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Abstract: Using the lens of the cosmopolitan, this paper looks to the legislative, economic, and 
political ideologies creating the notion of the u/Urban Indian who I argue to be a cosmopolite. While 
taking the reader through a brief history of the emergence of Indian centers as Indian space or 
structure,  I use the example of one Indian Center, in particular located in the Midwest, as a site of the 
cosmopolitan, focusing on the center’s annual powwow. The powwow sponsored by the center, serves as 
the structure that encompasses the individual circulating from differing nations, engaging in a mutual 
respect of Pan-Indian-ness, both converging and diverging, creating a home abroad and an abroad 
home for the cosmopolite Indian. 

 
 
The urban Indian is a term used to denote the indigenous person living in the urban space. As Terry Straus 
and Debra Valentino (2001) state ―Urban is not a kind of Indian. It is a kind of experience, one most Indian 
people today have had‖ (86). When looking at the urban Indian, the issues of identity emergence and 
development, individualistic structures among a collectivistic community, and pluralism are raised. With 
the variety of avenues from which we could examine the role and impacts of the urban Indian I look to the 
theoretical framework of cosmopolitanism. This article will take you through an introduction to the theory; 
the relationship to the urban, the legislation and policy bringing the Indian back to the city, and the 
emergence of the urban Indian center through the lens of cosmopolitanism. 
 
Cosmopolitanism is a philosophical and theoretical assertion of humanity belonging to a single community, 
typified by a mutual construct (Laetius 1901). These constructs could be a shared status of economics, 
political structure, and inclusive form of mortality, etc. The cosmopolitanism is marked by a structure, 
often political, that encompasses individuals from different nations engaging in a mutual respect. 
Cosmopolitanism manifests itself in multiple forms such as creating an atmosphere of ―abroad‖ within one‘s 
home, or a sense of home when abroad, ―ways of inhabiting multiple places at once, [and] of being in 
different places simultaneously‖ (Pollack et al 2000:587). Ulrich Beck (2006) identifies the existence and 
role of the plurality of states in the cosmopolitan with the cosmopolite, a citizen of the world (derived from 
Diogenes of Sinope). 
 
In this article I look at the position of the Indian in the urban space through the theoretical lens of the 
cosmopolitan, reflecting on both my research and the literature. I illustrate the transitions of Native 
Americans through governmental legislation and economic demand that bring the aboriginal to the urban 
spaces, developing a new sense of Indian-ness, a pan-Indian identity, one of collectiveness. Through 
political movements, uniformed ideologies, and the intertribal struggles, the urban Indian emerges as what I 
argue to be a cosmopolite. I conclude by demonstrating the emergence of Indian centers as Indian space or 
structure, a place of home abroad, a space of situated multiplicity, where a greater scale of the 
cosmopolitanism is displayed through the powwow. As David Harvey (2000) states ―The cosmopolitanism 
point is, then, not to flee geography but to integrate and socialize…to ground it in a dynamics of historical-
geographical transformations‖ (560).  
 



 

Authors such as Julian Lang (2001), Jack D. Forbes (2001), and John H. Rowe (1973) have looked at the 
history of American Indians and their relationship to urban centers before the existence of what we now call 
the metropolis and before policies were implemented encouraging indigenous persons to the new world 
cities. Dating from 360ce to 1520ce (Forbes 2001), the archeological record of southwestern sites such as 
Canyon de Chelly, Chaco Canyon, and Mesa Verde, in addition to the sites in the Mississippi Valley such as 
Cahokia, Moundville, and Angel all support architecturally, geographically, and through evidence of daily 
activity, the existence of complex societal centers. The literature addresses the apartment style living, 
ceremonial site separation, commercial hubs (Forbes 2001), job specialization, the emergence of 
manufacturing and administrative duties, and scattered rural peripheral settlements (Rowe 1973) as support 
for pre-contact relationships with urban centers. Then there are the pueblo communities that still are 
inhabited today such as those of the Rio Grande; San Marcos, Laguna, Santo Domingo, Zuni, and Acoma. 
Their populations have maintained the numbers of at least 1000 persons since 1300ce and an architectural 
design of multilevel apartment like dwellings that are centered on a main plaza. In sum, these examples are 
solely to purport that urban centers were not a new concept among the indigenous peoples of the Americas.  
What is relatively new is the ―modern day‖ urban centers in which the contemporary urban Indian is found. 
As Deborah Jackson (2002) points out, the urban space was once the home of the indigenous person, they 
were removed, and now they are back. This research looks at the relationship of aboriginal people to these 
city centers through their geographical flows and social organization in a space of marginalization and the 
pluralistic integration of Nations.  
 
