (1962) first identified Colono-Indianware for Virginia sites, and his 
designation was used for similar pottery discovered in the southeast. It was first attributed 
to Native American potters in the south. Later, Leland Ferguson’s survey of African craft 
traditions and colonoware distributions in the south, specifically South Carolina 
plantations, helped to show how Africans were also participants in colonoware 
production. Jim Deetz proposed that Chesapeake colonoware potting traditions became 
strongly Africanized by the 1700s (Deetz 1988). Noel Hume and his proponents have 
answered this challenge to their original attribution of Native Americans as the potters in 
certain areas (Mouer et al. 1999). What is interesting, is the assumption that colonoware 
develops from one ‘type’ aligned with a specific ethnic heritage, rather than focusing on 
the social and political forces that brought about a need for cheap, local earthenware. 
Hopefully, in our attempts at refining our knowledge of the production, distribution and 
circulation of these wares we do not become absorbed in trying to prove either African or 
Native American—or European for that matter—origins of production, and are able to 
fully consider the part both played in historical interactions with Euro-Americans and the 
development of variation and multiple uses for the pottery (Singleton and Bograd 2000). 
Smith’s work on sixteenth-century Puerto Real colonowares illustrates how we can 
fruitfully combine knowledge of African, Native American and European cultural 
characteristics and historical context to create a picture of the complexity of cultural 
interaction at sites. 

THE SOULS OF OUR FOLK… 

Although some strides have been made to improve relations between archaeologists and 
the Native American or African Americans whose history they study, there has been a 
long history of adversity that encourages distrust and apprehension. The African Burial 
Ground project is one of few examples where African Americans have been able to 
acquire a level of access and control over their cultural resources (Laroche and Blakey 
1997; Perry et al. 2001). Traditionally, African Americans have had little exposure to the 
study of archaeology, let alone participating in the research design and analysis of 
archaeological sites. Unlike Native Americans, archaeological inquiry on African peoples 
in the Americas has only begun within the last three decades (see Singleton and Bograd 
1995). Although some archaeologists have aided the participation of people of color 
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within the last two decades, over a century of exclusion and elitism have not established a 
strong bond between subject and investigator. In fact, these two roles have traditionally 
been seen as necessarily separate, with a white scholar being the expert of African and 
Native American artefacts and histories. 

Thomas Jefferson, the founder of American archaeology, saw Africans as 
intellectually inferior (although he used enslaved Africans to conduct excavations). His 
excavations of Native American burial mounds began a long precedent of unregulated 
exploration into sacred spaces in the name of science. Lee Baker (1998) provides an 
insightful analysis of the impact of American anthropology on the popular and political 
racial discourse in United States. Euro-American anthropologists have helped reinforce 
racist depictions of Blacks, Native Americans and others in magazines, museums, world 
fairs, and academe. Early anthropologists were appointed to key positions in government 
agencies from the Bureau of Indian Affairs to the American Association for the 
Advancement of Science (Baker 1998:27). Anthropologists currently affect the politics of 
race and culture in the USA through their participation in the courts, their pedagogy the 
media, their scholarly research, and mainstream institutions.  

In the minds of African American and Native American peoples whose heritage is 
showcased archaeologists may be categorized as either villains or advocates. 
Controversies still abound in the minds of many, at the beginning of the twenty-first 
century. Recent cases exist of archaeologists suing the Parks Service for access to the 
remains of Kennewick Man in Oregon, against the wishes of various California native 
peoples (see Stapp and Longenecker, Chapter 9 in this volume). Fortunately, there are 
archaeologists cognizant of the political implications of their work (Agorsah 2001; 
Blakey 1997; Trigger 1989), and the people most directly affected, such as Stappe and 
Longenecker in this volume. Some have taken steps to create a dialogue between ‘first’ 
and ‘third’ world scholars, broadening the scope of archaeological inquiry to include 
interpretations by diasporic archaeologists (Agorsah 2001; Laroche and Blakey 1997; 
Perry et al. 2001; Schmidt and Patterson 1995). A number of archaeologists have 
involved descendants of Native Americans in their work, and some Native Americans 
take part in the scholarship of archaeopolitics (see McDonald et al. 1991:64–78). 

