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ABSTRACT 

Although Europeans unquestioningly impacted the 
indigenous economies of the Americas, these original 
economies have shifted, but have never entirely disappeared. 
Early European witnesses of these tribal systems were often 
off the mark in interpreting their observations, especially 
when the data was forced into a completely European models. 
With the secondary sources available, a less Eurocentric 
model of the 18th and 19th century Choctaw economy can be 
constructed. This reconstruction will help develop more 
accurate portrayals of functions within tribal societies. 



Chapter 1— Introduction 

Over the past 500 years, Spanish, French, English, and 

Americans have gathered and written volumes of information 

concerning the original American nations' cultures, 

political structures, economies, and other aspects of tribal 

life. Through the years, these observations have been 

accepted as reliable and comprehensive, then sifted to find 

the bits and pieces which academics can fit into western 

framework and theories; for example, imposing hierarchical 

structures and authority on tribal governing systems, 

ignoring the religious basis of tribal societies, and 

proclaiming the absence of economic, governmental, societal, 

and religious systems/structures because of their divergence 

from western thought and structure. Often those sources 

were more intent on perpetuating European preconceptions of 

tribal societies or holding western civilization up as the 

pinnacle of human achievement rather than recording 

information on tribal societies (Adair, 1775; Swanton, 

1918). Acceptance of western thought and framework as a 

universal basis of thought by mainstream academia diminishes 

any comprehensive understanding of non-western nations. 

These societies all have their own world views, governments, 

social systems, religions, and economies; in some cases 

quite startling to outside observers, but maintaining their 
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own internal purpose and logic. In an economic context 

specifically, a majority of present-day academics have not 

searched for the internal structures of tribal economies. 

Instead, western economic theories, models, and secondary 

interpretations are used unquestioningly as the primary 

basis of tribal economic discussions (Sahlins, 1968, 1972; 

Mander, 1984). To say that the western conception of 

economies are a universal basis automatically limits the 

study of other societies by focusing on certain theories, 

rather, than evidence and observations of these other working 

systems. The idea of using models to explain various 

systems is not inherently flawed, but does break down when 

the models/framework are not allowed to fit the information 

available. 

The problem and challenge of interpreting the tribal 

societies north of the Aztec Empire through a European 

framework began in the sixteenth century with DeSoto's 

journey through the Southeast and continues to be 

exacerbated in present times. European thought during the 

time of extensive contact (1698 on) was constructed along 

hierarchical lines. Tribal people, regardless of 

societal/national diversity, were all regarded in 

Enlightenment as occupying a place "below" European society, 

because of their alleged divergence from "universal" 

rational ways of life and moral justice embraced by European 
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thought. Observations of tribal societies tended to be 

random, a scramble to document "savage" life before it 

disappeared before the advance of "reason". Sheehan states; 

"The observer (of tribal peoples) accepted things as they 

appeared; surface manifestation became the salient character 

of nature" (1973, p. 15, parentheses added). In addition, 

these observations were connected to Western "natural law". 

This framework regarded tribal societies as inferior, 

hierarchically beneath Old World systems and society. 

Aspects of tribal national organizations, economies, 

diplomacy, and international relations were either ignored 

or dismissed because this natural law assumed the "savage" 

nations would have to be changed to match that of the white 

man. Therefore, to European observers, these functions of 

government, economics, diplomacy, etc., in tribal society 

were not merely differences, they were non-existent 

qualities, aspects yet to be developed once Indians were on 

the path to "civilization". Often these sources set out to 

show how far the Europeans had to go in their quest to 

"civilize" tribal peoples and negatively emphasized the 

differences between European and tribal societies. 

This thesis will examine the Choctaw reciprocal economy 

from just before DeSoto's journey until the early nineteenth 

century. While the observations of early European travelers 

and traders provide a great deal of initial information on 
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tribal life, these writings focus only on the surface 

activities of Choctaw society. Some observers, such as 

James Adair, assumed there was no type of reasoning behind 

tribal actions or outlook and so only attached meanings from 

their "civilized" position such as this passage: 

"The vast tracts of fertile woods, which are now 
shamefully allowed to be only the haunts of wild 
beasts, and wolfish savages seeking for prey...a 
remote and numerous people,—hardy and warlike,— 
without any public religion or civil law..."(1775, 
p. 487). 

In some writings, reciprocal exchange becomes "begging." 

Hospitality between allies was an aggravation: 

When a band reaches Mobile in the time when 
presents are given out...they stop three leagues 
(lieux) from the town, and send a messenger to 
inform...of their arrival and ask for bread and 
brandy...their arms are mended, they are fed until 
they leave, and presents are made them. All of 
these irruptions (dessentes * I would translate 
disruptions) of the savages cost the commandant 
infinitely for he has them very often at his 
table, or such [Indians] as come in while he is 
eating, to whom he is obliged to give food and 
drink by way of entertainment" (Swanton, 1918.) 

Differences between European "private" property and 

Choctaw concept of "communal" property is reported as 

"thieving" as in this passage from Adair; "They are such 

great proficients in the art of stealing, that in our store

houses, they often thieve while they are speaking to, and 

looking the owner in the face.." (p. 303). French governors 

of Louisiana find they need to distribute "presents" 

annually to maintain their alliance with the Choctaw nation. 
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Books written by traders and government agents during this 

period (1740-1810) focus more on the firm Western belief 

that these societies had to give way to "civilization" while 

describing tribal lands as beneficial to colonists, "as 

would both enrich themselves and their offspring, and, at 

the same time, add in a very high degree to the naval trade 

and manufactures of Great Britain" (Adair, 1775). During 

the period of these observations, Thomas Jefferson, 

possessing a fascination for tribal cultures, "regretted the 

tendency to leap to exaggerated and ill-founded conclusions" 

about tribal society (Sheehan, 1973). In fact, Jefferson 

believed that "...the moment a person adopted a theory he 

tended to see only those facts that would enhance it." 

(Sheehan, 1973). This belief would explain the various 

depictions of Choctaw by contemporary observers as either 

people living for the sport of war or people who lived 

quietly growing corn and hunting. Various sources, 

including Adair and Swanton's anonoumous French writer, make 

these conflicting statements about the Choctaw almost one 

immediately following the other. 

Because of the shallowness and variability of the early 

sources on the Choctaw, there are problems with forcing this 

information into the subsequent pre-defined framework and 

models of western economic thought and theory, specifically 

market and subsistence definitions. These academic 
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structures have been, until recently, developed solely by 

Europeans and evidence which did not fit these ideas has 

been dropped by the wayside to allow Western models to 

become the authority on tribal life. The ill-fitting 

evidence includes descriptions of agricultural surpluses, 

distribution systems, lack of a conception of credit or 

monetary system, and evidence of well-defined governing 

structures on community, district, and national levels. 

However, by using Western models and theories such as market 

or subsistence economies, theorists are limiting their work 

in both scope and accuracy when studying non-Western 

societies. This type of framework tends to rely on defining 

non-Western economies by explaining what they are not in 

comparison to definitions of Western economic thought. 

Students of tribal history and society are left only 

with a picture of the differences of tribal economies in 

relation to Western economics, not examples or a model of a 

functioning tribal economy. For instance, some academics 

such as Grayson Noley and Arthur DeRosier, Jr., portray the 

Choctaw as having a market economy even before European 

contact. The basis for this was the phenomenon of 

agricultural surpluses going to neighboring nations and, 

before removal, instances of families selling eggs or cattle 

in Anglo towns. Evidence not taken into account is a lack 

of commercial exchange, no conception of a monetary credit 



system, and little interest in material accumulation or the 

idea of material profit or investment, i.e. stocks, futures, 

etc. When western market notions of profit and selling are 

uased as a framework for the Choctaw economy, there is 

little exploration of any returning "profits" realized from 

the "selling" of food supplies to neighboring tribal 

nations. Whv did the Choctaw send this surplus to their 

neighbors if there was no "profit as defined by Europeans? 

If the Choctaw profited, what was this resulting profit? 

Although the phrase "they made a profit" is valid in a study 

where the proof of this is consistent and understood, what 

does this mean about a society where material profit is an 

unknown idea? Further, the idea in the Western market 

economy that each transaction is isolated and independent of 

any other societal responsibilities appears to have been 

unknown to the Choctaw. Speeches such as the following were 

common to both the French and English: 

Formerly our ancestors occupied the place 
where you now live...they have ceded it to 
you as to people who wished who wished to 
be their friends, in consideration for which 
you have promised them a certain quantity of 
goods, and length of time has not cancelled the 
continuance of the gift, and of the 
friendship,...reigns still between you and us... 
We have hopes then that in consideration of all 
these things you will look with pity on us and 
will share with us as your brothers in order that 
we may return to our village loaded with the 
presents you shall have given us." (Swanton, 1918) 

The Choctaw leaders were reminding their new French brothers 
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that they were now related, and must act towards each other 

with the awareness that everything must continually be 

returned in kind. The Choctaw economic structure depended 

on personal, on-going relationships to define all areas of 

economics. To the Choctaw, when the Maker gave the people 

corn, the people returned with the proper ceremonies; when a 

relative or neighbor assisted during a time of need, the 

assisted person was obligated to return such assistance when 

need arose. The French remained Choctaw allies because the 

original relationship had been set up between the two as 

brother to brother (Swanton, 1918), and was called for each 

side to honor that relation as real as any blood ties. 

Even more interesting are the assertions that the 

Choctaw practiced a "subsistence" economy. This term 

appears frequently when other Western models do not fit. 

The definition found in the 1981 Webster's International 

Dictionary (Unabridged) states; "subsistence economy:...an 

economy which is not based on money, in which buying and 

selling are absent or rudimentary though barter may occur, 

and which commonly provides a minimal standard of living" 

(p. 2279). Or, as Mander (1984) restates the subsistence 

concept; "Our mythology has been that native peoples live 

with the awful oppression of "subsistence economics"— a 

term that by its mere utterance invokes feelings of pity and 

images of squalor." Certainly the Choctaw were not a people 
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who lived in poverty or needed anyone's pity. The Choctaw 

nation, although having lean years as any nation does, 

produced large surpluses. held numerous ball games, nation

wide gatherings, established intertribal alliances, and 

appeared to have been concerned with much more than shelter, 

clothing, and food. This nation had a well developed, 

intricate system of government at a national, district, and 

town level; diplomatic relations with the surrounding tribal 

nations; and a rich oral tradition, all related to or 

dependent upon the economic system to work. 

The Choctaw nation has been widely studied from this 

western context. The original contemporary sources, while 

being invaluable to Indian scholars, were written by men who 

were dedicated to western concepts of profit, hierarchical 

structures, and had a different idea than the tribal peoples 

they were in contact with of what constituted 

"civilization." The difficulty in using these sources is 

sifting through these faulty interpretations to reconstruct 

a more accurate idea of tribal societies during that time. 