There are a variety of factors that have influenced the arrival of the American Indian into the current 
metropolitan centers ranging from but not limited to jobs, population growth, government goals of 
assimilation, and land policies. 19th century legislation, such as the 1829 Indian Removal Act, the 1860s 
Indian Appropriations Act, and the General Allotment Act of 1887 (Dawes Act) created uncomfortable and 
unsatisfying living conditions placing Indians on allocated land parcels (reservations) forcing tribal 
populations to live in significantly closer quarters and altering the economic forms of subsistence. Often this 
land was not fertile and unable to be tilled, resulting in scarce resources and frustration. Eventually the 
Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) placed the already reduced land area on a legislative land hold, controlling 
leasing regulations that dictated eligibility for selling and buying land (Lagrand 2002). With dispossession of 
land, farming and ranching were no longer feasible economic strategies, resulting in dependency on wage 
work for economic subsistence and relying on employment in small towns and cities (LaGrand 2002, Fixico 
2000).  
 
During the 20th century, as both an answer to the labor shortages created by the wars (LaGrand 2002) and 
the federal government‘s desire to no longer handle Indian affairs, Native Americans were encouraged to 
leave the reservation for the cities (Bonvillain 2001). Ultimately, assimilation and acculturation through 
urbanization of Indigenous cultures was identified as the viable means to cut federal funding, services, and 
government created reliance. The Indian Reorganization Act, Relocation Acts, and Termination Laws were 
designed to expedite assimilation and offer a solution to the poverty issues that had been created through 
land cession and stripping of traditional means of subsistence. 
 
The chief objective of the relocation program was to desegregate the reservation Indian, with the hope of 
full assimilation into the urban life (Fixico 2000). The government saw this agenda from the perspective 
that ―any program which will bring these people into or increase their effectiveness in the fields of labor, 
industry, business and government will not only benefit [from] these people, but the nation as well 
(Lagrand 2002:54). More than 20,000 Reservation Indians were processed through the relocation programs 
by 1960, often drawn by a painted story of urban success, introducing the sanitized abroad at home, or what 



 

was referred to as the ―new deal‖ for the American Indian (Fixico 2000). Upon arrival to the urban centers, 
the program participants were to be met with an agent who provided access, training, and minimal funds 
(Means 1996), however, the reality was low paying jobs with a lower standard of living than on the 
reservation, and difficulties, both psychological and social, due to prejudices and cultural clashes (Fixico 
2000). In sum, there were a variety of reasons people left the reservations and came to the urban centers. 
What the arrivals were met with and the trials they faced as a group once in these urban spaces sheds light 
on their carving of place in the cosmopolitan, a new home abroad.  
 
―Indian stereotypes are based upon public attitudes towards American Indians with insufficient information 
about native cultures and native peoples‖ (Fixico 2000:30). They are often the result of myths and romantic 
notions that are derived from Hollywood and erroneous histories disseminated in the national curriculum. 
Popular culture projects this image of the Indian frozen in the past (Lagrand 2002). The image of the bad 
guy, savage (noble or not), the honest Indian, the brave, and the squaw, etc are some the recurrent themes 
that are represented and captured in the public‘s eye.  
 
