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Abstract. Federal Indian policy during the allotment era intersected with the seg-
regated society of the Jim Crow South to create a market for Indian identity; the 
discourse of Indian blood was the currency of this realm. For the Mississippi Choc-
taws, heirs to the failed promises of allotments for Choctaws remaining in Missis-
sippi granted by the 1830 Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek, a policy known as the 
“full-blood rule of evidence” legitimized their enrollment with the Choctaw Nation 
of Indian Territory following the Dawes Act. This paper analyzes how the Missis-
sippi Choctaws negotiated ideologies of “Indian blood” during their campaign for 
inclusion on the Choctaw Nation rolls. Appropriating the racial language of “full-
blood” as defined by the Dawes Commission, they claimed citizenship in the Choc-
taw Nation by virtue of their “unadulterated” ancestry, their ethnicity, their historic 
role as military allies of the United States, and their treaty rights. Moreover, as thou-
sands of people clamored for enrollment, the Mississippi Choctaws asserted their 
status as full-bloods to distinguish themselves from those claimants whom they 
viewed as pretenders. The Choctaws’ use of racial language thus reflected multi-
faceted meanings that obscured the boundaries between racial and cultural delinea-
tions of ethnic identity. It was strategic to the political moment and did not reflect 
significant changes in the Choctaws’ cultural practices; moreover, it did not become 
the basis for future political divisions based on “blood.” Rather, Choctaws’ racial 
identity as full-blood Indians was a form of political capital in their drive for tribal 
resurgence in the early twentieth century.

In 1901, Mississippi Congressman John Sharp Williams complained to 
Dawes Commissioner Tams Bixby about the enrollment procedures for deter-
mining which Choctaws residing in Mississippi were eligible for inclusion 
on the rolls of the Choctaw Nation of Indian Territory. The Indians in ques-
tion were the descendents of Choctaws who had refused removal hoping to 
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claim allotments in Mississippi under Article 14 of the 1830 Treaty of Danc-
ing Rabbit Creek. The federal government, however, had failed to keep this 
promise, and the Choctaws were dispossessed.1 After 1898, the allotment of 
tribal lands in Indian Territory appeared to be a means to redeem this bro-
ken pledge. The Dawes Commission wanted applicants to produce evidence 
of descent from Article 14 claimants, but Choctaws in Mississippi lacked 
the paperwork to do so. An exasperated Williams had written, “ordinary 
eyesight is the very best testimony possible. A man must be a fool who can-
not tell a full blood, a half blood, or even a quarter blood Indian.”2 Wil-
liams’s remark perfectly captures the thinking of many government officials 
for whom racial phenotypes were proof of the ancestry necessary to claim 
allotments. The enrollment process proved far more complex, however, as 
multitudes of people sought inclusion on tribal rolls, and the government 
had to determine who had the requisite “Indian blood.”
 Federal Indian policy during the allotment era intersected with the 
segregated society of the Jim Crow South to create a market for Indian 
identity; the discourse of Indian blood was the currency of this realm. For 
the Mississippi Choctaws, a policy known as the “full-blood rule of evi-
dence” legitimized their enrollment with the Choctaw Nation of Indian 
Territory. Examination of the implementation of the full-blood rule of 
evidence reveals how the Mississippi Choctaws negotiated the notion of 
“Indian blood” during their campaign for enrollment with the Choctaw 
Nation. These Choctaws appropriated the racial language of “full-blood,” 
shaping it as uniquely Choctaw by emphasizing their cultural character-
istics and treaty rights and using these markers to support their recogni-
tion as Indians entitled to government resources. Moreover, as thousands 
of people clamored for enrollment, the Mississippi Choctaws asserted their 
status as full-bloods to distinguish themselves from those claimants whom 
they viewed as pretenders. During this campaign, the Mississippi Choctaws 
made a number of requests, including allotments in Indian Territory, access 
to resources of the Choctaw Nation to benefit their communities in Mis-
sissippi, and, finally, federal recognition as Indians with full government 
services purchased by funds drawn from the Choctaw Nation. Choctaws’ 
racial identity as full-blood Indians was a form of political capital in their 
drive for tribal resurgence.
