Grillo 1

Samantha Grillo
Dr. Link

ENGL 2131

Dec. 7, 2005

A Writer’s Looking Glass for the Reader of William Apess

Imagine having no rights on the land, no representation in government, and being continuously hit with economic and political issues that were not your own. Would these be reasons to rise against the tyranny? They were reasons enough for the colonists to rise up against Britain, but not enough for the Native Americans to gain the same freedoms that whites enjoyed in America. 


When the broken, juvenile colonies became a new nation, there were no measures taken to ensure the Native Americans their rights. As with the African Americans, they were denied voting rights, which at the time were spared for only white males who owned land. The restriction on voting left the natives in a bad position- a position without power. 


William Apess was born into this powerless, broken, state of the Pequot tribe in 1794, to an interracial couple. His father was half white, half Native American, and his mother was possibly a full-blood Pequot. When he was three years old, his parents separated and he was sent to live with his maternal grandparents.

“By his own account, his grandparents were alcoholics who abused each other and the children” (Berson 4). William and his siblings were often left hungry and cold. When he was about four years old, he became a ward of the state after being beaten so badly that his arm was broken in three places.


From here, he was signed as an indentured servant and remained so for about ten years between two families. With his first family, the Furmans, he received his only formal education (Berson 4), and with his second family, he found the revivals of Protestantism. In 1814, he ran away from indentured servitude to join the paid servitude of the army for the War of 1812. He traveled to Canada, was discharged in 1815, and spent time with the Ojibwa tribe where he got his first taste of tribal life.


Upon moving back south into America, he stayed with his Aunt Sally George, who was respected by both whites and natives alike as a Pequot leader, medicine woman, and preacher (4). She would influence him the rest of his life as a firm believer in the Christian faith and an advocate for Native American rights.


Apess wrote “An Indian’s Looking-Glass for the White Man” in 1833, while helping the Mashpee tribe rebellion, which gained the tribe exclusive rights over their land. The essay is most likely directed at the ministry in white churches, but “there is an ambiguity about the title which allows us to visualize either an Indian looking at himself for the benefit of whites, or an Indian holding up a mirror so that the white man can see himself” (Murray, Christian 12). 

His first question, “Now I ask if degradation has not been heaped long enough upon the Indians?”(Apess 1079), seems to follow in the direction of a native holding up the mirror to himself. The degradation that had heaped up is listed as the absolute poverty of the natives, the rampant destruction caused by alcohol, and the false hope given by missionaries and public officials.

One of the first problems to arise in the relationship between the white settlers and the Native Americans was the economic struggle. The Europeans arrived on land with a host of foreign, and useful items that were unknown by the natives. With a more definite way of buying a selling, they had the advantage of knowing the worth of things. The imbalance in economic power began when the Dutch bought Manhattan island from the Native Americans for what amount to twenty four dollars in the eighteenth century (New Netherlands). 


By the time the colonies were a nation, beaver fur was a highly prized coat, and the natives made most of their trade through the fur. However, once their need for resilient supplies was met, they had demand for only one product: alcohol (Mancall 42). Many tribes through the United States find intoxication to be a spiritual process; peyote for instance is sometimes used in vision quests. Alcohol was the new spiritual awakener on the street, and the only way to get it was through the Europeans.


Thomas Morton, the founder of Merry Mount, sold the natives certain items that were desired, and that Puritans would not supply. “Merry Mount was above all a trading post and Morton made a successful living unscrupulously trading precisely those objects that were outside the range of Puritan trade, namely, alcohol and guns” (Murray 109). Through trade with Merry Mount, which was later shut down, the natives had access to their enlightened inebriation and the key to their only power in trade.

Alcoholism soon plagued the natives as “that burning, fiery curse, that … swept millions, both of red and white men, into the grave with sorrow and disgrace…” (Apess 1080). Not only were there the physical effects of the disease, but social effects too. Inebriated humans are not the most socially graceful people, and the image of the drunken Indian became on of common ridicule in the towns: 
Although Indians throughout eastern North America often organized their drinking in culturally approved ways, many nonetheless came to believe that liquor created tension and animosity in their villages, dangerously reoriented the economics of their communities, led to domestic violence, and facilitated the further conquest of eastern North America (Mancall 86).

The domestic violence issue was prevalent in Apess’s life through his grandparents and their abuse, and the fact that so few Native Americans still live on their original land speaks to the final claim.


The loss of land, and power over that land, is addressed in “Looking-Glass” when he discusses the corrupt officials who “would think it no crime to go upon Indian lands and cut and carry off their most valuable timber, or anything else they chose” (1080). The American government, once established, controlled the land once considered the home of the natives. The Native Americans could only descend further into poverty and destitution when their natural resources, and only source of trading income was taken.

Protestant missionaries swept in to answer the cries of help with the bible. Not only would these men and women visit the reservations, but they would write books for the natives wishing to pray in the Christian faith. David Murray mentions one such author, John Eliot, who wrote a book, The Logick Primer, which was intended to “’reduce’ the Indians to rules, and, in a larger sense, to civility” (Giving 151). Following in this tone, it was proposed that alcohol be banned for Native Americans. And despite propositions and Christian sentiments towards the native’s use of alcohol, many missionaries would use it as a bargaining tool, trading alcohol for salvation. 

Towards the end of the essay, in which Apess addresses the Christians failing to follow the creeds of their own religion, the mirror is held up to the white men so they can get a good look at their hypocrisy. Using his own knowledge of Christianity, Apess poses questions about the meaning of the religion: “Did you ever hear or read of Christ teaching his disciples that they ought to despise one because his skin was different from theirs?” (1082). In my own limited knowledge, I don’t recall Jesus ever saying that racial discrimination was a form of Christian love and charity. 
Apess puts himself in an ambiguous place in writing the essay. “As an educated Indian Apes could be said to have been created in the white’s image” (Murray, Christian 12). The fact that he does have the qualities of a Native, by being born into the race, and being taught as a Christian, make him a bridge between the two cultures that could not exist otherwise.


Maureen Konkle writes in her article, “Indian Literacy: U.S. colonialism and literary criticism”, “colonialism is the struggle for territory that takes place in part through the production of knowledge; written records and a reading public are as necessary as technologically sophisticated weaponry or encroaching settlers” (460). For the Native Americans, Apess was the voice of the written records, but was drowned out by the overwhelming literate population of white immigrants.
 

In Apess’s time, with the exception of the Mashpee’s success with their fight for control of their forests, his mission failed. “In the northeastern as well as the southeastern United States, native people continued losing land…” (O’Connell 29). William’s cause did not die out with him, but in his lifetime there were no great leaps towards making the Native Americans’ lives better.
 Up until fairly recently, no one knew what had happened to Apess after 1838. Studies in New York, however, uncovered that he was driven to the grave in 1839 (1078). It was the same “burning, fiery curse” (Apess 1080) that had been the death of so many other natives: alcohol.
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