Powwow

“So you want me to choose between
going to powwows and being with you.
Well, I made up my mind. Come here
pretty darling, give me a kiss goodbye”

OJIBWE SONG BY PIPESTONE SINGERS

What is a powwow?

The word powwow is actually derived from a term for spiritual
leader in the Narragansett and Massachusett languages but
was later misapplied to many types of ceremonial and secu-
lar events. Although Ojibwe drum ceremonies and traditional
Dakota wacipi dances sometimes are referred to as powwows

today'’s events are commonly secular, not ceremonial, and mwm
widely practiced all over North America. They usually last any-
where from one to three days, and they are open to people of all
tribes, genders, ages, and races. Powwows are primarily dance
events, where people wear sometimes elaborate beadwork

feathers, and other regalia and dance to a wide array of mobmm.

performed by numerous drum groups, each comprised of any-

where from five to twenty singers. The powwow is a relatively

new cultural form, although one of the most vibrant in all of

Indian country.!

Many tribes from the Northern Plains and Great Lakes had
different types of drum ceremonies and war dances at the time
of first contact with Europeans. From these ceremonies evolved
a more secular dance that often involved people from many
different tribes. It used to be that each eagle feather worn by
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an Indian represented a deed done in battle—a kill, wound, or
scalp—so wearing a feather bonnet, bustle, or dog soldier hat
marked one as a fearsome warrior. Often, warriors and chiefs
proudly displayed their feathers at treaty signings and dip-
lomatic events, showing their military might, parading into
the compounds of U.S. Army forts, for example. This custom
evolved into the current grand entry, where Indians of all ages
and genders parade into the dance arbor, although it is still vet-

erans who lead. Styles of dance from the Omaha (grass dance),

Dakota (war dance), Ojibwe (jingle dress), and other tribes were
freely shared across tribal lines.

In the 1960s and 1970s, tribal governments in many places
began to devote financial resources to support powwows, en-
couraging participation by providing meals and even money
to dancers and singers. The custom grew into sometimes ex-
travagant displays and even competitions with prize purses for
best singing and dancing in multiple categories. Some of the
wealthiest tribes, such as the Mashantucket Pequot, sponsored
powwows with a total prize purse of more than $1 million. Even
less well-off tribes like Leech Lake {Minnesota) have devoted
hundreds of thousands of dollars to support powwow customs.
The practice is vibrant because an overwhelming majority of
the tribal population participates in powwows, and the custom
transcends lines of religious choice, tribe, and even race. Access
is easy, and the creativity of native artists and musicians finds
fertile ground in the music and regalia.

Powwows also offer safe, sober environments that bring
communities together and usually involve people of all ages,
making them a healthy social option. Some tribal members feel
that the financial support given to powwows is excessive and
eclipses expenditures on other even more important initiatives
such as tribal language and culture revitalization. As money
motivates participation, some see powwows as part of the rapid
cultural change engulfing Indian country. Even though pow-
wow is positive by itself, many say it is not and could never be a
substitute for older lifeways and customs.
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Northern Wind Singers at Leech Lake Contest Powwow in Cass Lake, Minnesota
September 2009
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What do the different styles of dance mean?

There are many different styles of dance. The “men’s traditional”
style, which typically includes a feather bustle worn on the back
and a feathered roach, dog soldier hat, or headdress, is one of the
oldest and one of the most common. It is an evolution of older
war regalia, where warriors earned feathers in battle and dis-
played them at war and scalp dances (but not always in battle).
Today, it is not expected that those who wear such regalia have
“earned” their feathers, although the feathers are stiil highly
respected. Because in former times each feather represented a
human being who was killed or wounded, a feather that is acci-
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dentally dropped in the powwow arena is usually picked up OMW
by military veterans, who use a mvmﬁm._ mobm to dance mwoc.s a
and retrieve the fallen “comrade.” Traditional ambomwm mimic
actions of warriors and hunters scouting for mbmdﬁmm o.H mmn_u_m.
Another common men’s dance is the “grass dance. O:m.:_m M
a distinct style used only in the Omaha Grass _u.mbnm moﬂmgb Ha
spread to other tribes and became very popular in ﬁrM GNOm Mmm
remains so today. Dancers do not usually have feather bus .UM
although they do often have head roaches made of porcupi

Men'’s traditional dancer
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and deer hair, sometimes with a feather or two. The body of
the outfit includes aprons with long fringe that mimics the ac-
tion of grass blowing in the wind. The dancers themselves spin,
turn, and move their feet as if they were moving in tall grass, al}
to the beat of the drum.