 Recent studies of race and American Indians have explored the ways 
in which Indian peoples embraced concepts of race in defining their social 
and political boundaries and in their interactions with African Americans 
in their midst. This line of inquiry has produced a rich body of scholarship 
and a lively debate over the degree to which ideas of racial inferiority infil-
trated Indian thinking and behavior. Scholars question how racialist think-
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ing shaped formal political categories of tribal inclusion, interpersonal and 
labor relations, gendered experiences, and Indian identity. The research on 
race and Indians suggests that questions of Indian blood are entangled with 
a group’s cultural characteristics and historical accounts of their identity.3 
Native peoples frequently use terms of blood in defining themselves in rela-
tion to one another or to those outside their communities, but rarely are 
these categories based solely on phenotypes. In the early twentieth century, 
for example, White Earth Anishinaabes devised blood classifications that 
included cultural and economic indicators of the extent to which individu-
als were assimilated. Cherokees and Choctaws in Oklahoma have likewise 
designed categories of belonging predicated on indices of phenotypes, resi-
dence, and culture. In each of these examples, such markers of race are 
flexible and contingent upon the perceptions of specific individuals under 
particular circumstances.4 Similarly, during the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, the Mississippi Choctaws articulated a political racial 
identity, referencing their Indian blood, their culture, and their history, 
especially their treaty rights. This engagement with racial politics was rela-
tively recent, for Choctaws had never before invoked Indian “blood” in 
political discourse with policy makers.
 Prior to Removal, kinship determined membership in the Choctaw 
polity, and non-Choctaws who joined the tribe either through marriage, 
adoption, or captivity were generally regarded as Choctaw regardless 
of their racial or ethnic background. On the eve of Removal, the federal 
government classified an estimated 20 percent of the Choctaw Nation 
as “mixed-blood” (sometimes applying the more derogatory label “half-
breed”). These people generally referred to themselves as Choctaws regard-
less of their parents’ bloodlines. Because the Choctaws were matrilineal, 
individuals with cross-cultural heritage were full members of the tribe as 
long as their mothers were Choctaw. Moreover, living among the Choc-
taws and participating in the culture and life of the tribe could also be suf-
ficient to identify an individual as Choctaw.5 These privileges were evident 
in racial mixtures of Indian and white; a detailed analysis of Choctaws’ 
attitudes toward their slaves and those descendants of master-slave relation-
ships has yet to be written.6
 In the decades immediately following removal, race did not enter into 
the Choctaws’ political discourse. In 1836, Choctaw leaders remaining in 
Mississippi sent a “memorial” of protest to Congress complaining about 
the government’s failure to uphold Article 14. This petition documented 
their dispossession by William Ward, the agent in charge of allotment, and 
called on the government to honor its treaty promises. While Ward’s incom-
plete allotment ledger noted whether an applicant was Indian, white, or 
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“half-breed,” the Choctaw memorial mentioned only treaty rights, never 
asserting them by reference to Indian blood.7 In subsequent meetings with 
federal officials in 1836 through 1838, and then again in 1843, the Choc-
taws continued to press their treaty claims, sometimes supplementing their 
pleas with reminders of their former service to the United States as mili-
tary allies, but never claiming an Indian identity based on racial categories.8 
When their attempts to get their allotments failed, the Choctaws withdrew 
from their neighbors, either forming their own communities or, in the years 
following the Civil War, dispersing onto cotton farms as sharecroppers.
 Choctaws were scattered across Mississippi from the Gulf of Mexico 
to the Tennessee border, but the majority of them lived in the sand-clay hills 
in the east-central portion of the state—a desperately poor region.9 In this 
area especially, they maintained distinct cultural boundaries around their 
communities with their continued use of Choctaw language, dress, and 
customs. Preferring to keep to themselves, Choctaws rarely intermarried 
with either whites or blacks. These ethnic enclaves preserved Choctaw cul-
ture and allowed them to support an identity as a third racial group in the 
biracial South.10 Article 14 had promised them the position of free whites 
if they lived on their allotments, but since they had lost these, their legal 
standing was unclear. The passage of Jim Crow laws in the late nineteenth 
century did not clarify their status. Legally, the Choctaws were not classi-
fied as “colored,” and their neighbors certainly regarded them as Indians 
rather than black. By the late nineteenth century, the poverty of the Choc-
taw communities had drawn the attention of missionaries and educators 
who subsequently engaged Mississippi politicians to help the Choctaws.11 
Nonetheless, Choctaws still faced customary discrimination as nonwhite 
people and were disenfranchised by poll taxes and literacy requirements.12 
They never forgot the promise of Article 14, and when Congress imposed 
the General Allotment Act on Indian Territory in 1898, they saw an oppor-
tunity to act. At this juncture, the Choctaws began declaring a “racial” 
identity.
 In 1898, under legislation known as the Curtis Act, Congress finally 
forced the Nations of Indian Territory to accept the General Allotment 
Act of 1887—also known as the Dawes Act, after its chief sponsor Henry 
Dawes. That same year, the Choctaw Nation accepted allotment under the 
Atoka Agreement. Mississippi Representative John Sharp Williams, who 
represented the fifth district, where the majority of Choctaw communi-
ties were located, joined with the Choctaw Nation in urging the Office of 
Indian Affairs to offer allotments in Indian Territory to Choctaws living in 
Mississippi.13 The Curtis Act authorized the Dawes Commission to enroll 
Mississippi Choctaws who could prove descent from persons entitled to 
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land under Article 14. Qualified Choctaws then had six months to move 
to Indian Territory or lose their land.14 Offering to register the Mississippi 
Choctaws on the Choctaw Nation rolls raised questions of how to identify 
legitimate enrollees, and, in the hyper-racial atmosphere of the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries, race signified eligibility.
