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The Nipmuck Chaubunagungamaug People Do Exist:
An Experimental Alternative to Evidentiary Legal Discourse
Elenore Long

            When bureaucratic public institutions don’t come through for people, what then? How can college classrooms do democracy precisely in this space of hope deferred? The exigency that thrust the featured team of tribal members, students and educators into this problem space was the 2004 decision of the U.S. government’s Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) to reject the Nipmuck people’s petition for federal recognition as an American Indian tribe with an ongoing existence as an identifiable and separate Algonquin community rooted in New England. On a local level, this ruling prompted the western Massachusetts university-community partnership, a curricular initiative called the Nipmuck Documentary Project. More globally, this ruling speaks to a dilemma for political scientists, educators, and students alike: In light of this failure of persuasive public rhetoric and the kind of rational, evidentiary argumentative textual practices we extol and teach as a paramount to preparing a democratic citizenry, how are we to understand, commend, and support rhetoric’s transformative potential for discovery and change? As this paper maintains, rather than indicating the tribe’s inability to marshal necessary claims and evidence in light of the government’s seven criteria for tribal recognition, the tribe’s 70,000 documents on file at the BIA headquarters signify overlapping institutional forces and political interests hidden just beneath the surface in contemporary public life—forces that can complicate and outright block the efforts of ordinary people to practice daily democracy. The paper analyzes how, in working together, tribal members and college students and teachers harnessed specific composition strategies and design decisions to craft a film that could not only speak back to power but also expose the historic need for the tribe’s most pervasive survival strategy: Hiding in Plain Sight—thus, the name of the documentary.

In a nutshell, then, Diane Deerheart Raymond—co-author on this project—is a tribal member and has since graduated from the college that offered the junior-level communications course where students worked with tribal members, myself, and another faculty member to produce Hiding in Plain Sight. As part of this documentary project, students and tribal members alike learned three strategies for conducting intercultural inquiry: eliciting the story behind the story, rivaling, and the critical incident interview technique. (The particular logic of these strategies are relatively self evident; I’ll define their work in relation to the design of the film in just a moment.) I would contend that the distinctive cultural work of the documentary was the momentum these strategies achieved within the documentary’s design and circulation both to launch a local, public controversy and to foster informed action on the part of community residents viewing the documentary.
The Design of the Film

In response to the tribe’s denial of federal recognition, then, the challenge was to compose a film so the Nipmucks themselves tell their stories of what Gerald Vizenor  calls “survivance”: “a native sense of presence, the motion of sovereignty and the will to resist dominance. Survivance is not just survival but also resistance, not heroic or tragic, but the tease of tradition, and my sense of survivance outwits dominance and victimry” (93). Toward this end, then, in the film, the story-behind-the-story strategy elicits and unpacks the hidden logic of the tribe’s survival strategies. Raymond, for instance, explains the logic behind hiding in plain sight. She recalls her Indian relatives sharing oral traditions with her siblings and herself only to be silenced quickly when their white neighbors would arrive at the door. She remembers attending church gatherings for friends of the family, and having her Native relatives standing to pray rather than kneeling as the rest of the parish had done, and choosing the back pews so as to not attract attention to themselves. Raymond recalls watching an elderly aunt remove the braids from her hair before leaving the house to go for a job interview. Even as a youngster, Raymond reflects, she understood intuitively that these were not acts of shame. This was not the behavior of a people trying to shun their heritage. As she grew older, she learned that in fact, it was quite the opposite. The behavior was an act of preservation, growing from lessons they had learned generations before. Ancestors had taught the Nipmuck that their very existence was dependent on an appearance of assimilation with the surrounding community. As she states succinctly in the film: “When the whites stopped seeing us as Indians, they let us live.”
The documentary also rivals the government’s appraisal that the Nipmuck “don’t exist.” As the film opens, tribal members succinctly perform the film’s counterclaim: that they, in fact, have survived. In a series of voiceovers, tribal members assert, “‘My name is Chief Wise Owl. I exist.’ ‘My name is Loving One Swenson. I exist.’ ‘My name is Tall Pine White. I exist.’ …” 

