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Progressive Education Association was planning the North American Regional 

Conference of the New Educational Fellowship to be held in Mexico City in 1935 one of 

its agents, a Mr. Redefer, found that the very mention of Doherty’s name proved of 

inestimable value.64 

The Indian Office’s progressive education program was inspired by Mexico’s 

educational program and, as a result, it suffered similar problems.  All too often the 

Indian Office, like the SEP, found properly trained teachers to be in short supply. Added 

to this problem many teachers couldn’t adjust to the Dewey method of education. Ben 

Reifel, a Brule Sioux, commented that these “poor teachers were just going around 

because they had never been taught to handle the situation.” He concluded that while 

Indian children benefited from learning how to raise rabbits and chickens, they often 

failed to learn how to read or write. All too often it was peor es nada.65 

Having found Doherty’s expertise beneficial in Mexico Collier later used her 

expertise, observational qualities, and writing abilities in a more ambitious manner. After 

briefly working at the Department of the Interior in Washington, D. C., in early 1939, 

Doherty was sent on a mission to investigate Indian policies and meet with indigenista 

advocates in Central and South America.66 
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awareness of directions which nothing but face to face contact can bring.” In time it 

would unite with factors within the area determining exactly what area of investigation 

would give “increased dynamism to areas of research already finished or under way.” 

And it would take part in integrating and guiding one or more pilot demonstration 

projects.92  

Collier felt that it was probable that such a project would include psychiatric and 

psychological components aimed at the discovery of basic character and personality 

structures, unconscious attitudes, trends, and tensions. He felt that “Such findings 

illuminate many areas of social life and give new meaning to data” that was “historical, 

anthropological and ecological.” As a by-product of this work the “team would make a 

provocative and suggestive statement(s) of value to the subject studied.” But he felt that 

the decisive and great value of this integrative action research would be the process of 

integrative action research itself and that “its findings which would come out of it 

cumulatively and would pass progressively into living action. Its documentation would be 

in more forms than one.”93  

Collier argued that the use of integrated social sciences cooperatively with the 

involvement of the administrator and the “lay man” provided critical information and 

understanding. The integrative use of anthropology, psychology, sociology, economics, 

and ecology with the attention of practical administrative imperatives was more decisive 

than the use of one of these fields in abstraction of the others. He stated that the 

integrated use of social sciences “reveals a dynamic wholeness.” Facts which in their 
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unrelatedness seemed inert are “brought to life; much motive, value, resistance, implicit 

ideology, which previously was latent, taken-for-granted-and not-utilized, and even 

unconscious, is moved into illumination and energetic productiveness.”94  

He added that: 

Much that is important-sometimes, most important—rest 

unconsidered because it rests outside the lines of direct attention. Social 

discovery never forces itself coercively on the mind….” Ever-renewed 

search for wholeness of awareness and understanding is called for as 

almost the first and last consideration of wisdom, and the tools for such 

research now exist, proven in action many times-in government, in 

industry, in war relocation camps, in pre-literate societies undergoing 

transition, and in social applied sociology95 

The mission of these social scientists was to study the diverse populations with 

the goal of incorporating these people into national life while increasing their affinity for 

the nation. In this sense the Indian office was employed much like business and industry. 

Where business and industry were interested in ways to produce more productive and 

efficient workers the Indian Service was interested in turning communities of Indians into 

individuals who would fit smoothly into specific segments of America’s political and 

economic structure. This was part of a mission to employ scientific methodologies in 

order to produce a better society and ease the lot of minorities.96 

Collier, along with Malinowski and Thompson, believed that they could achieve 

some sort of universality in social sciences that could be applied not just in the Indian 
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Service. They claimed that their research insights could be used in other enterprises of 

colonial administration, trusteeships, dependencies, and minorities all over the world. 

Collier claimed that the research offered understandings that offered great usefulness 

“throughout the world as regards white contact with non-white peoples…” One of these 

researchers seeking administrative insights was Alexander Leighton, head of the Bureau 

of Sociological Research. This bureau studied the Japanese American Internment Camp 

at Poston, Arizona, where the “disloyal” were to be separated from the “loyal” and 

classes in “Americanization” were promoted as a means for the internees’ successful 

reintegration into American society. Leighton stated that their goals were to ascertain the 

attitudes and sentiments of the people, gain experience, and knowledge of universalities 

that could be used in the governing of post war occupied areas along with the training of 

research staff that would be capable of working in these areas. 97 

In a report written by Collier and sent to W. Wade Head, the Director of the 

Poston War Relocation Center, a facility then administered by the Office of Indian 

Affairs on land belonging to the Colorado River Indian Reservation, Collier equated 

Japanese internees with Native Americans. In both cases he viewed them as members of 

“colonies” administered by the United States. In this report, apparently intended for the 

Japanese internees at Poston, Collier commended the spirt of Head who was carrying on, 

as Director of Poston, the same policy used, “among the Indians we are serving,” 

intended to “help you (the Japanese internees) to “organize your own life, your industry, 

or your own government.” He stated that Head’s “spirt” was honed by his six years as 

superintendent of the Papago (Tohono O’odham) Reservation at Sells Arizona. Collier 
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indicated that it was his desire for this “colony” (Poston) and other “colonies” to have a 

“genuine fundamental democracy” practiced with the hope of showing “the people of the 

United States how life can be organized in this country definitely as it is now.” He 

concluded that “It is my belief that if this enterprise is given a good two or three years to 

bloom that you are going to show the United States a very important social achievement.” 

And “If you are going to keep the social enterprise long enough you are going to give a 

permanent contribution to the United States and your own life.”98 

While universality was a concept adopted by Collier it was a conception that 

figured in the careers of Franz Boas and Manuel Gamio. In their approach to universality 

there were similarities and differences. Boas had an imperial interest in the exoticism of 

human diversity while Gamio worked in the national interest of accelerating 

modernization. Boas traveled to the remote corners of the Pacific Northwest seeking 

anthropological truths. Gamio traveled to the remote suburbs of Mexico City to identify 

national obstacles. In their determination of local conditions came distinct notions of 

universality. Boas considered the universal human family and its infinite diversity of 

forms. Gamio considered the national family and the need to forge its diversity of forms 
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into a unified, identifiable pueblo. For these men universality was both a means of 

collective identification and collective unity.99  

Collier’s vision of universality in the use of the social sciences was based on his 

belief in the capacity of humans to improve themselves. Mexican neo-Lamarckian 

eugenic theories, that were popular in Mexican Indigenesmo, contained elements readily 

identifiable and appealing to Collier. These theories offered a recipe for human 

improvement, both mentally and physically that are in agreement with Collier’s beliefs. 

Collier’s interest in human adaptation was indicated by his enthusiasm for the writings 

and theories of Lester Frank Ward. Ward considered himself a neo-Lamarckian and 

believed that there had to be a mechanism that could allow environmental factors to 

influence evolution faster than Dawin’s slow evolutionary process. Collier was inspired 

by Ward’s idea that social advancement could be enhanced through education and 

scientific method. He shared Ward’s confidence that the psychic force of the mind could 

be used to direct social activity towards a desired end: controlling and directing society 

and its people through an evolutionary process. In this he shared Ward’s belief in Telesis, 

the concept that through the power of the mind man could take control of the situation 

and direct the evolution of human society; that one could purposely utilize the process of 

nature and society to obtain particular social goals.100 
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Like many progressives Ward favored the science of eugenics as a way to purge 

society’s gene pool of undesirable traits. In 1913 he endorsed eugenics as a way to fight 

“that modern scientific fatalism known as laissez-faire” with the goal of “the betterment 

of the human race.” He argued that “the end and aim of eugenics cannot be reproached.” 

He lamented the present state of humanity stating that, “the (human) race is far from 

perfect. Its condition is deplorable.” But, he maintained “Its improvement is entirely 

feasible, and in the highest degree desirable.”101 

Collier, never a fan of laissez-faire, expressed his admiration for Ward’s concept 

of social telesis, believing that it “would make the human future,” enhancing “invention, 

deliberate innovation, and individual creativity” and when, “delivered into society, would 

transform society.” He noted that Ward believed that “emotion and sentiment are not 

abstract concepts, and would always be the main movers of mankind.” Collier would 

latter develop the concept that human life lived in two worlds: organic and mental. He 

maintained that these two worlds were so deeply linked that philosophers suggested that 

they were in fact one. He suggested that the link in these two was instinct with its 

accompanying emotions. He believed that “in social man instinct was bound up with and 

was usually naked behind, the idea, in psycho-physical organization which as a whole is 

known as sentiment.”102  

He was impressed by Ward’s contention that the potential of the human mind was 

infinite. Collier, who later referred to Ward as “an Aristotle in the range and sweep of his 

thinking,” fondly remembered attending Ward’s last lecture, in New York, on the subject 
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“Eugenics, Eudemics and Euthenics.” At the lecture Collier, who considered Ward’s 

thinking “cosmographic,” asked Ward to extend his statement to the point where he 

admitted that “human potential has no limits.” Collier called the lecture “a great speech, 

deeply moving, full of feeling, revealing a good deal of the poet in Ward.”103 

In Ward’s lecture one notices two other terms Eudemics and Euthenics, 

components of Eugenics. Eudemics is the applied science of improving the nation, both 

politically and socially. Euthenics is the study of the improvement of human functioning 

and well-being by the improvement of living conditions, effecting the "improvement" 

through altering external factors such as education and the controllable environment, 

including the prevention and removal of contagious diseases and parasites, 

environmentalism, education, employment, home economics, sanitation, and housing. 

Ward was particularly interested in Euthenics. This was because he considered heredity 

and the hopes of utilizing it in the interest of race improvement to be hampered by its 

fixed quality. He argued “that while the environment is not easily modified it is the only 

thing that is modified in the process of artificial selection, which is the essential principle 

of eugenics itself.” Therefore, “All the improvement that can be brought about through 

any of the applications of that art must be the result of nurture, and cannot be due to any 

change in nature since nature is incapable of change.” He argued that, “In the human field 

the mind-force is added to the life-force, and both vital and psychic powers press forward 

together toward some exalted goal. The environment lies across the path of both and 
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obstructs their rise.” He concluded that, “The problem every-where is how to unlock these 

prison doors and set free the innate forces of nature.” Ward suggested that humanity 

could be Euthenically advanced to a higher state through social improvements, through 

better education, health, diet and other socially related improvements allowing mankind 

and society to evolve to a higher plain.104  

Collier agreed with Ward’s belief concerning self-improvement. He argued that it 

was supported by the concept of self-generation held by the philosopher Friedrich 

Wilhelm Nietzsche. He noted Nietzsche’s contention that man used “will” to maximize 

self-improvement and self-transcendence. In this way through intergrowth and 

personality development the “present man” moves towards the “beyond man” 

transferring instinctual possession into “virtue,” a “will and fate” that moves towards a 

greater self-transcendence that enhances human endowment. He felt that this process of 

improvement enfranchises a never ending process of self-creation.105 

In Mexico many intellectuals shared a similar viewpoint, stating that the concept 

of social evolution created an evolutionary hierarchy from primitive to the modern and 

maintaining that these social stages were not racially determined. Late nineteenth century 

intellectuals including Alfredo Chavero and Justo Sierra developed elaborate 

evolutionary models for pre-Columbian and contemporary Mexican people that made 

social evolution integral to Mexico’s past and future.106 

                                                           
104Lester Frank Ward, “Eugenics, Euthenics, and Eudemics, 753-754, 749-750.  
105 John Collier, From Every Zenith,, 39. 
106 Alexander Dawson Indian and Nation In Revolutionary Mexico, 5, 11, 17.; Patience A. Schell “Eugenics 

Policy and Practice in Cuba, Puerto Rico, and Mexico” from The Oxford Hand Book of the History of 

Eugenics, ed. Alan Bashford, Philip Levin (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 487-488. 



268 

 

Manual Gamio suggested that this social evolution could happen quickly under 

the right circumstances.  He noted that improvements in the living conditions of Indians 

could unleash their evolutional potential. Though he considered many Indians, in their 

present state, to be degenerate he believed that they were capable of regeneration if 

conditions were improved. He observed that Indians, who had moved to the city and 

became members of the proletariat, received better wages resulting in improvements of 

“their food, dress, habitation, and in their amusements and in their savings.” He stated 

that when the urban Indian had access to education and “joins to a certain extent the 

social phases of the white race and the mestizos and becomes acquainted with modern 

civilization,” the result was a transformation in the urban Indian towards the mestizo. 

Gamio considered culture not biology the determinate for indigenous people and believed 

that environmental changes could alter their physiological makeup and advance them 

culturally.107 

Gamio linked ideas of acculturation that were strong among anthropologists at the 

time with neo-Lamarckian social evolutionism and a hierarchical model of civilization. 

Neo-Lamarckism was popular in Mexico because it implied that human beings were 

capable of gradually improving through environmental intervention. This intervention 

resulted in a gradual transformation of the populace towards a healthier, more vibrant 

state. Characteristic of this belief was Gamio’s assertion that Mexican repatriates, 

workers forced by the United States into returning to Mexico, benefited from a better 

environment in the United States, resulting in physical and mental superiority to their 
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counterparts who had remained in Mexico. It understandable that Gamio would support 

such ideas as an advocate of eugenics, he was involved in the eugenics movement, being 

president of the Mexican delegation at the 1921 New York Eugenics Congress, and a vice 

president of that event. After this conference he continued to be a regular contributor to 

the Eugenics Society journal, Eugenesia.108 

Latin American scientists’ support for neo-Lamarckian ideas made them receptive 

to the cultural anthropological theories of Franz Boas who was a leading critic of 

biological determinism and an early skeptic of the notion that race mixing was a bad idea 

for the development of national populations. Boas viewed miscegenation as having the 

potential to positively enhance humanity. At the Second Pan American Scientific 

Conference, held in Washington D.C. in 1915, Boas presented a paper in support of the 

idea that racial mixture could improve the traits of a population, an idea supported by 

many Latin American scientists at the time.109  

The neo-Lamarckian concept of biosocial change was intended to confront the 

paradox of creating a homogeneous body politic out of hybrids through the process of 

mestizaje; the mestizoification of Mexico. Proponents, like Gamio and José Vasconcelos, 

proclaimed Mexican eugenic homogenization fundamental to the nation’s future health. 