Men'’s “fancy dance” is a derivation of the older traditiong]
style. It incorporates many elements of traditional regalia, but
usually with bright colors and double bustles that are not always
made of eagle feathers. The dancers display rapid footwork and
éven gymnastic moves, spinning, cartwheeling, and Jjumping,
Among the most popular styles to watch, it is much more widely
practiced at competition powwows than traditional ones.

There are other styles of men'’s dance as well, most of which
involve mimicking the actions or motions of birds or animals,
There are also Mmany variations in styles of beadwork. The east-
ern Great Lakes often use more floral designs, while the west-
ern Great Lakes and Plains tribes often favor more geometric
patterns, but dancers are free to create whatever they wish.
Although some purchase their dance regalia, most make their
own or have family members help them, incorporating personal
colors acquired at their naming ceremonies, from dreams, or
while fasting,

In older dance forms that predated powwows, women did
not always dance or sing in all tribes. Today, women sing on
Powwow drums in Washington State and other places but are
often forbidden or strongly discouraged from doing so in other
parts of Indian country. The same is no longer true for dance.
Powwow dancing is as popular and widely practiced among
women as it is among men.

The “women’s traditional” dance has many variations in re-
galia. Southern Plains style often incorporate elk teeth as evi-
dence of the hunting skill of a woman’s mate. Western tribes
sometimes make use of the cowry shell, although that item has
religious significance for many Great Lakes tribes and is less
common there. Typically, the outfits incorporate elaborate bead-
work and very long fringe, and gentle dance motions rock the

Men's grass dancer

Men's fancy dancer
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Women's jingle dress dancer

Opposite:
Women's fancy shawl dancer

Women's traditional dancer
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fringe back and forth. Often, women’s traditional dancers ring
the outside edge of the dance arbor in a circle around the men.

The women’s “jingle dress” style involves a long, tight dress
covered in numerous jingles, often constructed from snuff can
lids or other metal. The jingles make a swooshing sound. The
jingle dress style evolved from an Ojibwe man’s dream of the
dress around the time of World War L The jingle part of the re-
galia was believed to have healing power. Sometimes jingle dress
healing songs are performed at powwows, but usually the secu-
lar version of the dance is on display.

Women'’s “fancy shawl” is the other popular form of female
dance. The attire involves a colorful dress and shawl. The danc-
er spins and moves her arms to mimic the actions of a butterfly
coming out of its cocoon and flitting about the arena.
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Why are “49” songs sung in English?

”

The “49” song accompanies one of the few partner dances ex.

hibited at powwows. The music is differentiated from other .

powwow songs by its slower and syncopated rhythm, to which
partners hold hands and move in a long line, twisting and wind-
ing around the arena, following the moves of the lead couple,
The music uses English in part because this dance is inspired
by French and English partner dance customs but also because
is it an especially popular form of music among young singers.
Over time, it has sought to entertain with wit and even popular
culture lines, such as “you got the right one, baby,” and “good
ol’ fashioned Indian lovin” It's part of the culture of the music,

How come they have a prize purse at powwows?

Not all Indians are happy about this development, although it
is a huge part of the life of many native people. Competition
for prize money in various styles of dance and singing derives
from the rodeo component of powwow’s origins. As the dances
became more rigidly stylized and secular and less ceremonial,
this was an easy segue. Today, tribes with significant financial
means often offer large prize purses to draw numerous singers,
dancers, and spectators. It is seen as a way to show local hospi-
tality, raise the profile of the host community in Indian country,
and demonstrate authentic culture to outsiders,

Some Indians oppose the proliferation of contest powwows
over traditional powwows and other cultural forms, They say
that placing a monetary value on participants’ abilities to sing
and dance supplants older cultural ideals of community cohe-
sion, inclusiveness, and respectful generosity.

