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A Signal of Peace is an 1890 bronze sculpture by Cyrus Edwin Dallin located in Lincoln Park. Intended as a recognition of Native peoples and
exhibited at the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition, the model for Dallin’s studies was Philip, son of Kicking Bear of the Oglala Lakota, who
do not have a historical relationship with the lands in greater Chicago. 
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some essential ingredients of a Land Acknowledgment:
(a) recognition of the first peoples who were on the land
now occupied by settler colonists; (b) recognition that
settler colonists are thriving on the lands at the sacrifice
of the Indigenous peoples of the particular land or terri-
tory; and (c) therefore, to honor the sacrifices of Native
peoples who have suffered from the loss of their lands,
the individual, institution, or organization commits to
doing certain things as amends, recompense, for those
Native peoples. It is not merely an “honoring” of their
sacrifices. It is, rather, a commitment to steps that can
move us toward restorative justice for Native peoples. The
goal of Land Acknowledgments is that with education
and commitment there can be awareness, which can then
be the foundation for healing, truth, and reconciliation.3

What is the importance and value of a Land
Acknowledgment? It promotes awareness. It reminds all
of us that there were Native peoples here living and
thriving on lands now occupied by the descendants of
settler colonists. It connects history to memory and that
to the present and future. I discuss the power of memory
in my book Imprints, The Pokagon Band of Potawatomi &
the City of Chicago.4 There are important features in his-
torical and collective memory that figure into the value
of Land Acknowledgments. 

Memorials and the Power of 
“Memory”—Memory Work
In order to understand the power of Land Acknowledg -
ments, we have to understand their role in developing a
shared narrative of the past, present, and future. Land
Acknowledgments are not innocent. They can solidify
memory and create and perpetuate master narratives.
They can contribute to a collective memory that can be
a foundation for mutual respect and understanding. We
are at a time in the city of Chicago in which we have the
opportunity to reconsider the past and assess whether
our shared narratives of pioneer, frontier, civilization,
and settlement fairly represent the histories and peoples
of Chicago. 

L and Acknowledgments have become very popular
in the most recent past. They emerge from the
protocol of the Maori in New Zealand and the
traditions for entry onto the lands of another.

Land Acknowledgments were embraced in Canada
during the Truth and Reconciliation Commission hear-
ings of the 2010s. Most recently, they have become pop-
ular in the United States. Many people rightly believe
that there is a moral and ethical imperative to acknowl-
edge the Native peoples displaced by their settlement. 

When I say, “settler colonist,” I mean settler colo-
nialism is that form of colonialization whereby settlers
come with intentions of making a new home in
Indigenous territories. Settler colonialism is a structure
and ongoing system of taking and not a single event, and
its legacies continue to this day. The United States
couldn’t exist without its settler-colonial foundation. As
authors Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang note in their impor-
tant analysis:

In the process of settler colonialism, land is remade
into property and human relationships to land are
restricted to the relationship of the owner to his
property. Epistemological, ontological, and cosmo-
logical relationships to land are interred, indeed
made pre-modern and backward.1

As Indigenous lands become acquired by settlers and uti-
lized as a form of capital, it disrupts the traditional
Indigenous relationships and lifeways to land. Tuck and
Yang continue:

Settlers are not immigrants. Immigrants are beholden
to the Indigenous laws and epistemologies of the
lands they migrate to. Settlers become the law, sup-
planting Indigenous laws and epistemologies.
Therefore, settler nations are not immigrant nations.2

Land Acknowledgments are not a remedy for settler
colonialism. They are, rather, an effort to lessen the nega-
tive consequences upon Indigenous peoples by
addressing the realities of settler colonialism. There are