Sometimes these rival positions are elaborated counterarguments. Take, for instance, the government’s ruling that the Nipmuck lacked a communal land base—one of the federal criteria for tribal recognition. The film contends that when, in the 1860s, whites put a majority of living tribal members on a poor farm, in effect the they also forced the Nipmucks to trade their last five-mile-square tract of land for food and shelter. The film contends that this underhanded exchange made the tribe vulnerable to the government’s subsequent claim that once the tribe lost its land and came under the control of state administrators, it no longer maintained a continuous tribal government. This section of the film exposes the circularity of this logic: Obviously people living in a poor house and dependent on the governance structure of that institution for their daily sustenance are in a weakened position to continue the cultural practices of governing themselves independently. But as a whole, the documentary is not simply a rational-critical argument with the government’s seven criteria for federal recognition, for that line of reasoning has been rehearsed over the course of the many documents on file with the BIA. 

Instead, the structure of Hiding in Plain Sight primarily relies on an extended series of such critical incidents to illustrate concretely how it was that a collective currently numbering more than 350 people was able to “hide in plain sight” of the American mainstream so successfully that the U.S. government now claims that it does not exist. Early in the film, a critical incident features Nipmuck patriarch Payne Henries, lauded in his 1936 obituary as “the last of the Nipmucks” by the local newspaper. As one reads deeper into the article, however, the most surprising detail is that the mainstream writer ritualistically includes the standard “survived by” clause followed by a list of Henries’ three surviving children, a sister, and several nieces and nephews—all without a hint of recognition of the flaw in such logic. We must interpret that, in his view of the world, an “Indian” was a person who lived in the forest, survived on the “barter system,” and continued to dress and groom in native style. And any Native who came into town, took a job, learned English, and dressed like a white person ceased to be indigenous.

Together, this and the other critical incidents move in a historical sequence to show how cultural conditions have changed dramatically enough in America that the Nipmuck people now feel it is safe to “come out of hiding.” This feeling was overtly absent from the lives of previous generations. Now in her sixties, Loving One Swenson recounts in one incident how she and many other children of her generation lived in constant fear of being “taken” from their families by officials of the state social services because they “weren’t being raised properly” by their native parents. An older tribal elder, Kenneth Kind Warrior White, recounts how his brother was, in fact, taken by the state as a young adolescent and put in a reform school because he was deemed “out of control” based on repeated violent responses to schoolyard teasing and physical bullying for his skin color and ethnicity. After reform school, the brother was given the choice of joining the U.S. military or going to jail. He took the military option but then was so broken emotionally and psychologically by traumatic experiences in the Air Force that, as Kind Warrior puts it, he “went mental” received a medical discharge, and returned home a “broken” man.

As these critical incidents move forward to consider the lived experience of the current generation of young Nipmucks, the hostile treatment by whites shifts noticeably. The discrimination becomes subtler. The film closes with compelling stories that tease out the complexities of what remains of Nipmuck cultural identities after more than three centuries in hiding. 

Pursuing the Promise of Informed Action 

The rhetorical model informing the design of the documentary frames reception largely in terms of informed action: the idea that participants will take what they learn and put it to use in their own spheres of influence. This is actionable knowledge—new understandings and arguments that might inform future response to the problem” (Higgins, Long and Flower 13, emphasis added). Surely, other consequences also matter. But the distinct promise of informed action is that people will take what they learn from a problem-solving dialogue to create options in their own spheres of influence that are responsive to the life experiences and social circumstances of others. Informed action is one of the strongest arguments in activist rhetoric defending the hard work and sustained effort required of diverse constituents to design, host, get off work for, engage in, clean up after, and document effective community problem-solving dialogues.  So the question became, if this rhetorical model stakes a claim of social change and yet that change is not the single judiciary ruling of public policy, not the sea change of a social movement, what kind of change is it that a dialogical model of public engagement strives to engender? Of what value is it?
On the one hand, the documentary worked to launch local attention to the Nipmuck tribe’s existence. That is, Hiding in Plain Sight has proven capable of calling together local publics and serving as a catalyst for extended discussion. In the past two-and-a-half years, several dozen organizations in the region have asked to see and discuss the film—organizations ranging from the Springfield Museum to the Daughters of the American Revolution in Uxbridge, Massachusetts, to various historical societies. The following case study suggests a consequence of such a community conversations.

