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Abstract: In contemporary Indian Country, the majority of people who identify as “Indian”
fall into the “urban” category: away from traditional lands and communities, in cities and
towns wherein the opportunities to live one’s identity as Native can be restricted, and even
more so for American Indian religious practice and activity.
This article will explore a possible theoretical model for discussing the religious nature of
urban Indians, using aspects of the contemporary powwow as exemplary, and suggest ways
in which the discourse on Native American religious practices can inform the larger
discussion of religion in general by implying a comparative direction between urban
Indians and other religious actors in American secular society.
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One of the principal problems for urban Indians is
how to remain Indian; in spite of their various
difficulties, they do remain Indian by keeping
together through a network of communications, by
getting together for kinds of celebrations and
powwows. There’s greater unity among Indians
today. The young urban Indian particularly wants
to understand himself in traditional terms.
-Leland Orchard (Kiowa)1
When I’m feeling depressed, or if I’m having a
hard time, the main thing that will get me out of
that is a pow-wow. I don’t care what is going on in
my life; if I’m at a pow-wow I’m happy.
-Norma Rendon (Oglala)2

Perhaps the most visible manifestation of American Indian traditions
to non-Indians, the public-access intertribal powwow, serves as a unique
and complex manifestation of identity negotiation, spirituality, and social
networking for the Indian participants. Both the result of and a venue for
contemporary Native religious, social, and political continuity within the
confines of modernity, the powwow and its associated activities serves as a
key feature in the struggle to maintain traditional orientations in a
country that continues to challenge that very expression. This is perhaps
most significant among the urbanized Indian populations in the US,
providing many Natives in urban centers with one of the few outlets for
traditional Native expression.
In spite of the presence of excellent works such as Powwow, edited by
Clyde Ellis, Luke Lassiter, and Gary Dunham, and Tara Browner’s Heartbeat
of the People: Music and Dance of the Northern Pow-wow, scholars of religion
have given the powwow phenomenon little notice, due in part to the
relative invisibility of indigenous traditions in the Academy, but also due
to the controversial nature of the claim that the powwow represents an
aspect of Native sacred traditions. This article is an attempt to suggest a
direction for the discourse on contemporary American Indian religious
identity using the intertribal powwow as an anchor, providing insight into
the historical and social significance of the religious nature of the Native
participation in pan-tribal traditions. “Pan-Indian” practices, those that
treat tribal-specific traditions liberally and opt for common-theme
activities germane to Native American communities generally, often form
the core of culturally-specific spirituality for both urbanized Indian
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communities (whether residing in off-reservation lands, multicultural
metropolitan areas, or both), and land-based communities for whom
assimilation has effected the level of traditional (tribally-specific)
participation.
The significance of the powwow to Religious Studies lies in the fact
that this form exists as an essential aspect of the religious lives of many
American Indians, especially those who can be termed “urban Indians.”
The discussion here serves as the theoretical direction of a larger research
project on the spirituality of urbanized Indian communities, which
explores ways in which the study of contemporary Indigenous religions
can provide insight into the discussion regarding the religious/secular
divide. It is my contention that the significance of embodied practice in
the formation and maintenance of religious identity cannot be
overestimated, and that the contemporary expression of American Indian
spirituality provides an ample focusing lens through which to view the
role of religious action in the processes of religious identity negotiation in
modernity. Both following and critiquing the social constructivism of
Berger and Luckmann expressed in their seminal text The Social
Construction of Reality: A Treatise in the Sociology of Knowledge 3, I suggest that
contemporary American Indian communities are aware of the
institutionalization of some key images associated with “The Indian” as a
social construction, a construction that exists in the larger storehouse of
American social knowledge4, and engage these images noetically in an
ongoing effort to gain and maintain agency with regard to their individual
tribal identities. Thus, the intertribal powwow represents an important
venue for representative interaction, establishing and valorizing a broad
Native presence that can support individual tribal efforts to increase
traditional communal identities.
This initial foray requires significant treatment of a host of relevant
issues, namely, the nature of contemporary American Indian religious
identity, how that identity manifests in “urban Indian” settings, and what
exactly qualifies the contemporary powwow as a religious phenomenon.
After providing an overview of both the intertribal powwow and its
history, I explore the concept “Indianness” in order to bring some focus to
the topic at hand and to highlight what I view as the foundations of
indigenous philosophical systems, namely, locale, sacred power, and
protocol. In addition, my own concept, that of referring to “retraditionalism” as reprise will need illumination. Finally, the connections
between Native American religious identity negotiation, the performative
aspects of the intertribal powwow and pan-Indian practices, and religious
culture as it interacts with modernity in general populations. My intent is
to establish the parameters both for my own future work on this topic, as
well as the interrogation of concepts germane to the study of religion in
modernity in general.
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The Intertribal Powwow
The history of the powwow is difficult to discern, and I will here draw
on Tara Browner’s excellent book, The Heartbeat of the People: Music and
Dance of the Northern Powwow, and the seminal text on contemporary
powwow issues, Powwow, edited by Clyde Ellis, Luke Lassiter, and Gary
Dunham.
The discussion on origins seems to focus on the fact that “powwow”
is from the Nagaransett (Algonquian) term pau wau, which was used for
healing ceremonies first observed by German immigrants to Nagaransett
territory in the Northeast5. In fact, Browner points out that much of the
early use of the term is found in the writings of German immigrant folk
healers who referred to their Indian counterparts as “powwow doctors.”6
The term was evidently utilized by subsequent Euroamericans to refer to
any gathering of Indians, and the vernacular use of the term has tended to
cause a relative dearth of serious analysis of the form beyond that being
done by excellent researchers in the area of Ethnomusicology such as
Browner. However, the important role that the powwow plays in
contemporary Indian Country cannot be denied, and contested issues of
identity, authenticity, economic exploitation, and spiritual significance
are all part of the cultural negotiation engaged in by contemporary Native
communities. Thus, the powwow makes an excellent context for the
utilization of the theoretical approach central to this article.
The dance styles and regalia associated with the modern powwow,
have their origins in the Pawnee Iruska (“the fire is in me”) dance, the
rights to perform this dance were then sold to the Omaha, who then sold
the rights to the Yankton Sioux, who then gave the rights to the Tetons7.
