3.  What were the main characteristics of North American Indian life at the time of 

      contact with European settlers?

All North American Indian tribes seem to be generalized when analyzing and studying their way of life. When the Europeans ventured over to the New World, they encountered these people who lived drastically different lives than themselves. Most of the solid, first-hand knowledge that is known about how the Native Americans lived comes from these white Europeans because they had a written language and kept careful records of all that they did. I am curious about what we might learn had the Native Americans themselves developed a written language, and specifically what they might categorize and label as the main characteristics of their culture. If the Native Americans had been able to record their experiences, we might see a whole other side to the story of their lives and how they lived.

In his work, Foner gives an extremely brief generalization of the major characteristics of Native American tribes, asserting that “…Indian societies had perfected techniques of farming, hunting, and fishing, developed structures of political power and religious belief, and engaged in far-reaching networks of trade and communication” (Foner, pg. 19). Are these the aspects of their lives that the Native Americans would have listed as some of their main characteristics? Since the Native Americans lived drastically different lifestyles than the European settlers, the main focus of characteristics attributed to Native Americans seems to be spawned off of the aspects that varied between these two cultures. For example, Foner explains in great detail how the Indian attitudes towards property were drastically different than those of the Europeans ( Foner, pg. 21). So, the Indian view and appreciation of nature has always been assumed to be one of their main characteristics. Perhaps if we looked through the eyes of a Native American, this would not be so. In fact, they might attribute the aspect of gaining/controlling land as one of the Europeans’ main characteristics because they placed such a high value on it. Just because an aspect of the Native American life is different from that of the European does not mean that aspect is one of their main characteristics that describes who these people were.

Looking through the eyes of a Native American, we can see their point of view on their own lives. Foner declares that some of the main characteristics of Indian life were farming, hunting, fishing, political power, religion, trade, and communication (Foner, pg. 19).  However, when studying the artifacts that have been recovered from an excavation site, specifically that of the Susquehannock and Schultz sites, slightly different conclusions can be reached. Archaeologists have recovered several types of stone tools from this site, and they are assumed to be tools for agricultural work (Bissell Brown, pg. 15). They have also recovered some native-made pottery from the Schultz site, and it is intricately decorated with patterns (Bissell Brown, pg. 13). These objects give a glimpse into a first-hand account by the Indians themselves about how they lived their lives. The tools suggest that they focused their lives on farming and providing for their people. The tools show that farming was one of the main characteristics of their lives as well, but may also imply that working hard for the survival and good of their tribe is also a characteristic of their lives. Through their eyes, their cohesive and tight-knit communities were important to them. These artifacts suggest more than their mere functional use. In the eyes of a Native American from that time, they may even go as far as to suggest that they hold an entirely different meaning other than agricultural use. The tools may represent their value on relationships. It may represent the importance of the relationship of an individual with their tribe and their role in the tribe, which directly relates to the tribe’s success and survival. Perhaps these tools represent one of the main characteristics of Native American life that was looked over by the Europeans: the importance of the relationship between the individual and their tribe, and the value that that person had as a tribal member. The Europeans may have overlooked this characteristic because it is more internal, and can only be seen if one is apart of the tribe itself. This characteristic of individual importance to a society is analogous to individuals in the European society as well, and since the Europeans seemed to focus on the differences between the Native Americans and themselves, perhaps this aspect of Indian life was overlooked and never mentioned. 

Although the main characteristics of Native American life may simply be those that have been discussed in detail by Foner, there may be others that cannot be concluded by taking a look at how the Native Americans lived their everyday lives. If we could read their hearts’ journals, we may find that their values and how they would categorize their own lives may be extremely different from how we think they are. The artifacts that are discovered at excavation sites may show how they lived their lives, but they may suggest more about human interaction with a whole. While looking at an analogous situation of my own life, others may come up with conclusions about who I am and how I live based on what others write about me or the objects I own, but they could never fully understand my life and who I am without direct information from myself. Otherwise, the closest that they could come to understanding me is by trying to put themselves in my shoes. Therefore, if we try to look through the eyes of a Native American, we might see a whole new world of possibility and culture that really explains the heart of who these people were. 

