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This research seeks to understand the cultural revitalization of the Pokagon Band of 

Potawatomi Indians. Escaping and resisting pressures to remove, the Pokagon Band were 

able to remain within the confines of their homelands. Located in southwestern Michigan 

and northwestern Indiana, the Band is currently engaged in a revitalization process that 

seeks to facilitate contemporary innovations with traditional Potawatomi values. A 

qualitative approach to the interpretation of data through phenomenological interviews 

with citizens of the Pokagon Band. Phenomenological interviews were used to 

understand more about the experiences of tribal citizens at cultural events. The 

participants identified the homelands, family relationships, and understanding tradition as 

factors that sustain their interest in the cultural activities of the community.  
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Chapter 1 (Ngot) 

Introduction 

 

 

Introduction 

 Native American self-determination refers to the social movements, legislation, 

and beliefs by which federally recognized tribes in the United States exercise self-

governance and decision-making on issues that affect their own people. The purpose of 

self-determination allows for the reversal of paternalistic policies that had been enacted 

and enforced upon Native American tribes since European contact in the late 15th 

century. Self-determination is the means, by which, a tribe exercises sovereignty, 

administer social services, promote economic development, and revitalize traditional 

culture (Champagne, 2007; Cook, 1984; Jorgensen, 2007). 

 United States policies of self-determination have permitted tribal communities to 

pursue various initiatives that allow for greater self-governance and sovereignty. Among 

the priorities are economic development and a revitalization of traditional culture, such as 

is seen with the Pokagon Band of Potawatomi Indians. The assimilatory history of US 

policy has severely restricted economic and social development within indigenous 
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communities, making self-determination a necessary policy because it permits tribes to 

make decisions directly affecting their communities. Although there are many differences 

between every indigenous community, such as the diverse array of cultural teachings and 

life ways, there is one major similarity that has forever changed indigenous society: the 

pressure to become a people very different from their ancestors. 

 The extent to which these policies have affected tribes still is not fully understood. 

Relocated communities were forced to adjust to a new land, and therefore adapt their 

cultural and social norms to this new environment. These tribes were placed in territory 

already occupied by other indigenous groups, further complicating matters. Those 

communities that were able to remain in their homelands, such as the Pokagon Band, 

faced different challenges, which include pressures to abandon their traditional life ways. 

Despite this, many tribes were able to maintain a native identity and retain a presence, 

demonstrating their resiliency and their ability to adapt to changing circumstances. Given 

the ample supply of research that indicates that Native Americans are intimately tied to 

the land, one appropriately could reason that land is a major source of tribal development 

and sustainability (Basso, 1996; Jarding, 2004; Pickering & Jewell, 2008; Wilkinson, 

2005). This, therefore, begs inquiry into how the homelands sustain contemporary tribal 

revitalization initiatives. 

 To develop a better understanding of this phenomenon, this study seeks to explain 

the adaptability and sustainability of a tribal community that was able to escape removal 

and remained within the confines of their homelands: the Pokagon Band of Potawatomi 

Indians. This community was selected for three reasons: (1) the Pokagon Band only 

recently regained federal recognition, (2) the Band still is located in their Michigan and 
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Indian homelands, and (3) the Tribal Council recently created the Department of 

Language and Culture, thereby placing increased emphasis on traditional Potawatomi 

culture. After several generations of assimilation, the effects of colonization have 

disconnected and discouraged traditional Potawatomi life ways. The problem now, then, 

is to understand what ignites and sustains interest in traditional culture so that more 

appropriate outreach programs can be developed. 

Purpose and Scope of Study 

 The purpose of this study is to better understand contemporary tribal revitalization 

of a native community that remained on the homeland. Toward that end, this study will 

use a semi-structured interview methodology for two reasons: (1) to identify factors that 

promote or hinder interest in traditional Potawatomi customs, tribal life, and engagement 

with the land, and (2) to develop a more comprehensive context of contemporary 

Pokagon Potawatomi life. Additionally, phenomenological interviews will be used to 

better inform Pokagon cultural specialists about the types of experiences associated with 

involvement in the tribe’s cultural events. For this study, the specific individuals of 

interest are enrolled citizens of the Pokagon Band. 

 This study will investigate two questions: 

1. What factors influence or impede a tribal citizen’s interest in the 

traditional culture of the tribe? 

2. What are the experiences of enrolled members who have participated in 

the tribe’s cultural events? 
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Rationale 

 This study is important for several reasons. First, there is a need to better 

understand the importance of the homelands to tribal development and revitalization. 

Current literature discusses tribal development among native communities that have been 

relocated to other lands, but not fully among those who remained (Hurt, 2003).  

Second, this study will be conducted in a small Midwestern town, with a tribe that 

has recently received federal recognition, has a relatively small enrollment, and escaped 

repeated attempts of removal (Clifton, 1985; Edmunds, 1978).  

Third, a gap exists in the literature concerning the cultural-environmental 

relationship of Native American tribal development. The available literature only has 

focused on the “sense” of connectedness, but what that means to tribal development has 

not been explored fully (Basso, 1996; Jarding, 2004; Pickering & Jewell, 2008).  

Fourth, this study is action-oriented, providing information to Pokagon leadership 

in the Department of Language and Culture so as to develop and implement outreach 

programming aimed at raising cultural awareness among tribal citizens and encourage 

interest and participation in cultural festivities. This study does not seek to conduct 

research in a one-sided manner; rather, it will give back information to the community 

that it took information from – a lesson in reciprocity (Wells, 1998). 

Assumptions 

 The study is based on three assumptions. First, I assume an understanding that 

some tribal members are resistant to the tribe’s cultural initiatives because of 

assimilation, colonization, and historical trauma (Champagne, 2007; Garrett, 2008; 

Jorgensen, 2007; Ross, 1998; Vemon, Cuch, & Jumper-Thurman, 2005; and Weaver, 



5 
 

2002). Furthermore, it is assumed that tribal development within the confines of the 

Potawatomis’ ancestral homelands features a greater likelihood of success (Conzen, 

1993, 1996, 2001; Hardwick, 1993; 2001; Hurt, 2003). Finally, it also is assumed that 

interest in traditional Potawatomi culture is related to a personal relationship with the 

land (Basso, 1995; Jarding, 2004; Nagel, 1997; Pickering & Jewell, 2008; Trafzer, 2000). 

Study Significance 

 This study will serve to identify possible methods to enhance the participation of 

Pokagon citizens in cultural events, thereby strengthening the tribe’s cultural foundations. 

Beyond the cultural benefits gained from enhanced participation among the Pokagon, 

strained relations among resistant citizens require the implementation of more effective 

outreach programs that would spark or reignite interest. The increase of participation 

among members of the tribe will ensure the longevity and sustainability of the Pokagon 

Potawatomi culture. Additionally, this study may serve as a framework for understanding 

tribal cultural development among native communities who were able to remain within 

the confines of their homelands. 

Study Limitations 

 As with any scholarly research, there are some limitations to this study. First, this 

study concerns circumstances that are unique to the Pokagon Band. As a result, it does 

not seek to understand tribal development of every indigenous community and especially 

of those communities that have been relocated to other lands. Second, the use of 

qualitative methodologies in this study necessarily presents limitations to the type of data 

that can be collected. For instance, phenomenology seeks to understand the essence of an 

experience among several individuals who have had that specific experience. Third, the 
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interpreted nuances and themes from this study are hardly representative of the great 

diversity of human experience. Instead, this data are of the Pokagon, alone, and cannot be 

generalized to the greater populations of Native Americans. It can, though, provide a 

model for future research by developing a better understanding of tribal development in 

other communities. 

Terminology 

 Throughout this research, I use the terms Native American, Native, American 

Indian, Indian, and indigenous to mean the same thing. In fact, many indigenous North 

Americans refer to themselves as Indian, when speaking in more general terms. 

Furthermore, I favor the meaning of the word community more than I do tribe, but often 

times I will use a combination of the terms, tribal community, to further emphasize the 

type of community that I am discussing. Finally, it should be stated that the concepts 

behind such terms as tradition and culture are dynamic, not static; therefore, my use of 

these terms do not imply an unchanging phenomenon, but rather something that is in 

constant flux. Traditions and cultures change with the exposure to other cultures, such as 

those among other Native communities or those among Europeans. 

Cultural Epoché 

Prior to conducting the research, I collected cultural information from family and 

wrote about my ancestral heritage as suggested by Banks (1998). By constructing an 

epoch, which identifies my own heritage as a Native person, I identified and reflected on 

my own ancestral heritage lessening the distance, through the epistemological 

assumption, as the researcher as I collect and analyze the data from the study participants. 

This understanding can be useful in situating myself in the research as it provides a place 
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for reflection upon who I am in relation to the Pokagon and their community (Banks, 

1998). Additionally, a bracketing interview will take place before I begin the 

phenomenological interviews. This will allow me to understand my role during the 

research process and reduce researcher bias during the actual interviews. 

I have a mixed-heritage and I strongly empathize with Native American cultures 

because it is part of my own ancestral heritage. Shawnee heritage is identified through 

my maternal grandmother and Cherokee heritage is identified through my paternal 

grandmother. I personally identify as a Shawnee Indian because of the cultural influence 

shared within my family and feel particularly close to the issues that the Pokagon are 

facing because, like them, my family unit escaped removal. Although my family remains 

within the bounds of original Shawnee homelands, I maintain close contact with family 

members who were removed and settled in both Kansas and Oklahoma. 

Overview 

 This dissertation is divided into five chapters. The first chapter presented an 

introduction to this study, the purpose and scope of the study, research questions, 

rationale, assumptions, significance, limitations, terminology, and cultural epoche. 

Chapter 2 presents an overview of relevant literature regarding Pokagon Potawatomi 

history, colonization, acculturation, and assimilation, and nation building. Chapter 3 

describes the methods and procedures used to gather information for the study. The 

results of the study are shared in Chapter 4. Finally, Chapter 5 includes a summary of the 

of the study, conclusions drawn from the study, a discussion, and recommendations for 

practice and research. 
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Chapter 2 (Nish) 

Review of Literature 

 

 

Introduction 

 Native American Studies is a very interdisciplinary field. As a result, research 

projects must be considered in multiple contexts. This dissertation provides a 

comprehensive investigation of relevant research within various academic disciplines. In 

this chapter, I will investigate the following topics as they relate to tribal revitalization: 

the Pokagon Potawatomi experience embedded within a federal policy context; the 

psychology of colonization and assimilation; and tribal revitalization under United States 

policies of self-determination. 

The Historical Context: The Pokagon Potawatomi Experience 

Before delving into United States/Native relations, it is important to understand 

how the Potawatomi envision their existence. The origin story of the Potawatomi helps to 

explain not only their connection to the land of the Great Lakes region, but also their 

history there. As an elder within the Band explained,  
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The Earth maker created all the life, from the trees and rivers to the lakes 

and the hills. The Earth did not have humans at first, so the Great Maker 

decided to make some. He built an oven on the banks of a lake. He 

sculpted little people out of clay and put them into the oven. After some 

time passed, he took the hardened figures out of the oven and blew life 

into them. These figures became the Potawatomi people. 

 From this brief account of the origin of the Potawatomi, it is easy to see how 

important the natural resources are to these people. They were created out of clay, made 

through fire, and in an oven next to water. This origin, too, aids in the understanding of 

why the Potawatomi are in the Great Lakes region, being made of a clay formation found 

most commonly in soils of the Great Lakes. 

History of Native/United States Relations 

According to Deloria and Lytle (1983), there are six eras of Anglo/Indian 

relations: discovery, conquest, and treaty-making; removal and relocation; allotment and 

assimilation; reorganization and self-government; termination, and self-determination. 

Understanding the six eras within the context of the Pokagon experience will help us to 

understand the contemporary issues facing the Band. Each of these eras will be addressed 

in this section, with the exception of allotment and assimilation for two reasons: (a) 

allotment was geared more toward the larger tribes of the West (p. 109); (b) the Pokagon 

Band was small and virtually powerless during this era, posing no threat (p. 107); and (c) 

they were engaged in legal and legislative issues concerning treaty rights and annuity 

payments (p. 109).  
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Discovery, Conquest, and Treaty-Making: 1634-1828 

 The first policy era began with European contact. Contact included warfare, 

treaties, and new colonial laws. Although early Europeans worked with the continent’s 

indigenous inhabitants, to keep peace, there were still conflicts that shaped relationships. 

After the Revolutionary War, the new American government began to sign many more 

treaties with Native nations so as to secure peaceful relations and land rights. It was 

during this time that “praying towns” were instituted to civilize the Native peoples in the 

region. Officially, treaty making between the United States and Native American tribal 

communities lasted until the end of the 19th Century (Deloria & Lytle, 1983) 

The first recorded contact between the Potawatomi (or, Neshnabek, “True 

Humans”) peoples and Europeans occurred in 1634, when French explorer Jean Nicolet 

encountered them on his way to modern-day Green Bay (Clifton, 1984, p. 1). At the time, 

the Pokagon homelands were located in a range just south of Mackinac to the present-day 

Indiana border (Clifton, 1984, p.2). By 1641, as a result of the raids by the Iroquois 

tribes, the Neshnabek were pushed to Northeastern Wisconsin, to what is now the Green 

Bay region (Clifton, p.1). Beginning in the 1670s, the advanced social structure of the 

Neshnabek encouraged rapid clan expansion that ultimately led a few Neshnabek 

communities to reestablishing themselves in the southwestern Michigan and northwestern 

Indiana (Clifton, p. 10). The Potawatomi’s eastern expansion came to a halt during the 

1790s when they ran into American settlers on their expansion west (Clifton, p. 11). 

 During the early 1670s, the Potawatomi established a trade relationship with the 

French, even inviting some to live among them (Clifton, p. 16). This was necessary, they 

believed, in order to edge out the Ottawa, who dominated the fur trade at the time 
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(Clifton, p. 15). Although this agreement provided benefits for the Potawatomi, it also 

brought consequences. One such consequence required the adjustment to the social fabric 

of Potawatomi life: the mingling of French men with Potawatomi women produced 

children of mixed ancestry, creating a new social designation among the Potawatomi 

peoples (Clifton, p. 18). Other consequences were the proliferation of new epidemic 

diseases, such as measles and smallpox, which depleted Potawatomi populations; 

increased and more lethal warfare; the introduction of alcohol; and the dissolution of 

Potawatomi authority to the French (Clifton, p. 18-19). By 1694, the Potawatomi of the 

St. Joseph River Valley (the southern Michigan band that would eventually be called 

Pokagon), became so strongly allied with the French that they provided 200 men to the 

French for fighting with the British (Clifton, p. 20). 

 During the early 1700s, Catholicism already had taken hold of the more 

influential Potawatomi leaders (Clifton, p. 21). Although the Catholic religion was more 

popular among those of mixed-ancestry, a mission was established in the St. Joseph River 

Valley aimed at promoting the Catholic religion (Clifton, p. 22). Furthermore, 

considering how mixed Potawatomi ancestry was at the time (not just with French, but 

also with other tribes), the Catholic missions and services were less popular during 

Potawatomi expansion into southern Michigan and northern Indiana (Clifton, p. 21). 

Potawatomi leadership, between 1722 and 1761, held the Catholic religion steadfastly, 

despite current popularity, as a way to keep relations amicable with the French (Clifton, 

p. 22). 

 In 1759, a key French post on the St. Lawrence fell to the British and the French 

left to Louisiana, leaving behind the Potawatomi and many of the Metis (or, mixed-
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ancestry individuals) to fend off the British (Clifton, p. 23). During the summer of 1760, 

the British began having meetings with the Potawatomi in attempts to gain their trust and 

their land. Although skeptical, the Potawatomi felt they had no choice but to accept 

British rule and hope that their French allies eventually would return (Clifton, p. 24). 

With such prospects fading, in 1762, a major intertribal, anti-British rebellion erupted 

among the Potawatomi. In 1763, allying with the Chippewa, Ottawa, and other 

indigenous tribes, the Potawatomi successfully drove the British out of the interior of 

North America (Clifton, p. 25). 

 In the Proclamation of 1763, the British monarchy declared a firm, perpetual, 

surveyed boundary between English settlements and tribal lands indicating that only 

authorized agents of the British may purchase lands from Indian tribes (Clifton, p. 26). 

By 1765, settlers already had violated the proclamation presenting the British with a 

problem about how to deal with the new violence that now is ensuing (Clifton, p. 26). By 

the end of the Revolutionary War, in 1783, the British endeavored to keep their trading 

posts in the Great Lakes region in order to keep profiting from the fur trade and to 

maintain influence among the tribes situated there, likely to encourage these tribes to 

keep fighting for their own land thereby undermining the new American authority 

(Clifton, p. 27). 