Throughout all of these transitions, the basic form of the dance remained,
though the Omaha replaced the Pawnee use of four “water drums” (drums
with an amount of water in them to produce a particular sound) with a
single “big drum8.” The Pawnee, who received the Iruska via a vision given
to a man called Crow Feather, set the standard for regalia, as well, as Crow
Feather was directed to create a particular head piece, made of porcupine
quills and deer hair, as well as a crow-feather belt9. These two items form
the basis for elements of the men’s traditional regalia–the “roach”
(headpiece) and “bustle” (feather belt). The diffusion of this dance in early
White contact period is a story complex in the extreme (far too large to
recount here), the significance of which is the fact that Indians of many
different tribal backgrounds began to adopt the dance, regalia, and
musical styles of this system as a method for maintaining their Indigenous
identity in the face of assimilation pressures. Though the dances and
music may have originated outside of the tribal tradition of an individual
participant, or the sponsoring Native community, they nonetheless aid in
the preservation of Native identity, which also gives rise to specific
traditional retention. One example of this process can be found in the
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work of ethnomusicologist Chris Goertzen on the role of powwows in the
preservation of communal identity among tribal groups in North Carolina.
He finds that the Occaneechi-Saponi community sponsors three annual
powwows, each held in close proximity to lands that served as landbase
for the Occaneechi prior to White intrusion10. Thus, these events serve to
both bolster Indian presence in North Carolina, but also to call attention to
the history of the Occaneechi in particular.
Much of the history of the powwow as a popular event in Indian
Country includes the level of importance placed on the powwow as a
method for teaching Indian youth about their heritage. The most modern
powwows include competition dancing, in which small monetary prizes
and gifts are awarded to the winners of different categories associated
with dancer age, style, and gender11. It is this competition aspect that is
given the credit for enticing youth to participate, and once they are
willing and enthusiastic participants, the hope is that that enthusiasm will
translate into other areas of Indian cultural identity formation and
maintenance, and key to my study is the fact that many communities
depend upon the local powwow as a way to ensure that their children
receive important information about tribal heritage and spirituality.
Powwows have a fairly standard format when writ large12, but are
again opportunities for addressing much more localized issues. Included in
most powwows are the Gourd Dance, an honoring dance participated in by
military veterans who are members of various Gourd Societies; the Grand
Entry, which includes all powwow dance participants (generally, those
who are in dance regalia), preceded by a color guard carrying the US Flag,
the flag of the state where the powwow is held, and an Indian EagleFeather Staff; and an emcee, who keeps the activity organized, calling for
certain dance songs from the participating drum groups, identifying the
dance style featured during any given song, and presiding over the
competition dances. The emcee also entertains the crowd with jokes and
other patter in between dance songs, and this patter can be quite
important in terms of the political implications of the powwow described
below. The emcee can call attention to particular honorees, assert the
proper behavior expected on both Indian and non-Indian participants, as
well as orate on Indian issues generally, calling attention to the historical
treatment of Indians, current events, and/or exhorting those present to
behave respectfully toward Indian culture and others in general. The
emcee is really only limited by his desire to remain among the pool of
potential emcees when it comes time to decide on the personnel for the
next powwow, and his microphone makes his voice a constant presence
during the entire powwow weekend13.
Invited drum groups accompany the dancing, the number of drums
dictated by the size of the powwow and availability of the groups. Drum
groups are organized, and generally follow the powwow circuit in their
regions, as do many of the powwow dancers. The protocols observed when
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engaging in activities associated with the drums provides a key insight
into the inherent religiosity associated with contemporary pan-Indian
spirituality in general, as the drums are treated as honored beings, given
gifts of tobacco and sage, and the drummers observe a strict decorum
when in its presence.
Dance regalia, too, are treated with much respect, and one enters into
a sacred manner once it is donned. An arena director serves for the entire
powwow, with much of his responsibilities concentrated on the actual
dance circle, maintaining order, and on constant vigil for feathers, which
may inadvertently drop from dance regalia. If a feather is to touch the
ground, the dancing stops, the arena cleared, and the feather ceremonially
gathered and returned to its owner, in keeping with traditional protocols.
The role of “traditional” Native culture at these events transcends
typical uses of that term, in that much of the materials that go into dance
regalia are modern in origin, and the styles, especially the “fancy” dance
styles of both men and women have developed innovative steps over the
years. In addition, songs sung by drum groups can either be very old or
very recent, some are humorous and sung in English, others are in various
Prairie tribal languages, others still are melodious sung syllables without
direct translation. Indeed, one key feature of my approach is to
interrogate the very nature of the concept “tradition,” as the key to
traditionalism at the powwow is the presence of, and respect for, Native
protocols and the adherence to these by participants as well as non-Indian
observers. Honoring elders, asking permission, and generally engaging in
a weekend of “Indianess” makes the event traditionally Indian, even if that
event is simulcast on local television or streamed over the Internetfor
home-bound Indians to enjoy.
In addition, the powwow has become a source for other communityoriented events, such as giveaways (the gifting of items to honored
guests), informational booths on Native health and nutrition, and
especially for socializing with other Indians. The powwow as a cultural fair
for non-Indian participation is evident on the surface, with vendor booths
selling arts and crafts, food, and craft materials, but less evident to the
casual observer is the active contestation of space engaged in by the
Indian community. The powwow requires adherence to certain protocols
by all involved, and the non-Indian participants are asked to follow certain
rules (no alcohol is allowed, photos are to be taken only with permission,
entrance to the dance ground is regulated, etc.) and it is here that Indians
can assert their authority over non-Indians in an act of subversion of
dominant cultural paradigms. This expression of pan-Indian identity,
along with the utility of the powwow in expressing the value of Indianess
and asserting the continued presence of Native Americans, gives the
powwow an obvious cachet in the maintenance of Native identity in
contemporary Native American communities.
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“American Indian-ness”
Central to the issue of Native religious identity resurgence is the
context for the reckoning of American Indian identity in the first place.