The men writing these documents were most often well-

educated members of European societies. They were not 

intentionally slanting all this information, but trying to 

put their observations into a framework which they could 

understand and explain to a wider audience. They could also 

be said to be as dedicated to their world view as the tribes 
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they were interacting with. Present-day academics, such as 

Margaret Zehmer Searcy, Noley Grayson, Arthur DeRosier, Jr., 

and economic anthropologists generally all have continued to 

use European modeling and thought to write about tribal 

peoples. However, after 300 years, we should go back and 

fill in the gaps and inaccuracies of these old studies and 

histories instead of continuing to use a western framework 

for non-western societies. The differences between the two 

are much too great to allow one framework to be the only 

intrepretation; too much information is and has been lost in 

the process. Tribal peoples need to develop their own 

voices in the academic world and rejuvenate the information 

and thought left behind. This thesis will focus on the 

historical (pre-contact to 1810) Choctaw economic system and 

will, hopefully, begin a more comprehensive understanding of 

economics in Choctaw society. Instead of relying on Western 

economic theory to explain this tribal economy, the society 

itself, through historical sources and present-day tribal 

societal values, can give us an understanding and a model of 

the historical economy. This economy is one based on 

reciprocity, the mutual and on-going exchange between 

people, tribes, and the spiritual world which formed the 

foundation of not only the Choctaw economy, but also the 

society and attendant relationships. Currently, the bulk of 

sources only treat the Choctaw economy on a "subsistence" or 



16 

"market" level. 

The idea of using models to explain various systems is 

not inherently flawed, but does break down when the 

models/framework are not allowed to fit the information 

available. As this thesis will demonstrate, these Western 

theories do not cover the full range of information provided 

by observers of the Choctaw in the late seventeenth and 

eighteenth century. 

Background of the Choctaw Nation 

The Choctaw have historically occupied the area of the 

southeastern United States that now includes Mississippi, 

extensive southwestern tracts of Alabama, as well as use of 

scattered parts of Arkansas, Louisiana, and Texas. Their 

towns were most concentrated in the region of south-central 

Mississippi, along streams and rivers. The land outside the 

river terraces was primarily composed of short- and long-

leaf pine woods (McKee and Schlenker, 1980). Further north 

and to the west the river terraces, the woods became oak, 

hickory, basswood, sweet gum, and beech (White, 1983) . The 

lands to the northeast and east of the Pearl River, still in 

Choctaw country, form what has become known as the Black 

Belt, a mixture of dense hardwood forest, prairie, and park 

grasslands. The climate of these lands is subtropical, 

receiving on average fifty inches of rainfall per year 
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(McKee and Schlenker, 1980). Yearly average temperatures 

ranged from 50 degrees in winter to 80 degrees in the 

summer. These temperatures contributed to a relatively long 

spring/summer/fall seasons and usually mild winters with 

little snowfall. 

The soils of Choctaw towns were mainly Short-Leaf Pine 

Belt and Flatwood, with some towns situated in a Jackson 

Prairie region. Choctaw fields tended to be on the flood-

plains of these soil regions, enhancing the potential 

fertility and longevity of these villages areas. 

In this variety of soils, growing zones, and 

vegetation, the Choctaw nation had an impact on the land's 

appearance. Towns were surrounded and made up of cultivated 

lands, formed from a girdle-and-burn method of clearing land 

for crops. The cultivated lands were enclosed by the town 

border lands, some.virgin forests and terrace, some returned 

and rejuvenated exhausted cultivated lands. 

Choctaw Social Structures 

The original organization of the Choctaw Nation was 

composed of several different factors. The smallest unit in 

Choctaw society was the extended family structure. Family 

membership was determined matrilineally, and it was this 

membership that determined primary responsibilities. For 

instance, it was the mothers' brother(s) who had the 
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responsibility for raising and disciplining their nieces and 

nephews (Cushman, 1899; Adair, 1775). The next larger 

organizing structure were the clans or iksa, also determined 

matrilineally. The clans were included in either of two 

moieties, the Imhulata and the second's name is variously 

given as Imoklasha or Kashapa Okla. The function of these 

moieties was twofold. The first function was determining 

who was eligible to marry and who was not. A man and a 

woman had to be from different moieties and not closely 

related to be able to marry. The second was determining the 

political status of the clans and chosen representatives. 

By the historical period, Choctaw society was relying on the 

iksas as the primary social and political functioning 

organizations and clans seem to have been dwindling in 

importance and disappearing or merging together. This was 

typical of clan and tribal organizations during this period; 

every people seemed to be losing some structures and 

identity due to population loss and upheaval after the 

arrival of European diseases and the appearance of Europeans 

themselves (McKee and Schlenker, 1980). 

The next type of organization were the villages of the 

nation. The town chiefs or leaders, no matter if the town 

was White or Red, were White chiefs. In Choctaw society, 

the White/Red distinction meant the civil versus war 

division of Choctaw government (Adair, 1775; Cushman, 1899; 
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DeRosier, Jr., 1986). Until the late 1700s, the White or 

civil chiefs maintained the internal political power and 

day-to-day decisions of the towns and the nation. The Red 

or war chiefs held internal political power during armed 

conflicts; otherwise, they were the captains of the ball 

teams which were the pride of their town (Adair, 1775). 

They also served as the diplomats and negotiators with 

outside groups, representing town or national positions to 

the outside world (White, 1983). 

The life of the Choctaw people followed the seasons of 

the southeast. Towns were permanent as long as the site's 

crop fields were productive. The towns were occupied mainly 

during the fall, winter, and spring. In the summer, family 

groups dispersed in mobile camps to gather wild foods and to 

hunt small game and fish, returning in late June/early July 

to the town for the Green Corn Dance. They returned to the 

towns for the harvest, and as groups stayed until after the 

planting. During the fall and winter, the men would often 

be out at hunting camps (Searcy, 1973). 

Choctaw governmental structure extended to incorporate 

district and national organization beyond the village level 

(Grayson, 1985; Hudson, 1975; Debo, 1961). Villages kept in 

touch with one another through runners who brought news and 

announcements between towns (Swanton, 1918). Ball games 

were a familiar source of contact between the towns, a time 
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of social contact and sportsmanship (Debo, 1961). Once 

every five years, or when a need arose, there would be a 

"congress" of all town chiefs in the center of the Choctaw 

nation, Mobile. Here, there would be a nation-wide council 

and the opportunity for town leaders to gain national 

respect and influence (Cushman, 1899). 

This was the basic outline of Choctaw society at the 

time of European contact. It appears to have remained 

remarkably consistent through the upheaval of the eighteenth 

century, through both internal civil conflict and increasing 

European pressures. The consistency and strength of Choctaw 

society may be one of the reasons the reciprocal economy 

survived relatively intact (compared with other tribes) as 

long as it did. 
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Chapter 2— Models in Use 

Early written source material on the economic activity 

of the Choctaw are mostly confined to how crops were grown, 

animals were hunted, clothes were made, fish were caught, 

wild plants were used, etc. The mechanics of economic 

production are well documented, but there is very little 

mention of the distribution system within Choctaw 

communities. This is analogous to describing all the 

products available in the American market, but omitting how 

these products are circulated among consumers. Reciprocal 

forms of distribution, when alien to an outside observer, 

are hard to document simply because reciprocity was 

unrecognizable as an economic activity from a market 

orientation. 

In fact, early sources mention reciprocal functioning 

of Choctaw society almost entirely by accident. Adair 

(1775) found that in tribal communities; 

...they are so hospitable, kind-hearted, 
and free, that they would share with those of 
their own tribe, the last part of their provisions 
even to a single ear of corn; and to others, if 
they called when they were eating...An open 
generous temper is a standing virtue among them; 
to be narrow-hearted, especially to those in want 
or to any in their own family is accounted a great 
crime... (p. 18). 

An anonymous, early-eighteenth century French writer 

(Swanton, 1918) makes the same comments; "They live in a 

friendly way. If one comes to see them they immediately 
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offer him food, so that if a man enters thirty houses in a 

day he eats thirty meals. They are very temperate." 

However, these behaviors are attributed to the Choctaw 

living in a "savage" state, the ultimate forerunner of the 

Europeans' own; they are never looked on as a component of a 

intricate and developed socio-economic system of Choctaw 

society. 

These types of observations have been made by an 

observer with a fundamentally different world view than 

those people being observed. One of the most fundamental 

problems lies in tribal societies' circular conception of 

the world and time, while the European observers wrote from 

a linear and "ascending" image of societies and the world 

(Thomas, 1990). The inability of Western models and thought 

to accurately portray the Choctaw, or any tribal economies 

has a great deal to do with the disparate world views 

between tribal societies and Western societies. The tribal 

organic view of the world and the Western mechanistic view 

are completely dichotic in nature (Holm, 1991; Thomas, 

1990). 

A mechanistic view assumes the world operates as a 

machine in perpetual motion. If a cog breaks in this 

system, another can be found to take its place. This fits 

with the deist view, popular during the Enlightenment, that 

the universe was created by God and then left alone to 
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operate as it should. No matter what is done or happens in 

this system, humans are not responsible, merely doing what 

has been planned for them, the "caretakers" of the machine. 

Most of the "founding fathers" were deists believing in this 

"clockwork" universe and the authority of human beings to 

attempt to control and shape the earth. This world view is 

especially important in evaluating the source material 

because observers were so utterly immersed in it that they 

missed certain events as well as their importance because 

they were so central in the daily lives of tribal people, 

but radically divergent in function and philosophy from that 

of Europe. 

This contrasts with the tribal organic view of the 

world; a view that says God is still with the creation, an 

integral part of the world and life. In this view, if 

humans do not act properly, sickness, famine, and other 

catastrophes will occur. Humans must be respectful, acting 

properly and taking care of their responsibilities to 

maintain good relations with God. In this view, the entire 

system must be preserved or the whole world will be upset— 

there is nothing that could replace something lost or gone 

wrong. One misstep in this view, if it is critical enough, 

will let the unnatural come in and bring catastrophe to the 

people (Holm, 1990-91; Thomas, 1990-91). 