Chicago is on the Lands of the Potawatomi
Why Land Acknowledgments for Chicago should acknowledge this historical fact
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peoples.” They began to appear with gathering frequency
after 1890 and the assumed subjugation of the
remaining Indian peoples within the boundaries of the
nation. No longer perceived as a threat, American
Indians were embraced as a part of the national patri-
mony now worthy of memorialization. According to
Philip Deloria, the ideology of pacification that bridged
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries represented an
affirmation of the “vanishing Indian” trope and an expec-
tation of Indian assimilation. Says Deloria, “all these
things added up to either complete domination, with
limitless access to Indian lives and cultures, or complete
freedom to ignore Indian people altogether.”14 Very often
memorials and monuments are enduring attempts to sta-
bilize meaning and memory. At the beginning of the
twentieth century, a colossal monument was planned to
honor “the Indian” in New York City and would have
rivaled the Statue of Liberty in size.15 So many “grand”
statues to Indians exist that their presence justified com-
pilation into a book.16

Monuments can also be an attempt to insert into the
landscape a bookmark of sorts. Landscapes are like
libraries; within each are stories reflecting the hopes,
fears, aspirations, and lived experiences of human inter-
action. Like books, places are subject to constructions of
a multiplicity of meanings. How we understand and
relate to both books and landscapes is ever changing;
their meanings are subjective and temporal. The irony is
that no matter how heavy the monument, it never stands
still.17 It mirrors the narratives of the hegemon and the
counternarratives of the marginalized.  

American Indians were rarely consulted on what
memorials they might appreciate. Civic leaders made
those decisions. After all, these monuments were really
not for the Natives—but for the grandchildren of the set-
tler colonists—offered as a kind of apologia in stone.
Those monuments that purported to honor the local
Indians often reflected a darker message and imagina-
tion. Confessed one proponent of such memorials:

The few monuments that have been erected by white
men to commemorate and perpetuate the names and
virtues of worthy representatives of the Red race do
not at all satisfy the obligations which rest upon us in
that behalf. . . . It would seem not only fitting but just
that these chiefs and tribes, who were the original
occupants and possessors of the soil, should have suit-
able and enduring monuments to commemorate their
names place in public parks . . . so that our children
and our children’s children may have kept before
them a recollection of a race of men who contended
with us for more than two centuries for the possession
of the country, but who have been vanquished and
almost exterminated by our superior force.18

Collective memory is an idea developed by French soci-
ologist Maurice Halbwachs that is distinguished from indi-
vidual memory. Collective memory is shared, handed
down, and developed by a society or group.5 Why are
master narratives that emerge from collective memory so
powerful? Their power is not only in the individual mem-
ories they convey but in the collective memories with
which they are imbued7 and which facilitate the individual
and collective need to be connected to a shared past.8 The
power is that people can change in many ways, but
memory devices, such as Land Acknowledgments, will
connect Natives and non-Natives to a shared history that
better reflects the reality of settler colonialism.9

Memory serves as a means of producing knowledge
and as an agent in the preservation of the past. Memory
is a process by which some things are remembered, for-
gotten, imagined, and invented. The authority of
memory can be institutionalized into religious traditions,
legends, songs, statues, literature, and, indeed, Land
Acknowledgments. Memory becomes “evidence” for
those who recollect.10 Collective memories are trans-
ferred from one person to another in order to make
“remembering in common possible.”11 Rituals, myths,
symbols, and practices are all a part of memory making
and memorializing. Collective memory is metaphoric
and legitimizing. It can embody a shared past and a
national/group identity. It is partly through the collective
construction of the past that communal identities
emerge.12 Memory has power because of its multiplicity
of interpretation, uses, and transferability.13 Land
Acknowledgments, therefore, can be a foundation for a
remembering of a shared past that includes the sacrifices
of Native peoples. 

Memorials to the Native Peoples of Chicago
Decades of settlers colonists in Chicago cemented their
memories of American Indians into statues reflecting a
celebration of conquest and nostalgia for a mythical past.
These monuments and memorials are so numerous that
they seem to signal an obsession with rendering Indians
immobile; safely ensconced in metal or stone, and in
place. Non-Natives created many, a few were created in
collaboration with Native peoples, and American Indians
themselves created a few. There are many such land-
marks “honoring” American Indians throughout
Chicago, and most are monuments erected by non-
Indians to “honor” Native peoples.