While the issue of identity is certainly complex and contentious in any
context, given the history of Indian-White contact, the categories for
expressing that identity become even more politically charged. Hilary
Weaver, in her insightful article “Indigenous Identity: What is it, and Who
Really Has it?”14, suggests that there is not even consensus on terminology
when she asks,
“Are we talking about Indians, American Indians,
Natives, Native Americans, indigenous people, or
First Nations people? Are we talking about Sioux or
Lakota? Navajo or Dine? Chippewa, Ojibway, or
Anishnabe? Once we get that sorted out, are we
talking about race, ethnicity, cultural identity,
tribal identity, acculturation, enculturation,
bicultural identity, multicultural identity, or some
other form of identity?”15
Far from being one simply of semantics, the issue of naming lies at
the center of my approach to the problem at hand. I view the act of
defining as political, thus terminology takes on a particularly important
level of significance. What I intend to do here is outline the basic
parameters of the category “American Indian religious identity,” with
emphasis on the political utility of that category from the perspective of
Native people in modernity. Though Weaver is most concerned with what
she calls “cultural identity,” I follow much of the conventional discourse
on American Indian cultures in that I find more overlap than difference
between the categories associated with generalized “culture” and those
which can be termed “religious.”16 Therefore, Weaver’s discussion will
provide the frame upon which my discussion of identity will hang.
Weaver begins her article by recounting a tale in which two
basketball teams, one Navajo, one Lakota, are preparing to vie for first
place in an all-Native basketball tournament. When the Lakotas see the
Navajos practice, they become worried about their obvious skills on the
court. They then begin to note that the players look suspiciously Mexican,
due to their dark skin and the presence of facial hair. Conversely, as the
Navajos watch the Lakotas practice, also becoming concerned by the
team’s skill, they note the light skin and short hair of many of the players,
suspecting them of actually being White. Both teams approach the
referees with their concerns, and suggest qualifications for Native
authenticity: the Lakotas call for tribal enrollment cards, which some of
the Navajos lack, and the Navajo team calls for a language-proficiency test,
which many of the Lakotas fail. Ultimately, neither team won over the
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referees, who cancelled the final game without deciding on a champion.
This apocryphal tale, which I have heard in several other versions,
highlights one of the difficult issues in Indian Country: the authenticity
question and its ability to divide, rather than unite, Indians in both intercommunal issues, dramatized here by the story of the basketball teams, as
well as intra-tribal divisions arising from resource-access issues. The
process of identity authentication is one of “power and exclusion”17 in that
the significance of identity is in who is left out. The contested parameters
of what constitutes legitimate Native identity can be exploited to a certain
degree in the furthering of the colonial project of the larger American
society. Manipulation of the nature of “Indian-ness” by both Natives and
non-Natives turns on the locus of authority for the legitimation of that
identity. But where do the qualifying conditions for “Indian-ness” come
from?
First and foremost, Weaver reminds us, is the role of language in the
construction of these categories, and therefore the choices made when
identifying the aboriginal inhabitants of North America, are significant.
Take, for example, the difference between the terms “American Indian”
and “First Nations,” the latter used almost exclusively in reference to
Canada’s aboriginal communities. In addition, “Indian” may connote more
romanticized, and less understood, stereotypes associated with Native
people than “Native American.”18 As it has been my own experience that
the term “Indian” is also the most often used self-identifier in Indian
Country, that must also mean that the romanticized vision that
accompanies the word may play a role in the self-identity associated with
it.
The fluid nature of this self-identification is also an issue within the
larger discussion of American Indian identity. As Joane Nagel articulates it,
“...an American Indian might be a ‘mixed-blood’ on the reservation, from
‘Pine Ridge’ when speaking to someone from another reservation, an
‘Oglala Sioux’ or ‘Lakota’ when asked about tribal affiliation, or an
‘American Indian’ when interacting with non-Indians.”19 Perhaps more
significant to my purposes here is that the fluidity of self-naming can also
be measured longitudinally. For instance, a person may be content to
identify “American Indian” at one stage in their life, but want to narrow
that identity over time by learning more about their tribal culture and
associating themselves with others within it.
Cultural identity issues are also associated to some degree with
shared characteristics and/or common origins. You have to be born an
Indian. However, it is also true that “American Indian” is necessarily a
construct to begin with, as there was no need for a broad collective
identity prior to European contact. This complex relationship between
ascribed and achieved characteristics, while not unique to indigenous
people, nonetheless creates the circumstances for the process of retraditionalism in that American Indian religious identity is both linked to
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ethnic reality as well as to religious choices. In the contemporary context,
tribal practices, Christian church membership, and a hybrid of the two can
all formulate the core of what any individual might term “traditional.”20
This sense of identity as construct, using both tribal forms and external
non-Indian aspects as the building blocks, informs Weaver’s discussion,
and she identifies three key “facets” of identity: self identification,
communal identification, and external identification21. While the
relationship between internal and external sources for the construction of
individual identity is a fairly standard view22, it is the importance of
communal identification that makes indigenous identity unique in her
view. I would suggest that religious identity in general draws from this
middle category “communal identification” in a way that other forms of
identity formation do not.
A key concept from Berger and Luckmann is helpful here, namely,
the “social stock” of knowledge23, the sum total of what everyone in the
social group “knows” about the social world. The constructivist position is
that this collection of knowledge is gained primarily, if not exclusively,
through social interaction. Meaning is both gained and reinforced within
communally-located semantic fields. The issue that Weaver has explicated
is that the social stock of knowledge within Indian Country often includes
stereotypical imagery associated with that produced by the colonialist
imagintion. Thus the meaning of “Indian-ness” for any individual emerges
in the context of both Indigenous and non-Indigenous semantic universes.
The constructionist variant (that the semantic artifacts available to any
individual arise in a shared semantic universe) is also relevant in that
Native identity in modernity is expressed most often through the
employment of symbolic elements recognizable by BOTH Natives and nonNatives as “Indian.” The intertribal powwow provides a key venue for the
expression of Native religious identity in a way that uniquely engages
spiritual forms that are both idiomatic and universal, recognized by
Natives and non-Natives, and flexible enough to include the breadth of
Native spirituality.