Their assertion was supported by Dr. Alfredo Correa, cofounder of the Mexican Eugenics 
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Society, who, in the mid-1930s, argued that eugenic homogenization “is the problem and 

at the same time the solution. It is the problem because we are investigating the methods 

to achieve it and to some extent accelerate it. It is the answer because once realized, the 

national race will be one, a model that we have seen in other countries whose result is 

growth and progress in addition to collective well-being.”110  

Many eugenicists agreed with Correa’s vision. His vision held within it an 

unspoken desire that homogenization would result in the overall disappearance of 

mestizos and the ascendency of whites or creoles. This envisioned result was usually hid 

behind illusions of a homogenous mestizo nation reinforced by the 1930 census with its 

refusal to classify inhabitants by race. Generally this desired outcome remained under the 

surface, masked in exultations of utopian inclusions that extoled the Indian. But once in a 

while racial preferences surfaced. One example was Dr. Rafael Carrillo’s pronouncement 

to the Mexican Eugenics Society in 1932: “it is certain that if mestizaje continues 

indefinitely, it will disappear over time, given that the white race, being superior, will 

prevail over the inferior black and Indian.” Generally such sentiments remained buried 

and could only be inferred while those believing in the saving grace of the mestizo sought 

state-sponsored anthropological censuses of every inhabitant of the republic hoping to 

gather data that would ease the process of racial mixing.111 

This bio-eugenic process figured in Gamio’s thinking. Alan Knight points out “that 

it was with the Revolution that the mestizo cult blossomed,” with its ideal, la raza 

cósmica, the mestizo race, the superior hybrid. “In the great forge of America” Gamio 
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wrote, “on the giant anvil of the Andes virile races of bronze and iron have struggled for 

centuries.” He argued that from this struggle came the mestizo, the carrier of the national 

culture of the future. This was a hearty biological hybrid predicated on European 

dominance, with Indianess consigned to a backward past.112 

European dominance as a component in Gamio’s equation was evident in his 

viewpoints concerning Uruguay and Venezuela. In the subject of national formation 

Gamio considered Uruguay to be a nation with a proper altitude, latitude, and white 

population to achieve modernization. In contrast, he considered Venezuela, with its high 

black and indigenous racial composition, to be a nation in which it was almost impossible 

to form a stable democratic government. Gamio considered it difficult for nations like 

Venezuela or Mexico to have democratic and modern futures without state led eugenic 

polices leading to mestizaje. He believed that indigenous and black populations hampered 

modernization projects and that it was imperative that the governments of these two 

countries racially homogenize their nations through cultural and biological mestizaje.113 

There is a sense of social human reconstruction in indigenista texts. Moisés Sáenz 

described the goal of harmonizing Mexico as the goal of building a "grand symphony 

[from the] discordant notes that is the life of Mexico." In Forjando Patria Manuel Gamio 

praised the artistic sensibilities and moral strength of the Tarahumara, Teotihuacán, and 

Tlaxcalan Indians. He advocated an experimental effort to fuse elements of their 

perceived cultural strengths into the ideal Mexican subject thus forging the new 
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fatherland. "I implore you to mix, my countrymen!" he memorably wrote in his most 

famous text.114  

In a like-minded fashion Americans connected to John Collier advocated the 

transformational power of Native Americans. In 1932 W. Carson Ryan, Collier’s chief of 

Indian education, addressed the Third International Congress of Eugenics arguing that 

American Indians had specific inborn capacities useful to the greater society. He stated 

that, “Not even the most ardent hereditarian questions today the profound influence of 

modification upon the native processes. The problem for us is to exert this modification 

and at the same time accept fully the possibilities of Indian peoples as they are.”115  

Ryan indicated that these modifications offered great benefits. He stated that, “A 

still further Indian contribution to civilization, closely associated with the esthetic and 

spiritual, is the social organization of the small community.” He added that “It is not 

merely that Indian social organization may be interesting historically to students of 

western democracy; it is rather that in its survivals of community arts, village industry, 

and wholesome rural life, there may be a way out for American industrialism with its 

mass production and mass living.” Ryan stated that Tannenbaum and “other students of 

Modern Mexico” noted the “deliberate effort there (in Mexico) to build on native culture-

---on what Moises Saenz(sic) calls “the cultural integration of the Indian.” Quoting John 
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Collier, Ryan said, "As a member of a commune or corporation he (the Native American) 

is, relatively speaking, satisfied, laborious, and ambitious, and his social frictions tend to 

disappear. His whole nature, not merely his desire for property, adjusts into a corporate 

embodiment." Ryan finished this address by saying, “There are possibilities in Mexico's 

effort to build on Indian community living, therefore, that are important not only for 

Indians in the American Southwest, but for American rural life and civilization 

generally”116  

American and Mexican practitioners of Native American reform talked a similar 

language. These practitioners of reform recognized a uniqueness amongst the Native 

peoples that called out for an exceptional approach. Mexico's discourse of ethnoracial 

mixture mirrored a similar conversation in the United States, where discussants of 

America's cultural spectrum were less interested in the unique contents of Europe's 

immigrant cultures than in consolidating America's various foreign stocks into a self-

sustaining whole.117 

If we consider Collier’s enthusiasm for Ward’s ideas and, in this case, his 

interests in Ward’s belief in eugenics and Telesis, some of Collier’s statements take on a 

new meaning. For example, his statement in the 1923 edition of Survey magazine when 
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he comments that, “The winning of a future for a whole race—whole civilization must be 

the work of social experimentation and of creation or it will fail.” In the January 1924 

issue of Sunset he considered the development of an “adaptable” Navajo people. Seeing 

Indian communities as laboratories for sociological experimentation Collier saw the use 

of culture as a tool to regenerate a community.118 

As U.S. Indian Commissioner he continued on this path. In 1934 he stated Indian 

schools could be used to synthesize an “Indian life” beyond the experience of Indian 

students. In 1940 Collier remarked that the Indian spirit has always contained change 

within itself. In a 1945 article in Social Research Collier described the “United States 

Indian Administration as a laboratory of ethnic relations.”  He said that “the principles 

that became dominant in 1933” began with the idea that “Indian societies must and can 

be discovered in their continuing existence, regenerated, or set into being de novo(from 

the beginning) and made use of.” In a 1947 article Collier stated that Indian societies 

would benefit from advances in education that would enhance Indian “mental potential 

and social energy” and increase “biological vigor.” Invigorated Indians would become a 

scientifically acculturated version of the Red Atlantis that “would pass out into the 

general life of nations” reaching “into higher and higher social levels” still holding to 

their identity as they proceeded to “diffuse Indian influence throughout the nations.” 119 

This belief was in coordination with Collier’s observation that all great 

innovations originated locally in primary social groups. He felt that small numbers of 
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517, 523.; John Collier “The Fate of the Navajos” Sunset 52 (January 1924), 11-12.; John Collier “The 

American Congo,” Survey 50 (August 1923), 476.  
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people usually achieved innovative results that were later incorporated into mass 

movements. For example: Christianity, the French Revolution which originated with the 

Encyclopedists, the Lake Movement, with Coleridge and Wordsworth, and the Gaelic 

Renaissance, with Sorley MacLean, George Campbell, Derick Thomson, and Iain 

Crichton Smith. He stated that in each of these movements individuals knew each other 

and “fertilized each other within a consciousness and purpose.”120 

Collier viewed human society in a biological evolutionary sense. In this viewpoint 

evolutionary biology was not merely a struggle for existence but was also a struggle for 

structure, for type. He noted a process of mutation that started with individuals. If and 

only if the individual lived by the mutation and transmitted it to others would there 

develop an organic evolutionary change. Collier attributed this theory to Friedrich 

Nietzsche, who noted that all mutations in human society were applied by that quality 

that was referred to as genius. Nietzsche’s definition of genius was based on Arthur 

Schopenhauer, mainly, “coherent and lively recollection of what the individual has 

experienced as opposed to spontaneous, innate, “natural” or “naïve ability.” Nietzsche’s 

definition was a finite conception of genius based on the individual’s capacity to 

organize, render coherent, and recollect experience.  According to him this genius was 

                                                           
120 John Collier, Memorandum, June 24, 1942, MS 146, Accession 1978-M-005, Box 4, John Collier 

Papers, Yale University.  The Lake Movement refers to The Lake Poets, a group of English poets who all 

lived in the Lake District of England at the turn of the nineteenth century. Inspired by the natural beauty 

of the region they are considered part of the Romantic Movement.  In Gaelic Renaissance Collier refers 
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applied by individuals throughout the whole race. According to his theory, genius could 

be either maleficent or beneficent and used as instruments, institutions, and language.121  

Collier observed that science was often in the dark about the impetus and 

mechanisms of mutation. He noted Henri Bergson’s concept of élan vital mentioned in 

Bergson’s, Creative Evolution as a possible aspect of mutation.  Élan vital, as defined by 

Bergson, was the vital force or impulse of life; especially: a creative principle held by 

Bergson to be immanent in all organisms and responsible for evolution. It was a “vital 

impetus” that could be understood as humanities’ natural creative impulse. Bergson 

offered his theories as an alternative to Darwinian evolution. His theory postulated that 

the, "real facts of evolution were to be found, not in a mechanical elimination of the unfit, 

but in the creative surge of life, in an élan vital." Bergson developed the concept of élan 

vital as he attempted to address the question of self-organization and spontaneous 

morphogenesis, the biological process that causes an organism to develop its shape. This 

was a process that occurred in an increasingly complex manner suggesting some sort of 

consciousness. Bergson’s élan vital was a hypothetical explanation for evolution and the 

development of organisms which Bergson linked closely with consciousness and the with 

the intuitive perception of experience and the flow of inner time122 

                                                           
121 John Collier, Memorandum, June 24, 1942, MS 146, Accession 1978-M-005 Box 4, John Collier 

Papers, Yale University. Adrian Del Caro Grounding the Nietzsche Rhetoric of Earth (Berlin; New York: 
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Kelly Swarthourt states that, in essence Bergson believed that the Universe began 

with a vital impulse (élan vital), “a free creative, cosmic explosion that was 

‘’merged….in growth.’” Bergson was a vitalist who believed that consciousness was not 

synonymous with the mere physical activity of the brain. He believed that science could 

never provide a complete explanation of life because science was an imperfect instrument 

that failed to grasp a total knowledge of time. Science was stuck with a static, 

mathematical linear concept of time but Bergson was convinced that there was an 

abstract form of time, pure time, which endured beyond scientific time. Pure time was 

possible only in memory where one was allowed knowledge of an abstract time that 

retained knowledge of the past even as one experienced the present providing one with 

total knowledge. Pure time was circular and could only be understood by means of 

intuition and not by scientific methods. For him time was real only if we seized it though 

our experience. Bergson’s “creative evolution” saw evolution as a mental process that 

stressed “the importance of human volition in this process. Inasmuch as we exercise our 

pursuit of knowledge, we create and, consequently, evolve.”123  

In Collier’s view, this evolution required a form of mutation that resulted in 

personality development. He noted that these mutations, brought about by humans in 

social institutions, must be speculative and held to with consistent ardor. He stated that 

they must persist, often going on in time before they can raise or effect the quality of 

social structures. Collier noted that Nietzsche hated contemporary institutions because 

they had ceased to be personality building. He believed that they needed to be rejected to 

make “possible the creation and reformation of personality building institutions, in order 
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that genius could survive and reproduce.” Collier states that Nietzsche believed that man 

must first break down death dealing institutions bereft of personality development and  

“revive the will of the individual by his own initiative determination of life affirming 

values and adequate human social goals.” Individuals learning to do this would learn to 

know others of like mind forming a small group capable of making a realization of a 

better life for all and eventually bringing the rest of society within its knowledge. To 

Nietzsche, as understood by Collier, this was a transvaluation involving a reanalysis and 

reappraisal of personality development.124 

Collier viewed personality development as a vital factor in the process of 

producing world making innovations; something that was first developed locally. At the 

local level innovations were demonstrated, and if found superior and proven successful, 

they were widely adopted.  He stated that “if one holds to the picture of a struggle for 

structure, one sees a world of countless millions of local innovations, not species wide, 

which become formative destiny or doom for countless millions of species on which they 

are visited.” He added that, “They are useless for good or ill unless they battle within a 

local ecological environment. The mutation has to conquer the organism to survive.” In 

his opinion the whole organism must change.125  

In relation to this process of change Collier recognized that the nurture of 

personality was vital. He was influenced in this idea by the founder of the People’s 

Institute, Charles Sprague Smith, who believed that one must concentrate on the 

nurturance and development of individual personality as the supreme social task. To 

Smith all social efforts relied on this process. He believed that all civilization should be 
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drawn from the local community and that this community needed to be acted on by 

individuals in social institutions. Smith felt that institutions should be built specifically 

for the building of personality.126  

The building of personality was a reason for the 1940s personality research 

studies. In a 1942 letter, Collier told the coordinator of these studies, Dr. Laura 

Thompson, about the critical importance of the individual. He pointed out to her Dr. A.A. 

Brill’s critical question about personality development: “whether the individual had in 

himself or could instill in himself the will and capacity to do whatever he had to do,” 

whither he could react to challenges in an affirmative manner or collapse before such 

trials. Collier believed that ancient tribal “disciplines or institutions” were probably very 

efficient at producing the attributes or institutions necessary to face challenges. But 

modern U.S. Indian programs had tended to “knockout or prevent the birth of such 

factors.” Collier believed that recent Indian policies that he referred to as “the new order” 

were providing a cure to this problem, at least among some groups. He believed that 

Indians were provided with intergroup opportunities for using what he referred to as the 

“Brill Factor.”127 

Genetic factors, whether neo-Lamarckian or some aspect of social evolutionary 

mutation of small groups, were considered in the personality studies. In 1941 Dr. 