There is a profound story embedded in monuments
and memorials created by non-Natives for non-Natives;
they reflect a pathos, guilt, and nostalgia for the disap-
pearing—and now “safe”—Indian. These monuments
also allow us to envision how non-Natives of the era
were responding to, and thinking about, Indians. Such
memorials represent a victory celebration over “the first
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Two examples of Chicago statues meant to “honor” Native peoples include: (above) The Bowman and The Spearman (1928) at Congress
Plaza, made by Croatian sculptor Ivan Meštrovic, and (below) The Alarm (1884), depicting an Ottawa family, intended to be a tribute gifted
by Martin Ryerson, who achieved his wealth in part due to relationships with Ottawa in Michigan in the 1830s–40s. 



have stories that place their  origins variously at the lake
shores of Milwaukee or near Grand Rapids, Michigan, or
Chicago. Those are the stories I grew up being taught as
a Potawatomi youth. Conversely, the Miami situate their
origins along the St. Joseph River at Mishawaka, Indiana,
and the Ojibwe have stories of their origins either at the
Straits of Mackinac or the mouth of the St. Lawrence
River as it empties into the Atlantic Ocean. In my
research, I have found no other tribe that situates their
origins at or near Chicago as do the Potawatomi. Again, I
think it is reasonable to assume that the Algonquian
tribes, including the Potawatomi, returned to their
homelands after the end of the Beaver Wars. 

It is essential that the collective memory of who was
here at the time of the taking by settler colonists be accu-
rate. Today, Land Acknowledgments vary widely in the
city as to who is being “acknowledged” for their sacri-
fices. What I provide below is the evidence that supports
the assertion that, I believe most accurately, Chicago and
surrounding areas were the lands of the Potawatomi, and
they are the ones who should be recognized as so in
Chicago-area Land Acknowledgments. I will admit this is
my perspective based upon the teachings I learned as a
youngster together with primary and secondary sources
that confirm those teachings. Other Native peoples may
not agree, but what I present here is solid evidence for
why Land Acknowledgments relating to Chicago should
give primacy to the Potawatomi. 

But for the last several hundred years, the main-
stream of settler colonists, and their descendants, in
the United States have erected a multitude of monu-
ments celebrating their “conquest” of North America. It
is a rare occurrence when both Natives and non-
Natives can share a commemorative space, language,
and performative act that acknowledges the difficulties
and complexities of contact between the two. That is
indeed the opportunity before us in Chicago today.
Land Acknowledgments can disrupt the master narra-
tives of the past and replace it with a shared under-
standing of what really happened in “Chicago.” A Land
Acknowledgment becomes then, in part, a memorial to
the past and a call to action for the future. 

The Controversy
There is substantial confusion about which Indigenous
peoples were at Chicago prior to European contact.

The source of that confusion stems from the fact that
there was no contact with Europeans before the Beaver
Wars of the 1600s. During the Beaver Wars, the Iroquois
drove most of the Algonquian Indians out of the
southern Great Lakes region. When Europeans arrived
near the end of the Beaver Wars, the Iroquois had been
driven back east and Algonquian tribes were returning
presumably to their traditional homelands. But the only
stories of who was at Chicago before the Beaver Wars are
oral histories of the tribes themselves. The Potawatomi
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This mural on Chicago’s Riverwalk, “Bodéwadmikik ethë yéyék/You are on Potawatomi Land” by Grand Portage Ojibwe artist Andrea
Carlson, is a land acknowledgment created to honor Potawatomi people. Photograph courtesy of Anna Munzesheimer
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The Wisconsin Department of Instruction has also cre-
ated a map (below left) of the locations of tribal nations in
Wisconsin, northern Illinois, northern Indiana, and
Michigan. The green areas clearly show that Potawatomi
territory included what is now Chicago. Nowhere is there
a reference to Chicago also being the lands of the Ojibwe
and/or Odawa or any other tribal nation.20