Self-perception is the key to identity, and, following such social
psychologists as Henri Tajfel and John Turner, also the basis of our
adoption of in-group values.24 In addition, Weaver points out that selfidentity is never static and develops over time as the individual’s selfperception changes.25 It may, in fact, be that all of the possible options
from which to choose one’s identity do not present themselves until a
relatively fixed point in the maturation process. This view is supported by
the recent literature on female puberty ceremonial revival in American
Indian communities that points to a cognizant, purposeful move toward a
neo-traditional approach to womanhood. Inés Talamántez, for example,
has shown that the Isanaklesh Gotál, the Apache girl’s initiation ritual,
remains the largest ceremonial cycle in Apache communities due, in part,
to a desire by Apache women to impart a sense of womanhood that
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conforms to a conglomerate of traditional Apache values, individual need
in contemporary Apache communities, and modern feminist concerns.26
What I propose as a response to such phenomena is a view that sees
the true elements of culture, Weaver’s “communal identification” and
values, as traveling below the surface of overt behaviors and practices, a
theoretical paradigm that accounts for a lifeway capable of adapting itself
to new and changing circumstances while maintaining an adherence to
traditional values and beliefs. I find the musical term “reprise,” therefore,
is a much more fitting one than “revival,” “revitalization,” or
“resuscitation” when referencing the broad topic of “re-traditionalism” in
that “reprise” alludes to the articulation of an earlier theme whose basic
elements remain present throughout the piece. What most discussions of
American Indian revitalization depend upon, is the assumption that
repression of specific practices associated with American Indian religiosity
and the eclipse of traditional beliefs and values by those of the dominant
culture (Christianity, market capitalism, patriarchy, etc.) was total, and
thus the re-traditionalism concept has been used to diminish the
authenticity of some revitalization movements in Indian Country. This
use, or misuse, of the concept is evident in the anthropological and
historiographic employment of the specifically theological term
“conversion” when referring to both religious and social adaptations by
Indian communities over time. What these discussions need to do is to
take a critical look at the use of that term, which a Religious Studies
approach would do, and seek to discern a pattern wherein the religious
conversion of Indian individuals or communities can be viewed as a tactic
for remaining traditionally linked to their precontact identities.
While it seems counter-intuitive to argue that Christian conversion
can be seen as a tool to resist assimilation, some excellent work has been
done in this area, especially Michael McNally’s discussion of the role
Christianity has played in providing forms for the revival of Ojibway
identity27 and John Haskell’s discussion of the development of Native
American liturgies28, among others. What is key to these analyses is the
standard by which precontact cultures are measured for their variance vis
à vis “Western” or Euroamerican ones. Viewing precontact cultures as
viable, dynamic, and complex allows the historian to ask more interesting
questions with regard to the colonial interaction. “Indigenousness,” then,
becomes a key factor in the discourse. In an attempt to provide a portable,
cross-cultural concept for the category “indigenous,” I suggest the
dynamic interaction between three key categories: locale, power, and
protocol.
Any discussion of indigeneity has to include a geographical referent,
and I prefer the term “locale” when engaging this aspect of American
Indian identity. The reasons for choosing the term “locale” rather than
“place” or “space” is significant and requires some discussion here. The
concept “place” connotes a location in geographic terms. While it is true
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that land-based orientation is one of the key issues with regard to
American Indian spirituality and that that set of issues will play
prominently in the entirety of this work, geographic location is only one
facet of the embedded quality of indigenous cultures. Much has been
written on the topic of the importance of place to American Indian
religious traditions and this central theme will be unpacked later in my
argument. Suffice it to say here that my understanding of the category
“locale” follows closely on that of Jonathan Z. Smith’s use of “place” in his
seminal texts To Take Place: Toward Theory in Ritual (1992) and Map is Not
Territory: Studies in the History of Religions (1993), which illuminate the
relationship between human activity and the construction of places.
For Smith, utopian religious systems are religions of “‘nowhere,’ of
transcendence” and correspond to the quality of the immigrant29. The
religious activity of the immigrant, then centers on developing systems
for accessing the transcendent, usually in the form of an omnipresent
deity, through visions and/or epiphanies, which renders a religious
system capable of bringing a sense of the sacred along with the
disembedded cultures, or perhaps more precisely, allowing for the
assumption that the sacred is everywhere, and therefore, nowhere in
particular. Religious disembeddedness and portable gods allow for the
assumption of any new region entered into as potential “space,” taken on
authority of the immigrant’s utopian sacred system.
In contrast, an imminent sense of the sacred, a sacredness that resides
with the people, assumes the role of the territory in adhering to that
sacredness. In fact it may be, for some indigenous religious systems, that it
is the place that authors the proper sacred behaviors. In other words, the
logic of these “locative” systems assumes the land itself is an actor, and
perhaps the key actor in the development of the sacred behaviors
appropriate to that land. If “sacred behaviors” can stand in for the
academic term “religion,” then the ultimate defining quality of indigenous
religious systems may be the derivation of those systems from the
landscape itself. Thus, the category “locale” used here begins with a sense
of the deep connection between the sacred aspects of the universe and the
physical reality of territory.
As Henri Lefebvre has shown30, much of the modern project is an
appropriation of space; the abstracting of space in order to control
meaning, much like the process described as “disembedding” by Anthony
Giddens31. It is the resulting abstract space that attempts to produce and
impose social homogeneity. Seeing places as empty space to be traded as
commodities allows for the dissolution of the lived social systems
dedicated to those places, and it is partly in response to this social
distanciation that indigenous peoples attempt to exert traditional control
in the reappropriation of sacred places, objects, and practices. The
traditional authority over the locale exists as a localized power to which
the people are responsible for the ongoing maintenance of the homeland,
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a lived social space that can be termed “sacred power.” What I suggest is
that the contemporary intertribal powwow is an exercise in the creation
of sacred space, not only in terms of the sacralization of profane area for
the purposes of dance, but also to engage in the political act of asserting
an aboriginal presence seen as inherently part of the landscape.

The Powwow as Locale
It is beyond the scope of this article to fully interrogate the category
“sacred power” as it is employed in the study of religion. However, it is
imperative that my use of this term achieves clarity sufficient to the
understanding of my overall argument. My use of this term conforms
closely to Mircea Eliade’s32 sense of something set apart from the
“profane” or mundane. The larger issues involve how and why things are
“set apart.” While there is much variety in the discussion of religious
sacrality, there is also consensus as to the culturally-located nature of the
act of categorizing the “sacred,” as well as the placing of items in that
category (places, songs, objects, people, times, etc). In the modern context,
American Indian religious reprise consists primarily of reorienting the
community to the features of a tribally-defined sacred universe, which,
like defining terms and appropriating space, constitutes a political act.
The reprise of religio-cultural identity, then, occurs within the contested
realm of signification33.
Defining the sacred in traditional terms, and subsequently acting in
relationship to the sacred, remains at the center of the reprise process. It
is often this act that precludes the individual impetus for indigenous
renewal. In other words, revitalizing communities draw individuals to it,
further adding dimensions to the communal notions of the sacred.
Therefore, sacred power is both culturally-located and contextual,
following the definition of religion laid out above.