Thompson wrote to Collier concerning a memo written by Ward Sheppard in regards to 

genetic problems among Native Americans. Thompson informed Collier that while 

genetic problems were not listed in the outline for study. “We are, however, (and Mr. 
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Warner concurs on this) very aware of them and feel they are implicit in the whole 

study.” She added that they were concerned, not with acculturation, but with the 

development of personality.128 

With Native Americans Collier believed that indirect administration was the 

instrument that would achieve the goal of personality development and help effect 

transvaluation. To him the success or failure of this development depended on the utility 

of success based on a struggle in the pursuance of collective aims and the recognition of 

those things that were useful and necessary for the conquest of physical and social 

environments. These would be the basis of the sustained application of self-stimulus, self-

criticism, and the greater valuation of the individual.  For him the object of social action 

was personality development. Collier noted that for the emergence of genius, as 

advocated by Nietzsche, one needed, as advocated by Ward, institutional interpersonal 

development. Collier added to this the need for mechanisms, standards, and values that 

could be incorporated into the development of personality.129  

Collier, concluded that social and biological evolution were interrelated. Social-

organic evolution figures prominently in his 1949 article for the Mansa Journal where 

Collier discussed a cure for the process of social dissolution; something he viewed as the 

number one plague of the modern world. He noted a directiveness present in organic 

nature and the man-nature relationship. He believed that it was necessary for this 

ecologically conceived relationship to more fully penetrate the social sciences. To do this 
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he proposed a meld of the social sciences with philosophy. Through this joining social 

scientists would be more than spectators watching “the changing configurations of atoms 

within the void.” By combining philosophy with the life sciences: biology, anthropology, 

and sociology, world meaning would be revised and an organic valuing process using 

emotional, moral, and valuing capacities implemented.130  

This was in accordance with his idea that, “The directiveness of organic nature is 

no mechanical ‘feed-back’ mechanism or process; it made and makes (author italics) the 

feed-back mechanisms and processes and all the rest.” He felt that it was the same 

directiveness that “is seated deep in the laboring human breast. It plied controlling in 

ancient man. It plies in the myriad wonders of the ecological process, in the self-making, 

self-healing, climax-trending web of life.” And, he adds, “it would ply If only we knew 

how to unimprison its genius, in local and world society now.” The merger of philosophy 

with social science would, in his view, help “seek and find and proclaim world meaning 

there in the directiveness of organic existence from protoplasm to society-world meaning, 

and world dynamic hope and goal.”131 

This quest would require the transposition of philosophy into biology, 

anthropology, the psychological, social, and ecological sciences. This transposition 

would require the sciences to subject themselves to all the apperceptions and disciplines 

of the philosopher and require the philosopher to accept the disciplines and apperceptions 

of the sciences. Science would benefit from the philosophical genius to see “life and 

world steadily and whole” while “orienting discovery and creating value and purpose.” 

Collier suggested that this would reorient man to the ancient organic directiveness at the 
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heart of his soul; a process where man, in touch with his inner being and the natural 

feedback process has the organic capacity to change himself and the world. Through such 

a marriage and reinvigoration of the awareness of his potentiality man would have “a 

swifter race to run.” Its little wonder that functional anthropology with its emphasis on 

society as an organic entity would hold such appeal to Collier.132 

Collier seemed to envision both a transformation of Native Americans with the 

prospect of an endless possibility in psychological and physiological growth. But he 

didn’t have in mind that this be limited to those people within the jurisdiction of his 

agency. He had in mind for this regeneration to take place among the indigenous people 

of the Americas and ultimately all the peoples of the nations. With this in mind he sought 

a world forum. 

 

 

. 
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CONCLUSION 

BETRAYAL AND AN ASSESSMENT 

Viewing his work as important to the world’s future Collier felt frustrated that 

others didn’t seem to understand. In a 1936 letter to Anne Mumford he protested “that 

outside of the comparatively immune sphere of exact science, the ‘still small voice’ has, 

for the time being, little power.” He opined that “Mexico’s present struggle is of 

incalculable importance to the whole Western Hemisphere except, possibly the United 

States.” He believed that the United States was, seemingly, “determined to pay serious 

attention to nothing outside its borders.” Collier felt that there would be great value in 

placing an international clearing house in Mexico City where it could deal with the 

“problems of the Indian,” and added that Mexican president Cárdenas was in support of 

such a plan. Collier believed that a clearing house could help a world “thinking only in 

terms of crises, emergencies, mythical hopes, fears, hates, (and) crowd conflicts” to 

understand, “the fundamental struggle now going on in Mexico,” a struggle to achieve a 

new and “better life at the agrarian level,” and maintain a society victorious against the 

forces of “industrial fascism” and “industrial syndicalism.” Helping in the preparation of 

this “clearing house’ was Moisés Sáenz, the “Mexican minister to Peru,” who was in the 

United States seeking funds from a “large foundation,” the Rockefeller Foundation.1 

Discussion of forming an international organization to work on the needs of North 

and South America’s indigenous populations first took place at the home of Moisés 

Sáenz, in Taxco, Mexico in 1931. Here Collier, Sáenz, Mary Louis Doherty, and a small 
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team of people Collier labeled as “Indian defense workers” laid the initial plans.  After 

years of lobbing the issue was first proposed at the 1933 Conference of American states 

at Montevideo, Uruguay. But it was not until 1938 at the eighth Pan-American 

International Conference in Lima, Peru that the issue got international consideration.2 

The Lima conference convened to discuss topics like solidarity against foreign 

intervention; the settling of international differences by peaceful means; the observance 

of treaties; and international and cultural cooperation. The U.S. delegation was primarily 

interested in inter-American solidarity in the face of possible axis subversion. Latin 

American nations were concerned that such solidarity came at the risk of a misuse of U.S. 

power. They sought a procedure for consultation among sovereign equals in a time of 

crisis. To ensure Latin American cooperation, the United States agreed to a series of 

resolutions suggested by the Mexican delegation in behalf of the hemisphere’s 

indigenous population.3 

The first resolution expressed the desire of the American nations to improve the 

status of their indigenous people, “as repartition for the lack of understanding with which 

they were treated in earlier periods.” Calling for complete assimilation of indigenous 

people, the resolution stipulated consideration of Indian dignity and values. Resolution 

two considered the problems of indigenous women and requested special attention to 

their concerns at the upcoming Conference on Exports. The final resolution called for a 
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conference of experts on Indian life in order “to study the desirability of creating an Inter-

American Institute, and if established, determine the bases of its organization and the 

necessary measures for its immediate establishment and operation.” The purpose of such 

a center would be “for the study, compilation, and exchange of data and information on 

the status of the indigenous population and the process of their complete integration in 

the corresponding national life.”4 

This conference was originally scheduled to be held on August 2-12 1939 in La 

Paz, Bolivia. But, following the invitation of the Mexican government it was decided to 

hold the conference in Mexico. It was also agreed to give the delegates more time for 

preparation by scheduling the conference on April 14-24, 1940. The Mexican organizers 

chose Pátzcuaro in Michoacán, Mexico, the state where President Cardenas was once 

governor.5 

Among the Mexicans attending the conference Moisés Sáenz and his allies 

possessed considerable influence. Due to political events Sáenz found himself removed 

from educational matters and sent to work as a diplomat holding posts at different 

countries. Still he remained committed to changes in Indigenous policies in Mexico and, 

as a diplomat, became active in International Indian polices. The evolution of his views in 

regard to Indigenous affairs can be seen in the creation of the Departamento de Asuntos 

Indígenas(Department of Indigenous Affairs, DAI). 

In 1934 Lázaro Cárdenas traveled the Mexican countryside campaigning for the 

presidency. He noted a lack of progress in previous Indigenous programs. On February 
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25, 1934 he announced to the people of Chiapas his intention to create a new department 

that would devote the expertise of the social and natural sciences to the problems 

plaguing the nation’s indigenous peoples. After considering many proposals he expressed 

preference for the suggestions offered by Sáenz. Though his social experiment at Carapan 

failed and he had been removed from his former position and was now working in the 

diplomatic service, Cárdenas was impressed by the man’s experience in rural education, 

his professional credentials, and the ideas he had accumulated while conducting 

ethnographic studies of the Andes. He felt that Sáenz was best suited to be the architect 

of the newly created DAI; an agency that would utilize the most modern scientific 

approaches to solve the Indian problem.6 

Sáenz used this opportunity to call for a new approach to the Indian question. He 

argued that the old programs were too apostolic, too inconsistent, and always poorly 

designed resulting in “francaso trágico” (tragic failure).  He suggested that the new 

agency must adopt a comprehensive program embracing social and cultural elevation. In 

his viewpoint, the problems faced by indigenous Mexicans were different than the 

problems faced by other rural people. Sáenz believed that: “There exists in Mexico an 

Indian problem with its own characteristic nature, different from the campesino problem 

in its social and economic aspects, in its requirements, its urgency, and the methods 

needed to attack it,” He noted that there were two million Indigenous people who did not 

speak Spanish. Many lived remote existences nearly independent from Mexico. He 
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considered them to be an “extra class” needing a unique approach that went beyond the 

earlier simple ideas of assimilation.7 

For the purpose of clarity Sáenz divided the Indian population into two groups. 

The first lived in regions where the process of acculturation made it “more difficult every 

day to find ‘pure’ Indians,” making the “separation of the Indian and the mestizo often 

impossible.” In these regions he suggested that a reasonable program would be one where 

all were treated similarly. But in “genuinely Indian regions,” those with vast linguistic 

and cultural differences from the national mainstream, Sáenz believed that the residents 

should not be considered fully Mexican. While he rejected the concept of reservations, he 

envisioned an agency that would intensify its efforts among residents who he didn’t 

consider to be in the “category of full citizenship.” He suggested that the DAI be given 

exclusive jurisdiction in these places so that economic, social, educational, cultural, and 

legal issues would be addressed in a way unique to the needs of the people living in that 

region.8 

He observed that these communities were profoundly poor, illiterate, and sadly 

ignorant of many of the factors and benefits of modern life. But his past experience led 

him to conclude that more was required to elevate these people than simple introductions 

to modern practices. He felt that it was important to remember that these people lived a 

religious and spiritual life that was distinctly non-western. These deeply spiritual, 

pantheistic people identified with the soil. He argued that the Indian is an oriental, 
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opposed (in his view of the world) to the European. These “oriental” Indians could not be 

helped through traditional programs of incorporation and socioeconomic assistance 

because poverty and exploitation had caused these people to turn inwards. He advocated 

that “full stomachs” were of the highest priority in the quest to solve these people’s 

problems and gain their trust. Then they needed a gradual program of social, spiritual, 

and economic “emancipation.”9 

This gradual approach would respect many aspects of indigenous communities 

including a recognition of the traditional power structures of these societies.  He 

recognized that “we should give preference to naturales (the natural) in the education 

process (which is in many cases very refined and effective, not-withstanding its empirical 

characteristics.)” He believed that efforts should be made to preserve religion, legends, 

arts, and music and the many facets of local spiritual life stating that “the religious 

problem will better be resolved through positive methods based on substitution of the 

orientation, than though suppression and persecution.”  He thought that “the priests 

should be removed but the temples left open.” Unlike others, he believed that the Indians 

should not be impeded from celebrating fiestas but he recommended an approach that 

minimized excesses and promoted cultural programs, propaganda, and state sponsored 

expositions. He felt that some sort of western commonality could be established between 

Indians and their would-be benefactors since he believed that socialism was a type of 

religion and that Indian religion contained vestiges of communism.10 
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In his proposal Sáenz rejected what he believed to be an Indigenista tradition of 

regarding Indians as children, infantilizing them under the premise that citizenship was a 

privilege conferred on those who could demonstrate a “mature” capacity for modernity. 

He stated that Indians should be treated as, “The potential citizens of Mexico, as that is 

what they already are, that, “We should make them capable of exercising the functions of 

free men,” allowing them to be “participants (in the nation) with the responsibilities and 

privileges of all full Mexicans.” Thus, the DAI must treat them as potential even 

“incipient citizens.”  He maintained that “The Indian may be maladapted, but he is 

neither a minor nor much less an imbecile. Any program rooted in a belief in the 

inferiority of the Indian (and paternalism is one of these) will have poor results.” Instead 

of paternalism he advocated a program that respected local traditions and practices while 

treating indigenous people with dignity.11  

His program, as he saw it, seems reminiscent of John Collier’s later ideas for 

“action research.” He intended that it would be sparse in bureaucracy and richly endowed 

with teachers, agronomists, doctors, and investigators who worked not in offices but in 

indigenous communities. Economic matters would be of the highest importance. This 

program would give high priority to resolving land and water claims, and establishing 

small-scale credit. Schooling would place an emphasis on upgrading living standards by 

improving farm practices and artisanal production. This new Department would 

concentrate on “the protection of the Indian and his values, the elevation and 

improvement of his standard of living, and the assimilation of Indian groups into the 

Mexican family.” The DAI would promote, “a reinterpretation of their sensibilities and 
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culture,” in order to encourage social harmony between Mexico’s indigenous peoples and 

the rest of the nation.12 

He insisted on a combined focus on “biological, economic, cultural, and emotive 

life.” Agents would be concerned not only with economic and social issues but also on 

“aspects of interior life and the development of the personality.” There would be a 

scientific mandate to develop “Indian sociology;” the “social anthropology of Mexico’s 

Indian groups.” Even as agents implemented federal policy they would gather 

information about indigenous economics, communal use of the land and forests, the 

economics and technics of their industry, and produce statistics about indigenous health 

and hygiene. The agents would collect their scientific data and use it to design more 

effective programs. He argued that in the past the indigenous person was treated as “an 

anthropological curiosity, but not as an element in the national population.” Under this 

new program the person would be treated “as a man of today, an incipient citizen.” He 

believed that this new approach would help create a rapid blossoming of the Indigenous 

people as they “flowered” into full citizens bringing to a quick conclusion, the Indian 

question.13  

Once indigenous Mexicans “blossomed” into full citizens, Mexico would become 

a unified nation; the ultimate goal of the DAI.  Sáenz wrote that, “The logical end for the 

Indian is to make him a Mexican. To imprison him theoretically or practically on 

“reservations,” is to condemn him to a sterile life, and ultimately extinction.” He added 