 The Dawes Act made no specific mention of race as a criterion for 
allotment, but references to “Indian blood” abounded in documents per-
taining to tribal membership, beginning with the practice of segregated 
rolls. Any portion of African American blood rendered one ineligible for 
the Indians by Blood Roll, where enrollees were listed by blood quantum; 
the operative measurement for inclusion on this roll was “one-half Indian 
blood.”15 Scholars have argued that the federal government devised this sys-
tem in part to gradually diminish the enrolled population of Indians, assum-
ing that intermarriage would eventually reduce a group’s “bloodline” until 
they no longer qualified for enrollment, thus releasing the government from 
its treaty obligations.16
 While eventual assimilation was certainly the goal of policy makers, 
this type of classification was also part of a wider perspective on race in this 
period. Government at all levels regulated access to status and resources 
according to race. This was true of governments in Indian Territory as well. 
For example, when numerous people appeared in the Choctaw Nation 
claiming to be Choctaw during the 1870s and 1880s, the Council voted in 
1886 to require one-eighth blood quantum to qualify for citizenship. The 
law stipulated that the applicants prove their blood “by competent testi-
mony” and that the only acceptable racial mixture was Indian and white—
Indian and African American applicants were not welcomed.17 Not surpris-
ingly, then, allotment policy reflected the nationwide obsession with racial 
“purity” and ancestry that proliferated in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries.18
 Enrolling Mississippi claimants according to their “blood” proved 
troublesome, as thousands of individuals across the South sought to escape 
poverty and discrimination by inclusion on Indian rolls. Since blood was 
a matter of descent, family genealogies were a logical starting place. Yet 
few people had documented genealogies, and Choctaw family names had 
changed over time. This meant that Choctaws consulting early-nineteenth-
century census rolls could not always identify the names of their ancestors 
who had applied for allotments.19 This ambiguity opened a wide door for 
fraud. Without documentation who could say whose claims were justifi-
able? Dawes Commissioner Archibald McKennon, who oversaw the enroll-
ment hearings for the Choctaws, finally decided that persons who showed 
a “predominance of Choctaw blood and characteristics” should not have 
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to produce evidence of descent from an Article 14 claimant, but those who 
displayed a “half or anything less” did.20 Attorneys for the Department 
of the Interior objected that “eyeballing” was not adequate proof of race, 
but failed to provide an alternative; consequently, the Dawes Commission 
decided on the full-blood rule of evidence.21
 The full-blood rule of evidence began with racial phenotypes—one 
had to “look” Indian—but it did not end there; it also included cultural 
indicators, which government officials linked to assumptions about how 
Indian blood had affected the historical outcome of Article 14. The full-
blood rule stated that most full-blood Choctaws who had remained in Mis-
sissippi were presumed to be successors of Article 14 claimants because the 
“more progressive mixed-blood Indians” had supposedly removed.22 Policy 
makers also assumed that Choctaws who marked their ethnicity through 
clothing, adornment, customs, and language had a lower rate of intermar-
riage with whites or blacks, and thus a greater degree of Indian blood, than 
their brethren who had adopted more of the mainstream culture. Although 
this was certainly not always the case throughout Choctaw history, this 
conjecture was generally correct by the late nineteenth century. McKen-
non also insisted that authentic aspirants could be distinguished from false 
ones by their demeanor. He wrote: “Negro applicants, always insistent and 
voluble, are in striking contrast with the stolid full-bloods who could be 
induced to testify only after the most persistent questioning.”23 The fear of 
removal explained this reticence, McKennon explained, and that dread was 
a reliable guide to ascertaining true claimants. Under the full-blood rule 
of evidence, therefore, if a candidate for enrollment in Mississippi spoke 
the Choctaw language (albeit reluctantly) and “appeared” to be a “full-
blooded” Choctaw (as judged by phenotypes, clothing and decoration, 
and deportment), he or she would be enrolled as the rightful progeny of an 
Article 14 claimant.24
 Using these criteria, the Dawes Commission created the McKennon 
Roll of Identified Mississippi Choctaws in 1899. The list included 1,961 
“full-bloods” and 279 “mixed-bloods.”25 It is not clear if Choctaws coming 
before McKennon openly stated their blood quantum, for the Records 
of Testimony rarely recorded the full affidavits of the claimants. Rather, 
these documents suggest that Commissioner McKennon issued verdicts 
on people’s blood quantum according to their appearance and use of the 
Choctaw language.26 Whatever his methodology, the McKennon census 
was incomplete. Understandably suspicious of government agents, roughly 
five hundred Choctaws had refused to interact with the commission. Others 
were prevented from doing so by poor weather and lack of transportation 
to the hearings, and some local planters who relied on the Choctaws for 
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labor also deterred them from enrolling. Additionally, attorneys hoping for 
half of the allotment in return for getting individuals registered sometimes 
discouraged Choctaws from coming forward on their own.27 Those who 
had been left off the rolls got another chance to apply for enrollment when 
lawyers for some rejected applicants effectively challenged the roll, leading 
the Office of Indian Affairs to shelve it and rehear the claims in 1900, 1901, 
and 1902.28 This left Choctaws whose names had been recorded on the 
McKennon roll in limbo—they had been identified as Mississippi Choc-
taws but not accepted as such by the government and enrolled with the 
Nation.