Similarly, see the map (below right) courtesy of
Michigan State University.21

The Maps
There is a substantial amount of scholarship that has been
condensed into maps. The map above comes from the
efforts of the Indian Claims Commission, created by the
Indian Claims Act of 1946. This judicial body was estab-
lished to settle land and treaty claims of the various Indian
nations, and in that process tribes were allowed to present
their best evidence based upon the knowledge of elders,
anthropologists, and archeologists. Above is the map that
emerged for the Greater Chicago area regarding territories.19
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ment of Algonquian peoples to their homelands. The vil-
lages in and around Chicago also had Potawatomi names
because they were Potawatomi communities on
Potawatomi lands. Examples include Wakigen/Waukegan,
IL (a fort), Zhagnash/Sauganaush, IL (Englishman), Aptë
gizhêk/Half Day, IL (half day) Kyankëké/Kankakee (low
laying land), Mskoké/Skokie, IL (red earth), Zhabné/
Shabbona, IL (hard to kill), Éshkëm/Ashkum, IL (more
and more), Senathwen/ Senachewine, IL (rocky flow),
Mëkwan/ Maquon, IL (spoon), Giwani/Kewaunee, IL
(prairie chicken), Mkopenak/Portage, IN (place of bear
potato), Winm� k/Winamac, IN (catfish), Zhonya mbes/
Silver Lake, WI (silver lake), Mnénak/Milwaukee, WI
(taken by force), and Gnozhe/Kenosha, WI (northern
pike).24

Some people misguidedly refer to the map on the
“Native Land Digital” website as proof that Chicago was
not Potawatomi land (see Native Land Digital: https://
native-land.ca/). However, this website includes an
important disclaimer as to its accuracy:

“Native Land Disclaimer
This map does not represent or intend to repre-
sent official or legal boundaries of any Indigenous
nations. To learn about definitive boundaries, con-
tact the nations in question.”

A map from the Pokagon Potawatomi (above) confirms
the sites of Potawatomi villages from Door County,
Wisconsin, down along the left side of Lake Michigan and
through Chicago to what is now Michigan and Indiana.22

A more detailed map below shows the location 
of Potawatomi villages in and around Chicago/
Zhegagoynak.23 Both maps would be circa 1701, after the
end of the Beaver Wars, the retreat of the Iroquois from
the Great Lakes region, and the return and reestablish-

Maps on this page were created by Kyle Malott,
Pokagon Potawatomi member and advance language
specialist for the Pokagon Band of Potawatomi.



Land Acknowledgments | 23

Despite the attack on sovereignty some are making in
claiming Chicago as their lands, only a tribal government
has the sovereign right and responsibility to make land
claims. Not individuals. Any individual making such a
claim is attacking and undermining tribal sovereignty.
The Pokagon Potawatomi government has claimed
Chicago since 1833, and no other federally recognized
tribal nation claims Chicago. Individuals cannot make
land claims of any significance; that is the sovereign right
of tribal nations alone. 

The People 
Furthermore, all the signers of the 1833 Treaty were
Potawatomi! And while we were a “Council of Three
Fires,” each was a distinct sovereign nation.30 There are
no signatories to the 1833 Treaty of Chicago who are
Ojibwe or Odawa, and the vast majority of signers to the
1821 and 1830 treaties were also Potawatomi.31 One can
tell by the names—these are Potawatomi names. That is
because we lived here and this was our home.32 Almost
all the notable chiefs of the era in the Chicago area were
Potawatomi, including Waubonse, Shabbona, Black
Partridge, Alexander Robinson, Antoine Ouilmette,
Sauganash (Billy Caldwell), Gomo, Metea, Blackbird,
Aptakisic, Pokagon, Topinabee, Menominee, and
Maungeezik (Big Foot). The very important Potawatomi
women of Chicago included Kitihawa, Watseka, and
Archange Ouilmette. How many non-Native newcomers
married into Ojibwe and Odawa families when they
came to Chicago? None! Ouilmette married a
Potawatomi woman, Robinson married a Potawatomi
woman, Billy Caldwell married a Potawatomi woman,
Hubbard married a Potawatomi woman, etc. No one
married an Ojibwe or Odawa woman to settle in Chicago

