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Praise for The Hidden Roots of White Supremacy



“Robert P. Jones is an extraordinary moral force in this country. The Hidden Roots of White Supremacy is his latest effort to help the nation imagine itself apart from the distorting effects of racism and the violent genocide of Indigenous people at its root. This book is the latest in his own personal journey as a white southerner from Mississippi, and I am thankful that he has shared it with all of us.”

—Eddie S. Glaude Jr., James S. McDonnell Distinguished University Professor, Princeton University, and author of Begin Again: James Baldwin’s America and Its Urgent Lessons for Our Own

“The Hidden Roots of White Supremacy is timely, if not timeless. Robert P. Jones invites us to journey with him to Mississippi, Minnesota, and Oklahoma, daring to listen, learn, and be transformed by the communities he encounters. Hidden Roots is about the hidden stories of Black and Indigenous peoples who, in navigating the violent legacy of the Doctrine of Discovery, have charted a course toward a more just future. In this book we discover that the very stories we hide from are the ones that can bring America closer to becoming the democracy it claims to be.”

—The Very Rev. Dr. Kelly Brown Douglas, interim president of Episcopal Divinity School, winner of the 2023 Grawemeyer Award in Religion

“In The Hidden Roots of White Supremacy, Robert P. Jones weaves together the unsettling stories of early Americans that are often missing from our national storytelling: Indigenous, Black, and colonizer. In doing so, Jones explains who we are and how we came to be, truths that help illuminate where we might go from here.”

—Simran Jeet Singh, executive director of the Religion and Society Program, the Aspen Institute, and author of The Light We Give: How Sikh Wisdom Can Transform Your Life

“No white author seems to understand how America got itself into its racial mess more than Robert P. Jones. This breathtakingly broad and painfully specific retelling of the American story is filled with hope. It’s the vision of an America I want to live in and bequeath to my grandchildren. I cannot imagine a more timely or helpful contribution to the project of our common future.”

—Gene Robinson, former bishop in the Episcopal Church

“Jones exposes the role of white Christian supremacy that originated in fifteenth-century Vatican documents called the Doctrine of Discovery justifying slavery and land theft—the hidden roots of white supremacy. His message is deep and profound. If a multi-religious, ethnic, and racial democracy is to be realized, a combined healing needs to address the foundations of the problem.”

—Philip P. Arnold, associate professor, Syracuse University; president, Indigenous Values Initiative; and author of The Urgency of Indigenous Values

“The Hidden Roots of White Supremacy will be nothing less than transformative in the thoughts, attitudes, and hopefully, actions of many people. It’s an essential read in this time of historical re-evaluation. With detailed historical and statistical research, Robert P. Jones relates narratives of the harm caused by white supremacy, but he also reveals how communities are trying to repair the damage through truth-telling. If, as the saying goes, we are the stories we tell ourselves, then this book reminds us of two equally salient truths: stories can misshape us, but better stories can also heal us.”

—Jemar Tisby, Professor of History, Simmons College of Kentucky, and author of The Color of Compromise and How to Fight Racism

“Through its linking of narratives typically considered separately, the book provides a revelatory view of US history and its guiding assumptions…. A searing, stirring outline of the historical and contemporary significance of white Christian nationalism.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)
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To Chris Scharen and Ted Smith, who have long helped me navigate the waters






Prologue BEFORE AMERICA


On May 4, 1863, the steamboat Northerner pushed up the Mississippi River from St. Louis, bound for Fort Snelling, a military outpost north of St. Paul, Minnesota. Just a few miles into the journey, Captain Alfred J. Woods encountered a large handmade raft adrift in the strong currents. Aboard were seventy-six African Americans: forty men, ten women, and twenty-six children.

The leader of this determined group was Robert Hickman, who was attempting to free himself, along with his family and neighbors, from enslavement on a plantation in Boone County, Missouri. Hickman, a preacher who could both read and write, had seen newspaper accounts of President Abraham Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation four months earlier. Although the proclamation did not apply to Missouri because it was under Union control, this news nonetheless inspired him to begin making plans to escape north. The Hickman party aimed to reach free soil by way of the river, which was by then safely patrolled by the Union army. They embarked under cover of darkness on the moonless night of May 3, but because their makeshift craft was not equipped with sails or oars, they drifted for a day in the wrong direction before encountering the Northerner.1

Seeing the floundering party with so many children aboard, Captain Woods asked if they needed assistance. Sympathetic to their plight and knowing that the strains of the Civil War had left Minnesota with a labor shortage, Woods ordered the raft to be securely tied to the steamboat and offered to take them as far as his final destination.

Neither Woods nor Hickman anticipated the vitriol that awaited them. On May 5, the Northerner approached the levee in Lowertown, on the outskirts of St. Paul. As local dock workers, mostly Irish, caught sight of the self-emancipated African Americans (commonly referred to as “contraband” by whites) on the trailing raft, they became increasingly agitated, seeing them as competition for jobs. As word spread, a threatening crowd gathered on the levee. The commotion was so great that St. Paul police arrived on the scene. But after assessing the situation, they sided with the mob and threatened to arrest not the Irish rabble-rousers but the Black asylum seekers, should they disembark.

Captain Woods ordered the boat with its trailing raft to steam on to Fort Snelling. There, Hickman and his party came ashore without incident on May 5, but they were met with an unexpected sight: hundreds of disheveled Native Americans were huddled together, forcibly assembled near the docks.

The desperate and anxious crowd they encountered were part of an original group numbering more than 1,600, mostly women, children, and elderly Dakota people who had been held under armed guard all winter, following the Dakota War of the year before, in a miserable encampment in a lowland area below Fort Snelling. Unbeknownst to them, Minnesota government officials and military leaders were awaiting the spring thaw that would allow for their mass deportation downriver from their ancestral homelands to a bleak reservation in the Nebraska Territory. By the time the ice finally melted and river levels rose, hundreds had died. A group of 770 Dakota people had been shipped off the day before on another steamer, the Davenport.

Having set the Hickman party safely ashore and unloaded the wagons and supplies for the military fort, Captain Woods ordered preparations to receive his next “cargo”: 547 Dakota people, whom he was transporting for the fee of $25 per head plus 10 cents a day for sustenance. Soldiers from Fort Snelling herded the ragtag remnant aboard the Northerner “like so many cattle,” as one observer put it. As they pulled away, a local minister’s wife remarked, “May God have mercy on them, for they can expect none from man.”2

Neither Hickman and his companions, nor the Dakota people, would have had the perspective to realize they were witnessing the momentous final chapter of both chattel slavery in the US and “Indian removal” in Minnesota. They would not have grasped the paradox the two groups represented that afternoon on the banks of the Mississippi River: that the end of bondage for Hickman’s band also marked the last vestige of sovereignty for the Dakota people. And they would certainly have been unaware that, in the closing weeks of 1862, just five months earlier, President Lincoln was simultaneously considering two documents that would dramatically change the fates of each group: a warrant for the mass execution of thirty-eight Dakota men and the Emancipation Proclamation.

This encounter on May 5, 1863, contains multiple narrative streams, each of which tells a different story about America. The question is, which do we follow? Do we tell the story of Fort Snelling, the military outpost established to protect the westward expansion of settler colonialism? Do we embark back down the Mississippi River to Missouri and the story of enslaved Africans in the South? Do we push upriver from St. Paul to its headwaters and stories of Indigenous peoples populating this land for millennia? Or do we portage east and cross the larger waters connected to the homelands of Europeans who first set foot on these shores just a few hundred years ago? Each narrative pushes back to a different beginning.


AMERICA’S IDENTITY CRISIS

Across the last few decades in the US, we have experienced widespread debates and even violent conflicts over American history. Battles like these typically erupt during times of social change, when cultural convulsions shake the foundations of old ways of knowing and living. In these unsettling times, closely held stories, long-established institutions, and taken-for-granted features of the landscape itself are questioned. We fight over heroes and monuments and scream at school board meetings. Teachers and librarians are surveilled; writers and artists are suspect; books are banned and burned. We move with increasing hesitation in uncharted cultural territory, like explorers venturing into those voids on ancient maps marked only with the ominous words “Here be dragons.”