 Choctaw leaders in the east-central communities challenged the enroll-
ment process in Congress and so engaged the issue of Indian blood and 
juridical status. In 1900, Congressman Williams introduced to Congress 
a “Petition of the Mississippi Choctaws” calling for citizenship rights in 
the Choctaw Nation. This document began, “Your humble petitioners are 
full-blood Choctaw Indians, speaking the Choctaw language, citizens of 
the Choctaw Nation, residing in Mississippi. We are entitled to every privi-
lege of a Choctaw citizen, except the Choctaw annuity, under the treaty of 
1830.”29 This and subsequent documents filed with Congress asserted the 
Mississippi Choctaws’ political claims on the basis of their “full-blood.” 
As a political identity, however, this designation was more than a state-
ment of race. Like the full-blood rule of evidence, it included references to 
Indian culture and a statement of the Choctaws’ historical status as bene-
ficiaries of rights guaranteed by the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek. Was 
the convergence of the Choctaws’ self-definition of their political identity 
with the requirements of the full-blood rule of evidence coincidental? Prob-
ably not.
 It is likely that this terminology reflected the Choctaws’ recognition of 
the legal importance of race in determining membership in Indian tribes.30 
As their allies had no doubt informed them of the enrollment criteria, their 
use of this language may well have been a strategic tactic to win recogni-
tion of their claims. That Choctaw leaders had ignored racial references in 
earlier petitions, even though they were speaking to policy makers who cer-
tainly thought in such terms, supports this idea. It may also have been, how-
ever, that they were simply more sensitive to racial identity after decades of 
interaction with Jim Crow laws. Choctaws had responded to Mississippi’s 
biracial system by maintaining their distance from African Americans to 
avoid being classified as anything other than Indian.31 As noted, being an 
Indian in Mississippi did not shield one from discrimination, but by the late 
nineteenth century, it conveyed a slightly higher social status than being 
African American. Affluent Mississippians were sometimes quite enamored 
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of their “colorful” Indian neighbors and were often sadly nostalgic over 
the tragic “vanishing Indian,” making them more inclined to come to the 
aid of Choctaws than African Americans.32 Identifying themselves as “full-
blood Choctaws speaking the Choctaw language” was a way of carving 
out a niche in the racial hierarchy—one that had the potential for certain 
benefits due to Indians.
 While they consistently cited their status as full-blood Indians in the 
documents they brought before Congress, the Mississippi Choctaws’ 
demands shifted over the course of the early twentieth century. In their first 
petition in 1900, they claimed citizenship rights in the Choctaw Nation 
while remaining in Mississippi. They based this request on Article 14, 
which stated that, “persons who claim [allotments in Mississippi] under 
this article shall not lose the privilege of a Choctaw citizen.” As Choctaw 
citizens, they wanted to collect funds from the profits on coal and asphalt 
leases to improve their communities in Mississippi.33 The following year, 
the “full-blood Mississippi Choctaws, speaking the Choctaw language” 
filed a bill to allow them to make this case in the Court of Claims, writing, 
“The Mississippi Choctaws contend that citizenship in the Choctaw Nation 
exists by virtue of blood, and not because of locality of residence.”34 The 
government had already debated the citizenship provision of Article 14 and 
decided that it referred to Choctaws who relocated to Indian Territory—
that it was meant to assure that Choctaws who moved to the Nation after 
Removal would be welcomed as equals.35 The Mississippi Choctaws, how-
ever, refused to accept this reasoning. They declared that ancestry trumped 
all other considerations. Whether they lived with the Nation or not, they 
were Choctaws by blood entitled to share in the resources of the Nation. 
Congress disagreed, however, and the bill failed.
