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Philosophy of an Indian War: Indian 
Community Action in the Johnson 
Administration’s War on Indian 
Poverty, 19644968’ 

DANIEL M. COBB 

When Lyndon Baines Johnson took the oath of office on 
November 22, 1963, he inherited a fragile, ambiguous federal 
Indian policy. The Kennedy administration had instituted 
reforms and deemphasized termination, but missed its oppor- 
tunity to elucidate a coherent vision of its own. Indeed, schol- 
ars characterize the entire period from 1961 to 1975 as one of 
policy in transition.* Not until 1975, in the wake of Richard 
Nixon’s Indian message of 1970, would Congress replace 
House Concurrent Resolution 108, the termination bill, with 
the Indian Self-Determination and Education Assistance Act3 
But simply to glance over the preceding years, and particular- 
ly the administration of Lyndon Johnson, would ignore a peri- 
od of dynamic and controversial change both at the federal 
level and in Indian communities. This article explores the 
Johnson administration’s most provocative and contested 
innovation, the Community Action Program (CAP), and how 
its philosophy of ”maximum feasible participation” served as 
the harbinger of tribal self-determination. 

Daniel M. Cobb received his master’s degree from the University of Wyoming 
in May 1998. He will be pursuing his doctorate at the University of Oklahoma, 
specializing in twentieth-century American Indian history. 
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For more than four years a seemingly erratic Johnson admin- 
istration lurched and convulsed its way toward a formalized 
Indian policy. To be sure, forced termination, the program that 
dominated the 1950s, found no friend in Lyndon Johnson. Yet not 
until March 6, 1968, in his special message to Congress entitled 
”The Forgotten American,” would he elucidate an alternative 
vision. In his address, Johnson called for an Indian policy 
“expressed in programs of self-help ... and self-deter~nination.”~ 
This indicates much more than a nascent idea. ”The Forgotten 
American” synthesized preexisting programs into a coherent policy 
founded on the philosophy of Indian Community Action (ICA). 

Several factors contributed to Indian inclusion in the War 
on Poverty. Pan-Indian activism, spearheaded by the National 
Congress of American Indians (NCAI), emerged from the ter- 
mination era. Reacting to the heavy-handed, arbitrary actions 
of Congress and the Bureau of Indian Affairs during the early 
1950s, the NCAI played a critical role in forcing a reexamina- 
tion of federal policy. By 1961, this activism, and the disasters 
following termination of the Menominee and Klamath, culmi- 
nated in the federal government’s adoption of a gradualist ter- 
mination policy based on on-reservation economic develop- 
ment and tribal consent and cons~ltation.~ 

The ascendance of the civil rights movement and growing 
concern for poverty in America also drew Native Americans 
more directly and visibly into the realm of public policy. In 
1962, President Kennedy’s Committee on Juvenile Delinquency 
conducted research in impoverished areas, including Indian 
reservatiom6 These studies were the genesis of what would 
become the Economic Opportunity Act (EOA). However, after 
Kennedy’s assassination, the responsibility for providing the 
energy and legislative skill to bring the antipoverty program to 
life fell on Lyndon Johnson’s shoulders. Although larger soci- 
etal shifts certainly broadened the scope of future antipoverty 
legislation, Indian inclusion was by no means afait accompli. 

Lyndon Johnson’s inclusive definition of poverty shaped the 
contours of the Economic Opportunity Act. Poverty, as he under- 
stood it, did not discriminate by race, ethnicity, or location. 
Accordingly the antipoverty program encompassed areas as 
diverse as inner-city Chicago, rural Oklahoma, and Appalachia. 
He expressed his intention to address the needs of American 
Indians early in his administration. As vice president, he had met 
with delegates of the influential American Indian Chicago 
Conference (AICC).’ Working from their Declaration of Indian 
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Purpose, Johnson and the AICC representatives discussed how 
future legislation could incorporate the need for tribal self-deter- 
mination, local control of resources, and federal assistance with 
economic development: The actions taken by Johnson in 1964 
suggest he intended to follow through on at least some of the rec- 
ommendations made by the AICC. 

In his State of the Union Address on January 8, 1964, 
Johnson declared “unconditional war on poverty in America,’’ 
identifying Indian reservations as specific  target^.^ To under- 
score this commitment, Johnson again met with members of 
the NCAI. On January 20, 1964, Walter Wetzel, then president 
of the NCAI, outlined needed policy initiatives.’O Johnson 
assured Wetzel that their proposal, which resonated with the 
AICC’s, would be considered. He recited statistics which indi- 
cated the intolerable economic and health conditions on reser- 
vations, adding, “[Tlhese are the reasons why I have directed 
that in our attack on poverty program we put our Indian peo- 
ple in the forefront .... I pledge a continued effort to eradicate 
poverty and to provide new opportunity for the first citizens of 
America.”” Johnson then sent the Economic Opportunity Act 
to Congress on March 16,1964. 

While the EOA made no specific mention of Native 
Americans, the House and Senate hearings revealed the weight 
of Johnson’s directive. In March and April 1964, members of 
the House of Representatives challenged the funding of Indian 
tribes from sources other than the Bureau of Indian Affairs.I2 
On April 7, Congressman Peter H.B. Frelinghuysen (R-NJ) 
related his concern with Interior Secretary Stewart Udall’s con- 
viction that Indians would be included in the War on Poverty. 
Frustrated by the ambiguity of the EOA, Frelinghuysen noted, 
”There is nothing to protect Indians, as such, in here. There is 
no assurance that there is going to be anything available for 
Indian~.”’~ Referring to Johnson’s NCAI meeting, Udall con- 
tended, ”There is the assurance, Congressman, that the 
President ... has said in very flat language that he wants the 
Indians in the forefront of the program. If you think that the 
Director [of OEO] will ignore the President, you may assume 
so. I do not.”’“ Specific wording notwithstanding, Indians 
would participate in OEO programs. 