Powwow is the largest and fastest-growing part of Indian
culture today. It is everywhere. Tribes like Leech Lake (Minne-
sota) spend over a hundred thousand dollars on prize money for
Labor Day contest powwows alone; and Leech Lake has at least
a dozen powwows a year, ranging in size from its large contest
powwow to several smaller community powwows. The powwow
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pudget for Leech Lake completely eclipses Q.mcw_ E.Gmw&ncamw
on traditional culture and Ojibwe language revitalization, an
that’s what really bothers some tribal Bmﬂ&mnm.. -
Tribes and tribal people are agents of their own QM E.H
change. The modern powwow is a Smﬂn.oamu healthy mwﬂ mEMm
of people from many communities. ﬂ .Hm a joyous mo.Qm. m<mm X
and source of community pride. But it is nota substitution fo

traditional religion or ways of life.

Can white people dance at powwows?

Yes. Although there are prohibitions against the vmﬂin.%m.ﬂos
of outsiders in ceremonial events and customs for some tribes,
powwow has no such official barriers. Furthermore, as the num-
ber of Indians with light complexions has grown over the past
few decades, many nonnative people may even be assumed to Nm
native at powwows. The powwow emcee will .E.E.ocnnm to the
audience if there is a special honor song or mxr__u.a.os mob.m for M
certain style of dance. Otherwise, powwow musIcC 15 nobmamww
and often called inter- -
tribal—open to people
of all tribes and races.

Schemitzun Powwow poster,
Mashantucket Pequot, 1995
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Do women sing at powwows?

Yes. Women from all tribes sing in a variety of secular and cere-
monial functions, but there are rules and sometimes those rules
are gendered. Some types of ceremonial music are exclusively
male and other types exclusively female. For most Great Lakes
tribes and many others, women do not touch ceremonial big
drums or even powwow drums. Men sit around those drums
and do the drumming and most of the singing, although wom-
eén can and often do stand or sit behind the men, singing with
them, usually an octave above to the same melody.

The first ceremonial drum that the Dakota gave to the
Ojibwe came through the vision of a Dakota woman who “saw”
men singing at the drum and women sitting behind the men,
singing with them. That practice carried over to secular forms
of singing on large drums for the Ojibwe, Menominee, Potawa-
tomi, and others. For those tribes, it is not seen as an exclusion
of women but rather as the greatest way to respect the vision
of the woman who “gave birth to the drum” Tribes in the Pa-
cific Northwest do not have the same prohibitions, and women
often sing on larger powwow drums there. But tribal people re-
spect the traditions of the host communities, including their
varying protocols for gender and singing,

What is the protocol for gifts at powwows?

Visitors are not required to give gifts at powwows, where it
is the host community’s responsibility to show generosity to
others. Toward the end of the powwow, the host community
usually sponsors a giveaway, during which they make large piles
of blankets and other goods and distribute them to dancers,
helpers, and spectators. Sometimes a family will sponsor a give-
away. Once in a while, a family that is having a hard time might
ask for a blanket dance to solicit donations for travel or health
care. Contributing money during a blanket dance is a free will
donation.

Tribal Languages

“This is our language. It is the sound

of the waves crashing on the shore, the
sound of the wind in the pines, the rustle

of the leaves in autumn. It is the sound

of the birds singing in the forest and the
wolves howling in the distance. This is

our language, from which we obtain life,
our means of knowing who we are, this
sacred gift, bestowed upon us by our creator”

: PR |
GORDON JOURDAIN, Lac La Croix (Ontario)

How many tribal languages are spoken in North America?

