
changeagent.nelrc.org — March 2019 — The Change Agent       9

Indigenous Peoples

BEFORE YOU READ: What happened in 1492? 
What does “atrocity” mean? What could help you 
prepare to read this article?

Historians believe that before 1492, there were 
more than 10 million Indigenous people living 
north of Mexico. By 1900, most of them had been 
killed; less than 300,000 Indigenous people were 
still alive.1 White European invaders killed Indig-

they used them to attack Native people.

land and on to reservations. Many Native 
people died from starvation or from the cold.2

their traditions. For example, they built rail-
road tracks through their land, and they killed 
all the buffalo for sport.3

During the 20th century, the U.S. government 
continued committing atrocities against Indig-
enous people. On reservations, Indigenous people 
were extremely poor. They had poor health care 
and education. They had high death rates and 
high infant mortality rates. Apparently, it wasn’t 
enough that so many Native people died. People 
representing the U.S. government attacked Native 

4

-
lies and forced them to live in board-
ing schools, where they were not 
allowed to speak their language.

into white families. Today, in 
some tribes, one out of four Na-
tive children are growing up in 
white families.5

Since 1492: A History of Atrocities and Struggle

their lands, and pollute their lands with nucle-
ar waste and oil pipelines.6 (See pp. 28-31.)

Despite these atrocities, Native people persist. 
They are setting up schools to teach Native lan-

their lands and water. They are using income from 
casinos to support their tribes.7 They are setting 
up truth and reconciliation processes (see p. 55), 
so that there can be some healing from the crimes 
committed against them. Today, there are 5 million 
Native Americans.8

AFTER YOU READ: In Indigenous culture, it is 
common to show gratitude to the ancestors. By 
reading this article, what have you learned about 
North American Indigenous people’s ancestors?

Cynthia Peters is the editor of The Change Agent.
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