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1 Introduction 

After the famous battle of the Little Big Horn in 1876, the surrender of Geronimo 
in 1886, and the massacre at Wounded Knee in 1890, the so-called “Indian 
Wars” came to an end. Many Native Americans now faced an unknown way of 
living. For them, the reservation system was a new and almost completely 
controlled existence. At the same time, the United States government continued 
to take lands from the natives and attempted to destroy their cultures, societies, 
and identities. This was the process of assimilation. 
 
Reservation schools and boarding schools served assimilation goals by 
attempting to turn native children into, what Euro-Americans identified as, 
“civilized.” The school that started this all was the Carlisle Indian Industrial 
School in Pennsylvania, begun by Captain Richard Henry Pratt of the U.S. 
military. Supporters referred to this movement and its schools as a “noble 
experiment” to turn native children into mirrored images of the “white man.” This, 
they contested, was the only way that American Indians would be able to survive 
the “progress” of white expansion.  
 
Captain Pratt was known for his famous slogan “kill the Indian, save the man.” 
He wanted to transform natives into a copy of the white society in the United 
States. Pratt later wrote in a letter: 
 

It is this nature in our red brother that is better dead than alive, and 
when we agree with the oft-repeated sentiment that the only good 
Indian is a dead one, we mean this characteristic of the Indian. 
Carlisle’s mission is to kill THIS Indian, as we build up the better 
man. 

 
The school Pratt was about to begin became the example that was replicated all 
across the country in an effort to mass assimilate the Native American peoples.  
  



 
2 The Leaders, the Parents, and the Students 

The first students arrived at Carlisle in 1879, three years after the Battle of Little 
Bighorn. Eighty-two children pulled into town in a train late at night. Mobs of 
towns-folk craned their necks to get a better glimpse of these “exotic” and “wild” 
children. From this point on, American Indian children would be a familiar site in 
Carlisle. From 1879 to 1918, approximately 12,000 native children were sent to 
Carlisle – some by choice, others by force. While some survived, others did not. 
The vast majority of the children who were sent to Carlisle came from one of the 
140 American Indian tribes or nations. 
 
On this first day, the native children were forced to sit in the barbershop, for the 
“first lesson about their new identity.” Every young male’s hair was chopped off. 
As with many American Indian cultures, and especially for the Lakota, hair was 
an important part of one’s identity. To cut hair off was to instantly redefine them. 
The new arrivals were confused, lonely, and homesick; and they cried as their 
hair was cut and fell to the ground. As one Lakota Indian said: 
 

In our culture, the only time we cut hair is when we are in mourning 
or when someone has died in the immediate family.  

 
This act of chopping off the children’s hair was the first step in Carlisle’s overall 
goal of total assimilation, which aimed to destroy native culture by preventing its 
development and expansion in the children. This process served to tear away 
their identity and physical relation to native life, and then to restructure it with an 
identity that mirrored “civilized” life.  
 
Carlisle’s assimilation of Native Americans also served two other purposes: 
preparing Native people to surrender tribally controlled lands and accept 
individual land allotments, and training them to enter the lower positions of the 
domestic and manual labor markets. American Indians were not even allowed to 
become teachers for their own tribes – out of the fear that this was too 
dangerous. The laundry room was a much safer job for them to have than the 
classroom.  
 
3 The Classroom and Beyond 

Boys were made to dress in military uniforms, while girls had to wear Victorian-
style dresses. Students were given military-style ranks – and were thus made to 
march and to drill in military fashion. Pratt also wanted his students to be trained 
in trades and academics. Half of the children’s day was spent working while the 
other half was spent studying, and then the two would switch. 
 
From the moment children arrived to Carlisle, English was their new – and only – 
language. If students were caught speaking their native language, even in 
private, they were certain to receive a callous punishment: the most notorious 



penalty was a severe beating. Native children were also systematically renamed; 
their identities stripped from them and replaced with new, “white” ones.  
 
4 The End of Carlisle and the Remaining Legacy 

Carlisle closed its doors in 1918. Of the over two million Native Americans that 
currently live in this country, the majority have some form of connection to 
Carlisle or the boarding school movement that it spawned. A great number of 
feelings surround this legacy, and many of these are internal-conflicts. Some do 
fully condemn the schools, while others cannot. It is, however, widely recognized 
that Carlisle’s practices of cultural genocide were ones rooted in racist and 
paternalistic beliefs.  
 
Today, it is easy to see Pratt as a bigot. But roughly 100 years ago, he was 
considered a reformer by Euro-Americans. While Pratt wanted to “kill the Indian” 
to “save the man,” many Euro-Americans were unconcerned about the eventual 
survival of American Indians. This teaches us about the history of racism and the 
genocidal beliefs that are entrenched in United States history. Education was 
used to further the oppression and cultural extinction of entire peoples. This 
movement, sprung to life by Pratt, used schools as the ultimate weapons for the 
dominance and subordination of Native Americans.  

 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Adams, David W. Education for Extinction: American Indians and the Boarding 
School Experience, 1875-1928. New York: University P of Kansas, 1997. 

Anderson, Stephanie. “On Sacred Ground: Commemorating Survival and Loss at 
the Carlisle Indian School.” Words as Weapons. May, 2000.   

Landis, Barbara, ed. Carlisle Indian Industrial School Research Pages. 1996.  
Marshall III, Joseph M. The Day the World Ended at Little Bighorn: A Lakota 

History. New York: Viking Adult, 2007. 
 