Identity, rather than policy, drives divisions. History becomes the new front line in the culture wars, as claims about who we are as a people inevitably turn on competing narratives about when and how we arrived at this place. These contests are not mere verbal abstractions. Each narrative arc, each “in the beginning,” privileges one set of interests over others and ultimately validates the accumulation of power and wealth and land in the hands of some and not others.

We are living in such a time of uncertainty and transition. As I documented in The End of White Christian America, over the last two decades the country has, for the first time in our history, moved from being a majority-white Christian nation, demographically speaking, to one in which there is no ethno-religious cultural majority. When Barack Obama, our first African American president, was elected in 2008, a solid majority of Americans (54 percent) still identified as white and Christian. But by the end of his second term, as Donald Trump entered the national political scene and was elected president, that number had fallen to 47 percent.3 According to PRRI’s American Values Atlas, by 2022 that number had dipped further to 42 percent.4 Even if everyday Americans weren’t familiar with the statistics, they could sense the tectonic plates moving via the shifting demographic composition of their neighborhoods, the variety of food on their grocery store shelves, the appearance of Spanish-language local radio and roadside billboards, and the class photos on the walls of their public schools.

The juxtaposition of our forty-fourth and forty-fifth presidents—and the new identity politics of white Christian nationalism that has emerged across these last dozen years—exposes the heart of the conflict. Obama’s election in 2008, and his reelection in 2012, were unmistakable signs that the old cultural foundations were failing. Trump’s narrow election win in 2016—fueled by a wave of anger and resentment among conservative white Christians who were increasingly feeling displaced from the center of a new American story—was the desperate attempt to shore them up.

The 2016 presidential election provides unambiguous evidence of America’s identity crisis. One of the public opinion survey questions most predictive of the 2016 vote was this one: “Do you think that American culture and way of life has changed for the better or changed for the worse since the 1950s?” The country was, remarkably, evenly divided in its evaluation of American culture today, compared to an era prior to school desegregation, the civil rights movement, the banning of Christian prayer by teachers on public school grounds, the widespread availability of the pill and other forms of contraception, legalized abortion, and marriage equality.

Attitudes among partisans were striking mirror opposites. Two-thirds of Democrats said things have changed for the better, but two-thirds of Republicans said things had changed for the worse since the 1950s. White Christians also stood out from other Americans. Majorities of white evangelicals (74 percent), white mainline Protestants (59 percent), and white Catholics (57 percent) believed things had changed for the worse since the 1950s.5

In my most recent book, White Too Long, I found similar patterns in the prevalence of racist attitudes among white Christian subgroups.6 There I developed a Racism Index, a composite statistical measure based on fifteen survey questions about Confederate monuments, the effect of past discrimination on the present, the treatment of African Americans in the criminal justice system, and the existence of racial discrimination—where a score of 1 represented holding the least racist attitudes and a score of 10 represented holding the most racist attitudes. White evangelicals scored 8 out of 10 on the Racism Index, while white mainline Protestants and white Catholics each scored 7. By contrast, white Americans who claimed no religious affiliation scored 4.

Among white Christians, these fears about cultural change and attitudes about race were strongly correlated with electoral choices. While it is well known that approximately eight in ten white evangelical Protestants voted for Trump in 2016 and 2020, it is less frequently noted that six in ten white mainline Protestants and white Catholics cast their lot with Trump in both elections as well.7

Particularly in the wake of Trump’s “Make America Great Again” (MAGA) takeover of the Republican Party, our two political parties are increasingly animated by two starkly different visions of the nation’s past and future. Is America a divinely ordained promised land for European Christians, or is America a pluralistic democracy where all stand on equal footing before the law? Most Americans embrace the latter. But a desperate, defensive, mostly white Christian minority cling to the former.





THE 1619 PROJECT AND THE BATTLE OVER AMERICA’S BEGINNINGS

While this contest played out on the national political stage, the battle over American history was also roiling journalism and the academy. The most powerful manifestation of this conflict was “The 1619 Project,” an ongoing long-form journalism project conceived of and led by Nikole Hannah-Jones, which was first published in the New York Times Magazine on August 18, 2019.

On the home page dedicated to the project, the following words appear in white letters against Dannielle Bowman’s monochromatic photograph of a dark, empty ocean meeting a gray, cloudless sky:


In August of 1619, a ship appeared on this horizon, near Point Comfort, a coastal port in the British colony of Virginia. It carried more than 20 enslaved Africans, who were sold to the colonists. America was not yet America, but this was the moment it began. No aspect of the country that would be formed here has been untouched by the years of slavery that followed. On the 400th anniversary of this fateful moment, it is finally time to tell our story truthfully.8



The power of the 1619 Project was its endeavor “to reframe the country’s history by placing the consequences of slavery and the contributions of black Americans at the very center of our national narrative.”9 Its principal tool for accomplishing this goal was to give America a new genesis: not 1776, when British colonies and slavery were well established, but 1619, the year a group of Africans were brought against their will to the British territories. The introduction to the 1619 Project boldly declared that “the country’s true birth date, the moment that its defining contradictions first came into the world, was in late August of 1619” and that this moment represented not just “the country’s original sin” but rather “the country’s very origin.”10

It was a provocative move, particularly in the volatile climate created by the Trump presidency. The project was immediately controversial, in both foreseeable and unpredictable ways. On the one hand, there was the denouncement from an all-white group of historians; they argued that the 1619 Project had drastically overstated the extent to which the American colonists were motivated to revolt against Great Britain by a desire to preserve slavery, a point the New York Times Magazine essentially conceded in a correction issued in March 2020.11 But some critics then seemed intent on using this objection or other quibbles about specific facts to discredit the entire project.12

On the other hand, there was also criticism from the widely respected scholar Nell Irvin Painter, emeritus professor of history at Princeton University. Painter, who is African American, endorsed the goals of the project but pointed to a problem with the project’s core narrative: the Africans brought to the colonies in 1619 were not enslaved. Painter explained the importance of the distinction in an op-ed published in the Guardian the same week the 1619 Project launched:


People were not enslaved in Virginia in 1619, they were indentured. The 20 or so Africans were sold and bought as “servants” for a term of years, and they joined a population consisting largely of European indentured servants, mainly poor people from the British Isles whom the Virginia Company of London had transported and sold into servitude. Enslavement was a process that took place step by step, after the mid-seventeenth century. This process of turning “servants” from Africa into racialized workers enslaved for life occurred in the 1660s to 1680s through a succession of Virginia laws that decreed that a child’s status followed that of its mother and that baptism did not automatically confer emancipation. By the end of the seventeenth century, Africans had indeed been marked off by race in law as chattel to be bought, sold, traded, inherited and serve as collateral for business and debt services. This was not already the case in 1619.13



Moreover, while 1619 marked the first forced arrival of Africans in the British colonies, historians generally agreed that enslaved Africans arrived nearly a century before as part of the first European colony in what would become the United States. In 1526, Spanish conquistadors founded San Miguel de Gualdape, located on the Atlantic coast near the Georgia/South Carolina border, as an outpost that would help establish Spain’s new-world claims. Before the end of the year, however, the enslaved Africans launched a rebellion—the first slave revolt north of the Rio Grande—that resulted in the colony’s demise. Though precise records do not exist, it is probable that some of the Africans who survived the ordeal escaped and lived with the local Guale tribe. If this is true, these courageous and defiant Africans were the first transatlantic permanent residents of what is now the United States since the Vikings.14

Despite these controversies, the 1619 Project became a cultural juggernaut. Jake Silverstein, the editor in chief of the New York Times Magazine, noted that its initial publication “was greeted with an enthusiastic response unlike any we had seen before.”15 Copies of the magazine, including an additional print run of tens of thousands, sold out immediately. Issues were posted for sale on eBay at eye-popping prices. The opening essay by Hannah-Jones was cited on the floor of Congress, and Democratic nominees for president referred to it in stump speeches. A school curriculum, created in partnership with the Pulitzer Center, was soon disseminated to more than 4,500 classrooms.16 The 1619 Project grew from its original home in the New York Times Magazine to an expanded website, a podcast, a bestselling book, The 1619 Project: A New Origin Story, and a six-part docuseries on Hulu.17 It won Hannah-Jones a 2020 Pulitzer Prize for Commentary.18

The project also produced significant political pushback. By 2021, Republicans in five states introduced legislation to withhold funding from public schools that used the 1619 Project curriculum. The biggest grandstanding, not surprisingly, came from President Trump. Just over a year after the 1619 Project launched, Trump organized a White House Conference on American History to counter it. At a press conference on September 17, 2020, following the event, he declared:


By viewing every issue through the lens of race, they want to impose a new segregation, and we must not allow that to happen. Critical race theory, the 1619 Project and the crusade against American history is toxic propaganda, ideological poison, that, if not removed, will dissolve the civic bonds that tie us together, will destroy our country.19



As in many of his speeches, Trump’s usage of the pronouns they and we are nakedly racist. He treats “American history” like a piece of amber, where white founding fathers are forever captured in their colonial finery at the dawn of the Revolutionary War, and he casts any attempt to redirect attention away from that scene as “toxic” and “poison.”

