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“It is a lengthy story to get across what the Indian is all about in America.”1

Native American discrimination and the consequent fight for equality, otherwise known
as the Red Power Movement, is an extremely underrepresented part of American history.
Nonetheless, Native American activism and the quest for civil liberties, or self-determination,
has been exemplified throughout the course of history, one of the most significant instances
being the American Indian occupation of Alcatraz Island. On November 20, 1969, an
organization of Native American activists took control of Alcatraz Island, in San Francisco, to
protest tribal discrimination and to enforce the concept that unused federal land should be
returned to indigenous people.
Despite failing to achieve its initial goals, the occupation broke legal barriers in civil
rights, influencing the federal government into recognizing and taking action concerning Indian
rights issues. The occupation also broke barriers in activism as it remains a powerful symbol for
Native American civil rights advocates today.

Background: Native American Rights During the 19th-20th Centuries
Native Americans have a long and under documented history which extends back far
before white settlers “discovered” America. Since then, Americans have been promising
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indigenous people rights, guaranteeing them safety and sovereignty.2 Most of these promises,
however, have been broken and disregarded.
For centuries Native Americans have been forced from their native lands onto barren
reservations, such as the Cherokee relocation in 1838, known as the “Trail of Tears,” in which
thousands of Native Americans were removed from their homeland for the benefit of white
settlers, many perishing of diseases and starvation during the tortuous journey.3
In 1851 the Indian Reservation System was enacted, forcing Native American tribes to
live on reservations. Conditions on reservations were often terrible, with little space (often
resulting in the spread of contagious diseases) and Indians were forced to convert themselves to
the ways of American society. They were made to wear different clothes, learn English, sew, and
farm rather than hunt, while Missionaries tried to eliminate their beliefs and culture by
converting them to Christianity.4 Furthermore, the United States government often decreased
indigenous land and resources, resulting in frequent starvation among the Native Americans.
Throughout the late 1800s, events such as the murder of Sitting Bull and the Wounded
Knee Massacre illustrate the cruelty displayed by white Americans toward Indians. Sitting Bull
was a powerful Indian chief who led his people against American invaders that violated a treaty
by invading the sacred Black Hills to search for gold. He was later dragged out of his cabin and
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shot in the head by police officers.5 The Wounded Knee Massacre involved the murder of 150 to
300 Lakota Indians by the United States Army.6 Although tragic, both of these events became
powerful symbols encouraging Native American activists to combat discrimination and brutality
later during the 20th century.
Conditions for Native Americans remained the same throughout the early 1900s, but their
lifestyles were soon further disrupted come the middle of the century.
Following World War II, many of the approximately 44,000 Native Americans who had
served the United States returned to integrate into mainstream American society.7 They had
displayed great loyalty and courage during the war, but the respect they had gained did not last
long following their integration into society. American Indians faced discrimination, were
considered to be second class citizens, and in many states were declined the right to vote, even
despite being granted citizenship by the Indian Citizenship Act in 1924.
In 1953, under unanimous consent of Congress, the federal government officially
instituted the tribal termination and relocation policy with House Concurrent Resolution 108.
This termination policy was aimed at the assimilation of Native Americans into mainstream
American society, and was supported by both those intent on Westward expansion and Indian
supporters.8 Americans intent on Westward expansion saw the disposal of tribal reservations as a
triumph as they would be able to claim the previously Indian land. Indian supporters believed
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that integrating Indians into mainstream society would help them adapt to and receive all the
benefits of the modern world. They thought that eliminating reservations, tribal structures,
beliefs, and overall Indian culture would help Indians assimilate into society.9
House Concurrent Resolution 108 also ended the Native American status as government
wards, so that American Indians would “assume all the responsibilities of full citizenship,”
including being subjected to the same laws and granted the same privileges as all citizens of the
United States.10 Although many had believed this act would benefit Native Americans, the
effects were disastrous. Stephen Pevar stated, “Nothing else that Congress can do causes tribal
members to lose more of their rights than termination. Termination is the ultimate weapon of
Congress and ultimate fear of tribes.”11 As Pevar writes, the termination policy deprived Native
Americans of their culture and land (and further their rights), forcefully integrating them into
mainstream society. Tribal beliefs and history were destroyed, and the loss of culture and rights
soon resulted in the notion of Red Power.