In addition to Johnson’s own direction, political activism 
figured significantly in securing Indian inclusion in the War on 
Poverty. During the interim between the House and Senate 
hearings, nearly one thousand Indians and non-Indians con- 
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vened the American Indian Capital Conference on Poverty 
(AICCP). Held in Washington, D.C., between May 9 and 12, 
1964, the AICCP organized work groups to discuss Indian 
poverty and sent delegates to urge their respective senators to 
support tribal participation in the EOA. Senator Lee Metcalf of 
Montana communicated their concerns during Sargent 
Shriver ’s June Senate te~tim0ny.l~ Shriver related the Poverty 
Task Force’s participation in the AICCP’s conference. Using 
words reminiscent of Johnson’s, he assured Metcalf that OEO 
fully intended to emphasize Indian inclusion in community 
action.I6 Less than two months later, on August 20, 1964, 
Lyndon Johnson signed the Economic Opportunity Act into 
law; the War on Indian Poverty had begun. 

Title IIA of the Economic Opportunity Act established the 
Community Action Program. Under this title Native American 
tribal councils formed Community Action A encies (CAAs). 

ments for direct funding. While maximum feasible participa- 
tion, the very soul of community action, conveyed numerous 
things to any number of people, many Indians understood it as 
an opportunity to control program development, implementa- 
tion, and administration. To them, it meant empowerment, 
freedom from BIA paternalism, and that the federal govern- 
ment, through the Office of Economic Opportunity, supported 
a drive toward tribal self-determination. 

The Office of Economic Opportunity’s control of Indian 
Community Action played an integral role in this develop- 
ment. During the EOA hearings, for instance, Interior Secretary 
Udall portrayed the purpose of Indian Community Action in 
terms indistinguishable from the parent program. Essentially, 
Udall described it as a means of promoting closer coordination 
between state, local, and federal agencies. In this context, max- 
imum feasible participation simply meant involving Indians in 
decision-making; locally initiated programs would encourage 
Indians to enter the mainstream of American life.’’ But the 
NCAI countered that such a policy failed to recognize that 
many Indians did not ”want to swim in the mainstream they 
largely regarded as olluted and that they should be free to 

to remain culturally distinct and the assurance that greater 
local control would not threaten Indians’ special relationships 
with the federal government. 

Shriver conceptualized Indian Community Action in dra- 

These CAAs then contracted with a variety o P federal depart- 

refuse.”’8 Udall’s ana P ysis belied deeper issues such as the right 
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matically different terms. Early in the War on Poverty, Shriver 
elucidated a clear philosophy to guide OEO’s Indian programs. 
He argued that the federal government needed to provide the 
resources for Indians to make reservation life economically 
viable and stressed the importance of tribal self-determina- 
tion.I9 In a speech to the NCAI in 1965, he stated: 

I would like to see the day when the tribal council has a real 
say in the makeup of the tribal budget-not just an approval 
after the fact, not just the right to come begging for this or 
that-but the right to say: This is my money, this is my her- 
itage, this is my land-I have now come of age [emphasis 
added].= 

Indian Community Action’s emphasis on local initiative not 
only promoted tribal self-determination, but also undermined 
the monolithic conception of Indians-an idea which had guid- 
ed federal policy more often than not in the past. Shriver 
argued that only individual Native American tribes could 
develop programs to meet their distinct and specific cultural, 
economic, political, geographic, and demographic situations. 
In so doing, the philosophy of Indian Community Action refut- 
ed the concept of u single solution to the “Indian problem.” 

The very structure of Indian Community Action set a prece- 
dent in federal-Indian relations. Within the Office of Special 
Field Programs of CAP, Shriver established an Indian Desk 
(also referred to as the Indian Branch, Division, or Section). In 
1966, Shriver appointed James J. Wilson, a Sioux originally 
from Pine Ridge, as its director.*’ Indian CAAs submitted pro- 
gram proposals directly to the Indian Division which func- 
tioned analogously to other regional OEO offices. Wilson had 
the authority to give initial approval to proposals, monitor and 
evaluate Indian CAPS, and handle all administrative affairs. 

The Indian Division held four significant meanings. First, it 
broke the Interior Department’s near monopoly on federal- 
Indian affairs. Second, Wilson’s office coordinated all OEO 
Indian programs. Third, 85 percent of Indian Division positions 
were staffed by Indians. Finally, in the person of James J. 
Wilson, Indians had a powerful advocate for distinguishing 
Indian participation from that of other minorities. In 1969, 
Wilson described his philosophy in this regard: ”Tribal plans 
must have philosophic goals in relation to Indianness, culture, 
and reservations.’’U Collectively, Native Americans secured the 
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opportunity to access funds and programs from nearly every 
department in the federal government, gained a contact point 
within the Executive Office of the president, and had reason to 
believe that decisions would be made increasingly by people 
who understood reservation life. 

Division within the Johnson administration and in 
Congress immediately imperiled the innovative qualities of 
OEO’s Indian programs. Established departments such as 
Interior, Housing and Urban Development (HUD), and Health, 
Education, and Welfare (HEW) formulated Indian projects 
with their own specific goals in mind. At the same time, the 
Bureau of the Budget and key members of Congress pursued 
separate agendas. Constant bureaucratic infighting over con- 
trol of OEO programs made its existence tenable. By 1965, the 
Johnson administration considered transferring OEO to HUD, 
a decision many warned would prove detrimental to rural 
areas.= Subsequent transfer proposals submitted by Interior 
and HEW dealt directly with OEO Indian programs. Such dis- 
cussions became one of several factors that mired Indian affairs 
in conflict throughout the 1960s. 

From 1961 to 1966, Kennedy’s 1961 Task Force on Indian 
Affairs report informed Indian policy. It counseled on-reserva- 
tion economic development and an overhaul of termination, 
making it explicitly The Interior’s emphasis on 
encouraging Indians to enter the mainstream of American life 
predominated. While the federal government officially called 
for a moratorium on termination, economic self-sufficiency lent 
itself to a justified severing of trust relationships.25 Despite the 
general appearance of consensus, however, Interior Secretary 
Udall and Indian Commissioner Philleo Nash clashed over the 
issue of termination. They were not, as two recent scholars sug- 
gest, ideologically indistinguishable.% 

Secretary Udall recognized that each tribe valued its dis- 
tinct culture; however, he did not consider Indianness to be 
inextricably bound to a distinct legal status. Thus, severing fed- 
eral trust relationships posed little threat to Indian identities or 
lifeways. Similarly, Nash supported ”guided ac~ulturation.”~~ 
However, in 1964 and again in 1966, Nash challenged congres- 
sional attempts to terminate the Senecas and Colvilles, res ec- 

Committee and Udall led to Nash’s forced resignation in 1966.2R 
After his dismissal, and perhaps as a consequence of it, Indians 
continued to question Interior’s Indian policy. In the ensuing 

tively. This conflict with the Senate Interior and Insular Af P airs 
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years, Udall’s policy initiatives continued to stress incorporat- 
ing Indians into the modern industrial society and neglected 
the legal concept of Indianness. 