A contrasting example for both views is how they 
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perceive the value of land. The mechanical view of land 

values stems from what and how much the land will produce; 

i.e., rent from buildings on the land, pasture lands, crop 

land, "undeveloped" land, etc. For Europeans, this is 

closely tied to commercial exchange and profit. In the 

early source material, observers glowingly describe the land 

for what it could be used for: such as this example from 

Adair (1775) describing Choctaw lands: 

This tract (the Choctaw nation) far exceeds the 
best land I ever saw...It is not only capable of 
yielding the various produce of all our North-
American colonies...but, likewise, many other 
valuable commodities, which their situation will 
never allow them (colonists) to raise...if those 
vacant fertile lands of the Mississippi (sic) were 
settled by the remote inhabitants of Virginia, the 
Ohio, and North-Carolina, they, from a small stock 
could in a few years raise a prodigious number of 
horses, horned cattle, sheep, and swine...they 
might raise abundance of valuable productions, as 
would both enrich themselves and their off-spring, 
and...add in a very high degree to the naval trade 
and manufactures of Great Britain (p. 304, 
parentheses added). 

The land, to Adair and his contemporaries, was not valuable 

in itself, but valuable for the resources obtained from it 

and its ability to support cash crops. This western 

attitude continues in economic anthropology under the term 

"underproduction", used to describe societies operating with 

different objectives of land and resources use. Sahlins 

(1972) that for tribal societies, production is only 

inclined to continue for the time needed to insure peoples' 
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livelihood. He defines the western view of this phenomenon: 

...the primitive economies are under productive. The 
main run of them, agricultural as well as 
preagricultural, seem not to realize their own economic 
capacities. Labor power is underused, technological 
means are not full engaged, natural resources are left 
untapped (p. 41). 

What is most missed from looking at tribal economies in this 

light is the fact that "underproduction" could also be 

looked at as a self-sustaining system. Production in 

Western societies must continually expand and find new 

resources to feed the continued existence of the economy. 

The Choctaw used the same land and resources on a renewed 

basis for time out of mind. The relationship was minimally 

intrusive to the Choctaw homeland; agricultural fields under 

Choctaw farming practices were producing crops for, on 

average, sixty to seventy years (Searcy, 1973). The 

continued relationship sustained both the earth and the 

people, a facet of tribal economics rarely acknowledged in 

any western writing. 

The Choctaw not only valued the produce of their lands, 

but also the integral role the land had in maintaining their 

identity as Choctaw. This intrinsic value of the land was 

important, not the idea of commercial profit. Choctaw land 

supported its people, as long as the Choctaw continued to 

remain in their relationship with the land and God, the land 

would continue to support them as it had done from the 



beginning (McKee and Schlenker, 1980). In this system, 

Choctaw relations with the land are tied in structures which 

all must work together, forming a system in which nothing 

can be left out, ignored, or undermined (Holm, 1991). If 

something is left out or desecrated, the whole system will 

fail. As an example of this wide-spread organic belief of 

tribal peoples, Schusky (1960) was told this by Lakota 

people: 

The...Lakota...often spoke of the disappearance of 
their people. When I answered that the census 
figures showed their population increasing, they 
countered that parts of their reservation were 
continually being lost...there could be no more 
Indians when there was no more land. Several 
older men told me that the original Sacred Pipe 
given the Lakota in the Beginning was getting 
smaller. The Pipe shrank with the loss of land. 
When the land and Pipe disappeared, the Lakota 
would be gone...I (Schusky) have heard similar 
tones among Iroquois, in the Southwest, and in 
Alaska...an Indian identity is intertwined 
with...land. 

One of the Choctaw creation stories states this 

specifically: "I give you these hunting grounds for your 

homes. When you leave them you die" (McKee and Schlenker, 

1980). In the organic view of the world, land is valuable 

in and of itself: a homeland to serve as the root of its 

people, their sacred traditions, and a fundamental link in 

reciprocity; contrasted with the mechanistic view that 

values only what can be done with the resources taken from 

the land. The land was the first and foremost link in this 
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reciprocal system; it provided not only food, wood, skins, 

etc., but also was the primary connection to and embodied 

aspects of God, serving as the religious contract of the 

people (Thomas, 1991). This differed greatly from European 

Christian tradition, which considered the land being under 

stewardship of humans and not a contractual aspect of 

relations with God. 

Although the idea of the reciprocal economy has been 

addressed recently by a few scholars, most notably Richard 

White (1983), the great majority of academics who have 

written about the Choctaw have used two theories to address 

this economy— the market theory and subsistence theory. 

The Market Approach 

A market economy, for the purposes of this thesis, is 

defined as "an organized effort which makes it possible for 

people to exchange various things for money (or commercial 

exchange) and decide the price of each exchange" (Paradis, 

A., 1970). Included in the basic assumptions about this 

economy is the manufacture or production of goods for this 

market. There is also the important role of competition and 

its function in a end goal of individual material profit. 

These two factors, in Western practice, have no communal 

concern or morality connected with them. The individual is 

placed against the system, and, at all costs, must beat it 
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to win sometimes merely to provide for that person. The 

well-being of a community as a whole is rarely, if ever, a 

consideration in a market economy. Certainly the Choctaw 

saw the life of the whole community as an indicator of their 

wealth. Debo (1961) states: "Choctaw family was 

subordinated to the iksa...when a man died, his property was 

claimed by his brothers or members of his iksa...". If a 

person of a Choctaw community was acting, they were often 

referred to by pointing them out and saying, "the great hawk 

is at home" Adair (1775). In fact, people who continued to 

behave selfishly and ignore the needs of their relatives and 

neighbors over years were judged by the community to not be 

human, and killed (Adair, 1775). Western market behavior, 

i.e., accumulating material wealth, was not tolerated in 

Choctaw society. 

The market economy also rests on the methods of 

scarcity and demand to determine a price for a product each 

time a transaction takes place. This is also a function of 

a commercial exchange rate, an even and relatively stable 

determining factor in the scarcity/demand area of pricing in 

the market economy. There is no evidence of such a method 

of commercial exchange in the Choctaw society or economy. 

H.B. Cushman (1899) states, from personal observations both 

before and after removal, that: "...one would hardly believe 

that human society could be maintained with so little 
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artifice...thev had no money, their traffic consisted alone 

in mutual exchange of all commodities..." (p. 190, emphasis 

added). Some authorities point to wampum as being the 

commercial exchange, but this is another misinterpretation 

of intertribal diplomacy. The belts were friendship, 

alliance, and treaty documents, not the form of money as the 

Europeans tended to view them (Jennings, 1984, 1985). 

Although probably the closest parallel tribal nations had to 

European commercial exchange, wampum's function served a 

completely different goal between tribes. Again, here the 

evidence has been forced to fit into a pre-conceived notion 

of what economic system entails, and because this evidence 

is like a market operation, therefore the whole economy is a 

market operation. 

Reliance on market economy theory presupposes the 

Choctaw economic base component to be the acquisition of 

material goods or wealth for the individual-exclusive gain. 

This European view, as articulated during the Enlightenment, 

postulated that; 

...the pursuit of self-interest was the 
principle motive-force of economic activity, 
and...expected that individual freedom to pursue 
self-interest would result in...development of 
economic life" (Prasad, 1984). 

Although more or less a truism in a market-type economy, 

Western economists held this principle to be a universal 

concept, despite evidence in many societies that this was 
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not the case. For instance, DeRosier, Jr. (1986) states 

that in the pre-removal Choctaw economy, "...the Choctaws 

raised so much corn that they actually produced a surplus, 

which they sold, at a substantial profit, to their 

neighbors..." (p. 10). There is no indication of the kind 

of commercial exchange involved for the corn, merely 

assuming that because the corn went to the Choctaws' 

neighbors, a market was automatically involved. Material 

profit of the individual has never been an aspect of the 

historical Choctaw economy. 

Another theory has been advanced that these surpluses 

were used to affect dominance over neighboring tribes. 

Grayson Noley (1985) asserts the agricultural surpluses were 

used, in part, to: "effect the economic conquest of 

neighboring tribes of the Southeast". Noley's contention is 

not supported by any documentation or footnotes. Any study 

of the early European source material will not show any 

mentions of imperial aspirations in the Choctaw nation. 

In fact to the contrary, the Choctaw were always 

portrayed as singularly uninterested in any concept of the 

general human condition. Adair (1775) wrote of the Choctaw; 

"...they are commonly negligent of any other tribe but their 

own...". He later characterized the love of Choctaws for 

their own lands and how determined they were in defense of 

the security of their boundaries. Conquest of entire tribes 



or other lands, militarily, economically, or otherwise, was 

never discussed in portraits of Choctaw life. Other lands 

were not the Choctaw's, they were some other people's, and 

therefore, unusable and less desirable than those given to 

the Choctaw at the beginning. Noley (1985), in his effort 

to prove the equal sophistication of tribal societies 

compared to European society of the same period, seems to 

have attached a western-type goal of economic conquest to 

the Choctaw without documentation. There is no evidence of 

such a idea ever existing in Choctaw society. They 

established mutual relationships with intertribal trade; 

they did not strive to make other tribes dependent (Adair, 

1775; Debo, 1961). With these relationships, the Choctaw 

may have developed some influence with these other peoples 

on matters of mutual concern, but they did not absorb or 

subordinate these tribes (Adair, 1775; Debo, 1961). 

The only possible market activities of the Choctaw 

before removal appear to have been the occasional trip to 

Mobile to sell eggs or cattle. Statements that the Choctaw 

"sold" produce at the trading post are unspecific and open 

to many interpretations. In 1775, John Adair is stating; 

"Those who speak so much in favour of lowering the Indian 

trade, ought first to... convince them of the absolute 

necessity there is of selling the same sort of goods, at 

various prices, according to different circumstances, either 
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of time or place" (p. 306). If a market had been operating 

by this time, the Choctaw would have already been familiar 

with supply, demand, and price fluxuation. Even during the 

era before 1800, this would have been true in bartering for 

the exchange of trade goods. While this may have happened 

at least partially within a market system, the Choctaw here 

were dealing with outsiders. Within the Choctaw communities 

and nation, however, the system remained relatively 

unchanged by these outside market activities. 

The Subsistence Approach 

Few if any sources are been able to supply a 

satisfactory definition for the term "subsistence economy" 

or "agricultural subsistence economy". This theory seems to 

be a lump term for peoples without a recognizable market 

system. A subsistence economy, based on the dictionary 

definition of subsistence, would be one in which only the 

barest means of obtaining food and shelter to sustain life 

are the sole concern. In his article, "The Development of 

Subsistence and Peasant Economies in Africa", George Dalton 

(1962) states that subsistence economies "are usually 

described in negative terms: they are not exchange 

economies or money economies" (p. 157). The use of this 

vague term implies there is no place in tribal societies for 

complex economic or societal development and systems. 
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Further, the 1981 Third Webster International 

Dictionary (Unabridged) contains this definition of an 

agricultural subsistence economy: "produces only enough for 

the farm and household, and not for any other purposes" (p. 