Taking aim at the 1619 Project’s claims to establish “a new origin story,” Trump announced his own project, “the 1776 Commission,” an advisory group that would focus on “patriotic education” and produce resources that glorified “the legacy of 1776.” It was short-lived. The commission, which lacked a single professional historian among its members, released a report on January 18, 2021, less than two weeks after the failed insurrection, attempted in Trump’s name and with his encouragement, at the US Capitol.20 The materials were widely panned by historians, and one of President Joe Biden’s first orders after taking office just two days later was to disband the commission and take down the website.21




THE IMPORTANCE AND INADEQUACY OF 1619 AS AMERICA’S “NEW ORIGIN STORY”

Nearly six decades ago, in The Fire Next Time, James Baldwin vividly described the gift that a Black perspective holds for white Americans who are invested in a truer understanding of our shared history and our own heritage:


The American Negro has the great advantage of having never believed the collection of myths to which white Americans cling: that their ancestors were all freedom-loving heroes, that they were born in the greatest country the world has ever seen, or that Americans are invincible in battle and wise in peace, that Americans have always dealt honorably with Mexicans and Indians and all other neighbors or inferiors, that American men are the world’s most direct and virile, that American women are pure.22



The most important contribution of the 1619 Project is the decentering of an American history of untenable innocence and impossible virtue. Whatever its shortcomings, the 1619 Project has helped make that vision of history indefensible. It has disrupted the old master narrative, creating an opportunity for Americans to mature, to embrace a more complex and truthful understanding of our heritage. And that is a remarkable achievement.

Again, Baldwin:


Negroes know far more about white Americans than that; it can almost be said, in fact, that they know about white Americans what parents—or, anyway, mothers—know about their children, and that they very often regard white Americans that way. And perhaps this attitude, held in spite of what they know and have endured, helps to explain why Negroes, on the whole, and until lately, have allowed themselves to feel so little hatred. The tendency has really been, insofar as this was possible, to dismiss white people as the slightly mad victims of their own brainwashing.23



The 1619 Project’s purchase on the American imagination has been a long time coming, built on the public historical witness of a chorus of Native American and African American writers, artists, and leaders: William Apess, James Baldwin, Frederick Douglass, W. E. B. Du Bois, Vine Deloria Jr., Lorraine Hansberry, Chief Joseph (Hinmatóowyalaht[image: ]it), Martin Luther King Jr., Malcolm X, Luther Standing Bear (Matȟó Nážiŋ), Wilma Pearl Mankiller, Tecumseh, and Ida B. Wells, to name just a few. Nell Painter’s calibrated characterization of the importance of the 1619 Project, featured in an interview with The Atlantic’s Adam Serwer, is apt. While she stood by her criticism of the project and conceded that it was not history “as I would write it,” she nonetheless declared, “I support the 1619 Project as kind of a cultural event.”24

Even so, the 1619 Project overreaches with its goal “to reframe American history by regarding 1619 as our nation’s birth year.”25 In its claim to be the new American origin story, the 1619 Project risks trading one exclusion for another. The original 1619 Project published in the New York Times Magazine mentions Native Americans only five times, mostly in passing. Hannah-Jones’s much-heralded twenty-two-page opening essay makes no mention of Native Americans.26 Throughout, Native Americans appear because of their connections to African American history in the context of European settler colonialism, not on their own terms. By starting with the oppression of Africans in British colonial America, the 1619 Project cloaks from historical view at least sixteen thousand years of Indigenous history prior to European contact.27 And by pushing more than a century of Europeans’ prior violent interactions with the continent’s Indigenous peoples into the shadows, it obscures the headwaters from which the brutal colonial impulse—and more importantly, its moral justification—flows.28

While many Native Americans applauded the 1619 Project’s decentering of a Eurocentric history, there were some sharp responses to the myopia produced by the focus on the year 1619. For example, writing in Norfolk’s Virginia-Pilot in late 2020, Dawn Custalow, a member of the Mattaponi tribe and a descendant of Pocahontas (born Amonute and later known as Matoaka), strongly objected to the 1619 Project’s dominance in educational circles. “How can any group of people reframe another’s history when the descendants of the original people are still alive and can testify to the validity of their history?” she asked incredulously. “If the idea that U.S. history began in 1619 is accepted, then my people’s collective memory is blotted out forever.”29 Custalow’s denouncement gained little public traction.




FROM 1619 TO 1493: THE CHRISTIAN DOCTRINE OF DISCOVERY

Indeed, by 1619, the Indigenous bodies that were subject to the initial acts of invasion, domination, and colonization by Europeans in North America were, by more than a century, cold. Viewed in this light, the transportation of twenty indentured Africans to this continent in 1619 was one of many outcomes of a collusion between European monarchies and the western Christian Church that began nearly 130 years earlier.

One candidate for a more promising point of departure for America’s origin story is 1493—not the year Christopher Columbus “sailed the ocean blue,” but the year in which he returned to a hero’s welcome in Spain, bringing with him gold, brightly colored parrots, and nearly a dozen captive Indigenous people.30 It was also the year he was commissioned to return to the Americas with a much larger fleet of seventeen ships, nearly 1,500 men, and more than a dozen priests to speed the conversion of Indigenous people who inhabited what he, along with King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella, still believed were Asian shores. That trip resulted in the founding of La Isabela, in present-day Dominican Republic, the first permanent European occupation attempted in the Americas. While the colony would not last, the ripple effects of the journey would soon be felt in all spheres of human interaction and relationships. As Charles C. Mann, author of 1493: Uncovering the World Columbus Created, notes, Columbus’s actions “began the era of globalization—the single, turbulent exchange of goods and services that today engulfs the entire habitable world.”31

The return of Columbus in 1493 also precipitated the culmination of one of the most fateful but unacknowledged theological developments in the history of the western Christian Church: the Doctrine of Discovery.32 Established in a series of fifteenth-century papal bulls (official edicts that carry the full weight of church and papal authority), the Doctrine claims that European civilization and western Christianity are superior to all other cultures, races, and religions. From this premise, it follows that domination and colonial conquest were merely the means of improving, if not the temporal, then the eternal lot of Indigenous peoples. So conceived, no atrocities could possibly tilt the scales of justice against these immeasurable goods. With its fiction of previously “undiscovered” lands and peoples, the Doctrine fulfilled European rulers’ request for an unequivocal theological and moral justification for their new global political and economic exploits.

Robert J. Miller, professor of law at the Sandra Day O’Connor College of Law at Arizona State University and an enrolled citizen of the Eastern Shawnee Tribe, summarized the Doctrine’s purpose as follows:


In essence, the Doctrine provided that newly arrived Europeans immediately and automatically acquired legally recognized property rights over the inhabitants without knowledge or consent of the Indigenous peoples. When English explorers and other Europeans planted their national flags and religious symbols in “newly discovered” lands, as many paintings depict, they were not just thanking God for a safe voyage. Instead they were undertaking a well-recognized legal procedure and ritual mandated by international law and designed to create their country’s legal claim over the “newly discovered” lands and peoples.33



The Doctrine of Discovery, in short, merged the interests of European imperialism, including the African slave trade, with Christian missionary zeal.34 Dum Diversas, the initial edict that laid the theological and political foundations for the Doctrine, was issued by Pope Nicholas V on June 18, 1452. It explicitly granted Portuguese king Alfonso V the following rights:


To invade, search out, capture, vanquish, and subdue all Saracens [Muslims] and pagans whatsoever, and other enemies of Christ wheresoever placed, and the kingdoms, dukedoms, principalities, dominions, possessions, and all movable and immovable goods whatsoever held and possessed by them and to reduce their persons to perpetual slavery.35



The papal bull elevated what had been accepted practice into official church doctrine and international law. It marshaled theological categories, targeting Muslims and all other non-Christian peoples, who are described as “enemies of Christ,” as the primary metric for determining who deserved political or human rights. Most notably, it explicitly gave European leaders permission not only to subdue such peoples initially but to “reduce their persons to perpetual slavery.” This decree, promulgated by the person western Christians considered the Vicar of Christ on earth, provided the blueprint for an unfettered European colonial race for “undiscovered lands” and fertilized the blossoming African slave trade.

