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5 Knowledge and Indigenous Societies

OBJECTIVES

After reading this chapter, students will:
 understand the practical and ethical challenges of attempting to define the word

‘Indigenous’
 understand common features of Indigenous knowledge systems
 recognize the impact of these features on the methods and tools used to develop

knowledge
 understand the role of myth and ritual in establishing relationships between individuals

and communities
 recognize the threat to Indigenous knowledge systems and the importance of

education to protect these systems.

Introduction
In October 1882, a 22-year-old Navajo man arrived in southern Pennsylvania, transported there 

from his native homelands in the southwest of the United States. He was joining the Carlisle 

Indian Industrial School, established in 1879, and was given a new haircut, new clothes and a 

new name: Tom Torlino, a poor approximation of his Native name: Hastiin To’Haali (Yurth). He 

was forbidden from then on to speak his native language. Students like Tom would have learned 

English, maths and world history, as well as how to march, and how to play American football, 

baseball and musical instruments. Instead of living free with his people, he now took his exercise 

in the school’s gymnasium, ‘where liberal provision is made for exercising the muscles and 

fortifying the constitution against sickness’ (‘Description of the grounds’). He was there, in the 

words of the school’s founder Richard Henry Pratt, in order to gain ‘a civilized language, life, and 

purpose’ (‘Ephemera relating to Tom Torlino’). The idea was that this school, and all it offered the 

boy, was ultimately for his own good.

■■ Left: A young man from the Navajo Nation, known as Tom Torlino aged 22 in 1882.

Right: Tom three years later. Tom was with the school for five years
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Can we empathize 
with other cultures 
and remain 
objective?
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	ACTIVITY	
1 Look at the two pictures of Tom 

Torlino and list the ways in which his 
appearance has changed. 

2 Why do you think Richard Henry 
Pratt and the staff of the Carlisle 
Indian Industrial School were so keen 
to change their students’ physical 
appearances?
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Towards the end of the nineteenth century, the United States’ expansion into the Great Plains of 

the North American continent was nearly complete. California and Oregon on the west coast of 

the continent had already become states, leaving only the Rocky Mountain territories and the 

western plains to be incorporated into the Union. The number of Indigenous people that had been 

living in what would become the United States had been steadily diminishing since the arrival 

of Europeans in the sixteenth century, and at the close of the nineteenth century it was a widely-

held belief that the Native Americans and their cultures would ultimately disappear. While not a 

solution to the diminishing numbers, assimilation into the dominant culture was considered at 

the time the only opportunity to support individual Indigenous peoples; to save the individual, 

they would need to stop being part of their Native tribe and become a fully enculturated 

citizen of the United States. Towards this goal, Richard Henry Pratt, a United States Civil War 

commander, working in conjunction with the United States government, opened The Carlisle 

Indian Industrial School in 1879. His goal was one he believed to be charitable:

When we cease to teach the Indian that he is less than a man; when we recognize 

fully that he is capable in all respects as we are, and that he only needs the 

opportunities and privileges which we possess to enable him to assert his 

humanity and manhood; when we act consistently towards him in accordance 

with that recognition; when we cease to fetter him to conditions which keep him in 

bondage, surrounded by retrogressive influences; when we allow him the freedom 

of association and the developing influences of social contact – then the Indian 

will quickly demonstrate that he can be truly civilized, and he himself will solve 

the question of what to do with the Indian. (‘Excerpt from Pratt’s speech’)

For 30 years, the school took young Native Americans away from their lands, their homes and 

their families and sent them to the Carlisle School in southern Pennsylvania. Over the duration 

of the school’s life, nearly 10 000 Indigenous boys and girls were made to be less like what they 

were at birth and more like what the new country thought they should be. They were forced to 

abandon their language and their religions and, under harsh military discipline, learn English, 

Christianity and everything it meant to be a US citizen at the close of the nineteenth century. 

 ◆Enculturated: To 
learn the basic rules, 
beliefs and practices of 
a culture. Most of us are 
enculturated to our native 
culture just by growing up 
in it. Some of us move to 
a new culture and have 
to learn the basic beliefs 
and practices of that new 
culture.

■■ Richard Pratt (seated 

on the bandstand) with a 

class of Carlisle students. 

Tom Torlino is seated in 

the front row, first on 

the left
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Pratt’s falsely charitable belief that he was improving their lives was built on a deeper assumption 

that the people needed improving. Despite the fact that their cultures were getting on happily 

with life for thousands of years before the Europeans arrived, there was the pervading notion that 

they needed to be ‘civilized’.

Pratt argued that:

it is a great mistake to think that the Indian is born an inevitable savage. He is born a 

blank, like all the rest of us. Left in the surroundings of savagery, he grows to possess 

a savage language, superstition, and life. We, left in the surroundings of civilization, 

grow to possess a civilized language, life, and purpose. Transfer the infant white to 

the savage surroundings, he will grow to possess a savage language, superstition, 

and habit. Transfer the savage-born infant to the surroundings of civilization, and he 

will grow to possess a civilized language and habit. (‘Excerpt from Pratt’s speech’)

Pratt’s attitude towards the Indigenous populations, their cultures and their individual capacities 

was not uncommon; it is a view shared by colonizing cultures the world over. 

The United Nations estimates that there are currently over 370 million Indigenous peoples 

living across 70 countries worldwide, or between 15 and 20 per cent of the world’s population. 

This may seem like more than you would expect, but consider this: in 1492, Columbus arrived 

from Spain at the island of Hispaniola where Haiti and the Dominican Republic are today. It 

is estimated that at the time there were about 3 million Native people living there. Within a 

generation, because of disease and violence, there remained about 11 000 (Lord). This, again, is 

the story of colonization’s impact on Native populations around the world. As the cultures fade 

away, so too do their languages, their rituals, their traditions and their unique way of life. 

There is a huge diversity across the groups who are recognized as Indigenous, but there is 

one common theme to their stories, that of being part of a group which is under threat by 

some other dominant society and culture. Caught in the pervasive power of a ‘global society’, 

the Indigenous cultures in every corner of the world are struggling to survive. As the world 

becomes more and more similar, the links to specific geographical regions and traditions 

become harder and harder to maintain. Aside from Antarctica, each of the planet’s continents 

has been witness to the process of colonial expansion and the weakening of Indigenous 

societies’ ties to their own lands. The histories and challenges faced by Indigenous cultures 

have become more well-known over the last half century and the aim of this chapter is to 

further explore what have been called ‘Indigenous knowledge systems’. Unfortunately, the 

Carlisle School’s founder, Richard Henry Pratt, was not alone in his assumption that the 

Indigenous systems were simply a poor shadow of the ‘right’ way to know the world, but this 

chapter hopes to provide a framework and an understanding of Indigenous knowledge systems 

in a way that brings out their value for the future.

	ACTIVITY	

Identify and research an Indigenous culture. It could be one in your own country or on the other 
side of the world. Perhaps you belong to an Indigenous culture. 
1 In what ways do you think that culture is under threat by a dominant culture? 
2 How has the threatened culture tried to reassert itself in the face of the dominant culture? 
3 Can you articulate the struggle for survival in terms of knowledge?
4 Keep in mind what you find out as you read through the rest of the chapter. Does what we 

discuss have relevance to the culture you’ve studied?

How have 
government 
education policies 
and systems 
compromised 
the transmission 
of Indigenous 
knowledge?

KNOWLEDGE 
QUESTION
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