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Toward a New “New Indian History”: Contemplating Fixico’s Call for Change

Donald Fixico’s Call for Change is well timed. After
forty years of pathbreaking scholarship culminating in
the “New Indian history” of James Merrell, Ned Black-
hawk, and Kathleen DuVal, Fixico’s new book joins a bur-
geoning, field-wide conversation that centers upon sev-
eral fundamental questions facing scholars of American
Indian histories. What are we trying to accomplish with
our work? Who is going to listen? And, importantly,
where do we go from here?[1]

Fixico’s latest work argues that historians of Amer-
ican Indian history must relinquish their reliance upon
Euroamerican written sources and grapple with the reali-
ties of Indians’ unique worldviews and ways of seeing the
world; only then, the author suggests, can scholars begin
the difficult work of bridging “mainstream” scholarship
with Native peoples’ own understandings of past experi-
ences. Fixico asserts that his “medicine way of American
Indian history,” or the incorporation of a “worldview in
an indigenous paradigm, whereby American Indians ex-
perience physical and metaphysical realities as one,” is
the necessary next methodological step for the field (p.

xvii). Indeed, some have already embraced approaches
similar to “the medicine way” Elizabeth Fenn’s recent
book on the Mandan, Alyssa Mt. Pleasant’s work on Buf-
falo Creek, “civilization,” and settler colonialism, along
with Colin Calloway’s now older One Vast Winter Count
are perhaps among the best examples of recent scholar-
ship that embraces such a “Native way of ’seeing. ”[2]

Following a glossary and overview of his terminol-
ogy, Fixico offers three chapters that articulate the var-
ious “dimensions” of American Indian history. In chap-
ter 3, Fixico argues that the “first dimension” of Indian
history includes works that write of “Native-white re-
lations” from the Euroamerican viewpoint wherein Na-
tive Americans appear as bit actors. His analysis follows
the evolution of Euroamerican racial attitudes, and it de-
tails the academy’s failure, prior to the “New Indian his-
tory,” to offer Native perspectives on the past. He cred-
its Robert Berkhofer Jr. and Gary Nash for being among
the first “mainstream scholars” to “put Indians at center
stage as equal actors in shaping history,” but he contin-
ues, “it took mainstream scholars to articulate this new
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approach to thwart the tide of ’cowboy and Indian’ or
‘us and them’ history’” (p. 55). Such a critique ignores
the potent influence of Vine Deloria Jr. and a number of
other Native scholars. Indeed, Fixico courts similar prob-
lems when he writes that “fair and equal treatment of In-
dians has remained elusive in the writing of Indian-white
relations,” an overstatement given recent works by Brian
DeLay, Daniel Richter, Pekka HAomAxrlAginen, and oth-
ers.[3] Though these latter scholars do receive brief men-
tion in the book’s fourth chapter and in the bibliography,
they do not factor into this chapter’s analysis; this ren-
ders the chapter problematic given the author’s tendency
to speak of the field in present terms (p. 56).

Fixico develops his idea of the “second dimension of
interacting Indian-white relations,” or “common ground”
histories, in chapter 4. Histories of this “second dimen-
sion,” he argues, analyze the shared power of Indians and
Euroamericansialong with plants, animals, and the envi-
ronmentéin shaping history. Here the author analyzes
the many reciprocal relationships that influenced Native
peoples’ historical experiences and the history of North
America. Taking the example of a Creek medicine maker,
Fixico explains that “the Creek-red-root relationship was
not a one-way affair” but that “sometimes the red root
communicated back to the medicine maker through a
dream or vision, or simply would not be there to be
found” (p. 72). These relationships, Fixico suggests, form
the foundations of Native Americans’ histories and are
essential for understanding Indians’ experiences in North
America.

Fixico confronts the problem of sources in chapter 5’s
discussion of ethnohistory. Indeed, here he posits that
the “third dimension” of Indian history is one wherein
scholars seek to understand American Indian pasts by
gaining intimate knowledge of Native communities and
worldviews through cross-cultural analysis. Fixico is at
his best in this chapter when he writes about the vast
power of ethnohistorical interpretationaa method that is
by now, however, familiar to serious historians in the
field. The author urges historians to consider Indian
models of kinship, community dynamics, “societal infras-
tructure,” and cosmologies; to relax “empiricist tenden-
cies” and to examine “tribal values and environmental
conditions” in order to “understand Indian history and
the Native viewpoint in the Third Dimension paradigm”
(p. 101). Such analysis, he argues, “allows new theo-
ries and methodologies” to emerge “that make sense to
Indian people and that must therefore be applied in or-
der to restore a balance to the equation of the history of
Indian-white relations, where two different cultures and

two dissimilar mindsets intersect” (p. 105). It seems per-
tinent to remember here, however, that ethnohistorical
work is required to understand any past since all of his-
tory’s actors held different worldviews from our own.