2279). Western observers have attached this term to the 

Choctaw economy, due to the lack of theoretical framework 

outside Western assumptions and systems. All secondary 

sources make special note that the Choctaw regularly had 

surpluses. even to the point of being able to bring them to 

other tribes in need. Additionally, the subsistence model 

assumes any group labeled with such an economy also has only 

simplistic social structures, government, spirituality, and 

no international relations, or lacks these aspects entirely 

due to living on a merely "subsistence" level. 

A subsistence economy also implies human beings just 

taking from the land, without giving anything back. This 

was not true of the Choctaw, who regarded the idea of 

returning by deeds or goods things taken or received. In 

their organic world view, unreciprocated actions or gifts, 

especially involving the spirit realms, invited danger and 

calamity for the people. 

The subsistence theory is inconsistent with evidence of 

Choctaw societal structures, district and national political 

organization, diplomatic relations and alliances with 

surrounding and far-off tribal nations, and crop surpluses. 
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Universally, sources discussing the Choctaw invariably 

mention the amount of crops Choctaw agriculture produced. 

According to one source: 

Because the Choctaw were good farmers, 
surpluses were common, and they often shared 
produce with people who were not quite as 
proficient as they. As a result, the Choctaws' 
sphere of influence spread... (Noley, 1985, p. 
57) . 

Many European contemporary observers appear puzzled (and 

somewhat disappointed) that even though Choctaw fields were 

a picture of entropy and were also left alone for periods of 

time, the crops brought in were usually more than enough for 

the family and community's needs. Adair (1775) gives this 

description of Choctaw fields: 

Their large fields lie quite open with regard to 
fencing, and they believe it to be agreeable to 
the best rules of oeconomy (sic);...they can 
cultivate the best of their land here and 
there...without wasting their time in fences and 
childishly confining their improvements, as if the 
crop would eat itself...They commonly have pretty 
good crops,...for they often let the weeds outgrow 
the corn, before they begin to be in earnest with 
their work, owing to their laziness and 
unskillfulness in planting:...they plant the corn-
hills so close, as to thereby choak (sic) up the 
field.- They plant their corn in straight 
rows...each row is a yard asunder, and in the 
vacant ground they plant pumpkins, water-melons, 
marsh-mallows, sun-flowers, and sundry sorts of 
beans and peas... (p. 435-437). 

Considering there are six varieties of corn described, as 

well as many other types of melons, fruits, meats, and etc.; 

the Choctaw had a diet surpassing many of their European 
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(continent and colonial dwellers) contemporaries. This 

variety, in great part grown by the people through conscious 

effort, puts them beyond the mere realm of providing the 

most basic of human needs. 

If a true subsistence economy existed, the tribal 

organization above a clan level could probably not exist. 

Meeting the basic needs of food and shelter would occupy too 

much of the year for extended families to develop the 

structures necessary for a cohesive nation. Splinter 

communities would become separate entities because there 

would be no time to visit or maintain any other relations. 

If this economy applied to the Choctaw, they could not have 

had the ability produce surpluses, especially enough food to 

go supply and maintain relations with other tribal nations. 

Conclusion 

The Choctaw economy, therefore, does not fit into 

either of these two Western economic categories formerly 

imposed on it. The Choctaw economy was not a barter system, 

nor did the Choctaw practice trade as understood by Western 

observers. The concept of profit, commercial exchange, or 

exclusive interest in obtaining the barest means of life 

have not been shown to influence or greatly preoccupy the 

Choctaw people. 

The Choctaw economy of reciprocity had one critical 
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divergent feature opposed to Western economic thought. 

While Western economies maximized the role and function of 

the individual at all costs against the economic system, the 

Choctaw had no such concept, and used something to tie the 

economy to the health of the society. This was a measurable 

value system intrinsic to the operation of the Choctaw 

economy. The Choctaw all had a personal interest in and 

also personal responsibility for the on-going operation of 

the economy and through this, survival of the Choctaw 

nation. Such a value system had been separated from central 

economic function in Europe for so long that observers could 

not recognize the Choctaw system as an economic function. 

The next chapter will explore that value system and the 

model of a reciprocal economy. 
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Chapter 3 — The Choctaw Reciprocal Economy 

As shown in the previous chapter, Western and tribal 

thought are divergent enough to make interpretation of one 

economy through the world view of the other inexact and 

incomplete. This chapter will explain and develop the model 

of the historical Choctaw reciprocal economy, attempting to 

bridge the distance between the two frameworks inherent in 

Western and tribal societies. The time period of this 

chapter involved Choctaw society just before Desoto's 

journey (1540) until the first decade of the eighteenth 

century. 

All of the contemporary background information has been 

documented, written and re-written to form a mainstream 

academic portrait of the historical Choctaw. What is absent 

from this description of the people is their relations with 

each other, the land, and the spirits. What were Choctaw 

ideals for these relationships? What did they practice in 

their daily lives? What responsibilities did Choctaw life 

entail? Why do early observers say there was no religion or 

religious activities in Choctaw society (Swanton, 1918; 

McKee and Schlenker, 1980; Debo, 1961)? All this background 

information merely gives a surface picture of the meaning 

and functions of Choctaw society, their surroundings, 

material possessions, and observable structures. How all 
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these factors functioned in the historical tribal economy is 

a virtually unexplored area, due to problems between the 

observations and the framework into which they have been 

forced. Because the contemporary sources inadvertently omit 

many vital facets in historical Choctaw society concerning 

the reciprocal economy, much of this chapter is based on 

class lectures and other discussions with people from 

various tribal nations. This will be based on the 

assumptions of an organic world view. 

The concept of reciprocity is inextricably tied to the 

communal structure of Choctaw society. The reciprocal 

economy, at its fundamental level, rests on a network of 

relationships which build the economy. Human to human, 

human to family, family to clan, clan to clan, clan to iksa, 

iksa to iksa, tribe to tribe, and all these first from 

relations to the spiritual; these relationships need to be 

regarded as part of the basic economic mechanism because 

without them, there is no working basis for reciprocity to 

occur. Reliance on and adherence to spiritual direction, 

kinship, personal relationships, and communal responsibility 

maintain the working of the Choctaw economy. 

Choctaw relations with the Maker (God) were the 

ultimate focus of the functioning of the society. This 

relationship determined who the Choctaw were, where their 

homeland was, how they lived, and their responsibilities to 
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the world. Without any of these, they would not have been 

Choctaw; just as the book bearer of Choctaw creation had 

told them, "when you leave these lands, you die" (McKee and 

Schlenker, 1980). You can be interpreted to mean not only 

individual persons, but as the collective Choctaw ceasing to 

exist once the spiritual ties to their god-given lands were 

severed. Different aspects of the Maker then taught the 

Choctaw how to maintain their relations through ritual 

ceremonies, behaviors, prayers, etc. These reciprocal 

relations with the spirits had to be done in order to 

sustain both the people and Choctaw lands. The Maker also 

dictated that as the people took care of their good 

relations with the land and spirits, so they should also 

look after their human kin in the same manner (Holm, 1990-

91). Because tribal society was/is a sacred society and 

does not draw the distinctions between sacred and secular 

(Thomas, 1990), European observers often did not understand 

that the various ceremonies they saw, such as dances and 

feasts for the bear, turkey, green corn, etc., were 

religious occasions. To the Choctaw, however, they were 

central to the lives of the people and continued blessings 

from the land and God. Reciprocity began with the sacred 

history of the Choctaw and extended to all segments of 

Choctaw life. 

The fundamental components of the Choctaw reciprocal 



39 

economy were the bases of Choctaw society. For instance, in 

Choctaw society (or any tribal society) the only means of 

establishing relations with others is through the kinship 

system (Thomas, 1990). An individual introducing herself to 

others of the tribe would not have been recognized until she 

told her iksa, clan, and who her relatives were. For the 

Choctaw, clan and family, not individuals, were the keys to 

how status was recognized. Within Choctaw society, there 

were no true strangers, instead there were varying degrees 

of kinship. Kinship was not only a matter of merely being 

related to someone, there were also duties that went along 

with those relationships (Thomas, 1990). 

In Choctaw society, kinship came with the assumption 

that all related people will "look-after" one another. If 

one's relative was in need, one had a clear responsibility 

to help take care of that need without ever being asked. 

Choctaws could not ignore or turn from assisting a relative. 

This help would be returned when one had need of assistance. 

Reciprocity is the result of these expectations. People not 

adhering to this precept were ostracized or lectured until 

they accepted their responsibilities again. Those who 

remained deaf to their relatives and neighbors needs had a 

choice of suffering their relatives scorn, leaving the 

Nation entirely, or coming back into the reciprocal system 

(Adair, 1775). Because Choctaws did not emphasize the 



individual, and instead focused on the family group and 

iksa, the communal concerns were placed before individual 

interests to maximize the potential for the good life of all 

people of a community (Debo, 1961). 

The Choctaw communities themselves were an extension of 

Choctaw kinship relations and responsibilities. While 

traveling among the Choctaw, Adair (1775) wrote these 

observations: 

When the Indians are travelling in their own 
country, they enquire for a house of their own 
tribe (iksa or clan); and if there be any, they go 
to it, and are kindly received, though they never 
saw the persons before—they eat, drink, and 
regale themselves, with as much freedom, as at 
their own tables...he is treated with the greatest 
civility and hearty kindness...when his lineage is 
known to the people,...his relation, if he has any 
there, addresses him in a familiar way, invites 
him home, and treats him as his kinsman (p. 19, 
parentheses added) 

Further evidence of the importance of spiritual connections 

binding the Choctaw to the land and each other was also 

explored by Adair. He translates the greeting between 

Choctaw who are not known to each other as; "Are you a 

friend of God?" This established common connections between 

people, a method of saying—we have the same 

responsibilities and obligations, so we are kin and have 

nothing to fight about. 

Every town had communal produce stores, in addition to 

family stores, which everyone contributed as much as their 
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situations for the year permitted. Adair (1775) observed 

harvests in several Choctaw towns, and wrote of the 

harvests, the family fields first and then the town crops. 

Once the town crops had been stored, the civil chief made it 

known that anyone who was able could bring in their family 

surplus to supplement the town harvest. These stores were 

not guarded or under explicit control of any official, the 

people knew when they needed something from this source, 

they just went and took what was necessary (Debo, 1961). 

Town-to-town assistance, however, was handled by the chiefs 

and councils. Relations between these towns were also 

interactions among relations, not only in supplying needed 

produce, but also hosting games, festivals, feasts, etc. 

At the time of European contact, Choctaw towns 

consisted of main plazas with meeting houses, town storage 

bins, and a few families living close to the plaza 

(DeRosier, Jr., 1986). Most of a town's population would be 

spread among the farmlands of a settlement. Big work 

projects on family or community land were clan or town 

efforts. A council of elders advised the town's population 

and chiefs; mediated some conflicts and gave speeches to 

persuade people about current events and issues with which 

they were faced. 