Sacredness can be seen as the manifestation of the principle
organizing power in the universe. This follows closely Gregory Bateson
and his approach using systemic theories in that the act of setting
something, someone, sometime, or someplace apart as “sacred” is done to
create markers for the assumptions that underpin a society, markers that
protect these basic building blocks in the schismogenic nature of human
culture34. My attempt here is to orient the reader to my particular
direction concerning the broad term “sacred” and the particular function
that the term obtains in pan-Indian activities associated with a broad
Native identification. Any given tribal sacred value will resonate with a
broad, pan-Indian religiosity, and similarly, with a few key exceptions
such as gender roles, the presence of sacred societies, and the role of a
class of religious professional within specific tribal contexts, pan-Indian
values will reflect specific tribal sacred norms. Powwow practices draw on
this fluid nature of Native sacred ideals, in that broad categories of
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religiocultural significance are assumed to be active in the dances, songs,
and behavior of the participants. In terms of concrete circumstances
regarding this ineffable quality, the actions taken in a communal setting
that adhere to the overall sacred quality assigned to that setting follow a
general proprietary patina I will here term “protocol.”
The power that resides in and works with the people is linked
inexorably to the landscape itself. This connection between locale and
power is what constitutes the special relationship the people living in that
locale have to the power of that locale. This relationship, following the
logic of Durkheim, connotes the relationship the people experience with
each other. The social structure is therefore reflected in the relationship
between the people and the sacred power within the context of the locale.
This relationship requires a system for enacting both the social
responsibilities given the sacred locale, and the sacred responsibilities to
the source and manifestation of that power. I use here the term “protocol”
to refer to this system.
While the term “protocol” has a fairly broad usage, with etymological
connections to issues of etiquette, agreement, and propriety, all of the
connotations are nonetheless both communal and active. One utilizes or
refers to a protocol, and does so in order to arrive at an agreed-upon
standard. I take the key features of this operational category to conform to
the category “ritual.” However, my sense of sacred practice is at the center
of this article, therefore the category protocol requires a much more
extensive treatment. “Ritual,” as a feature of protocol, requires its own
clarification here.
Again taking my lead from J.Z. Smith, ritual engenders a “gnostic”
quality within religion35, which reflects what Smith calls “an exercise in
the strategy of choice.”36 This distinction, that ritual is a thoughtful and
purposeful exercise, defies the term’s vernacular use, which connotes
mindlessness and empty repetition. Ritual provides a systematized
method for encountering and interacting with the sacred, and is therefore
often repetitive with regard to actual practice, and can be rote in the sense
of second-nature. However, Smith shows that repetition and
unconsciousness can impart, or result from, focused attempts at
generating meaning. Rituals are, at their base, communally meaningful
prescribed actions that communicate and enact the proper ethos given the
shared understanding of the structure of the sacred universe. The
conscious incorporation of traditional activities associated with American
Indian tribal cultures by Indians engaged in cultural and religious renewal,
are examples of Smith’s notion of strategy and choice, bringing Indian
people to a larger sense of their cultural identity as well as communicating
that identity to others, both Indian and non-Indian.
In terms of protocol, then, rituals provide important opportunities to
engage the sacred system for the purposes of learning and displaying the
knowledge of one’s proper role in that system. For indigenous
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communities, the embedded nature of that system warrants ritualized
approaches to daily life, as well. Thus, protocol can be seen as ritualized
interpersonal interactions, with the assumption that the other-thanhuman world obtains personhood, as well as the human. Sacred beings
and the natural world warrant diplomatic status, as do the members of the
human community. It is this quality, that of proper behavior given the
sacred nature of the lived universe, that underpins the use of the term
“protocol” herein, and protocol provides opportunities to engage in the
strategies of identity formation and negotiation through the employment
of ritual acts and paraphernalia. Respectful decorum, awareness of the
responsibility one has to the other-than-human world, and enacted
cultural values are all key features of the powwow.

Identifying “Native”: Pan-Indianism in Review
Indigenousness, the autochthonous and lived experience of locale,
sacred power, and protocol, provides the contextual backdrop for this
discussion of powwows as sacred practice, and its importance to the
production and maintenance of Native religious identity. Indigenous
identity is a growing movement worldwide, as people who trace their
traditions to their lived locales attempt to reestablish control over their
own cultural and religious destinies. My argument is that it is culturallysignificant practices that provide the impetus for the revival of traditional
religious identity, with the more individuated and internal issues
associated with belief providing the supportive rationale for this identity.
Further, I believe that this quality—that of the primacy of practice over a
secondary role of religious belief—provides a helpful paradigm from which
the comparative study of indigenous religions within modernity generally
can proceed.
For Indigenous people, the tendency is toward fluidity with regard to
personal identity, but a unity with regard to place. In other words, it is
often difficult for the Native people with whom I work to see themselves
as complete individuals apart from others; who they are as individuals is
inherently situational. However, the world, and indeed the universe, is
most often seen as a coherent tapestry that is impossible to parcel.
Maintenance of a collective identity (most Indian nation’s name for
themselves simply means “people” in their languages) is therefore
dependent upon maintaining a fluid connection to a constant Universe.
For Euroamericans, on the other hand, there seems to be a trend in the
opposite direction. In the modern industrial West, people begin from a
place of absolute ego, the establishment and maintenance of individual
identity is paramount, and though we obviously change as people over
time, we are always that same immutable individual moving through time
and space, but the world is particulate in nature–a machine made up of
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separate components that can be pulled out of context and understood on
their own terms–which is in a constant and inexorable state of flux.