 The new United States continued to enforce the principle established by the 

British: lands used and occupied by Indian peoples could only be transferred government-

sanctioned negotiations or by treaty with the United States (Clifton, p. 29). To get along 

with the new American government, the Potawatomi began to treat land as a commodity, 

that is, it could be bought and sold (Clifton, p. 30). Therefore, land became an important 
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medium of exchange: it determined status and wealth; from it political and economic 

power; and it was to be a means of capitalizing public works and private businesses 

(Clifton, p. 30-31). As a result, treaty-making with the new government concerning lands 

that were maintained by other Indian tribes also was a common method of acquiring 

wealth and status with the Americans (Clifton, p. 32). 

 In 1787, the United States created the Old Northwest Territory, providing 

government to the region, and, as the population of the regional population increased, 

carving new territories and states. Despite this new ordinance, the Potawatomi tribal 

estate remained little affected until the late 1820s, after the completion of the Erie Canal, 

which sharply reduced the cost of transportation into the Western Great Lakes, and 

opening the lands there to a massive increase in settlement pressure (Clifton, p. 31). This 

pressure led to increased intertribal strains that led to the United States settling issues of 

sovereignty in the Old Northwest with the Treat of Greenville in 1795 (Clifton, p. 34). 

Between 1796 and 1811, the easternmost Potawatomi negotiated a series of treaties 

ceding large areas of land to the United States. By 1811, with the emergence of a strong 

intertribal leader, the Shawnee warrior, Tecumseh, and his brother, the Prophet, waged 

war against American forces seeking to secure settlements in the Ohio River Valley and 

the Great Lakes region (Clifton, p. 38). This war would merge with the war declared by 

the United States against Britain in 1812. 

Removal and Relocation: 1828-1887 

The second policy era is removal and relocation. During the 19th Century, 

removals and relocations of eastern tribal communities to Oklahoma (or, Indian 

Territory) and other federally designated areas. The beginning of removals began with 
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the election of Andrew Jackson. Championing western expansion and states’ rights, 

Jackson ran for President on a platform of Indian removal. In 1830, the United States 

Congress passed the Indian Removal Act, which authorized the President to negotiate 

with eastern tribes for relocation. These relocations often overlapped with the traditional 

lands of other tribes, causing more problems for these communities (Deloria & Lytle, 

1983).  

By the end of 1832, the total Potawatomi tribal estate had been reduced to a 

fraction of its former size. Moreover, all the bands were under the same pressure to cede 

their remaining possessions and migrate to western Missouri and Kansas. There were 

only a few bands that did move west at this time while a majority of them remained 

around Lake Michigan (Clifton, 1984, p. 39). At the 1832 Treaty of Tippecanoe, the 

Potawatomi of Michigan and Indiana had to confront dual threats of removal and further 

reduction of their land base (Clifton, 1984, p. 40). It was during this time that Leopold 

Pokagon began to speak up about the tenure rights of his small villages, located in 

southwestern Michigan and northwestern Indiana. The reservation lands established for 

Pokagon and his people by the Treaty of Tippecanoe was short-lived as the United States 

moved to purchase these same lands and remove the Pokagon west of the Mississippi just 

three months after Senate approval (Clifton, 1984, p. 40). 

 The United States Congress passed the Indian Removal Act in 1830. This act 

permitted the President to negotiate the cession of all Indian lands within organized states 

and territories. Further, it permitted the U.S. government to remove targeted tribes to a 

newly formed “Indian Territory” east of the Mississippi River (Deloria & Lytle, 1983). 

Included in this legislation is a provision that no Indian community could be forced to 
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cede land and remove west (Clifton, 1984, p. 44). This was the tenet of the Act that the 

Pokagon were able to exploit during negotiations in Chicago in 1833 (Clifton, 1984, p. 

45).  

In what was to be called the Treaty of Chicago, the southern Michigan 

Potawatomi refused to cede land and move west unlike Wisconsin and Illinois bands. 

Instead, because of their “religious creed,” they were permitted to remain until they can 

“remove” to northern Michigan in territory inhabited by Ottawa and Chippewa Indians 

(Clifton, 1984, p. 48, 50). Before the end of the three year deadline to move, the Ottawa 

and Chippewa tribes to the north were facing increased pressure to cede land and remove, 

which they did, leaving no Indian land to the north for the Pokagon Band to move 

(Clifton, 1984, p.50). As a result, this Catholic band of Potawatomi remained on their 

lands, acquiring land by purchase and living by farming, hunting, and fishing (Clifton, 

1984, p. 51). The Pokagon Potawatomi were becoming like their American counterparts: 

private land-owning farmers. 

Allotment and Assimilation: 1887-1928 

 The advent of railroads and the increase of non-Native settlements in the West 

encouraged further expansion. As this western expansion occurred, many non-Natives 

asserted that the Native American land base was “disproportionate to the needs of the 

Indians.” (Deloria & Lytle, 1983). Furthermore, popular opinion overwhelmingly thought 

that Indians should be “civilized.” This civilization was to occur by two ways: end 

communal tribal existence and promote individual property rights. To meet these 

objectives, in 1887, the U.S. Congress passed the General Allotment Act (GAA). 
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 The GAA permitted the President to break up any reservation and allot them to 

individual Indians. As mentioned, this was meant to “civilize” the Indians and was 

assumed that Indians wanted this and/or had the ability to become the types of farmers 

expected (Calloway, 2012; Deloria & Lytle, 1984; Oswalt, 2008). Typically, allotments 

of lands were between 40 and 160 acres, depending upon the reservation, leaving 

“surplus” land for non-Native purchase. Allotments were to be held in trust by the federal 

government for a period of 25 years, when the owner could then sell or use the land as 

desired (Calloway, 2012; Deloria & Lytle, 1984; Oswalt, 2008). During this time, Native 

land holdings were reduced from 138 million to 48 million, meaning that approximately 

90 million acres were passed into non-Native ownership. Of that 48 million acres, 

approximately 20 million were deemed of “lower economic value” (Deloria & Lytle, 

1984). 

 A major amendment to the GAA was passed in 1906. The Burke Act permitted 

the Secretary of the Department of the Interior to issue fee patents before the end of the 

25-year period to “competent” Indians (Calloway, 2012; Deloria & Lytle, 1984). This 

resulted in the loss of another approximately million acres. In 1924, Native communities 

faced yet another attempt to assimilate into dominate culture with the passage the Indian 

Citizenship Act. Prior to this legislation, citizenship was granted to Native individuals at 

the end of their 25-year trust period, or as the Burke Act permitted, much sooner should 

the individual be viewed as capable (Calloway, 2012; Oswalt, 2008). 

Reorganization and Self-Government: 1928-1945 

 The fourth policy era is reorganization. Starting with a government-funded study 

led by Lewis Meriam, The Problem of Indian Administration was published in 1928. This 
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report detailed the problems confronting Native communities and drew attention to the 

poverty, ill health, and despair these same communities (Calloway, 2012; Oswalt, 2008). 

The election of Franklin Roosevelt in 1932 gave hope to Native communities, who were 

hoping that Roosevelt would follow through with promises of the New Deal. In 1934, the 

U.S. Congress passed the Indian Reorganization Act (IRA), officially ending the 

Allotment era and halting further serious land losses (Deloria & Lytle, 1984). The IRA 

allowed communities to regroup and develop their own constitutions. There also was an 

emphasis on cultural revitalization, but the Act forced Euro/American methods of 

governance on the communities (Calloway, 2012; Deloria & Lytle, 1984). 

The Pokagon Band had little land in federal trust and because of this, were largely 

ignored by the Office of Indian Affairs (Clifton, 1984, p. 120). Because of this, Pokagon 

efforts to benefit from the Wheeler-Howard Act, or, the Indian Reorganization Act 

(IRA), were severely hampered (Clifton, 1984, p. 120). Most of the “landless Indians,” 

such as the Pokagon Band, were exempt from receiving the benefits of recognition and 

aid from the Act (Clifton, 1984, p. 121). Additionally, under the IRA, the Pokagon Band 

petitioned for federal recognitions, but the request was denied because the owned no land 

(Clifton, 1984, p. 122). Even multiple attempts at appealing this decision produced no 

results for the Band (Clifton, 1984, p. 123). 

Termination: 1945-1961 

 Throughout this era, though, there was a wide-scale dismantling of federal 

services to Native communities. The combination of World War II, new budget cuts, and 

a new Republican majority in Congress promoted this dismantling (Deloria & Lytle, 

1984). In 1948, the Hoover Commission made the recommendation that Native services 
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be managed by the states, thereby eliminating the federal government’s role as trustee 

and removing tribal land protections (Calloway, 2012; Deloria & Lytle, 1984; Oswalt, 

2008). This dismantling is seen as further efforts to assimilate Native peoples into 

dominant society due to the termination of federal services and recognition of many 

tribes (Deloria & Lytle, 1984). This policy era also saw an additional 1 million acres of 

land loss (Deloria & Lytle, 1984; Oswalt, 2008). 

In 1946, the United States Congress created the Indian Claims Commission 

(ICC), establishing a special tribunal empowered to hear and dispose of all Indian claims. 

The creation of the ICC also ended the burdensome old system which required Indian 

communities to secure a special statute in Congress enabling them to sue the federal 

government in the Court of Claims, a route the Catholic Potawatomi had taken in the 

1870s (Clifton, 1984, p. 126-7). From its creation and until the mid-1980s, the Pokagon 

Band utilized the ICC in attempts to regain resources and services lost from the Treaty of 

Chicago to present (Clifton, 1984, p. 128). In 1952, the State of Michigan recognized the 

Pokagon Band as a legal entity, a move seen as pertinent to their fight for federal 

recognition (Clifton, 1984, p. 129).  

Self-Determination: 1961-Present 

 The final, and current, policy era is self-determination. During the Civil Rights 

Era, and beginning more officially with the American Indian Movement, Native 

communities began to take the federal government to court for past transgressions 

(Deloria & Lytle, 1984). This era is marked by renewed efforts to regain control of 

historical tribal lands and exercise appropriate jurisdiction within the confines of the 

tribal lands. In 1975, the U.S. Congress passed the Indian Self-Determination and 
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Educational Assistance Act. This Act permits tribal communities to pursue sovereignty 

over their people and lands (Calloway, 2012; Deloria & Lytle, 1984; Oswalt, 2008). 

The Pokagon Band of Potawatomi Indians gained federal recognition in 1994, 

after more than 150 years of fighting to maintain their Pokagon Potawatomi identity. This 

recognition helped the Pokagon Band to open the Four Winds Casino, located in New 

Buffalo, Michigan, in 2007, and a second Four Winds in Hartford, in 2011. Although the 

Pokagon Band worked hard to achieve federal status as an American Indian tribe, and for 

a very long time, cultural revitalization has waned as a result of the years of assimilation. 

The numbers of those tribal citizens who are actively engaged in traditional culture are 

increasing, but there are challenges. The history behind maintaining a sense of tribal 

culture is marred by intertribal conflict and sour relationships with Americans and their 

European predecessors. 

Colonization, Assimilation, Acculturation and the Identity Crisis 

 The history of colonization of the indigenous peoples of this continent is a tragic 

one. From the time of European contact to present, Native peoples have been controlled 

in a variety of ways. Historically, Native peoples formed autonomous, sovereign nations 

that were composed of distinct languages, cultures, and political and social institutions 

that were informed by their philosophies. Colonizing forces altered traditional 

governance patterns and life ways of the indigenous peoples of this continent, thus 

forging a new community system upon them. 

 Colonization may be used as a method of absorbing and assimilating a group of 

peoples into the culture of another, transforming the cultures of the assimilated group of 

peoples. An important component of colonialism is the undermining and transformation 
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of culture (Blauner, 1972; Wilkinson, 2005). This undermining influences the destruction 

of culture, which in turn can be used as a weapon against the colonized communities. On 

the other hand, culture can be used as a strength for the oppressed peoples because it 

provides comfort and autonomy despite colonizing influences (Bruyneel, 2007; Ross, 

1998). This section will contextualize colonialism as it relates to this study, in addition to 

providing a discussion of the major effects of colonialism: acculturation and assimilation. 

 Since contact, European and American settlers have stripped Native peoples of 

most of their resources. These peoples were subjected to political and economic 

exploitation, the likes of which has never been witnessed by them, and cultural 

suppression (Byrd, 2011; Talbot, 1981; Weyler, 1984). Although under policies of self-

determination Native nations are sovereign entities, they are still considered colonies 

under colonial theory. Under this theory, economic exploitation is intricately linked to 

cultural suppression (Blauner, 1972; Bruyneel, 2007; Byrd, 2011; Talbot, 1981). 

Cultural suppression involves the eradication of traditional cultural beliefs and life 

ways, followed by an indoctrination of the colonizers’ culture (Champagne, 2007 and 

2010; Ross, 1998). This suppression may include the removal of a cultural context 

through removal and the abandonment of culture for the adoption of new ways of 

speaking, behaving, and thinking (Calloway, 2012; Ross, 1998). This process is called 

acculturation and assimilation, and the principles herein will follow-up on the discussion 

in the previous section, where the Pokagon experience is highlighted. 

Acculturation and Assimilation of Native Americans 
 
Throughout United States history, social institutions such as federal and state 

governments, school systems, and religious organizations have sought to destroy 
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indigenous institutions of family, clan, tribal structure, religious belief systems, customs, 

and traditional life ways (Calloway, 2012; Deloria, 1988; Heinrich, Corbine, & Thomas, 

1990; Locust, 1988; Reyhner & Eder, 1992). Characterized by institutional racism and 

discrimination, society’s dominant culture has a long history of opposition toward 

indigenous cultures, with attempts to assimilate Native people (Calloway, 2012; Deloria, 

1988; Locust, 1988). 

 Early practices of dealing with this continent’s indigenous inhabitants include 

war, treaties, and the seizure of lands. By the end of the eighteenth century, the large 

population of Native peoples had been reduced, through warfare and diseases contracted 

from European and American settlers, to approximately 10% of its original size (Oswalt, 

2008). General estimates indicate that around 150 million Native people were killed in 

the first 400 years following contact with Europeans (Calloway, 2012; Hirschfelder & 

Kreipe de Montano, 1993; Oswalt, 2008). 

 Eventually, the federal government pursued a more “civil” approach by removing 

and relocating Native communities from their homelands to other areas of the country for 

which non-Natives had no use and created reservations through treaty where these 

communities could feel some sort of protection (Calloway, 2012). This practice not only 

settled disputes over land and natural resources, but it also dislocated the cultures of the 

tribes whose traditions and values were linked so closely with their traditional 

homelands. After removal and relocation, it was expected that these communities learn 

non-traditional methods of agriculture and adopt a new worldview (Calloway, 2012). 

This is a reflection of dominant society’s policies of assimilation (Calloway, 2012; 

Heinrich, et al., 1990). 
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Eventually, the United States government turned to education as a way to 

assimilate Native Americans during early childhood. Prominently, in 1879, the Carlisle 

Indian School was opened. In these boarding schools, the children were not allowed to 

speak their native language or practice their cultural traditions (which were often 

enforced through harsh physical punishment). Instead, they were required only to speak 

English, practice a Christian-based religion, and learn the tenets of dominant society 

(Calloway, 2012; Hirshfelder & Kriepe de Montano, 1993; Reyhner & Eder, 1992). 

These children, who often times been removed forcibly from their homes, usually spent 

approximately eight continuous years away from their families and communities 

(Calloway, 2012; Deloria, 1988; Herring, 1989; Reyher & Eder, 1992; Sue & Sue 1990). 

 Upon the return to their communities, many of these Native peoples discovered 

that they were not really part of dominant society, yet they were not really the same 

members of their communities either. One result of the boarding school era was a sort of 

an intergenerational division that still remains today as a powerful influence on the 

cultural identity of tribal citizens of the Pokagon Band today.  

 A defining policy that was meant to assimilate Native peoples included the 

General Allotment Act of 1887. The GAA granted ownership of a 160-acre tract of 

reservation land to every Indian head of household (Anderson, 2001; Calloway, 2012; 

Hirshfelder & Kreipe de Montano, 1993; Sutton, 1975). During the late 1800s, tribes still 

controlled nearly 135 million acres of land. The purpose behind this legislation was to 

force Native peoples to conform to dominant society’s socioeconomic institutions by 

disrupting the traditional Native approach of communal landholding (Harvard Project, 

2007). At the same time, this legislation freed up the Native lands for settlement by 
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American homesteaders and farmers. The results of the Allotments saw the sale of large 

tracts of Native lands and increased poverty of many Native communities (Calloway, 

2012; Harvard Project, 2007).  

 Policies of assimilation have had a persistent impact on Native peoples and their 

way of life (Calloway, 2012; Harvard Project, 2007; Herring, 1990; Locust, 1988). These 

are only a few examples of historical factors that have affected Native Americans 

psychologically and socioeconomically for many generations. Other prominent 

legislative acts that encouraged assimilation into dominant society include the 1924 

Indian Citizenship Act (by granting citizenship to all remaining Native individuals) and 

the 1934 Indian Reorganization Act (which enabled the federal government to have an 

overwhelming say in tribal development and governance). 

