Native Americans and Team Logos – Insult or Honor?
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William & Mary set to change athletic logo 
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RICHMOND, Va. - The College of William & Mary plans to phase out the use of two Indian feathers in its athletic logo in response to a ruling by the NCAA calling the imagery offensive to American Indians, the school has said.   In a letter to the Williamsburg school's community, college president Gene Nichol lashed out about the NCAA's sanctions that ultimately forced the school to stop using the green and gold logo it has had since the late 1970s. 

''I am compelled to say, at the outset, how powerfully ironic it is for the College of William & Mary to face sanction for athletic transgression at the hands of the NCAA,'' Nichol wrote Oct. 10. ''The Association has applied its mascot standards in ways so patently inconsistent and arbitrary as to demean the entire undertaking.''  In August, the NCAA denied William & Mary's appeal of a ruling that prohibits it from using the logo at NCAA championship events or from hosting NCAA tournament games where the logo would be displayed. The school was allowed to continue using its Tribe nickname.  The ruling was part of an ongoing process by the NCAA to review the mascots, nicknames and logos used by more than 30 schools to see if they could be considered ''hostile and abusive'' to American Indians. 

NCAA ‘encouraged’
''We're encouraged that they have made a move to discontinue use of the logo,'' said Bob Williams, an NCAA spokesman. ''From the beginning, the NCAA instituted this policy not as punishment but to ensure that our own NCAA championships are free from Native American imagery.'' Nichol said the school decided not to sue the NCAA after losing its appeal, declining to ''divert further energies'' to defending the logo. He said further action likely would have cost the school's athletes opportunities to compete. 

''I will not make our athletes pay for our broader disagreements with a governing association,'' Nichol said, calling the decision the correct course of action, despite disappointing some in the community. ''We are required to hold fast to our values whether the NCAA does so or not.''  
Nichol also touted the school's academic standards while pointing out issues taking place at other schools under NCAA supervision.  ''Across the country, in the face of massive academic underperformance, embarrassing misbehaviors on and off the field, and grotesque commercialization of intercollegiate athletics, the NCAA has proven hapless, or worse,'' Nichol said. 

Terry Driscoll, the school's athletic director, said the school would not have gone through the appeals process if it didn't think it was doing the right thing. ''Our feathers are not hostile and abusive and we've tried to articulate that,'' Driscoll said. ''We're going to lose that brand ... We won't lose our identity.'' 
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Professional Sports 

In the 1990s, the Indian mascot controversy has focused primarily on professional sports.  Indeed, the most resistance to retiring Indian references has come from professional teams - especially from Major League Baseball’s Atlanta Braves and the Cleveland Indians, as well as the National Football League’s (NFL) Washington Redskins.  Representatives from these teams consistently have argued the following points: 

· professional teams are private entities and, therefore, are entitled to use a name, symbol, or mascot of their own choosing; 

· Indian references in sports are actually used in reverence and honor; and 

· Indian references are an important tradition to the fans, so much so that fans would never accept the change. 

Following World War II, the use of Indian logos and mascots intensified.  The team’s owner released a promotional video entitled, "Take Me Out to the Wigwam."  In 1947, “Chief Wildhorse” - a man atop a horse in full Indian regalia - first appeared on the playing field for opening day.  Soon, a wigwam was erected in the bleachers near the field so that each time a homerun was hit by the Braves, the newly named “Chief Noc-A-Homa” could rush the field for a commemorative dance.  Chief Noc-A-Homa remained with the team throughout its stay in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, and through the 1980s to the teams present home in Atlanta, Georgia. 
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Following World War II, Cleveland Indians owner Bill Veeck began to promote the team’s American Indian image as a source of entertainment for the team’s fans.  In 1951, the Chief Wahoo caricature was first displayed inside the “C” on the team’s caps.  Every year since, the symbol of Chief Wahoo has been on the front of the jersey or on the shirtsleeve.    

For decades, the fans of both these teams have smeared their face with “war paint,” dressed in “traditional” Indian garb, pounded on tom-toms to emulate the sounds of traditional Indian drums, sung “war songs” and practiced the “tomahawk chop.”  The most dramatic and offensive use of these “traditions” occurred during the 1995 World Series games, pitting the Atlanta Braves against the Cleveland Indians.  In response, many “real” Cleveland Indians increased their protest activities with support from outside Ohio. As the World Series progressed, conflict between the fans of the two sports teams and American Indian protesters was so inflamed that Native activists dubbed this nationally televised set of games as "The World Series of Racism." 