What I’d like to venture this morning is that the design of the documentary’s production process—by which tribal members and college students co-constructed content for the film through the shared use of story-behind-the story, rivaling and critical incident problem-solving strategies—circulated actionable knowledge regarding a previously neglected local controversy. What I would test with you is the extent to which such cultural work offers a grounded example of lived democracy.
Informed Action of a Historical Society Director

We recently conducted a cued-recall interview with Kind Warrior White and the director of the Sturbridge Historical Society in western Massachusetts, Robert Briere, both men in their mid-sixties. Briere had sponsored an evening showing and discussion of the film at the Sturbridge Historical Society after hearing that a nearby college had produced a documentary about the Nipmuck People. One year later, Kind Warrior White and Briere agreed to meet us for a retrospective cued-recall interview session. In this retrospective interview, Briere explains his initial interest in the Nipmuck’s documentary:

I thought this would be an interesting program. It’s not always easy to find a program that will interest Sturbridge people because they’re looking for something strictly Sturbridge. They don’t care too much about other towns. But they are interested in our history.

My colleagues and I had been particularly intrigued by the opportunity to show the documentary in Sturbridge as we knew it was the hometown of Kind Warrior White, and of his deceased brother who had been taken away first to reform school and then to the military where he had been psychologically broken—as described in the film. In short, one of the most intense and painful critical events narrated in the film had taken place almost entirely in Sturbridge. Kind Warrior White anticipated that many of the white participants at the film showing would discover unexpected personal connections to events in the film. His anticipation turned out to be most accurate. 


At the time that Briere requested to feature Hiding in Plain Sight as a program for Sturbridge’s historical society, he says his working theory of the Nipmuck was an empty set. In the interview, he asserts: “I guess when we first started talking about having the video, the idea was to learn something, to learn about Nipmuck culture. We didn’t know anything about it, and the people who came to the meeting that night, they didn’t know anything about it either. That’s for sure.” Briere remarks on his own surprise in discovering the relevance of the film’s title to his “good friend Kenny White”: “I was very happy and pleased to see on the video disc my good friend Kenny White. I didn’t realize Kenny was Indian. I knew his skin was a little darker than mine, but I never gave it a second thought. We were just kids.” By implication, prior to the public forum featuring the film, nothing about the Sturbridge’s history with the Nipmuck could direct, or inform, Briere’s work for the historical society or his understanding of himself and his Native and non-Native neighbors as residents of Sturbridge. In other words, the institutional violence and practices that had sent the Nipmuck into hiding had been successfully naturalized and rendered invisible. 

Briere vividly recalled his boyhood memories of Paul White: the nails he threw at passersby from a second floor balcony, the names of family members (“Aunt May,” “Uncle Dave”) to whom he had fled for sanctuary—regardless of whether he was “in the right or wrong.” Much of the interview between Kind Warrior White and Briere captures Briere actively revising his understanding of the troubled brother Paul White. Part of this reconstruction acknowledges that he, too, had ostracized Paul: “And I think I may have been one of the kids who picked on [him] even from time to time. And I look back and think, ‘Ah, dumb. There was no reason for that.’” But the negotiation is more than a confession. It also raises a new possibility for Briere, who poses the hypothesis that having to hide in plain sight while his culture was under siege could well have contributed to the young Paul’s anomie. Briere concludes with the positive reflection: “I was taken aback that Ken was opening himself up to the world, to his neighbors, to those who grew up and just didn’t realize.”