African American archaeologists have articulated important critiques of the field, as 
the 1997 issue of the Journal for the Society of Historical Archaeology illustrates. In light 
of the paucity of African Americans practicing archaeology, Michael Blakey and others 
have made the case for systematic approaches to their inclusion, as well as greater input 
by Black communities into the research questions, interpretation, and stewardship of 
resources (Blakey 1997). A proactive approach to inclusion requires sensitivity to historic 
patterns of racism that have prevented Blacks and Native Americans from participating in 
archaeology. Archaeologists have to initiate outreach programs capable of explaining 
results in a language that allows a dialogue with other participants (Gibb 1997). As with 
Native Americans, it is good to start with a humble approach that concedes the possibility 
that descendants of those who serve as research subjects may be more informed about 
wider aspects of culture than archaeologists. In dealing with African Americans, Maria 
Franklin advises that we must be open to the multitude of personal, political and religious 
interests (Franklin 1997:45). Archaeologists cannot assume authority over history or 
artefacts. Descendant groups, and, in the case of the African Burial Ground, people who 
claim descendant status without legal proof, will offer research questions and an agenda 
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that goes beyond the artefacts, teasing out the relevancy of the research for the living 
community. 

Archaeology’s image may improve or decline in the minds of African Americans, 
depending on how its practioners respond to those seeking to correct civil rights 
violations, and gain equal access to academic institutions and economic opportunity in 
the new millennium. Affirmative Action has been under attack in recent years, which 
may not bode well for a people historically excluded by standardized tests, lack of 
financial assets, and insensitive administrations. Randall Robinson’s The Debt (2000) is 
one of the latest, well-crafted commentaries on how reparations are a reasonable, if not 
necessary, remedy to hundreds of years of enslavement and racist policies perpetuated by 
the US government and white society. Reparation in terms of money, investments, 
educational and occupational training, tax relief, or credit has been a lively topic of 
African American political activists, politicians, journalists, intellectuals, artists and 
laypeople since well before ‘emancipation’. Since the days of slavery, free Blacks and 
enslaved Africans have resisted racism in various ways, including rebellion, marronage 
(the act of running away from captivity), back-to-Africa movements, and legal 
challenges. African Diaspora peoples have a legitimate claim to help from the 
government, archaeological profession, and the CRM establishment, in identifying and 
acquiring control over their heritage resources. African and African American people’s 
rights to reparations are not hard to conceive in an era where Jews continue to receive 
millions for World War Two atrocities against them, Japanese-Americans received 
monetary compensation for their interment in camps during the same war, and war crimes 
trials have been established for recent ethnic cleansing in Europe. Human rights 
violations are being addressed through various means in our time, with archaeologists 
addressing the harsh atrocities captive Africans endured under slavery (Perry et al. 2001). 
However, no legislation stands to address the monetary debt owed to Indigenous Africans 
and their descendants in the Americas. The distance between injustices committed in the 
past and the rights of descendants in the present is not too large a gap to prevent people 
from reaching peace of mind through some form of reparations. The Native American 
Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) of 1990 is an important piece of 
legislation that specifies the responsibilities of those working in museums or government 
agencies, and on Native American or public lands. This law requires that Native 
American cultural goods and human remains discovered on government or Native 
American lands be returned to their affiliated descendant cultural representatives. 
NAGPRA defines an Indian tribe as ‘any tribe, band, nation, or other organized group or 
community of Indians, including any Alaska Native village…which is recognized as 
eligible for the special programs and services by the United States to Indians because of 
their status as Indians’ (Hutt et al. 1998:358). All federally funded museums and agencies 
are required to generate inventories of burial remains, circumstances of recovery, and 
cultural affiliations of the remains. The inventories are to be submitted to a committee of 
American Indian and scientific advisors who settle disputes over ownership and monitor 
compliance. Penalties are assessed for non-compliance or the sale of funerary remains. 
Other similar legislation has helped initiate the identification of injustices committed 
against Native peoples. In 1998, president Clinton signed into law the Sand Creek 
Massacre National Historic Study Site Act. This act acknowledged the 1864 attack by 
hundreds of US soldiers on the peaceful Cheyenne of village Colorado, and established a 
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federally funded historic site at Sand Creek (Robinson 2000). Because of ongoing efforts 
of Native American groups to preserve their identity and pass on their traditions in North 
America, some have been able to receive monetary compensation, land rights, and legal 
claims to some of their ancestors’ burials and artefacts. The Seminole Nation of Florida 
has funded archaeological research to identify previously discovered and newly 
discovered sites where their ancestors lived during the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries (Carr and Steele 1993). Charles Fairbanks (1972), renowned for his pioneering 
efforts at bringing African Americans into focus for archaeologists, was an important 
expert witness in the Seminoles’ land claims in the 1960s, aiding them in receiving 
federal funds. Hence, Seminoles continue to consult archaeologists to test their lands 
before structures are built (Weisman 1999), demonstrating the validity of archaeology to 
supporting present-day civil rights issues. 