 Shortly thereafter, Congress drafted the 1902 Choctaw-Chickasaw 
Supplemental Agreement, which was to settle various disagreements that 
had arisen over the course of the Dawes proceedings. Section 41 of the 
Supplemental Agreement allowed Choctaws “heretofore identified by the 
Commission to the Five Civilized Tribes” to obtain allotments, provided 
they relocated to the west within six months of their identification and, 
after settling in the Nation, were to be enrolled within one year and receive 
patents for their land after three years. The agreement did not contain the 
full-blood rule of evidence, however, and this prompted another deluge 
of applicants.36 Indeed, the sheer numbers of Choctaw claimants—some 
24,634 people in total—threatened to overwhelm the Nation’s assets and 
crowd out the Mississippi Choctaws’ requests.37
 In response, the “full-blood Mississippi Choctaws, speaking the 
Choctaw language” again memorialized Congress, requesting amendment 
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of Section 41 to specify that qualified Choctaws were those identified by 
the McKennon roll and to include the term “full-blood” in designating eli-
gibility for enrollment. Without these provisions, they argued, it would be 
“impossible for the full-blood Mississippi Choctaws to secure their rights.” 
The memorialists proclaimed that “many thousand persons have set up 
claims pretending they were Mississippi Choctaws and have put in jeop-
ardy the rights of the real Mississippi Choctaws”—those who were “full-
blood Mississippi Choctaws who have been identified.”38 In making this 
claim, the Mississippi Choctaws invoked their status as full-blood Indians 
to distinguish themselves from the multitudes of ersatz claimants.
 The government heeded this memorial and reinstated the full-blood 
rule of evidence, while continuing its efforts to identify eligible Choctaws 
in Mississippi and get them to Indian Territory.39 This process was slow and 
inefficient, however, and when the Choctaw Nation rolls were finally closed 
in 1907, only 1,634 Choctaws had gone west, leaving several thousand in 
Mississippi.40 These Choctaws had been dispossessed by the failure of the 
federal government to provide for their transportation to Indian Territory 
or to inform them of various deadlines for claiming allotments.41 Therefore, 
closing the rolls did not end the political wrangling over the rights of the 
Mississippi Choctaws. Indeed, attorneys employed by the firm of Cantwell 
and Crews in St. Louis traveled throughout the South seeking people with 
pretensions to Indian ancestry willing to petition to resurrect the enroll-
ment hearings.42 In 1912, Harry J. Cantwell persuaded Congressman Pat 
Harrison—whose district included persons claiming to be Choctaws living 
along the Gulf Coast—to introduce a bill to reopen the Choctaw rolls, HR 
4536.43 Now that the question of enrollment had again been raised before 
Congress, two organizations of Choctaws in Mississippi came forward to 
lobby for passage of legislation to settle the Mississippi Choctaw claims 
once and for all. The Mississippi, Alabama, and Louisiana Choctaw Coun-
cil hailed from the eastern-central counties and represented the “full-blood 
identified Choctaws” who had been petitioning Congress. The other spoke 
for people alleging Choctaw descent in Hancock and Harrison counties 
along the Gulf Coast of Mississippi and around the nation—the Society of 
Mississippi Choctaws. The issue of Indian blood, broadly defined, became 
a major point of differentiation between these two groups.
 The Society of Mississippi Choctaws is the perfect example of mar-
ginalized citizens seeking to traffic in Indian identity in the South.44 They 
claimed Indian ancestry no doubt to escape poverty and discrimination, but 
they did not have the currency to purchase those benefits—they could not 
meet the government’s established criteria of legitimacy either by language, 
for no members of the Society spoke Choctaw, or by blood.45 The Society 
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submitted a membership roll to the Office of Indian Affairs in 1914, but it 
did not record blood quantum, perhaps because, as founding member Luke 
Connerly remarked, “there are no full-bloods where I live.”46 Membership 
in the Society was based on one’s ability to prove lineal descent from “the 
Choctaw Tribe of Indians as it existed” in 1830.47 The group’s constitution 
did not specify how one established this descent, but it denied the presence 
of “Negro blood” in the organization, noting that “No person tainted with 
Negro blood shall be received into membership of this Society.”48 This pro-
vision addressed charges that the more dark-skinned members of this group 
were African Americans attempting to “pass” as Indians. The Gulf Coast 
Progress had made such allegations by editorializing that the members of 
the Society represented “all shades and color, running from the real Indians 
to the coal-black, thick-lipped, flat-nosed, kinky-headed Negro.”49 These 
were not the individuals whom the Dawes commissioners had identified as 
acceptable enrollees in their travels in Mississippi. Rather, the majority of 
them appeared to be the type of people whom Choctaw leaders condemned 
in their 1902 memorial.