Legal Action 

During the 1990s, major ground was gained in the battle to abolish the use of mascots, from the United States Patent and Trademark Board (PTO) in Washington, D.C., to the Los Angeles Unified School District in California.  The legal case that has gained the most attention began in 1992 when seven American Indian leaders filed suit against the corporation that owns the Washington, Redskins, Pro Football Inc.  The petitioners asked the PTO to revoke the trademark held by Pro Football Inc. The Native American parties stated that the team’s name was derogatory to American Indians and brought them into contempt and disrespect.  In 1999, a three-judge panel unanimously agreed, deciding to cancel the trademarks. 

It is believed that the ruling, if upheld on appeal to the federal district court for the District of Columbia, will result in the loss of millions of dollars for Pro Football, Inc., the NFL, and the member teams that profit from the sale of sports merchandise imprinted with the logo.  Before the ruling, revenue generated by the trademark was about $5 million per member team.  In the meantime, the petitioners view the decision of the PTO as indicative of the growing awareness about the detrimental effects caused by the racism and stereotyping of Native Americans in sports.   According to lead petitioner, Suzan Harjo: 

We are witnessing a mighty thing - society changing and coming to grips with one of the last vestiges of overt, public racism.  This is not the first time that the team has been forced by the federal government to conform to public policy on racial equity.  Washington was, after all, the last team in the football league to be integrated, after a federal shove into the civil rights era in the 1960s.  This decision validates the views of the overwhelming majority of Native Peoples and an increasingly broad segment of American society that it is long past time for the Washington professional football team to drop its racist name in favor of one that does not offend any people.  
The desire to continue the battle against Indian mascots was also reflected in the response from the Executive Director of the National Congress of American Indians: Although this practice continues in a number of communities throughout the country, I hope that with this decision in our favor the Appeal Board will move America closer to a society free from publicly condoned racism and discrimination.  These mascots in no way honor Native Americans, they are an unnecessary element of today's society and represent the last vestiges of a time thought long past when such stereotypes were commonplace. These mascots and team names serve to perpetuate racism and bigotry toward Native Americans, just as “Sambo” served to perpetuate racism and bigotry toward the African American community. We hope other sports teams with similar mascots and team names recognize the merit of this important decision and respond accordingly.
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Redskins Update 2013 

The debate over whether the Washington Redskins should change their name has gained national attention this year, but a legal battle over the team’s trademark has been playing out for more than two decades.

Under federal law, the U.S. government may refuse to register a trademark that disparages a “substantial composite” of a group. And for that very reason, the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office has refused to register a number of trademarks containing the word “Redskins”. The patent office, for example in 2011, shot down an application for “Redskins” computer software.

But the trademark office had a different view of things in the 1960s when the Redskins first trademarked their name.

The effort to cancel Redskins trademarks began in 1992 — months after the team won their last Superbowl — when a group of Native Americans led by Native American activist Suzan Harjo filed a petition with the trademark office.

In 1999, the Trademark Trial and Appeal Board ruled that the name was disparaging and should be changed, but the Redskins were able to overturn the decision in federal court. A U.S. district judge in 2003 found that the trademark office hadn’t explained why the Redskins mark was disparaging. The D.C. Circuit Court of Appeals in 2009 also sided with the Redskins, but for procedural reasons, concluding that the challengers had waited too long to make their complaint.

The trademark office is now considering the petition of a group of younger challengers, who weren’t alive when the Redskins first trademarked their name. The current petitioners are five Native Americans from different tribes who say they are offended by the team’s name. A decision by the trademark appeal board could come any day.

The Redskins says the term isn’t disparaging in the context of professional football.

“The record here is replete with factual evidence that Native Americans, including tribal chiefs and recognized leaders, react positively to  ‘Redskins’ as used to denote the NFL’s professional football team from Washington, D.C.,” said Robert L. Raskopf, an attorney representing the Redskins, in a brief filed with the trademark office. Mr. Raskopf wasn’t immediately available for comment.

Under federal trademark law, what matters is how a term was perceived at the time of registration, notes law professor Barton Beebe, a trademark scholar at New York University. So the Redskins say it’s not enough for the challengers to show that the term is disparaging to people in 2013, but say they would have to show that it was widely seen as an offensive term decades ago.

A ruling by the patent board could still be appealed. If the trademark were cancelled, the Redskins would lose certain rights that come with a federal registration, such as a presumption of validity that makes it easier to pursue infringement challenges and the ability to stop goods bearing an infringed mark from crossing the border.

The Washington Redskins could still use the mark though. A trademark doesn’t have to be federally registered to be recognized. The team’s owners could still claim common-law rights to it.

That could set up an unusual court fight in state or federal court. An unregistered trademark may not have common-law protection if it goes against public policy. A deceptive trademark may be voided, for example.