As a means of both addressing the existence of these false perceptions and coping with the internal conflict 
the Indian in the urban faces both the social and psychological,  Darby Li Po Price (2001) looks at urban 
Indian comedy. He demonstrates the play off of the Hollywood imagery, juxtaposing themselves with 
Pocahontas and Tonto. One comedian found greater empathy from the crowd when he connected himself 
to his Native heritage rather than his Mexican familial ties. Others used humor to address the audiences‘ 
underlying assumptions such as living at one with nature and animals, wearing buckskin, and potential 
grandmothers that were Cherokee princesses. Ultimately, he asserts that these comics serve as intercultural 
mediators who aid in the expansion of their audience‘s conceptions of Indians through their wit. 
 
Another product of these images is what Ted Jojola (1998) calls revisionism. He explains the phenomenon 
as an occurrence which, 

 …in the face of the exotic and primitive, non-Indians had drawn on their own preconceptions and 
experiences to appropriate selectively, elements of the Indian.  The consequent image was a 
subjective interpretation, the purpose of which was to corroborate the outsider‘s viewpoint.  This 
process is called revisionism, and it, more often than not, entails recasting native people away and 
apart from their own social and community realities (1998). 

From these subjective interpretations comes the division of the Indian from the non-Indian, and at times in 
turn, a pan-Indian identity (Weibel-Orlando 1991). 
 
The pan-Indian identity is more than the demarcation of the Indian and non-Indian. It is the collective 
sentiment built off of tribal similarities in the urban center. ―Pan-Indianism is defined as ‗those processes 
through which Indians of various cultural backgrounds identify and associate with each other‘ and is said to 
have evolved from diverse tribal groups being labeled and treated as a discrete ethnic entity by the Bureau 
of Indian Affairs and non-Indian Americans in general‖ (Weibel-Orlando1991:60). 
 
For the Urban Indian, a sense of pan-Indian-ness marks a shift from a strictly tribal affiliation to one focused 
on a larger, more diverse group of Indigenous Peoples (Lagrand 2000). Weibel-Orlando (1991) suggests 
that this shift is an emergence of a neo-Indian type on a new level of self and group identity that is derived 
from mingling with members of other tribes. Within any one city, pan-Indian-ness differs in accordance to 
what tribal groups are represented (Lagrand 2000), their histories (Weibel-Orlando 1991), and the 
circumstances in which people are situated. This connection to a more thematic sense of being Indian was 
demonstrated through political activism (Lagrand 2000) such as the Red Power of the 1960s the American 



 

Indian Movement of the 1970s (Fixico 2000) and Indian Centers whose focus centered on providing its 
members with a positive image of the Indian past and present, fair employment practices, and betterment of 
and for Indian children (Weibel-Orland 1991, 2001, Fixico 2000). During my time with an American 
Indian Center in a mid-west metropolitan city, the differing tribal traditions could have served as a means of 
separation, but it was the interest in the similarities that served as a means to connect. It was differing 
nations engaging in a mutual respect.  
 
The center I worked with offered ―culture classes‖, spiritual teachings, and groups centered on healing. The 
culture classes were for both adults and children offering lessons in beading and quilling, back strap 
weaving, dancing, storytelling, etc. Individuals from various Nations shared their expertise or their group 
knowledge of meaning through colors, designs, technique, and mores expressed through origin myths, a 
circulation of worldviews and group specific philosophies.  Individuals mutually shared and learned through 
this circulating process and adopted an assortment of Nation specific approaches as was demonstrated in the 
final products such as Apachean imagery expressed through Ojibwa quilling techniques. Similarly there was 
a drug and alcohol treatment program that addressed the mental diseases through traditional approaches 
such as the sweat lodge and mentoring. On the reservation the treatment program would consist of a 
member of the Nation being treated by other members of the same Nation. Through the center, a 
participant may find themselves in the lodge with members from the Navajo, Jemez, and Lakota Nation, 
and the lodge pourer a member of the Mescalero Apache or Shawnee Nation who may identify the cardinal 
directions with differing attributes and elements. 
 