Buildup: Discrimination and the Consequent Rise of the Red Power Movement
The policy of tribal termination continued throughout the 1960s, resulting in the
termination of over 100 tribes.12 The Native Americans were assimilated into urban areas, where
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they faced racial profiling, were unrepresented and imprisoned.13 In response to the
discrimination, the concept of Red Power originated. The goals of the Red Power movement
were to be recognized by the U.S. government and citizens, and to achieve self-determination, or
the right to make their own decisions rather than be ruled by the federal government.
One of the first organizations this movement encompassed was the National Indian Youth
Council, founded by American Indian college students and graduates in 1961 to combat
discrimination.14
In 1963, the United States declared Alcatraz penitentiary, off the coast of San Francisco,15
to be “surplus federal property.”16 American Indian activists saw this as an opportunity to remind
the government of the broken Sioux Treaty of 1868, which declared that unused federal land be
returned to the indigenous people.17 Thus, on March 9, 1964, activists of the Sioux Indian tribe,
led by Richard McKenzie, proceeded to occupy Alcatraz Island for several hours. This would
mark the first, and briefest, of the three occupations of Alcatraz. The activists hoped to remind
the government of the broken treaties that had been made, and to draw attention to the American
Indians’ utter lack of rights and respect.
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In 1968, AIM, or the American Indian Movement, was founded in Minneapolis. Initially
aimed at combating police brutality, poverty and the highest unemployment rates existing in any
ethnic group, AIM soon began to grow.18AIM’s demands encompassed all Indian rights issues,
including restoration of previously indigenous lands and the right to self-govern tribes.19 AIM
was one of the chief supporters and organizers of the occupation of Alcatraz Island, which would
take place the following year.

19 Months at Alcatraz
On November 9, 1969, a small group of Indian activists, supported by the American
Indian Movement, arrived by boat on Alcatraz Island, San Francisco.20 They claimed the island
under the rights promised by the Sioux Treaty of 1868, which stated that vacated federal land be
returned to the native people. The activists were immediately removed by the Coast Guard, but a
second group returned later, stayed overnight, and left the following day.21
Ten days later, on November 20, 1969, 89 American Indians, led by Richard Oakes,
departed to reclaim Alcatraz Island as Indian territory for the third time in history. However, all
except 14 of the activists were blocked from landing by the U.S. Coast Guard. Upon the
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victorious arrival of these 14,22 the solo guard of Alcatraz Island delivered the message,
“Mayday! Mayday! The Indians have landed!”23
Upon arriving, the occupiers established a council and roles for the inhabitants, with all
the decisions “made by unanimous consent of the people.”24 Following the arrival of the Native
Americans, the federal government ineffectively barricaded the island to stop supplies from
arriving at Alcatraz, and demanded that the Native Americans leave the island. However, the
Native Americans pleaded to have their requests listened to, and were allowed to negotiate with
the United States government. They appealed for the deed of Alcatraz Island, a museum, a
cultural center, and an Indian university.25 Their requests were refused and they were again
ordered to vacate the island. A group known as NEGRO, or National Economic Growth and
Reconstruction Organization, attempted to “force a resolution between two forces, the Indians
and the federal government”26 but failed to negotiate a deal between the two.27
The activists on Alcatraz received much widespread support, with crowds of supporters
arriving on Thanksgiving to celebrate the protest. Some government officials, however, claimed
that the American Indian Movement was a “radical subversive organization” and maintained
there were “demonstrable ties between the American Indian Movement and the various
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Communist movements that (existed) in (the) country.”28 Most were likely unwilling to fulfil the
Indians’ requests or were afraid of recognizing them as equal to native citizens, and therefore
made claims denouncing their actions. Excluding these officials, however, support for the
occupation was widely recognized across the country by Indian activists and others alike.
Despite the support, life at Alcatraz was difficult, with frequent shortages of drinking
water and lack of electricity. Sometimes the activists only had candles to use as a light source,
although several generators were donated by supporters. Still, the Indians often needed to
demolish wooden structures as a source of fuel.29 The Indians stated that the rock, however, was
“more livable than most of their reservations,”30 and were determined to accommodate to their
surroundings.31
In early 1970, the island’s council began to collapse following leader Richard Oakes’
departure from Alcatraz.32 Two opposing groups struggled to gain authority over the island.
Meanwhile, the government shut off the electrical power supply and, in June of 1970, removed
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the water barge that provided fresh water.33 The water shortage then became a major problem for
the Indian occupants.
Thomas Hannon, the regional administrator of the General Services Administration,
claimed that the barge was “in need of repair” and that the government had no authority to return
the water barge to the Indians.34 Other problems besides water shortage arose, such as fires, drug
use, and lack of resources, and the number of activists on the island dropped.
According to the occupants, the government had guaranteed no action would be taken
against them while negotiations continued.35 Despite this promise, in June 1971, government
agents arrived at Alcatraz and forcefully removed the few remaining occupants, officially ending
the third and 19-month-long occupation of Alcatraz Island. Government officials stated that the
removal was due to the need of operating the island lighthouse, and because they were worried
because the Indians had stated they would “do something” if their requests were not met.36