Many analysts view revivalism among Native Americans as vast
transformations of current circumstances, and indeed, that is the case in
some examples. The Handsome Lake Tradition; the Ghost Dance; and the
Peyote Religion, the foundations of the Native American Church, all
contain innovations in sacred practice, which are, especially in the cases
of the Handsome Lake traditions and the Ghost Dance, meant to bring
about radical change to the entire world. The use of these “radical shift”
systems as benchmark references, however, has colored the way in which
analysts have approached the issue of revitalization among contemporary
American Indian communities, rendering a skewed version of the on-theground attempts made by many involved in this process today. In the
majority of American Indian communities since the turn of the last
century, I would argue, what constitutes a revival movement is the
manifestation of the reprise process. This sense of the revitalization
process assumes that the core aspects of the worldview never dissipated
over time. Like a seasonal waterway, American Indian worldviews
continue to flow, albeit in the sub terrene. The spiritual motives that once
gave rise to specific ritual practices–practices that may have been
suspended after contact–remain vital within communal relationships and
traditional relationships with the universe. The process of identity
revitalization involves merely taking the proper clothes out of storage,
literally and figuratively, and donning them once again
Any discussion of the role played by powwows in the reprise of
American Indian religious communities in contemporary contexts must
address the phenomenon collectively called “pan-Indianism.” A key
feature of the development of individual tribal responses to modernity, it
is also a factor in the creation of what I have been referring to as “Indian
Country.” The historical realities surrounding the steady transformation
from multiple and distinct tribal cultures to a broadly-defined ethnic
reality that can be termed Native America, must include a discussion of
the processes responsible for knitting together these various cultures into
one common set of issues, concerns, and outlook called “Indian Country.”
This reality, both a result of colonialism and a method of resistance to it, is
a complex one which needs much more space than I am providing it here.
However, after a brief overview of the discourse on this phenomenon, I
will provide two key features, namely, the cooption of Plains Indian ritual
complexes such as the inipi (Lakota sweat ceremony), and Cannunpa Wakan
(the Lakota Sacred Pipe), and the development of pan-tribal networks in
education, politics, and activism, which include the modern “powwow.” It
is this process of connecting to one’s own individual tribal heritage by
utilizing “pan-Indian” practices where traditional communal paradigms
are elusive, as well as the realization of American indigenousness as a
cultural value, that informs the discussion of reprise in extra-tribal
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circumstances, making the concept “reprise” available for application to
other religious contexts.
In his insightful book The Return of the Native: American Indian Political
Resurgence,37 Stephen Cornell employs the term “supratribal” to refer to
the practice of some Native Americans, in some contexts, to employ a
broad Indian identity irrespective of individual tribal differences. This
term is helpful in that it doesn’t imply a negation of important
connections to specific tribal contexts that “pan-Indian” can, but
nonetheless points to the permeability of those boundaries in modern
circumstances. A key aspect of the historical development of this
identification alluded to by Cornell is the view of non-Indians, even from
early colonial times, that any “supratribal” activities indicated
assimilation38. This view, that “supratribal,” pan-Indian identity
represented a transitional stage or phase in the process of eliminating
Indianess altogether, masked what may have been the more important
aspect of this development: a tool for the resistance to assimilation. Like
the Chumash adoption of Spanish as a common language, thus forming a
collective unity that the Spanish never were able to discourage,
supratribal interaction between Indians during the colonial period laid the
groundwork for future collaborations that effectively resisted
assimilation, setting the stage for more severe attempts by the nascent US
government to force the issue through removal, boarding schools, and
disenrollment39. As has been shown by several political scientists, the
expected response to violent suppression of a people is most often a
solidification of their collective identity, and the continued growth of
adaptive mechanisms for the assertion of that identity40. Thus, it is
possible to conceptualize the development of pan-Indian, supratribal
practices as a response to the continued effort by the US government to
erase Native American identity, leading to development of the practical
tools for the maintenance Indian identity. What I will here propose is that
it is this toolkit, comprised of practices and ideologies appropriate to the
supratribal and pan-Indian context that provides much of the foundations
for an eventual return to tribal-specific religious identity by keeping the
possibilities of Indianess in the modern Native American consciousness.
The supratribal practices available to people who identify as American
Indian, therefore, provide the foundations for the reprise of religious
practices and ideas in particular tribal contexts. While this process tends
to apply to non-reservation-based Indian communities, the relevance of
this pattern on US reservations and Canadian reserves where tribal
traditions have lapsed is also notable. The key issue for my purposes here
is that the reprise of American Indian religious identity often begins with
practices, practices seen as being uniquely located in the cultural history
of indigenous Americans generally, which provide the framework upon
which a viable and coherent system of beliefs and values can be
reconstructed. The cultural specificity of the practices ranges from
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broadly pan-Indian to those with specific tribal connotations. The reprise
of canoe culture in the Pacific Northwest tribes, the presence of the
Isanaklesh Gotál complex in Apache country, and the Longhouse religion of
the Haudenosaunee are all examples of this latter type, while the panIndian cooptation of sweating, the presence of the Sacred Pipe, and Plains
Indian dance styles, serve as examples of the former.
One of the key issues with regard to the development of a pan-Indian
movement has been the willingness of some tribal communities to share
sacred information. For many tribes, there are restrictions on the sharing
of this information with anyone, even mixed-blood members of their own
communities. Therefore, one factor in the overt “Plains style” of
supratribal activities is due to a distinct lack of such prohibitions in these
tribal contexts, especially those of the Lakota. The Lakota, one of the
divisions of the Siouan-speaking tribes of the northern Great Plains
region, have also inculcated themselves in the American popular culture
due to their well-reported resistance efforts during much of the
nineteenth century. As the tales of the “Indian Wars” between followers of
such chiefs as Sitting Bull and Crazy Horse and the US Cavalry reached the
media consumers in the East, the image of the horseback-riding, war
bonnet-wearing, tipi denizens of the Plains became the icon of America’s
“wild West” and the representative figure of Indians in general. The later
employment of this imagery by Hollywood further cemented the Plains
Indian image in the modern American consciousness, as well as abroad41. It
is no large leap of logic to assume that Americans of Native descent, to
whom tribal identities were unavailable, would also draw from this iconic
imagery when formulating their own self-image as Indians. In addition,
the reservation system, owing to its role as a tool for the goal of
assimilation alluded to above, tended to place Indians of multiple tribes on
the same reservation, often by government fiat. Thus, Indians have, from
relatively early in their interactions with non-Indian immigrants,
consolidated ritual practices out of necessity. When removal policies42
gave way to the modernizing effects of the “Indian New Deal43,” Indians of
geographically distant tribal regions found themselves interacting in
intimate religious settings, many of whom came to urban centers from
multi-tribal reservations, or reservations on which spiritual knowledge
had experienced a lapse. As it is an important factor in the role that
powwows play in contemporary American Indian spirituality, Native
urbanization deserves some explication.