 The historical trauma and cultural shock is still evident within the Pokagon Band 

of Potawatomi, just as it is with other Native communities. Although federal policies 

have changed, historical factors and the process of acculturation remain a powerful 

influence on the contemporary lives of Native Americans (Calloway, 2012; Champagne, 

2007 and 2010; Garrett, 1996; Herring, 1990; Little Soldier, 1985; Locust, 1988; 

Mitchum, 1989; Reyhner & Eder, 1992; Sue & Sue, 1990). To study Native peoples who 

continually experience the impact of historical trauma and acculturation, it is important to 

understand the historical context and meaning of the Native American experience. 

 Acculturation, on the other hand, is a broader concept that encompasses 

assimilation, just as colonization encompasses both of these ideas. Specially, though, 

acculturation is defined as the 
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…cultural change that occurs when two or more cultures are in persistent 

contact. In this process, change may occur in each of the cultures in varying 

degrees… A particular kind of acculturation is assimilation, in which one culture 

changes significantly more than the other culture and, as a result, comes to 

resemble it. This process is often established deliberately through force to 

maintain control over conquered peoples, but it can occur voluntarily as well 

(Garcia & Ahler, 1992, p. 24). 

 For an individual, acculturation might be indicative of giving up traditional 

cultural values and behaviors while assuming the values and behaviors of dominant 

society (Atkinson, Lowe, & Matthews, 1995). Level of acculturation has been associated 

with patterns of conflict resolution, willingness to use counseling services, personality 

characteristics, and educational achievement (Atkinson, et al., 1995; Calloway, 2012; 

Champaign, 2010; Suinn, Ahuna, & Khoo, 1992) and has been identified as a dimension 

that influences within-group cultural values (Carter, 1991). 

 Although many of the core traditional values still permeate the lives of Native 

peoples across tribal communities, Native communities are very diverse. They greatly 

differ in their level of acceptance of and commitment to specific tribal values, beliefs, and 

practices through a variety of customs, languages, and social structures (Calloway, 2012; 

Champagne, 2007 and 2012; Garrett & Garrett, 1996; Herring, 1996). Listed below are 

the following levels of acculturation that have been identified for Native American 

communities: 
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1. Tradition: May or may not speak English, but generally speak and think in 

their native language; hold only traditional values and beliefs and practice 

only traditional tribal customs and methods of worship. 

2. Marginal: May speak both the native language and English; may not, 

however, fully accept the cultural heritage and practices of their tribal group 

nor fully identify with mainstream cultural values and behaviors. 

3. Bicultural: Generally accepted by dominant society and tribal society/nation; 

simultaneously able to know, accept, and practice both mainstream 

values/behaviors and the traditional values and beliefs of their cultural 

heritage. 

4. Assimilated: Accepted by dominant society; embrace only mainstream 

cultural values, behaviors, and expectations. 

5. Pantraditional: Assimilated Native Americans who have made conscious 

choice to return to the “old ways.” They are generally accepted by dominant 

society but seek to embrace previously lost traditional cultural values, beliefs, 

and practices of their tribal heritage. Therefore, they may speak both English 

and native tribal language. (Compiled from Herring, 1996; LaFromboise, 

Trimble, & Mohatt, 1990, with support from Champagne 2007 and 2010) 

These five levels represent a continuum along which any given tribal citizen may fall. 

Regardless of the contemporary debate over blood quantum or a person’s degree of 

traditionalism, comes not only from their ancestral heritage, but also from their life 

experiences and life choices (Champagne, 2010; Deloria, 1988; Garrett & Garrett, 1994; 

Oswalt, 2008; Wilkinson, 2005). 
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 This phenomenon has given rise to what some authors have referred to as the 

marginal person. According to Little Soldier (1985), Native peoples who are considered 

marginal are the ones most likely to experience a variety of difficulties resulting from 

cultural conflict. For instance, they may become trapped between their heritage and 

dominant society, thereby losing touch with the former but not feeling comfortable with 

the latter and leading to conflicts and resulting in serious identity crises (Little Soldier, 

1985). By contrast, Native peoples with various cultural influences are identified as 

having fewer personal, social, and academic difficulties because of their ability to 

effectively use a greater range of social behavior and cultural understanding that are 

appropriate in a variety of contexts and situations (LaFromboise & Rowe, 1983; Little 

Soldier, 1985). 

Enculturation and Identity 

 Under policies of self-determination, Native communities are permitted to pursue 

cultural development. Enculturation is defined as the process by which individuals learn 

their indigenous culture (Little Soldier, 1985). Hulburt, Kroeker, and Gade (1991) 

reported a higher incidence of feelings of rejection, depression, and anxiety reported by 

Native American students compared with other students. Many Native American students 

begin to withdraw, becoming sullen, resistant, and indolent in the fifth and sixth grades 

(Hulburt, Kroeker, and Gade, 1991).  

This apparent decline of academic functioning and motivation in Native American 

students along with corresponding personal and social difficulties has been attributed, in 

part, to the difficulty that many Native students have in reconciling existing cultural 

differences (Garcia & Ahler, 1992; Little Soldier, 1985; Sanders, 1987; Schweigman, 
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Soto, Write, & Unger, 2011; Tierney, 1992). According to Sue & Sue (1990), the split 

between Native American tradition and mainstream expectations provides added stress to 

the already difficult challenge of identity formation. Consequently, cultural conflict has 

been hypothesized as a factor in the large percentage of Native American students who 

drop out of school (Colodarci, 1983; Sanders, 1987). 

 Researchers indicates the significance of adolescence and early adulthood as a 

time of rapid changes occurring in physical, cognitive, and social growth (Bryde, 1972; 

Erikson, 1963, 1968; Muuss, 1988; Smith, 1991; Arnett, 2012). Erikson’s (1968) theory 

of identity development emphasized the need for individuals to complete certain 

developmental tasks during specific developmental stages to maintain a healthy 

personality and successfully progress through subsequent developmental stages. 

Adolescence has been characterized by Erikson (1968) as the state of “identity versus 

identity confusion” in which the individual’s developmental task is to establish a 

meaningful sense of personal identity. Identity achievement implied that the individual 

must assess their personal strengths and weaknesses to determine the best way of 

establishing a sense of congruence with their self-concept (Muuss, 1988; Schweigman, 

Soto, Write, & Unger, 2011). This involves answering such questions as “Where did I 

come from: Who am I: What do I want to become?” The inability to sufficiently answer 

such questions, according to Erikson (1968), results in identity confusion, which is 

accompanied by feelings of alienation, isolation, and uncertainty. 

 Cultural values and the influence of acculturation as a mediating factor in the 

process of identity development are critically important for Native Americans (Deyhle, 

1992; Hornett, 1990; Sanders, 1987; Schweigman, Soto, Write, & Unger, 2011). 
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According to LaFromboise, et al. (1993), it is conceivable for an individual to have a 

sense of belonging in two cultures without compromising his or her sense of cultural 

identity. Brendtro, Brokenleg, and Van Bockern (199) have suggested that to establish a 

healthy cultural identity, Native peoples must find ways of satisfying the need for 

purpose through a cultural sense of belonging, mastery, independence, and generosity. 

The institutional racism, historical trauma, and the process of acculturation experienced 

by many Native peoples from early adolescence to early adulthood not only influences 

their definition of themselves as individuals, but also affects their social, emotional, 

intellectual and spiritual well-being (Cummins, 1992; Little Soldier, 1985; Mitchum, 

1989; Schweigman, Soto, Write, & Unger, 2011; Tierney, 1992). This presents an 

additional challenge for Native peoples in achieving a meaningful sense of personal and 

cultural identity through bicultural competence, defined as the ability of an individual to 

effectively use dual methods of social behavior that are appropriately employed in 

distinctive situations (LaFromboise & Rowe, 1983; Schweigman, Soto, Write, & Unger, 

2011). According to LaFromboise et al. (1993), to be culturally competent an individual 

must  

(a) possess a strong personal identity, (b) have knowledge of and facility with the 

beliefs and values of the culture, (c) display sensitivity to the affective process of 

the culture, (d) communicate clearly in the language of the given cultural group, 

(e) perform socially sanctioned behavior, (f) maintain active social relations 

within the cultural group, and (g) negotiate the institutional structures of that 

culture (Also adapted from Schweigman, Soto, Write, & Unger, 2011). 
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Thus, a Native person who can possesses a high degree of resiliency through a strong 

sense of him/herself in one or more cultural context may be more successful within a 

traditional indigenous context and within the modern world. Understanding the 

experience of the bicultural individual, who is competent, becomes important in 

understanding what it means to cross cultural boundaries successfully. For the Pokagon 

Band, a growing number identify as bicultural and still maintain a strong identification as 

a member of the tribal community. 

 

Nation Building Under Policies of Self-Determination 
 
 Although a relatively new area of study, nation building concerns itself with tribal 

development and revitalization efforts. As all Native communities are self-governing 

nations, they have interest in the development and implementation of economic, 

environmental, social, and cultural policies and institutions for their communities. This 

brief review will discuss some of the components of nation building as is relevant to this 

study of the Pokagon Band of Potawatomi Indians. 

 Tribal development in Native communities has taken a variety of approaches. In 

the past, the federal government has worked closely with these communities. In recent 

years, tribal development has begun to take a different approach: nation building. 

According to Cornell and Kalt (2007), there are two approaches to Native nation 

development. The first is the standard approach, which emphasizes the relationship 

between the federal government and Native Americans throughout the twentieth century. 

The second approach is nation building, which emphasizes the self-government, cultural 

revitalization, economic development, and community sustainability.  
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The Standard Approach 

 The standard approach characterizes the role of the federal government in 

promoting tribal development. There are five primary characteristics of the standard 

approach: (a) decision making is short term and nonstrategic; (b) persons or organizations 

other than the Native nation set the development agenda; (c) development is treated as 

primarily an economic problem; (d) Indigenous culture is viewed as an obstacle to 

development; and (e) elected leadership serves primarily as a distributor of resources 

(Cornell & Kalt, 2007, p. 7-8). 

 The first characteristic of the standard approach is that decision-making is short 

sighted and not strategically designed. This is the case for a few reasons. First, wide-scale 

social and economic issues promote a sense of urgency that force tribal leaders into short-

term decision-making (Cornell & Kalt, 2007, p. 8). Second, this problem is exacerbated 

by the short terms of elected office because those elected leaders often must exercise 

short-term decision-making for political gain. Furthermore, there is a tendency for tribal 

leaders to pursue strategies that would appear to solve many problems at once, like 

increase employment and transform the community’s economy (Cornell & Kalt, 2007, p. 

9). 

 The second trait of the standard approach involves non-Native involvement in the 

development of the community (Cornell & Kalt, 2007, p. 10). Despite the good intentions 

of self-determination policies, Native communities still find themselves “chasing” after 

federal monies in order to keep their governments and social institutions operating. Non-

strategic planning is further complicated by the periodic influences of non-Native 
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institutions. Many Native communities also depend heavily upon federal dollars as they 

pursue economic development to keep them afloat. 

 The third characteristic of the standard approach is that the development of the 

Native economy is seen solely as an economic issue (Cornell & Kalt, 2007, p. 11). While 

it is the case that economic factors are very influential in developmental processes, it is 

not the only related factor that should be considered. As Cornell and Kalt (2007) indicate, 

there are two factors that are left out of the standard approach: strategic goals and 

political issues. First, the lack of strategic goals ignores the long-term questions about the 

economy. Second, the absence of a discussion over political infrastructure promotes an 

unstable environment for economic development because there are certain political 

considerations that can restrict progressive economic development (Cornell & Kalt, 2007, 

p. 12). 

 A fourth trait of the standard approach addresses the role of indigenous culture to 

economic development, which was often seen to be an obstacle (Cornell & Kalt, 2007, p. 

12). To further this notion, a 1969 comment concerning the economic status of 

reservation communities made by the Bureau of Indian Affairs evidences this perception, 

“Indian economic development can proceed only as the process of acculturation allows” 

(U.S. BIA 1969, 333). On the other hand, there is a growing amount of literature that 

suggests that strategic decision-making and indigenous culture actually promote 

economic development (Cornell and Kalt, 1995; 1997). 

 A fifth characteristic of the standard approach to tribal development is that elected 

officials primarily serve to distribute essential resources (Cornell & Kalt, 2007, p. 13). 

Tribal leadership mostly is concerned with distributing resources such as jobs, money, 
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housing, favors, and other services. There are few reasons for why this is the case. First, 

elected officials actually control most of these resources. Second, stressful socioeconomic 

conditions put immense pressure on Native governments to distribute those resources in a 

non-strategic, short-term basis. Finally, access to such scarce resources gives tribal 

politicians a powerful incentive to use those resources to stay in office (Cornell & Kalt, 

2007, p. 13-14). 

The Nation Building Approach 

 The failure of the standard approach has given rise to a new, emerging way to 

self-government and economic development. The nation building approach is based upon 

indigenous self-rule. With increased emphasis placed on Native sovereignty, Native 

communities are pursuing vastly different methods of development in comparison to 

what was done during the 20th century. There are five characteristics of the nation 

building approach: (a) Native nations comprehensively assert decision-making power; (b) 

nations back up decision-making power with effective governing institutions; (c) their 

governing institutions match their own political cultures; (d) decision making is strategic; 

and (e) leaders serve as nation builders and mobilizers (Cornell & Kalt, 2007, p. 18). 

 The first trait of the nation-building approach is that Native nations assert their 

own decision-making power. There is a long history of oppression that has hindered 

Native communities from self-governing. As Cornell and Kalt (2007, p. 19) state, there 

are four stages in the evolution of tribal sovereignty: original (inherent, from time 

immemorial and applicable to all Native nations), legal (from the development of the 

reservation system and still applicable to all Native nations), policy (from the beginning 

of the era of self-determination in 1975 and applicable to federally recognized Native 
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communities), and practical (from the beginning of self-determination and on-going into 

the present and applicable to self-selected Native nations). Of particular relevancy is 

practical sovereignty as it encourages sustainable development for two reasons: it puts the 

development agenda in Native control and self-governance means accountability (Cornell 

& Kalt, 2007, p. 20-21). 

 A second characteristic of the nation-building approach involves the development 

of effective Native governing institutions (Cornell & Kalt, 2007, p. 22). While the rights 

to self-rule and self-determination are important, they are not enough. Native 

communities must have effective governing systems that guide not only economic 

development, but also cultural revitalization initiatives. Effective governing institutions 

encourage the rights of self-rule and self-determination to be followed in the long-term 

and promote sustainable economic activity. To be effective, these institutions must be 

stable, protect daily business and program management from political interference, take 

politics out of court decisions, and provide administrations that can get things done in a 

reliable manner (Cornell & Kalt, 2007, p. 23-24). 

 The third trait of the nation-building approach state that Native governing 

institutions match indigenous political culture (Cornell & Kalt, 2007, p. 24). One of the 

problems many Native communities face when attempting to break away from the 

standard approach is their reliance on institutions they did not design and reflects another 

society’s concept of governing. Federally recognized Native communities are organized 

under a federal bureaucracy, which has a history of promoting Western approaches to 

government. This governance approach permits Native nations to pursue culturally 

appropriate governing institutions (Cornell & Kalt, 2007, p. 25). 
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 A fourth characteristic of the nation-building approach is that decision-making is 

strategic (Cornell & Kalt, 2007, p. 25). A key aspect of the standard approach is that 

decision-making is not strategic. A simple change in orientation, toward strategic 

decision-making, would create a better environmental for tribal development. Strategic 

decision-making involves a shift from reactive to proactive thinking (attempt to gain 

some sort of control over the future), from short-term to long-term thinking (what kind of 

society does the nation want to be?), from opportunistic to systemic thinking about larger 

goals (what are the options that fit the goals of the community?), and from a narrow 

problem focus to a broader societal focus (fixing cultural, social, political, and economic 

health) (Cornell & Kalt, 2007, p. 26). 

 The fifth trait of the nation-building approach is that tribal leaders serve as nation 

builders and mobilizers (Cornell & Kalt, 2007, p. 26). In this approach, the primary 

concern for tribal leadership shifts to putting in place the institutional and strategic 

foundations for sustained development and enhanced community welfare. Rather than the 

primary task as resource distributors, as with the standard approach, tribal leaders should 

attempt to decentralize all decision-making ability to appropriate institutions. 

Additionally, when tribal leaders serve as nation builders, long-term strategic planning is 

pursued for the betterment of the entire community (Cornell & Kalt, 2007, p. 27). This is 

especially the case in attempting to spark and retain interest in community activity among 

such things as cultural revitalization and natural resource management (Flint & Luloff, 

2007). 