However, there is a lot of controversy surrounding the American Indian in the urban centers within the 
Native American community at large and the Pan-Indian identity. Some people are resistant to this notion 
of the Pan-Indian or Pan-Tribal identity, which potentially suggests an opportunity for tribally affiliated 
culture loss (Ramirez 2001). Some people feared that this was a regression to the desegregation and 
assimilation goals of the government addressed above. Many times those that argued against this pan-Indian 
identity were those aboriginal members who resided on the reservations or in Indian towns. A variety of 
arguments crop up when looking at the dichotomy of the reservation Indian and the urban Indian, the first 
being that of the terminology of urban Indian, where many assert that urban is an experience not an Indian 
(Straus & Valentino 2001). Finally, there are also the disputes lie in issues of blood, land, traditions, and 
financial support. 
 
In an argument against the urban Indian, Julian Lang (2001) exclaims, ―the city is an abstraction, an 
ecologically balanced system gone horribly wrong‖. He goes on to state ―urban Indians have lost their 
connection with the land and have become divorced from traditional and cultural visions‖ asserting that the 
urban or sidewalk Indian is ill-prepared for the traditional, spiritual, and natural world of the reservation. 
Individuals such as Susan Power explain their fear over the way the Indian in the city would maintain their 
authenticity and traditional heritage amid the habits, values, and mores of an individualistic society (Lagrand 
2002). Their fear appears to lie in the notion that urbanization undermines native traditionalism (Fixico 
2000) and collectivism.  
 
These dichotomies or factions grounded in blood quantification, tie to the land, traditional knowledge, etc 
are all examples of manifestations of what Ulrich (2006) refers to as the cynical cosmopolites. These are the 
stations that emerge from the inevitable intervention of hegemonic forces, the other side of the world 
citizen, the gatekeepers. In the case of the Indian-non-Indian separation, there are those individuals who 
possess the power either overtly or covertly, who determine both the representation and who fits into 
which category, ultimately demarcating the inclusive and exclusive memberships. When the comedians 



 

address the images that seem to be pervasive, they are in turn utilizing their ―in group‖ knowledge to 
indicate the lack of information of the outsiders. The reservation Indian and urban Indian strife is also a 
reflection of elitism through the assertions of bloodline, mixed ancestry, land etc. delineating those who are 
included and excluded, and in turn creates an invisible continuum of Indian-ness. 
 
On the other hand, the emergence of a pan-Indian identity more utopically represents the existence of 
cosmopolitanism where multiple nations are represented under one structure, a world of the multiples and 
multiple worlds. Lagrand (2002) suggests the urban Indian is bicultural, possessing multiple identities that 
could be more or less pan-Indian in orientation or collectivistic as Lang (2001) prefers. Individuals assert 
that there no longer needs to be a dichotomous relationship or juxtaposition between the urban and the 
reservation Indian (Ramirez 2001). Instead, it is suggested the parties can dialogically inform and influence 
one another through this space of potential fluidity as individuals travel to and from multiple locations 
(LaGrand 2002). With increasing frequency, urban Indian youth return home to their familial reservations 
to learn the traditional ways (Lang 2001) while maintaining residence in the city, demonstrating that 
location does not determine the modern or traditional Indian (Ramirez 2001), instead there is home abroad 
and an abroad at home. Similarly challenging what could be perceived as divisive assertions; the urban 
Indian community does not seem as interested in blood quantification or tribal affiliation as a requirement 
for membership. Instead when trying to determine who is Indian, membership is decided informally, agreed 
upon within the community based on constructs of ancestry, appearance, cultural knowledge and Indian 
community participation (Lobo 2001). One arena for this participation to take place is in the Indian 
Centers.  
 
As outlined earlier, upon arrival, reservation Indians were faced with issues of money, housing, and 
employment, in addition to the absence of a social network (Means 1996). Transitory First Nations 
individuals, who stayed in the city centers, often dealt with an inferiority complex, isolation issues, and at 
times pressures and cut ties from family on the reservation (Fixico 2000). As a means of survival and a 
pursuit of a more communal lifestyle, the creation of Indian social and political organizations began to 
emerge and tribal barriers began to dissolve (Fixico 2000). If the urban Indian community serves as a hub of 
information, sharing, exchanging, and learning about others as Ramirez (2001) suggests, then it would be 
the Indian Center that serves as the arena that makes such doings to be possible, the social and political 
structures for cosmopolitanism.  
 
