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The Middle Ground: Indians, Empires, and Republics in the Great
Lakes Region, 16560-1815. By Richard White. (Cambridge,
England: Cambridge University Press, 1991. Pp. xvi, 544.
Maps, notes, illustrations, chart, tables, index. Clothbound,
$69.50; paperbound, $19.95.)

Sweeping in scope, and comprehensive in content, this survey
of Indian-white relations in the Great Lakes and northern Ohio
Valley investigates the interaction between the tribes and the
French, British, and Americans and asserts that the French and
Indians intially created a “middle ground,” a relationship encom-
passing political, economic, and social ties maintained “through
rituals and ceremonials based on cultural parallels and congruen-
cies, inexact and artificial as they originally may have been”
(p. 93). Richard White argues that throughout the French period,
although “European goods had become an integral part of Algon-
quian life” (p. 140), the tribes were not materially dependent upon
them, and the exchange of commodities through the fur trade re-
flected political and ceremonial obligations as much as economic
necessity. In turn, the political relationship between the French
and most of the tribes was based upon Algonquian concepts of fa-
therhood, although the French unsuccessfully attempted to incor-
porate the tribes into a more conventional European political
alliance.

Not surprisingly, in the decades following the French and In-
dian War this middle ground suffered considerable erosion. British
officials refused to participate in the distribution of gifts and the
ceremonialism that characterized the French-Indian relationship,
while British settlers, who intruded into the upper Ohio Valley,
“did not believe their lives depended upon good relations with In-
dians” (p. 317). During the American Revolution British leaders,
reliant upon Algonquian military support attempted to reconsti-
tute part of the older relationship, but their efforts achieved only
limited success.

White suggests that in the decades following the Treaty of
Paris Algonquian villagers residing in Ohio, Indiana, and Michi-
gan attempted to forge a confederacy to confront the onrushing
Americans, but because the Indians “lacked the intimate ties that
bound a village, and lacked fathers (leaders of stature, Indian or
European) to mediate disputes” (p. 441), the confederacy proved



148 Indiana Magazine of History

unsuccessful. Meanwhile, the tribesmen’s reliance upon the British
for logistical support proved tenuous since British leaders in Can-
ada were tied to larger political interests and believed that the
confederacy lacked viable leadership. Finally, White argues, relig-
ious leaders such as the Shawnee Prophet paralleled contemporary
American concepts of race and culture, making Americans into
“other-than-human-persons ... children of the Great Serpent”
(p. 507), while Tecumseh desperately attempted to reconstruct “In-
dian republics” and confederacies that had so often failed in the
past. But they failed, and by the early nineteenth century the mid-
dle ground had completely disappeared, forcing the Indians to de-
cide between the “stark choices of assimilation and otherness”
(p. 518).

This is a very complex book whose thesis of a “middle ground”
offers a valuable model for the exploration of the Indian-French
relationship. Indeed, most scholars who have examined this inter-
action have described facets of this relationship, but White’s anal-
ysis is much more comprehensive. Since he covers almost two
centuries, White has been forced to integrate a very broad spec-
trum of conditions and events into his survey. This integration is
both the volume’s strength and its weakness. Certainly scholars
whose particular area of expertise is not the Indian people of the
Old Northwest will find that this book provides a wonderful frame-
work for assembling a veritable jigsaw of complex Indian-European
and intertribal relationships. But specialists may argue that not
quite all of the pieces fit. For example, White argues that the Fox
Wars provide “the basic primer for alliance politics” (p. 149), and
that they were primarily intertribal conflicts (rather than warfare
between the French and the Foxes) which began at Detroit in 1710.
Undoubtedly the conflicts were intertribal in nature, but there is
very good evidence to suggest that they originated in Wisconsin
during the seventeenth century. Some scholars may question
White’s assessment of La Demoiselle and William Wells or his
statement that the “new generation [of village chiefs who emerged
during the American Revolution] were far more parochial and less
sophisticated than alliance chiefs of a generation before” (p. 379).
These are relatively minor questions of historical interpretation
and are indicative of the problems encountered in integrating such
a plethora of individuals and events into a meaningful synthesis.

More important however are problems inherent in the chrono-
logical scope of the volume. White’s depiction of the middle ground
is a masterful piece of historical analysis and provides a superb
framework for understanding the complex relationship between
the French and the Indians, but his final chapters, in which he
argues that the Indians and British officials such as William John-
son attempted to recreate a “new middle ground” in the half cen-
tury following Pontiac’s Rebellion are much less convincing. As
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White illustrates, after 1770 the British and American settlers
who invaded the West proceeded “in a direction opposite from that
taken by the French villagers” (p. 341), and although the tribes-
people may have longed for the middle ground of their fathers,
they now were faced with new circumstances which precluded any
accommodation. White describes the ill-fated attempts of the vil-
lagers to form a confederacy during the 1790s and the rise of Te-
cumseh and the Shawnee Prophet as efforts by the Indian -
communities to construct meaningful new patterns of interaction,
but his arguments for the period: after 1770 are less convincing.

Superbly documented, this volume reflects both the breadth
and depth of White’s research. Indeed, the text is buttressed by
lengthy expository footnotes containing discussions of White’s
analysis of both primary and secondary materials. Unfortunately,
however, Cambridge University Press chose not to include a bibli-
ography, and readers who are interested in White’s sources some-
times will be forced to search back through pages of such
documentation before encountering the initial citation.

Scholars may disagree with some of White’s conclusions, but
any historian or anthropologist seriously interested in the tribes of
the Old Northwest will be forced to come to terms with this vol-
ume. It is unquestionably one of the most significant studies of the
Indian people in the Old Northwest to emerge since the advent of
the “new Indian history” and perhaps ranks with Anthony F. C.
Wallace’s The Death and Rebirth of the Seneca (1969) as a land-
mark volume in the ethnohistory of the Great Lakes tribes.
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Social Work and Social Order: The Settlement Movement in Two
Industrial Cities, 1889-1930. By Ruth Hutchinson Crocker.
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1992. Pp. x, 347. Maps,
illustrations, tables, notes, bibliography, index. $39.95.)

The progressive era continues to intrigue historians as they
struggle to define the meaning of progressivism. The settlement
movement, in particular, has generated a lively debate. Some his-
torians claim that settlement workers were “spearheads for re-
form” dedicated to a vision of progressive change. Others insist
that middle-class settlement workers tried to control the behavior
and attitudes of their working-class clientele. In Social Work and
Social Order Ruth Hutchinson Crocker argues that settlement
workers in Indiana did both. They struggled to improve the condi-