The Treaties
Many Land Acknowledgments being proffered around
Chicago refer to this place as the homelands of the
“Council of the Three Fires.” This is apparently due to
the first Treaty of Chicago (1821), the second Treaty of
Prairie du Chien (1830), and the second Treaty of
Chicago (1833). Those treaties ceded what is now
northern Illinois and Chicago to the United States gov-
ernment, but they were never identified as treaties with
the Council of the Three Fires. In fact, all three treaties
refer to us as “the United Nation(s) of the Chippewa,
Ottawa, and Potawatomi Indians.”25

Yet, we were never a “United Nation(s).” This is only
the federal government title for the Indians of Chicago
because they couldn’t tell who we were. We were, and
are, individual and distinct tribal nations, and it is true
we had loose social, trade, and political alliances with
each other. We were Potawatomi in Chicago. And we
have no history of living in mixed villages among the
Ojibwe, Odawa, and Potawatomi in the Chicago area. If
an Ojibwe person moved to Chicago and married into a
Potawatomi family, they became Potawatomi. United
Nation(s) of the Chippewa, Ottawa, and Potawatomi is a
construct and fiction created by the United States gov-
ernment. Because our languages and lifeways were very
similar, US government officials had difficulty distin-
guishing between the tribes, and so in an effort to make
sure that all the Natives of the region were included in
these treaties, they manufactured a “United Nation,”
which has now been reified into the “Council of the
Three Fires.” 

An article by ethno-historian James Clifton confirms
there were only Potawatomi peoples at the 1833 Treaty
negotiations in Chicago. He read through the treaty jour-
nals retained in the National Archives to confirm this
fact.26 As Clifton reports, the Treaty of Chicago of 1833
was attended by “six thousand Potawatomi, old and
young, men, women, and children.”27 Clifton continues:
“The Chicago Treaty was negotiated by several different
groups of Potawatomi communities and each had inter-
ests and aims not shared by the others.”28 Importantly,
Clifton concludes:

The so-called United Bands of Chippewa, Ottawa,
and Potawatomi were from villages in northern
Illinois and south-central Wisconsin. The use of des-
ignation (for the Indians) by the Americans was mis-
leading since all of those involved were Potawatomi
in social identity and political organization. The
cover name merely recognized the fact that
numerous Ottawa and few Chippewa had earlier
assimilated into the Potawatomi communities, and
that the Potawatomi proper had long standing
alliances with these other societies.29



Indeed, it was Simon Pokagon who presented to then
Chicago Mayor Carter Harrison (without authority to do
so) a copy of the Treaty of 1833 as a sort of deed to the
lands upon which Chicago is now situated.34

It was the Pokagon Potawatomi who took their claim
to the Chicago lakefront all the way to the United States
Supreme Court in Williams v. City of Chicago (1917).
Only the Potawatomi have sued for return of any part of
Chicago, and that expression of tribal sovereignty and
resistance should be respected. 

Land Acknowledgments must be accurate in who
they “acknowledge.” Truth and reconciliation requires
that accurate information be understood and available. If
we objectively look at the evidence, the archives, and the
available information, it is clear that Chicago is within the
homelands of the Potawatomi. A Land Acknowledgment
should not operate as a colonial erasure of that truth,
and a proper Land Acknowledgment should promote the
Potawatomi connections to this land so that it remains in
the collective memory of all who care about Chicago. 

A Proposal
It is essential that we acknowledge that Chicago is the
territory of the Potawatomi. It is also important to note
that many other tribal peoples came through Chicago;
some stayed and were incorporated into the Potawatomi

because there were only Potawatomi families to marry
and be adopted into. 