One of the most important processes identified by various translocals, regarding their adjustment to the 
urban lifestyle was the process of forming cultural organizations, participation in the collective whole, and 
maintaining traditional familial and spiritual practices (Lagrand 2002). The importance of this social 
penetration is often seen as more fundamental to the success of the adaptation to the metropolitan interior 
than employment and housing needs. It is within these social arenas that Weibel-Orlando (1991) asserts that 
people are able to ―engage in recognized patterns of behavior that validate and incorporate them into the 
larger social entity‖ (129). Although Straus and Valentino discussed the problematic existence of a pan-
Indian identity, they argue that in order for the Indian in the city to return to the reservations and tribal 
affiliations, organizations such as the Indian centers serve as the base for this identity development.  
 
Analyzing the emergence of American Indian Centers, Alan Sorkin (1978) offers the reader developmental 
stages through which a center transitions. The initial stage is awareness of one another‘s presence (such as 
meeting at the social service institutions developed by the various religious affiliations) followed by the 
identification of a public meeting space that becomes a place of socialization. Eventually, these social 
gatherings grew and the people within the community took over the operational underpinnings of the 



 

center as many asserted that the Indian centers can best function under the responsibility of the people 
themselves (Weibel-Orlando 2001). They focused on promoting and facilitating migration with individuals 
who had been in the city longer sharing their insight with the newcomer (Lagrand 2002). Established 
American Indian communities served as a draw for the relocation recruitment and attention was able to 
shift to activities such as athletics, powwows, and social networking at the center with a displacement of 
social services to a satellite location (Sorkin 1978). It is at this phase that Sorkin identifies the emergence of 
a more broad range of special interest organizations coordinated by the center, often serving the role of 
advocate on behalf of the community. These special interest groups and the participants represented, serve 
as ―the social mechanism that binds the otherwise heterogeneous and dispersed …Indians into an entity they 
recognize as community (1991:70), the creation of a home abroad. 
 
As discussed earlier, Lang (2001) and LaGrand (2000) expressed concern for the survival and well-being of 
the urban Indian is the absence of community and tradition. Yet, during my time with the center, and as 
illustrated in others‘ research (Sorkin 1978, Weibel-Orlando 1991, 2001), I observed the special interest 
groups fill this gap. The center and its activities offer an urban substitute for the supportive, close-knit, 
collectivistic cultural structure of the reservation through the circulation of philosophies and worldviews. 
Through the establishment of these familiar social forms, a sense of cultural continuity in the unfamiliar is 
put into effect, often reflected in the organization structure and processes. As Weibel-Orlando (1991) 
states ―the inherent familiarity of traditional social forms (pow-wows, spiritual practices, and kinship ties) 
provides a solid social, spiritual, and enculturation matrix in which community can be located‖ (125). For 
example, it was through the circulation of traditional teachings of the Sacred Wheel at the center that aided 
in the cultural knowledge of those not previously aware and an opportunity for those who were to 
contribute and share their experiences. The incorporation of the Sacred Wheel as an infrastructural design 
not only provided a more broad culturally appropriate organizational model for the center, it provided an 
avenue for individuals to share, absorb, and incorporate various belief systems. It is through these activities 
that people are able to reconnect with the land and return to what Julian Lang (2001) refers to as traditional 
and cultural visions.  
 
These social forms often manifest in an array of cultural events held at the Indian center (Sorkin 1978). 
These events were and are important symbols of Indian identity. One of the cornerstones of the Indian 
Centers is the annual powwows. The powwows, dances, and meetings are often the most anticipated social 
occasions within a community (Lagrand 2002) as was the case of the center I was affiliated with. I witnessed 
individuals take on community-validated roles and perform culture-specific acts in the preparation and 
participation of the annual powwow.  
 