 The Office of Indian Affairs (OIA) had similar concerns about these 
people. Testimony during the hearings for the Harrison bill exposed Con-
nerly’s links to a firm called the Texas-Oklahoma Investment Company, 
which funded lobbying efforts to reopen the Choctaw Nation rolls. The 
firm had paid for the printing of the constitution and office expenses for 
the Society of Mississippi Choctaws, although Connerly insisted that the 
money had come out of his own salary.50 The OIA sent Inspector John 
Reeves to the Gulf Coast to investigate the Society in 1916. Reeves reported 
that the majority of its members had no Choctaw blood. He based this in 
part on visual cues, but he also remarked that the 1910 census of Harrison 
County had listed only two Indians, but fifty-five people were now claim-
ing to be Choctaws. Other skeptics included the sheriff at Gulfport, who 
scoffed, “I don’t believe there is a real Indian in the county.” He did not offer 
specific evidence for this claim, but the implication was that those profess-
ing to be Choctaws simply did not look like Indians.51 Some genuine Choc-
taws lived along the Gulf Coast in Bay Saint Louis in Hancock County, 
but there were no Indians from that area on the rolls of the Society. Rather, 
those Mississippi citizens registered with the Society lived in Gulfport or 
Biloxi, in Harrison County.52 The majority of Choctaws in Mississippi lived 
further north, and they rejected Harrison’s bill, instead introducing a com-
peting bill—HR 8007—prepared by a rival organization, the Mississippi, 
Alabama, and Louisiana Choctaw Council.53
 In May 1913, while the Harrison bill was still pending before Congress, 
the Choctaws in the sand-clay hills—those who had filed the previous bills 
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asking for enrollment with the Nation as full-blood identified Choctaws—
gathered in Meridian, Mississippi. Each of the Choctaw communities elected 
delegates to attend. In defiance of Mississippi law forbidding tribal councils 
(passed in 1830 to ensure removal) the assembled Choctaws established the 
Mississippi, Alabama, and Louisiana Choctaw Council.54 This organiza-
tion first met in the Carthage courthouse and then in Meridian. Choctaw 
Methodist minister Simpson Tubby chaired the meetings and was elected 
assistant secretary and treasurer. The Choctaws selected Wesley Johnson 
of Leake County to be chief, Peter Ben to be assistant chief, and William 
Morris as secretary.55 A Baptist minister named James E. Arnold helped to 
organize this meeting and signed their documents as “Attorney-in-fact.”56 
Testifying to the House Committee on Indian Affairs during the hearings 
on the Harrison bill, Arnold explained the Choctaws’ collective action by 
noting that, “in view of the fact that these claims called for the rendition 
of services to them as a class,” they were resurrecting the Choctaw tribe in 
Mississippi.57 The Council pushed beyond land claims and enrollment with 
Choctaws in the West; their “Proposed Legislation for the Full-Blood and 
Identified Choctaws of Mississippi, Louisiana, and Alabama” called for the 
reestablishment of juridical status for Choctaws in Mississippi.
 The Council’s bill called for a supplemental roll of Mississippi Choc-
taws that included those whose names had been on the McKennon roll of 
1898 but who had failed to make the later rolls, those who had been granted 
allotments in Indian Territory but had lost them by fault of the federal gov-
ernment or fraud, and “all full-blood Mississippi Choctaw Indians who may 
claim identification” under the Curtis Act.58 The Council urged the creation 
of a trust fund taken from monies of the Choctaw-Chickasaw nations, indi-
cating their continued insistence that, as Choctaws, they were entitled to 
Choctaw resources. This account would pay for an Indian agent, housed 
at an official agency in Carthage, Mississippi, and for a school operated by 
the agency superintendent under the supervision of the Department of the 
Interior. They requested a commission that included representatives of the 
Council to select and purchase lands in Mississippi to be held for them in 
trust, and asked for stock, household items, farming implements, and per 
capita payments.59 By insisting on the same recognition and treatment as 
other Indian tribes, the Council had upped the ante. No longer content to 
be members of the Choctaw Nation in absentia, the Mississippi Choctaws 
asked for their own agency and trust lands, the first steps toward a tribal 
rebirth in Mississippi. Choctaw leaders Wesley Johnson, Culbertson Davis, 
and Emil John signed HR 8007 as representatives of the Council.60
 The Council based these requests on their status as heirs to the promises 
of Article 14 and “the fact that they are full-blood Choctaws.”61Again they 
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cited cultural factors to bolster their affirmation of full-blood. Unlike the 
Society, which celebrated Choctaw ancestors who “chose civilization,” the 
Council avowed a historical identity marked by their unique ethnicity: their 
residence in discrete communities that upheld Indian culture. They were, 
“for the most part speaking only the Choctaw language, living in their own 
communities in the state of Mississippi, and following the habits and cus-
toms of Indian life [as] shown by the records of the Interior Department.”62 
The Council also observed that they had retained their connections to their 
ancestral homelands by remaining in Mississippi, as had their forbearers, 
something the documents of the Society did not mention. Nowhere did the 
Council make any reference to “Negro blood” in anyone’s ancestry. This 
implies that these Choctaws probably had not been accused of “passing”—
that they conformed to the appropriate phenotypes.63
 In January of the following year, 1914, the Council drafted a memo-
rial—The Mississippi Choctaw Claim—in support of their proposed legisla-
tion, and Choctaw delegates, led by Chief Johnson, traveled to Washington 
to present it to Congress. This memorial clearly outlined the themes they 
had been stressing throughout their campaign. They reiterated that they 
were still treaty partners affirming “the continuing force of their agree-
ment expressed in article 14 of the treaty of 1830, to the termination of 
which they have never assented.”64 The memorial further underscored their 
group’s authenticity as “the full-blood Choctaws” whose names had been 
listed on the McKennon roll and on subsequent rolls according to provi-
sions “to enroll all full-bloods.”65 The memorialists admitted, however, 
that some of the full-blooded Choctaws now petitioning the government 
were not on any rolls; these were “identified” because they self-identified. 