                                                           
12 Alexander S. Dawson, Indian and Nation in Revolutionary Mexico 68. Taken from Moisés Sáenz, 

“Sombre la creacíon de un Deprartamento de Población Indígena,” 6 November 1935, AGN-LCR 

533.4/1.;   Sáenz, 1936, 325-335.; Harry Edwin Rosser “Beyond Revolution,”,  316.  
13 Alexander S. Dawson, Indian and Nation in Revolutionary Mexico, 68.; Taken from Moisés Sáenz, 

“Sombre la creacíon de un Deprartamento de Población Indígena,” 6 November 1935, AGN-LCR 

533.4/1.; Harry Edwin Rosser “Beyond Revolution,” 316-317. 
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that, “Like a few others, I hold Indian values in high esteem, but precisely because I hold 

them so high, I want to give them a more concrete place in Mexican life.” He asked, 

“Should this be considered a conquest of the Indian? Perhaps, but it is a life-giving 

conquest, not a conquest of death.” He suggested that “Winning over the Indians will 

give us the possibility of permanently insinuating them into Mexico’s idiosyncrasies; 

steeped in the pulse of emotions and sensibility, illuminated by their illusion, and the dark 

blood that will forever run through the veins of the mestizos.” He concluded that, “Their 

contributions will enrich the Mexican. If we appreciate the Indians, we will make them 

both more Indian and naturally, more Mexican (for “Mexican” is by definition, in part 

Indian).”14 

Sáenz stated that his idea was not a plan to bring back the past. Four centuries of 

churches, viceroys, and general history prevented that. One could not turn back the clock 

or “disregard the rhythm of evolution, the cycles of progress.” No, he said, with a little 

functionalistic organic sentiment, “In order to be fair to the Indian it was not necessary to 

stick a feather in our hair of wield a war club! What we must do simply, is to place the 

Indian upon our nations as part of our national reality, as cells full of human possibilities 

within the socio-political framework, without any impediments to retard development”15 

His plans for the DAI mark the evolution of Sáenz’s thoughts concerning 

Indigenous peoples. Though he considered the term “indigenista” to be a “grammatical 

barbarity” he proposed that it be a term used to identify the “promotion of a policy related 

                                                           
14 Alexander S. Dawson, Indian and Nation in Revolutionary Mexico 68.; Taken from Moisés Sáenz, 

“Sombre la creacíon de un Deprartamento de Población Indígena,” 6 November 1935, AGN-LCR 

533.4/1. ;  Sáenz , 1936 335-336  
15 Moisés Sáenz, The Indian Citizen of America (Washington DC: Division of Intellectual Cooperation, Pan 

American Union, Points of View no. 9, September 1946) 1. 
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to the Indian or the implementers of programs that seek their ‘redemption’ with an 

essential degree of ‘emotion.’” Seemingly supportive of his optimistic viewpoint was the 

product of the Pátzcuaro conference: the creation of the Inter-American Indian Institute 

(III), the Instituto Indigenista Interamericano. The III was intended to take on a wide 

range of activities: gathering and disseminating information, scientific work, and 

determining and applying indigenista policy. It was planned to be used as an office of 

consultation for the promotion of other III branches in other countries providing an 

institutional and administrative environment that would be favorable in both an 

international and national context.16  

Between April 14 and 24 of 1940 250 people, including delegates from nineteen 

American countries, a delegate from the Pan-American Union, special guests, advisors, 

and indigenous delegates, including representatives of nine U.S. Native American 

communities, met in the town of Pátzcuaro, Mexico to discuss the “Indian question” at 

the first Inter-American Conference on Indian Life. This seemed to be a moment when a 

change in the debate over Indian policy had arrived. Despite national differences 

“Indianness” seemed a common experience that had transnational potential with the 

possibility of transforming Indigenismo into an international movement with an overall 

program of special coordinated action.17 

                                                           
16 Laura Giraudo, “Neither ‘Scientific’ nor ‘Colonialist’ The Ambiguous Course of Inter-American 

Indigenismo in the 1940s,” trans. Victoria J. Furio   Latin American Perspectives, 3-4. 

http://lap.sagepub.com/  accessed October 19, 2013.   Online version can be found at 
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17 Paul C. Rosier, Serving Their Country: American Indian Politics and Patriotism in the Twentieth 

Century (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 2009), 82. U.S. Native delegates representing 

Papago, Jicarilla and San Carlos Apaches, Hopi and three Pueblo groups attended. Laura Giraudo, trans. 
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Coming into Pátzcuaro Collier was impressed with Mexico’s work concerning its 

indigenous people but he was also aware of and greatly impressed with the achievements 

coming from Canada, Denmark, and Brazil and believed their polices had future merit. 

Canada didn’t attend the conference nor did it join the resulting Indian Institute but he 

was impressed with its history of integrity in dealing with its Natives. While seeking, like 

the United States, to shift its First People from a tribal to an individual general life it 

never sought to use forceful means of “bludgeoning and confiscation” nor did it try to 

force land allotment or the appropriation of communal lands, as did the United States. 

Another aspect of Canada’s policy that impressed Collier was something he noticed in 

regard to the Hudson’s Bay Company. Long before any such concerns were raised in the 

United States, Canada, through this company, was the sight of the earliest efforts to 

conserve national resources, in this case the fur bearing animals. This, according to 

Collier, allowed the process of perpetual regeneration.18 

Collier considered Denmark to have a long and innovative policy in regards to its 

indigenous people living in Greenland. Two hundred years earlier the Danes recognized 

the native Inuit people as a unique permanent culture. In recognition of the value of the 

Inuit people, scholars worked to render the Inuit language into written form. Rather than 

leaving their native people isolated and forgotten, the Danish government encouraged 

them to be united with the rest of the nation by virtue of a heightened sense of their 

cultural sophistication and a sense of pride in their tribal ethos.19 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Victoria J. Furio ‘Neither “Scientific’ nor ‘Colonialist,’ The Ambiguous Course of Inter-American 

Indigenismo in the 1940s,” 1-2.  
18 John Collier, The Indians of the Americas, 296. 
19 John Collier, The Indians of the Americas, 297-298.  Cândido Mariano da Silva Rondon, or Marechal 

Rondon (5 May 1865 – 19 January 1958)  was born on 5 May 1865 in Mimoso, a small village in Mato 
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But it was in Brazil that Collier found the Indian Service that he believed was best 

equipped and most committed to its nation’s indigenous people. He believed that Brazil’s 

Service was the most inspired and down to earth of any services. In his opinion, this 

dedication was the product of one man, a man he considered an intellectual, emotional, 

and moral giant; Cândido Mariano da Silva Rondon known as General Rondon: soldier, 

civil engineer, geographer, and ethnographer.20  

General Rondon first encountered the Indians of Brazil’s interior when he was a 

colonel in charge of constructing a telegraph line through the nation’s interior. In earlier 

times Brazil’s Indians were considered to be beyond understanding and suitable only for 

exploitation. But Rondon, while working on his project, sought to avoid animosity and 

instead befriend the indigenous people, becoming interested in their plight and general 

welfare. In 1910 his interest in the native’s welfare resulted in the creation of a Brazilian 

Service for the Protection of the Indian (Serviço de Proteção ao Índio, SPI) with Rondan 

as its Director. 

As Director of the Indian Service, Rondon established a number of Posts situated 

near Indian populations. Collier was particularly impressed by Service’s use of research 

and experimentation as a means to provide practical solutions to pressing problems. He 

noted that each Post was a center for “action research” and “research action.” Results of 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Grosso state. His father, also name, Cândido Mariano da Silva, was of Portuguese ancestry, and his 

mother was a Native American from the Terena and Borôro people. The younger Cândido’s father had 

died of smallpox before Cândido was born, and his mother died when he was just two years old. He was 

raised by his grandparents until they too died while he was still a boy. After this, he lived with his 

mother's brother, who adopted Cândido and gave him his family name, Rondon. His uncle raised him 

until he reached sixteen. After finishing high school at the age of 16, he taught elementary school for two 

years, and then joined the Brazilian army. On joining the military, he entered officer's school and 

graduated in 1888 as a second lieutenant. He was also involved with the Republican coup that overthrew 

Pedro II, the last Emperor of Brazil. 
20 John Collier The Indians of the Americas, 298, 301. 
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this work was “recorded, interchanged, and delivered to the people of Brazil in written 

and pictorial form.” He saw this as a “trial ground” for work that needed to be expanded, 

continued and directed “at the salvation of a whole race.”21  

In Collier’s estimation Rondon did his work without dogma: no “segregation” and 

“assimilation,” no “individualization” or “collectivization.” Rondon recognized the 

meaning and value of native societies and believed that they could comprehend what they 

needed to know and make the necessary adjustments to meet a changing world. Collier 

felt that the Brazilian general recognized the need for empathy, “the power to identify 

one’s own thinking and feeling with the thinking and feeling of others,” and the 

necessary component for this process; love and understanding of others. Rondon, 

according to Collier, believed that “humans most move into change from where they are, 

carrying with them what they are.”22  

Collier was impressed by the work of the 106 Posts established by Rondon. He 

noted that those employed in running these Posts were of the highest caliber; people who 

he considered dedicated and able to work within a decentralized framework in which 

each post sought its own answers to its own unique problems. He noted, favorably, that 

these workers were expected to interact with the natives establishing schools, clinical 

services, and providing training in the use of implements, seeds, and animal husbandry. 

At each Post natives worked communal fields: clearing and improving them for the 

cultivation of wheat, flax, millet, and corn. Collier saw this program as a model of 

indirect administration where subtlety in adjustment was emphasized. Nothing was 

                                                           
21 John Collier The Indians of the Americas, 299. 
22 John Collier The Indians of the Americas, 299. 
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expected to be absolute. No “high pressure” tactics were allowed and all methods and 

practices were devised through a democratic process designed to win maximum 

permanent results with minimum official control or expense.23  

Influenced by these programs, he felt that the time for an international Indian 

accord was particular ripe in 1940. The policy of cooperation between “good neighbors” 

and the prospect of another world war created favorable conditions for inter-American 

projects. Delegates at the Pan American conferences of the 1930s emphasized the need 

for continental cooperation in regards to the “indigenous problem.” But this cooperation 

was not between equals, the preeminent role of the United States was represented at the 

conference by the attendance of the United States Indian Commissioner of Indian affairs. 

While the holding of the conference at Pátzcuaro represented a success for Mexican 

diplomacy and for President Lázaro Cárdenas the presence of Collier standing beside the 

Mexican President at the inaugural ceremonies represented the sanction of the United 

States. This was enhanced by the presence of Assistant Secretary of the Interior, Oscar 

Chapman (heading the U.S. delegation), and Josephus Daniels, ambassador to Mexico. 

U.S. involvement in the Conference was reflective of fears of Nazi involvement in Latin 

America.24  

Collier and the U.S. role in the Conference can be seen in the important 

preliminary meetings concerning Indigenous land policies. Prior to the conference 

advance meetings were held with U.S and Mexican representatives to formulate a series 

                                                           
23 John Collier The Indians of the Americas, 300-301. 
24 Laura Giraudo, trans. Victoria J. Furio “Neither “Scientific” nor “Colonialist” The Ambiguous Course of 
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of proposals that would be considered at the conference. Collier believed that the most 

important and most difficult of these proposals concerned the distribution of land to 

Indians. Seeking to form a resolution to this plan were three men: Father Cooper, an 

American anthropologist, Collier, and the Mexican labor leader Vincente Lombardo 

Toledano. Collier feared that Toledano’s real purpose in attending the meetings as to 

break up the Conference, but it turned out that Toledano, described by Collier as forceful 

and intelligent, seemed interested in working out a solution to the problem. The 

committee was able to work out proposal that incorporated the Mexican ejidal system 

with the land system of the Indian Reorganization Act. The basis of this accommodation 

was the fact that both systems established land holdings that were held by a corporate 

body and were inalienable.25  

One example of U.S. influence in indigenous land reform can be seen in 

resolution were the delegates resolved “to recommend that those countries that have not 

yet taken steps to protect the small individual holdings and collective holdings of the 

Indians should take steps to render them hereafter inalienable.” In this resolution the 

delegates stated that governments should take into account those Indians who had no land 

and made a living though labor. In the Final Report the authors asked American 

governments to assign to these Indians small parcels of land for the establishment of their 

own industries and their own homes in urban and semi urban colonies. This seemed 

remarkably similar to the mission the U.S. Resettlement programs of the 1930s. Further 
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“Indian New Deal” influences were seen in the delegate’s support of “Indian local self-

government.”26    

If Collier’s hand seems prominent in land reform proposals in must be considered 

that at the time of the Conference he seemed to have invested much of his professional 

and personal interest in Mexico.  Following the establishment of the International Indian 

Institute, Collier expected to play an active role. This interest in the III coincided with his 

increasing interest in in government studies of ethnic affairs and the creation of an 

international ethnic institute. While attending the Pátzcuaro conference Collier became 

quite enamored with the locality and started working with his legal attorney, William 

Brophy, to purchase a hacienda in the Pátzcuaro area. In the last years of his time as 

Commissioner of Indian Affairs Collier visited Mexico each year, with 1942 being the 

time when, with the help of the III, he, along with Laura Thompson, worked with Mexico 

to commission an Indian personality study.27  

At the end of the conference, Moisés Sáenz, a principal organizer of the 

conference, heralded it a complete success. He noted the almost unanimously favorable 

response of the American countries present. He also observed, with a sense of 

satisfaction, that the nations had adopted a meaning and goal of Indigenismo that seemed 

to offer a plan for a program of intervention and joint action throughout the Americas. 