In 1967, Interior introduced the Indian Resources 
Development Act (IRDA), its most ambitious attempt to define 
Indian policy during the 1960s. Indians immediately castigated 
Udall for excluding them from drafting the bill. As the NCAI dis- 
covered, the nine regional hearings held to gather Indian opinions 
presented only the illusion of tribal input; the actual legislation 
evidenced none of their ~uggestions.2~ Many Indians also criti- 
cized substantive aspects of the IRDA. For instance, the bill 
allowed tribes to use land as collateral for development loans. The 
high probability of default on these loans portended a massive 
loss of Indian lands.M The Omnibus Indian Bill, as it became 
known, also allowed off-reservation tribal members to relinquish 
their individual legal status as Indians in return for per-capita por- 
tions of their tribes’ assets. In a memo to Johnson’s special assis- 
tant, Joseph Califano, the Budget Bureau pointed out a second 
potential consequence: ”This would add an option to the Indian 
who is still living on the reservation, perhaps to protect his share 
in the tribal holdings, but is thinlung about leaving for employ- 
ment or other purposes.”31 The ambiguity of the IRDA led the 
NCAI to dub it the ”Ominous Bill.”32Vine Deloria considered it a 
”betrayal” antithetical to the president’s promises of Indian par- 
ticipation and the ideas suggested during the regional meetin~gs.3~ 

The Interior drafted a presidential message in January 1967, 
apparently to coincide with the introduction of the Indian 
Resources Development Act. The draft included no refutation 
of termination, no commitment to on-reservation economic or 
cultural development, no discussion of Indian treaties which 
made their lands inviolate, and no mention of the importance 
of tribal ~elf-determination,~~ This message, however, never 
came to fruition; Johnson’s support for the IRDA was luke- 
warm at best.35 Although Congress never enacted the IRDA and 
Johnson did not deliver the Interior’s message, both provided 
vivid reminders that Interior seemed content with dictating 
policy for Indians. 

Between 1964 and 1967, Congress remained decidedly in 
favor of termination. After Nash’s forced resignation, Johnson 
appointed Robert L. Bennett (Oneida) as commissioner of 
Indian affairs. During his confirmation hearings, the Senate 
Interior and Insular Affairs Committee firmly reasserted its 
support for terminati~n.~~ In its final report, the committee 
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expressed its impatience with the Interior’s failure to introduce 
termination legislation for tribes the BIA had deemed ”qualified 
for full management of their own affairs” in 1947.37 Contrary to 
the Kennedy and Johnson administrations’ initiatives, then, key 
members of both the House and Senate Interior subcommittees 
continued to support a strong termination policy. While in the 
House this resulted more from neglect than intent, the Senate 
subcommittee actively pursued the termination of the Senecas, 
Colvilles, and several California rancherias.38 Such sentiments in 
Congress precluded either Nash or Bennett from openly steering 
the BIA toward a policy of tribal self-determination?’ 

Udall made several efforts to secure Interior control over 
OEO Indian programs between 1965 and 1967. In April 1966, a 
meeting in Santa Fe, New Mexico, brought together BIA offi- 
cials and several key members of Congress.4o Udall conducted 
the deliberations behind closed doors and initially denied 
Indian participation. Upon hearing of the session, Vine Deloria, 
then executive director of the NCAI, called an emergency meet- 
ing. Representatives from sixty-two tribes congregated in Santa 
Fe, gained access to the government meeting, and secured a 
promise from Udall to seek Indian input in developing future 
legislation, including the IRDA. Deloria argued that, had the 
NCAI not flanked the transfer proposal, Interior would have 
taken over OEO Indian programs. 

The NCAI-Interior showdown became a watershed in the 
formulation of Indian policy. Moreover, in this context, 
Shriver ’s firm commitment to tribal self-determination became 
increasingly important. “The Poverty Program is extremely 
popular,” Deloria wrote in the wake of the Santa Fe fiasco, “and 
for the first time tribes can plan and run their own programs 
for their people without someone in the BIA dictating to 
them.’’41 While Udall also pledged support for active Indian 
participation, the concealed development of the IRDA and the 
attempt to usurp OEO Indian programs seemed intolerable 
contradictions. 

Udall continued to pursue either the transfer or joint HEW- 
Interior control of Indian programs nonetheless. In April 1967, 
he notified Johnson’s top domestic adviser, ”John Gardner and 
I have had our people poised for nearly a month now to launch 
a new HEW-Interior cooperative effort for Indians.”4z Their 
plan dated back to 1966, when Udall, Special Assistants Joseph 
Califano and James Gaither, Larry Levinson from the Bureau of 
the Budget, and HUD Undersecretary Robert Wood met to dis- 
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cuss the future of Indian affairs.43 Johnson expressed his desire 
to have an Outside Task Force on Indian Affairs (OTF) orga- 
nized to clarify the administration’s Indian policy; they had 
met to set the parameters of the study. 

The recurring possibility of ”organizational changes” arose 
twice during their conference. First, they discussed the poten- 
tial for a complete transfer of all Indian education programs to 
the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare. According 
to Udall and HEW Secretary John Gardner, the Interior would 
then assume control of OEO’s Indian programs.44 Secondly, 
Interior Secretary Udall and HUD Undersecretary Wood sup- 
ported the “developing nations concept ... which [would] 
enable the Indian to enter the mainstream of American life.”45 
According to this plan, both HUD and Interior would have 
gained control of OEO programs. Such a move would have 
given new life to the policy of gradual termination. Both exam- 
ples illustrate many departments’ tendencies to merge their 
desires for control of OEO programs with the formulation of 
Indian policy. 

The Outside Task Force held its first meeting on October 11, 
1966. It brought together professionals with particular interests 
in Indian affairs. Yet, despite the collection of prominent 
names, it included only one Indian-W.W. Keeler (Cherokee). 
Keeler served on both the Commission on the Rights, Liberties, 
and Responsibilities of the American Indian and Kennedy’s 
Task Force. He also held a prominent position in the Phillips 
Petroleum Company. The rest of the task force members were 
professors, lawyers, bankers, and CEOs of major corpora- 
tions.“‘ The Johnson administration intended to keep their final 
report confidential. However, if the OTF ever came to light, 
regardless of their findings, its very composition promised cer- 
tain controversy. 