…[the] powwow is an arena for the establishment and perpetuation of community statuses and 
roles, honor and respect, and skills and knowledge.  Through regularized symbol, ritual, 
movement, and sound, a people share salient cultural acts.  Through the communal and ceremonial 
act, the powwow dancers also express their ideal selves to others who do not, or cannot, share the 
cultural act but who respect their validity as a marker of ethnic group membership.  In this respect, 
powwow participation is iconic; it provides visual models of ideal ethnic comportment. (Weibel-
Orlando 1991:140) 

 
On a broad scale, the powwow currently serves as a social intertribal gathering for both the Indian and non-
Indian to honor, share, and exchange lessons of American Indian culture through stories, drumming, 
vendors, and dance. The structure of a powwow is often a reflection of a Nation or Nations represented, 
designating spaces of the profane and sacred, Indian and non (Weibel-Orlando 1991). This was reflected in 



 

the placement of the drums, the roped off chairs only to be used by elders and dancers, and the colors and 
designs of the Regalia. An onlooker of the powwow grand entry or circle can see representations of various 
Nations dancing together as one. With these reflections in mind, the powwow circuit is a powerful 
community connector (Lagrand 2002) as was demonstrated with old friends and family meeting in the 
circle and convening at the vendor stands. It serves as an element of education to the non-Indian attendees, 
another attempt to alter the non-Indian perceptions as mentioned earlier in this article, creating a larger 
cosmopolitan. Ultimately, the center‘s powwow is a demarcation of multiple Nations occupying an urban 
place while creating an Indian space, where unique Nations demonstrate a single community typified by 
historical and geographical transformations. 
 
In conclusion, this article has looked to the urban Indian through the lens of cosmopolitanism. 
Cosmopolitanism is philosophically a community of individuals from various places coming together under 
some form of shared vision. In order to understand who the participants are in the community one must 
understand where they came from and why. By understanding the legislation and economic drives bringing 
the Indian to the current urban center, greater insight can be had within a community and the ultimate form 
it may take. Similarly there is a need to understand the perceptions the arriving First Nations individual is 
faced with and the negotiation of the pan-Indian identity. This ―identity‖ serves as the communal structure 
enacted within the urban spaces and arenas such as the center. The perceptions of both the Indian and non-
Indian also shed light on the hegemonic elitist positions determining the in and out groupings. In other 
words, the Indian Center and ultimately the powwow sponsored by the center, serves as the structure that 
encompasses the individual circulation from differing nations, engaging in a mutual respect of Pan-Indian-
ness, both converging and diverging, creating a home abroad and an abroad home. The exploration through 
Indian center development and community performances serves as the final stage in this article for the 
cosmopolitan juxtaposition where we are able to see the performance of the ―world‖ community, a sense of 
being in multiple places at once with the Indian as the Cosmopolite.  
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Abstract: Past attempts at using proverbs for cultural analysis have provided questionable results. 
There has been an overreliance on comparable proverbs from other cultures (Mieder 1981)  or the 
search for “underlying” static cultural traits (Bartlotti 2000). The current paper explores the potential 
of using frame analysis (Goffman 1974; Johnston 2002; Snow 1986) and circulation studies 
(Spitulnik 2001) as methods better suited to explicating societal change. The two methods are 
complementary: circulation studies aiding understanding of the process of proverb use; frame analysis 
allowing for insight on the meaning of familiar proverbs. Rather than explore perspectives of the 
culture in general, I selected college students in Almaty, Kazakhstan as the group to be investigated. 
The current generation of students in Kazakhstan is unique, since they have only known an 
independent and Post-Soviet fatherland.  As they have grown up, the country has been in the throes of 
redefining itself as a society. Part of this process has been reestablishing Kazakh as the national 
language. Field research was carried out among university students at the Kazakh National Technical 
University in Almaty, Kazakhstan. Surveys provided information about the most familiar proverbs out 
of the proverb set concerning “community”. Analysis of the survey results showed that the population 