                                                           
26 The Final Act of the First Inter-American Conference on Indian Life Held at Pátzcuaro, State of 
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Sáenz had, by this time, finalized his belief in the defense of cultural pluralism where 

indigenous groups would maintain their unique cultural identities, values and practices 

within the wider society provided they were consistent with the laws and values of that 

society. He felt that this was necessary for a just and effective policy of national 

integration.28  

Sáenz’ influence is seen in the language of the official statements coming from 

Conference which determined that Indians had the same aptitudes as mestizos and whites 

“to achieve the modalities of modern progress.” Based on a presentation of the Mexican 

delegation of the nature and results of its educational program the conference affirmed 

that the Indians of the Americas had a vigorous personality as defined through their 

“typical cultural manifestations” along with positive customs and social organizations 

and a “lofty sense of personal and collective dignity.” The conference deemed that native 

languages were “the genuine instrument of Indian mentality” and thus the most suitable 

medium for learning, reading, and writing.29 

But while Sáenz and others present might have seen Pátzcuaro as a triumphal 

moment for pluralism a more prevalent view was advocated by Mexico’s President. In his 

opening address Cárdenas stated that the Indian was neither a child nor a race apart but “a 

member of a social class taking part in the collective task of production.” He added that 

“More than through skin color, particular forms of political organization, or artistic 

                                                           
28Laura Giraudo, trans. Victoria J. Furio “Neither “Scientific” nor “Colonialist” The Ambiguous Course of 
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manifestations” the Indian was defined by “his position as an oppressed class.” To him 

the Indian was part of the national narrative, needful of a program of emancipation much 

like the proletariat of any country with an added consideration of unique local needs.30  

He evoked the national sentiment for incorporation as opposed to the perception 

of integration when he said: “Our Indian problem is not that of making the Indian “stay 

Indian,” nor of Indianizing Mexico, but in Mexicanizing the Indian himself. If we respect 

his blood, and turn his emotional powers, his love of the soil, and his unmistakable 

tenacity to account, we shall root the national feeling more firmly in all, and enrich it 

with moral qualities that will strengthen the spirit of patriotism, thus assuring Mexico’s 

personality.”31 

It is interesting to note that at the conference the delegates approved a resolution 

calling for a “process of complete integration” for indigenous people. The Conference’s 

Final Resolution stated: “(T)he old theory of incorporation of the Indian to civilization- a 

pretext used to better exploit and oppress the aboriginal peoples had been discarded.” In 

its place the Congress endorsed bilingual, bicultural education and integral development. 

As you may recall, Moisés Sáenz advocated “integration” as opposed to earlier 

assimilation goals that called for “incorporation.” Integration called for the bringing of 

people of different racial or ethnic groups into unrestricted and equal association, a form 

of cultural pluralism. But incorporation’s purpose, as viewed by Cárdenas, was for 

diverse groups to unite within the culture of central preexisting dominate group; to 
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become united or combined into an organized body. This needs to be considered in light 

of upcoming developments.32 

Marc Becker states that while “the conference represented a turning away from 

evolutionist and colonialist patterns in indigenist thought,” it must be noted that “….the 

final proclamations called for the acculturation and assimilation of Indians into the 

national population.” Cárdenas was a strong Mexican nationalist, and his goal was to 

incorporate the rural Indigenous masses into the mainstream of Mexican culture. While 

Sáenz viewed indigenista in an increasingly pluralistic manner others present at the 

conference viewed indigenous people in a different light. Becker states that in many 

participants viewpoints “…. this was not a meeting of Indigenous peoples or Indigenous 

organizations, but of non-Indians who were often motivated by a paternalistic interest in 

improving the lives of their countries' Indigenous populations.”33 

Interestingly, the strongest allies of the agenda presented by Cárdenas were the 

Indian delegates invited by Cárdenas. Otomi and Mixtec leaders expressed sympathy for 

the President’s statements. They wanted schools, land, roads, health programs; all the 

trappings of modernity. Indigenous delegates attending were participants in Cárdenas’s 

agenda for the rural areas. He viewed much of the talk at the Conference as the 

championing of cultural heterogeneity; something that threatened to divide and unravel 

the rural coalition he needed for political survival. With this in mind, he was willing to 
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promise the Indigenous delegates the economic means for the improvement of their lives 

provided they came with certain patronal ties.34 

Sáenz, who would seem, in many eyes, to be a heterogeneous champion 

advocating a pluralist position, insisted that the Conference’s Final Resolutions would be 

committed to the defense of Indigenous rights. In the first issue of América Indigena, the 

official voice of the III, Sáenz defined the policy of integration as a means for the 

achievement of full citizenship for indigenous people. This would result in the 

“Indianization” of many countries, due to their large indigenous and mestizo populations, 

creating “a new political and social type.” According to Sáenz, the III was a “political 

instrument” for the attainment of this objective as well as the creation of declarations and 

programs that would promote practical indigenista actions while possessing 

“circumstantial realism;” the consideration of the specifics of every case.35 

Laura Giraudo states that “Sáenz advocated a political and social indigenista 

activism aimed at the full participation of indigenous citizens in the life of the nation and 

the transformation of the citizenry itself.” He believed that this was in line with the 

Indigenesmo promoted by the Cárdenas administration in Mexico.  Sáenz believed that 

this would transform socioeconomic conditions for indigenous people. He felt that the III 

should act politically and participate in indigenesta action in each country, its actions 

legitimized as a “political and social project.” Holding his own country as an example, he 
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believed that the ultimate result would be a gradual homogenization of all countries with 

large Indian populations into mestizo nations, with a unique “American” culture.36 

But while believing that he had successfully advocated his pluralistic message at 

Pátzcuaro, Sáenz found that his was a minority position among the membership of the 

provisional executive board of the III. In December of 1940 John Collier suggested 

naming Manual Gamio as the interim director of the III, despite the fact that Gamio 

hadn’t participated in the formation of this body. Collier supported his suggestion by 

pointing out that, as ambassador to Peru, Sáenz was not in Mexico, the seat of the III. 

Collier seemed to ignore the fact that distance hadn’t prevented Sáenz from being one of 

the organizers of the Pátzcuaro conference and the provisional director of the III. Sáenz, 

who considered Gamio to be “external” to the project, asked Collier “…What could 

Gamio(or anyone coming from the outside at this time) do that we are not doing?”  He 

also added that if there was consideration of a replacement than “great care must be taken 

not to make changes of situations or people in the current provisional organization of the 

Institute that introduce opposition or allegiances.” Collier’s idea was not accepted. 37 

Correspondence between Sáenz, Collier, and Carlos Girón Cerna, Secretary of the 

III, indicate disagreements with Sáenz’s view of the mission of the III. Collier agreed 

with Gamio’s viewpoint that Indigenesmo needed to be “apolitical and scientific.” Sáenz 

believed in a political and social indigenista activism that advocated the full participation 
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of indigenous people resulting in the transformation of socioeconomic conditions for 

indigenous people and the transformation of national citizenship. He felt that the III 

should act as a political instrument participating in indigenista activities in every country 

rather than being nonrepresentational and scholarly in its actions. He felt that it must be a 

“political and social project.”38 

But John Collier supported a position that left “direct action” in the hands of 

governments. He supported a position that countered activism with detached scientific 

study attempting to present itself as apolitical. He felt that the III must, through the 

adoption of anthropology as a legitimate principal, present itself as scientific and devoid 

of politics. While representing itself as apolitical it would, in effect, be defending a 

political objective of gradual assimilation in opposition to the views held by Sáenz that 

were considered to be too radical. It would emphasize indigenous cultural conditions and 

their need for transformation rather than economic and social causes and the need for 

structural change. This was consistent with Collier’s advocacy of “applied anthropology” 

as it existed in his country: an apparatus that served the state while avoiding accusations 

of interference in national affairs. He favored “indirect action” allowing indigenistas to 

have greater influence as “experts” working within the state mechanism. As a 

representative of the most senior of partners in the “good neighbor” fellowship Collier’s 

personal viewpoint exerted considerable influence.39 
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As a result, Sáenz found himself increasingly marginalized within the 

organization that he founded. In a meeting of the provisional board of the III, in which 

Girón Cerra, Emil J. Sady(representing Collier), and Mexico’s Anselmo Mena 

participated, it was decided, after reading Sáenz’s text intended for the original issue of 

América Indíegna, that the III should avoid tasks of a political nature and avoid 

“meddling” in the indigenista policies of governments. Instead, the III should merely 

provide for the coordination of the indigenista policies of governments functioning as a 

clearing house just as Collier intended it should. The board asked Sáenz to modify his 

essay removing political sentiments related to the III. Sáenz refused and his article was 

omitted from the maiden publication of the III’s official journal. His death from a heart 

attack, following a bout of pneumonia, ended talk of political action. Gamio’s 

appointment as the director of the Institute ensured that the organization would be 

“apolitical and scientific.” His tenure, from 1942-1960, insured this.40 

One might see this as an arbitrary betrayal of Sáenz on the part of Collier. But 

Collier’s connections with the Indigenismo movement including his participation in The 

Pátzcuaro Congress of 1940 most be weighted in the light of the level of self-

determination that Collier had in mind for indigenous people. Consider this statement by 

Les Field that while indigenismo "has characterized anti-hegemonic intellectual currents," 

it also "may have played a more significant role in serving as a means for political and 

economic elites to appropriate indigenous cultures for nation-building ideologies that end 
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up maintaining the subaltern status of indigenous peoples.” This statement is appropriate 

to John Collier and his mission. A review of his past supports this.41  

John Collier was a longtime advocate of the saving graces of communal life. He 

formed these ideas during his years in New York City. He never abandoned them and 

used them in his efforts at reforming Indian policy. During his time in New York he had 

already formulated the concept of indirect rule; a notion of leading without the 

appearance of leadership, supposedly allowing self-government among those one 

supervises while actually being in charge. In the field of Indian relations he claimed to be 

a champion of democratic grassroots action but his vision of democracy used the tactics 

of coercion as a form of native administration. This was a form of indirect rule that he 

proudly acknowledged. Thomas Biolsi states: “Indirect rule and the Indian New Deal for 

Collier meant the BIA showing Indians the light and eventually, theoretically, at some 

unspecified and mysteriously receding point in the future, turning administration over to 

Indians. In the meantime professionals ruled.” Generally, these professionals were non-

native.42 

Collier’s advocacy of indirect rule as a form of Indian policy was based on his 

interest in Great Britain’s reconsideration of its colonial practices in Africa. As they had 

in the United States, earlier British colonial policies undermined and damaged traditional 

tribal social systems. Because of this, British colonial advocates were resistant to the idea 

of early independence for African colonies. Instead they supported what Laurence M. 
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Hauptmann maintains were a “variety of paternalistic policies, some of which involved 

native African participation in the political life of colonial administration.” Sir Fredrerick 

Lugand, considered an expert on African colonial government, believed that 

administrators should avoid interference with indigenous ways of life and modes of 

thought. But this did not mean a simple preservation of old forms of life. He advocated 

that old forms of life should be combined with an acculturated dualism that would gently 

introduce Africans to modern civilization. 43  

Collier was an avid believer in this idea and it shows in the goals of his Indian 

policy. In fact neither Collier nor his superior, Harold Ickes trusted Indians to regenerate 

themselves on their own. For many tribal entities they saw the cultural erosion of 

pervious decades as to extensive and to pervasive resulting in a cultural corrosion that 

produced a deep gulf between modern Indians and their ancient native ways of life.  
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Believing he understood the nature of purpose of these ancient ways Collier sought to 

provide a modern vehicle instilled with elements of traditional ways.44 

Collier advocated that under indirect rule Indian societies would keep their 

“ancient democracies” and supplement “their ancient co-operative form with modern-

cooperative forms.” Using this strategy, Collier believed that cooperation and the 

appearance of consensus were good for people, that social scientists could learn to create 

and regenerate communities and that these communities must be led by experts quietly 

working in the background. To him democracy was defined by indirect rule and scientific 

management and ministered by “enlightened” ruling professionals. In this he was a 

classic progressive.45 

An example of Collier’s use of democracy can be seen in his dealing with 

Antonio Mirabel, leader of the Taos Pueblo Council. Earlier Mirabel had openly 

criticized Collier’s appointment of Dr. Sophie Aberle as Indian Office superintendent to 

the Pueblo people. The tribal government, all male, objected to being supervised by a 

woman and many opponents were claiming that Aberle was Collier’s mistress. Added to 

this problem, Collier sought to have her oversee three previously separate Pueblo 

jurisdictions ignoring the political differences between these groups. Collier overruled the 
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Pueblos’ objections because he thought they could function better economically as a 

united entity and, as the professional, his ruling was final.46 

Mirabel further irritated Collier. As the Indian Office’s deputy special officer for 

law enforcement he arrested members of the peyote church and confiscated several 

member’s land claiming that they were smoking marijuana. Mirabel had done this as a 

move to restore the religious authority of traditional religious leaders. In response Collier 

fired him. Mirabel was indignant, informing Collier that he had acted according to the 

instructions of the Pueblo leadership. He told Collier that he had acted “purely on the 

instructions from my peoples not my own opinion.” Collier responded by telling him 

“What you say and do as a member of the Pueblo is altogether your concern, but I do not 

see how an Agency employee can be continued if he is stubbornly opposed to the 

Superintendent and Washington’s policies.”47 

Collier’s old acquaintance and self-styled friend of the Taos Pueblos, Mabel 

Dodge Luhan entered the fray. In the New Mexican she asked how Collier’s action could 

be justified when it was his stated goal to hire Natives in the Indian Office “so they could 

learn to administer their own affairs.” Mirabel wrote to Collier challenging his boss’s 

assignment of self-determination on Native Americans. “If we (are) supposed to manage 

our own affairs, how can we manage by keeping our mouth shut, for the sake of wages, 

and not do the duties of the peoples?” He asked adding, “My understanding was that we 

was to manage our own affairs through the Wheeler Howard Bill, but since the 
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Govt.[sic.] imployees[sic.] have no voice for their peoples.” Luhan, breaking ties with her 

former ally informed the Albuquerque Tibune:  “Collier is enslaving (the Indians) to the 

wage system and is not carrying out his announced policy of making the Indians self-

governing.”48 

A telling admission of the failure of Native reservation democracy comes from a 

1949 letter addressed to New Mexico Congressman Antonio M. Fernandez. The U.S. 