There may have been as many as five hundred &mabnﬁ. tribal
languages in North America prior to sustained ooamnm ;:ﬁr.mc-
ropeans. There are now around 180, but the number um mrzb_ﬂ
ing quickly. All world languages are members of families, suc
as the Germanic or Romance language families. And languages
in the same families (like English and German) vmﬁ.mwgm
similarities, although they are not always mutually intelligible.
There are fifty-six language families in North America and 9.\9.
three times that number in South America. Sometimes Z.mﬂ<m
American languages spoken by groups that are mmomam@rwoﬁq
adjacent (like Ojibwe and Dakota) are as different as Chinese

and English.
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Which ones have a chan
from  one ce to be here 3 hundred years

There are currently about twenty tribal languages in the Upjp..,i8
Nited.

States and Canada spoken by significant numbers of chilg

They include Ojibwe, Cree, Ottawa, Diné (Navajo), Ha .HmP_

gual speakers of the triba] language. Usually, English is used f
/ or

Some aspects of daily life (school, job, or social). Even in remot,
. e

become the peer language for some of the youngest a

People are worried about the future vitality of triba] Wm i
everywhere in the United States and Canada. In Mexi o s
ow Em‘m.:.u&w Mayan languages have large :E.z,cmnm omﬁo\ MMBm
(six million total), including significant groups of mo mw.m al
speakers, and their future Seems certain in some Emnmw wed

Why are fluency rates higher in Canada?

some iti i
pome communities (accessed primarily by floatplane or boat)
as helped to keep rates higher in a few areas .
So iti .
me communities also haye unique circumstances Mani

3
b
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TRIBAL LANGUAGES

Jarge groupP of Dakota who escaped military attack and persecu-
rion in southern Minnesota in 1862 by settling in Canada. Their
descendents have been especially tenacious about language re-
vitalization in recent years, creating a living resource for today’s
Minnesota Dakota noBB:Eamm in their own language revital-

ization work.

It seems like tribal languages won't give native people
a leg up in the modern world. Why are tribal languages

important to Indians?

In fact, tribal languages do give Indians a leg up in the mod-

ern world. The Waadookodaading Ojibwe Immersion Charter

School in Reserve, Wisconsin, has for ten years garnered a 100

percent pass rate on state-mandated tests administered in En-
glish, and the teachers do not speak to the kids in English until
the higher grades. Even wealthy, predominantly white suburban
school districts don't usually score so consistently high. Tribal
language education is a powerful tool for the development of
everything from cognitive function to basic self-esteem.

Indian people value their languages for many other reasons
as well. They are cornerstones of identity, and their use keeps
us recognizable to our ancestors. They are defining features of
nationhood. The retention of tribal languages tells the world
that we have not been assimilated, in spite of five hundred years
of concerted effort to achieve that. They are the only customary
languages for many ceremonies, a gateway to spiritual under-
standing. And tribal languages encapsulate unique tribal world
views. They define us as distinct peoples.

Why should tribal languages be important to
everyone else?
I always tell the deans and president at Bemidji State Univer-

sity, where I work, that when people call for the “Department
of Foreign Languages” to be sure to direct them to the English
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Department. Tribal languages are modern, domestic languages,
They are the first languages of this land and the first languages
of the first Americans. These facts alone should make their re.
tention especially important. The proven links between aca-
demic achievement and cultura] and linguistic competency for
native youth also indicate that everyone should want the most
successful strategies employed to bridge the educational and
economic achievement gaps for Indians so that natives can be
the best possible neighbors and need fewer entitlements to alle-
viate poverty, reducing the tax burden for all. But even more im-
portant, the survival of tribal languages and cultures is a litmus
test for the morality of our nation and its ability to provide for
the needs of all of its citizens, If the United States can enable
and support the retention of cultural and linguistic diversity,
its strength and moral position is obvious, rather than tainted.

What are the challenges to successfully revitalizing tribal
languages?

Some tribal languages have no speakers left and very few writ-
ten resources. The Hebrew language was revived almost two
thousand years after it became moribund, but in a form highly
altered from its original use and with the help of lots of written
material and a large population of people committed to seeing
that result. The deck is stacked against many tribes accomplish-
ing something similar. The places that have a good chance of
making a successful intervention have a critical mass of fluent
speakers and a growing body of resources (books, audio record-
ings, and computer materials for instruction). The challenges
are finding adequate language resources, certified teachers flu-
ent in the target language, and financial support. Often tribal
government support is limited, as resources are diverted to
entitlements or because tribal leaders do not see the value of
Preserving their own languages. Lighting the fire for a major
revitalization is challenging in many places, even where the po-
tential for intervention is great.
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i ?
when were tribal languages first written down?