The implications of the memorial are that association with those Choctaws 
whose names had made it onto the rolls legitimated the claims of those 
who did not. In this, the Choctaws professed their right to name who was 
“identified” as Choctaw—a right that is fundamental to a sovereign Indian 
nation.66
 The memorial also contained a clear statement of how these Choctaws 
used the designation of full-blood to authenticate their identity in opposi-
tion to other claimants. Noting that there were several other bills before 
Congress that attempted to settle Choctaw claims, the memorial contrasted 
the “identified full-bloods” with those people whose legitimacy was in 
question—“persons [who were] seeking a forum for the determination of 
their identity” through the Harrison bill.67 Unlike these other bills, which 
failed to address the specific “rights of the identified Mississippi Choctaws 
and provide necessary protection for the estate secured to the full-bloods,” 
their bill—HR 8007—“embodies the provisions desired by the Council, 
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and we urge it as the measure best calculated to protect the interests of 
the identified full-bloods.”68 By referencing the desires of the Council, the 
Choctaws were demonstrating that they had organized politically, choosing 
representatives to speak for the entire group, and they were requesting rec-
ognition as an indisputable juridical entity. Finally, the memorial concluded 
that the government should recognize the Council’s attorneys as the only 
lawful representatives of the “identified full-blood Choctaws” in order to 
deter the other attorneys, “who have done and are doing nothing to advance 
our claims,” from preying on anyone.69
 In the end, both the Society and the Council failed to win passage of 
their legislation. The Council’s bill never made it out of the Subcommit-
tee on Indian Affairs, and, after two more years of debate, the Harrison 
bill failed.70 The Choctaws and their allies in the Mississippi congressional 
delegation then gave up their quest to tap the resources of the Choctaw 
Nation and shifted strategies, calling for their own appropriation from the 
Office of Indian Affairs. In response, the government investigated their cir-
cumstances, sending special investigator John Reeves in 1916 and holding 
congressional hearings in Mississippi in 1917. At these hearings, Simpson 
Tubby informed the committee: “As a tribe, we see what the government 
has done for all the tribes, the different tribes of Indians, but the Mississippi 
Choctaw has not had anything at all, as I notice, since the Treaty of Danc-
ing Rabbit Creek.”71 The appalling poverty of the Choctaw communities 
underscored this point. The following year, Congress appropriated funds to 
open an agency in Mississippi; the Mississippi Choctaws had finally won 
government recognition and action.72
 What did the struggle for inclusion on the Choctaw Nation rolls reveal 
about the politics of Indian blood in the allotment process? First, it sug-
gests that the limitations imposed by racialist systems inadvertently pro-
vided opportunities for the Choctaws. In order to protect themselves from 
racism, Choctaws in Mississippi had established ethnically distinct, closed 
communities, whose cultural boundaries were maintained through endoga-
mous marriage practices. Federal policy makers reified this survival strategy 
by naming these “full-blooded” and less assimilated Indians as the lawful 
heirs of Article 14 claimants. Choctaws were quick to take advantage of 
this convergence of official recognition and self-identification and assert 
their political identity in the racial terms that the government had estab-
lished. These similarities of credentialing do not necessarily imply analo-
gous goals, of course. Policy makers had hoped to assign allotments as an 
instrument of assimilation. The Mississippi Choctaws, on the other hand, 
demanded land as a means to claim their treaty rights and reassert a tribal 
identity; for them it was a “progressive” means to a “traditional” end.



