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Native American Heritage Month (NAHM), observed each November in the United 
States, stands as a powerful, multi-dimensional recognition of the histories, cultures, and 
ongoing contributions of American Indian and Alaska Native peoples.  Far from being a 
mere symbolic gesture, NAHM represents a collective acknowledgment by the nation that 
Indigenous communities, past, present, and future, are integral to the American story.  
What started as sporadic, grassroots advocacy and localized honors evolved through 
decades of activism, legislative efforts, state proclamations, and community engagement, 
culminating in a permanent national observance.  Over time, as awareness of Indigenous 
sovereignty, heritage, and the diversity of tribal nations has grown, NAHM has become a 
living tradition:  one rooted in memory, identity, education, cultural resurgence, civic 
responsibility, and social justice.  The observance invites not only celebration but also 
honest reflection on colonial history, support for Indigenous voices, and a commitment to 
respect, inclusion, and reconciliation. 

The roots of national recognition for Native Americans reach back over a century.  
One of the earliest organized efforts was led by Indigenous leaders and their allies in the 
early 1900s.  Historian and activist Arthur Caswell Parker (Seneca) were instrumental in 
founding the Society of American Indians in 1911, with the aim of advocating for Native 
rights, public awareness, and cultural preservation.  His efforts paralleled those of other 
early supporters who sought to raise national consciousness about Indigenous 
contributions to American life.  In those years, the notion of a single, unified Native 
“heritage month” had not yet coalesced; instead, various proposals circulated for a 
national “Indian Day” often contested and debated given the diversity of tribal nations and 
the political marginalization of Indigenous peoples. 

One striking early attempt came from Red Fox James (Blackfeet), who in 1914 
undertook an ambitious horseback journey across the United States to gather support for a 
national “Indian Day.”  According to historic accounts, by 1915 he had secured 
endorsements from over two dozen state governors and presented petitions to national 
authorities a remarkable grassroots campaign. Although that effort did not lead to a 
national proclamation, it reflected persistent Indigenous advocacy and the desire for 
formal recognition. 



In 1916, some states began to institutionalize recognition on their own. The state of 
New York declared the second Saturday in May as “American Indian Day,” becoming the 
first U.S. state to officially honor Indigenous peoples in this way.  Over subsequent 
decades, other states adopted their own days or weeks to highlight Native heritage 
although the dates, names, and modes of observance varied widely from region to region.  
These early, localized commemorations helped lay the groundwork for a broader national 
movement, even if they lacked coordinated federal recognition or shared national identity. 

In California, now home to the largest population of Native Americans in the country 
Indigenous recognition evolved through a patchwork of observances.  By 1939, the state 
officially recognized an “Indian Day.”  In 1968, the state government under then-Governor 
Ronald Reagan again recognized Indigenous heritage, and in 1998 California formally 
designated what is now called “Native American Day.”  These state-level acknowledgments 
reflected both the persistence of Indigenous communities in California and the growing 
public awareness of their historical and contemporary significance. 

However, nationwide recognition remained elusive for much of the 20th century.  
Only in the 1970s, amidst a broader national awakening to civil rights, ethnic identity, and 
historical justice did the push for a unified, national observance resurface with renewed 
strength.  In 1976, on the occasion of the United States’ Bicentennial, Congress passed a 
resolution authorizing the president to proclaim a week honoring Native Americans.  On 
October 8, 1976, then-President Gerald R. Ford issued a proclamation declaring October 
10–16 of that year as “Native American Awareness Week.”  Subsequent years saw 
additional “American Indian Week” observances some established by congressional 
resolution, others via presidential proclamation during the 1980s.  These repeated, albeit 
temporary, observances signaled growing political and public support for a more 
permanent recognition of Indigenous heritage. 

After years of activism, advocacy, and evolving public consciousness, the effort to 
institutionalize Indigenous recognition reached fruition in 1990.  On August 3 of that year, 
the 101st U.S. Congress passed H.J. Res. 577, formally authorizing the President to 
proclaim November 1990 and each November thereafter as “National American Indian 
Heritage Month.”  The resolution acknowledged that American Indians were the original 
inhabitants of the lands now constituting the United States, recognized their essential 
contributions to the nation’s development from agriculture to governance to cultural 
heritage and called upon federal, state, local governments, organizations, and the 
American people to observe the month with “appropriate programs, ceremonies, and 
activities.”  The law was signed into effect on August 3, 1990, becoming Public Law 



101-343.  This statutory milestone established NAHM as an enduring element of the 
national calendar, reaffirmed annually by presidential proclamation. 

Shortly after the national designation, additional federal recognition followed.  In 
2009, Congress passed the Native American Heritage Day Act, designating the Friday after 
Thanksgiving each year as “Native American Heritage Day.”  This extension of official 
recognition beyond the month underscores the enduring importance placed on Indigenous 
heritage and the need to incorporate it into mainstream civic and cultural life. 