African Americans have faced injustices similar to other groups who currently receive 
restitution for past wrongs. They are seeking systematic solutions to racism and 
inequality, and archaeologists should not shy away from assisting those who could seek 
their help in verifying the historic record of injustices, alerting the public to the presence 
of their ancestors at sites, establishing institutions where they have control and access to 
their collective cultural resources, and prescribing penalties for violation of their rights. 
Unlike Native Americans, there is no legislation comparable to NAGPRA to ensure that 
African American rights and historic towns are given the same protection as other 
displaced groups in the country. However, groups such as the Abenaki Nation of 
Mississquoi in the state of Vermont have been granted protection under NAGPRA, 
although they do not fall under the legal definition of an Indian tribe (Hutt et al. 1998). 
Such ‘Indian’ groups are protected under NAGPRA because the text includes any 
‘organized group or community of Indians…eligible for the special programs and 
services provided by the U.S. to Indians because of their status as Indians’ (Hutt et al. 
1998:358). 

The Rosewood legal proceedings in Florida during the 1990s failed to see 
archaeological research involved in the exploratory process—an essential means of 
recovering structural remains, population information (burials), or estimates of 
destruction in terms of material possessions, to support or negate various stories 
describing the destruction of the Black town of Rosewood. A few survivors of this 
hateful episode of racist town-burning and land stealing in the early twentieth century 
were monetarily compensated, although the US government failed to investigate their 
claims that Black men were lynched and shot, and their bodies hidden in nearby fields. 
The wider Black community has not had a full voice in evaluating the terms of 
compensation, the final determination of losses, and the specification of measures to 
prevent future racist violence, discrimination and murders. Archaeology could serve as 
one important tool for identifying the general population size, burial of victims, number 
of structures, and scope of material possessions destroyed by white mobs who burned 
Black towns or participated in other horrors such as lynching. Oral traditions suggest that 
hundreds who lived in the town of Rosewood were killed. But an official report 
submitted to the Florida Board of Regents, which included the oral and documentary 
evidence, seems to support a smaller, document-centric estimate of 15 killed. Other 
former Black towns and settings where violence and destruction occurred, such as Ocoe, 
Florida, and Tulsa, Oklahoma may be hotspots where archaeologists may someday find 
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fame or infamy as investigations into racially motivated attacks on African Americans 
become part of the scope of inquiry. Archaeologists have much to offer African 
Americans who are devising legal challenges to past violence and illegal land seizures. 
Delicate issues such as African American reparations could transform archaeology from a 
cerebral, ivory tower pursuit, to a more socially relevant discipline. 

People who have been exploited during centuries of racism urgently need the long-
term view of the past that archaeologists can uncover. Modern nations face the problem 
of historical amnesia and denial. The agents of Euro-American interests have been 
effective at enforcing slave labor, destroying Black suffrage after Reconstruction, 
keeping public facilities and communities segregated through the 1960s, killing civil 
rights leaders, destroying Black towns, lynching Black men and women, and controlling 
Black communities. 

Similarly, Native Americans have been driven from their homelands, subjected to 
conversion to European religions, and exterminated by Euro-American colonial forces. 
The present disparities in wealth, such as the $20,000 gap between mean white and black 
family income is no coincidence (Robinson 2000). African people worked for centuries 
without pay and were ‘emancipated’ without the money or lands to function on a level 
playing field with other US citizens. Affirmative Action has helped some African 
Americans—usually those in the upper and middle classes, but not the masses whose 
communities have been wrecked by poverty, marginalization, violence and ‘the drug 
war’. 

Archaeologists have the ability to add a much needed historical perspective to a 
fledgling popular discourse on race relations, one that demands the synthesis of various 
lines of evidence: historical descriptions of now-extinct social systems and abundant 
environments un-ravaged by ‘development’ or pollution; historic places where oppressed 
people built structures, applied their crafts, and participated in the economy; ship 
manifests telling of people torn from family and reduced to dollar amounts in the 
transatlantic trade; artefacts suggesting leisurely habits, clothing styles, trade goods, and 
food ways; planters’ diaries detailing the debts owed to those treated as chattel slavery; 
abuses evident in skeletal remains of enslaved Africans; and bullets, burnt battlefields, 
and incinerated towns where African and Native Americans fought for survival. As 
archaeology is a highly popular discipline sanctioned by mainstream society, it can be an 
important means of providing institutional support for the representation and protection 
of the material culture, significant places and history of Indigenous peoples, whether they 
inhabit diasporas or are closer to their native lands. 