It was the Potawatomi who burned down Fort
Dearborn—no one else was there. It was the Potawatomi
from Indiana and Illinois who were walked out west on a
Trail of Death—no one else has stories of removal from
Chicago. Only the Potawatomi of northern Illinois and
Indiana were forced onto reservations west of the
Mississippi. Simon Pokagon (Pokagon Band Potawatomi)
wrote in 1893 about Chicago as home at the 1893
World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago. 

On behalf of my people, the American Indians, I
hereby declare to you, the pale-faced race that has
usurped our lands and homes, that we have no
spirit to celebrate with you the great Columbian Fair
now being held in this Chicago city, the wonder of
the world. No; sooner would we hold the high joy
day over the graves of our departed than to celebrate
our own funeral, the discovery of America. And
while . . . your hearts in admiration rejoice over the
beauty and grandeur of this young republic and you
say, “behold the wonders wrought by our children
in this foreign land,” do not forget that this success
has been at the sacrifice of our homes and a once
happy race.33
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The Chicago History Museum adopted this Land Acknowledgment in 2021. It is posted in English, Potawatomi, and Spanish on the first
floor of the Museum.
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studies at Ohio State University–Newark where he also teaches in
history and American Indian studies and is director of the OSU
Newark Earthworks Center.

ILLUSTRATIONS | Illustrations are from the collection
of the Chicago History Museum unless otherwise specified.
16, ICHi-036555; 19, top: ICHi-036550; bottom: ICHi-
036554. 20, courtesy of Anna Munzesheimer. 21, top:
Library of Congress, LCCN 80695449. bottom left: cour-
tesy of the Wisconsin Department of Instruction; bottom
right: courtesy of Michigan State University. 22, top and
bottom: courtesy of Kyle Malott, Pokagon Potawatomi. 23,
courtesy of Michigan State University. 24, CHM staff. 25,
ST-30003011-0041, Chicago Sun-Times collection.

FOR  FURTHER  READING | For more on Native
American studies, see: Clearing a Path: Theorizing the Past
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(Routledge, 2002). For more on memory work, see:
Marita Sturken, Tangled Memories, The Vietnam War, the
AIDS Epidemic and the Politics of Remembering (University
of California Press, 1997); Paul Connerton, How Societies
Remember (Cambridge University Press, 2004); Michael
Rothberg, Multidirectional Memory: Remembering the
Holocaust in the Age of Decolonization (Stanford
University Press 2009). For more on monumental
statues, see: Lisa Blee and Jean M. O’Brien, Monumental
Mobility: The Memory Work of Massasoit (University of
North Carolina Press, 2019). 

Four children outside the American Indian Center, when it was located at 1630 W. Wilson Avenue, for the Spring Expo on April 22, 1995.

and others traded, traveled, etc. and then went to their
homes. It is also important that as a result of Indian
removal, the Potawatomi were removed from Chicago in
a great ethnic cleansing but that 120 years later
American Indians from all over the United States came to
Chicago as a part of the relocation programs of the
1950s, and they and their descendants now form a
vibrant and diverse urban Indian community. Chicago is
their home now too. A proposed Land Acknowledgment
and Call to Action for those in the greater Chicago area
might read something like this:

The greater Chicago area is situated on the homelands
of the Potawatomi people, who cared for the land until
forced out by non-Native settlers. The Ojibwe,
Odawa, Peoria, Kaskaskia, Miami, Mascouten, Sac
and Fox, Kickapoo, Ho-Chunk, Menomonee, and
tribes whose names have been lost as a result
of genocide also lived, gathered, and traded in this
region. Today, Chicago is home to the largest urban
Indigenous population in the Midwest, and they
continue to honor this land and its waterways, prac-
tice traditions, and celebrate their heritage.

Therefore [articulate the specific ways you, your
institution or organization is going to connect, col-
laborate, ally, support etc. Native peoples].

John N. Low, PhD, JD, is an enrolled citizen of the Pokagon Band of
Potawatomi Indians. He is an associate professor in comparative
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