Ervin 1

Migration of the Southeastern Tribes — Proposal Rewrite

It can be argued that most popular works on Native American history focuses on Native
American culture after European contact. Because of this, the proposed project will focus
specifically on Native Americans pre-contact, by seeking to determine the geographic origins of
the Southeastern tribes, most notably the Choctaw, Chickasaw, and Creek, before colonial contact
circa 1550. More specifically, this project will show that the Southeastern tribes, following
migration across the Pacific Ocean, originated in the modern-day southwestern United States and
northern Mexico before eventually settling in the southeast. This will be accomplished by
analyzing Native American oral histories and mythologies in relation to archaeological evidence
and geographic features, as well as the diffusion of cultural elements and linguistics across tribes.

This project will synthesize what is already discussed to smaller degrees in other works.

The proposed project focuses on the Choctaw, Chickasaw, and Creek tribes. These tribes
were specifically chosen due to the well-established relationship between these large tribal groups,
as shown through linguistic, mythological, and geographical similarities, showing that their origins
are related to one another and thus should be studied together, while also acknowledging and
interpreting their differences. Technically the term “Southeastern” can be used to describe
numerous tribes, though they generally include what are considered the “five civilized tribes,”
which are those previously listed in addition to the Cherokee and Seminole. However, there are
enough differences between the Cherokee and Seminole cultures that, for the proposed project,

they will be excluded.

The primary method to be utilized for creating an approximate timeline is comparing
Southeastern origin, creation, and migration stories to one another and to physical evidence. For

example, geographic reference of the Mississippi River and other landforms in such stories can be
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used to trace a supposed migration and archaeological evidence can be identified and dated to
determine if it correlates with the correct tribal traditions. Beyond comparing stories of the
Chickasaw, Choctaw, and Creek to one another, variations of the same story from the same tribe
can also be compared to ensure that the story referenced is the most accurate. Because these are
oral histories that have existed and been passed down since before colonization, different versions
exist. Add to that the diversity present within the tribes allowing for slightly different retellings,
and the fact that these origin stories have been translated and communicated into English from
their native languages, comparing stories from the same tribe and determining when they were
recorded and from whom can help identify whether they are technically accurate. The primary
reference for specific oral histories and mythology is Bill Grantham’s Creation Myths and Legends
of the Creek Indians, as it provides the different versions of creation and migration myths of the

Creek, Chickasaw, and Choctaw tribes.

Robert V. Davis’s The Search for the First Americans: Science, Power, Politics is one study
that examines Native American migration through tradition and science at a far larger scale than
the proposed project, as it studies Paleo-Indians as a whole beginning with the migration from Asia
over 12,000 years ago and their dispersion throughout the North American continent. The Search
for the First Americans provides an example for comparing both traditional and modern
perspectives in Native migration. Additional works featuring the histories of individual tribes, such
as James Taylor Carson’s Searching for the Bright Path offer greater context for traditions, beliefs,

and events prior to European arrival.

By comparing oral histories and mythologies with evidence discovered through
archaeology and geography, it is possible to show how the Choctaw, Chickasaw, and Creek

migrated across continental North America and came to live in the southeastern region by start of
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colonization. This will be accomplished using existing studies of Native American history and

archaeology, as well as recorded mythologies of the tribes to establish a chronology of their

movements.

I hereby declare upon my word of honor that I have neither given nor received unauthorized

help on this work.

Caitlin Ervin
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The proposed project will contribute to the scholarly conversation by providing possible
explanations for the geographic origins and eastward migration of the modern-day Choctaw,
Chickasaw, and Creek tribes. It will discuss history as told by both Native Americans and other
researchers, such as archaeologists, with an emphasis on the Indigenous perspective as told
through oral histories. The proposed project will also focus on the similarities and interactions
between the three primary tribes.