The chiefs of a town were organized in a separation of 

powers arrangement. The White, or Civil, chiefs were chosen 
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from among the strong clans of the nation. The leaders of 

the town clans, women elders or, more properly, clan 

mothers, would discuss and choose a person for the position, 

then pass their choice onto the council of beloved men who 

announced the choice to the people (Gearing, 1962). These 

positions could be hereditary, passing from chief to a 

maternal nephew, or (only occasionally in the "historic" 

period) niece. The choice did not fall arbitrarily to the 

oldest maternal nephew/niece, brother, etc., but the choice 

depended on who possessed the qualities to make a good civil 

chief. To gain a position of leadership in either the red 

or white divisions of government, a person had to exhibit 

virtues of Choctaw society such as generosity, cooperation, 

truthfulness, and responsibility towards others in everyday 

life (Adair, 1775). People who did not exemplify these 

virtures were not considered, and anyone who let power 

become an personal pursuit rather than a means was quickly 

replaced. A powerful, well-respected, and admired leader 

not only provided well for family and friends, but for the 

community as a whole (White, 1983). A civil chief's 

personal advisors and tichou mingo, a 

spokesman/administrative assistant, appear to have been 

chosen by the chief after his appointment in consultation 

with the clan mothers. Historically, the clan mothers and 

councils of women had the ultimate voice in appointments to 
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The Reciprocal Economy 

The model of a reciprocal economy operates on the 

desire to return goods, labor, services, etc. as need of the 

participants or social standing dictates. Many older 

sources get very close to this concept without taking the 

last step of defining the type of economy in operation. For 

example, H.B. Cushman, in 1899, wrote this about Choctaws in 

the early nineteenth century: 

...[0]ne would hardly believe that human 
society could be maintained with so little 
artifice. As they had no money, their traffic 
consisted alone in mutual exchange of all 
commodities; as there was no employment of others 
for hire, there were no contracts...There were no 
beggars, no wandering tramps, no orphan children 
unprovided for in their country... (p. 190-191). 

Although Cushman frequently romanticized his early friends 

in Mississippi, his observation here restated what others 

have been noting since the seventeenth century. The Choctaw 

economy did not possess the concept of commercial exchange 

central to the market economy. Trader James Adair (1775) 

makes frequent references to this, commenting that the 

English would need to teach the Choctaw about bartering and 

the reasoning behind expanding and contracting value in each 

separate transaction. The situation he observed with French 
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traders was that there was a set amount of goods exchanged 

on each side in an on-going relationship which had nothing 

to do with market trade as Adair knew it. 

More recently, Grayson Noley, in his essay on Choctaw 

life of the early eighteenth century, describes the nation's 

economic life this way: 

It appear that a communal economic system 
prevailed, everyone shared in...producing 
food...The sharing of community property and 
the lack of more than a few objects...kept class 
distinctions to a minimum, emphasized cooperation, 
and promoted national solidarity. There was 
nothing to accumulate as wealth... (p. 95). 

All these illustrations rely on defining the difference 

between the Western economies and the Choctaw by the absence 

of profit factors, basic to the Western model, in the 

Choctaw economy. 

To be able to maintain these attributes of sharing and 

cooperation described above, the Choctaw had personal 

"informal" relationships as the primary type of interactions 

with their society. Although kinship may have dictated 

specific responsibilities towards another person, 

interactions are on an institutionalized, individual basis 

(Thomas, 1990). This way, a member has an awareness of 

personal concerns and circumstances throughout a community, 

as they effect the community. For the Choctaw, the 

individual right of people are also the rights of the Nation 

(Adair, 1775). Societal sanctions began when individual 
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acts as if he/she were the sole possessor of those rights. 

From birth, Choctaws were taught to prize generosity and 

distribute goods, foodstuffs, etc., so no on suffered want 

while others possessed more than they could use. 

Historical, pre-removal Choctaw society was rooted in the 

assumption that everyone had an interest in assuring plenty 

within the community— for how could one eat well knowing a 

relative or neighbor was going hungry? These generous 

actions were always rewarded in kind, creating a continual 

distribution cycle of goods and labor. Such social 

obligations became community and national standards by which 

economic interactions were judged. Because these ethical 

standards were in effect for all areas of an individual's 

life, the community as a whole was able to discourage 

persons who became avaricious with either material goods or 

in a political sense. Greediness and uncharitability were 

swiftly dealt with by social and/or political sanctions, 

loss of rank within a community, or even exclusion (Adair, 

1775; Swanton, 1918). 

In fact, it appears that individuals who were 

consistently stingy and selfish with material goods, 

assistance to relatives and neighbors, or hoarded food 

during hunger times were regarded as not-human and referred 

to as witches (Adair, 1775). Although humans were expected 

to commit errors, they would also recognize these errors and 
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could mend their ways through instruction by relatives, clan 

mothers, etc. (Thomas, 1990-91). Sometimes this instruction 

would go as far as severe community censure, but a real 

human being would be able to recover and learn from his/her 

mistakes and rejoin the town's life. The person who did not 

was, by corollary, also not a human being, and unless it got 

enough of a head start, usually was killed by consensus of 

the town. This thing was regarded as a witch, it did not 

function as a human with relatives. In a reciprocal 

economy, such a failing could cause the destruction of the 

people who allowed parasites to exist among humans (Holm, 

1991). 

By encouraging individual virtues such as generosity 

and responsibility to community welfare and tying these into 

the overall status of families, the Choctaw maintained an 

economy in which the payoff was not only the security and 

well-being of the town, but insured the accountability of 

political figures to the entire community. This focus on 

the standard of living of the whole town not only benefitted 

the people and families, but also contributed to the 

cohesion of both the economic and political realms of 

Choctaw town life. Richard White (1983) states: 

Together, redistribution and reciprocity governed 
the exchange of goods in Choctaw 
society...economic exchange was deeply embedded in 
the larger cultural framework of kinship, 
religion, and politics. Ideally, material goods 
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did not divide Choctaw society; they served to 
unite it. 

From closely reading earlier sources, this economy appears 

to have survived even after the 1832 removal to Oklahoma 

(McKee and Schlenker, 1980). 

Distribution in Choctaw society had several aspects. 

The farmlands of a Choctaw town were considered communal 

property. However, agricultural lands used by a family 

belonged to that family as long as they kept it in 

production, or until it became fallow (Debo, 1961) . Plots 

lying fallow for more than one growing season could be 

assumed by another family in order to keep enough crops 

being grown for the town population. Any disputes over 

fields were dealt with by the chief and council. Crops 

produced by these lands were stored in two categories. The 

first were family stores, maintained by the cabin in cribs, 

baskets, and pots. The second were the town stores. The 

civil chief, after the main harvest, would inform the people 

of the time to bring in their contributions to these public 

stores (Adair, 1775; Debo, 1961; DeRosier, Jr., 1986). 

Families would contribute as much as possible, an expression 

of concern and generosity towards the community. This town 

store also became the "surplus" often alluded to by early 

writers. From these stores the district chiefs, as the 

national council, could call for contributions to assist 
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allied nations in need, or to supply those hosting national 

meetings. 

This agricultural surplus would only remain usable to 

the community for a limited amount of time. This was a 

limitation of Choctaw surpluses; the value and usability of 

these surpluses were definitely finite (Holm, 1991). 

Because these goods, or food had been the gift of the land 

and spirits, letting it go to waste, unused, would have 

damaged the concept of reciprocity. If the spirits knew a 

human (or community) was simply going to let their gifts go 

bad and not distribute the blessings for everyone, perhaps 

they would not send as much the next cycle because the 

people were not grateful enough to use them all (Holm, 1991; 

Thomas, 1990). Perhaps the spirits would send sickness, to 

show the people they must be concerned about others. At any 

rate, the spirits would be hurt that humans would be so 

selfish and unappreciative and tolerate the spoilage of a 

portion of the gifts. 

If the Choctaw, on their part, had done the proper 

ceremonies, shown their respect; a large crop was their just 

return. To remain in balance with the spirits, this crop 

must be distributed so it will go to use. Hoarding was an 

unknown concept to the Choctaw, even for a time after the 

introduction of European trade goods (White, 1983). If a 

community has stored all it possibly can in family cribs, 
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community storehouses, and even given to Choctaw communities 

less fortunate with crops for that year, and there is still 

food left; what can a community do? It has been given to 

them, and it is a valuable resource for all people, even 

non-Choctaw. The people of a community would be aware even 

of their non-Choctaw neighbors and their situation, 

especially with tribes with whom they had a history of 

alliances and mutual aid. If these people were not really 

growers anyway and had a bad crop that year, it would be 

what relatives do for one another to take them food to take 

them through the winter months. This way the Choctaw could 

also perhaps obtain materials and food not ordinarily seen 

in their country. Adair (1775) mentions that in one of the 

northern Choctaw towns there is a place four feet deep in 

clam shells. Although he supposes that at sometime in the 

past the ocean extended four hundred miles further inland 

than at that time, he also notes that is the "landfill" for 

the rest of the refuse from the town. To a people who do 

not get clams very often, it might be worth establishing 

relations with a costal tribe in need of some squashes, 

corn, and nuts to see them through the winter in order to 

have clams during the spring season. For the Choctaw, 

inter-tribal "trade" was a diplomatic, not commercial, 

undertaking (Adair, 1775; White, 1983). Establishing 

relationships with other peoples expanded the Choctaw 
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kinship network and allowed both peoples to share the 

different benefits given them from the Maker. 

The same reasoning applied to the game hunters brought 

back to the town. Enough would be saved aside and prepared 

for the stores, but a man hunting for his family would 

invite friends and neighbors to share in the fresh meat of a 

large kill, give hides to those needing skins, and basically 

share the hunter's good fortune (Swanton, 1918). There were 

also town hunting excursions. The civil chief would choose 

a time to re-supply the town meat stores and organize a 

hunting party to go out for various animals needed. This 

function became more complex after the arrival of the 

European traders, particularly the French (White, 1983) . 