In “A Free Choice Program for American Indians,” issued 
December 23,1966, the Outside Task Force argued that beyond 
the Office of Economic Opportunity, there had been no mean- 
ingful commitment to Indian involvement in policy develop- 
ment. The OTF called for a presidential message explicitly to 
disavow termination, encourage cultural pluralism, recognize 
Indian lands as inviolate, and support Indian participation in 
all stages of federal program and policy de~elopment.~’ In the 
latter case, it recommended that the administration use OEO as 
a model for its initiatives.4x 

The Outside Task Force’s final recommendation, the trans- 
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fer of BIA to HEW, obfuscated the more substantive aspects of 
the report.49 Two task force members, Lewis Douglas and W.W. 
Keeler, openly opposed the transfer. In a letter to Task Force 
Chairman Walsh McDermott, Douglas wrote, ”I dissent com- 
pletely with the concept that the Indian is a welfare subject. He 
can and ought to be a self-sustaining and self-reliant personal- 
ity.”% Richard Schifter, another member of the OTF, initially 
concurred with the transfer but, in January 1967, reversed his 
position. In a letter explaining his decision, Schifter wrote that 
after the controversy surrounding the IRDA, “the transfer 
would be interpreted as another termination move .... I am 
inclined to think that a proposed transfer to HEW would give 
rise to a hurri~ane.”~’ The Budget Bureau, however, agreed 
with the transfer. They argued further that the rationale for 
transferring the BIA to HEW made transfer of OEOs Indian 
programs logical as well.52 

The Johnson administration divided over the recommenda- 
tions of the Outside Task Force. The Budget Bureau questioned 
the wisdom of committing to on-reservation development. 
They contended that the high birth rates and general lack of 
economic development would necessitate an enormous finan- 
cial commitment. Both HUD and the majority concerned in 
Congress concurred with the bureau’s misgivings. The Budget 
Bureau also took issue with the recommendations that Johnson 
proclaim Indian lands inviolate in a presidential message and 
that he advocate absolute tribal discretion in regard to termi- 
nation.” Recognizing the explosive potential of the debate, 
McDermott counseled ”no mention of termination”; no mem- 
ber should ”affirm nor deny” it and thus “preserve [the 
Johnson administration’s] options.’’54 The positions taken by 
Douglas, Schifter, the Budget Bureau, and McDermott under- 
score the basic philosophical bifurcation between the goals of 
HUD, HEW, and the Interior as opposed to those of the Office 
of Economic Opportunity. Moreover, they underscore the 
theme of a constant dialectic between the concepts of self- 
determination and termination, separation versus integration, 
and distinctness versus assimilation. These dialectics were 
manifest throughout the rest of Johnson’s tenure. Indeed, this 
pervasive division exacerbated the Johnson administration’s 
inability to pull its myriad programs under a precise Indian 
policy. But, as Interior initiatives continued to fail, OEO pro- 
grams gained stronger support from Indian communities. 
Interior found itself on the defensive by 1967; in reaction to 
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OEO success, the BIA launched its own community develop- 
ment program.55 Despite the Interior’s effort to regain primacy 
in Indian affairs, events in the latter half of 1967 catapulted 
OEO programs from its shadow. 

As Schifter predicted, conflict surrounding the transfer 
shrouded the Outside Task Force’s other recommendations. 
The jolt proved sufficient enough, as had the resulting internal 
conflict, to mandate a second task force-this one to be staffed 
by representatives from within the Johnson administration. 
The Interagency Task Force on American Indians (ITF) began 
its work in August 1967. One month later, the president’s 
National Advisory Commission on Rural Poverty (NACRP) 
submitted its final report. Together, these two studies increased 
and refined federal recognition of Indian Community Action 
and convinced the Johnson administration to place its philoso- 
phy at the center of Indian policy. 

The Interagency Task Force on American Indians brought 
together representatives from Interior, HEW, Commerce, 
Labor, HUD, Treasury, BOB, and OE0.56 Building from the OTF 
report, the Interagency Task Force sought to create a proposal 
”consistent with Indian self-help, eventual self-sufficiency, and 
long-term social and economic de~elopment.”~~ In the final 
report, the ITF singled out the philosophy of Indian 
Community Action and recommended, ”OEO ... should make 
available some experienced people to assist the BIA ... in 
adjusting their program.”58 The OEO’s Indian programs had 
finally captured the attention of the Johnson administration. 

The proceedings of the president’s National Advisory 
Commission on Rural Poverty increased the visibility of Indian 
Community Action. Established in September 1966, the 
NACRP studied the problem of rural poverty in America. 
Specifically, the commission considered the impact of OEO 
programs. The NACRP held three regional hearings in which 
the poor and their advocates testified. Indians figured signifi- 
cantly in one held in Tucson, Arizona, between January 26 and 
27, 1967. The regional hearings provided a highly publicized 
forum for Indians to voice their concerns on issues such as their 
status as an impoverished minority, assimilation, and termina- 
tion. Agustin Aguilar, a seventy-three-year Santo Doming0 
Pueblo, related the federal government’s past policies to the 
recent advances of Indian Community Action. In so doing, he 
went to the heart of the matter for many of those who testified. 
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[A111 efforts to improve the conditions of life at Santo 
Doming0 will prove futile, if two general wishes of the peo- 
ple are not respected. The people will not sacrifice their tra- 
dition, their culture, and their history as a sovereign tribe in 
order to more cheaply purchase the benefits of modem 
American society. The people will not sacrifice control of 
their land and their affairs as guaranteed by solemn binding 
treaties. Through the years, many well-meaning agencies 
and officials have disregarded these wishes; and by doing 
so, they have already taken far too much from the Indian 
people .... [I]t is encouraging that many are beginning to rec- 
ognize the critical needs of the special problems of Indian 
people, and that the community action program is demon- 
strating its responsiveness to these needs and problems .... 
Community action represents a new spirit on the reserva- 
tion: a spirit of cooperation that should be encouraged and 
strengthened.. . .59 

Aguilar underscored the unmistakable connection between 
Indian Community Action and the realization of economic and 
cultural tribal self-determination.60 Unlike any other federal 
department, the OEO-Indian Division consciously recognized 
the differences between Indians and other minorities. And, 
unlike any other federal program, the Indian Division empha- 
sized the participation of Native Americans and specially trained 
professionals who understood their articular concerns.6l 

expectations, were ill-conceived or poorly funded, foundered 
under the weight of tribal factionalism, or simply bolstered 
tribal councils perceived by many to be unrepresentative of the 
entire reservation.62 But the positive impacts of ICA were also 
evident-in some cases dramatically revitalizing tribal govern- 
ments, in others providing critical economic boosts. In many 
other communities, Indians shaped ICA programs to serve 
unique cultural purposes. 