Urban Indians
As these “urban Indian44” communities continued to grow, it was
through the lens of pan-Indianism that many members viewed their
spiritual lives. In Indian Health Service offices, Veteran’s Administration
clinics, and independent agencies devoted to American Indian concerns,
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these urban Indian communities began to formulate tribal-style
interactions outside of specific tribal circumstances45. The religious
implications of this process are significant to my purposes, as this
community-forming effort by urban and urbanized Indians revolves
around culturally-specific activities such as singing, dancing, storytelling,
traditional arts, etc., all which have religious connotations in their specific
tribal contexts. When placed in relation to other Indians of different
tribes, however, these practices often adjust to accommodate these
differences, rendering a set of common understandings of Indianess and
Native spirituality via the participation in a set of common practices46.
Thus, one can find Indians of various tribal backgrounds forming
communities within which pan-Indian practices are the central religious
feature47, especially the Lakota, inipi-style sweat ritual, and the presence of
the Sacred Pipe (Cannunpa) of the Lakota.
Sweating is nearly ubiquitous in classical American Indian contexts,
and varies greatly in both ideological rationale and practical style48. Ivan
Lopatin divided the ethnographic category “bath” into “classes,” two of
which are relevant to American Indians: “direct fire,” in which a fire was
built in a small enclosure with sweating depending on heat alone; and
“water vapor,” in which heated rocks are brought into the enclosure and
water poured over them to produce the effect.49 Such authors as Inés
Hernandez-Avila, James Waldrin, and Wolfgang Jilek have attested to the
variety of ideological rationale for this practice, with the following
elements identified as fairly standard among the examples:
Sweating purifies the body.
The sweating enclosure places stress on the
body, which purifies the spirit.
The enclosure represents the essential aspects
of the creation of the universe.
The iconic sweat ceremony of the Plains tribes, known by the Lakota
term inipi, has been best described by Raymond Bucko in his book The
Lakota Ritual of the Sweat Lodge: History and Contemporary Practice,50 and the
following aspects can be added to the list of elements of the sweat
ceremony from the inipi material:
The Sweat Lodge represents the womb of the
Earth.
The suffering experienced in the lodge is on
behalf of the people.
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In addition, for the Lakota as well as in other tribal circumstances,
classical sweat ceremonials were generally engaged in peripherally to
larger ritual complexes such as vision questing, seasonal observances, etc.
Sweating provided a preliminary purification ritual prior to engaging in
the larger ceremony, as well as a rite of re-entry to the community after
hunts, battle, handling the dead, etc. While the physical act of sweating
often had more mundane uses associated with personal hygiene, the
ceremonial sweat is differentiated by the activities engaged in during the
sweating process. In other words, the ritual sweat bath is accompanied by
overt ritual activities such as singing, meditative prayer, and orations by
leaders, and is also generally seen to be hotter and longer, adding to the
physical stress of the practice. The ceremonial sweat has moved from the
periphery to the center for contemporary Indian communities, given the
dearth of ritual opportunities available to contemporary Indian people51.
The resulting corpus of material on sweating, given the additions
from Lakota-specific rationale, has found it way into most Native sweat
experiences, even those that on the surface are a result in the efforts to
revive tribal-specific sweat practices. For example, the classical Chumash
sweat was of the “direct-fire” variety, and no womb imagery is reported in
the ethnographic materials52. However, most sweats in contemporary
Chumash Country are of the “water vapor” style, and do incorporate the
concept of a return to the womb to be re-born at the end of the sweat. The
basic point, relevant to my purposes, is that much of Indian Country tends
to include sweating as a central ritual activity, utilizing the larger
ideological system alluded to above, given the inability to participate in
some of their traditional ceremonial systems due to either traditional
knowledge lapse, or the practical difficulties given the constraints of
contemporary society and/or urban living.
The modern version of the Sacred Pipe also has its key origins in
Plains ideologies, especially those of the Lakota53. While, again, smoking
tobacco and other non-intoxicating herbal mixes is fairly ubiquitous in
classical Indian Country contexts, the specialized pipe of the Plains,
consisting of a long (usually eight to eighteen inches, with the longer
being the standard) thin stem made from hollowed cottonwood, and a
separate, carved stone (a red soapstone known as catlinite is standard) tshaped or elbow bowl, is most often found in urban Indian contexts. Tribal
specificity is here again being asserted more frequently. For example, I
interviewed a Chumash elder, Pilulaw Khus, who insists on a conical
soapstone pipe endemic to Chumash Country, in all ceremonial smokes in
which she participates. However, I observed much of the same imagery
associated with the Lakota Pipe in her ceremonials. The Pipe imagery
relies heavily on Black Elk’s account, reported by Neihardt in Black Elk
Speaks, as well as by Joseph Epes Brown in The Sacred Pipe. This imagery
derives from the visit to the Lakota by White Buffalo Calf Woman, a sacred
being who brought the Lakota’s key ceremonial structure to them during a
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time of difficulty for the people. The Cannunpa, which White Buffalo Calf
Woman gave the Lakota and is still in their possession54, was the central
feature and provided the model for all subsequent pipes.
These two rituals, the sweat and the pipe, have also been aggressively
co-opted by New Age and Neopagan communities, and since the same
sorts of imagery are drawn upon by these groups, they are illustrative of
the logic behind the contemporary American Indian reprise and thus will
be commented on briefly here.
The New Age appropriation of American Indian spiritual practices
and imagery has often been remarked upon by many Native activists as
one of the most serious issues facing contemporary Indian Country55. At
the center of this debate, as I see it, are two key questions: Why do
American Indian traditions appeal to non-Indian “seekers” (to borrow W.
Clark Roof’s term56), and how are we to theorize the difference between
non-Indian appropriation of Native traditions and the appropriation of
tribal-specific traditions by Indians of tribal backgrounds other than the
ones being appropriated from? The implications of these factors speak to
the very center of my thesis in terms of the role that practices play in
forming and maintaining ideological principles seen as foundational to
religious identity. For New Age and Neopagan seekers, I believe the answer
to the first question I’ve posed is the role that ritual practice plays in the
re-negotiation of religious identity in the contemporary American
religious marketplace (to again borrow from Roof57). Many seekers may be
characterized as such by their desire to find a more fulfilling spiritual
practice than that which is found in either their religious communities of
origin, if any, or in the main-stream Christian paradigm that dominates
American religious consciousness generally. Along with Eastern traditions
and South Asian practices, the exotic practices of the “other” may provide
the seeker with a significantly more evocative experience appropriate to
the individualistic approach to religious identity formation in the
contemporary American religious landscape. Sweating can be far more
physically and emotionally intense than ritual activities available in a
mainstream setting, and the Pipe imagery can be adapted to a broad,
earth-based ideology. Sweating also evokes a “Mother Earth” image in the
womb orientation of Lakota religion, and the smoking of a “peace pipe” is
a key feature in the Indian imagery ensconced in the general American
cultural psyche.
