
The forced migration of Native Americans pushed them to inferior land

A recent study illuminates the economic cost of
land theft. What might reparations look like?
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An 1885 map showing the location of Native American reservations within the limits
of the United States and territories. (Lionel Pincus and Princess Firyal Map Division,
New York Public Library)

The Bureau of Labor Statistics reported in 2018 that 25.4 percent of Indigenous
Americans lived in poverty—a higher number than any other racial or ethnic group.
Unemployment is persistently high among Indigenous people, particularly on
reservations, where one-fifth of the US Indigenous population lives. While this
inequity has many causes, a recent article published in Science magazine sheds
light on one of them: the financial precarity caused by land dispossession due to
forced migration.

Researchers mapped the movements of 380 tribes over several centuries to
compare historically Indigenous land with the land where reservations now exist.
They assessed land quality using measures such as average rainfall, extreme heat
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and wildfire risk, mineral value potential, and agricultural suitability. Stark disparities
emerged, confirming what some Indigenous people have long claimed: their
reservations are on land that’s unable to sustain healthy life in an era of climate
change. The authors conclude that their research illuminates “the factors that
produced current inequities and future risks and should be especially useful for
creating policies for restitution.”

What might such restitution look like? The growing popularity of land
acknowledgments (e.g., “the Christian Century office is located on the traditional
lands of the Potawatomi, Ojibwe, and Odawa people”) has raised awareness of the
forced migration of Indigenous people, but such acknowledgments are rarely
accompanied by any compensation for the land theft. Many homeowners know that
their yards once belonged to Indigenous people, but few know what to do with that
information given the reality that most of the United States sits on stolen land.

One ambitious proposal has come from David Treuer, a member of the Leech Lake
Ojibwe tribe. He argues that the United States should give its national parks—all 85
million acres of them—to Indigenous people. A consortium of tribes would manage
the land, with prohibitions on mineral extraction and development. Treuer
acknowledges that his plan has some practical limitations. Still, he said in an
interview with NPR last April, “this kind of reparation is a chance for the country to
put into practice its best ideals, its noblest impulses. America needs to be reminded
of its capacity for justice, fairness, and compassion.”

People of faith know that putting an ideal into practice can effect real change in
people’s hearts. In this issue’s cover story, Matthew Schlimm explores biblical
models of reparations for slavery that involve both restitution for damages and the
restoration of relationships—including the perpetrator’s relationship with God. “It’s
not that wrongdoers can pay bribes to make artificial peace,” he writes. “Rather,
sacrifices of significance introduce alternate logics and ways of being in the world. . .
. They work sacramentally as outward and visible signs of inward and invisible
changes of attitude.”

Returning land to Indigenous Americans—whether through Treuer’s proposal or by
other means—would mitigate some of the systemic disparities caused by forced
migration. It would open up federal land to the benefits of Indigenous stewardship
practices. It might also transform the hearts of those who owe reparations, moving
us into more compassionate ways of living together through the logic of grace.
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A version of this article appears in the print edition under the title “Whose land?”