One of the greatest misunderstandings of the Choctaw 

economy during this time was the extent to which the Choctaw 

bought into the market trade the French attempted to 

establish (White, 1983). European observers of the period 

alternate between describing how inept Choctaw hunters were 

and then glowingly describing the great amount of hides and 

furs brought to French trading posts by Choctaw hunters 

(Adair, 1775; Swanton, 1918). This situation sheds some 

light on the function of Choctaw economy during this time of 

flux. The civil chiefs had maintained authority over the 

small number of guns the French supplied. Hunters who 

wished to use firearms to hunt asked for them and would also 



51 

give a certain share of the hunt to the chief for 

distribution (White, 1983). Therefore, the gun was a 

instrument of the communal hunt, not the individual. The 

skins brought by one hunter to the trading posts were not 

the sole product of that person. Goods received for those 

hides were not then possessed by that hunter alone; they 

were brought to the civil chief for distribution among the 

community (White, 1983; Holm, 1991). At this point, the two 

societies had a common sphere that each could interpret in 

their own manner; the Europeans as a market function, and 

the Choctaw as maintaining relations with another people 

involving goods unobtainable within their own Nation. The 

use of these new goods and technologies did not include the 

adoption of western concepts with these material goods 

(Thomas, 1990). 

The iksas were reciprocally connected to each other. 

Remembering how the first four Choctaw had been separated, 

two to the right, two to the left; the Choctaw maintained 

the iksas this way in national gatherings, community/council 

meetings, and at the dances, both sacred and social (Adair, 

1775; Swanton, 1918; Debo, 1961). Mourning was also a 

function of reciprocity. When a member of one iksa died, 

all the relatives would mourn; however, when the time came 

to deposit the bones of the deceased in the bone house, the 

task fell to persons of the opposite iksa (Debo, 1961). The 
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opposite iksa also would be the comforters of the mourning 

iksa, prepare the final dinner for the mourning period. In 

time, the mourners and the comforters would exchange duties. 

The political structures of Choctaw society were also 

rooted in reciprocity and played a large role in the economy 

(White, 1983) . The position of the civil leader in a town 

had several different requirements. There were families who 

tended to maintain leadership positions, but this would not 

have been possible if the leaders chosen from that family 

did not adhere to the virtues of Choctaw life (Adair, 1775; 

White, 1983). From birth, a Choctaw citizen was taught by 

uncles, parents, and elders the ethics which bound the 

people, the towns, and the nation (Thomas, 1990-91; Holm, 

1991). These ethics; including generosity, cooperation, 

truthfulness, and personal responsibility united Choctaw in 

a continual redistribution of material goods within towns 

and across the nation. Because these ethical standards were 

in effect for all areas of an individual's life, the 

community as a whole had the authority to discourage persons 

who became avaricious with either material goods or 

political power (Holm, 1990-91). To gain a position of 

leadership within Choctaw society, therefore, a person and 

his/her (women could hold a civil chieftainship) family had 

to exhibit these characteristics in everyday life. A civil 

chief who let power become their main pursuit were disposed 
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and quickly replaced (Adair, 1775; White, 1983). Civil 

chiefs were chosen from the most ethical, virtuous adults of 

the community because they would continue the reciprocal 

system and therefore, hold the village together as a stable 

community (Holm, 1991). 

Once installed as the civil leader of a town, the chief 

not only assumed greater status and prestige within the 

community, but also had many more obligations, most of which 

were concerned with the generosity expected from the 

position in the reciprocal economy. Richard White (1983) 

states that these leaders "were primarily redistributors." 

He goes on to describe their office as "maintaining power 

not by hoarding goods but rather by giving them away." 

(p.42). This standard also insured the accountability of 

political figures through this distribution of food and 

other material goods. 

These types of distribution of goods and behaviors 

within the community and people were important factors in 

the continuing solidarity of the Choctaw. The distribution 

reciprocated by both loyalty to the distributors (such as 

the civil chiefs) or unasked returns when others needed 

assistance. Acquisition of individual material wealth was 

simply not a goal of Choctaw life (Adair, 1775; Swanton, 

1918; White, 1983). The important motive, instead, was the 

well-being of the town and the Nation, because the Choctaw 
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view dictated that one could not be satisfied and surrounded 

by comforts while fellow townspeople suffered want. The 

Maker had given to the Choctaw the benefits of the earth to 

be respected, shared, and returned (Holm, 1991; Thomas, 

1990). The Western view that unless the earth was used for 

and within human profit motives, it was a wasteland was not 

a concept accessible to the Choctaw people. This sort of 

selfishness went against the relationship a people were to 

maintain among themselves; and would threaten relations with 

the land and spirits if the balance of reciprocity were not 

restored (Thomas, 1991; Holm, 1990-91). 

Conclusion 

The Choctaw reciprocal economy went well beyond the 

concept of subsistence in Western economic thought. The 

economy could not be isolated from the other functions of 

Choctaw society, yet within all political, diplomatic, 

sporting, religious, and agricultural activities there were 

economic underpinnings. This economy rests on the 

responsibility of all participants to continue and take part 

in the continual distribution of goods and services, between 

the Choctaw and the spiritual world, the Choctaw and the 

land, among the Choctaw people, and with other nations. 

This aspect is fundamentally different from the western 
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concept of economics, and needs its own specific framework 

to be understood. Western models of economies simply do not 

address enough aspects of the Choctaw economy to be used as 

the basic model in modern scholarship. The Choctaw 

reciprocal economy was part and parcel of the tribal 

society, a sacred duty for the continuance of the Choctaw 

Nation (White, 1983; Holm, 1991). 
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Chapter 4 -- The Choctaw Reciprocal Economy and European 

Politics 

Aside from the inherent differences between industrial 

and tribal societies, the extreme divergence of Choctaw and 

Western economies was a focus of misunderstanding for the 

French, Spanish, and English in their attempt to control the 

Choctaw nation. The European power which became most 

involved in the reciprocal system was the French. Aside 

from the Americans, the French were able to maintain the 

longest period of alliance with the Choctaw, while the 

Spanish were the least successful at both becoming allies 

and establishing any influence in the region. As will be 

shown in this chapter, the Americans were the most 

successful in both establishing their overriding presence 

and subverting the Choctaw reciprocal economy for the 

purpose of land cessions and removal. Because the political 

maneuvering of this period would be a thesis in itself, this 

discussion will be limited to the factors most impacting 

economic concerns of the Choctaw during this time. 

The French Years 

The French established a claim to the 

Mississippi/Louisiana area of the Southeast in the latter 

half of the seventeenth century. In contrast to the English 
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policy of heavy colonial settlement up and down the eastern 

seaboard, the French government retained its policy of very 

few colonists and merely taking material goods from the 

regions under French influence (McKee and Schlenker, 1980; 

DeRosier, 1970). This allowed the French government to 

retain a higher profit motive; fewer troops were needed to 

protect French interests and overall necessary outlay for 

supplies, equipment, etc. was lessened (McKee and Schlenker, 

1980). As in the old Northwest, this was to the advantage 

of the tribes of the area. Because settlers preferred to 

stay in areas protected by the forts at New Orleans and 

Mobile and French traders only made relatively brief forays 

into tribal territories (Swanton, 1918), the surrounding 

tribes felt dealing with these particular Europeans was less 

threatening to their existence than English or Spanish 

settlement/colonial practices. Tribal borders were 

respected, and were not crossed by unwelcome guests looking 

for a permanent home under encouragement from fellow French 

colonials (Adair, 1775) . 

The French were also unwilling, and as the eighteenth 

century progressed, unable to sanction any sort of large 

agricultural settlement plan so central to English policy. 

Arthur DeRosier, Jr. (1970) asserts the French "sought wide, 

sparsely settled areas where the fur trade could be 

developed with little competition." The French used the raw 
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materials of the American continent to enrich the 

government/aristocracy, putting as little as possible into 

maintaining military installations or alliances with tribes. 

For the tribes of the Southeast, especially the Choctaw, 

this policy was beneficial; they were able to maintain their 

traditional homelands with minimal encroachment as well as 

acquire effective technologies that alliance with the French 

supplied (White, 1983) . 

The French were also sought as allies because English 

interest in the Southeast had historically taken the form of 

slaving raids (McKee and Schlenker, 1980). The Choctaw had 

been hard-pressed to defend their people from these raids, 

and continual skirmishes with tribes allied with the English 

kept them in a constant readiness for war. The French took 

advantage of this Choctaw grievance, and began supplying a 

limited number of arms to the nation (Swanton, 1918) . 

Throughout this period, intrigue between the French and 

English to obtain alliance of the Choctaw escalated tensions 

within the Nation and throughout the Southeast. 

French plans to establish clear control of the Choctaw 

Nation were never realized (Adair, 1775; White, 1983). Even 

though they participated, however reluctantly or 

unconsciously, in the reciprocal economy; they never saw it 

as necessary to establish absolute colonial control over the 

region. Even though the French wanted to regard the Choctaw 
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as tributaries to the French crown, the agreements between 

the two nations and Choctaw expectations dictated a more 

equitable relationship (Swanton, 1918; White, 1983) . The 

French officials back in France never understood why their 

people in the Southeast could not pull out as much profit as 

their counterparts in Canada; and therefore would never send 

as many trade goods as requested, stressing relations 

between the two peoples (White, 1983). This opened the way 

for the Choctaw to become dissatisfied with the French 

alliance and certain Choctaw leaders began threatening to 

join the English to obtain enough trade goods for 

distribution (Debo, 1961; Adair, 1775; White, 1983) . 

In the context of the Choctaw-French alliance, the 

Choctaw saw their relationship with the French as one 

brother to another (Swanton, 1918). And, to Choctaw 

thinking, the French, as brothers, should have seen the 

wants of the Choctaw and relieved them in return for the 

lands the Choctaw were granting them to live on. Just as 

the presents were to be ongoing, the Choctaw saw the land as 

continually being granted the French, because those brothers 

had none to call their homeland on the continent (Swanton, 

1918). This reciprocal exchange reaffirmed the duties the 

two nations had to each other in times of emergencies, war, 

etc.. There could be no relations with a people who did not 

participate in the responsibilities dictated by kinship bond 
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(Thomas, 1990). The French, therefore, had a choice; 

participate in these yearly renewals with the goods and 

behaviors expected by the Choctaw or lose their alliance and 

with it their southeastern lands. 

The French were unwilling and mostly unaware 

participants in this reciprocal system. French governors 

complained bitterly about feeding and entertaining Choctaws 

who stopped at the fort to deliver furs or just visit (Debo, 

1961). These expectations of hospitality were as "begging" 

(Adair, 1775; Swanton, 1918); however, the French expected 

this same treatment when they went out to Choctaw villages 

and expected the same treatment as their due (Swanton, 1918; 

Adair, 1775). Renewing the alliance with presents became a 

dreaded event for the French (Swanton, 1918). Even if the 

French saw treaty goods as common extortion, they realized 

the alternative to stopping this annual distribution would 

be losing the friendship and military compact with a buffer 

nation against the English (White, 1983). Before the Treaty 

of Paris, this scenario was one the French wished to prevent 

at all costs. However, the French governors were never able 

to forcefully state these affairs to or gain the cooperation 

of the king, his council, or ministers; and so never 

received all the goods they required to fulfill the needs of 

the Choctaw (White, 1983). There were never enough French 

trade goods, by treaty or trade, to satisfy the entire 
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distribution system of the Choctaw. This was the weakness 

increasingly used by the English to factionalize the Choctaw 

nation (Adair, 1775). 