The most relevant papal edict for the American context was the bull Inter Caetera, issued by Pope Alexander VI in May 1493 with the express purpose of validating Spain’s ownership rights of previously “undiscovered” lands in the Americas following the voyages of Columbus the year before. It praised Columbus, “who for a long time had intended to seek out and discover certain islands and mainlands remote and unknown and not hitherto discovered by others.” It again affirmed the church’s blessing of and interest in political conquest, “that in our times especially the Catholic faith and the Christian religion be exalted and be everywhere increased and spread, that the health of souls be cared for and that barbarous nations be overthrown and brought to the faith itself.”36

Given the competition between European powers, Inter Caetera also had an important additional purpose: to help provide rules of engagement that would minimize the blood and treasure Europeans would expend fighting each other. To this end, Pope Alexander VI included two caveats. First, he drew a vertical demarcation line extending from one pole to the other, “one hundred leagues to the west and south of any of the islands that are usually called the Azores and Cape Verde,” to allocate land claims between Spain and Portugal. Second, he added a provision that lands could be claimed only if they were “not previously possessed by any Christian owner.”37 Robert J. Miller and his colleagues note the convergence of powerful shared motives: “The Church’s interest in expanding Christendom and adding to its wealth, and Spain’s and Portugal’s economic and political interests in acquiring new territories, assets, and colonies had solidified by 1493 under the canon and international law of the Doctrine of Discovery.”38

Not to be left out of the international contest among the leading European powers to carve up the “new world” among themselves, in 1496 King Henry VII also drew upon the logic of the emerging Doctrine of Discovery to commission John Cabot and his sons to represent England with the following mission:


To find, discover and investigate whatsoever islands, countries, regions or provinces of heathens and infidels, in whatsoever part of the world placed, which before this time were unknown to all Christians. We have also… given licence [sic] to set up our aforesaid banners and ensigns in any town, city, castle, island or mainland whatsoever, newly found by them. And that the before-mentioned John and his sons or their heirs and deputies may conquer, occupy and possess whatsoever such towns, castles, cities and islands by them thus discovered.39



I concede that, on its face, the claim that edicts issued by European popes and kings in the fifteenth century are vital for understanding our current divides may seem strained. Indeed, to my knowledge, no mainstream American history textbooks have focused on the Doctrine of Discovery as critical for American self-understanding. Across my decade of graduate education in the 1990s, completing a seminary graduate degree and a PhD in religion, I never encountered the Doctrine of Discovery. But its absence from the historical canon of predominantly white academic institutions is testimony to its continued cultural power. While the Doctrine of Discovery has escaped scrutiny by most white scholars and theologians, Indigenous people and African Americans have long been testifying to these Christian roots of white supremacy, while dying from and living with their damaging effects.

Indigenous scholars such as Vine Deloria Jr. (Lakota, Standing Rock Sioux) have been highlighting, for over fifty years now, the centrality of this fateful theological and political turn, in well-documented books with provocative titles such as Custer Died for Your Sins: An Indian Manifesto and God Is Red.40 Deloria summarized the dehumanizing logic of the Doctrine of Discovery and the devastating consequences it brought for Indigenous people globally and for those within the vicinity of the fledgling United States:


The natives had rights to occupy the lands on which they had traditionally lived until such time as those lands were needed by the invading Europeans. At that time, the European nation could extinguish the natives’ title by purchase or conquest. With respect to each other, the European nations accepted the claims of the nation that first explored new lands and had sufficient military power to protect its claim. With respect to the natives who happened to occupy the lands, they were completely at the mercy of the acquisitive Christian nation…. Almost the first claim put forth by the new nation after the successful break with England was that the colonies had succeeded to the claims made by the mother country under the Doctrine of Discovery. The United States was therefore under no obligation to deal justly with the continent’s tribes.41



As I’ve continued my reeducation journey over the last ten years, I have come to consider the Doctrine of Discovery as a kind of Rosetta Stone for understanding the deep structure of the European political and religious worldviews we have inherited in this country. The Doctrine of Discovery furnished the foundational lie that America was “discovered” and enshrined the noble innocence of “pioneers” in the story we white Christian Americans have told about ourselves. It animated the religious and cultural worldview that delivered Europeans to these shores far before 1619. Ideas such as Manifest Destiny, America as a city on a hill, or America as a new Zion all sprouted from the seed that was planted in 1493. This sense of divine entitlement, of European Christian chosenness, has shaped the worldview of most white Americans and thereby influenced key events, policies, and laws throughout American history.42

The white male leaders of the thirteen British colonies began their 1776 Declaration of Independence from the British Crown with these inspirational words: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights.” But just thirty lines down—in this document marking the year Trump and many conservatives want to hold up as exemplary of the nation’s character at its origin—the Doctrine of Discovery rears its head. The British colonists complain that King George III has encouraged slave rebellions (“domestic insurrections amongst us”) and speak of Native Americans as “merciless Indian Savages, whose known rule of warfare, is an undistinguished destruction of all ages, sexes and condition.”43 As for self-evident truths, and the rights following from them, these principles were compatible at the time not only with such views of Indigenous people but also with the continued enslavement of African Americans and the exclusion of women from democratic participation.

Similarly, the 1789 US Constitution, which opens with the inclusive words “We the people,” is, rightly, understood as a watershed moment in the history of democracy and self-government. But its first article—just four sentences into the document—runs aground on the legacy of the Doctrine of Discovery. Article I, Section 2 clarifies that the real “we” constituting “the people” are European men. The apportionment of state representatives is “determined by adding to the whole Number of free Persons, including those bound to Service for a Term of Years, and excluding Indians not taxed, three fifths of all other Persons.” Despite being “free persons” on their own land, Indigenous people are explicitly excluded from the constitutional “we.” Enslaved Black people are counted as only three-fifths of a person, and then only for the purpose of buttressing the political power of white enslavers. White women, though counted for the purpose of allotting representatives, are excluded from voting, never mind holding elected office themselves.

The Doctrine of Discovery also guided Thomas Jefferson—a lawyer trained in the legal tradition built on its logic—in his approach to the 1803 Louisiana Purchase. He knew that the agreement was technically an acquisition of France’s discovery rights (the right to preemptive title to this vast tract of land against other European claims), rather than a purchase of the land itself, which remained occupied by Indigenous people. And he understood that this logic justified any subsequent violence toward and displacement of Native Americans in that territory as the US sought to convert its discovery rights into a claim of complete title through occupancy.44

The Doctrine of Discovery was formally incorporated into US law in 1823 in Johnson v. M’Intosh, which held, by unanimous decision, that “discovery gave [the US government] an exclusive right to extinguish the Indian title of occupancy, either by purchase or conquest.” In a sprawling thirty-three-page opinion penned by Chief Justice John Marshall, the court grounded its argument explicitly in the narrative of the Doctrine of Discovery:


The character and religion of [the new world’s] inhabitants afforded an apology for considering them as a people over whom the superior genius of Europe might claim an ascendency. The potentates of the old world found no difficulty in convincing themselves that they made ample compensation to the inhabitants of the new, by bestowing on them civilization and Christianity, in exchange for unlimited independence….

The Indians were admitted to be the rightful occupants of the soil, with a legal as well as just claim to retain possession of it, and to use it according to their own discretion; but their rights to complete sovereignty, as independent nations, were necessarily diminished, and their power to dispose of the soil at their own will, to whomsoever they pleased, was denied by the original fundamental principle, that discovery gave exclusive title to those who made it.