Indian Community Action programs took several forms. 
The majority served Indians of a single reservation. However, 
other reservations, such as Southern Ute in Colorado, Turtle 
Mountain in Minnesota, and Standing Rock in South Dakota, 
contained significant numbers of non-Indians. While the tribal 
government served as the sponsoring agent, OEO mandated 
representation proportionate to the non-Indian opulation on 
the CAA 

To be sure, some Indian CAAs P ailed to live up to people’s 

In still other cases, several In B ian communi- 
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ties created joint ICAs, such as the Eight Northern Pueblos 
Community Action Program.” 

Indian Community Action represented a significant break 
from the Bureau of Indian Affairs’ paternalistic means of devel- 
oping and implementing reservation programs. Raymond 
Kane, director of the White Mountain Apache Community 
Action Program, contended, “[P]rofessional people ... no mat- 
ter how high a level of education, he hasn’t lived the problem 
like we have ... we feel that we are the best qualified whether 
we are subprofessional or just laymen; we feel that we know 
the problems; we know how to cope with it.’’65 Community 
action provided an opportunity for Native Americans to orga- 
nize committees that went into their communities, discussed 
their people’s most urgent needs, and then created programs 
accordingly.” The increased responsibility and flexibility of 
direct federal funding rejuvenated many tribal governments 
and quickly won their 

In contrast with the Bureau of Indian Affairs, which relied on 
a multilayered bureaucracy including area and regional offices, 
ICA provided a direct link to the federal government. Moreover, 
the BIA was located deep within the Department of the Interior, 
languishing beneath the Office for Public Land Management. The 
commissioner of Indian affairs was subordinate to an assistant 
secretary whose other responsibilities often ran counter to Indian 
interests.@ Consequently, bureaucratic inertia, rather than malev- 
olent intent, often led to the BIA’s inefficacy. Housed in the 
Executive Office of the President and given considerable latitude 
within OEO, the Indian Desk provided a more direct and respon- 
sive link to the federal government.@ Moreover, unlike the BIA, 
which had one employee for every twenty-two Indians, the 
Indian Division carried only five administrators. Rather than con- 
trolling every aspect of Indian affairs from program development 
to implementation, the Indian Division served primarily as a 
granting agency.” 

Tribal CAAs could apply for several kinds of programs that 
focused on social development. These programs trained local 
people to serve as health aides; provided preschool, remedial, 
and adult education classes; established after-school study 
halls; hired counselors for youths and recovering alcoholics; 
taught homemaking and vocational skills; and provided 
employment for community beautification projects. Several 
factors distinguished the programs of Indian Community 
Action from those previously conducted by the BIA. The pri- 
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mary difference rested in ICA’s emphasis on developing 
human potential. The BIA, as it redefined itself during the early 
1960s, emphasized economic and industrial development. 
Moreover, these programs precluded Indian participation and 
were largely considered to be imposed from without. Indians 
remained, at least as defined by the BIA, passive recipients of 
federal beneficence. Indian Community Action, however, 
involved Indians in each stage of their CAP. 

Through section 204’s program development grant, a CAA 
could hire a director and staff to conduct a survey of their com- 
munity’s needs and the efficacy of existing programs. They also 
considered methods of funding. Central to the program devel- 
opment grant was the participation of local residents in the 
planning.71 In theory, this contributed to community action’s 
“building block approach.” The CAA developed an initial set 
of programs following the program development research, and 
then reassessed their communities’ needs, redefining existing 
programs, dropping some, and adding others as specific con- 
ditions warranted.” When it functioned properly, the results 
represented a significant divergence from BIA policy.” 

The section 205 grant, conduct and administration, repre- 
sented a second bifurcation from past BIA policies. Through 
the administrative component, a tribal CAA received funds to 
administer, direct, and coordinate all OEO programs, including 
those delegated to other federal departments such as the 
Neighborhood Youth Corps (Labor), College Work-Study 
(HEW), Adult Basic Education (HEW), Rural Loans 
(Agriculture), Small Business Loans (Commerce), and Work 
Experience (Labor).74 While other departments approved, 
funded, and evaluated these programs, ICAs retained adminis- 
trative control. 

The Office of Economic Opportunity also developed a set of 
national emphasis programs including Legal Services, Foster 
Grandparents, Nelson Amendment, Head Start, and Upward 
Bound. Although much less flexible than local initiative pro- 
grams, Indian CAAs hired the staffs and took full responsibili- 
ty for implementing them. Over the course of OEO’s existence, 
Congress consistently increased appropriations for national 
emphasis projects. Despite the ”packaged” nature of these pro- 
grams, once implemented they took forms and served func- 
tions unique to the communities that controlled them. 

Through section 207, OEO contributed to joint demonstra- 
tion programs with other federal agencies. The OEO generally 
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provided the social development programs for comprehensive 
reservation projects in conjunction with Labor, HEW, and BIA. 
The Oglala Sioux Model Reservation Program and the Gila 
River Reservation’s “Vh-Thaw-Hup-Ea-Ju” or “It Must 
Happen” plan sought to develop reservation infrastructures, 
improve health and education, and provide job training and 
de~elopment.~~ These comprehensive programs broadened the 
scope of federal aid while maintaining the philosophy of 
Indian Community Action. 

Sections 206 and 209 of the EOA provided for technical 
assistance and training programs. On July 16, 1965, Shriver 
announced grants to Arizona State University, the University 
of South Dakota, and the University of Utah to establish a 
three-university consortium. Initially dubbed the Indian 
Community Action Centers (ICAC), they trained community 
action staffs and provided technical assistance in the operation 
of Indian CAPS.” In 1966, the consortium was renamed the 
Indian Community Action Project (ICAP); it expanded to 
include the University of New Mexico, the University of 
Montana, and Bemidji State College (Minnesota) in 1968. 