Representative had earlier criticized the U.S. government’s handling of Navajo affairs 

during Collier’s tenure as Commissioner including the Livestock Reduction Programs 

and the mismanagement of day schools. Collier took umbrage at these remarks claiming 

they were the product of misinformed Navaho informants.  In this letter Collier stated 

that the problems Fernandez referred to were the product of Navajo tribal administration 

since 1933. He maintained that pressing exigencies have existed, or have been believed to 

exist and that white men have programed the meeting of these exigencies; (a) without 

genuinely consulting the Navajo native leadership and rand-and-file; (b) Without taking 

the Indigenous leadership and rank-and-file into partnership in the execution of progress; 

and (c) Without paying any earnest “attention to the facts, know to anthropology—the 

facts as to what Navajo Native society actually is, how it functions day by day and 

decade by decade, and what its motivations, inhibitions, values, and powers actually are.” 

Collier added that the “Administration has by-passed the native society of the Navajo—
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the functionally predominate omnipresent, extremely vital native society. Navajo 

administration had by based the Navajo individual.”49 

Collier listed two blunders. The first blunder was constant emergencies that had to 

be meet in a great hurry with money that was thrown about in response to “high-pressure 

do-or-die before tomorrow methods which have made the slow inconspicuous methods of 

self-help appear contemptible.” The second blunder was the reliance on a “political and 

sociological fiction.” This was the fiction that the Navajo were a politically integrated 

tribe and that dealings required nothing more than the manipulation of an elected tribal 

council while, “actually authority and responsibility in Navajo life are diffused amid 

thousands of local communities. Tribal councils are a recent unstable institution. Navajo 

live on in their banishment from government administration.”50 

While Collier seems to imply a Navajo administrative failure that originated with 

the Navajo tribal council his list of blunders and failures can, in fact, be attributed to him 

and the Office of Indian Affairs. The need for “high-pressure do-or-die before tomorrow 

methods” is most prominently displayed in his administration of the Navajo Livestock 

Reduction Program where he and other white administrators imposed their will against 

the wishes of both the “rank-and-file” and the Navajo governing body. The “fiction” of 

the Navajo as a politically integrated tribe was encouraged by Collier and Indian Office 

strategies including his efforts to get the tribe to implement provisions of the IRA, a 

constitutional styled tribal council, and the construction of the Wind Rock tribal 
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administration facilities, something imposed by Collier despite the protest of those, 

“thousands of local communities” that Collier stated had actual “authority and 

responsibility in Navajo life.” 

While citing Navajo administrative failure and its failure to act in the democratic 

interest of the Diné people, Collier neglects to mention a cause for this democratic 

failure. While securing support of the tribal council for the implementation of livestock 

reduction this support was based on the shaky promise of securing more tribal land. The 

tribal council was also aware that if it didn’t act in a way favorable to Collier’s soil 

conservation agenda that it was likely that the government would carry out livestock 

reduction anyway. And while Collier claimed that livestock reduction was intended for 

the benefit of the Diné “rank and file” it is clear that the initiative was based on a U.S. 

Geological Survey that warned that silt coming from the Navajo Reservation would pile 

up behind the newly built Bolder Dam, making it ineffective. This survey, which 

misunderstood the erosion cycle and causes, blamed the Diné people and their practices. 

It became the catalyst for Navajo livestock reduction. While claiming to represent the 

democratic wishes and interest of the Diné the livestock reduction program seemed to 

more closely represent the economic interests of economic development in the 

southwest.51 

As an advocate of democratic government for Native Americans Collier viewed 

democracy like a colonial governor, seeking to involve his colonial charges in the affairs 
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of state. But this involvement was limited. In a 1942 talk to people connected to the 

Chicago Universities Human Development project Collier talked about Pueblo 

administration in the 1930s saying, “We were very consciously shifting our Pueblo 

administration onto the pattern of indirect administration. We were transferring to the 

tribal council a maximum of authority they could take and which we had the legal power 

to give them.” It was clear that Collier was insistent on determining how much power 

Native Americans would be allowed to have.52 

Considering Collier’s desire to be the supervisor it isn’t surprising that he found 

the Mexican central state’s role in the social reconstruction of the nation appealing. The 

ministries of Mexico had embarked on a centralization project to build the nation’s 

physical infrastructure and construct what Ruben Flores describes as “a unitary cultural 

patrimony.” Alan Knight noted that the post-revolutionary Mexican state in an effort to 

distinguish itself from its Porfirian past possessed a "commitment to state interference in 

the realm of ethnic relations. A standard feature of the revolutionary ideology was the 

insistence on the state's role as a social arbiter." As far back as his “Red Atlantis” article 

Collier was proposing that the federal government force adaptation onto Native American 

culture. He stated that only the federal government, “supreme by conquest, by 

enveloping, arbitrary power,” could promote “cooperative modern enterprise” needed to 

save the Pueblos. Having forced adaptation onto the Pueblos the result “would become 

educational in a direction not only important to the Pueblo but to mankind.” In achieving 

this he believed that the reformed Pueblo culture would give white society an example of 

the possibilities of what E.A Schwartz calls “government mandated cultural reformation.” 

                                                           
52 John Collier, address to Chicago University, November 17, 1942, Reel 11,  Native Americans and the 

New Deal: The Office Files of John Collier, 1933-1945.  



314 

 

 

For Collier this was not a new development, while working in New York City he 

advocated the use of the power of the state to enforce the creation or recreation of 

communities. With Native Americans he recognized the utilization of the body with 

ultimate power over Native American affairs: the Federal government.53 

This is not to say that Collier derived his use of government coercion in the name 

of community building completely from Mexico. This concept was an old one to him, 

deeply ingrained in his past. It was based on his belief that he understood and spoke for 

those under his direction. In his unique way Collier thought that he could enhance and 

reform democracy, something that he believed that primitive Native American culture 

was the epitome of, using undemocratic methods. It’s hard to say how much he was 

influenced by Mexico in this but his ideals, shaped to his personal sentiments, seem 

remarkable similar.  

His imposition of his democratic ideas is evident in his Native American policy. 

Collier, in order to establish a base for economic growth and self-autonomy,  moved for 

tribes to establish constitutions and tribal councils; all approved through popular 

referendums. But Collier’s move for tribal councils over looked actual working 

communities based on lose confederations. Instead, it overly relied on artificially 

compiling them into fabricated tribes; classifications based on common language and 

culture. In doing this Collier ignored factors like clan autonomy. Many were indignant 

over Collier’s plans and his homogenized Puebloized image of Indians. Traditionalists, 

generally full bloods, were suspicious of voting as a form of self-government seeing it as 
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a form of democratic imperialism with the imposition of an outside standard of American 

democratic government into tribal society.54  

Added to this was Collier’s vague, idealistic mission of the “primitive.” Collier 

believed his romantic view of the ever changeless Indian was a curative for the aliments 

of modern western civilization but many Indians had little interest in tilling communal 

lands or “playing Indian” for white consumers and tourists. In fact, many were supporters 

of the earlier forms of assimilation. Others viewed Collier as an advocate of segregation, 

seeking to isolate them from whites and impose an emphasis on traditional culture 

forcing them to become “blanket Indians,” insuring perpetual poverty.55 

Collier, in his ethnoromanticism of native culture, failed to note the ambitions and 

desires for social power exhibited by many traditional and nontraditional Indians on and 

off the reservation. He seemed ill-at-ease when he became aware of professional-

managerial-class Natives. They didn’t seem like the kind of Indian that Collier relied on 

for therapeutic solace. Nor was he fully aware of the level of factional divisions within 

tribes with full-bloods vs mixed bloods, progressives vs conservatives, Catholics vs 

Protestants, Democrats vs Republicans, and Chiefs vs Council Indians. These were just 

some of the diverse problems Collier unexpectedly faced. Traditions and a sense of 

personal autonomy caused many to refuse to conform to federally imposed plans for their 

                                                           
54 Joel Pfister Individuality Incorporated,  203- 204.; Brian Dippie The Vanishing American: White 

Attitudes and U.S. Indian Policy (Middleton Connecticut: Wesleyan University Press, 1982), 312. 
55 Brian Dippie The Vanishing American, 312. 



316 

 

 

“reorganization”. Joel Pfister says that the “Indians were in a sense, too diversely 

individual to be Indianized as Collier thought best.”56 

Still he felt justified in his mission. Back to the time when he began his career in 

the City of New York John Collier identified with primitive rural social structures whose 

sense of communal configuration, as he envisioned it, was the everlasting ideal. He saw it 

as his mission to rescue and restructure the last remaining remnants of primitive 

communalism, present in Native American communities, and reconfigure and adapt it to 

exist in a modern world. It would, once regenerated and evolved into his ideal, be able to 

function within a western invasive culture that seemed so dissimilar and, once Native 

Americans adapted to live within this invasive culture, they would present an appealing 

amalgamation of primitive communalism and modernistic culture that would be too 

attractive for anyone to ignore. In its creation he emulated the actions of rural 

progressives operating in the American Southwest in the 1930s. 

Ruben Flores states that U.S. rural progressives often reached out to the cultural 

tradition of Mexico’s postrevolutionary cultural rural renaissance charting the work of its 

architects: José Vasconcelos, Manuel Gamio, and Moisés Sáenz. The discourses of 

cultural unification in Mexico and the United States used similar terminologies: 

amalgamacíon, incorporación, and integración in Mexico and amalgamation, 

acculturation, and integration in the United States. Despite the national context rural 

progressives shared a common political concern with Mexican social scientists: “They 

were each concerned with creating a synthetic blend in the countryside from distinctive 
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cultural communities that they interpreted to be in dynamic tension with one another.” As 

the alchemist of this transformation, and an admirer of rural agrarian culture, Collier 

hoped to produce a synthetic blend that would unit two cultures, white and Native 

American, that were in “dynamic tension” with each other. 57 

But he failed to properly note the “dynamic tensions” existing within the Native 

American community. While his actions successfully ended land allotments, sought the 

purchase of new lands, and restored tribal control of surplus lands it couldn’t restore 

seven million acres of land allotted before 1933. Indians, influenced by two generations 

of assimilation rhetoric, refused to voluntarily return their land to the tribe. They refused 

to consider the pooling of land holdings into tribal cooperatives as Collier envisioned.  

They were content to divide their land into ever smaller family inheritances. Many were 

content to lease their land to white interests; a practice so common that by 1941 40 

percent of Great Plains Indian land was leased to whites.58 

As a community advocate in New York City Collier believed that only scientists 

could resolve the problems of communities. He felt that even the metaphysical powers of 

the Red Atlantis could be reduced into formulas if one possessed the right insight and 

professional expertise. Collier saw in the Native Americans something that the 

community center movement of New York failed to offer: a way to use culture and 

community cohesion to organize reformation of society. 
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But communities, seeking their own vision of cohesion and reformation, demand 

agency and sovereignty. The question of sovereignty figures with John Collier, his 

viewpoint on agency, and the Indian Reorganization Act. Though the concept of self-

government advocated in the IRA was truly radical in the 1930s it could be argued that 

the IRA was not designed to recognize tribal sovereignty. The Secretary of the Interior 

had the final voice in every major policy decision made by Indians. Many Indians 

believed that the IRA “set up puppet governments on reservations and somehow 

mysteriously governs all aspects of tribal life by remote control.” Indian leadership often 

felt subjected to unwarranted non-Indian manipulation of existing tribal political systems. 

Robert Burnette of the Rosebud Sioux said the IRA resulted in “a blueprint for elected 

tyranny.”59 

Though progressive and radical in his time Colliers policies were paternalistic. In 

this viewpoint he shared the rationale of many within the indigeniesta movement. Manual 

Gamio felt that, with careful research, one could determine what could and could not be 

retained in native culture. Even Moisés Sáenz, with his emphasis on pluralism, felt 

qualified to determine what indigenous people needed to retain and enhance in the name 

of national citizenship. For this was the stated goal of Collier and his Mexican counter 

parts: The final assimilation of native peoples into the greater society of their nation. To 

what degree and to what nature this assimilation involved depended on the person 

advocating it. Collier saw native people as an ancient remnant of primitive communalism 
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that could, with his help and according to his personal vision, be regenerated and revived 

into a cohesive modern culture that would provide the catalyst for the reformation of all 

society. Gamio, for all of his talk about the regard and respect for native culture sought a 

mestizo vision of Mexican culture where European values predominated. Sáenz, 

especially in nations with a predominate indigenous population, wanted an amalgamation 

of culture that adapted to the most prevalent cultural base but, in the end, felt that this 

would culminate in a mestizo nation. If this meant Indianizing whites or mestizoizing 

Indians it was for the best. 

In the end Native agency was likely to conflict with their European standards. 

Helen Delpar argues, quite correctly, that the “Indigenistas were members of an 

intellectual community that stretched from Mexico City to New York, Chicago, Berkeley, 

London, and Paris. Indigenistas were responsible for the dissemination of ideas that 

equated European and North American practices with modernity” Some accused them of 

being agents of imperialism. Often the accusers were the native people who indigenistas 

sought to help.60 

In essence John Collier was an imperialist, the member of a more powerful 

society that sought to influence and change the way of life of a subaltern people. An 

aspect of imperialism is the effect that a powerful country or group of countries has in 

changing or influencing the way people live in other, poorer countries and it must be 

remembered that Collier was the member of a powerful nation and those “dependent 

nations,” as long ago ruled by the U.S. Supreme Court, were under his charge as dictated 

by the “powerful county” that he worked for. Considering this it must be remembered 
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that while writing glowingly of the spiritual significance of native culture Collier was not 

a preservationist. He wrote picturesque descriptions of Pueblo life but he took no action 

that would seem to promote Pueblo social techniques among non-Indians. Collier’s 

writing of communal life and culture from his years in New York through his career as an 

Indian Commissioner were based on utilitarian aspects of culture. Culture described in 

radiant beautiful terms was good for attracting public support and may have reflected his 

personal viewpoints but he also saw culture as something to be used by social scientists 

in order to build or regenerate communities; as part of an experiment to rebuild 

communities and produce a properly engineered model of community cohesion. An ideal 

community was based on experimentation not tradition. And an ideal community was 

expected to conform to his standards.61  

This engineering aspect was something he admired about Manuel Gamio. Like 

Collier, Gamio was a utilitarian willing to discard those aspects of ancient culture that he 

viewed as no longer relevant. They viewed traditional culture in a narrow field of 

religion, singing, dancing and, art, continued in the most appropriate way, according to 

their standards of what was appropriate. They believed that social scientists could create 

and generate communities and even enhance and regenerate people. It was their intention 

to gradually integrate Indians as a group instead of engaging in rapid forced assimilation 

of Indians as individuals.62 
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Collier’s falling out with Sáenz and his desire to remove him as head of the IIII 

was a reflection of a fundamental split in their viewpoint concerning indigenous policy. 