While the different nations of Europe respected the right of the natives, as occupants, they asserted the ultimate dominion to be in themselves; and claimed and exercised, as a consequence of this ultimate dominion, a power to grant the soil, while yet in possession of the natives.45



Chief Justice Marshall’s conscience was evidently troubled enough that he felt the need to address the prima facie injustice and arrogance of these discovery claims. But he argued that moral concerns or “abstract principles” were irrelevant beside the power of historical precedent and inertia: “However extravagant the pretension of converting the discovery of inhabited country into conquest may appear, if the principle has been asserted in the first instance, and afterwards sustained; if a country has acquired and held under it; if the property of the great mass of the community originates in it, it becomes the law of the land, and cannot be questioned.”46

Johnson v. M’Intosh, rooted deeply in the Doctrine of Discovery, set the legal standard for how the US would deal with the Native American population, and actively shapes both US and international law today.47 It provided the legal basis for Georgia’s aggressive imposition of state laws on Native Americans within its borders in violation of federal treaties and the pursuit of its claim of a legal right to coerce the removal of the Cherokee in the late 1820s and 1830s. Johnson v. M’Intosh provided the basis for Federal Indian Law and set the stage for the creation of the Office of Indian Affairs, which was notably first located within the Department of War, becoming later the Bureau of Indian Affairs within the Department of the Interior.

Via the Johnson v. M’Intosh decision, the Doctrine of Discovery was also exported into international law and remains today “the original and controlling precedent for Indigenous rights and affairs” in four countries whose legal systems derive from British law: Australia, Canada, New Zealand, and the United States.48 Our continued reliance on that legal precedent was the key reason that these countries were the only four, out of 147, to vote against the adoption of the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples at the 2007 United Nations General Assembly (although each later changed their votes to approval after public pressure and outcry).49

Against this historical backdrop, the shortcomings of reifying 1619 as the birth year of the nation become glaringly apparent. From that vantage point, Indigenous peoples and their history are barely visible, and the American story is seen primarily in terms of white oppression of Black enslaved people. But if we go back to 1493, the protracted sweep of European contact with Native peoples is fully visible—as is the religious, cultural, and political worldview that motivated European conquest and colonization of “newly discovered” lands. This longer view also importantly reveals the connected historical streams of the US and the Americas, and of Native Americans, African Americans, and European Americans. Moreover, it brings us closer to the root of the problem: the disastrous cultural influence of the Christian Doctrine of Discovery, which continues to threaten the promise of a pluralistic American democracy.

Of course, there is nothing magical about any particular date. The concept of a year, after all, is an artificial human attempt to demarcate the fluidity of events using an arbitrary measure, the time our planet takes to make its way around the sun. I do not want to commit my own act of overreach by claiming that 1493 should be considered the nation’s birth year. Even the critical events of that fateful year were not born ex nihilo but emerged out of the long flow of history, with roots in the Crusades between 1096 and 1271, and going back at least to the fifth century as popes began to assert authority over territory and to bind the spread of the gospel to the advance of empire.50 But we can point to that year as a culturally significant one, marking the beginning of sustained European contact with people in the Americas; and as a morally significant one, when the logic of the Doctrine of Discovery crystallized into early international law, shaping more than five centuries of Christian moral imagination and Western European treatment of Indigenous peoples around the globe.




A MAP FOR THE JOURNEY

At its heart, this book sets out to expose the deep, hidden roots of America’s current identity crisis. This moment of reckoning with our fraught and contested heritage is spawning new practices of remembering: reckoning with mistakes made, commemorating victims forgotten, and imagining paths not taken. It is also generating a visceral, and sometimes violent, resistance. As historian Scott Ellsworth, a scholar of the 1921 Tulsa Race Massacre and a Tulsa, Oklahoma, native, recently observed, the US is currently in a great “Age of Reevaluation”:


Longstanding institutions are coming under brand-new scrutiny, histories are being challenged and reexamined, statues are toppling. Moreover, those whose voices have long been kept from being heard are claiming their rightful place at the table, while others are waiting in the wings.51



As a southerner, I’ve always been intrigued by the power of place. While the national struggles grab the headlines, local efforts are reshaping the stories we tell about our communities. This book tells the story of how contemporary residents of three places—Tallahatchie County, Mississippi; Duluth, Minnesota; and Tulsa, Oklahoma—have worked across racial lines to tell a truer story about their past. These three communities represent unique points in our history and disparate geographic and cultural environments. Like facets of a prism, each community refracts the historical light differently. And each is at a different point on the path toward reckoning with this legacy, repairing its downstream damage, and building a shared future.

In my home state of Mississippi, the Delta is the site of the 1955 murder of fourteen-year-old Emmett Till, and the courthouse where his killers were quickly acquitted by an all-white jury sits in Sumner, a county seat of Tallahatchie County. Although these events made international headlines and helped spark the modern civil rights movement, the local community has only recently begun working to commemorate these events. Over the last two decades, a group of citizens, working across racial lines, formed the Emmett Till Memorial Commission, which organized a public apology to the Till family for the injustice, raised funds for the renovation of the courthouse to restore it to its 1955 appearance, founded the Emmett Till Interpretive Center, and transformed the local landscape with historical markers and a civil rights driving tour.

In the far north, Duluth, Minnesota, witnessed a horrific—and much less well known—lynching of three Black itinerant circus workers in 1920 by an estimated mob of nearly ten thousand people, approximately one-tenth of the town’s heavily white Christian population. In 2003, Duluth also became one of the first major cities in the post–Jim Crow era to officially memorialize the victims of a lynching, creating a large plaza on a city corner that has for the last two decades served as a gathering place for marches and demonstrations for civil rights.

Tulsa, still a rough-and-tumble city on the Oklahoma oil frontier in the early twentieth century, was the site of one of the worst events of white mass racial violence in American history. Over the course of two days in 1921, bands of roving white residents murdered as many as three hundred of their fellow Black citizens and burned the entire African American Greenwood neighborhood to the ground. In 2021, a century after this horrific event, the 1921 Tulsa Race Massacre Centennial Commission raised millions of dollars to create a museum dedicated to the memory of Greenwood and the victims, along with scholarships and community development funds for North Tulsa residents. In his speech at the centennial memorial event, Joe Biden became the first sitting president to acknowledge these horrific events and to name white supremacy as the cause of the violence.

This book began with my interest in the ways the Black Lives Matter movement, which erupted into virtually all areas of American public consciousness in the wake of the police killing of George Floyd in 2020, was strengthening the work of historical truth-telling, healing, and justice at the local level. But as I spent time in Mississippi, Minnesota, and Oklahoma, I came to realize that a full understanding of the contemporary currents could only come from a clearer knowledge of the tributaries that have fed them. Upstream from the stories of violence toward African Americans, in all three communities, were the legacies of genocide and removal of the land’s Indigenous peoples. Each of these communities—one in the heart of the South, one in the North, and one in the West—has a history of brutal exploitation of and violence toward the Indigenous people who were the original inhabitants of their region.

The murder of fourteen-year-old Emmett Till in Tallahatchie County flows from the killing and expulsion of Choctaws forced to walk the Trail of Tears from Mississippi. The lynching of three Black circus workers in Duluth is downstream from the mass executions of thirty-eight Dakota men and the exile of the Dakota people from Minnesota. The massacre of African American residents and the conflagration in Tulsa emanates from the murder and exploitation of both the Indigenous people of Oklahoma and the systematic oppression of the more than eighty thousand Native American refugees arriving from the Southeast during the “Indian removal” policies of the early 1800s.

This longer, interconnected perspective presents a better understanding of who and where we are. It eschews the naïve innocence of 1776. And it avoids the myopic Black/white binary of 1619. Most importantly, by illuminating the different ways our communities have been fractured by the logic of the Doctrine of Discovery, it inverts the gaze. Rather than focusing on the oppression of African Americans or Native Americans, whose siloed histories in our telling rarely intersect, the focus turns to white Americans, a people whose story, at least in this part of the world, begins with an audacious claim: that God intended America to be a new Euro-Christian promised land; and its corollary: that the systemic violence we have wielded to seize it is justified.