To remain consistent with the concept of local initiative, the 
universities adopted a policy of providing services only at the 
request of tribal CAAs. The Office of Economic Opportunity 
underscored the importance of maintaining the direct link to 
the Indian Desk-ICAPs were not to become regional offices. 
Indian Community Action Projects sent out field representa- 
tives to answer questions regarding OEO guidelines, funding, 
and component conflicts. They also organized formal work- 
shops for leadership, administrative, and skills training for all 
ICA programs.77 The technical assistance component called for 
providing directors with help in explaining ICA programs and 
developing proposals that conformed with OEO require- 
m e n t ~ . ~ ~  Alonzo Spang, a Northern Cheyenne and director of 
ASU’s ICAP, stressed the importance of offering assistance to, 
rather than imposing their will on, the tribal CAAS.~’ These 
stated goals, in contrast to the impersonal and bureaucratized 
methods of the BIA, attested to OEOs goal of empowering 
tribes to exert control over their own programs. 

Stronger, more empowered tribal governments emerged 
from the War on Indian Poverty. Rather than serving as mere 
conduits, tribal CAAs were responsible for developing, admin- 
istering, and coordinating federal programs. In many cases, 
tribal control of federal programs resonated with a growing 
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sense of Indian nationalism. Ronnie Lupe’s (White Mountain 
Apache) testimony during Senate hearings held in 
Albuquerque, New Mexico, suggested this. Senator Joseph 
Clark (D-PA) asked several tribal leaders whether their CAAs 
had implemented “population service” (family planning) pro- 
grams. Lupe stated that theirs had not and, in fact, he discour- 
aged it. When Clark pursued his rationale, Lupe replied, ”I 
would like to see the Indians outnumber the foreigners.”*o 
Indian Community Action, then, complemented the goals of 
those tribes that sought to distance themselves from BIA pater- 
nalism, redefine their relationships with the federal govern- 
ment, and take a more active role in their comrnunities.*l 

During the 1 9 6 0 ~ ~  the War on Indian Poverty contributed to 
a political and cultural renascence among the Gros Ventres. 
Indian Community Action bolstered the prestige of the tribal 
council, the programs led to the creation of a community cen- 
ter for public gatherings, and the creation of new jobs drew 
people back to the reservation.** The economic growth allowed 
Gros Ventres to reestablish previously neglected rituals such as 
giveaways. An integral method of asserting one’s status, the 
giveaways underscored the importance of generosity and reci- 
procity. The rejuvenation of the tribal council ushered in an era 
of “new tribali~rn.”~~ The leaders of this new tribalism, called 
the “education clique,” were a part of the younger generation 
that had attended college, were encouraged to take pride in 
their cultural heritage, and showed interest in being ”Indian in 
new ways.”s4 Their interest in revitalizing Gros Ventres rituals, 
values, and kinship patterns forged closer bonds between the 
younger and older generationsffi Their interaction brought 
back, in somewhat redefined terms, the previously dormant 
pipe ceremony. The Gros Ventres exemplified the ability of 
Indians to accommodate political and economic changes in 
ways consistent with their own, if contested, values. 

Added to Title I1 of the EOA in 1965, the Nelson 
Amendment employed people over the age of thirty-six in pro- 
jects such as fencing and weeding cemeteries, trash collection, 
remodeling community buildings, improving roads, building 
and renovating recreational facilities, and constructing bus 
shelters for school children.*6 While not a source of economic 
development, programs begun under the Nelson Amendment 
provided employment for heads of households and other 
adults. Known as the ”oldsters’ program” at the Santo 
Doming0 Pueblo, the Nelson Amendment, one participant 
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remarked, brought about a stronger sense of community for 
those The community centers they built provided a 
place for gatherings and dances which, in some areas, had 
impacts that defy objective measurement. 

Indian Community Action provided the first steps toward 
Indian self-determination in education.** Head Start, a 
preschool program for four- and five-year-olds, prepared 
Indian children for elementary education. In addition to pro- 
viding nutritional, medical, and social services, Head Start 
involved parents in all aspects of their children’s education. 
Parents’ contributions to the development of curricula that 
stressed their people’s unique cultures and histories were 
~nprecedented.~’ The emphasis on maximum feasible partic- 
ipation led to parental involvement as Head Start directors, 
teacher’s aides, nurses, bus drivers, cooks, janitors, and mem- 
bers of policy advisory committees.y0 ”Long estranged par- 
ents,” Alfonso Ortiz (San Juan Pueblo) argued, ”no longer felt 
that they were giving their children over to another 
While some non-Indians undoubtedly understood Head Start 
as a means of teaching English and “new behaviors to take the 
place of the ones learned in the child’s own culture,” local par- 
ticipation allowed Indians to set their own agendasy2 

Head Start and other OEO education programs sought a 
balance between cult~res.’~ Doming0 Montoya (Sandia 
Pueblo), director of the All-Indian Pueblo Council, discussed 
this principle in 1967. He argued that Head Start and other 
education programs would teach the three R‘s and ”include 
education in [the child’s] own tribal government, history, and 
culture. It probably means that English will be taught as a for- 
eign language and that [the student] will need skills and 
understanding in his native t~ngue.”’~ In this sense, he viewed 
education as a means of strengthening children’s capacities to 
serve as “cultural brokers.” In these capacities, they would feel 
comfortable maneuvering in both reservation and non-reserva- 
tion settings. In negotiating the middle ground between Indian 
and non-Indian worlds, these children would serve as teachers, 
lawyers, doctors, artists, musicians, and tribal leaders.95 John 
Dick (Navajo) expressed similar sentiments: ”[The students] 
need a modern education to make their way, but they have to 
know both worlds-and being Navajo will give them 
~trength.”~~ As future leaders of their people, these children 
would bring a unique ability to articulate Indian concerns in an 
ever-changing world. . 
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Through some ICA programs, women reasserted their pres- 
ence in the political, economic, and social lives of their communi- 
ty?’ On the Salt River Pima and Maricopa Reservation, married 
and unmarried women of various ages participated as aides for 
Head Start, health care, and services to the elderly. Older women, 
serving as Head Start aides, taught Pirna and Maricopa heritage 
and language to the preschoolers.“ Many of these women were 
able to use their roles as springboards into tribal politics. In situ- 
ations such as theirs, the impact of Head Start far transcended the 
overt goals of improving children’s education or creating jobs for 
adults. Rather, though perhaps unappreciated by OEO, local ini- 
tiative programs had the potential to alter the social and political 
atmospheres of entire communities. 

