Zitkala-Sa Reflects on Her Experiences at Indian Schools, 1900.
Zitkala-Sa was born to a Sioux mother and white father in the Dakota Territory in 1876. She attended a
Quaker Indian School in Indiana and then Earlham College, and she worked as a teacher at the
Carlisle Indian School in 1898 and 1899. After leaving the Carlisle School, she wrote about her
experiences as an Indian living in white America, and helped found the Society of American Indians,
an early civil rights organization devoted to Native American causes. In the excerpt from her
autobiography below, she reflects on the shortcomings of Indian education as she experienced it at the
Carlisle School and similar institutions.
"Leaving my mother, I returned to the school in the East. As months passed over me, I slowly
comprehended that the large army of white teachers in Indian schools had a larger missionary creed
than I had suspected.
It was one which included self-preservation quite as much as Indian education. When I saw an opiumeater holding a position as a teacher of Indians, I did not understand what good was expected, until a
Christian in power replied that this pumpkin-colored creature had a feeble mother to support. An
inebriate paleface sat stupid in a doctor's chair, while Indian patients carried their ailments to untimely
graves, because his fair wife was dependent upon him for her daily food.
I find it hard to count that white man a teacher who tortured an ambitious Indian youth by frequently
reminding the brave changeling that he was nothing but a "government pauper."
Though I burned with indignation upon discovering on every side instances no less shameful than those
I have mentioned, there was no present help. Even the few rare ones who have worked nobly for my
race were powerless to choose workmen like themselves. To be sure, a man was sent from the Great
Father to inspect Indian schools, but what he saw was usually the students" sample work made for
exhibition. I was nettled by this sly cunning of the workmen who hoodwinked the Indians" pale Father
at Washington. . . .
In the process of my education I had lost all consciousness of the nature world around me. Thus, when
a hidden rage took me to the small white-walled prison which I then called my room, I unknowingly
turned away from my one salvation.
Alone in my room, I sat like the petrified Indian woman of whom my mother used to tell me. I wished
my heart's burdens would turn me to unfeeling stone. But alive, in my tomb, I was destitute!
For the white man's papers I had given up my faith in the Great Spirit. For these same papers I had
forgotten the healing in trees and brooks. On account of my mother's simple view of life, and my lack
of any, I gave her up, also. I made no friends among the race of people I loathed. Like a slender tree, I
had been uprooted from my mother, nature, and God. I was shorn of my branches, which had waved in
sympathy and love for home and friends. The natural coat of bark which had protected my
oversensitive nature was scraped off to the very quick."
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