In the concluding chapters, I reflect on what the country can learn from these three communities’ efforts at truth-telling, commemoration, and repair. Each has provided a different model for retelling their community’s story. Each has struggled, with varying degrees of success, to express their commitment to a different future. These community actors teach us that remembering and truth-telling are not ends in themselves, nor are they acts of self-flagellation or avenues of cheap absolution for the guilty consciences of white Americans. Rather, confession and memorialization are powerful rituals that rehabilitate and kindle our moral and religious imaginations. These acts dispel the confounding mist, helping us see where we are and how we arrived at our current circumstances. They also reorient us toward the work of repair that is vital for charting a new path forward at this critical time of reckoning in our country.
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PART ONE THE DELTA







Chapter One BEFORE MISSISSIPPI



I have no more land. I am driven away from home, driven up the red waters, let us all go, let us all die together and somewhere upon the banks we will be there.

—A song of Sin-e-cha, member of the Creek nation, who drowned when the Trail of Tears steamboat Monmouth sank in the Mississippi River in 18371




THE DELTA

The place we know today as Mississippi remains a land of contradictions. Religion, culture, history—even the land itself—are full of paradox. Nowhere is this truer than in “the Delta,” the broad, diamond-shaped alluvial floodplain between what are known today as the Mississippi and Yazoo Rivers, running two hundred miles south from Memphis, Tennessee, to Vicksburg, Mississippi, and extending east, at its broadest point, seventy miles. The opening deposits of its famously rich soil were first made more than fifteen thousand years ago as the waters rose from melting glaciers at the end of the last ice age. Year over year, they have been enriched by annual floodwaters delivering installments of stolen upstream nutrients.

When you travel today along one of the man-made ribbons that slice through the Delta such as Highway 49 or 61, there are stretches where the shimmering heat transforms them into long asphalt streams that plummet over the edge of the horizon. As the locals like to joke, flat-earthers never made much headway among religious fundamentalists here because the land is so level you can see the curvature of the earth.

If it’s between planting and harvest time, and if you keep your driving speed steady and your gaze oblique, the rich brown spaces between the verdant rows flicker by like frames on old film stock. The even topography and the tidy crop lines conjure a false sense of order, security, and permanence. Cruising along in air-conditioned comfort, it’s easy to forget how recently white settler colonists arrived, killing and driving Indigenous people from their homes while importing enslaved Africans whose labor created the contemporary landscape.

Archeological evidence indicates human presence in what is now Mississippi as far back as 10,000 BCE. These early people were largely nomadic hunters of large animals like mastodon and bison. As the area began to warm over the next few millennia, Indigenous people adopted a more sedentary farming lifestyle and established villages throughout the area connected by trade routes. By 1000 CE, Native Americans were living in complex societies, which included extensive settlements and the building of large ceremonial temple mounds.2

For centuries prior to the mass arrival of European settler colonists, the Delta and north Mississippi were part of the vast domain of the Choctaw confederation. According to Choctaw legend, the people originated from “Nanih Waya,” a sacred mound in what is now Winston County in east central Mississippi. Archeological evidence suggests that the platform mound was constructed between 300 CE and 600 CE.3 Historians trace modern Choctaw lineage to a coalescing of several clans in the late seventeenth century, including tribes descending from the mound builders.4 Because of the density of the vegetation and regular flooding, the Delta served as a site of hunting forays rather than settlement for the Choctaw.

Even as late as the end of the Civil War, most of the Delta was not yet farmland but a verdant lowland forest of old-growth hardwood trees, cypress-studded swamps, canebrakes, and mats of thorny vines. But with the arrival of white settler colonists in the early 1800s, the Delta began to be transformed, first by the backbreaking labor of enslaved Africans and then after the Civil War by the freedmen and their sharecropper descendants, along with smaller numbers of Italian and other immigrants, who braved ravenous mosquitoes, venomous snakes, and lurking alligators. Fueled by the prospects of wealth generated by “king cotton” in the second half of the nineteenth century, they cleared underbrush, cut timber, burned stumps, and drained swamps to unlock access to some of the most fertile agricultural soil in the world. Over the last century, massive modern flood control projects have taken the place of hand-dug mud levees; rail lines and black asphalt laid by Caterpillar pavers have replaced bayous and dirt roads; and GPS-enabled John Deere tractors have supplanted manual laborers and mule teams, opening even the most stubborn tracks.

But the water still refuses to yield.

As recently as 2021, the Mississippi Levee Board and local representatives were seeking approval from the US Environmental Protection Agency for a $400 million scheme to pump water out of the lower Delta area known as the Yazoo Backwater, because it had been flooded nearly every year over the last decade.5 In contrast to the neatly laid out rectangular farms of the Midwest, the Delta remains ornately carved by minor rivers such as the Tallahatchie and Big Sunflower, ancient oxbow lakes, and hundreds of tributaries feeling their way to the Mississippi and Yazoo Rivers on its boundaries.

Highways pull off the illusion of mastery by leaping the waters on small bridges. Razor-straight crop rows are compelled to contract and extend their reach, their terminus dictated by the meandering waters. From above, the land appears more swirled than sectioned, the waters less tamed than accommodated.




FOUR HUNDRED YEARS BEFORE EMMETT TILL

Emmett Till was born on July 25, 1941. But his story begins four hundred years earlier, on May 8, 1541.

On that date, Hernando de Soto became the first documented European to reach the Mississippi River. Likely landing south of Memphis, near the Mississippi county that bears his name today, de Soto claimed a massive area, including the Mississippi-Yazoo River basin, as the domain of Spain. De Soto was an ambitious man on the rise. He had recently been named governor of Cuba by Holy Roman Emperor Charles V. Just two years earlier, he had led a six-hundred-person-strong incursion into the continent that set out in 1539 from near Tampa Bay, claiming Florida and vast tracts of other “undiscovered” lands that he encountered for Spain.

De Soto’s conquest—particularly his arrival at the Mississippi River—was considered central enough to America’s founding myth that it was commemorated in 1855 as the final installment of eight large historical paintings commissioned by Congress that are still displayed in the Rotunda of the US Capitol building today. Painted by William H. Powell, the eighteen-by-twelve-foot Discovery of the Mississippi by De Soto depicts a white fantasy of American origins, a romanticized Euro-Christian vision of divinely ordained conquest. While the significance of the details is lost on most contemporary observers, Powell carefully captured the performance of the specific ritual acts that were required to secure the legal claim to Indigenous land under the Doctrine of Discovery.

The large canvas has two distinct visual fields. In the well-lit background, the painting depicts de Soto astride a white horse, adorned in Renaissance-era finery, entering a Native American village that is perched on a bluff overlooking the river. He is surrounded by a dense phalanx of mounted armed soldiers. The Native Americans, both men and women, are all shirtless. Native women warily cling to each other, with some hiding behind a large teepee. Three male Native leaders stand over a few crude weapons spread on a blanket on the ground, one in a majestic headdress, one extending a peace pipe, and another guardedly crossing his arms.

In the foreground, cast in shadow, is the remarkable juxtaposition of European implements of war and the symbols of Christianity. On the bottom left, there are allusions to the fighting that had taken place the day before between de Soto’s men and Native Americans. One man is tending a wounded leg; another, part of a cohort pushing a large cannon, has his head bandaged. In the center, directly below de Soto’s horse, is a cache of muskets, ammunition, armor, and a battle axe. Occupying the entire lower right corner of the painting is a massive crucifix—consisting of rough-hewn timber tied with rope and adorned with a white crucified Jesus—being raised amid the village. A Catholic monk blesses it with his right hand while reading a proclamation from a manuscript held with his left.6

These acts were not spontaneous expressions of thanks to God for a safe journey, nor were they simply routine religious ceremonies. Rather, they were performances of a specific set of rituals designed to secure legal claims through the invocation of the moral and religious framework of the Doctrine of Discovery. If Powell’s painting were animated with audio, you would hear the monk reading these words aloud to the assembled throng:


God our Lord gave charge to one man, called St. Peter, that he should be Lord and Superior of all the men in the world, that all should obey him, and that he should be the head of the whole human race, wherever men should live, and under whatever law, sect, or belief they should be; and he gave him the world for his kingdom and jurisdiction…. One of these Pontiffs, who succeeded St. Peter as Lord of the world, in the dignity and seat which I have before mentioned, made donation of these isles and Tierra-firme to the aforesaid King and Queen and to their successors, our lords, with all that there are in these territories, as is contained in certain writings which passed upon the subject as aforesaid, which you can see if you wish.7



This truly remarkable text, which became known as the Requerimiento, was developed for use by Spanish conquistadors by jurist Palacios Rubios of the Council of Castile in 1514. It was written in Latin, the language of the European Catholic Church, spoken neither by most of the Spanish soldiers nor the Native Americans. Nonetheless, it was created to proclaim to Indigenous people their new status—effective upon their “discovery”—as subjects of the Spanish monarchy by order of the pope. It was a carefully developed part of the Euro-Christian choreography of conquest, designed to legitimate European claims to dominion over specific people and territory under the Doctrine of Discovery.