Sáenz wanted an immediate establishment of Indigenous people as active participating 

citizens in their nation but Collier was more cautious, wanting a gradual incorporation of 

Indians into the ranks of citizenship. Added to this was his desire to approach Indian 

policy much like a colonial administration were political power for native people 

depended on standards set by central government administers. He and Gamio were 

horrified by the prospect of advocating political participation by native peoples in 

indigenous reforms especially if they involved an immediate establishment of indigenous 

people as equal political participants.   In the end, while he admired the intellectual power 

and vitality of Sáenz, what he most desired from the man was his utility, meaning that he 

was willing to discard him when he exceeded his usefulness. 

Sáenz’s sudden death spared him the fate of his allies. With the ascendency of 

conservative, pro-urban capitalist Manuel Ávila Comacho many Cardenista stalwarts, 

especially those showing signs of pluralistic sentiments, were branded as leftists, and 

were either neutralized or eliminated. Vicente Lombardo Toladano survived but was 

forced to abandon his earlier priorities. Sáenz’s other allies: Luis Chávez Orozco, 

Graciano Sánchez, Francisco Múgica, and Rojo Gómez, found themselves unwanted, 

accused of advocating “soviet doctrine.” Some like Angel Corzo, tried to protect their 

position by attacking colleagues for their leftist sympathies and declaring themselves 

dedicated to eliminating “all exotic communist theories” and “soviet agents” from the 

DAI. Ramón Bonfil, who maintained Mexican Indians were nationalities that must be 

respected and holding the idea of a Union of Mexican Indian Republics, became a target 
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of attack. Sáenz’s ideal of Mexico as a pluralistic nation fell from favor but was not 

forgotten. Even the avowed nonleftist, Manual Gamio, found his career threatened by the 

label that he was participating in the “pernicious foreign influence of communism”63 

But he survived these threats. Gamio maintained a low profile during the 

Cárdenas sexenio and was untouched by a leftist past allowing him to survive while 

others were left on the sidelines. He became the most prominent indigenesta in Mexico 

offering a welcome alternative to the pluralist message of Sáenz. As the spokesmen of the 

regime, and president of the III, notions of empowerment for Indians vanished, replaced 

by concerns regarding the priorities of state modernity for Indians.64  

Collier also suffered from a conservative backlash. During his tenure as Indian 

Commissioner he faced an ever increasingly hostile Congress that feared Collier as a 

divisive, socialist, antidemocratic radical, whose polices threatened national interests. His 

resourceful tactic of end-around funding, using other agencies to achieve goals that a 

misery obstructionist Congress seemed to prevent, infuriated many Congressmen causing 

them to cut his appropriations. His earlier tactic as an agitator for reform consisted of 

vilifying the Office of Indian Affairs. This had worked in gaining Congressional allies, 

one of them being Senator Wheeler, co-sponsor of the IRA, but now it worked against 

him. As the Indian Commissioner he was now the head of the Office of Indian Affairs 

becoming the enemy of those who saw his agency as counterproductive. In the end 

Collier’s abrasive style along with disruptions to his agency caused by the war prove too 

much for him. He resigned in 1945. Some argue that Collier’s policies and personality 
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resulted in the very thing he latter railed against, the implementation of the termination 

policy of the 1950s with its intended end of federal obligations to tribes, the special 

relationship between tribes and the federal government, tribal sovereignty, federal 

trusteeship of reservations, and tribal exclusion from state laws.65 

Sáenz’s death came at a critical cross road in his life. None one can tell if he 

would have suffered the same fate that so many of his like-minded colleagues faced. 

Manuel Gamio, as a survivor, had learned long ago how to manage the shifting sands of 

politics and fortune. He remained president of the International Indian Institute until his 

death in 1960. The institute slogged on following his death. Suffering from the loss of 

United States support in the early 1950s the Institute became increasingly forgotten and 

ineffectual. Its foci, the indigenous people of the Americas, viewed it with increasing 

disdain as the a product of white elite paternalism; a colonialist overlord imposing its self 

on people seeking their own answers to their problems and not the solutions advocated 

from elitists operating from above. All too often indigenous people saw the Institute as a 

laboratory and them as the guinea pigs.  The institute slowly faded away, the product of 

good intentions lacking in useful goals.  

John Collier also faded from sight. As he grew older John Collier was 

marginalized and finally abandoned by academia, his last refuge. Aged and increasingly 

ill he lived out his last years with his third wife, Grace, near Taos New Mexico showing 

an increasing disinterest in the affairs of the people he once championed. Grace 

complained to Joanna T. Steichen that they were nearly impoverished due to “various rip 
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offs” Collier had experienced while “crushed by the weight of his own device, a forced 

retirement, and other factors of a genuinely tragic nature.” Suffering from heart problems, 

and needing digitalis and oxygen every day, Collier lived with his wife and her mother in 

a small four room house. In an abandoned nearby house was housed an immense 

collection of his papers, increasingly damaged by a leaking roof. Many letters, soaked in 

an nicotine odor remained unread and unanswered. On May 8, 1968 Collier died of 

pneumonia. His neighbor, the sculptor Ted Egri and his wife Kit helped the Widow Grace 

Collier by collecting Collier’s papers and selling them to Yale University for $7000 

dollars.66 

Despite John Collier’s hopes of “decisively changing” the Indian affairs system 

his achievements were inconsistent. Several tribes did establish viable self-governments 

but the IRA and latter legislation was flawed because it imposed rigid political and 

economic ideas on tribes that varied in their cultural attitudes. Many tribes, like the Sioux 

who lacked tribal solidarity, suffered because the IRA enhanced factionalism and 

produced new grievances. More culturally conservative tribes, like the Hopi, found it 

hard to adopt white concepts like majority rule or white versions of cooperative economic 

development. Some tribes, like the Jicarilla and Mescalero Apaches, were successful in 

using the IRA to promote social and economic progress; reinforcing Collier’s concept 

that group life, if given a chance to develop, had the potential to enhance the evolution of 
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society. But generally contemporary critics sought to dismiss Collie as a visionary or a 

radical sentimentalist, while offering no alternative but the failed status quo.67  

But Collier’s tenure as Indian Commissioner was what Tom Holm refers to “as a 

watershed in the development of Indian policy.” Assaults on the peoplehood of Native 

Americans ceased, allotment was finished, boarding schools declined, tribal quasi-states 

were on the rise, Indian art and culture patronized and protected, and tribes gained a 

sense of autonomy over their resources. Collier assumed that Native Americans would 

become more productive if they were allowed to renew and regain pride in their 

institutions and heritage. Collier believed that tribal reorganization would led to 

economic uplift and provide the means for freeing Native Americans from federal 

control. He believed that if tribes could be incorporated with advisory boards in a manner 

similar to the National Recovery Act they could control their natural resources and 

industrial output in a manner beneficial to themselves.68 

This form of reorganization was supposed to lead to decentralization of the Indian 

Bureau while removing it from further entanglements. Such plans show the influence of 

progressive era plans for collective management combined with a sense of personal 

liberty. This was the legacy of Collier’s past. As a social worker among New York 

immigrants Collier became a proponent of cultural preservation while advocating 

personal liberty. He viewed this as important for the maintenance of cultural plurality. 
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With Native Americans he hoped to create personal liberty while removing some of the 

long standing control of Native American life.69 

And in this hope one finds one of the many contradictions that mark the life and 

career of John Collier. Far from removing federal control Collier’s policies may have in 

fact entrenched it. Collier, an admirer of British colonial policy, seems to have provided 

the beginnings of a new structural accommodation phase that established a new colonial 

relationship with Native Americans. The Indian Reorganization Act, the Indian New 

Deal, permanentized the discretionary authority of the Department of the Interior and the 

Bureau of Indian Affairs. Thomas James argues that despite its rhetoric of liberation “the 

Indian New Deal strengthened indirect controls through administrative consolidation 

programs, and localized community education where none had existed before, thus 

reaching more deeply than ever into the social and family structure of tribes.” The Indian 

Office, once thought of as something that would vanish with the Indian, was here to stay. 

In fact the discretionary authority of the BIA managed to survive the years of termination 

policy and the efforts to revive the vanishing policy that sought to dissolve federal 

relationships with it native people.70 

Collier’s conceptions of Indian policy set standards that live on today. Collier, 

whose administration marked an interlude in the ongoing Congressional 

misunderstanding of Indians, provided a philosophy of self-government that was more 

powerful than any alternative suggestion. He supported it with energetic and creative 

administrative support. Native Americans continue to assert their sovereign rights as they 
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were reorganized under Collier’s tenure. They have the ability to organize governments, 

determine membership, hold proprietorship over their land, and levy taxes. Collier and 

his Indian New Deal obliged the federal government to acknowledge the resiliency and 

permanency of Native Americans.71   

But for many Native Americans this was but a taste, a tantalizing hint at what they 

really wanted. Collier, advocating indirect rule sought something more like a partnership 

with limited self-government. Those Native Americans who respected and admired their 

traditional way of life developed a taste for full independence. To this day they seek a 

decision process free from the approval of the Secretary of the Interior and the 

Commissioner of Indian Affairs. It is the legacy of Collier that his policies stirred such a 

hunger but, at the same time, established the machinery that blocks these Native 

Americans from the banquet they desire.72 

Summary 

John Collier saw himself as a scientist, working in a human laboratory. His field 

of study was community engineering: reformation, recreation and regeneration. His goal: 

the return of an idealized past consisting of a society where people achieved as 

individuals within a community, were everyone looked out for everyone else, and were 

everyone was concerned about the health and welfare of each other. He feared that this 

ideal was dying under the oppressive weight of a modern industrialized, laissez-faire-

commercialized, capitalistic, urban crucible; a maladjusted society where each individual 
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was isolated and adrift in a sea of modernity; living under a false illusion of personal 

freedom while feeling that something intangible and unexplainable was missing from 

their life. 

He tried to experiment with preserving or recreating his communal ideal in New 

York City. But this was a failure. It was too difficult for him to recreate his idealized 

communal primitive society derived from a rural agrarian background in an urban 

environment.  He heard about the revolution in Mexico, were rural agrarian people were 

seeking to regain an idealized past that they had lost under the press of those seeking a 

modernistic solution. He was curious and would have gone to Mexico but his 

acquaintance, Mabel Dodge, enticed him to go to Taos. He had earlier considered going 

to Taos, suspecting that he would discover something that would confirm his vision of an 

idealized past. Now, he decided to go. In Taos he found the ideal he was looking for. He 

later told of how the people of the Taos Pueblo had somehow retained the age-old ethos 

that he longed to recreate. But he also concluded that they needed some adjustments in 

order to live in the modern world. He was sure that with study, experimentation, and 

some remolding they would become the society that would reintroduce that idealized past 

he knew the world needed for its salvation.  

This would require some experimentation. But in the United States such 

experiments were difficult, if not impossible to produce. But he observed a giant 

laboratory located south of the United States: Mexico. They had Indians, lots of Indians, 

Indians that had suffered a tortured past like those in the United States. There where 

scientists in Mexico, indigenestas, who advocated saving these Indians. Some of these 

scientists felt that the Indians had within their community a culture worth emulating, it 
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just needed a little(or a lot) of remodeling so that the Indians could live as citizens in a 

modern world contributing to the greater health and wellbeing of society.  

Curious, John Collier visited this laboratory. There he found things he liked. He 

wanted to restore communal land holding among the Native Americans of his land. In 

Mexico they had ejidos were land was owned by the community and divided among 

needy families. He learned about the ideas of Manuel Gamio who shared Collier’s 

advocacy of the study and restructure of indigenous people. The two men recognized that 

indigenous culture was no longer “pure,” having been altered by European colonializers. 

Collier and Gamio believed that Indians needed to find a way to adapt to the modern 

world even if that meant discarding harmful ways probably introduced by colonial 

oppressors. Gamio felt that the Indigenous people needed to learn to conform to the 

mestizo way of life and that they needed to, in some sense, accept the dominance of white 

culture and, through accepting it, they would add to the nation’s ethnic mix their own 

unique qualities. In his own way Collier believed the same, expecting Native Americans 

to recognize the beneficence of the dominant white culture as it prepared them for a new 

role and life as part of the American landscape.  

He was aware that many in Mexico, including Gamio, believed in neo–

Lamarckian eugenic theories maintaining that education, better health, and improved 

lifestyles would result in physical and intellectual improvements. They believed that 

these improved humans could genetically improve mankind through improved children 

who would begat improved offspring of their own. Collier believed that it was possible, 

through force of will, for people to change and for these changes to unlock the 

possibilities within them. He believed that individuals working within small groups were 
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the crucible of change. He believed in an evolutionary process in which societies could 

mutate and change. He argued that this process started with individuals working within 

small groups effecting changes that could ripple like the wave of a growing tsunami 

outward across the greater sea that was humanity. His faith in the power of an individual 

to change society was reflected in his faith in his own sense of individual power. He saw 

himself as an individual working to change society. He was working within his small 

group, the Office of Indian Affairs, to affect change on a larger group, the Native 

Americans of the United States, with the eventual objective of introducing a form of 

change that would ultimately alter all the world.  

Collier was also interested in Mexico’s education program, recognizing their 

method of education as a means for social reconstruction. Interested in Mexican 

education, he met a man he greatly admired, a man who seemed to share his vision, 

Moisés Sáenz.  His association with Sáenz offered him a chance to observe schools were 

indigenous children learned by doing and, by learning, learned how to improve 

themselves. He saw the possibility of schools that didn’t just teach children but worked to 

reform and remodel communities and people. He appreciated learning by doing because 

he and Sáenz both admired the same advocate of this approach, John Dewey.  