 The Pokagon Potawatomi are pursuing the native-invented nation-building 

approach. As is common, economic initiatives are fully explored at the beginning of 
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nation building, but leadership has not ignored the cultural aspects of the community. In 

2010, the tribal leadership of the Pokagon Band of Potawatomi Indians created the 

Department of Language and Culture and charged it with revitalizing some traditional 

aspects of the Potawatomi culture. While the Band now operates two gaming institutions 

in Michigan, the recent years have brought an increase in cultural programming.  

  

Summary 
 
 This chapter covered three areas of literature: Native/United States relations, 

assimilation and colonization, and nation building. Understanding the history behind 

Native/United States relations assist in understanding why the Pokagon Band is in the 

position they are in today. Furthermore, this history is complemented by the discussion of 

assimilation, acculturation and colonization, which explain what these processes are and 

accounts for the vast area of differences between tribal members. Finally, nation building 

presents a new look at tribal revitalization by putting the development process within a 

Native worldview. 
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Chapter 3 (Nswe): 
 

Methodology 
 

 

 

Introduction 

This research uses three types of the qualitative paradigm: semi-structured 

interviews, phenomenological interviews, and field observations. Semi-structured 

interviews were conducted to better understand factors that facilitate or impede a tribal 

member’s interest in the traditional aspects of culture. Phenomenological interviews were 

conducted to better understand the experiences of enrolled citizens who have participated 

in cultural events. Finally, a field text helped keep track of personal perceptions, as well 

as provided context for the research. In this chapter, I will discuss qualitative 

methodology, the use of semi-structured interviews in research, the basic tenets and 

philosophy of phenomenology, and the importance of keeping a field text. 

Study Site 

Dowagiac, Michigan (with a population of approximately 6100) is the 

headquarters of the Pokagon Band of Potawatomi Indians. The Pokagon service area 
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spans ten counties in southwestern Michigan and northwestern Indiana. The land base of 

the Pokagon is largely fragmented and mostly located in Michigan. Most of the tribally 

owned land is used exclusively to further tribal interests, with emphasis placed upon 

sustainable land stewardship and environmentally friendly building construction for 

economic development.  

Qualitative Methodology 

Although there are many different ideas about what constitutes qualitative 

research, there is significant agreement on its characteristics and the nature of its analysis. 

For this research, I prefer the explanation given by Denzin and Lincoln (2011) and the 

definition provided by Creswell (2007). 

• Qualitative research [is] … is an interpretive, naturalistic approach 

to the world … attempting to make sense of or interpret 

phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them …the 

word qualitative implies an emphasis on the qualities of entities 

and on processes and meanings that are not experimentally 

examined or measured in terms of quantity, amount, intensity, or 

frequency (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011). 

• Qualitative research is an inquiry process of understanding based 

on distinct methodological traditions of inquiry that explore a 

social or human problem. The researcher builds a complete, 

holistic picture, analyzes words, reports detailed views of 

informants, and conducts the study in a natural setting (Creswell, 

2007). 
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Qualitative methodologies are best suited to questions that are exploratory, 

investigating how or what, not why. The concept of exploratory implies that little 

information exists on the topic, and/or that available theory may be incorrect, incomplete, 

or inapplicable to a particular population, and/or that the research project needs further 

and/or deeper description. The variables or categories to examine about the problem may 

be unknown or unclear, and the context of the phenomenon is an explicit focus of the 

study (Creswell, 2004; 2007; 2008). 

 In describing the general assumptions of qualitative research it is often helpful to 

contrast them to those of quantitative research, especially for individuals more familiar 

with the quantitative paradigm (Creswell, 2004; 2008). A basic summary of the 

quantitative approach is that it is an inquiry into a social or human problem, based on 

testing a theory composed of variables, measured with numbers, and analyzed with 

statistical procedures, in order to determine whether the predictive generalizations of the 

theory hold true (Creswell, 2004). 

Semi-Structured Interviews 

An interview can be defined as a method of data collection where one person asks 

questions of another (Polit & Beck, 2006). Interviews are one of the most commonly used 

methods of data collection (DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006). A variety of research 

differentiates between structured, semi-structured, and unstructured interviews (DiCicco-

Bloom & Crabtree, 2006; Fontana & Frey, 2011; Polit & Beck, 2006). Structured 

interviews use a questionnaire format with closed questions, which can be beneficial 

depending on the type of data and research that is being conducted. Typically, structured 
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interviews are used to generate more quantitative data, rather than qualitative, the main 

focus of this dissertation. 

Semi-structured interviews are less formalized and more flexible than structured 

interviews (Whiting, 2008). These in-depth interviews should be personal and intimate, 

with “open, direct, and verbal questions are used to elicit detailed narratives and stories” 

(DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006, p. 76). Although some literature suggests that the 

interviewer maintain control over the interview thereby minimalizing interference 

(Sorrell & Redmond, 1995; Melia, 2000), others state that attempts to control the 

interview process does not respect the role of the participants (Oakley, 1981). 

Furthermore, key features of semi-structured interviews include advanced scheduling at a 

designated time, organization around a set of predetermined questions, and the 

emergence of additional questions from dialogue (DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006). 

The purpose of semi-structured interviews in this study was to collect contextual 

information from a wide range of people, including community leaders, tribal citizens, 

and members of the tribal council.  These interviews aided me in understanding the 

cultural, economic, and environmental context of contemporary Pokagon Potawatomi 

community and is the main methodological component identifying factors that influence 

or hinder Pokagon citizens’ interest in traditional culture. Additionally, understanding 

these factors helped me to make sense of the detailed, individual lives of the tribal 

citizens who will be the focus of the phenomenological interviews. 

Study Participants 

 Participant recruitment took place through two approaches: (a) during my 

attendance and involvement in several cultural activities during the time of my 
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involvement with the Pokagon Band and (b) through advertisements posted in the 

Pokagon Band’s monthly newsletter. An introductory letter was sent to potential 

participants, followed by a telephone call to answer questions about the study they may 

have and to assess if they were willing to participate. Once individuals agreed to 

participate, appointments were set for interviews to be conducted. Interviews were 

conducted at places and times most convenient for the participants. 

Data Collection 

 Semi-structured interviews were recorded, only upon full disclosure and consent 

of the participant (instrument attached – Appendix A). Study participants were informed 

of the audio recording, of the voluntary nature of the interview, and were provided with a 

consent form prior to beginning the interview. Approved guidelines from the Ball State 

University Institutional Review Board were followed (approval attached – Appendix B). 

In all, 71 semi-structured interviews were recorded. 

Data Analysis 

 Common themes from the interviews were analyzed to develop a better 

understanding of factors that facilitate or impede a tribal citizen’s interest in traditional 

culture. These themes were instrumental to me so as to make more sense of the lived 

experiences discussed during the phenomenological interviews and will provide me with 

the necessary information to better understand the contemporary issues in the Pokagon 

Band’s tribal revitalization. 

Phenomenology 

Phenomenology can be understood in many ways depending upon the schools of 

thought that are examined and which version of phenomenology to which the researcher 
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subscribes. The ideology of Husserl, Kant, Kierkegaard, and Merleau-Ponty recognize 

that phenomenology has components of both philosophy and social science (Ihde, 1986; 

Valle, King, & Halling, 1989; Creswell, 2007; Pollio, Henley, & Thompson, 1997; 

Thomas & Pollio, 2002). Thomas and Pollio (2002) define existential phenomenology as 

the unification of existential philosophy with phenomenological method to produce richly 

nuanced descriptions of human life. Fortunately, it is not necessary for every 

phenomenologist to fully comprehend all the components of this discipline, but it is 

necessary to have at least a basic understanding of phenomenology’s philosophical and 

methodological components. This section will contain a brief overview of the 

phenomenological method and a summarization of the philosophical components of 

phenomenology. 

 Phenomenology is the study of experience. From a philosophical standpoint, 

phenomenology is rooted in existentialism, a tradition focused on the nature of existence 

and the freedom and responsibility an individual faces in shaping his or her personal 

existence (Levey & Greenhall, 1983; Thomas and Pollio, 2002). When applied to 

phenomenology, existentialism focuses on lived experience and is designed to address 

existential questions that were developed with the thoughts and writings of Edmund 

Husserl. Others, such as Martin Heidegger and Maurice Merleau-Ponty, added to the 

discipline by expanding the phenomenological method. This methodology involves the 

collection and analysis of nuanced narratives of participants’ experiences, citing patterns 

and relationships of meaning (Polkinghorne, 1989; Valle, King, & Halling, 1989; 

Creswell, 1994; Pollio, Henley, & Thompson, 1997; Thomas & Pollio, 2002). 

Phenomenology is a multi-disciplinary approach, used in such academic fields as 
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psychology, sociology, the health sciences, education, environmental studies, and Native 

American studies. The goals of phenomenology involve the determination of the meaning 

of an experience and then reducing these meanings to a central theme that can be used to 

understand those experiencing the phenomena (Pokinghorne, 1989; Valle, King, & 

Halling, 1989; Creswell, 1994; Pollio, Henley, & Thompson, 1997; Thomas and Pollio, 

2002). 

 As a research method, phenomenology offers many benefits to research in Native 

American communities. First, given its focus on collecting clear and complete 

descriptions of someone else’s experience, it is well-suited for studies in tribal cultural 

revitalization in which a “professional consultant seeks to discover the wishes and needs 

of a client” (Pollio, Henley, & Thompson, 1997, p. 69). Second, it allows for the study of 

experiences that cannot be measured, such as the meaning of land and natural resources 

to citizens of the Pokagon Band, by survey questionnaires. Third, because surveys can 

only measure what is being asked, they can fail to adequately address important aspects 

of a human relationship to the land, especially when that relationship is central to a 

particular experience. Phenomenology also provides a very human approach for sharing 

these experiences. For a population who has been systematically marginalized by other 

approaches, or even discouraged by them, phenomenology is an acceptable alternative. 

Lastly, phenomenology is the only research methodology that sheds light on the meaning 

of experiences to individuals. It is assumed that understanding these experiences would 

be a key factor in understanding important aspects of cultural interest and engagement 

(Thomas & Pollio, 2002). This is why phenomenology was selected as the primary 

methodology over a more common ethnographic approach; it permitted the study of 
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specific experiences and what they may mean over just taking a participant’s response as 

plainly. 

The Philosophy of Phenomenology 

 Phenomenology is a combination of existentialism, experience, and psychology. 

These differing aspects make the evolving discipline contain its own nuances. The 

contributions of each leave a footprint on the phenomenological methods employed here 

consisting of three major, interrelated philosophical tenets. 

 Existentialism is a philosophy that Thomas and Pollio (2002) describe as being 

concerned with who we are and how we come to live an authentic life, and was founded 

by the Danish philosopher Søren Kierkegaard (1813-1855). Kierkegaard was mostly 

concerned with individual existence and how the fundamental themes with which humans 

inevitably struggle could be explained (Valle, King, & Halling, 1989). A major 

contribution to phenomenology involved providing the means whereby the existentialists 

could carry out their inquiries (Valle, King, & Halling, 1989; Thomas & Pollio, 2002). 

For this study, existentialism is important because it will help to develop a better 

understanding of how the human relationship to the land influences other activities, such 

as participation in events on the land. 

 The founder of phenomenology and chief proponent is considered Edmund 

Husserl (1859-1938). Martin Heidegger followed with important amendments to 

Husserl’s work (Valle, King, & Halling, 1989; Thomas & Pollio, 2002). For Husserl, 

phenomenology was “the rigorous and unbiased study of things as they appear so that one 

might come to an essential understanding of human consciousness and experience” 

(Valle, King, & Halling, 1989, p. 23). Merleau-Ponty (1945 and 1962, p. 31) describes 
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phenomenology as “a direct description of our experience as it is, without taking account 

of its psychological origin and the causal explanations which the scientist, the historian or 

the sociologists may be able to provide.” When applied to psychology, phenomenology 

becomes a discipline that “seeks to explicate the essence, structure, or form of both 

human experience and human behavior as revealed through essentially descriptive 

techniques including disciplined reflection” (Valle, King, & Halling, 1989, p. 51). The 

terms “essence,” “structure,” and “form” of human experience equate to the concept of 

themes found throughout the research methodology of phenomenology. 

 To understand and employ phenomenology as a research method, one must be at 

least familiar with three interrelated philosophical principles underlying phenomenology. 

To be sure, there are other important, contextualizing philosophical assumptions of 

philosophy, but these will suffice in our discussion for this research. The first of these, 

attributed to Husserl (Merleau-Ponty 1945 and 1962), is “to the things themselves.” This 

phrase describes the phenomenological rejection of theoretical analysis and cognitive 

explanations of experience in favor of first person descriptions of lived experience. In 

other words, as Pollio, Henley, and Thompson (1997, p. 34) state, “for existential 

phenomenology, the world is to be lived not explained.” This notion emphasizes the view 

that the most authentic representations of the world are those with the least distance 

between the world itself and the representation of the world given by a researcher or 

author to his or her audience. For phenomenologists, the way to minimize this distance is 

to present the world as candidly as it is perceived and described by another with as little 

interpretative interference by the phenomenologist as it is possible.  



45 
 

A second principle is that of co-constitutionality (Heidegger, 1962 in Valle, King, 

& Halling, 1989). This concept implies the complete and total interdependence of the 

human individual and the world. In the phenomenological view, all being, all existence, 

is always being-in-the-world; or, as Valle, King, and Halling (1989, p. 60), put it, “people 

and the world are always in dialogue with each other.” Furthermore, they are said to “co-

constitute” each other (Valle, King, Halling, 1989). In other words, each is meaningless 

without the other. People do exist in the world; so to speak of them as separate from all 

that they bear upon it and it bears upon them are not to speak of them fully. The same is 

true for the world. This principle bodes very well while working with Native American 

communities because this is a vital aspect of an indigenous worldview. A world without 

people is meaningless because it is people who wrest meaning from the world. If one 

thinks about the standard dictates of traditional western naturalistic science, then one can 

see the difference between these views of “being.” In this case, there is no separation 

between mind and body, or person and world; they are interdependent for their existence 

upon each other. As Polkinghorne (1989, p. 19) states, “’experience’ … occurs at the 

meeting of person and world.” 

 The third concept is intentionality. Closely related to the concept of being-in-the-

world, this assumption holds that consciousness exists not only in the world, but also in 

direct relationship with it. This is a strong argument against positivistic western science 

largely based on the phrase, “I think, therefore, I am.” Descartes’s concept of existence 

separates experience from the person. For phenomenologists, “…there is no inner man, 

man is in the world, and only in the world does he know himself” (Merleau-Ponty, 

1945/1962; Pollio, Henley, & Thompson, 1997). Furthermore, phenomenologists address 
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the “directional nature of human experience, including perception” (Thomas & Pollio, 

2002). The directional nature of human experience refers to the fact that the person is 

always conscious of something. Consciousness is always directed towards the world, and, 

conversely, there is always someone for whom an object, an aspect of the world, is 

present (Idhe, 1986; Thomas & Pollio, 2002). In practice, this means that what a person is 

aware of reveals what is important to that person (Thomas & Pollio, 2002). From a 

behavioral stance, “what we do reveals both who we are and what is important to us. This 

is the case even if we … are not able to describe the meaning of our actions” (Thomas & 

Pollio, 2002, p. 32). 

 All three of these concepts, to the things themselves, being-in-the-world, and the 

postulate of intentionality are interrelated. Although this sounds confusing, it is essential 

to keep in mind the multidisciplinary nature of the method, which will assist in 

developing a better understanding. The terms, “experience” and “consciousness,” are 

used somewhat interchangeably because they both refer to the same thing, that is, a 

certain awareness or “lived experience” with the world. For example, Pollio, Henley, and 

Thompson (1997, p. 70, 75) note that phenomenology “does not view experience as a 

consequence of some internal set of events as mind or brain but as a relationship between 

people and their world…” Later, they provide an excellent statement relating all three of 

these ideas. “Intentionality…is a basic structure of human existence that captures the face 

that human beings are fundamentally related to the contexts in which they live or, more 

philosophically, that all being is to be understood as “being-in-the-world.” 
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Phenomenological Research Methods 

As with any method, there is some variation in procedure. While touching briefly 

on some of the more relevant variations, I provide an overview of phenomenological 

research methods most closely patterned after those detailed in Pollio, Henley, and 

Thompson (1997), Thomas and Pollio (2002), and Dreyfus and Wrathall (2009). 

The purpose of phenomenological research is to describe the essence of an 

experience. The focus is on the nature of the experience itself, not on the characteristics 

of the group who have had the experience. Because no inferences and statistical 

generalizations are made, strictly random samples from the population to which the study 

refers are not necessary (Polkinghorne, 1989). Therefore, participant selection in a 

phenomenological study is purposeful. Participants must have experienced the 

phenomenon of interest and then be willing to talk about their experience (Polkinghorne, 

1989; Thomas and Pollio, 2002). Furthermore, participants must be selected so as to 

generate an array of specific experiences relative to the topic being explored. For 

example, in a study on the experiences of hiking, individuals with various demographics 

might be sought as participants: old and young, male and female, race and ethnicities, 

urban and rural-dwellers. Errors in participant selection occur when participants represent 

only a narrow range of possible descriptions (Polkinghorne, 1989). Methodologically 

appropriate participants are considered six to twelve individuals, but the reported range is 

three to 25 individuals (Polkinghorne, 2989; Morse, 1994 and Ray, 1994 in Thomas and 

Pollio, 2002). 

