
When Ethnohistory was a 
Science 

Erminie Wheeler Voegelin, Carl Voegelin and 
Thoughts on How to Use Early Anthropology 



 In Custer Died  for Your Sins, 
the Lakota intellectual Vine 
Deloria, Jr. wrote that "behind 
each policy and program with 
which Indians are plagued, if 
traced completely back to its 
origin, stands the 
anthropologist." 



In 1933, during a Bread 
Dance, the defining ritual of 
Shawnee identity, Voegelin 
wrote that “the behavior of 
the Indians while waiting for 
this food to be cooked was 
peculiarly urbane.  One felt 
that the Shawnee manner of 
town life was not forgotten, 
even though the government 
land allotment system 
separates families at 
present.” 

Eli Lilly, and the US Department of Justice, Financed the Voegelin’s Work 
Among the Shawnee 



Science, Reason, and Objectivity 



In 1959, Erminie Wheeler-
Voegelin wrote a letter to a 
friend in which she described 
her “continual shock” at 
“how much we have written 
about these Indians, for two 
centuries, and how little we 
have actually given about 
them, concerning who, when, 
where (not to mention what 
and why)?” 



In this photo, taken between 1936 and 1941, Absentee Shawnee James Clark stands with the 
Voegelin family in their home at DePauw University, in Greencastle, Indiana 

The Voegelin’s Paid Shawnees for Their Research 



The Voegelin’s faith in science and reason 
made it impossible for her to see the need for 
reflexive anthropology.  Her role in scholarship, 
and her personal and professional loyalties, 
never factored into her scholarship. 



Erminie Wheeler-
Voegelin in her 
“Mortuary Customs 
of the Shawnee and 
other Woodland 
Indians” created 
matrices of burial 
practices that we 
now find invaluable 
in identifying 
Shawnee graves for 
our NAGPRA and 
Section 106 
responsibilities.  




