These issues also inform the second query–that of an analytical
approach to supratribal use of the inipi and the Cannunpa. Again, I see two
factors which need to be addressed, both relevant to the task of this
article. First, many of the urban and other non-reservation Native people
who engage in the kind of spiritual revitalization described herein are
themselves “seekers.” As Roof points out, much of the development of the
seeker comes from American cultural shifts at the end of World War Two.
“Baby Boomers,” the statistical population spike as a result of the return
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of American men from war, tend to connect with a cultural turn
represented most clearly by controversies and protests surrounding the
war in Viet Nam and the rise of the Hippie Movement. While Roof points
to the fact that only a portion of Boomers can be seen to cluster at the
hippie end of the scale, their presence in the cultural consciousness allows
for an increase in the desire for individual agency in religious choices.
That may have meant simply “switching,” moving laterally from one
Christian denominational paradigm to another, or an all-out adoption of
an identity that encompasses much of the exotic elements from Asia
referred to above. For most, of course, there was, and continues to be, a
middle-ground approach where many people engage in main-stream
denominationalism which includes Christianity, Judaism, Islam, and
“Hinduism,58” while simply augmenting their spiritual lives with elements
chosen salad-bar-style from around the religious possibilities in the
American religious marketplace. For contemporary American Indians,
many of whom identify as “Christian” in most surveys59, are engaged in a
similar act of augmentation wherein Native American ritual provides
either an opportunity to experience their traditional cultures while
remaining Indian, or allow Boomer Indians to engage in a revitalization of
what they view as a more “authentic” religious identity associated with
their traditional Indian practices in deference to the adopted Christianity
of the colonialist. For both of these groups, the possibilities of American
Indian cultural traditions vary according to circumstances. In a
reservation setting where many elders remember and practice the
classical religious systems, the augmentation or transition is fairly
straightforward. However, in urban contexts, where access to tribally
specific traditions may be limited, or in reservation settings where
traditional lapse has occurred due to the colonial process, the choices are
somewhat more limited. An example of the former comes in the form of
Wendy Rose, Native American poet, activist, and college professor, who
identifies as “Hopi/Miwok,” two tribal traditions separated both
geographically and ideologically separate (the Hopis are a Southwest
Pueblo culture, the Miwok a temperate California forest culture), and she
resides in the Sierra foothills of central California, away from both tribal
settings. An example of the latter situation can be seen in the famous story
surrounding the Alkali Lake Canadian First Nations reserve, in which
cultural revitalization was hampered by a lack of traditional knowledge
among the community members on the reserve. Practice-centered
approaches to religious identity formation and maintenance again provide
a theoretical framework for the analysis of supratribal, pan-Indian
employment of cultural activities of tribes other than one’s own.
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Conclusion: The Powwow as Spiritual Practice
Powwow participation is an important example of a pan-Indian
activity that provides opportunities for Indian cultural revival. As with
sweating and other pan-Indian practices, powwow dances, music, and
regalia are steeped in the tribal traditions of the Great Plains, and
regardless of one’s tribal affiliation, the standard dances of the powwow
derive from, and often replicate, traditional dances of the Plains with
some regional innovations in style, mostly along general southern
style/northern style motifs, as well as traditional/fancy divisions. Indeed,
the “Fancy Dance” styles for both men and women have taken on a life of
their own in terms of interpreting the movements of Plains dances and the
rendering of the regalia appropriate to those dances.
While it is clear that powwows are both a tool for uniting Indians, it is
also a divisive element, which, Ellis states, makes it, “no different from any
other contemporary social, cultural, religious, and political” institution in
Indian Country60. Early participation in Wild West shows met with much
disdain from traditionalists, and later Christian Indians tended to view
powwow participation as a direct attack on Christianity61, and indeed,
some still do.
At the center of the reprise process is the valorization of traditional
American Indian worldviews, providing both individual and communal
support through opportunities for regular ritual participation. Many
programs dedicated specifically to issues in Indian country such as health
and welfare, legal services, and youth education value traditional Native
identity as essential for Indian health and sovereignty, and employ regular
communal religious practices as a method for maintaining that identity62.
That these religious practices draw from pan-Indian systems of supratribal
identity in urban settings seems to make little difference, and key to my
analysis is the movement of many Indians I have interviewed from
supratribal activities to tribal-specific ones when they have been able to
identify these and gain support from knowledgeable tribal members in
their attempt to familiarize themselves with practices associated with
their tribe of origin. Makahs who participated in Pacific Northwest “fishins” during the nineteen sixties and early seventies made use of the
findings from the famous Ozette acheological excavation to channel that
activist energy into specific Makah reprise efforts. Chumash who grew up
dancing in California powwows now take their own children to activities
associated with the tomol, the traditional Cumash plank canoe. I have
participated in sweat ceremonies in the backyards of small-town
California with Osage, Kickapoo, Haudenosaunee, and Tsalagi people as
well as Chumash, those sweats were often accompanied by the Sacred
Pipe, and distinctions between tribes were allowed to unite the
participants in a broad sense of aboriginality and authentic
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indigenousness regardless of the ethnographic incongruities that often
accompanied these events. The key point is that many people, including
the author, have gravitated toward Indianess gradually, incorporating
tribal-specific activities along with supratribal ones. This process has its
detractors, those who view any modern return to traditions as an act of
construction that nullifies any claims to traditionalism63 that emphasize
the seeming incongruity between contemporary Indian communities and
the felt need for traditional activities in order to achieve and maintain
both physical and spiritual health. In this same way, early assumptions of
pan-Indianism as a sign of assimilation continue as non-Indians view these
activities, especially the intertribal powwow, as “Americana” available to
all American as part of our collective past. It is in this milieu, that of
competing discourses regarding American Indian religious continuity, as
well as the “wooden” social scientific terms used in the perpetuation of
the “vanishing Indian” myth with regard to contemporary Indian
communities, where Indian people seek to employ exemplars of their
religious, social, and economic connection to their ancestral past in order
to make an ancient, modern, traditional, contemporary statement about
who they are, and more importantly, who they will be, in the next
millennium.
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