Short-term Impact: the Federal Government Reacts to Alcatraz
Preceding the occupation (until 1969), Congress has been recorded to have enacted 5,000
laws related to Indian rights, the vast majority reducing Indian power and transferring it to the
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federal government37. However, the occupation of Alcatraz Island sparked a wave of Native
American activism and federal action, breaking barriers in Indian rights worldwide.
During the occupation, on July 8, 1970, President Nixon made a speech condemning the
termination policy and supporting self-determination. He stated that, “The time has come to
break decisively with the past and to create the conditions for a new era in which the Indian
future is determined by Indian acts and Indian decisions,”38 and acknowledged the federal
government’s failure to protect Native American people.39 He directed the National Council of
Indian Opportunity (NCIO) to form a sub-committee for Indian education, which would develop
ways for Indians to become involved in their children’s education, and would provide technical
assistance for establishing school boards.
Nixon also recognized the importance and underrepresentation of urban Indians, naming
them “this most deprived and least understood segment of the urban population.”40 He
established seven urban Indian centers and brough national attention to the conditions and
poverty of urban Indians.41
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Following this speech, Nixon returned millions of acres of previously indigenous lands to
tribes, including 48,000 acres to the Taos Indians, 40 million acres to the Navajo Indians, and
21,000 acres to the Yakima.42 In 1970, Congress passed 22 legislative proposals on behalf of
American Indians, with six being ratified as laws. Nixon additionally increased the Bureau of
Indian Affairs budget by 224 percent, doubled funds for Indian health care, established the
Office of Indian Water Rights and the Navajo Community College.43 Overall federal spending on
Indian behalf increased from 598 to 626 million dollars between 1970 and 1971.44
The occupation of Alcatraz also inspired immediate Indian activism, including the
occupation of Mount Rushmore in 1970 to reclaim land promised by the 1868 treaty to the Sioux
Tribe.45 The occupation is further thought to have inspired the Trail of Broken Treaties Caravan
in 1972 and the occupation of Wounded Knee in 1973.

Long-term Impact
The occupation of Alcatraz preceded the institution of numerous laws and programs
supporting American Indian rights, including the founding of the Administration for Native
Americans (ANA) in 1974, the Indian Self-Determination and Education Act of 1975, and the
Indian Child Welfare Act of 1978.46
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Not only did the occupation break legal barriers throughout the 1970s, it broke barriers of
activism and inspiration nationally. The occupation was one of the first times multiple tribes
gathered to strike for a common cause, inspiring thousands of American Indians to seek equal
rights, with a legacy that remains visible today. In fact, the occupation has been deemed, “The
cradle of the modern Native American civil rights movement.”47
The wave of American Indian activism began shortly after the occupation, and remains
prominent in modern day America. For example, the 2011 Keystone XL Pipeline protest
involved indigenous people pressing President Obama to reject the pipeline project which would
damage tribal lands and water sources. The protest was successful, as Obama rejected the
proposal in November of 2015.48
A second instance of modern Native American activism is the Havasupai Lawsuit. On
March 7, 2013, the Havasupai Tribe filed a lawsuit against the U.S. Forest Service, which had
consented to operate a uranium mine near the Grand Canyon without tribal permission.49
Although this lawsuit failed to halt uranium mining, it exemplifies the activism inspired by the
occupation which continues today.
Even more recently, in 2016, the Standing Rock Sioux founded a Spirit Camp to protest
the proposed Dakota Access Pipeline, which would pose a threat to people’s health and the
environment.50 This protest remains active currently.
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These cases of American Indian activism and the acts instituted on behalf of Indians
illustrates the legacy left in the wake of the occupation of Alcatraz Island. The occupation broke
legal barriers in Native American rights and has since broken barriers in activism, being one of
the first and most significant instances of Indian activism in history. The occupation remains a
powerful symbol of the search for equal rights and civil liberties today.
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Appendix A

This image depicts Alcatraz Island, taken in 1969 at the time of the occupation. The island
operated between 1934 and 1963, serving as a federal penitentiary for prisoners who needed high
security. Some of the inmates included Al Capone, Robert Stroud, and George Kelly, some of
the most notorious criminals of all time.

Image credit: 1969 Occupation of Alcatraz and the Alcatraz Proclamation,
www.nativevillage.org/Inspiration-/Occupation of Alcatraz and the Alcatraz Proclamation
alcatraz_proclamation.htm.
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Appendix B

This image shows a group of the Native Americans who occupied Alcatraz Island. In front center
is Richard Oakes, the leader of the occupation, and the rest of the Native American activists are
gathered around him. This image demonstrates the determination and courage of the American
Indian people, as there are many gathered here to demand civil rights even though doing so
would mean encountering difficult conditions and perhaps retaliation from the government.

Image Credit: Blansett, Kent. “The Occupation of Alcatraz Was a Victory for Indigenous
People.” USA | Al Jazeera, Al Jazeera, 20 Nov. 2019,
www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/occupation-alcatraz-victory-indigenous-people-1911200914
24029.html.
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Appendix C

This photograph depicts one of the leaders of the occupation along with another Indian activist.
They have their fists in the air, probably to symbolize the ongoing fight for Native American
rights and their triumph after gaining control of the island.

Image credit:“We Hold the Rock.” National Parks Service, U.S. Department of the Interior,
www.nps.gov/alca/learn/historyculture/we-hold-the-rock.htm.

18

Appendix D

This photograph shows a part of Alcatraz Island while inhabited by Indians. The signs have been
changed to read Indian Property as a symbol of their protest. This image shows that, despite the
difficult conditions, the Native Americans were determined to persevere and managed to
accommodate to their surroundings, as shown by the activists playing games in the center.

Image credit: Treuer, David. “How a Native American Resistance Held Alcatraz for 18 Months.”
The New York Times, The New York Times, 20 Nov. 2019,
www.nytimes.com/2019/11/20/us/native-american-occupation-alcatraz.html.
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