436 Katherine M. B. Osburn

 While the Choctaws wielded racial terminology in their communica-
tions with government officials, understanding how they internalized race is 
problematic. Numerous scholars have debated how Indians have deployed 
doctrines of race and what those ideas have meant for their identity and 
tribal sovereignty.73 As race was not an indigenous concept, some detrac-
tors of blood quantum policies have argued that such regulations are just 
another example of the federal government forcing destructive practices on 
native peoples.74 Other researchers, however, have suggested that the issue 
is more convoluted. Historian Alexandra Harmon argues that, while the 
U.S. government introduced ideas of tribal enrollments based on race, they 
did not impose racism unilaterally on Indians, nor did Indians’ acceptance of 
such categories suggest they had necessarily become racists in the generally 
recognized sense of the term. Rather, the politics of blood quantum enroll-
ment represented a protracted dialogue in which both sides attempted to 
educate and accommodate one another.75 Additionally, several studies have 
analyzed ways in which Indians have engaged notions of race, including 
phenotypes, degrees of blood, and color. This research indicates that Indi-
ans employed these ideas in ways consistent with various cultural symbols, 
indigenous conceptions of ancestry, and native categories of inclusion and 
connection.76 Indeed, the terms full-blood and mixed-blood can be deployed 
literally or they may act as metaphors for cultural or behavioral attributes.77 
The Mississippi Choctaw example tells a similar story.
 Analysis of the Choctaws’ campaign reveals multifaceted meanings in 
the proclamations of full-blood identity. What is easiest to document is that 
the Choctaws’ use of racial language was strategic to the political moment. 
References to full-blood did not reflect significant changes in the Choc-
taws’ cultural practices, for their commitment to racial separatism predated 
these documents. Rather, racial ideology modified Choctaw political rhe-
toric. The Choctaws did not reference blood in their appeals to the federal 
government until the late nineteenth century; when they did, their remarks 
suggest an understanding of the legal importance of race in determining 
membership in Indian tribes and the need to distinguish themselves from 
the throngs of pretenders. Was their appropriation of the language of full-
blood cynical—a catchphrase to manipulate government officials? To some 
degree, probably yes, but the full-blood designation was also a term of 
Choctaw identity rooted in the culture that had sustained them through 
their dispossession and subsequent disempowerment; it represented their 
complex sense of who was Choctaw and what that entailed.
 In this campaign, Choctaws obscured the boundaries between racial 
and cultural delineations of ethnic identity.78 Their characterizations of 
themselves as full-blood Choctaws were not linked to race in one sense of 
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the term—nowhere in these texts are there the allusions to skin tones or 
phenotypes that appear in the government documents. This suggests that 
either the Choctaws were not thinking of full-blood as a racial category 
in this most narrow meaning of the word, or they simply did not see an 
advantage to noting physical characteristics. Yet the Choctaws articulated a 
historical and cultural definition of their ethnic identity in terms intimating 
a lack of “race-mixing”—full-blood. Their declaration of full-blood accu-
rately represented their preservation of ethnicity through closed commu-
nities; to be Choctaw was to be set apart from both blacks and whites by 
virtue of both kinship and culture. Indeed, the full-blood designation is a 
term distinguishing Choctaws from outsiders; it does not appear to have 
resonance beyond a political tactic for recognition. The use of this term did 
not establish a social or political hierarchy in Choctaw communities. Well 
into the twentieth century, there is no evidence of conflict between factions 
identified by blood quantum.79
 Finally, the Mississippi Choctaws attempted to use the ideology of 
full-blood to reconcile two sometimes competing conceptions of Indian 
identity—ethnicity and tribal citizenship. In this strategy, however, they 
clashed with the Choctaw Nation. By “preserving” their bloodlines through 
endogamy, Choctaws in Mississippi had maintained an “unadulterated” 
ancestry, which, according to the Nation’s own laws of inclusion, allowed 
them membership in the Choctaw Nation.80 Undeniably, Choctaw Nation 
leaders recognized that those who remained in Mississippi were still Choc-
taws by blood, but the two groups diverged as to how that affected tribal 
citizenship. Choctaws in Indian Territory had argued that citizenship was 
contingent upon residence in the Nation. Consequently, they had, on sev-
eral occasions, called for funding to move their separated brethren to Indian 
Territory. When Article 14 promised that “persons who claim [allotments 
in Mississippi] under this article shall not lose the privilege of a Choctaw 
citizen,” Choctaw Nation leaders agreed with the federal government 
that this clause meant Choctaws who moved west would be accepted as 
equals.81 Choctaws remaining in Mississippi, however, interpreted Article 
14 literally, holding that it did not grant them “the privilege of acquiring 
the privilege of a Choctaw citizen by removal.” Rather, they had “bought 
and paid for the right of residence in Mississippi as well as the privilege of 
Choctaw citizenship, reserved to us in that Treaty.”82 When the Mississippi 
Choctaws failed to make the case for absentee citizenship in the Nation, 
their identification as the full-blood Mississippi Choctaws prompted the 
Office of Indian Affairs to provide the government services to which they 
were entitled as Indians. Their deployment of an identity of full-blood was 
one means to that end.
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