The Choctaw viewed their entire relationship with the 

French from the standpoint of their own method of 

international relations. White (1983) explains the 

conceptions of the Choctaw chiefs this way: 

...(They) believed they were establishing an 
alliance based upon the obligations of generosity 
and reciprocity that ordered their own society. 
Like brothers, the two allied nations should meet 
each other's needs...The Choctaw looked upon these 
annual gifts...as a proof of French friendship 
which affirmed the alliance... (p. 43). 

The French were seeing the hides and furs as tribute to a 

superior power (Swanton, 1918), but the Choctaw never 

accepted this line of reasoning. The French had never 

beaten them in war, never conquered them in any form; 

therefore, the original agreement between brothers (equals) 

continued to be the basis of Choctaw-French relations. 

The experience with French trade goods was the Choctaw 

Nation's education on the concept of scarcity— the 

unavailability of goods the people were unable to produce 

themselves. Iron pots were easier to cook with; trade cloth 

could be used immediately; guns could increase hunters' 

efficiency; the usefulness of European goods to Choctaw 

society was undeniable (Holm, 1991). But because these 

goods were of outside manufacture, the Choctaw had no 
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control over the availability of all these useful products 

(White, 1983). In previous relationships with other 

peoples, the Choctaw had been able to receive as much as was 

due under the terms of reciprocity; what was given was 

returned in kind, at least enough for everyone to have a 

share in the reciprocal exchange. To some extent, this was 

because what was reciprocated was understood, by both the 

giver and receiver, to be communal property, shared by all 

(Holm, 1990-91). Salt, clams and other seafood, pipestone, 

and even wampum could be used or understood by communities 

as a whole. 

French gifts, however, were conceived as personal 

property on the part of the giver, the French. Part of the 

mis-communication between the French and Choctaw 

representatives in discussions of treaty goods was the 

reciprocal distribution system within Choctaw society 

(Swanton, 1918). The French saw these goods as personally 

profiting, i.e. materially enriching, the Choctaw leaders 

(Swanton, 1918; Adair, 1775); and did not hear their 

requests for increased presents as anything but emerging 

greediness. These goods designed to be personal property 

were causing problems for the chiefs. Suddenly there were 

objects everyone wanted to use all the time, objects from 

outside the nation and available from only a few sources 

(White, 1983). The French were the source, because of past 
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injuries received from the English as well as hearing from 

other tribes (such as the Shawnee) the high price native 

people paid for a few of these English goods (White, 1983) . 

Unfortunately for the Choctaw chiefs, these goods did not 

get distributed as far as traditional products did in 

communities. By the middle of the eighteenth century, only 

a civil chief's extended family and circle of friends were 

regularly receiving these products. This was the beginning 

of the corruption of the civil arm of the Choctaw 

government. 

Around 1768, a young war chief called Red Shoes, under 

pressure from his town's clan mothers, sought out an English 

trader, James Adair, to establish his own source of goods 

independent of the civil governing structures and now-

withered distribution network (Adair, 1775; White, 1983). 

The significance of this event lies in the fact that Red 

Shoes was a red, or war, chief. Men in this position were 

directly and completely responsible to the clan mothers 

(Thomas, 1990). Most of the time the war chief was charged 

with looking after the war medicine, being the captain of 

the ball team, and deciding when raiding or war parties 

should be formed to go out. They were also the speakers for 

the towns to outsiders, i.e., other tribes and the 

Europeans. These were the chiefs with the legitimate 

authority to negotiate treaties and conduct the ritual 
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trades with outsiders (Gearing, 1962; Jennings, 1985). 

Goods received were then supposed to be internally 

distributed by the civil chiefs to the community. 

By 1768, however, there had been an almost complete 

reversal of traditional Choctaw policy. Thirty years 

previous to Red Shoes' negotiations with Adair, a powerful 

civil chief from the Northeastern district was executed by 

his own iksa for corruption, abuse of his stations, and 

dealing with the English (Adair, 1775). During this period, 

however, the French were attempting to establish a hierarchy 

of chiefs along more European ideas of how "well-

disciplined" governments should work (Debo, 1961; White, 

1983). Civil chiefs from some districts were being 

corrupted by outside encouragement of personal power, and 

were acting unresponsively to their people. 

Suddenly, a war chief had goods, obtained under the 

authority of beloved councils, to distribute (Adair, 1775; 

White, 1983). People who were not always in the 

distribution cycle with the civil chief now had someone else 

they could look to for such things. Reciprocally, they 

responded to him by giving him the authority civil chiefs 

could not maintain, especially among younger people 

dissatisfied with the civil chief's emerging priorities, 

which did not seem to be including the well-being of 

everyone first and foremost (Adair, 1775; Gearing, 1962; 
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White, 1983) . There were never enough French trade goods to 

satisfy the reciprocal system from the beginning, and 

towards the end of French southeastern occupation, these 

goods were reduced even further. This was one of the 

reasons French influence, even before the Treaty of Paris, 

was waning. Unrest and discontent over the French-Choctaw 

relationship and alliance was growing on both sides 

(DeRosier, Jr., 1980). Much of the emerging hostility was 

confusing to the Europeans in contact with the Choctaw, 

because the directions for Red Shoes and his fellow red 

chiefs (and some white chiefs from more isolated towns) were 

being given by the clan mothers. Women holding, and (to 

European minds, worse yet) wielding political power was a 

concept which these outside observers would not see or 

document (Adair, 1775; Gearing, 1962). The French would not 

recognize the shift in Choctaw government and continued to 

deal with the same (now displaced) civil chiefs, although 

they were on the verge of being completely ousted from any 

Choctaw political arena. The number of hides going to the 

French began dropping dramatically as a result. 

From their view, the French saw the Louisiana 

territories as far less profitable than expected (Adair, 

1775). The Choctaws did not supply them with as many hides 

and other furs as did the northern tribes or even their 

Chickasaw neighbors, and came "begging" for annual gifts and 
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presents (Debo, 1961; White, 1983). Governor Vandrueil 

(mid-1700s) wrote back to his superiors that he was 

expending more of his supplies than anticipated because of 

Choctaws coming for a visit and staying to lunch, dinner, 

and beyond. The French did not appreciate the Choctaws' 

insistence on their relationship being between equals, 

finding this the ultimate pretentious behavior from people 

they considered "mere savages" (Swanton, 1918) . 

The Choctaw, on their part, were even more unhappy with 

French behavior in their alliance. They could not 

understand why those Europeans would sit in their homes with 

plenty of their own food, tools, etc. while others of their 

kind went hungry, poorly clothed, and so forth (Adair, 

1775) . They had to make long speeches every year about how 

relatives behave to one another just to get half the goods 

they were promised for sharing part of their homelands with 

these people (Swanton, 1918). Although their warriors were 

killed and injured going to battle at the request of their 

brothers, the French; these brothers were slow and reluctant 

to help compensate the Choctaw for their losses (White, 

1983). There were no additional trade goods or increased 

response when the Chickasaw or Creeks raided Choctaw 

villages (Adair, 1775; McKee and Schlenker, 1980). In fact, 

these Frenchmen seem to go around making trouble the Choctaw 

always had to help them out of (Adair, 1775; White, 1983). 
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Ultimately, this continuing stress between the two 

systems alienated the Choctaw and the French. The clash 

between the European and Choctaw economies was also causing 

factionalism within the Choctaw nation. Before the Treaty 

of Paris, in fact, the French had reduced the already-

inadequate amount of trade goods coming into the Nation. 

This was causing a problem in the distribution system of the 

villages. The goods were so few that instead of overall 

distribution according to need, the civil chiefs were giving 

the goods only as far as family and particular allies. For 

perhaps the first time, scarcity had become a factor in the 

reciprocal system. Although the Choctaw people were 

grumbling over the increasing frequency of "playing 

favorites" the civil chiefs could not seem (or did not want) 

to push the distribution much farther than that close 

circle. Finally, Red Shoes went to the English traders and 

arranged a relationship which allowed him to distribute 

English trade goods. This effectively circumvented the 

trade good monopoly of the civil chief of the village, and 

transferred many people's alliance to a war leader (Adair, 

1775; White, 1983). Within the Choctaw nation, civil war 

was a real possibility just as the French presence was 

suddenly being withdrawn. 

The English/American Years 

After the French withdrawal, the Southeast became wide 
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open for the two remaining European forces in the 

hemisphere, the Spanish and the English. The Spanish were 

the first to make open overtures to the Choctaw with the 

intent of establishing colonial control over the region 

(Debo, 1961; DeRosier, Jr., 1986). The English were still 

operating in the region, without official sanction in the 

form of trading licenses, trying to bring as many towns as 

possible under their influence. The not-so-covert 

competition of these Europeans served to deepen the spilt 

occurring between the red and white divisions of the Choctaw 

Nation. This split was most evident in the northern 

district, where the influx of English goods was the greatest 

(Adair, 1775; Noley, 1985). 

Spanish plans for the Southeast were never realized, in 

large part for the same reasons the French left the region. 

The Spanish government was unwilling to provide the amount 

of trade goods the Choctaw required to maintain an alliance 

(White, 1983). They were spread too thin on the American 

continent, and Spain could not spare any assistance from the 

southern colonies (McKee and Schlenker, 1980). Spain 

finally abdicated its claim to the entire Southeast when it 

realized the English would continue to undermine Spanish 

attempts at diplomacy and trade with the tribes of the 

region and its inability to stem that interference with 

representatives and resources (Debo, 1961). 
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The actual English period was relatively short, from 

the late 1760 until the independence of the American 

colonists, because of the revolution on the eastern seaboard 

(White, 1983). During their brief period of influence, the 

English seemed to bring more social and economic upheaval to 

the Choctaw Nation than the seventy plus years of French 

alliance (White, 1983). English traders were well-supplied, 

with both trade goods and guns (Debo, 1961; White, 1983) . 

Although still careful not to let too many guns go into the 

Choctaw Nation, they were able to promote the idea of 

individually possessing firearms. This contributed to the 

worsening situation between the civil/war divisions of the 

towns. Whereas before, under the French alliance, guns were 

a community possession, and the hunter had the 

responsibilities to act in the proper ways to receive one to 

hunt, now the men realized they each wanted their own 

firearm (White, 1983). There were also pressures from the 

Cherokee and Creek hunters pushing into Choctaw hunting 

grounds (Holm, 1991). These other nations had been drawn 

into a deerskin economy with the English and had exhausted 

their own game (Jennings, 1984). There was still enough in 

the Choctaw grounds for their own use (which was little 

changed from contact), but this pressure from the east was 

becoming too much for the animals. During the French years, 

the Chickasaw Nation, one quarter the size of the Choctaw, 
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was sending twice as many deerskins to the French capital as 

the Choctaw (Swanton, 1918). 