With the Redskins currently relying on a couple of polls (one of which is nine years old) in defending their name, it should have been obvious that the issue will now become a battle of differently-worded polls.

Oneida Indian Nation has released a poll that supports, in various ways, a change of the team’s name.

The poll of 500 adults in the Washington, D.C. region found that 59 percent believe Native Americans would have a right to feel offended if called “redskins.”

Also, 55 percent said a name change would not affect their support for the team.  Twenty-five percent said it would decrease their support, while 18 percent said a new name would actually increase the support.

In other words, for 73 percent of the respondents, their support for the team post-name change would either be the same or higher.

“You cannot poll morality, and our hope is that Mr. Snyder will demonstrate true leadership and change the offensive name, not because of what any public opinion studies show, but because it’s the right thing to do,” Oneida Indian Nation representative Ray Halbritter said in a statement. “However, this polling information is valuable because it shows that the team has nothing to fear economically by changing its name.”

And so both sides remain dug in.  The Redskins won’t change the name, Oneida Indian Nation and others want the name to change, and the Redskins are committed to listening to the dissenters — presumably until the dissenters get bored and move on to something else.

It has become, then, a test of resolve.  Will the team change the name in the face of mounting pressure, or will those behind the mounting pressure decide to give up and move on?

Even if they do, the issue has reached the point where it will never completely go away.  Eventually, the opposition will be strong enough that something will need to be done.  Snyder’s best move, from a business standpoint, would be to implement change in a way that extracts concessions toward, say, getting a Super Bowl in D.C. or building a new stadium and that generates some much needed positive P.R. for his team.
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Insult or Honor?

Indian mascots are a tradition for hundreds of schools and pro sports teams. But many people think they’re racist.

By Alessandra Potenza | for the New York Times Upfront

The Washington Redskins face some tough competitors on the gridiron, but lately some of their fiercest opponents have been off the field.

Many Native American groups, lawmakers, and fans are pressuring the NFL team to change its name and mascot. They say its offensive, even racist, and have targeted the team with lawsuits, letters, a prime-time TV commercial, and a Twitter campaign. In June, the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office agreed: It stripped the Redskins of its trademark registration, saying that “this racial designation based on skin color is disparaging to Native Americans.” 

The controversy surrounding the Redskins is the latest in a decades-long debate over American Indian sports mascots. Their use dates back to the 19th century, and today many teams say their Indian names are a vital part of their tradition and identity. About 900 teams across the U.S. still sport Native American names—from pro franchises like hockey’s Chicago Blackhawks and baseball’s Atlanta Braves, to college teams like the Utah Utes, to elementary, middle, and high school teams in most states. That figure is down from 3,000 teams 40 years ago, according to the Morning Star Institute, an Indian rights group in Washington, D.C.

Critics say such names—and the rituals that often go with them, like the Braves’ “tomahawk chop”—perpetuate old stereotypes about American Indians.

“Every time the Atlanta Braves do their tomahawk chop . . . we are no longer successful businessmen, doctors, soldiers, co-workers, or neighbors,” says Cynthia Connolly of the Little Traverse Bay Bands of Odawa Indians in Michigan. “To the fan, we exist only in the 1800s as a warrior culture.”

Until recently, much of the debate over Indian mascots played out in college sports. In 2005, after decades of lobbying by Native American groups, the NCAA (National Collegiate Athletic Association) identified 19 universities whose team names it deemed “hostile or abusive” to American Indians. The NCAA ordered teams to change their names or get permission from tribes to continue using them. Most agreed to change, including Arkansas State University’s Indians, which became the Red Wolves, and Southeastern Oklahoma State’s Savages, which are now the Savage Storm.

TEAMS & TRIBES
But while many tribes applauded the changes, others fought to keep schools’ Indian mascots. The Spirit Lake Tribe, one of the two Sioux tribes in North Dakota, sued the NCAA in 2009 to preserve the University of North Dakota’s Fighting Sioux. (In 2011, a state law forced the retirement of the 81-year-old mascot.)

In Florida, the Seminole Tribe granted permission to Florida State University to keep using its Seminoles name—and its popular Chief Osceola mascot, who rides triumphantly onto the field on a spotted Appaloosa horse before every home football game in Tallahassee. In return, the school provides scholarships and reduced tuition to tribe members.

“We Seminoles embrace the mascot,” says James Billie, the tribe’s chairman. “They honor us.”

That’s what many teams say about their Indian mascots. Redskin’s owner Daniel Snyder, who has refused to consider a name change, points out that the team’s first roster in 1933 included four Native American players.

“Our team name captures the best of who we are and who we can be, by staying true to our history and honoring the deep and enduring values our name represents,” he said in a letter on the NFL’s website earlier this year.