The Office of Economic Opportunity also supported the 
research and development of two precedent-setting schools on 
the Navajo Reservation. Founded in 1966, the Rough Rock 
Demonstration School (RRDS) represented what one contem- 
porary study called a ”radical departure from the convention- 
al approach [to Indian education].”” Rough Rock served as an 
elementary and secondary school and provided a bicultural 
and bilingual curricula established by an exclusively Indian 
school board. It set a precedent for using Navajo as a medium 
for instruction and treated English as a second language.Iw Its 
Navajo Curriculum Center recorded all aspects of Navajo life 
in both English and Navajo.’O’ In keeping with the philosophy 
of Indian Community Action, Rough Rock em loyed people 

Rough Rock also hired elders to come in to relate Navajo oral 
histories and set up a curricula that stressed knowledge of 
Navajo history, language, arts and crafts, and culture. The 
Navajos’ name for Rough Rock reflected the dramatic change it 
represented. Whereas English translations of Navajo names for 
BIA and public schools were “school of the federal govern- 
ment” and ”white children’s school,” respectively, Rough Rock 
translated “the Navajo’s After studying Rough Rock 
in 1969, four Navajo leaders reported that parental and com- 
munity involvement fostered a ”feeling of great pride in the 
people-pride in what they are doing for their community, 
pride in what they are doing for their school, and pride in what 
they are doing for their chi1dren.”’O3 Rough Rock would be a 
model for future Indian-controlled educational institutions. 

Like Rough Rock, the Navajo Community College (NCC) 
became the first institution of its kind. The philosophy of ICA 

. 

from the community to serve as dorm hosts, staf P , and teachers. 
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informed both its structure and practice.'@' Founded in 1968, 
and opening for classes in 1969, NCC emphasized its Native 
Studies Program which offered courses in Navajo culture, lan- 
guage, crafts, and Indian-white relations, as well as traditional 
academic subjects and vocational training.lo5 Throughout the 
1960s and into the 1970s, NCC strove to hire an all-Indian fac- 
ulty. While this produced some conflict, it proved consistent 
with the shift toward Navajo nationalism. The Navajo 
Community College anticipated the founding of several other 
Indian colleges, and spurred the creation of Indian studies pro- 
grams across the nation. 

Together, Head Start, Rough Rock, and the Navajo 
Community College set precedents for Indian-controlled ele- 
mentary, secondary, and post-secondary schools. But the Office 
of Economic Opportunity did not "cause" these changes. 
Undoubtedly, Indians had sought, and were prepared for, con- 
trol of their schools for years before the War on Indian Poverty 
began. However, OEO and ICA provided the long anticipated 
means to effect Indian self-determination in education. 
Moreover, their success encouraged other Native American 
communities to establish, or demand and win control of, their 
own schools throughout the 1970s. Reacting to the advances 
made by Head Start and Rough Rock, the Bureau of Indian 
Affairs altered their approach to education and instituted sim- 
ilar curricula in their schools.'ffi 

In 1967, the University of New Mexico and OEO founded 
an Indian pre-law program with an Upward Bound grant. OEO 
claimed that in 1968 there were only eight Indian lawyers in the 
United States.lo7 This program trained many of the Indian 
lawyers that would represent Native Americans in future cases 
involving religious freedom, control of mineral and energy 
resources, water rights, and federal recognition. Indeed, John 
E. Echohawk, the current director of the Native American 
Rights Fund (NARF), participated in the first Indian law cours- 
es offered by the University of New Mexico. The training he 
and other Indians received through these programs led direct- 
ly to the formation of NARF and other legal organizations. Like 
the general education programs, UNM's Indian law program 
set a precedent that other universities across the country fol- 
lowed during the 1 9 7 0 ~ . ' ~ ~  

In 1965, OEO launched Legal Services as a community action 
program.'@' Legal Services offered free legal counsel and repre- 
sentation and conducted campaigns to inform reservation resi- 
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dents of their legal rights."O Some Legal Services projects used 
this role to raise consciousness among Native Americans regard- 
ing termination."' The Office of Navajo Economic Opportunity's 
(ONEO) Legal Aid and Defender Society, initiated in 1967, 
brought suits against reservation trading posts and car dealers 
for exploitative business practices. It later became the indepen- 
dent DNA (Dinkbeiina Nahiilnu Be Agudituhe, or "Attorneys Who 
Contribute to the Economic Revitalization of the People")."' In 
time, DNA took on cases related to tribal sovereignty and the 
right of states to tax Indian  reservation^.^'^ By 1968, OEO had 
launched Legal Services programs on ten reservations. 

Although only reservation communities were eligible for 
Indian programs at the outset, the philosophy of local initiative 
fostered important changes in some nonreservation areas. 
Oklahoma Indians initially participated in the War on Poverty as 
minorities in county and city CAPS. Given the diversity of 
Indian perspectives on cultural, social, and political integration, 
this structure proved satisfactory to some but anathema to oth- 
e r ~ . " ~  The latter group had experienced discriminatory hiring 
practices, were frustrated by inequitable representation on com- 
munity action boards, or did not idenbfy with the goals and con- 
cerns of non-Indian-dominated  CAPS."^ These frustrations, in 
addition to OEOs restrictions governing its Indian programs, 
drove Oklahoma Senator Fred Harris to send a scathing letter to 
Sargent Shriver in 1965. Although he underscored his general 
support for OEO, Harris railed, "[the] general policy regarding 
the treatment of Indians is geared to reservation Indians and is 
almost completely useless in Oklahoma."116 While her husband 
took the issue to OEO, LaDonna Harris (Comanche) developed 
an organization in Oklahoma to encourage Indian participation 
in OEO programs. 