Data Collection 

 Data collection took place in the form of an interview, with conversation as the 
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method of collection. If the participant permitted the audio recording, then the raw data is 

the recording of the interview and a transcription of that recording. If the participant did 

not permit a recording, then hand written notes served as the raw data. The interview 

questions have a descriptive and facilitative purpose rather than one of assessing in pre-

existing opinion, attitude, or level of knowledge (Pollio, Henley, & Thompson, 1997). 

The interview is unstructured and conversational with an initial question to prompt 

description of the experience, such as the question for this study: can you think of some 

specific instances when you enjoyed attending various cultural activities? Further 

questions follow upon the comments of the participant (Polkinghorne, 1989). 

Data Analysis 

 Upon permission of each participant, interviews were audio recorded and 

transcribed verbatim. In all, 10 phenomenological interviews were recorded. 

Characteristics that could identify the participant (names, geographic places, names of 

work places, etc.) are removed. Throughout this process, the parts of the text were related 

back to the whole and vice versa. As analysis of each transcript ends, recurring themes or 

patterns that are figural to the participant’s experience are identified (Thomas and Pollio, 

2002). From this, commonalities are identified across the transcripts resulting in themes 

that are representative of the experience for the study as a whole.  

Data Validity 

 Although phenomenologists do not run statistical tests to verify their work, there 

are a number of standards for maintaining research quality and for verifying results. As 

with other studies, phenomenological ones employ a systematic method of data 

collection, practice interpretive analysis, and produce results open to peer-review, general 
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comment, and criticism (Thomas and Pollio, 2002). One way phenomenologists attempt 

to avoid coming up with skewed results is to continually remain true to the phenomenon 

“as it is given” (Thomas and Pollio, 2002). This means letting our participants tell us 

what the results are by letting them have their own voices and letting their experiences 

speak to us as they are without projecting our experiences, our expectations, or our 

desires onto their stories. In a sense, this is what “objectivity” becomes in a 

phenomenological study (Thomas and Pollio, 2002). 

 Another way phenomenologists try to avoid bias is through bracketing. 

Bracketing involves an attempt “to suspend or put in abeyance one’s preconceptions” and 

one’s biases (Valle, King, and Halling, 1989). Because complete bracketing is not 

possible, Pollio, Henley, and Thompson (1997) describe it as more of an attempt to 

identify and correct interpretations of the data, which may be disproportionately 

influenced by incompatible suggestions coming from the researcher. For them, the 

purpose of bracketing becomes an attempt to maintain consistency between 

interpretations of a participant’s experience as it exists and was relayed by them to the 

researcher rather than an attempt to completely remove pre-conceived notions, beliefs, 

and worldview positions from interpretations. 

 There are various means by which the researcher can approach bracketing 

(Polkinghorne, 1989; Valle, King, and Halling, 1989; Creswell, 1994; Pollio, Henley, and 

Thompson, 1997; Riemen, 1998; Thomas and Pollio, 2002). The most common of these 

takes the form of a bracketing interview. A bracketing interview is a fairly formal 

bracketing process in which the researcher becomes interviewed regarding the research 

topic. This allows the researcher to become a participant and to reflect on and elaborate 
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their present understanding of the topic (Pollio, Henley, and Thompson, 1997). The 

purpose is not for the researcher to become objective, but to increase awareness as to 

assumptions and preconceptions regarding the nature and meaning of the phenomenon 

investigated. Such increased awareness aids the researcher in all further aspects of the 

research process including their interactive role with participants. 

 Another method is the purposeful reflection of the researcher in terms of personal 

interests in the research, assumptions about the findings, and experiences relative to the 

topic. Phenomenologists suggest that the researcher is better able to bracket their 

assumptions and preconceptions regarding a particular phenomenon by first making such 

assumptions and preconceptions explicit to one’s self (Valle, King, and Halling, 1989). 

Other methods include an emphasis on interpretation in terms of the language used by 

participants and the use of a research group for data analysis (Valle, King, and Halling, 

1989; Pollio, Henley, and Thompson, 1997; Thomas, Pollio, 2002). 

 Analytic rigor largely has to do with the hermeneutic process pattern of going 

over the data continually, relating pieces to each other, parts to whole, whole to parts, 

over and over, until a clear picture regarding the essence of the experience emerges. Not 

all phenomenologists employ a research group to assist with analysis. Research partners 

can provide enlightening insights concerning the meaning of text not evident to the 

researcher, challenge textual interpretations for plausibility and repetitiveness help in 

verifying the meaningfulness or importance of various aspects of the experience to a 

participant, and contribute greatly to the hermeneutic process.  

Study Participants 
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 The participants of interest for the phenomenological interviews are the tribal 

citizenry of the Pokagon Band (a) who are active participants in the tribe’s cultural events 

and those (b) who are resistant to participating in these same events. A potential list of 

participants will be collected through my attendance and involvement with various 

cultural activities and through an advertisement posted in the Pokagon Band’s monthly 

newsletter. An introductory letter will be sent to potential participants, followed by a 

telephone call to answer any questions they might have. During the telephone call, 

appointments will be set for these interviews.  

Participant Profiles 

 The participants in this study varied greatly in their experiences and perceptions 

of cultural engagement within their community. The following profiles outline the tribal 

citizens who participated in these phenomenological interviews. A detailed disclosure of 

the interview participants will be limited. The limitation is warranted primarily because 

the Pokagon Potawatomi community is small, so providing detailed information possibly 

could identify the participants. Precautions were taken to keep the participants’ identifies 

safe and confidential. Pseudonyms are used to maintain confidentiality for each of the 

participants. 

 Jack identifies as a Pokagon Potawatomi, but does not consider himself to be a 

traditional man. He is learning more and more about the traditional aspects of his culture 

and loves attending powwows. Within the last two years, he has become more actively 

involved in tribal activities. His career interests involve working with his tribal 

community and to increase awareness of his ancestor’s traditions. One of his parents 
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works for the Pokagon Band and has an Associate’s degree from a community college. 

The other parents has a high school diploma is works at a local business. 

 Kate was born and raised in southwest Michigan, the Pokagon Potawatomi 

traditional homelands. She attends ceremonies and other cultural activities when she can, 

and with other members of her family. She currently is taking courses at a local 

community college. One of her parents has a high school diploma, while the other does 

not. Neither parent attended an institution of higher education. Neither are employed by 

the Pokagon Band. 

 Sawyer was born and raised in southwest Michigan, but lived in the western 

United States for much of his adult life. He returned to Michigan three years ago because 

he missed “the black, wet earth.” He describes himself as a “modern traditional” type-of-

person. He attends ceremonies and other cultural activities when he can, which is often. 

He is employed by the Pokagon Band, has a high school diploma and has attended 

college but does not have a college degree. His parents and grandparents were “very 

traditional” members of the community. 

 Juliet was born and raised in Michigan.  She does not attend ceremonies, but she 

does attend powwows and basket weaving lessons. She has a large family and is very 

close to her grandparents, parents, and siblings. She is currently living in a small 

community near Dowagiac and is employed full-time with a small business in her current 

town.  

 Ben grew up in southwestern Michigan, but attends college in another state and 

visits family during school breaks. He does not identify as a traditional Native man, but 

he does attend powwows as a social activity. His parents attend ceremonies and cultural 
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activities irregularly, but his siblings attend ceremonies and cultural activities with tribal 

communities where they now live. 

 Libby was born and raised in an urban environment close to the Pokagon 

Potawatomi homelands. She does not describe herself as a traditional woman, but 

recently has been learning more about her culture. She attends powwows and is interested 

in learning more about the traditional aspects of Pokagon Potawatomi culture. She is 

actively involved in non-Native community affairs in her urban neighborhood. Both of 

her parents attended college and earned degrees. She also is a student at a college in her 

current city. 

 Penny was born in southwestern Michigan, but she was raised in an urban 

environment close to her place of birth. She does not describe herself as a traditional 

woman, but she has recently taken an interest in the traditional aspects of her culture. As 

a college student, she was actively involved in campus events featuring Native people. 

Neither parent attended college and one of them never finished high school. She currently 

owns a small business in the city where she currently is living. 

 Claire was born in southwest Michigan, but she lives in a small town in 

northeastern Michigan. She moved to this new region in search of employment. Her 

father is an enrolled member of the Pokagon Band, but her mother is a European 

descendent. She does not describe herself as a traditional woman and only recently has 

been introduced to tribal ceremonies and cultural activities. She is interested in learning 

more about the traditional aspects of her Potawatomi culture. 

 Sun was born in northwestern Indiana and was raised in both a rural and urban 

environment. She currently lives in a large city that she considers to be part of the 
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traditional Potawatomi homelands. She identifies herself as a traditional woman and 

participates in ceremonies and cultural activities regularly. She currently works with 

another tribal community to pursue federal recognition, but hopes to return to her own 

tribal community for employment. She recently became pregnant with her first child and 

intends to immerse the child into traditional Potawatomi culture. Sun is a college 

graduate, but neither of her parents have a college degree. 

 Hugo was born and raised on Pokagon Potawatomi lands in northern Indiana. He 

would not describe himself as a traditional Native man, but he does speak the Potawatomi 

language. He participates in most ceremonies and cultural events of the tribe, especially 

those centered on language learning. He does indicate that he mostly attends powwows as 

a social activity and not for the cultural aspects. He is currently living in southwestern 

Michigan and plans to pursue a college education in order to “contribute meaningfully” 

to his community. 

 Shannon was born and raised in a rural community in the upper peninsula of 

Michigan. She recently moved to southwestern Michigan so she can participate more 

fully in tribal ceremonies and cultural activities. Neither of her parents participate in 

traditional aspects of Pokagon Potawatomi culture, rather, they are “inconsistently” 

engaged in the culture of another Potawatomi community. She describes herself as a 

“modern version of traditional” Native woman and looks forward to learning much more 

about the specific culture and history of her people. 

 Boone was born and raised in Michigan. He does not describe himself as a 

traditional Native man and has little knowledge of the traditional aspects of his culture. 

He has attended powwows regularly for many years, but says he mostly goes for social 
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reasons. He is interested in learning more about his culture and identifies as Pokagon 

Potawatomi, but is not interested in attending other cultural events. 

 John was born in southwestern Michigan, but grew up in an urban environment in 

an eastern state. He visits his family and other loved ones often, who still live in 

“Pokagon Land.” John had a “troubled youth” and graduated from a high school in his 

current city. He does not describe himself as a traditional Native person, but has recently 

taken interest in learning more about the traditional aspects of his culture. Specifically, he 

is interested in learning the Potawatomi language and hopes to pursue further education 

so he can gain skills to teach others the language. 

 Charlie grew up in a small town in north-central Indiana. His mother is an 

enrolled member of the Pokagon Band and his father is an enrolled member of an Ojibwe 

community in the upper Great Lakes region. He would not describe himself as a 

traditional person, but he does assume traditional roles at powwow gatherings. Charlie 

also participates in other cultural activities and is learning more about Potawatomi history 

and culture. He is currently employed by the Pokagon Band and hopes to remain so as he 

completes the various projects for his college degree. 

 Desmond was born and raised in southwestern Michigan. He currently is 

attending college at a nearby university with a prestigious scholarship. He is not actively 

involved with campus events as he spends much of his free time studying or traveling 

home to visit loved ones and participates in ceremonies and other cultural events. 

Desmond describes himself as a traditional Native man and has a special interest in 

assisting with the revitalization of the Potawatomi language. After he earns his college 

degree, he hopes to return home and work for the Pokagon Band. 
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Bracketing Interview 

 My dissertation advisor, Dr. Joshua Gruver, conducted my bracketing interview 

on September 8, 2011. The interview was analyzed during three meetings between Dr. 

Gruver and myself. Because the purpose of this analysis is to make the researcher aware 

of biases, assumptions, expectations, and pre-conceptions, the researcher can then place 

him/herself into the study. The interviewed researcher, alone, interprets the data. The role 

of Dr. Gruver was to observe and listen, noting areas and issues which they may need to 

bracket during the research process. 

 Dr. Gruver began by asking me to describe how I became interested Native 

American research. Following upon what I said, the conversation led to a description of 

the research project, my understanding of contemporary issues of Native Americans, my 

own experiences and values regarding land and nature, my hopes and fears about how the 

project would turn out, my concerns about interviewing a tribe that I am not a member of, 

my assumptions about what non-participant Pokagon Potawatomi members really think, 

and other related topics. 

 The following are aspects of what I was bringing with me into the research 

process and attempted to control for during the research: 

• A strong desire to have participants expresses substantive feelings and opinions 

concerning the homeland, and a discomfort with the potential ambivalence that 

some might express. I needed to be open to ambivalent or weak connections to the 

land on the part of the participants and be aware that I did not push them until 

they told me what I wanted to hear. I found myself reflecting on this during the 

research process especially as it related to conducting interviews. 
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• A discomfort with stereotypes, yet an awareness of the impossibility of removing 

them completely. I expressed a strong desire to not be swayed by stereotypes, to 

disown them, yet a natural tendency to fall victim to my own fears concerning 

them. Despite my hesitancy to follow stereotypes, they inevitably tainted my 

thinking, hopes, fears, and assumptions. Furthermore, the stereotypes were not 

always directed toward the Pokagon Band, as an indigenous community, but 

sometimes toward dominant culture. 

• Strong personal and spiritual values related to land preservation and land 

conservation, as it relates to sustainable development for indigenous peoples. 

• A willingness and desire to approach the work as openly as possible while 

knowing my own prejudices. 

• A belief that changes in the existing relationship between tribal members and the 

land involved decolonization, which can occur through various means: dialogue, 

participatory action and education, and collaboration. 

• An assumption that the attachment to the homeland and values would differ 

between tribal citizens who were interested and disinterested. 

 My bracketing interview revealed that a great deal of analytical thought 

had already taken place in terms of the research, and that my thinking patterns 

tended towards relationships, linearity, and literalism. I was reminded that I 

needed to do the work before I could answer the questions and to be open to all 

the ways the work might proceed. This analytical work also indicated that I had 

done a good amount of bracketing myself already, but of course, the bracketing 

interview process revealed many things I was less aware or unaware of. At times 



58 
 

during the research process, I did see bracketing issues coming into play. I did my 

best to continue to recognize and bracket my own assumptions, and work my way 

through the process maintaining the integrity of the participant’s experiences. 

Field Text 

To have an accurate understanding of the cultural and social context for the 

interpretations of the data, I maintained a field journal in which I kept detailed notes 

regarding my own thoughts and ideas as the research process unfolded and also 

observations during my many interactions with Pokagon citizens over the past two years.  

It is crucial to understand contemporary culture that is under investigation; therefore, I 

attended 20 cultural events from May through September (including important 

Powwows, youth camps, basket-weaving courses, and language courses). As a member 

of another tribal community, I will be in a unique position to place myself within the 

group, to delve into the lived experiences of participants on a deeper level.   

To assist in this type of data collection, I will keep a journal detailing my 

experiences. As these entries are a “powerful way for individuals to give accounts of their 

experience,” it will provide a personal perspective into the contemporary Pokagon 

Potawatomi life (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). I will record details related to my 

observations in a field notebook and keep a separate field diary to chronicle my own 

feelings, experiences, and perceptions through the research process. As a corollary, 

journal writing while in the field can offer the inquirer an opportunity to reflect on the 

research process as it is happening. 
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Chapter 4 (Neow): 

Findings 

 

 

 

 This chapter outlines the specific findings and supporting data that surfaced 

during this study of tribal revitalization. First, I begin with the results from the semi-

structured interviews. I will provide demographic information of the participant pool for 

these interviews. Second, I share the results of the phenomenological interviews. The 

stories of the participants begin with demographic information and personal profiles, 

followed by the results of their experiences at the tribe’s cultural events. Finally, I present 

the observations of the field text. 

Semi-Structured Interviews 

 Purposeful sampling was used for the semi-structured interviews. Any individual 

who identified as a tribal citizen of the Pokagon Band of Potawatomi Indians were 

invited to participate in this section of the study. I initially expected about 50 tribal 
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citizens to participate in the semi-structured interviews, but I ended data collection with 

93 participants. Each interview lasted between 30 and 90 minutes. 

 All participants were enrolled members of the Pokagon Band of Potawatomi 

Indians, making them full-fledged citizens of the nation. There were 53 females and 40 

males. There were eight participants between the ages of 18 and 21; 15 between ages 22-

30; 29 between ages 31-40; 22 between ages 41-50; 10 between ages 51-60; 6 between 

ages 61-70; and 3 between 71-80. Sixteen participants were in college: ten were students 

in a community college, four in a state university, and two were nontraditional students 

taking correspondence courses from a state university. Twelve participants possessed an 

Associate’s degree; eight possessed a Bachelor’s degree; 12 possess a Master’s degree. 