African and Native American peoples continue to find ways to employ their skills 
making a living, enjoying life, and expressing themselves and negotiating their political 
and social relationships to one another. There is also a continued struggle over ethnic 
identity as we are asked to choose between African American and Native American 
heritage. Radmilla Cody, daughter of an African American father and Navajo mother, 
was recently crowned ‘Miss Navajo’, for her storytelling, traditional cooking, and 
weaving abilities. Cody was also honored for being a fluent speaker of the Navajo 
language, due to her upbringing with her grandmother on a New Mexico reservation. 
However, Cody s ‘African American features’ sparked a controversy by some who wrote 
letters of protest in the Navajo Nations newspaper. According to Juliette Harris (2000:3), 
one protester ‘argued that Cody should concentrate on her African American heritage and 
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stay out of Navajo affairs’. Fortunately, many Navajos wrote back in support of Cody. 
Cody’s story later inspired a San Francisco artist to include her in a series of 
expressionistic art on Black Indian women. Similarly, African American communities in 
New Orleans have celebrated Mardi Gras for decades by emulating the elaborate dress 
and icons of Cherokee, Creek and Nachez peoples who shared their history of survival in 
the deep south coastal area (Abrams 1983). It is important that we remember to celebrate 
the positive moments in history as well as preserve the creative traditions that constitute 
existing African Diaspora and Native American heritage, Indigenous diasporic traditions. 

WHEN CHICKENS COME HOME TO ROOST 

African Diaspora peoples have interacted with Native Americans for centuries, as allies, 
adversaries, friends and family. Archaeology has the potential to aid African Americans 
and Amerindians in rediscovering parts of their heritage that our Eurocentric education 
system has attempted to fit into a white worldview. Textbooks have ignored or negated 
these topics for years. Archaeology and history can help some find lost kin and 
strengthen their faintly perceived, preexisting notions of cross-cultural lineages. Others 
may gain insights into the multifaceted experiences that have shaped Black and Indian 
identities in the Diaspora and rethink the politics of Indigenous people. The term 
‘Indigenous’ itself has been used to separate and marginalize already politically and 
economically disenfranchised groups. An archaeology that focuses on the hegemonic 
processes that have created global social inequalities would yield inclusionary 
understandings of the past that are beyond identity politics. Such an archaeology would 
allow for better recognition of strategic coalitions across color lines, and advocate 
economic and political agencies that foster common interests and goals. 

In a recent court ruling, members of the Seminole Nation of Oklahoma decided to strip 
over 1,500 Black Seminoles of tribal status, even though this defies an 1866 treaty 
between the Seminole Nation and the USA (Johnson 2002). This means that although 
Black Seminole descendants may speak Seminole languages such as Muscogee, attend 
tribal meetings, share familial ties, and hold common beliefs, they are no longer eligible 
for monetary benefits, land claims, educational scholarships or other reparations included 
in a 56 million dollar settlement with the US government. 

Here, separation along convenient racial lines is nothing new, particularly where 
economic resources are concerned. Historical and traditional practices are ignored: Black 
Seminoles have historically sat on the tribal council, the ruling body of the Seminole 
Nation and maintained Seminole traditions. Separating out Black racial characteristics is 
an attempt by some Seminoles to preserve their true or ‘blood’ ethnic and cultural 
identity, and alter the history of the Seminole Nation. As in the case of Radmilla Cody 
and the Navajo Nation, the current political struggle undertaken by Black Seminoles 
represents the everlasting legacy of a tumultuous history between Indigenous people in 
America. Identity politics is at the core of the debate, as is the misrepresentation of ‘race’ 
and ‘ethnicity’. Indians having African lineage are forced to choose between their 
ancestral groups, a similar fate shared by their Indigenous ancestors. 

Archaeologically speaking, little regard is given to the social dynamics that brought 
Africans and Native Americans in contact with one another or the lasting effects such 
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meetings have had on living populations. By comparing and contrasting the histories of 
people of African or American Indian descent, we may rediscover a shared cause that 
will strengthen the political associations and rights of both. If we remain receptive to the 
pressing socioeconomic and political problems African Americans and Native Americans 
face in the present, we may bring a new dimension to applied anthropology that has 
global implications. Ours could be a truly applied archaeology, one of Indigenous 
diasporic people; a vehicle for academic scholarship, political advocacy, economic 
equality, and social gain. Archaeology can, and does, offer itself as an invaluable tool for 
replacing marginalized and disenfranchised people on the historical landscape, while 
challenging our present-day hierarchies and racial doctrines. 
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