
The Dawes Act, 1887: The 1890 census recorded an Indian population of less than 225,000, and 

falling. The prevailing view among whites was that Indians should be absorbed as rapidly as possible into 

the dominant society: their reservations broken up, tribal authority abolished, traditional religions and 

languages eradicated. Late 19th century federal policy embodied this attitude. In 1871 Congress declared 

that tribes were no longer separate, independent governments. It placed tribes under the guardianship of 

the federal government. The 1887 Dawes Act reversed the long-standing American policy of allowing 

Indian tribes to maintain their traditional practice of communal use and control of their lands. Instead, 

the Dawes Act gave the president the power to divide Indian reservations into individual, privately owned 

plots. The act dictated that men with families would receive 160 acres, single adult men were given 80 

acres, and boys received 40 acres. Women received no land. Only Native Americans who accepted an 

individual plot of land could become citizens. The Dawes Act was supposed to encourage Indians to 

become farmers and to discourage the continuance of traditional ways of Indian life and communal living. 

But most of the allotted lands proved unsuitable for farming, owing to a lack of sufficient rainfall. The 

plots were also too small to support livestock.  
 

The act provided that the remainder of the reservation properties would be opened for sale to whites. 

Consequently, Indians eventually lost 86 million acres of land, or 62 percent of their total pre-1887 

holdings. Altogether, the severalty policy reduced Indian-owned lands from 155 million acres in 1881 to 77 

million in 1900 and just 48 million acres in 1934.  
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