All participants possessed either a high school diploma or its equivalent (such as a GED).  

Twenty-two participants were employed part-time, 51 were employed full-time, 10 were 

retired, and 10 were unemployed.  
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Table 1. Semi-structured Interview Demographics. 
 
Variable Percent 
Gender     
     Male 
     Female 

43 
57 

Age  
     18-21 9 
     22-30 16 
     31-40 31 
     41-50 24 
     51-60 11 
     61-70 6 
     71-80 3 
Education  
     High school or GED 48 
     Community college 11 
     State university 6 
     Associate’s degree 13 
     Bachelor’s degree 9 
     Master’s degree 13 
Employment  
     Unemployed 11 
     Part-time 24 
     Full-time 55 
     Retired 11 
Note: Total N = 93 
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Emerging Themes 

 The purpose of the semi-structured interviews served to answer the first question 

of this research, what are factors that facilitate or impede a tribal citizen’s interest in the 

traditional aspects of his/her culture? To answer the research question, I have identified 

four themes/factors that facilitate interest in traditional culture and two themes/factors 

that impede interest. The four factors that facilitate interest include family, finances 

(subthemes: financial hardship and employment), personal interest (subtheme: identity), 

and modernization. The two factors that impede interest are religious faith and 

modernization (subtheme: distrust of federal government). 

Facilitating Factors 

 Through the interviews with the participants, four themes/factors emerged that 

appear to facilitate a tribal citizen’s interest in the traditional aspects of Potawatomi 

culture. These themes are family, finances, personal interest, and modernization. I will 

further discuss these themes/factors in this section and include supporting interview text. 

 

Family. The interview data suggests that the major facilitating factor involves the 

influence of family. The participants overwhelmingly indicated that family relationships 

ignite interest in traditional aspects of Potawatomi culture. As one participant stated, 

I wouldn’t even be here today if my brother didn’t keep on me about it. He is so 

into our Pokagon culture that it just sort of started to rub off on me and even 

some of our cousins. I really enjoy it now, but I can’t honestly say I would be here 

today if he did not constantly encourage me to check it out. 

Another participant furthers this same theme, 
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My aunt is very traditional and she always encouraged me to explore who I was 

at a deeper level. She never pressured me into anything, but just hearing how she 

felt about her life and her purpose made me seriously want to check it out. 

Finally, another respondent proclaimed, 

I love this! I have my family around and these festivals continue to bring my 

family together. Even in such stressful times, I find strength in my family and my 

culture. I could not ask for more! 

The family unit has a very positive impact on individual tribal citizens. Furthermore, in 

keeping with the Native concept of autonomy, the participants did not indicate any 

negative pressure to develop a better sense of the traditional aspects of culture. The 

influence of family already interested and engaged in learning is the chief facilitator. 

 

Finances. The second facilitator is an individual citizen’s finances. Specifically, the 

participants indicated that their own financial situation promoted an interest and 

engagement in the traditional aspects of their culture. One participant indicated, 

What made me seriously consider my own culture, my own identity, was when I 

lost my job. I have a car payment, a house payment, a family to feed, bills that 

need paid, and when I lost my job, my entire world just collapsed! I was so 

scared. I saw a flyer for this ceremony and thought I might attend because I 

thought it might give me comfort. I was right, it did. I haven’t looked back since. 

Even with financial problems and this job and that job, I have comfort with these 

ceremonies. 



64 
 

Despite loss, this participant was able to find comfort in the traditional aspects of his 

culture. Similarly, other participants indicated that this sense of comfort was welcomed 

given the economic situation in Michigan today. One participant said, 

There are so many uncertain things happening anymore. For many years, Detroit 

has been failing and it really harms the rest of the state. Even being so close to 

Chicago it and that influence can sometimes make things feel worse here. Nobody 

wants to start business here. It’s just depressing. Fortunately, we have our culture 

and its people to find comfort in.  

 A subtheme of this factor is is related to the first. Some participants indicated that 

their initial interest in their culture had to do with the loss of employment, but was not 

sought out as comfort. Instead, the interest and involvement were a result of having 

“nothing to do” and “a lot of free time.”  One participant put it this way, 

I was only a part-time employee, but my company had to ‘trim the fat’ and me and 

a few other part-timers were let go. I’m retired but I took a part-time job to keep 

me busy. After I was let go, I decided that I would help out and go to events. Now 

that I have been doing that for a year, I would rather serve out the rest of my 

earthly days helping fellow citizens to learn more about themselves, their identity, 

and promote togetherness. 

Another participant had this to say, 

Ok, so, it sounds so bad the way I’m about to say it, but I don’t really mean to 

sound this way. I only started coming to basket weaving because I was bored. I 

didn’t really care about learning about “culture.” It was more like a convenience 

because I was laid off from work and I had nothing else to do. Now I’m getting an 
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education and making some part-time money. I’m happy, happier than I would 

have been without learning about myself. Who would have thought? 

Although the participants indicate negative financial situations as a reason to pursue 

knowledge in traditional culture, it turns out to be an encouraging source of comfort, as 

well as, a way to spend extra time. 

 

Personal Interest. A third facilitator is pure personal interest in the traditional aspects of 

culture. The interview participants indicated that a driving force behind their desire to 

learn about their culture was based on their individual interests. For some participants, 

this interest served as the initiator to becoming more involved in other ceremonies and 

cultural activities, while for others it served to interest them in learning more about 

traditions long-forgotten. This participant said it this way, 

I just felt interested in what was going on. I know it is inside of me and I am on 

this land for a reason. I don’t know, it’s just pure interest in culture that really 

motivated me to take a more serious look at how things are going and what is 

being done. 

Another participate said, 

I remember being a student in school. I was 14 and I was in the eighth grade. We 

had an assignment in my social studies class about our ancestry. We had to 

design a family tree. When we were presenting our trees to the class, so many 

students had stories to tell about their families and where they came from. I was 

so excited to talk about my ancestry because I have always had this interest within 
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me to talk about who I am and where I came from. I have had this feeling since I 

was seven years old, so that’s been a very long time! 

This participant felt a keen interest throughout her life, this innate feeling of interest in 

her culture. In fact, many participants reflected this interest through their identity, which 

is a subtheme. 

 The subtheme nestled in the interest factor is the tribal citizen’s Pokagon identity. 

While “pure interest” and “interest for the sake of itself” were mentioned more 

commonly, some participants mentioned their Pokagon identity as part of their initial 

interest. One of the participants said, 

I see it this way; I am only interested because it’s part of who I am, my identity as 

a Pokagon woman. I have been around much of for my entire life, I have seen it 

with my mother and grandmothers and it is an important component of who I am 

and why I even have any interest. 

To further this notion, another participant stated, 

What makes me do this? That is something I have asked myself on more than one 

occasion. My interest in the culture but that is reflected in my identity. Why else 

would I truly be interested if it weren’t in me? That’s really what this is here: 

interest equals identity. Everyone should be interested because all of these people, 

or most of them, are Pokagon, period. 

From these texts, it appears that identity is related to the interest expressed in the 

traditional aspects of Potawatomi culture. 
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Modernization. A fourth facilitator that emerged during interviews with participants 

concerns the adaptability of the tradition with “modern conveniences.” Many of the 

participants expressed approval of how the tribe puts traditional elements of culture 

together with modern aspects of daily life. For instance, the Memorial Day and the Labor 

Day Powwows honor tribal veterans, in addition to observing traditions such as 

huckleberry picking. One participant put it this way, 

I feel like the tribe has made our culture appropriate to modern times. It is hard 

to understand that it does not matter, really, that our cultures have many 

traditional parts, but making the powwows serve more than one purpose has 

really helped. I really feel like that contributes to some people being here today. 

Another participant indicated that, 

I have noticed a big increase in attendance. I think it is because the tribe is 

putting together these events that also seem to modernize traditions. I like that. 

That has allowed me to become involved with my traditional culture and my 

religious faith. I don’t think I’m violating anything now. 

The interview participants counted the tribe’s ability to sync modern influences with 

traditional aspects to be strength.  

Furthermore, this strength also brings comfort to the participants because they feel 

that, despite modernization, their culture is resilient. This one participant says, 

There is a lot of comfort in being able to bring together my modern life with my 

traditional life. I still consider myself to be a traditional woman and I think there 

are many ways to explain tradition, but I still have my job at the clinic. I use a 

computer. I use modern medicines. I take temperatures with a thermometer. I use 
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this needle to take a sample of blood. I make people feel better. This is my job. But 

when I go home, I can be the traditional person I want to be and I feel no 

disconnection between it. That says something about my culture. It can last. 

 

Impeding Factors 

 This phase of the study also identified factors that seem to impede interest in the 

traditional aspects of Potawatomi culture. The two factors that appear to impede interest 

in traditional culture include religious faith and modernization. I will further discuss these 

themes/factors in this section and include supporting interview text. 

 

Religious Faith. For those participants who were not interested in the traditional aspects 

of culture, or those who are hesitant to explore these aspects, the most influential reason 

cited was religious faith. One participant said, 

The Indian ‘culture’ offends me and my faith. We don’t need those same traditions 

anymore because we have something else that helped us more and makes more 

sense.  

When questioned further about how religious faith has helped more, the participant 

stated, 

The ‘traditional culture’ of Potawatomi didn’t help us out of the problems we 

encountered with American settlers. We had to convert to even get to where we 

are. I think going back in time and practicing this stuff is a slap in the face of 

Catholicism. 
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Of the 93 participants, 21 were disinterested in learning the traditional aspects of their 

culture. Of these 21, 20 indicated the same sentiments as the participant quoted above. 

 

Modernization. One of the same factors that facilitate interest also impedes it for some 

tribal members. Perhaps considered more of a subtheme of religious faith, modernization 

was mentioned as a separate reason for disinterest. One of the participants indicated, 

Learning about past events really only serves one purpose, how NOT to be in the 

future. You know what? I had grandparents forced from their parents and made to 

attend a boarding school that was meant to make them stop their ‘traditions.’ 

Why would we want that again? You know never what will happen, so why not 

play it safe and keep yourself to yourself? 

This participant highlights an emerging subtheme, which is a distrust of the federal 

government in the contemporary era. Another participant highlights, 

We are offered a chance to develop together as an economic government, not a 

separate culture. That isn’t part of the deal, not really, and what happens when 

the federal government needs these lands? We aren’t really protected, not really. 

This modern world has given us a different way of life and it really matters that 

more of the tribal citizenry are aware of this.  

This particular participant indicated that the tribal government is actually an economic 

unit, seeing the role of the contemporary tribal government in a different light. 

 Other participants indicated that modernization has resulted in an increase in 

tribal dysfunction that embitters their perceptions of the future of their community. One 

participant said, 
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This Western or modern life is terrible. Our people were forced to take a new 

governing system that actually encourages disagreement. There is so much 

politics in tribal affairs; it makes me sick. I really don’t see this as good. I think 

this will be the end of us. I refuse to become accustomed to something that is 

going away. I will teach my own children and grandchildren the things they need 

to know. 

Phenomenological Interviews 

 The phenomenological statement posed to the participants was, “tell me about a 

few specific experiences of when you were participating in a cultural event or activity.” 

While analyzing the transcriptions from these interviews, three themes emerged that most 

influenced these participants’ experiences. These included the homelands, relationships, 

and understanding tradition.  This chapter describes tribal citizens’ perceptions and 

experiences while participating in the tribe’s cultural events, such as powwows, language 

workshops, beading, and basket weaving. 

Demographic Information 

 For the phenomenological interviews, a purposeful sampling was used. 

Participants who self-identified as tribal citizens of the Pokagon Band of Potawatomi 

Indians and who were regular participators in cultural events, were invited to participate 

in this study. I initially expected there to be 10 tribal citizens to participate in the 

phenomenological interviews, but I ended data collection with 15 participants. These 

interviews lasted between 30 and 121 minutes. 

 All participants were enrolled members of the Pokagon Band of Potawatomi 

Indians, making them full-fledged citizens of the nation. There were eight females and 
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seven males. One participant was age 18, three were age 19, one was age 25, one was age 

26, one was age 29, two were age 34, one was age 39, one was age 43, two were age 51, 

one was age 62, and one was age 78. Five participants were in college: two were students 

in a community college, two in a state university, and one was a nontraditional student 

taking correspondence courses at a state university. Excluding these five participants, two 

possesses an Associate’s degree, one possesses a Bachelor’s degree, and one possesses a 

Master’s degree. All participants possessed either a high school diploma or its equivalent 

(such as a GED). Four participants were employed part-time, five were employed full-

time, two were retired, and four were unemployed. 
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Table 2. Phenomenological Interview Demographics. 
 
Variable Percent 
Gender     
     Male 
     Female 

47 
57 

Age  
     18 7 
     19 20 
     25 7 
     26 7 
     29 7 
     34 13 
     39 7 
     43 7 
     51 13 
     62 7 
     78 7 
Education  
     High school or GED 40 
     Community college 13 
     State university 20 
     Associate’s degree 13 
     Bachelor’s degree 7 
     Master’s degree 7 
Employment  
     Unemployed 27 
     Part-time 27 
     Full-time 33 
     Retired 13 
Note: Total N = 15 
 

 

Emerging Themes 

 A thorough analysis of the interview data identified four emerging themes. These 

themes came forward from the transcriptions by way of a recurring clustering of 

meaningful statements (Creswell, 2007). The three themes, homelands, relationships, and 

understanding tradition will be extensively discussed in this section. Tables containing 
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significant statements from interview participants will also be provided for each theme. 

The findings presented in the tables will be listed from the most frequent responses to 

least frequent responses. 

 

Homelands. When asked about their experiences engaging in the traditional aspects of 

their culture through tribal events, participants described their homeland as being an 

important influence. The homelands are the primary indicator that sustains interest and 

involvement in traditional aspects of Pokagon Potawatomi culture.  This is related to the 

fact that their community managed to escape removal and relocation to the northern 

Great Lakes and/or to the Great Plains and remain in southwestern Michigan and 

northwestern Indiana. Related to this, a relationship with local natural resources emerged 

as a subtheme. 

 Avoiding removal and still managing to remain within the confines of their 

original homelands is a major point of discussion among the tribal citizenry. With this in 

mind, tribal leadership in the Department of Language and Culture, as well as in the 

Department of Natural Resources, have been able to use this as a strength to promote 

cultural and environmental awareness. Many of the cultural activities are scheduled out 

of doors, permitting participants of these various events to develop a connection between 

the natural environment and the cultural activities. Furthermore, it is understood that 

traditional culture is intricately tied to the land, making this connection to the land an 

important sustaining element in contemporary Potawatomi life. 

 When interviewed, every participant expressed the importance of living in the 

homelands and the connection to the area’s natural resources. Several of the participants 
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identified the local land as a strong contributor to their persistence and desire to learn 

more about the traditional aspects of their culture. As Kate stated, 

When I first started to attend the powwows, I felt a good feeling about where I 

was. I was aware of local parts of the land that felt so right and it felt right what 

we were doing on the land like it was supposed to happen. Like it was meant of us 

to be there and celebrate and have ceremony. 

Additionally, the participants explained how they benefit from being engaged with the 

land through powwows and other cultural events. As one elderly man stated, 

When I moved out west, I noticed how much I missed water. There was this time 

when I was frustrated with a personal issue and I went for a drive in my truck. As 

I was driving, I didn’t find any relief in any of the land that I saw and I didn’t 

understand it right then but I eventually came to know I missed the waters. There 

isn’t much water out west. When I realized what I was truly missing, I moved back 

to Michigan and have been much happier than I ever have been. Now today with 

our ceremonies and other culture meetings, I find relief in knowing I am where I 

belong and the water feeds my spirit. 

 Understanding these connections influences the participants’ sense of identity 

because the “land” and the “natural resources of the land” are major components of their 

“core being.” Furthermore, the participants commented on this importance by indicating 

a desire to see more events and activities “in nature” and to provide additional “cultural 

education” by promoting the learning of “traditions of our Potawatomi culture.” The 

participants also expressed further areas of interest that would continue to encourage 

others to participate in ceremonies and cultural events. Kate said, 
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I really feel connected to this land and so it is important for me to continue to 

support my culture, which is also this land. I think more people need to know how 

and why we are still here in our lands. Our histories are just as important as our 

cultures and I would like to see more about the why and how and not just the 

because. 

Additionally, Sawyer stated, 

Our blood is in this land. This dirt runs with my blood through my veins and 

makes me the kind of person I am today. The same is for my ancestors and for my 

mothers, fathers, sisters, brothers, grandmothers, grandfathers, and all my 

relations. I can’t ignore how close I am to this land and I am so happy that I have 

the chance to interact with everything that we see here today - from the shining 

sun to the green leaves and the running river. This is what culture really means 

and this has never changed, ever. 

