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'USHIING SOME BUTTONS: 
IELPING STUDENTS , 

INDERSTAND THE AMERICAN 
qDIAN MASCOT ISSUE 

'he exerciS.e desm'bed below is available 
t the Amm'can Indian Mmement web- 
te at www.aimovement.org/ncrsml - 

tdex.html through the generous nrpport 
Vernon Behcourt. 

he American 'Indian masco'i issue has 
tken center stage in the fight for 
idigenous righrs and respect for cul: 
iral and historical identity since 
ugust of 2005, when the National 
:ollegiate Athletic Association 
~nounced its new policy .regarding 
merican Indian mascots, logos, and 



nicknames. T h e  NCAA namcd 18 
nle~nber i n s ~ i c ~ ~ t i o n s  chat w o ~ ~ l d  be 
banned konl hosting posc-srason play 
beca~~se the schools have "l~ostile or 
abusive" America11 Indian niclcnames 
or nmscou. SL. Clo~rd Stace Universiry 
presidcnc lioy Saigo, in his presenta- 
[ion on che illhelent racism in [he LISC 

of Americari Indian mascots belbre the 
NCAA's Division I1 chirC execucive 
officers meeting on Jan~lary 13, 2002, 
asliecl ILK a policy adcilcssing the use of 
chese mascots. 

The NCAA coi~lci ~ i o t  h ~ v e  been sur- 
prisecl by Saigo's request in 2002, in 
that rile Nat ional  Congress of 
A~ncrican Indians, U.S. Civil Rights 
Commission,  Native American 
Journa l i s~s '  Association, Na t io~ la l  
Indian Education Association, NAACE 
and Souchern I'overty I.:lw Cencer, 
among ochers, have condemned the use 
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of Indigenous mascocs. 1 heir criciclue 
has been consis~en~,  clear, and impas- 
sioned. The L I S ~  of An~eric~un Indians as 
mascots, they argue, reinforces cultural 
stcreorypes, pel-peLLIaLes viol~nt wru-lilte 
icons, and tlenigl-ares Nacive spiricualiry. 
Scl~ools have lbughr back wit11 every 
alunlrii and corporatr dollar rhey can 
find to coilncer these argurnenrs wirh 
claims of "honoring" Indigenous peo- 
ple ~ h r o ~ ~ g l l  tile ilse of mascots and 
nicknalncs. 

A luore accurate account of why 
schools use American Indian mascots 
is thac the they chose IrrdicI~u, Chief, 
o r  Snutrgrs as school nicknames 
decades ago when Bmrs, Walvrs, or 
Bisons jusc weren't quite exciting or 
aggressive enough for the school com- 
muniry. Objeccions were not heard at 
[he t ime,  o r  they were not loud 
enough co force schools to find anoth- 
er name, and thus a tradition was 
begun. In actempts ro hold on to these 
traditions in the face of strong opposi- 
tion, many scracegies are currently 
being used to address the crirics. Ac 
the collegiate level, financial incentives 
are given to Native scudenis in the 
form of schola~~ships, and American 
Indian history courses are being 
quicldy added to ci~rricular oKerings. 

T h e  NCAA, in response co Saigo's 
2002  presentation, direcced its 
Minoriry Opportuni~irs and Interests 
Comlnit tee ( M O I C )  to conducc a 
chres-year study on the mascot issue 
char ultimately resulted in rhe 2005 
policy. The NCAA is currently review- 
ing appeals made by some of the 18 
affected institutions. 

In an efforc to help my students 
understand [he complexicies of the 
mascot i s s~~e ,  I developed a sin~ulation ' exercise that has exposed many of the 

1 problems created when sports teams 

use American Indians for mascots, 

utes and contl-asts the v e ~ y  I-eal use o l  

Catholic bishop for a school niclwanle 
and mascot. A moclc town meeting is 
set LIP in which scudencs are aslceci to 

the Carholics w h o  live within the 
comm~lniry.  Catholic rradi~ions and 
ceremonies are mocltecl and ~rividizrcl 
and church teachings are misreprcsenc- 
ed. A short scripc is providccl for chis 
part of the exercise. (See the web site 
lisced abovr.) 

The teacher then rerclrns co rhe agen- 
da and asks a few sti~dents who arc 

' 

planted in rhe class ro S L I ~ ~ ~ S L  ~ ~ o s s i b l ~  
n ich~.m~es .  -1'hey silggesr animals si~ch 
as wolves o r  bison, anci (he ~eacher 

the ylunted stc~dencs siiggesL Priests, 
Bihoys, and Popes. Thcy speculate thur  
nuns could be used as cheerleaders, 
fans c o ~ ~ l d  put crosses o n  their fore- 
heads a t  games, and rhe sign of the 
cross could be made aher rhe cearu 
scores o r  makes a couch down. After 
considering the decply offensive s ~ ~ g -  
gestion that the Catholic E~irh w o ~ ~ l d  
be used by fans for entcrrainn~enr, S~LI-  
dents n ~ a k e  the parallel co Indigenous 
~ ~ i r i t ~ ~ a l i l y  and are easily able co engage 
in dialogue about [he mascor i s s ~ ~ r  aher 
h e  exercise. 

Srudents have reacred favorably ro 
this exercise and have oilen aslced fbr a 
copy oS the scripc so rhey can cry rlle 
s i n ~ u l a t i o n  in o the r  classes. I was 
recencly approached by a scudenc who 
informed me chat she was a "sister." 1 
asked if she was ofSendecl by the exer- 
cise arid the reference to nuns as checr- 

n't make much o l  a cl~rerlcader." We 
had a good laugh beca~~sc her feminisr 
principles were apparent. 

c - 
1 he sini~~lacion exercise is appropri- 

ate for college and ulpper divisio~l high 
school classes. 

St. Clozld Start, Urliurrsity 
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