Some tribes did write before mcnowmmb:noamnﬁ. The Zm%mﬂm
had a unique system of writing. The Ou__us_.m.cmmm BSmBMDD
devices written on birch bark to preserve critical EWQ.MJ __o:..
But the formal writing systems developed for BOmn.QH. a Mmm
guages were introduced after European contact. E_mMSbwbam
wanted the Bible and other religious ﬂmxﬁ.m to enter the H..MH.& .
and hearts of Indians as quickly as vOmm.HEm‘ w:m moBMw ZM -
‘lot of work with tribal languages to mnr_gm. their mﬁwm . ot
systems used roman letters. Some, like syllabics (emp N.wa o
Cree and Ojibwe), used unique symbols. mm@zowﬁ.r aC Mﬂo ml.
silversmith, developed a syllabary for Cherckee. His sylla m__Q -
the first to be independently created by a member of a bon.u EMH
ate people—was formally adopted by the mrm«.o_am ZNGMM -
1825 and is still employed today, recently being w.uno%oam :
a language on the Macintosh and iPhone operating systems.

Sequoyah developed the Cherokee syllabary even
though he was not literate in other languages.
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Many tribal languages were never written. Why do they
write them now?

At one point in time, white people never used cars, so why
do they use them now? Because it makes life easier and more
efficient. Indians also at one point did not have cars, or elec-
tricity, or writing systems for most of their languages. But thoge
things can improve quality of life or ease of communication,
Still, there is not universal agreement about the writing of
tribal language. The Pueblos are among the strictest in their
insistence that the language remain oral and not written. Most
tribes accept the writing of tribal languages but may not agree
on specific writing systems. In most places, there is an increas-
Ing awareness that writing can be a critical part of developing
needed resources, preserving critical information, and stabiliz-
ing languages.

Why is it funnier in indian?

All languages have their words comprised of smaller parts of
words called morphemes. In English, those morphemes come
from the language’s Germanic roots, from Latin, Greek, and
many other languages, so everyday speakers of English do not
commonly know the roots of words, But the opposite is often
true for many tribal languages, whose speakers know the deeper
meanings behind their words and can then communicate on
two levels—using words and the deeper meaning behind them.
That makes it easier to have plays on words, puns, descriptions,
and names converge in ways that give greater meaning and hu-
mor to many situations.

In Gjibwe, for example, the word .m@oc&@@énﬁcznh means
“pants” or, literally, “leggings that sew up the hind end”” Ojibwe
people must have thought pants were hilariously impractical in
a cold-weather climate where one had to take the entire works
down to relieve oneself, when someone with a skirt or breech-
clout and leggings had quick and easy access. Even toda , when
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Ojibwe people regularly wear pants instead of breechclouts, the
word still elicits a chuckle.

How do tribal languages encapsulate a different
world view? :

Just as morphemes carry possibilities for humor, they .Emo carry
deeper and more resonant meanings that shape m#%cmmm. In
.Ojibwe, for example, the word for an old SoBmP..SS%&MQﬂ
literally means “one who holds things together,” describing
the role of the family matriarch. In English, old woman, elderly
woman, and aged woman all speak to age rather than to a more
exalted function for elder women in society. Many SoEmu.awm
their hair, get Botox injections or face lifts, and rarely maBn. to
their true age in order to combat the appearance of growing
older, because the world view of many English language mwmm.w-
ers devalues the role and appearance of older women. But in
the Ojibwe language, there is a revered place for mEm.n women,
one reflected in core values, actions, and the language itself. You
don't have to tell Ojibwe speakers to respect their elders. The re-
spect is built right in with every word one EOE.Q sm.m. to _.mmm.n m.u
them. Even the gender-neutral term for elder in Ojibwe, gichi-
aya'aq, literally means “great being.”




