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Regional Learning Project, University of Montana

Unit Three 

Readings Overview


This unit’s readings contain three pieces which deal, in turn, with measles, imagery of Indians, and land in the American imagination.  First, Robert Boyd sets out to clear up inaccuracies and misperceptions about the 1847-48 measles epidemic.  He examines measles’ role in the Whitman massacre and finds that conventionally held beliefs about that role are misguided.  He also deals with fear and misunderstandings that occurred within Indian population and between Indians and missionaries.


The piece by Richard Drinnon is a chapter from his classic work.  It does not have a straight-forward thesis as a freestanding article would, but contains much important information that continues our examinations of non-Indian perceptions of Indians.  Drinnon examines the way Indian-hating was propagated in the service of empire building.  Indians were associated with fear-inducing nature, and you may find the way Indians were made to appear less than human in order to convince the population of the necessity of fighting and displacing them disturbingly familiar.  Drinnon organizes this long, sprawling chapter into shorter, more manageable sections, each of which deals with a specific individual.

John Opie tackles the immense topic of land.  Land, he finds, has had a great deal of power over the American imagination for a long time.  Key to this influence was the Land Ordinance Survey of 1785 that imposed new system on “formless” wilderness.

Key Questions to keep in mind while reading:

1.   After reading the essay by Robert Boyd and listening to Harry Fritz’s lecture for Week Seven, how much influence do you believe measles had on the outcome of the Whitman Massacre?  

2.   Based on what you have studied so far and on the pieces by Drinnon and Opie, how much influence does image or imagination have on policy?  Do you think that the great “myth” of the American West (however you choose to define that myth) was intentionally created by those in power to accomplish their particular political agendas?  Can our images of ourselves and our pasts ever be removed from the political agendas that surrounded their creation?  In other words, can the images or myths we hold ever be benign? 

3.   Do you think that images (even subconscious) of Indians have changed since the nineteenth century?  Have they gotten more realistic and rounded or have one set of stereotypes simply replaced another?  Do you think the general public holds different images than academics or politicians do?  Do those images influence modern policy either positively or negatively?  What about land?  Can American land policy ever be separated from its myth?
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