LaDonna Harris became a nationally recognized leader 
after she successfully organized the first collective meeting of 
eastern and western Oklahoma tribes in June 1965. Supported 
by a grant from the University of Utah's ICAP, representatives 
from nineteen Oklahoma tribes, along with some non-Indians, 
formed the Oklahomans for Indian Opportunity (OIO).117 
LaDonna Harris, with the help of several congressmen, con- 
vinced OEO to allow ICAPs to contract with organizations like 
theirs to provide technical assistance and training programs for 
off-reservation and nonreservation Indians. 118 

The 010  initially utilized these "Special Condition'' grants 
to develop leadership training and youth programs. However, 
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in 1968 010 secured a research and demonstration grant from 
OEO to develop economic programs specifically for Indians. 
010  argued that to alleviate poverty, Indians needed to have 
control over the economic forces that shaped their lives, includ- 
ing industries, businesses, and financial  institution^."^ While 
010  met with opposition from various city and tribal councils, 
it provided a means for Oklahoma Indians to assert their right 
to a viable existence distinct from the larger society. Members 
of the Oklahomans for Indian Opportunity also used their 
increased visibility to reveal the federal government's failure to 
reach off- and nonreservation Indians; 010 highlighted their 
unique circumstances and the need for focused federal atten- 
tion. LaDonna Harris carried this experience with her when 
she became a member of the National Council on Indian 
Opportunity (NCIO). The NCIO, created by executive order in 
1968, was located in the Office of the Vice President and 
brought together Indian leaders and several federal depart- 
ment secretaries. They studied federal-Indian affairs and made 
policy recommendations; working with other Indian leaders, 
Harris conducted an influential investigation of urban and 
rural Indians. She later founded a national organization called 
Americans for Indian Opportunity (AIO). 

Though less immediately tangible, a generation of Indian 
leaders who would direct the continued drive for self-determi- 
nation, nationalism, and sovereignty developed their skills in 
Indian Community Action. Prior to 1964, reservations experi- 
enced "brain drain" as many educated Indians left for urban 
areas to find higher-paying employment. To address this prob- 
lem, ICA targeted educated Indians for on-reservation leader- 
ship roles. People such as Peter MacDonald, a Navajo engineer 
and World War I1 veteran, returned to the reservation when 
OEO funds created employment opportunities. MacDonald 
became the director of the Office of Navajo Economic 
Opportunity (ONEO) in 1965. He later led a movement for 
Navajo nationalism and served three terms as tribal chairman of 
the Navajo Nation. His successor, Peterson Zah, also gained 
leadership experience working in OEO programs.'2o As already 
mentioned, LaDonna Harris and John Echohawk assumed 
nationally prominent positions with A10 and NAIW, respective- 
ly. The stories of countless others remain unknown or untold. 

Throughout the 1960s, Native Americans and policymakers 
struggled with the notion of Indian poverty. The crux of the 
issue was whether Indian poverty could be equated with the 
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poverty present in the dominant society. Clearly, the Johnson 
administration divided over the issue. As evidenced in 
Oklahoma, OEO’s definition of “Indianness” did not incorpo- 
rate nonreservation Indians, at least at the outset. The situation 
in Oklahoma also revealed that, at times, Native Americans 
defined Indian poverty in conflicting terms. The same held true 
for on-reservation Indians. For instance, Doming0 Montoya 
(Sandia Pueblo), chairman of the All-Indian Pueblo Council, 
argued, “[Nlo Indian problem exists. There is instead, a basic 
human problem that involves Indians.”’21 Others, however, 
contended that Indian poverty derived from conditions unique 
to their status as wards of the federal government and the lim- 
itations of reservation economies. Moreover, the deleterious 
effects of BIA paternalism and the continued demand for tribal 
self-determination necessitated a strategy which deviated from 
that implemented in other impoverished areas.lu Community 
action synthesized these conflicting perspectives. It worked 
from the assumption that poverty did not discriminate by race 
or ethnicity; it was indeed a “human problem.” Yet communi- 
ty action also recognized the myriad factors which caused 
poverty and the need for flexible responses. 

The Johnson administration desired political revolution no 
more than the critics of Community Action. And while Indian 
Community Action did not revolutionize Indian affairs, it 
emerged from five years of conflict as the defining force in fed- 
eral Indian policy. The state of federal-Indian relations by 1968 
had been inconceivable two decades earlier. Yet, when Johnson 
left office in 1969, poverty remained. The life expectancy for 
Native Americans was forty-four years, two-thirds the nation- 
al average; unemployment rates on Indian reservations aver- 
aged 38 percent; and infant mortality rates in Indian communi- 
ties were ten times higher than the nation’s as a whole.’” 
Reservation schools and health facilities remained inade- 
quate.lZ4 In these terms, the War on Indian Poverty fostered 
only modest improvements. 

However, this is not to say that important changes did not 
occur. New responsibilities and increased funding breathed life 
into tribal governments. Local control of education programs 
such as Head Start and Upward Bound afforded opportunities 
to incorporate Indian history, language, and culture into cur- 
ricula. Support for Indian law programs and the creation of 
Legal Services advanced the drive toward tribal self-determi- 
nation and sovereignty. In the hands of some tribal councils, 
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Nelson Amendment and education programs brought women 
and the elderly back into the center of community life. In places 
like Oklahoma, Community Action contributed to the 
increased recognition that off- and nonreservation Indians 
were not “just another minority.” Maximum feasible participa- 
tion and local initiative provided Indian communities with the 
latitude necessary to effect these changes. 

While ”The Forgotten American’’ came late in Johnson’s 
tenure, the comments on a draft of the message capture an 
important theme. “This message,” the reviewer scribbled, ”is 
primarily one of policy rather than program. We have a con- 
siderable range of programs for Indians. What is necessary is a 
clear and intelligent policy through which those programs can 
be focused. This message suggests that.’1125 Nonetheless, 
Richard Nixon successfully exploited the Johnson administra- 
tion’s errant attempts to establish its formal policy statement. 
Consequently, his much heralded Presidential Message to 
Congress on Indian Affairs in 1970 has been equated with the 
federal policy of Indian self-determination.’26 In contrast, the 
Johnson administration assumes only a minor role in this era of 
”policy in transition,” and little effort is given to unfold the 
four critically formative years between 1964 and 1968. Yet dur- 
ing these years a relatively obscure office, tucked deep within 
the Office of Economic Opportunity, transcended tremendous 
conflict to forge the policy of tribal self-determination. At the 
heart of ”The Forgotten American,” Nixon’s message, and the 
Indian Self-Determination and Education Assistance Act, rest- 
ed the philosophy of an Indian war. 
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