Rob Esposito

Period 1

1-28-07

Hail to the Chief


Chief Illiniwek has entertained roaring crowds at the University of Illinois for decades.  In 1982 the University of Illinois purchased authentic tribal regalia from the 93-year-old Frank Fools Crow; they paid $3,500 for “a tunic, breastplate, leggings, peace pipe pouch and war bonnet with eagle feathers.” (Cohen.) Many Native American activists have been fighting for the chief to be retired in recent years.  Most recently, as documented in the article “Sioux to Illini: Return Regalia,” Oglala Sioux tribe members, including Fools Crow's grandson, have asked for it all back.  Despite claims that the head dress had already been returned, the Sioux remain feisty in their resolve to end the tradition of Chief Illiniwek.  This trend is not limited, as many teams at the prep, collegiate and professional levels that have Native American names or mascots, have been fiercely protested to stop demeaning a race of people.  The protest of these people deserves to be heard, however, I feel that these names and the tradition of Chief Illiniwek in particular, are in no way demeaning to Native Americans.


The war against Chief Illiniwek has been growing, and according to “Sioux to Illini: Return Regalia,” the list of his enemies has grown to include “students, faculty, Native American groups and the National Collegiate Athletic Association.” (Cohen, Keller 1.) The NCAA has already imposed punishments on the University of Illinois; they have banned them from hosting postseason play.  University officials are striving to find a solution to keep the Chief, who they say “respects Native American culture and is a revered tradition that dates to 1926.”  (Cohen, Keller 1.)  According to the article “Illiniwek Fight gets a twist,” the University of Illinois has documented proof that the eagle feather head dress was returned in the early 90's (Cohen.), however, demands for the rest of the outfit are still being made.  As it is well documented that University paid a hefty sum for the items, I do not believe that that they should have to return them.  More importantly, the tradition of Chief Illiniwek is one with great meaning and importance to the university.  The tradition of the chief, according to the Honor the Chief Society, started in 1926 when football coach and historian Bob Zuppke used the word Illiniwek to describe "the complete human being-the strong, agile human body; the unfettered human intellect; the indomitable human spirit." (Honor the Chief Society)  I believe it is a tradition with deep roots in the history of the state of Illinois and the University and shows a great deal of respect for some of the original settlers of the state.


Similar cases have occurred throughout the nation.  The Florida State Seminoles, however, overcame their issues.  Like the University of Illinois they were affected by new NCAA sanctions that prohibited them from hosting post season competition, and like the U of I, Florida State appealed the decision.  Florida State won their appeal.  The committee who reviewed the appeal noted a “unique relationship between the university and the Seminole Tribe of Florida as a significant factor.” (Wieberg 1.)  Though some people still disagree with the use of this mascot, a decision was reached that if the native tribe supported the use of the mascot and traditions, than those wishes should be honored.  

I believe that a similar resolution can and should be reached in regards to Chief Illiniwek.  I believe that no malice is intended by the University of Illinois toward Native Americans of any tribe.  Though certain aspects may not be authentic, I believe that one of the purposes of the Chief is to bring awareness to a glorious tradition.  If there is a mutual feeling of goodwill a compromise should be reached.  One solution could involve the University donating a portion of any merchandise with Chief Illiniwek to the appropriate tribe.  If the tribes still feel the dance is unauthentic or disrespectful, perhaps they can agree on a new one that will bring awareness to Indian culture while maintaining a great tradition at the University without killing any school spirit.  The case of Florida State shows that a middle ground can be reached, and the University can stop losing out on post season money.

The controversy regarding Native American mascots in all levels of sports has been brewing for years.  Some feel it is disrespectful while others feels it honors a great tradition.  The articles “Sioux to Illini: Return Regalia,” and “Illiniwek Fight gets a twist,” describe the controversy surrounding Chief Illiniwek and his tribal outfit that was purchased by the University of Illinois in the 1980’s.  I believe that that University should not have to return the outfit to the tribe, and that an alternate solution can be reached.  Florida State was another college that was banned from hosting post season play because it used a Native American Mascot like Chief Illiniwek.  However, since they maintained a good relationship with the native tribe, they were allowed to keep the mascot after appealing to the NCAA.  I think the University of Illinois should take a similar course to try to preserve this rich tradition.  If middle ground can be reached between the two sides, we can continue to honor a great people while providing a source of school spirit.
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