 Within the homelands theme, there was one subtheme that was particularly 

prevalent. The participants indicated that the homelands were more than just human 

activity “on top of the land.” There is a connection to the natural resources that live off 

the land too, such as the “waters,” the “green plants,” and the “non-human.” The 

supporting data for the homelands theme and subthemes are included in tables one and 

two with citing significant statements.  
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Table 3 –  Significant Statements: Homelands 

 

1. I am part of the land. 

2. Living here is where I am meant to live. 

3. There is no difference between land and culture. 

4. Living on this land is what motivates me to learn more about my culture. 

5. My interactions with the land provide for me in a spiritual way. 

6. I do not know that we would be where we are as a community if we had left 
Michigan.  
 

7. I do not know that I would enjoy ceremonies and cultural events if we were 
relocated to other lands.  
 

8. I would not be the person I am today if I did not live on these lands  

9. My ancestors did not leave this land because we were never supposed to leave. 

10.  I would rather die than leave our lands. 

11. I like to learn about the traditional aspects of my culture when I am outside. 

12. It feels right to practice our culture on these lands. 

13. Ceremonies and events outside on the land keep me interested in my culture. 

14. I am part of this ecosystem. 

15. I would feel lost without our lands because we are made from it. 
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Homelands: Relationship to Natural Resources. Almost all participants acknowledged 

the importance of the homelands to their core being and their identities. The 

understanding that they share a unique connection with the area and the natural resources 

in that area also is prevalent. The rivers and the lakes, and the flora and the fauna are 

intimately tied to the land the same as tribal citizens. A few of the participants who 

moved away from the area expressed how alone and incomplete they felt while living 

abroad, in an environment foreign to them. Juliet shared, 

Everything was different. Nothing was the same. I lived in Arizona for seven years 

and when I realized what I felt was homesick I came running back! I missed 

everything here in Michigan. I hated cactus and palm trees. I needed broad 

leaves, a wet ground, and plenty of water. As a Potawatomi, we live on the water. 

I was sick all the time because there was no water to heal me. Even the birds 

sounded different. I was in another country! 

Another participant stated, 

I hated living in a city! There were too many humans and not enough non-

humans! How can I develop any meaningful relationship with my land when 

there’s nothing around? I had to run the facet just to have my own ceremony! 

The participants who left the homelands all came back or were planning to do so within 

the near future. The unique ecosystems of southwestern Michigan and northwestern 

Indiana provide further connection with the land and culture to which they belong. As 

one participant put it, in “the web of life,” the Potawatomi are to be “permanent” fixtures 

of the Great Lakes. 
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Table 4 – Significant Statements: Homelands (Relationship to Natural Resources) 

 

1. I feel close to the waters. 

2. I am part of the ecosystem. 

3. Every body of water has a special meaning. 

4. I talk to the trees and the waters often. 

5. The black ash tree is important to our culture. 

6. The eagles are an important part of my identity. 

7. I enjoy the dark, wet earth here in Michigan. 

 

Relationships. When interviewed, participants identified the influence of relationships as 

a second emerging theme. When interviewed, participants described the importance of 

making connections and developing relationships with other people. Within this theme, 

the role of family and community history is emergent contributing to the larger theme of 

relationship building. It is the combined force of these subthemes that contribute as a 

secondary factor that influences a sustainable interest in the traditional aspects of culture. 

Within Native American cultures, the expectation of community comes first; 

community comes before individual. The powwows, ceremonies, and other cultural 

events are built upon this framework. It is a culturally relevant method of understanding 

how each Native person operates. Participants developed a strong sense of belonging 

within the tribal community by networking with other tribal members and non-Native 

community members. The Pokagon Band’s Department of Language and Culture (DLC) 

reinforces this sense of community by providing for a supportive place for this 
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relationship building to occur. In addition to this, the DLC has played a pivotal role in 

assisting fellow tribal members to better understand traditional aspects of Potawatomi 

culture through these same events. Ben indicated, 

Even when we fought for all those years for federal affirmation, we were still a 

community. We always had a Council and we always had some of our traditional 

cultural events such as the Memorial Day powwow and the Labor Day powwow. 

When I am there, I always feel that knowledge and I think our relationships are 

stronger because of it. 

To further this importance, Jack stated, 

I think you will see that other tribal citizens rely heavily upon their community 

because that is something I even hear a lot about – that our community has been 

resilient and steadfast even with all the pains and troubles we have had to endure 

in our family histories.  

The two major subthemes for this theme are family relationships and community history. 

The supporting data for these two subthemes are found in tables three and four. 

 

Relationships: Family. During the interviews, most of the participants indicated the 

influence that family members have on their own involvement in the ceremonies and 

cultural activities. The most fundamental building block of human relationships, the 

family unit provides the participants with a unique type of influence. As Libby said, 

Our ancestors are our family and our families are our ancestors and our link to 

our histories. If I did not feel like I had the support of my family in what I was 

doing here, then I don’t think I would even be doing this now. It is this that made 
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me want to come to these festivals and it still makes me feel good to know that my 

family is here with me today. 

Furthermore, Penny indicated, 

We [the family] are very supportive of each other because we know that this is 

what we are and there is nothing that will ever change that. Sometimes people 

might think that it doesn’t matter anymore but when I see my grandmother, my 

mother, and myself all at this powwow, I know it is in some way because of each 

other. These are family occasions and it really helps to make firmer our bonds. 

Family relationships not only define the participants, but they also find strength in each 

other and they use cultural events and ceremonies to strengthen the bonds between 

generations. The support data from this subtheme is listed in table three. 

 

Table 5 – Significant Statements: Relationships (Family) 

 

1. It feels good to know that my family is with me.  

2. It is very important to me that my family is here with me. 

3. I would probably not have as much interest in these activities if I were without my 
family. 
 

4. I love that I have the support of my family 

5. My ancestors are happy that I am here. 
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Relationships: Community History. In addition to family relationships, the participants 

reported a “great community feeling,” or sense of community, among those with whom 

they share the same history. It was an “encouragement,” according to one participant, to 

be around other tribal members because of a shared community history. The same 

participant, Claire, stated, 

As I walked around these grounds today, I felt a good-ness and a belonging to 

every other person here. I know it is because we are still here together, on this 

land and as a people that gives me the encouragement I need to learn more about 

who I am and what I am supposed to do here. I think that helps everyone. 

In a related note, Sun reminisced, 

I remember my first language class. I was so scared because I had in my mind 

that our language was evil and bad and we should not speak it. When I got there, 

I realized that many others in my community felt the exact same way. I 

immediately felt better because I remember saying to myself, ‘this is right and this 

is where I belong.’ I felt that I was finally making the right decision for my life 

and for my future generations. 

This sense of community is further strengthened because of a shared history. The 

participants believed that sharing such a history helps them to bond as a group and 

encourage each other to continue to learn about the traditional aspects of their culture. 

Furthermore, as reflected above, the family relationships also are bonded through their 

relationship with their ancestors and the similar history of the tribe. 
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Table 6 – Significant Statements: Relationships (Community History) 

 

1. It feels good to know that we have similar history. 

2. My community is just as important to me as my family. 

3. I belong around these people because we are bound by history. 

4. We all know tribal history at some level and that brings us together. 

 

Understanding Tradition. When interviewed, the participants identified a third 

emerging theme, the desire to learn and understand more about the traditional aspects of 

Potawatomi culture, for its own sake. Pure interest in one’s own heritage is a common 

theme among all of the participants, but a desire to understand traditions is the major 

component of this theme. As Hugo indicated, 

I just want to learn about myself, my family, and my heritage. I have no other 

thoughts about it yet. I just want to learn for learning’s sake because there’s 

where my interest is at the moment. 

To follow up on this comment, Shannon said, 

I like to learn and this gives me something to learn about. It’s important to who I 

am apparently because I am here.  There may be other reasons I have, you know, 

but this is really what makes me interested first.  

This theme is divided into two subthemes, understanding tradition as part of one’s life 

and understanding tradition as being part of something greater.  
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Understanding Tradition: Life. The first subtheme, understanding tradition as part of 

life, was the most prevalent. Many of the participants indicated that learning about the 

traditional aspects of culture is “instrumental” and “essential” to their modern lives. 

Understanding tradition helps them to make more sense of their “hectic” lives and 

promotes a better “sense of well-being.” Boone said, 

I really want to understand the traditions of our culture. I just feel so interested 

because I think it will help me to understand my own life. What little I have has 

already helped me to manage the stress of my daily life. 

Additionally, to further this theme, John stated, 

I started to go to powwows when I was very young. It made me feel good about 

my life. I didn’t fit in with my classmates and it was nice to know what makes me 

unique. Now, in my advanced years, I look back and see the positive impacts that 

understanding traditional roles and procedures have had in my life.  

Some of the participants kept highlighting the importance of traditional culture in their 

own lives. The understanding they have gained has given them something to use in their 

lives that benefit them. Additional supporting statements can be found in table five. 
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Table 7 – Significant Statements: Understanding Traditions (Life) 

 

1. My life makes more sense. 

2. I feel better knowing I have a place. 

3. I have relief from my stressful life when I am here.  

4. I want to keep learning because it makes more sense of my life. 

5. I will always celebrate because my culture has changed my life. 

 

Understanding Tradition: Something Bigger. The second subtheme, understanding 

tradition as being part of something greater, was another concept that was brought up by 

a few of the participants. Understanding how each individual fits into the greater natural 

order, by having knowledge about their indigenous traditions, has many benefits. As 

Charlie put it, 

Ever since I started going to these events and taking the time to learn about 

Potawatomi culture, I have felt better about life in general. It’s like there’s a 

place where I fit and it really helps me to make more sense of everything else 

going on around me. It’s like I feel small. It’s like, I don’t know, I’m part of 

something bigger than myself and it’s nice. 

Furthermore, Desmond even relates this understanding to his connection with the natural 

environment, the homelands, 

I love developing a better knowledge of who I am, what my culture is, and on the 

lands that I am meant to understand it. Everything around me is just as it needs to 
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be for me and even for my brothers and sisters, if you ask me, to flourish as 

spiritual and cultural beings. At one with our land, at one with our non-human 

family, and at one knowing how we fit into the larger ecological order. 

As noted, the relationship with the “ecological order” has been a secondary contributor, 

in addition to a primary reason for sustained interest in the traditional aspects of culture. 

Additional supporting statements can be found in table six. 

 

Table 8– Significant Statements: Understanding Tradition (Something Bigger) 

 

1. When I’m here, I am part of something bigger. 

2. I know I fit into a grander scheme. 

3. Knowing my culture helps me to see where I fit into life. 

4. The culture teaches harmony and I am part of that music. 

5. As I learn more, I feel comforted to know that I belong to something bigger. 

 

 

Field Text 

 During my visits with the Pokagon Band, I kept a record of my observations using 

a field text. The use of this notebook enabled me to record thoughts, observations, and 

comments about random happenings. By condensing notes, I have come to three themes: 

the importance of land, a strong sense of community, and “traditionalizing” the modern 

world. I have spent 359 hours in observation, conversation, and fellowship. In addition to 
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collecting data, I have developed friendships that will last a lifetime. As an important 

component of data collection, I will present the themes of my field text. 

 The importance of land is a common theme, with two main components: interest 

in working with the land and the influence of the land in daily life. The first component, 

interest in working with the land indicates the desire of the Pokagon citizenry to treat 

“Mother Earth right” and to leave as little of a “footprint” as possible. The interest in 

environmental sustainability is also evident in the construction of new buildings, such as 

casinos, on trust lands that have LEED certification. The second component, influence of 

land in daily life, emphasizes the spirituality that is intricately tied to the homelands. 

Every tribal citizen with whom I spoke indicated the importance of their homelands to 

their personal development (for example, mental health and identity as a Potawatomi). I 

was given a tour of the various sacred places, such as the lake on Gage Street, and told of 

the importance of that place. Without these “sacred homes,” the Potawatomi would 

“lose” important aspects of their “land attachment.” 

 A second theme that emerged through my observations was a sense of 

community. There are two components of this theme: identity and cooperation. The first 

component, identity, reflects the importance of identifying as a Potawatomi. It served as a 

distinguishing feature from other community members (European and African 

descendent, and Latino in the surround towns). As with any Native community, Pokagon 

citizens largely do not follow the stereotypical Native appearance, so it is not always 

possible to pick out who’s a Potawatomi and who isn’t. The second component of this 

theme is cooperation. Specifically, community cooperation as the tribe moves to 

accomplish its goals. All Pokagon citizens have an interest in tribal goals, economically, 
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socially, and culturally. It was often expressed that “tribal goals” lead to “community 

consensus” on what “needs to be done.” Furthermore, “working together” promotes a 

“stronger community.” 

 A third theme, life in a modern world, addresses the challenges of “trying to live 

in a traditional way” in a world full of modern conveniences. Specifically, this theme 

explores the gaps between the traditional aspects of culture and modern living. “In this 

world,” it is “impossible” for the Potawatomi “to live traditionally.” Additionally, there is 

not “a desire to live traditionally as in the days of…ancestors.” What the Pokagon Band 

has done is assimilate the two and “modernizing traditions” that can still be “passed on to 

many generations after.” This is evidenced by such a cultural event as the Labor Day 

powwow, which also celebrates the huckleberry harvest.  

Summary 

 This chapter presented the findings from the semi-structured interviews and the 

phenomenological interviews with tribal citizens of the Pokagon Band of Potawatomi 

Indians. The semi-structured interviews sought to answer the first research question, what 

factors facilitate or impede interest in the traditional aspects of Potawatomi culture. The 

results of the interviews indicated four facilitators, family, finances, pure interest, and 

modernization, and two hindrances, religious faith and modernization.  

The phenomenological interviews sought to answer the second research question, 

what are the experiences of the tribal citizen’s who participate in the traditional aspects of 

Potawatomi culture by attending ceremonies and culture events. The results of these 

interviews identified three major themes: an emphasis on living in the homelands, the 

influence of relationships, such as family and other tribal citizens, and understanding 
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tradition. Finally, the notes of my field text recorded observations that can be summed up 

in three main themes: the importance of land, a sense of community, and life in the 

modern world. The following chapter will explore a discussion of what these results 

mean. 
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Chapter 5 (Nyanen): 
 

Discussion and Conclusions 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 This chapter provides a discussion of the findings of the research, a presentation 

of conclusions, and recommendations based on the findings. This section presents 

conclusions drawn as a result of the data analysis, followed by discussion and exploration 

of the findings. Finally, the chapter concludes with recommendations for future research 

and follow-up studies. 

Discussion 

 As outlined in Chapter 4, among the reported factors that facilitate tribal interest 

in the traditional aspects of culture is family. The family unit is the backbone of Native 

communities, but especially to those where many other aspects of their cultures have 

changed. Family members play a very important role in passing down the language and 

culture of a people. It comes as no surprise that most of the participants of this study 

indicate that their family has much to do with their initial interest in their traditional 
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cultures. As we also note, family relationships are related to sustaining interest in the 

traditional aspects too. 

 After interest is developed and the tribal citizen has begun pursuing his or her 

culture, by attending ceremonies and other cultural events and by personal study, the 

participants reported that family relationships further sustained this interest. At this point, 

while the family relationships remained a strong supporting factor, the participants 

identified an even stronger motivator: a relationship to the land and to the natural 

resources. This relationship seemed to emerge and was reflective of the individual’s 

personal identification as Pokagon Potawatomi. A relationship to specific components of 

the ancestral homelands also was considered paramount. Because the ancestral 

homelands are related to interest and action, the homelands are defining features in 

contemporary Pokagon life. 

 Additionally, the relationship to the land and other natural resources in the area 

promote an indigenous worldview of ecological holism (LaDuke, 1999; Middleton, 

2011). Furthermore, this holistic worldview and relationship to the natural environment 

confirms the importance of the land to Native Americans in a way that has never been 

fully understood. It means that the land, nature, the local natural environment, actually 

motivates tribal citizens to act. And, to take this point further, the fact that the Pokagon 

Band is still located within their ancestral homelands, gives additional credence toward 

the restitution of traditional lands to all Native communities so they may promote cultural 

revitalization in a more understanding environment. 

 Native peoples often find themselves walking in two worlds. Huffman (2001) 

confirmed that those who believe that they can be true and honest to their ethnic identity 
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and draw personal strength from it while facing hurdles and challenges of modern life 

may be more successful in coping with cultural changes than those who do not possess a 

strong sense of bicultural efficiency. This was clearly evident in these participants’ 

comments when discussing the benefits of a “modernized traditional culture,” which 

indicated a balanced view of traditional culture and life in mainstream society. This 

“modernization” of culture helped these participants to merge their ethnic identities with 

contemporary, conventional life. 