Fixico’s next three chapters offer an attempt to con-
struct a “cross-cultural bridge of understanding” between
Indians and non-Indianséa bridge, he argues, that is req-
uisite for the writing of American Indian history. Chap-
ter 6 argues that historians must study Native cultures in
order to develop a cultural understanding of the shared
Indian and non-Indian past, while chapters 7 and 8 stress
the importance of oral histories and indigenous notions
of female power, environment, and place in writing
American Indian histories. Here, Fixico reflects on the
usefulness of ethnohistory, and he argues that historians
must embrace the tools of ethnography, cultural anthro-
pology, sociology, and linguistics when approaching In-
dian pasts. Oral histories and notions of place, grounded
in Indian ideas of the metaphysical, meanwhile, serve as
Fixico’s gateways into cultural understanding. Scholars
of American Indian studies and history likely will find
little that is new here, particularly in chapters 6 and 74aa
problem that stems from the book’s pervasive tendency
to speak to an ill-defined audience.

Indeed, one of the central problems of Fixico’s work
is that of audience. At times, he aims his “call for
change” toward academic historians, other times he tar-
gets “mainstream” historians, and, still other times, non-
Indian Americans writ large. It is not always clear if
by “mainstream historians” he means non-Indian profes-
sional scholars or those whose works most often grace
the shelves of bookstore chains. This lack of clarity in
terms is particularly problematic, for example, when Fix-
ico offers such statements as “mainstream observers of-
ten think the Native religion should be renounced” (p.
113). For the vast majority of academic scholars writing
since the emergence of ethnohistory and the New Indian
history, these sentiments are no longer applicable. Thus,
for this reader, the uncertain use of “mainstream” pro-
duces confusion. His call subsequently falls short of its
full potential because of these tendencies toward gener-
alization.

Another fundamental problem is that of his frame-
work, “the medicine way of Indian history” (p. ix). Fix-
ico acknowledges several times that this implies a lump-
ing of Native cultures and communities, but too often
his analysis stops there. A question of great significance
thus emerges from one of the weaknesses of this call for
change: how can our histories incorporate the many Na-
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tive ways of seeing and experiencing North America’s
pasts? This is an importantiand difficultaquery given the
varied realities of reservation and non-reservation Indian
communities today. The Indians who live in our histories
are likewise diverse. While Fixico insists throughout that
“the Medicine Way” most closely speaks to “traditional”
Native ways of seeing the world, no Native American
community embraces or embraced static worldviews, and
all would, I think, consider themselves American Indian.
Should we, then, write of the medicine way? Should
we privilege some Native experiences, perspectives, and
voices over others? If so, which ones? Fixico is aware
of these problems but fails to interrogate them; they are,
ultimately, issues worth further pursuit.

Despite its shortcomings, however, Fixico’s Call for
Change makes a number of crucial points. Referencinga-
too brieflydJames Merrell’s now twenty-five-year-old cri-
tique of early American historians, the author contends
that “the worst sin of scholars is not necessarily to dis-
tort history and distort the descriptions of Indian peo-
ple; rather it is to deny their existence and their place
in history as a part of America” (pp. 62-63).[4] Many
early American historians, in particular, have articulated
the ways in which Native peoples produced the politi-
cal history of North America and they have incorporated
works by James Axtell, Neal Salisbury, and others into
their analyses. Yet Fixico is right that more must be done.
Indeed, historians must heed Fixico’s call to embrace the
centrality of Native experiences in shaping North Amer-
ica, and we must recognize that Indians did not exist
alongside early America and the United States, but that
they aided in the creation of both, along with African
Americans, Euroamericans, and everyoneaor, to follow
Fixico’s lead, everythingéelse.

Considering the state of the fields of American In-
dian studies and the histories of North America, Fixico’s
philosophy should encourage an ongoing conversation
regarding Native peoples’ place in our histories. Daniel
Richter encouraged such a conversation in 1993, as did
Nicholas Rosenthal in 2006, but still historians of North
America’s pastsaparticularly those who study the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuriesdhave been slow to join
in.[5] Thus, we are indebted to Fixico for issuing a bold
call at a time when the field needs it most, and his work
should encourage a discussion surrounding a series of
difficult questions. How can we embrace the realities
of American Indians’ distinctiveness while incorporating
them into a broader North American narrative? Are we
ready to move past including “Native-themed” panels at

conferences while instead ensuring that American Indi-
ans’ pastsdand their scholarsabecome part of the broader
narratives of North America’s pasts? Should we endeavor
to incorporate them in such a way? Is such incorporation
an imperial act or does it recognize Indians as actors who
shaped the political landscape of North America and the
creation of both the European and American empires?
These are among the many questions encouraged by Fix-
ico’s call and to which we must turn as we contemplate
a new New Indian history.
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