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("Thanksgiving" continued from p. 6)

contrary! The Pilgrims had literally never
seen "such a feast,” since all foods
mentioned are exclusively indigenous to the
Americas and had been provided, or so
legend has it, by the local tribe.

Thanksgiving could be a time for
appreciating Native American peoples as
they were and as they are, not as either the
Pilgrims or their descendant bureaucrats
might wish them to be. If there was really
a Plymouth Thanksgiving dinner with
Native Americans in attendance as either
guests or hosts, then the event was rare
indeed. Pilgrims generally considered
Indians to be devils in disguise, and treated
them as such. And if those hypothetical
Indians participating in that hypothetical
feast thought that all was well and were
thankful in the expectation of a peaceful
future, they were sadly mistaken. In the
ensuing months and years they would die
from European diseases, suffer the theft of
their lands and property and the near
eradication of their religion and their
language, and be driven to the brink of
extinction. Thanksgiving, like much of
Americanhistory,iscomplex, multi-faceted,
and will not bear too close a scrutiny
without revealing a less than heroic aspect.
Knowing the truth about Thanksgiving,
both its proud and its shameful motivations
and history, might well benefit
contemporary children. But the glib
retelling of an ethnocentricand self-serving
falsehood does no one any good.

Parents’ major responsibility, of course,
resides in the home. From the earliest
possible age, children must be made aware
that many people are wrong-headed about
not only Native Americans, but about
cultural pluralism in general. Children must
be encouraged to articulate any questions
they might have about "other" people, and
"minority” children must be given ways in
which to insulate themselves from real or
implied insults, epithets, slights or negative
stereotypes. "Survival humor" must be
developed and positive models must
consciously and unconsciously, be available
and obvious. Sadly, children must learn not¢
to trust uncritically.
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Protecting children from racism is every
bit as important as insuring that they avoid
playing with electrical sockets. Poison is
poison, and ingrained oppressive cultural
attitudes are at least as hard to antidote,
once implanted, as are imbibed cleaning
fluids. No one gains by allowing an
inequitable and discriminatory status quo
to persist. It’s worth being a pain in the
neck about.
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[This article was excerpted from Interracial
Books for Children Bulletin, vol. 9, no. 7,
1978.]