After asserting the divine authority invested in the pope and delegated to the Spanish monarchs, the Requerimiento claims that other Indigenous peoples everywhere have gladly accepted this news and have voluntarily submitted to be Spanish subjects. It also alleges that “all these, of their own free will, without any reward or condition, have become Christians” and declares, “You too are held and obliged to do the same.”8 The Requerimiento goes on to reassure the Indigenous people of the benefits of becoming Christian Spanish subjects: “You will do well… and we in their name shall receive you in all love and charity.”9

But the document also concludes with this ominous description of the consequences of not “freely” accepting these terms:


But, if you do not do this, and maliciously make delay in it, I certify to you that, with the help of God, we shall powerfully enter into your country, and shall make war against you in all ways and manners that we can, and shall subject you to the yoke and obedience of the Church and of their Highnesses, we shall take you and your wives and your children, and shall make slaves of them, and as such shall sell and dispose of them as their Highnesses may command; and we shall take away your goods, and shall do you all the mischief and damage that we can, as to vassals who do not obey, and refuse to receive their lord and resist and contradict him; and we protest that the deaths and losses which shall accrue from this are your fault, and not that of their Highnesses, or ours, not of these cavaliers who come with us. And that we have said this to you and made this Requisition, we request the notary here present to give us his testimony in writing, and we ask the rest who are present that they should be witnesses of the Requisition.10



De Soto did not find the gold or riches he was seeking, and the unforgiving wilderness claimed the lives of nearly half his expeditionary force. De Soto himself succumbed to a severe fever and was secretly buried at night in the Mississippi River so that Native Americans, some of whom thought he had godlike powers, would not know of his mortality. Despite these losses, de Soto’s violent campaign accomplished its purpose back home. It left a string of crosses in their wake, putting any other Europeans on notice of their claim. The survivors returned to Spain in possession of a few valuables such as a clutch of pearls, enslaved Native Americans as examples of the conquered people, maps, and properly notarized records that the rites of the Doctrine of Discovery had been correctly performed.

These ritual acts accomplished two things in the eyes of the western Christian Church and other European powers. They succeeded in claiming for Spain the rights to an immense tract of land, including the present areas of Florida, Georgia, the Carolinas, Tennessee, Arkansas, Alabama, and Mississippi.11 And they morally absolved Spain for the killing, enslaving, and other violent mistreatment of Indigenous peoples in these areas. Having “rejected” an offer they could not understand, Indigenous demise would be, in the eyes of the church and the Christian state, the deserved consequence of their own intransigence.




THE “INDIAN PROBLEM” AND THE TRAIL OF TEARS

Traced from the European perspective, the preemptive right to control the land and people of this region was claimed alternatively by France, Great Britain, and Spain. The US finally secured its own right to preemption in 1795, when Spain relinquished its claim in the Treaty of San Lorenzo. White occupation did not pick up until the Mississippi Territory was organized in 1798 and extended to include the Delta region in 1804. Even at the recognition of Mississippi statehood in 1817, the fertile Delta land remained undisturbed, sheltered by an impenetrable tangle of vegetation. In his 1948 memoir, Where I Was Born and Raised, David Cohn described the Delta’s early history (from the European perspective) this way:


The Spaniard came and Hernando De Soto was buried in the Delta’s river, but the land did not stir in its sleep. More than a century later, when Cornwallis surrendered at Yorktown, it was still primeval wilderness. It sent no soldiers to the War of 1812 because there were no men to send. It was not until 1825, scarcely more than thirty years before the Civil War, that the first settlers came.12



The passing of territory rights among European powers proceeded without consideration for the Choctaw, Chickasaw, and Creek nations, who continued to live on their ancestral lands, even as they were being surveyed and captured on paper by European and then American cartographers. As white colonizers poured into the area in the early 1800s, resulting in sometimes violent clashes, Choctaw leaders looked for ways to coexist with the newcomers. But the settlers’ ravenous appetite for land—a phenomenon dubbed “Mississippi Fever”—meant that agreements were continually abrogated and both the individual and communal land rights of the Choctaw were regularly violated.

Under duress, the Choctaw Nation relinquished rights to the southwestern third of their lands (about five million acres), which included the southern portion of the Delta, in the 1820 Treaty of Doak’s Stand. In exchange, the Choctaw were assured that their remaining lands “shall remain without alteration” and that “the peace and harmony subsisting between the Choctaw Nation of Indians and the United States, are hereby renewed, continued, and declared to be perpetual.”13

This treaty was underwritten by the same moral and religious logic, rooted in the Doctrine of Discovery, that drove de Soto to the Mississippi nearly three centuries earlier: divinely ordained political domination, justified by the provision of “civilization and Christianity” to those depicted as backward savages. The treaty also embodied what was fast becoming a tenet of US Indian policy in the early nineteenth century: a genocidal goal of destroying Choctaw cultural and religious life as a condition of physical survival in that place.14

The treaty stipulated that any Choctaw who insisted on continuing a traditional hunting lifestyle (who “refused to work,” in the language of the treaty) would be forcibly moved west across the river. Those who wanted to stay could do so only by abandoning their culture and religion, including sending their children to Choctaw boarding schools run by missionaries or the government that mandated the teaching of English and Christianity while banning Native languages and religious practices. If they agreed, they were given one-mile-square plots of land for subsistence family farms and promised the right to become US citizens in the future.15

For those willing to move, the treaty offered as compensation one year of supplies and title to other lands beyond the Mississippi River in what is today Arkansas, Oklahoma, and Texas (failing to consider that there were both other Indigenous people and white settlers already in these areas). To the disappointment of white officials, few emigrated after the ratification of the 1820 treaty, choosing either to attempt to assimilate in place or to move to unceded land to the north.

By 1830, the strong preference of whites for “Indian removal” over assimilation and sharing of resources became clear. After personally overseeing brutal military campaigns against Native Americans as a general in the US Army, Andrew Jackson was elected president in 1828. Leveraging the incorporation of the Doctrine of Discovery into US law in the 1823 Johnson v. M’Intosh case, Andrew Jackson made “Indian removal” the center of his presidency and the official policy of the United States. His speech to the US Senate celebrating the passage of the 1830 Indian Removal Act is revealing:


[The removal of the Indians beyond the white settlements] will relieve the whole State of Mississippi and the western part of Alabama of Indian occupancy, and enable those States to advance rapidly in population, wealth, and power. It will separate the Indians from immediate contact with settlements of whites; free them from the power of the states; enable them to pursue happiness in their own way and under their own rude institutions; will retard the progress of decay, which is lessening their numbers, and perhaps cause them gradually, under the protection of the Government and through the influence of good counsels, to cast off their savage habits and become an interesting, civilized, and Christian community.16



In Mississippi, the state increased the pressure on the Native American nations by abolishing their tribal governments and extending the jurisdiction of state laws over their people. Just four months after the passage of the Indian Removal Act, federal officials forced the Choctaw to cede the remainder of their lands east of the Mississippi River in the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek, also called the Choctaw Removal Treaty, which was signed on September 27, 1830. The execution of this treaty made the Choctaw Nation the first of the major Native American nations to be completely driven from their homelands. Having lived with years of duplicity and coercion from federal and state officials, most Choctaw understood the dire situation. One leader summarized the terms of the treaty deal this way: “Let me give you money to allow me to kill you.”17 Rev. William Winans, a proslavery minister and secretary of the Mississippi Conference of the Methodist Church, described the treatment of the Choctaw as “a wanton disregard of the claims of humanity and a display of ingratitude rarely equaled in the annals of human depravity.”18

Frustrated with the pace of legal dispossession, impatient white settler colonists took matters into their own hands. Speculators of all kinds swarmed into Choctaw lands, wielding violence and concocting every conceivable type of fraudulent scheme. Choctaw residents reported hundreds of these incidents to federal commissioners, to no avail. Elderly and infirm Indigenous people were particularly vulnerable.