 The participants of this study also cited personal financial situation as a reason for 

their interest and involvement in traditional aspects of Potawatomi culture. Financial 

hardship increases stress to individuals, but having something to rely on when the hard 

times fall is essential. For some of these participants, when times became difficult, the 

traditional aspects of culture provided a sanctuary, an oasis where one could learn more 

about him/herself and a place to develop very important personal contacts and 

relationships. Even as financial crises’ lift, participants indicated that they retain interest 

in cultural ceremonies and events. 

 The themes of personal interest and understanding tradition appear to be related. 

As some participants indicated that a personal interest was the initiator to their decision-

making, the desire to understand tradition was also a sustaining factor. Once involved, 

participants developed a further interest in understanding these traditions, how they fit 

into their own lives historically, and how they feel about it now. A related subtheme to 

understanding tradition is a sense of something greater, or bigger than oneself. The 

participants indicated that participating and learning about the traditional aspects of 

culture promotes this wonder, this humility, which is vital to the indigenous worldview.  
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 Finally, there were two themes that participants indicated that was a hindrance to 

learning and engaging in the traditional aspects of Potawatomi culture. The first is a strict 

adherence to a religious faith, which predominantly was Catholicism. While there are 

many participants who identify as Roman Catholic and still learn about and participate 

with their traditional cultures, there are still many who do not. Fortunately, the Catholic 

religion has a history of merging with indigenous beliefs, such as with the Romans and 

the Irish, to make the religion more palatable. The second theme concerned the 

modernization of culture, meaning that its purpose is no longer relevant. These 

participants indicated that the purpose of the tribe was more government and economic 

than it was cultural.  

 The findings in this study confirm the importance of land to tribal revitalization. 

Not only is owning land important for economic reasons, but in this study, emerged as an 

important factor in revitalizing culture. Specifically, for the Pokagon Potawatomi, living 

and governing within the confines of their ancestral homelands is of utmost importance 

and a guiding factor in cultural revitalization. The homelands appear to be an essential 

component of nation building and the ideal solution for all Native communities is to have 

restored at least some of their ancestral homelands. While a wide-scale and immediate 

restoration is not realistic or practical, many Native communities are beginning to work 

with private, not-for-profit organization to gain access to culturally relevant sites 

(Middleton, 2011). 
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Recommendations for Practice 

 Based on the results from this study, following are three recommendations for 

practice to assist the Pokagon Band in reaching and retaining tribal citizens’ interest in 

the traditional aspects of Potawatomi culture: 

1. Design recruiting and retention strategies and programs to meet the specific 

needs of the larger Pokagon community by utilizing support systems that are 

useful to them. The data collected for this study identified important factors 

that promote or hinder personal interest in traditional culture and should be 

used to develop appropriate programming to successfully reach disinterest or 

uninterested citizens. Study participants preferred outdoor ceremonies, as well 

as other cultural programming, featuring family-oriented events, like deer 

tanning and huckleberry harvesting. 

2. Acknowledge and address the unique challenges of the Pokagon citizenry. As 

the Band was able to escape removal, there are particular advantages and 

disadvantages associated with the community that the Department of 

Language and Culture must acknowledge. The major advantage and leverage 

point is retaining their traditional homelands. A disadvantage is that, unlike 

the Citizen and Prairie Bands, the Pokagon Band had to fight a somewhat 

different battle for federal affirmation that put the behind economically-

speaking. For instance, when the Pokagon Band had to fight for recognition, 

the Citizen Band were building their nation. 

3. Finally, a combination of educational workshops and more occasions to 

socialize. The workshops should address modern Pokagon Potawatomi life 
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with a unique historical foundation and offer ample time to visit with fellow 

tribal citizens. Additionally, a better understanding of the local environment, 

as it pertains to both the traditional culture and contemporary culture, should 

be a focus of these educational workshops. Other topics should include 

contemporary Pokagon Potawatomi issues such as language revitalization and 

the emerald ash borer. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

 The following recommendations for further study emerged from the study 

findings and conclusions: 

1. It is recommended that a detailed, qualitative longitudinal study be conducted 

with the Pokagon Band to identify any changes in attitudes and perceptions 

among the tribal citizenry. One-on-one interviews and focus groups would 

allow continued open, candid dialogue from the citizenry to share ideas and 

perceptions regarding the cultural events and ceremonies. Emphasis should 

also focus on what persistent barriers emerge as the Band furthers 

revitalization measures. 

2. It is recommended that additional research take place to compare the issues 

that the Pokagon Band are facing to those of Prairie Band (in Kansas) and the 

Citizen Band (in Oklahoma). The latter two bands are communities of 

Potawatomi who endured removal and relocation. A qualitative study that 

explores the contemporary socio-cultural differences might shed light upon 

the importance of the homelands. 
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3. It is recommended that additional research take place to compare the issues 

that the Pokagon Band are facing to those of another Native American 

community, such as the Shawnee Tribe, the Absentee Shawnee, or the Eastern 

Shawnee, all of Oklahoma. Although the Shawnee and the Potawatomi have a 

historical relationship of cooperation, they originate through different means 

and their traditional life ways were culturally-distinctive. 

4. It is recommended that additional research take place to compare the issues of 

the Pokagon Band, a federally recognized tribe, to those of a state recognized 

tribe, such as the United Remnant Shawnee of Ohio. Able to escape removal 

and relocation, the Pokagon Band remained on their ancestral homelands and 

received federal protections in the mid-1990s. The United Remnant Band of 

Shawnee remained in Ohio, yet are experiencing difficulty in gaining federal 

affirmation despite state confirmation. 

5. It is recommended that additional research take place to compare the issues of 

the Pokagon Band, a federally recognized tribe, to those of a tribe lacking 

federal and state recognition, such as the Miami Indians of Indiana. These two 

communities of people shared lands, located in Indiana, and there are 

members of both communities claiming residency within the states of Indiana 

and Michigan. 

6. Additional research on the role and scope of tribal nation building in the 

ancestral homelands and invented homelands. 
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7. Additional research should be conducted with tribal citizens who become 

inactive within the traditional cultural events so as to identify factors 

encouraging complacency. 

8. Additional research should be conducted on the effectiveness of cultural 

outreach programs as they may serve as a framework for other tribes taking 

advantage of the policies of self-determination. 

9. Additional research should be conducted in light of the effects of assimilation 

and colonization. There were participants in this study who indicated that their 

religious faiths prevent them from learning and participating in the traditional 

aspects of their culture. 

10. Additional research should be conducted to further explore tribal citizens’ 

perceptions of living in a modern world while in pursuit of an understanding 

of the traditional aspects of their cultures. While there is some anecdotal 

evidence to suggest that tribal citizens may easily assimilate traditional 

aspects of their cultures to those of “modernization,” it also is important to 

understand what factors are integral to that development. 

Conclusions 

The purpose of this study was two-pronged. First, I wanted to identify factors 

related to a tribal citizen’s interest in the traditional aspects of his or her culture. Second, 

I wanted to better understand the experiences of those tribal citizens who attend 

ceremonies and other cultural events and activities so as to identify what sustains their 

interest. The results of this study currently are being used to inform the development of 

more effective outreach programs in the Department of Language and Culture. 
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I identified four factors that appear to influence Pokagon Band citizens in their 

interest in the traditional aspects of their culture. Among these factors, family stands out 

as an important factor that both facilitates and sustains interest. While there is research to 

indicate that family relationships influence a variety of behaviors, such as academic 

student achievement and college retention, this research sheds light on an area that may 

have appeared common sense (Bean & Eaton, 2000; Lee, 2006; Renden, Jalomo, & Nora, 

2000; Tinto, 1987, 1993). The family unit is a vital component of cultural interest and 

participation for the participants of this study. Furthermore, the findings of this research 

expand the definition of family beyond close genetic ties and into the community (Evans-

Campbell, 2011). 

An additional factor that facilitates interest in the traditional aspects of culture 

was the participant’s fiscal state (e.g., employment status and personal economic 

situation). When the citizen’s financial situation became burdensome, the cultural 

activities became a safe haven and a place where the participants could forget, for a little 

while, about personal issues. This phenomenon confirms research indicating that culture 

may have a soothing affect upon the personal difficulties, including financial hardship 

(Solt, Habel, and Grant, 2011). 

 Modernization proved to be both a catalyst and impedance to developing an 

interest in the traditional aspects of culture. On the one hand, the participants of the study 

liked that the tribe could make some cultural events, such as powwows, serve a 

traditional purpose (e.g., huckleberry harvesting) and a modern purpose (e.g., Labor 

Day). On the other hand, some participants felt that traditional culture is outdated and no 

longer useful; in fact, it was considered to be an offense to a more contemporary 
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worldviews. This process seems to be indicative of colonization, where there are various 

levels of acculturation and a vast diversity of understandings that permeate contemporary 

Pokagon Potawatomi culture (Al Mamun, 2008). I relate the colonization and 

modernization to the other impeding factor, religious faith (Thong, 2010). As the 

Catholic faith has served as an historically important force, it would be prudent for 

Pokagon leadership to consider the importance of this particular Christian faith in 

developing outreach programming. 

The participant’s religious faith provides a varied background for understanding 

identity. All of the participants identified as a Pokagon Potawatomi and 60 participants 

identified as Roman Catholic. Still, as indicated by the 21 participants who were 

interviewed for the semi-structured interviews, their Catholic faith is the biggest reason 

for their lack of interest in learning about traditional aspects of Potawatomi culture. That 

leaves 39 participants who identify as both Pokagon Potawatomi and Roman Catholic 

and still engaged themselves in the cultural activities of the tribe. This is indicative of the 

complexities of identity, participant activity, and understanding the contemporary nature 

of Potawatomi culture (Ortiz, 1999). 

One of the factors that appear to sustain interest in the traditional aspects of the 

Potawatomi culture is the desire to understand tradition and life. Referring to Francis, 

Jewell, and Robbins (2010), religious faith plays a vital role in helping an individual 

understand his or her meaning and purpose in life. In this way, Pokagon leadership would 

do well to address the importance of understanding life and tradition in outreach 

programming as it may begin to influence devout Catholic tribal citizens. Furthermore, 
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tying the traditional aspects of Potawatomi culture together with a modified Catholic faith 

may also assist tribal citizen participation and interest. 

An important component of the something bigger theme was an interest in 

understanding how the participant fit into the larger ecological order (Irons, 2004). The 

desire to understand where and how the participant fit into his or her surrounding 

environment (i.e., their environment) was an important aspect of understanding the 

purpose of life. As the connection to the ancestral homelands and to natural resources is 

an important factor sustaining interest to traditional Potawatomi culture, understanding 

how one fits into the ecosystem of the homelands also is important. 

The participants identified that living within the confines of their ancestral 

homelands helps them to understand more about their Potawatomi heritage. Furthermore, 

the relationship to natural resources, such as specific lakes, land areas, and tree species, 

promotes a deeper bond with the homelands, as specific features are unique only to the 

area in Michigan and Indiana (Aikau, 2008). This research also makes a meaningful 

contribution to the literature because it shows that such a connection and relationship to 

the land actually can influence tribal citizens to action. This is such an integral 

component to this study because it provides a sound, cultural reason for regaining 

traditional lands. As self-determination policies are continually evolving, a more 

innovative approach to Native land restitution may be necessary so cultural revitalization 

can potentially be maximized. 

Finally, for both a practical and research-oriented understanding, it is important to 

include a cultural revitalization component to nation building. While economics and 

governance is vital to the development of a sovereign nation, revitalizing and maintaining 
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culture ensures the longevity of the people as a distinct community (Roszko, 2012). As 

one Irish proverb goes, “a country without a language is a country without a soul.” 

Language defines the boundaries of culture, a legitimate reason for the widespread 

language revitalization initiatives occurring throughout Native communities. These 

initiatives serve as an acknowledgement of the importance of language to culture. This is 

why cultural nation building should be studies more closely. 

The voice of Pokagon Potawatomi tribal citizens has demonstrated that their 

interest and participation in the traditional aspects of culture is heavily reliant upon their 

relationship with the land and their relationship with loved ones. Living on the homelands 

seems to positively impact tribal revitalization efforts because most of the participants, 

for both types of interviews, indicate that this is a very important aspect of their identity 

and motivation. For members of the Pokagon Band, they are fortunate to have escaped 

removal when so many other Native communities were relocated further west. The full 

restoration of Native lands is ideal, but politics and the logistics are not practical or 

realistic. 

Within the limitations of the study, the following conclusions emerged as a result 

of the findings in Chapter 4: 

1. there is an obvious relationship to the land that that not only motivates them to 

want to learn more about the traditional aspects of their culture, but also is the 

primary motivator when they have already decided that they want to learn 

more about traditional Potawatomi culture. 
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2. residing within the confines of their ancestral homelands is an important 

aspect of their Potawatomi identity and an essential aspect of tribal 

revitalization. 

3. family relationships are an integral part of their culture. The family unit is 

essential to their interest in the traditional aspects of their culture and is an 

equally important sustainer. 

4. understanding how they fit into the larger “natural,” or “ecological order” is 

an important aspect of their Potawatomi identity. 

5. their financial situation has contributed to and sustained their interest in 

learning more about the traditional aspects of their culture. 

6. understanding the traditional aspects of their culture is an important aspect of 

their identity and an important barometer of their self-worth. 

7. modernization of culture has been both a facilitator and hindrance to learning 

and sustaining interest in their Potawatomi culture. 

8. the biggest impedance to learning more about the traditional aspects of 

Potawatomi culture is their religious faith, most notably, Roman Catholicism.  
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Appendix A: Semi-Structured Interview Questions 
 

A. Background 
 
First, I would like to learn about your role in your tribe and how you became 
involved. 
 

a. When did you first begin to participate in cultural and environmental 
activities within your tribe? (month/year) How did you find out about 
these activities? (probe for past involvement) 
 

b. How would you describe your involvement within the tribe? (probe for 
specific activities) 

 
Probes:  

Why did you choose to participate in tribal activities? How 
has your role or participation within your tribe changed 
over time? What changes do you anticipate in the future? 
What motivates you personally to participate? 
If person is a tribal staff member: What was your previous 
job? 
What is your current position? How did you become aware 
of your current position? 

 
c. What previous activities, if any, did your tribe build on? (probe for earlier 

activities either directly or indirectly related to current involvement) 
 

B. Planning Process 
 
Next, I would like to discuss the process that your tribe used to develop its goals 
and outreach programs. 
 

a. What strategies did the tribe use to bring relevant players to the table? 
 
Probes: Has this changed over time? 

Are all important players (Tribal Council, leadership, 
members) represented? 

 If no, what barriers exist to participation by those players? 
 If yes, what factors facilitate participation? 

Are there specific groups of organizations that are 
participating in tribal efforts to encourage participation? 

 If yes, what do you think has facilitated their involvement?  
 What impact has their participation had on the decisions  
 the tribe has made? 
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b. How responsive do you feel the tribe has been to your needs? To the needs 
of other participants? 
 

c. What have been the major challenges faced by the tribe so far? How did 
you overcome them? 

 
d. What have been the major strengths of the tribe to date? How does the 

tribe build on these strengths? 
 

C. Goals and Outreach 
 
Now, I would like to talk about the goals that your tribe set through the planning 
process and the outreach programs that are beginning to be implemented. 
 

a. How realistic do you think the goals are? Are they attainable? Are they 
ambitious enough? 
 

b. How satisfied are you overall with the activities the tribe has planned? Do 
they target what is important? Do they reflect the needs of the community? 
(probe for creativity and out-of-the-box thinking) 

 
c. Thinking about specific outreach programs, which ones did you think was 

more successful? 
 

D. Impacts 
 
Next, I would like to talk about what impacts tribal efforts are having on you 
personally and the community at-large. 
 

a. How has being involved with the tribe been a benefit to you? Has 
participation changed the way you personally think about your tribe? Have 
these changes in your thinking translated into specific actions already? (if 
yes, probe for examples) How might they in the future? 
 

b. To what degree does participation with others influence your involvement 
within your tribe? How, or why not? (probe for examples) 

 
c. How visible are efforts within your tribe? (probe for community 

awareness) 
 

d. Has tribal outreach programs had an effect on participation within the 
community? (probe for increase in community involvement, nonmembers 
expressing interest in tribal activities, new policies, new events introduced 
into the community) 
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e. Are there any other benefits or impacts of outreach efforts by your tribe 
that you have observed at this point in time? (probe for application of 
knowledge and skills beyond those directly funded) 

 
f. Thinking about all of the impacts we have discussed, which of these do 

you think might have happened even without the efforts? 
 

E. Future Impacts 
 
Next, I would like to talk a little bit about what lies ahead for your tribe. 
 

a. What are the main outreach programs that will be going on in the next two 
years? 
 
Probes: What results do you expect from those efforts? 
 

b. What, if any, major challenges do you anticipate in the future as the tribe 
implements these programs? 
 

c. What would you like to see occur for you to feel that efforts have been a 
success? 
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