Hiding in Plain Sight challenged Briere to rethink his perceptions of Paul White. Although the documentary included several other similar critical incidents, it was Kind Warrior’s problem narrative of his brother’s life that Briere found most productively troubling. Briere’s transformed understanding of Paul White likewise rewrites not only his perceptions of this man but also Briere’s growing understanding of the Nipmuck people who have been “hiding in plain sight” right in his hometown. As director of Sturbridge’s historical society, Briere is positioned to put this new understanding into action in the community, something that he has worked deliberately to do. Through transformed understanding, people challenge the limiting effects of what Pierre Bourdieu has called “habitus”—the socially conditioned attitudes and behaviors that otherwise circumscribe so much of our daily lives (53).


In the interview with Kind Warrior White, Briere explains how he has found ways to put that transformed understanding into play within his own sphere of influence. Now when in his role as historical society director Briere is contacted regarding a possible Native American burial site, his new professional response is to contact Kind Warrior White, someone whom he had known for sixty years but until now hadn’t realized was Native American. Briere comments: “But this is who I lean on now to say, ‘I think we have found something here. Could you look at it?’ And [Kind Warrior White] is very quick to say, ‘Let’s go. Let’s go take a look.’” In the interview, after a quick glance at Kind Warrior for permission to continue, Briere recounts the story of their recent visit to a disturbed gravesite. From the experience, Briere proposes that town planners in New England take a more responsible stance toward development in their areas. In his proposal, he acknowledges that native burial sites are at risk of looting and, thus, should not be publicized. 


The interview suggests Briere performs his own professional role not as an expert but as public worker whose understanding of his role in his community has been transformed because of what he learned from Hiding in Plain Sight. For Briere, his engagement with Hiding in Plain Sight is tied both to his personal history, one which he shares with Kind Warrior White as men growing up and then growing old together in the town of Sturbridge, and to his role as director of a historical society. Additionally, while Briere’s engagement leads to a proposal that town planners take more proactive steps to protect Indian burial sites, he stakes his claims for this plan not in an argument he’s got to win but in a new practice he’s already forged in partnership with Kind Warrior White by requesting his (and subsequently his son’s) presence and participation at meetings that involve construction projects in areas where Native Americans have buried the dead. 
Conclusion

The fact still stands: A native tribe that not only can but has traced its heritage back thousands of years (once archaeological evidence is added into the mix) is still being told by the U.S. government that it does not exist. Had the securing of federal recognition been the overriding goal of the partnership, another model of rhetorical education would have been a better choice to inform the project’s design—for instance, having students study behind-the-scenes bargaining that other Native tribes have carried out with public partners, especially members of the casino industry, to achieve recognition. In support of this approach, within an hour drive of the historic Nipmuck homeland are two of the most successful Indian casinos in America, Foxwoods and Mohegan Sun. 


However, from the outset of the project, the idea of producing a documentary suited the Nipmucks’ insistence that they did not want to involve themselves with the casino industry. The Nipmuck people are now appealing the federal rejection of tribal identity and are considering alternate routes to federal recognition such as through the courts, which their neighbors, the Narragansetts (i.e., the “Thanksgiving Indians” of traditional white American lore) have just accomplished successfully after a similar decades-long ordeal. 

Today, scholars debate the price and place of the distinct class of rhetorical knowledge treated in this study: technai—as embodied in the problem-solving strategies that shaped the design of the documentary. According to Atwill, in the classical texts of Homer and Hesiod, these inventional strategies “deform[ed] limits into new paths” across rhetorical situations. However, on the whole, these days scholars tend to be uneasy about invention and intervention when rhetoric takes to the street (Long, “Rhetorical” 15-20). With strong reasons, both Kirk Branch and Paula Mathieu suggest that given the complexities of our risk-ridden world, given the threat of institutional interests to usurp those of community residents, it is more ethical and more theoretically sound to promote spontaneous tactics over more deliberate (yet still flexible) technai, such as the strategic planning that helped chart a way forward for the Nipmuck Documentary Project.

 
This project offers up additional evidence for this discussion—not only for the purpose of refining postmodern theoretical approaches to rhetorical in(ter)vention, but also to encourage imaginative and humane responses in the face of failure, disillusionment, and bureaucratic brick walls. Such research suggests that invention can help members of local publics build realistically complex representations of human affairs; that invention can help community members to take inventive, responsive and feasible courses of action in the face of these new intercultural understandings.
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