In Unworthy Republic: The Dispossession of Native Americans and the Road to Indian Territory, historian Claudio Saunt vividly describes the violence and theft many Choctaw experienced at the hands of white settler colonists during this period:


Immaka, a sixty-five-year-old woman, lived with her three grown children until a white man built a house near her and plowed a field right up to her front door. After he pried the boards off her house while she was living in it, she fled to “an old waste house” and survived on a small crop of corn. Oakalarcheehubbee, described as “an old grey headed man having but one eye,” stayed at home until Hiram Walker drove him out with a whip. Walker then put his fifteen slaves to work on the land…. Okshowenah, said to be “an old and infirm” woman, was a widow at the time of the treaty. All but one of her children had moved west, but she remained in the Choctaw Nation until a man plowed around her house and fenced her in. She fled, and in 1838 was preparing to move west. “I hardly expect she will get there,” said one relative, who commented, “She is remarkably old.”19



Alexis de Tocqueville, the young Frenchman traveling in America to observe what he understood as the vibrancy of American democratic institutions and culture, witnessed one of the early waves of forced Choctaw migration as he crossed the Mississippi River just south of Memphis—not far from de Soto’s landing nearly three centuries earlier—in the winter of 1831. He began his account of this event: “It is impossible to conceive the frightful sufferings that attend these forced migrations. They are undertaken by a people already exhausted and reduced; and the countries to which the newcomers betake themselves are inhabited by other tribes, which receive them with jealous hostility. Hunger is in the rear, war awaits them, and misery besets them on all sides.”20

Tocqueville then gave this vivid description of “sufferings that I have not the power to portray”:


These savages had left their country and were endeavoring to gain the right bank of the Mississippi, where they hoped to find asylum that had been promised them by the American government. It was then the middle of winter, and the cold was unusually severe; the snow had frozen hard upon the ground, and the river was drifting huge masses of ice. The Indians had their families with them, and they brought in their train the wounded and the sick, with children newly born and old men upon the verge of death. They possessed neither tents nor wagons, but only their arms and some provisions. I saw them embark to pass the mighty river, and never will that solemn spectacle fade from my remembrance. No cry, no sob, was heard among the assembled crowd; all were silent. Their calamities were of an ancient date, and they knew them to be irremediable. The Indians had all stepped into the bark that was to carry them across, but their dogs remained upon the bank. As soon as these animals perceived that their masters were finally leaving the shore, they set up of a dismal howl and, plunging all together into the icy waters of the Mississippi, swam after the boat.21



Between 1831 and 1834, massive, forced removal of approximately 18,000 of the 23,000 Choctaw residents to Oklahoma resulted in the deaths of over 2,500—predominantly children, the sick, pregnant women, and the elderly—due to starvation and exposure on what a Choctaw chief described as “the trail of tears and death.”22 The Choctaw Removal Treaty also contained yet another empty US promise about the security of their new homes west of the Mississippi River: that “no part of the land granted them shall ever be embraced in any Territory or State.”23




WHITE COLONIZATION AND CHATTEL SLAVERY

With “the Indian problem”—as President Jackson and other white leaders commonly referred to it—solved by violence in the name of Christian virtue, the northern part of Mississippi, including the Delta, was opened for the benefit of white settler colonists. Given the inhospitable jungle that guarded the rich earth, the early Delta farmers who attempted to unleash its potential tended to be wealthy planters from Georgia and South Carolina. Because of poor farming techniques, many of these planters had depleted the soil on their southeastern plantations. But they had sufficient capital, in cash and enslaved people, to undertake the arduous work of clearing and draining these new lands for farming.

Because land had to be continually cleared to enlarge the productive proportion of the plantation, the normal agrarian harvest rhythms were replaced with a year-round work schedule. On Doro, the Charles Clark plantation, enslaved workers were only given six or seven Saturday afternoons off per year. A British travel writer for the Daily News reported in 1857 that most Delta slaves spent their lives “from the moment they are able to go afield in the picking season till they drop worn out in the grave in incessant labor, in all sorts of weather, at all seasons of the year without any other change or relaxation than is furnished by sickness… indebted solely to the forbearance of the good temper of the overseer for exemption from terrible physical suffering.”24

This cruel system, however, paid handsome dividends. Emigration and the importation of enslaved people ballooned in the thirty years preceding the Civil War. In the Delta’s Washington County, the total population in 1830 was 1,976, of whom 1,184 were slaves. A decade later, the slave population had increased by a factor of six, with a ratio of ten enslaved Africans to every white citizen. By 1850, this ratio would increase to 14.5 to 1, with the average white family in Washington County enslaving 81.7 people.25

In 1860, just a year before the outbreak of the Civil War, the US Census revealed that four Delta counties (Bolivar, Coahoma, Issaquena, and Tunica) were among the thirty-six wealthiest counties in the United States—wealth accounted for less by landholdings or production than by holdings of enslaved people.26 Even this remarkable wealth only hinted at what seemed to be the limitless profit possibilities of the region. As historian James C. Cobb notes in his landmark book, The Most Southern Place on Earth, “with only 10 percent of its land cleared in 1860, the Yazoo Delta was little more than a sparsely inhabited plantation frontier as the antebellum era drew to a close.”27

The abduction and enslavement of millions of Africans was, like the killing and deportation of Indigenous people, rooted in the vision of European and Christian superiority captured in the Doctrine of Discovery. The brutal treatment of the two groups supported the same ends: the securing of land and the exploitation of its resources exclusively for people of European descent. Genocide and exile of Indigenous people were key to the former, and enslavement of Africans secured the latter.

The leaders of the Confederacy saw their project as the culmination of the divine promise of Euro-Christian domination contained in the Doctrine of Discovery. At the opening of the Alabama Secession Convention in 1861, Basil Manly Sr., a prominent Southern Baptist minister who became known as the chaplain to the Confederacy, for example, praised God for reserving “this fair portion of the earth so long undiscovered, unpolluted with the wars and the crimes of the old world that Thou mightest here establish a free government and a pure religion.”28 He went on to author a provision in the Constitution of the Confederacy that invoked “the favor of Almighty God” on their endeavors and, in a prayer opening the Provisional Congress of the Confederate States, called on God to preserve the Confederacy “as long as the sun and the moon” shone.29

But the Civil War brought destruction and disarray to this idealized vision and to the Delta planter world. Coahoma County saw widespread destruction of plantation houses, gins, and even the ramshackle cabins of the enslaved. Given the high value of cotton, the wealth of planters was threatened even by their own side, as Confederate soldiers were under orders to destroy any cotton that might fall into the hands of Union soldiers. As the chaos of the war continued, many enslaved people seized the opportunity to secure their freedom. On January 29, 1862, sixteen enslaved people on the Doro Plantation rebelled against the overseer and fled. By the end of that year, most plantations were losing enslaved people in large numbers, some fleeing to join Union forces.30

The biggest blow to the planter lifestyle and future fortunes was the final demise of the institution of slavery, the system of exploitable, free labor that carved farms out of swampy wilderness and transformed cotton fibers into white wealth. At the close of the Civil War, Delta planters not only had to wrestle with a still-untamed wilderness, but they also had to contend with the unpredictability of a newly freed Black labor force. In The Negro in Mississippi, historian Vernon L. Wharton summarized uneasy postbellum planter sentiment this way:


For the first time in their lives, they found it necessary to deal and bargain with their laborers. Negroes who had worked for them for twenty years were simply walking off the place. How did one go about getting new workers under this abominable system? There was a strange and unhappy silence around the old slave auction blocks.31
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