It was easy for Collier to learn from Sáenz and Gamio because they spoke the 

same language. Not only were Gamio and Sáenz skilled bilingualists, well regarded in 

both the Mexico and the United States, but they were also influenced by American 

mentors: John Dewey for Sáenz and Franz Boas for Gamio. These mentors were 

respected experts in the Fields of Education and Anthropology, well regarded in both 

Mexico and the United States, and well regarded by Collier. This background meant that 
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Collier, Sáenz, and Gamio had a common language that surpassed their cultural 

differences. Added to this, Gamio and Sáenz appeared to have reinterpreted and 

readapted their acquired knowledge to suit the people they sought to reconfigure:  rural 

indigenous people. Since Collier was also seeking to reconfigure a group of rural 

indigenous people he was greatly interested and often impressed by the work of these 

Mexican interlocutors.  

They were interested in each other’s ideas. In the process of obtaining and using 

ideas, John Collier, Manuel Gamio, and Moisés Sáenz each had his own personal 

revelation in regards to Native Americans and, even after meeting each other, retained 

some of their preconceived notions. In the development of these notions they often stood 

on common ground. They all were educationally connected through Columbia 

University, obtained important insights thought certain American intellectuals, and 

possessed a similar sense of social conscience. And yet each had his own unique ideas in 

regards to reform. They did appreciate the mutual influence, the fact that finding 

someone who shares you goals and objectives is a supportive influence that gives one’s 

theories a sense of supportive commonality and legitimacy. The mutuality of ideas, for 

these men provided fuel for the fire: the development of theories and the means to test 

them. Each envisioned the need for reform and social improvement for their nation’s 

native population and was willing to look to the other for support and ideas. 

Collier found what he saw in Mexico to be fascinating and exciting, capable of 

unlocking the possibilities untapped in Native Americans and all humanity. When he 

became the United States Indian Commissioner he advocated and made use of many of 

the ideas he had learned from Mexico. He sought to imitate the ejido, with U.S. 
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modification. He advocated a credit system, like the ejido bank, in order to economically 

develop Indian reservations. He appreciated the programs of arts and crafts carried out in 

Mexico, seeing that such a program could enrich Native Americans and American 

culture. He sought to recreate it in the United States going as far as to hire someone 

experienced in Mexican arts and crafts. Manuel Gamio’s use of anthropological studies 

influenced Collier to employ teams encharged with the mission of studying Native 

peoples in order to find new ways to implement programs that would work more 

effectively. Recognizing the use of multiple government agencies in the effort to reform 

Mexico’s rural countryside, Collier sought to use multiple government agencies in the 

reform of his portion of the rural countryside, the lands administered by the Indian Office 

and their environs.  

Collier learned much from observing Mexico’s human laboratories. And when he 

became Indian Commissioner he sent Indian Office employees to study Mexico’s 

experiments. Throughout the 1930s and 40s scores of federal officials traveled to Mexico 

studying Mexican schools and examining Mexican land policies.  He was helped in this 

task by his relationship with Sáenz. This relationship opened Mexican doors for him and 

gave him access to other contacts, most notably Mary Doherty, a talented, well connected 

American expatriate with a similar New York progressive background. 

In his interest in this Mexican laboratory Collier was not blind to reality or a 

slavish follower. In a letter to another extraordinary woman who functioned as his eyes in 

Mexico, Alida Bowler, Collier wrote, “Yes I think you are going to discover enormous 

variations on the qualitative side of Ejido operations, and the plans scheduled far beyond 

attainability.” He doubted “whether the personal operations of the government down 
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there are much more than political.” But he urged Miss Bowler not to pass “these doubts 

of mine along.” Collier was more concerned with the possibilities offered by Mexican 

programs than the realities that these programs often displayed. With this in mind he told 

her that, “…we here must always recognize that the big thing for us is to acclaim the 

philosophies and the purpose.”73  

Collier was interested in Mexico’s efforts because he believed that land was the 

most important of resources for his nation’s Native Americans and that land reform was 

the most pressing issue for their future survival. He noticed that land reform was a great 

issue in Mexico as well. Seeking ways to implement land reform, he expressed interest in 

Mexico’s ejidos, ejido banks, and its education experiments. These programs offered him 

a vision of how Native Americans could become economically viable while 

strengthening, preserving, and regenerating their tribal, communal life style. He 

attempted to implement such programs, with modification, in the United States. Often 

this met with hostility and he was accused of consorting with socialistic Mexican 

revolutionaries. Some feared that Collier, who many considered a socialist, was 

imperiling America with extremist ideas.  

Ultimately the results of his programs fell short of his goals and “the plans 

scheduled” were “far beyond attainability.”  Collier found that the “personal operations 

of the government” in the United States were not “much more than political” and that 

many Native Americans did not appreciate his brand of politics. While championing 

Native Americans, they often found his ways to tyrannical and to alien. But in an 
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unanticipated manner Collier gave an impetus to tribal self-government giving Native 

Americans a sense that they could stand up and make their voices heard even if it was in 

speaking out against their self-styled benefactor. In this the Collier years marked an 

important development in Native self-determination.  

Alvin Josephy states that “If the history of Indian-White relations has been one of 

unending attempts to assimilate the Indians it has also been one of continued struggles for 

the Indians to preserve their religious and spiritual unity and strength.” Collier professed 

to end assimilation but sought a “modern” Native American who could live within the 

white world, function according to its rules, contributing to its needs, and following its 

rules. In effect, he really wanted another form of assimilation. He championed Native 

American religious and spiritual unity and the revival of these things, on his terms. While 

Collier championed Native Americans, they often found cause to resist him.74 

Collier saw himself as a visionary. But idealized visions may be illusionary and 

nostalgia sometimes masks reality. Bronislaw Malinowski warned against establishing 

some cultural “zero point’ from which to measure cultural change. He warned that the 

reconstruction of a past indigenous culture would depict an idealized culture and not a 

living reality, the reconstruction of “a savage who does not exist anymore.” He warned 

against a “highly emotional vision of the past as it lives in present-day mythology, a pre-

European golden age or some “Paradise lost.” In a 1938 monograph the authors warned 

that focusing on the reconstruction of the past leads to bad policy based on the memories 

of old informants. Meyer Fortes described policy based on memories to be a “mesh of 

                                                           
74Alvin M. Josephy, Now the Buffalo’s Gone: A Study of Today’s American Indians (New York: Knopf, 

Distributed by Random House, 1982) 91.  



335 

 

 

lies,” alternating from a Utopia to a bloody reign of terror. Malinowski urged that 

surviving earlier institutions needed to be considered in the context of adaptations to new 

strains derived from European influences.75 

In a sense Mexico’s Zapatistas chose to ignore this recommendation while the 

Revolutionary Mexican government chose to adopt the European adaptive model since it 

represented their best interests in the maintenance of private property holdings and a 

capitalistic economy. Collier while, too often afflicted with a utopic vision of a 

preindustrial past and expressing an idealistic fascination with Native American culture 

as an affirmation of his beliefs in group culture dynamics, possessed a progressive based 

desire to reform and adapt even that that he admired. As a progressive vitalist he did not 

wish to return to the past. He was more interested in an upward linear progression as 

necessary for man’s future. He did not want to return to mud huts and farm villages but 

he wanted to take from those who lived long ago what he thought was admirable and plug 

it into the body electric of the body politic.  

In the end Collier, in many ways, conforms to Mark Becker’s concept of 

Inigenismo. Becker stated that “Historically, paternalistic impulses which saw Indigenous 

peoples as passive receivers of outsiders' actions have been the driving force behind 

indigenismo. At different points in history it has been the domain of various groups of 

people including archaeologists, anthropologists, theologians, novelists, philosophers, 

politicians, and political activists.” Historian Pedro Chamix criticized an academic 

indigenismo that "takes the Indians into a laboratory to study them in terms of their 
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physical appearance, family names, dress, language, (and) customs." Juan Bottasso noted 

in the introduction to Del indigenismo a las organizaciones indígenas that Indigenous 

peoples do not favorably view indigenistas who analyze their status from the perspective 

of a dominant class and seek to integrate them into a modern nation-state. He writes that 

these Indigenous peoples "reject the presence of intermediators and deny that people who 

do not belong to their cultural world have the right to speak in their names or, worse, 

represent them."76 

Some might see the attention to Mexican peasant society and, in this particular 

case, Indigenous Mexican peasant society or, for that matter, Native American culture as 

a form of orientalism. Edward Said’s definition of this term is applicable in a sense that 

nineteenth century elites in both the United States and Mexico viewed indigenous peasant 

culture as languid, sensual, static, and underdeveloped. These were all opposites of their 

view of themselves as representatives and aspiring applicants of a Western European 

ideal envisioned as developed, flexible, and superior. While viewing North American 

indigenous people as those mired in the past, they viewed themselves as dynamic 

innovative members of an expanding West.  A Western romanticism of primitive 

societies accompanied by a Western idealism of the virtues of primitive communal 

societies modified this earlier viewpoint. Many of these idealists started to view 

indigenous people as a possible avenue for the social reform of a dehumanized western 
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society. But primitive idealists like John Collier and his ilk viewed the virtues of 

primitive society through their western perspectives and aspirations.77 

This rose colored perspective is seen in Robert Redfield’s view of the indigenous 

community of Tepoztlán as an idyllic fusion of primitive and modern culture. But in 1943 

the American anthropologist Oscar Lewis, working with the Inter-American institute on 

personality study, noted that Redfield had overlooked, “negative and disruptive aspects of 

village life, such as the fairly high incidence of stealing, quarrels and physical violence.” 

He noted that Redfield’s belief that folk cultures produced fewer frustrations and better 

personal relationships than was found in modernistic society was “sheer Rousseauan 

romanticism.” Like Redfield, John Collier viewed the Pueblo community of Taos as a 

place retaining primitive virtues in a modern setting. But he also felt that the place needed 

outside Western help in order to survive. So while he viewed Taos as a preserved 

fragment of a primitive ideal that offered remedies to the evils of modern Western society 

he also felt that it required Western development and flexibility to break its static pattern 

that threatened it with extinction in the face of a changing world. His valuations of 

Pueblo society were based on his Western European values.78 
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Edward Said defined orientalism as a colonialist rationalization where Western 

societies romanticized Arab culture according to stereotypical exotic characteristics that 

failed to consider the full richness and complexity of this culture. This was done to 

enhance Western attitudes of superiority and to justify colonialism. In a similar sense, 

U.S. and Mexican elites first justified their cultural, political, and economic dominance of 

indigenous people according to fixed stereotypes. When later seeing indigenous people in 

an appealing light, they continued to regard them as subjects lacking their own capacity 

for agency. Said stated that orientalism, as he defined it, was used to justify the Western 

European colonialism of East Asia. Many Americans and Mexicans, including John 

Collier, possessed a similar colonial spirit, Collier going as far as advocating the British 

colonial system of indirect rule. Even when viewed in the positive light as potential 

saviors of western civilization indigenous people needed the “guidance” of Western 

Europeans to be saved, to survive, and to become saviors.79 

Still, despite his paternalistic tendencies, Collier was moved by the vitality of 

Native Americans. In an article written at the time of Collier’s death D’Arcy McNickle 

stated that that Native American society astonished John Collier. He was amazed that 

Indian society could survive in an environment so hostile to simple folk values. In spite 

of oppression, appropriation of their wealth, threats of extermination through wars and 

pestilence, they continued to remain visible: keeping their languages, their religion, their 

kinship systems, and world views. This tale of survival confirmed Collier’s belief that 
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societies “are living things, sources of power and values of their members; to be and to 

function in a consciously living, aspiring, striving society is to be a personality 

fulfilled.”80 

John Collier wrote: “Let the Indians and the nations remember: to overcome 

Indian poverty at the cost of sundering the Indian from his grouphood and his own soul, 

is a pathway to doom—to the Indian’s doom and doom of the world’s access to the 

infinitudes.” Collier shared with some of his Mexican Indgenesta contempories a hope 

that his work would help led to an increasing Native American participation in areas of 

interest within general society. Along with this he hoped for a renewal of traditional 

tribalism.  He felt that identity with an Indian community, even an urban community of 

relocated tribesmen, provided the base from which adaptive and assimilative processes 

could draw new growth. Without such a base, there could only be a withering of social 

impulses.81 

As a product of the progressive era Collier had the reformer’s tendency of 

believing that he knew what was good for the masses, that he knew the path toward social 

liberation. But some maintain that Collier was a part of a culture of social control par 

excellence. Collier believed in a redemptive possibility in Native American society and 

was interested in “adapting” and saving those elements of it he and his “professionals” 

deemed worth saving. In the process those targeted for salvation often suffered 
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unintended consequences. As D.H. Lawrence noted: “It is (Collier’s) savior’s will to set 

the claws of his own White egotistic benevolent volition into them.”82 

The stated mission of John Collier, and the indigenistas that he was a part of, was 

the final assimilation of native indigenous peoples into the greater society of their nation. 

In light of today we must consider this goal to be a failure. In Mexico and in the United 

States there continue to exist indigenous peoples, who with varying degrees of success, 

continue to hold on to a unique culture and national identity. They continue to exist 

outside the greater society of their nation and in recent years seem to define a new vison 

of that greater society: a society more diverse and pluralistic than the “greater society” 

envisioned by Postrevolutionary Mexicans, or “Friends of the Indians” or any of the 

champions of cultural amalgamation that moved and shaped the concern for the future of 

the Indigenous peoples of the Americas. 
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1930’s” History of Education Quarterly 28 (4), 604-605.;William Willard, “The Plumed Serpent and the 

Red Atlantis” Wicazo Sa Review, Vol. 4. No. 2 (Autumn. 1988), 21. 
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Appendix:  

 This graph compiled by 

John Collier in the 1930s is another way of showing loss of Indian land. Note the slight increase 

in Tribal lands following Collier’s appointment. Collier would have liked to have increased this 

but politics tended to restrict such efforts. Source: The New Day for the Indians: A Survey of the 

Working of the Indian Reorganization Act, Jay B. Nash ed. (New York: Academy Press, 1938), 
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