America 1835-1900 Lesson 2
Clash of Cultures

Learning Objective
To compare the lifestyles of Indigenous peoples to European-Americans and
develop an understanding of why differences led to conflict.
Targeting Assessment Objectives AO2 and AO4

Success Criteria
• To examine the decline in Indigenous populations post-1492.
• To assess the reasons for tensions between Indigenous nations and
Americans.
• To analyse interpretations of the treatment of Indigenous people.

A Note on Language
The terms used in this unit of work for what people at the time referred to as
‘Indians’ can be problematic.
This lesson is entitled ‘Plains Indians’, to best fit with the term commonly
used by examining bodies and textbooks. The term ‘Indians’ is neither
accurate nor unanimously accepted by the modern descendants of these
peoples. Christopher Columbus, on arriving in what he believed to be the
east coast of India, named the Indigenous population Indians which was, of
course, a misnomer. The name stuck however, and you will see it used in
sources and sometimes when describing Indigenous peoples and historic
events in the USA.
In this unit of work, the more accepted
term ‘Indigenous peoples’ will be used
where possible and wherever it does not
conflict with primary sources or make
the topic more difficult to understand.

Spot the Difference
Examine the pictures below and note down as many differences as you can
between the two.

American homesteader, c.1895

Oglala Sioux man, 1891

Before Europeans
North America was populated by Indigenous peoples for thousands of years before the
arrival of Christopher Columbus in 1492.
Historians can not be sure how many people lived in the area that is now the USA
before Columbus arrived. Estimates vary from 2.1 to 18 million.
In 1800 there were an estimated 600,000 Indigenous people left in North America.
This is a decrease of somewhere between 71% and 97% of the population.
The vast majority of the Indigenous people had been killed by disease, introduced
unwittingly by European settlers. As Europeans carried diseases that they had become
immune to over generations and the Indigenous people had no such immunity,
diseases including smallpox and the bubonic plague ran rampant
through the population.
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Before Europeans
This table shows the number of Indigenous Americans that lived in the modern USA in
the years covered in this time period.
Use the table to create a graph on your activity sheet that will show the decline in
population from 1800-1900.

Year

Population

1800

600000

1820

471000

1845

383000

1857

313000

1870

278000

1880

244000

1890

228000

Guns and Horses
Neither modern horses nor guns originate in North America.

Horses were introduced to America by Europeans in 1519. They quickly spread across
the Great Plains and changed the way Indigenous societies lived. By the 1840s, horses
were used to hunt, to pull tipis across the plains, to fight with in battle and as
currency. Horsemanship was a respected skill.
Guns also changed the way Indigenous people lived. Throughout the 17th - 19th
centuries, bands traded guns with Europeans and each other. Guns led to more deadly
forms of raiding and warfare than had been historically the case. The nations of the
1800s had access to rifled firearms. Guns could be used by Americans as trading
products and to turn bands against each other; if one band was given guns and
another was not, it was hoped the first band would wipe
out the second.

Guns and Horses: The Game
In groups of four, shuffle your pack of Guns and Horses Cards and share them
equally between you without looking.
Starting with the youngest member of the group, each take turns to swap one card
with another player. Cards can only be traded one for one, i.e. a hide card can be
swapped with a meat card etc. The player whose turn it is choses who they wish to
trade with, and that player gets to decide what to swap for the card on offer. Players
must swap if selected by another player.

If you have a horse or gun card, it can be used to steal a random card from another
player instead of being swapped. The player with the horse or gun can take any one
of the other player’s cards without looking at them. They do not have to swap their
card with the person they are stealing from!
You have 5 minutes to play. When you the game is over, the player with the most cards wins.

American Relations
In 1824, the Bureau of Indian Affairs was created by the USA to oversee Indigenous
American policies. 1830 saw the passing of the Indian Removal Act. This act created a
Permanent Indian Frontier which divide the US into territory where Indigenous people
were not allowed to live and Indian Territory, the areas to the west where they were.
The 1840s heralded the beginning of migration of Americans from east to west,
something that disturbed the Indigenous nations. The Indian Appropriations Act of 1851
saw the nations further disrupted as the government tried to change them culturally and
contain them in smaller areas known as reservations.
As the Indigenous peoples did not have the same view of land ownership as the
Americans, the increase in the plains being settled made them angry. Many Indigenous
groups divided land into territories that could
be settled and travelled in by specific nations,
(e.g. Cheyanne Territory), whereas Americans
believed in individual land ownership, often
symbolised by the erection of fences around
farms and homes. The freedom of Indigenous
nations to live and move according to their
cultures was taken away as they were forced
to stay on reservations. This led to a period
of conflict known as the Indian Wars.

American Relations
Use the information you have gathered from this and the previous lesson to write an
answer to this question:
Explain why the differing cultures of Indigenous peoples and Americans led to
conflict on the Great Plains.

Some key points that you may wish to think about include:
•
•
•
•

differing attitudes to land ownership;
differences in religion;
American legislation: the Indian Removal Act
and the Indian Appropriations Act;
different social structures.

American Relations: The Trail of Tears
Between 1830 and 1850, thousands of Indigenous people were moved from their
ancestral lands to Indian Territory in a forced exodus called the ‘Trail of Tears’.
Thousands of Indigenous people died in this process to clear room for American
settlements. Members of the Cherokee, Choctaw and Ponca tribes, among others, were
forced, through violence or unequal bargaining, to head west.
Interpretation
In the whole scene there was an air of ruin and destruction, something which betrayed a final
and irrevocable adieu; one couldn't watch without feeling one's heart wrung. The Indians were
tranquil, but sombre and taciturn. There was one who could speak English and of whom I asked
why the Chactas were leaving their country. "To be free," he answered, could never get any
other reason out of him.
Alexis de Tocqueville, a French observer in his book ‘Democracy in America’, 1835

Interpretation
It [The displacement of nations] will separate the Indians from immediate contact with
settlements of whites; free them from the power of the States… and perhaps cause them
gradually, under the protection of the Government and through the influence of good counsels,
to cast off their savage habits and become an interesting, civilized, and Christian community.
President Andrew Jackson, Message to Congress, 1830

Use these interpretations to answer the interpretation questions on your activity sheet.

What Was It Like?
Write a specific question that you would like to ask either an Indigenous person or
American from the 1850s.
Discuss your question with a partner. What do you both think the Indigenous
person or American might say?

Be ready to share your
ideas with the class.