The trademark ruling, which the Redskins are appealing, is largely symbolic: The team can still use its name, but it may be harder to fight against counterfeit Redskins gear, which could result in lost sales of authorized merchandise.

The team is also feeling pressure from lawmakers. In May, 50 senators (all Democrats) wrote to the NFL’s commissioner, asking him to force the Redskins to drop their mascot. (The NFL is backing the team.) And President Obama has weighed in, saying if he were Snyder, he’d consider selecting a new name.

That’s what another Redskins team did recently. Cooperstown High School in New York switched from Redskins to Hawkeyes last year after Emily Greenberg and other students petitioned the local school board to get rid of the Native American mascot.

“It’s about understanding . . . that tradition can change,” says Greenberg, 18, now a freshman at Columbia University, in New York. “And having a new tradition is so exciting
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Washington Redskins Name Controversy: Donald Trump Backs NFL Team, Joining Jeb Bush
By Tim Marcin  October 05 2015 International Business Times
Republican presidential candidate Donald Trump lent his support to the controversial Washington Redskins team name Monday in an interview with the New York Times. With the move, Trump aligned himself with GOP rival Jeb Bush, who came out in support of the NFL team's name last week.
“Honestly, I don’t think they should change the name unless the owner wanted to,” Trump said to the Times, when asked about the name considered by some to be a slur against Native Americans. The outspoken billionaire has not shied away from controversy during his campaign and said the movement against the name was a result of unnecessary political correctness, citing that it had been used for years. He also said some Native Americans are not offended by the name.

“I know Indians that are extremely proud of that name,” Trump said, according to the Times. “They think it’s a positive.”

Bush, with whom Trump has routinely traded barbs, came out in support of Washington's team name last week in an interview with Sirius XM’s "The Arena" radio show. "I don’t think politicians ought to be having any say about that, to be honest with you," Bush said, via ABC News. “I don’t find it offensive. Native American tribes generally don’t find it offensive.”
Bush went on to reference a 2005 incident, back when he was the governor of Florida, in which the Florida State Seminoles were allowed to keep their nickname by the NCAA. 

“We had a similar kind of flap with FSU, if you recall, the Seminoles. And the Seminole tribe itself kind of came to the defense of the university, and it subsided,” he said. “It’s a sport, for crying out loud. It’s a football team. Washington has a huge fan base -- I’m missing something here, I guess.”

After Bush came out in support of the team, it was reported Washington owner Dan Snyder donated $100,000 to the super PAC supporting the former Florida governor's presidential bid. 

Trump was not entirely sure his and Bush's joint support of the name would improve relations between the two GOP candidates, saying to the Times, "Its progress," with a laugh. On the either side of the aisle, Democratic front-runner Hillary Clinton had previously called for the name to be changed.

The Change the Mascot campaign, a national group aimed at having the name changed, was quick to condemn Trump. "It is hardly surprising that a candidate who labeled Mexican immigrants rapists and calls women “pigs” now says he wants the NFL to continue slurring Native Americans," the organization said in a statement. "Donald Trump joins some of the NFL’s ignoble fraternity of billionaires who sit in their office suites and owners' boxes happily spending their fortunes denigrating people of color.”
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California public schools ban use of ‘Redskins’ mascot
Sports Illustrated 10/12/15
California governor Jerry Brown signed a bill into law Sunday banning public schools in the state from using “Redskins” as a team nickname or mascot. 

Assembly Bill 30 declares schools currently using the nickname must change it by Jan. 1, 2017. There are currently four such schools in the state, according to the Sacramento Bee. As cost-saving measure, the schools will be allowed to wear old uniforms featuring the name past 2017 if they select a new nickname.

California becomes the first state to pass a law specifically banning the term, although both Oregon and Wisconsin passed legislation to ban the use of Native American names and imagery in public schools, according to Buzzfeed. 

The use of the term “Redskins” has created a national dialogue in regards to the NFL team the Washington Redskins, who have been in a legal dispute over their trademark. 

A SI poll in September found that only 25 percent of fans thought the name should be changed. 

Several Native American groups have been outspoken in their opposition to the nickname, protesting at Washington games and encouraging football fans to pressure the NFL to change Washington’s nickname. 
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Questions for Native Americans & Mascots: Insult or Honor?
1. What was the justification of the NCAA in changing the William and Mary logo?
2. Who wants these names and logos to change?

3. What specific objections have protestors raised against the use of these Logos and Names?
4. Do you think that the use of Native American logos and names constitute a form of racism? Why?

5. Do you think that the courts are the right place to decide these issues?  Why?

6. What is your opinion over the battle with the Redskins name? Should they change their name and logo or should it remain the same? Why or why not?