By 1770, factionalism within the Choctaw nation had 

escalated, with some parties going so far as to form 

alliances with the Chickasaw and the few remaining Spanish 

in the region (White, 1983). Finally, an uneasy peace was 

made when the factions realized they were killing themselves 

off when it was the encroaching European populace who they 

should be united against (McKee and Schlenker, 1986). Most 

of the civil chiefs who had been getting too greedy were now 

either dead or replaced. The Choctaw maintained an official 

position of neutrality during the Revolutionary War, but did 

business with both official English and free-lance traders 

for manufactured goods (White, 1983). 

Because this period was the first experience the 

Choctaw had with traders who may or may not have had 

sanction from a European government to set up trade among 

them, the political leaders had less occasion to sanction 

the trade with these white men (White, 1983). In addition, 

the traders encouraged individuals to collect hides for 

their own exchange. These men were also now marrying into 

the Nation more frequently, and, under treaty, became 

complete citizens of the Choctaw Nation, subject entirely to 

tribal law (White, 1983). Not only were these traders now 

citizens, they now were relatives, permanently established, 
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with children and grandchildren for the Choctaw. This 

closer association with European ideas and behaviors made 

the Choctaw more insightful about the "trade" process, but 

did not mean they immediately switched into a model of ishe 

market or even allowed it to interfere with their internal 

economy (Cushman, 1899). 

From this point forward in Choctaw history, the 

reciprocal economy began to become blended, at the very 

least in outside transactions, with European market 

functions. There were still imperfections in both the 

Choctaw and now the Americans in understanding their 

divergent economies, but the new government on the continent 

had men who understood how to undermine tribal societies' 

operations better than any previous European powers. 

The Earlv United States Period 

Because the United States had so many details to 

consider early after the Revolution, relations with the 

Choctaw appear to have been quiet and relatively cordial, 

with the U.S. promising to honor the borders recognized with 

the British (Archives, 1801). The number of traders within 

the Nation began steadily increasing, and many Choctaw 

acquired cattle which were marketed to the approaching anglo 

population (Cushman, 1899). 

A treaty had been signed in 1786 at Hopewell, South 
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Carolina (McKee and Schlenker, 1980) establishing the 

relations between the U.S. and the Choctaw as a father-to-

children relationship (Archives, 1801). This was fine with 

the Choctaw, because the less contact they had with 

European-type powers, the better off they would be. Fathers 

were not a significant presence for Choctaw children. The 

maternal uncles and aunts (along with the mother) were the 

ones who taught, disciplined, and had the overall 

responsibility of raising their sisters' children (Debo, 

1961). This was a completely different view than the 

Americans' vision of father as the controlling force of 

family life, possessor of the "property" of his wife and 

children (Sheehan, 1973). When treaty negotiators spoke of 

the "great father in Washington", there were two completely 

different father-types in the minds of each side. 

This situation did not present too many problems during 

George Washington's tenure as president. Although there 

were some problems with Americans crossing Choctaw borders 

to establish farms and cattle roaming through some Choctaw 

crops, there appears to have been less pressure on the 

Nation than with some of the surrounding tribes (Archives, 

1801). By 1800, however, the United States was ready to 

begin the expansion into Alabama/Mississippi, and the 

Choctaw were still adamant concerning the retention of their 

border under the previous United States treaty. 
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When Thomas Jefferson assumed the office of President, 

there was growing pressure to extend the borders of the 

United States to the Mississippi for the stated idea that 

this would make the new Republic defensible (Sheehan, 1973). 

Additionally, as the population of Anglo people wanting 

property, not only to farm, but also to gain a voice in the 

new government. Without property at this time, white men 

could not vote. Because of the extensive land grants of 

colonial times, obtaining a plot of land was expensive and 

very hard to do (Jennings, 1984). The large landholders 

(comprising many of the "founding fathers") were unwilling 

to release any of their lands to the now swelling population 

on the coasts (Jennings, 1984) . Not while there was still a 

very large tribal land base within United States "territory" 

(or today, we would call it a "sphere of influence"). The 

larger and still-powerful tribal nations, such as the 

Iroquois, were being more and more resistant to U.S. calls 

for land cessions. President Jefferson needed to come up 

with a more sure-fire plan of action to gain land for this 

potentially volatile situation with unpropertied colonists 

on the coasts. He had done extensive study and writing on 

tribal societies (Sheehan, 1973), and he came up with a plan 

which would effectively use the Choctaw reciprocal economy 

against the Choctaw people to force cessions of their lands 

for American settlement. 
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The policy developed under the Jefferson administration 

(American State Papers) relied on the presence of the 

concept of debt in Choctaw society, while playing on the 

absence of any type of market credit notion in the same 

economic system. Indian traders' licenses were now being 

required in Indian country in general, with specific 

instructions to Choctaw traders how to go about assisting 

the United States in its land scheme. The government 

traders were to extend credit to the Choctaw people, 

basically press material goods on them, encourage them to 

take more goods than what the exchange rate dictated (White, 

1983). Within the reciprocal economy, this behavior would 

be seen as generosity, traders finally realizing the needs 

of their Choctaw neighbors (Holm, 1991). Credit was not a 

term or a function the Choctaw had ever had to deal with, 

either in their own society or on European terms. The 

English traders who had tried to use credit to gain an 

unfair advantage during the play-off period had never been 

successful. The Choctaw had seen this as an affront to 

their people, especially after these traders began seizing 

livestock and even women and children as payment for what 

the Englishmen termed "credit debt". These men had either 

been run out of the Choctaw districts or killed. Credit was 

not a concept which had ever taken hold in the Choctaw 

economic structure. 
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Now, through a new tack in Western governmental policy, 

there was a concentrated effort to use tribal systems as a 

tool for territorial expansion. Traders built up credit 

bills in Choctaw villages, and once a level had been 

reached, began to demand payment. Treaty commissioners 

would then appear on the scene and offer to assume the 

Choctaw debt in lieu of tribal land cessions. Although debt 

was a concept present in both Choctaw and Western societies, 

the methods of repayment for this situation varied 

considerably. The traders demanded large credit payments 

all at once, "debts" they knew could not be paid in such a 

way. Nevertheless, like the English traders before them, 

they were perfectly willing to deprive the Choctaw of the 

tools, produce, and livestock which were needed to remain 

self-sufficient. Within the Nation, Choctaws would accept 

more gradual payments or could wait until the debtor paid in 

full (with the exception of blood matters; this debt was 

extracted as soon as possible). 

This was the main reason for the treaty cessions of the 

early nineteenth century. During this period, there began 

to be more interaction with markets in anglo settlements, 

such as Choctaw going to Mobile to sell eggs, cattle, etc. 

Having money, the Choctaw were realizing, could help keep 

the Americans at bay. Within Choctaw communities, however, 

there is no evidence that, despite increased usage of 
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European and American goods and technology, there was much 

if any of a shift into a Western-style market. Town 

structures, iksa relationships, and increasing national 

structure remained as fundamental supports of Choctaw 

society. The survival of the Choctaw reciprocal economy 

would extend into the Removal period. 
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Chapter 5— Conclusion 

The area of tribal economics requires a shift into a more 

complete framework to foster accurate scholarship concerning 

tribal societies. This will be difficult, not from a research or 

writing standpoint, but in gaining the acceptance of the academic 

community at large. By using a combination of primary sources 

and experiences and knowledge of tribal peoples; a shift of this 

kind is entirely possible. Until recently, many of these 

documents concerning tribal peoples have been virtually the sole 

province of non-tribal scholars. Within this situation, there 

are many perceptions— such as the market or subsistence theories 

of the Choctaw economy— which should be re-examined and 

addressed in a framework which addresses the functions, logic, 

and realities of tribal societies. 

Such was the goal of this thesis; to begin a systematically 

different approach to thought and interpretation of various 

aspects of tribal societies. As much as possible, the thesis 

reflects not only mainstream avenues of research; but the 

emerging thinking and reasoning of tribal scholars comparing 

existing treatises with their own knowledge, oral histories, and 

background in order to establish improved models that will better 

reflect historical and current tribal societies. 

The Choctaw reciprocal economy was one which provided for 

all a community's well-being, emphasizing mutual cooperation and 
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concern for one's relatives and people. This economy relied on 

religious teaching, personal responsibility, and social 

cohesiveness to maintain its operation. Without the desire of 

the Choctaw people themselves to secure the best life possible 

for their communities, reciprocity could not have worked. This 

focus is fundamentally different from western concepts of 

economies. In this western tradition, there is always a loser; 

the presence of competition makes this inevitable. Even Marx 

could not venture beyond this framework; he insisted that the 

bourgeoisie would have to be overthrown and "lose" to the 

proletariat. Individuals within a Choctaw community would have 

been censured, expelled, or killed if they had begun competing 

economically to the impoverishment of their relatives and 

neighbors. 

Contrary to the accusation made by several economists, this 

thesis does not advocate a shift of mainstream America into a 

reciprocal-type economy. I undertook this project to explore the 

models present in academia; compare them with the historical 

record; and find the inconsistencies between the literature and 

what tribal peoples know about their own societies, past and 

present. I would speculate that a reciprocal economy can operate 

best only when its society shares a common outlook, history, and 

religion. These bonds make kinship a indispensable component in 

the desire to look after the well-being of the community. Adair 

made special note that the welfare of other peoples who had no 
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relationship with the Choctaw were outside the scope of Choctaw 

concern. This component of the reciprocal economy does not lend 

itself to operating on the large, impersonal scale of the 

mainstream American and international economy today. I restate 

for the record that this is an investigation into the problems of 

interpretation across divergent frameworks and suggestions to 

allow a more complete view of the Choctaw reciprocal economy. 

By developing tribal economic models that rely on the 

orientation underlying these tribal economies, the field of 

economics will be expanded and enhanced; accommodating broader 

definitions of what can constitute an economy. To be able to 

accomplish this, however, the historical record of tribal peoples 

needs a close re-examination in order for a more complete 

analysis to come into mainstream academic use. Such a re

examination and re-thinking of the historical record would have 

the added benefit of promoting understanding across cultures and 

academic disciplines. 

In conclusion, this thesis is a beginning inquiry into the 

challenge of modeling a non-western framework within a "western" 

academic tradition. I hope investigations along these lines will 

become more frequent as other traditions become more accepted as 

legitimate modes of thought within higher education in this 

country. 
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