Because NAHM invites participation by all levels of government, federal, state, and 
local, its expression and impact vary widely depending on regional context, demographics, 
tribal presence, and institutional engagement.  In California, recent proclamations by the 
Governor reinforce the state’s commitment to Indigenous recognition.  For example, on 
November 7, 2025, Governor Gavin Newsom issued a proclamation declaring November 
2025 as Native American Heritage Month, urging Californians to honor the “first people of 
this land” and recognize both historical injustices and contemporary Native resilience and 
leadership.  The proclamation highlighted that California continues to be home to a diverse 
array of Native communities, including many who relocated from other states under federal 
policies but nonetheless contribute vitally to the social fabric of the state. 

Beyond proclamations, California has taken concrete steps to integrate Indigenous 
history and culture into public education and state policy.  For instance, legislation passed 
by the state mandates that public school curricula include Native American studies a 
significant move toward correcting centuries of exclusion, misrepresentation, and 
historical erasure in educational materials.  This commitment reflects growing recognition 
that Indigenous knowledge, history, and perspectives deserve visibility in schools, libraries, 
and civic institutions. 

At the local level, counties and municipalities play a crucial role. A compelling 
example is Santa Clara County Office of Education (SCCOE) in Northern California.  On 
October 1, 2025, the County Board of Education adopted a formal resolution recognizing 
both Indigenous Peoples’ Day and November as Native American Heritage Month.  The 
resolution explicitly honors local historic tribal communities including the Muwekma 
Ohlone Tribe, as well as the ancestral Amah Mutsun, Esselen, and Taymen peoples.  By 
committing to integrate Indigenous history and cultural awareness into school curricula 
and educational policy, the SCCOE affirmed the importance of acknowledging the land’s 
original stewards and educating students about regional tribal heritage. 

According to the County Superintendent’s office, this resolution reflects a broader 
commitment to equity, diversity, and inclusion, especially in a region where over 180 tribes 



are represented among residents.  The SCCOE’s official statement noted that the 
observance “provides opportunities for students to learn about the region’s Indigenous 
heritage, celebrate tribal culture, and understand the historic relationship between the 
land, colonialism, and the people who originally inhabited the area.”  This county-level 
recognition fosters a sense of historical continuity, respect for Indigenous presence, and 
educational inclusion aspects often missing from mainstream curricula. 

Public libraries within Santa Clara County have likewise engaged in Heritage Month 
programming.  The Santa Clara County Library District (SCCLD) hosts storytelling sessions, 
craft workshops, reading challenges, and book-club events focused on Native authors and 
Indigenous themes.  In 2023, for example, the district commissioned a commemorative pin 
designed by a Native artist, inspired by a local sacred landmark, to accompany a Heritage 
Month reading challenge.  Such community-level cultural initiatives make Indigenous 
history and contemporary voices accessible to children, families, and the broader public 
not just through classrooms, but through communal spaces and public institutions. 

Higher-education institutions in the region have also played a role.  Universities host 
campus-wide events such as powwows, cultural presentations, panel discussions, film 
screenings, and guest lectures featuring tribal representatives, artists, scholars, and 
activists.  These campus-based observances provide visibility and support for Indigenous 
students, promote public education, and foster cross-cultural dialogue and community 
awareness. 

The cumulative effect of these local and regional initiatives demonstrates that 
Native American Heritage Month, when embraced fully, can move from symbolic 
observance to meaningful, sustained cultural presence.  Through resolutions, curriculum 
reform, library programming, community events, and institutional partnerships, Indigenous 
history, culture, and voices become woven into the fabric of public life — not only as an 
annual commemoration, but as an integral part of communal identity, education, and civic 
awareness. 

The significance of NAHM extends far beyond mere recognition: it is a catalyst for 
cultural revitalization, intergenerational connection, truth-telling, and societal 
transformation.  Across the United States, and especially in states like California with large 
urban Native populations, Heritage Month helps challenge historical amnesia and counter 
erasure. It encourages public institutions, schools, libraries, museums, government 
agencies to confront difficult truths about colonization, displacement, cultural 
suppression, and the forced assimilation of Native peoples.  Importantly, it also creates 
opportunities for Native communities to reclaim their histories, revive languages, preserve 
traditions, and pass cultural knowledge to younger generations. 



In educational settings, Heritage Month allows for the reevaluation and enrichment 
of curricula.  For decades, many textbooks presented Indigenous peoples only in the 
context of colonial encounter or “discovery,” often emphasizing disappearance or 
assimilation rather than survival, resilience, and continuity.  By incorporating Native history, 
governance systems, contributions to agriculture, ecology, politics, art, and contemporary 
life, schools can offer a more accurate and inclusive portrayal of American history.  In 
Santa Clara County, where the 2025 SCCOE resolution will shape curricular development, 
students may begin learning about local tribal nations, the mission system’s impact on 
their ancestors, treaties and displacements, and ongoing tribal sovereignty a critical shift in 
historical understanding. 

Public libraries, museums, and cultural centers contribute as well: through 
exhibitions, oral-history projects, art shows, film screenings, and cultural workshops, these 
institutions serve as bridges between Indigenous communities and the public at large.  For 
many urban residents especially those with little direct connection to tribal lands such 
events may be their first exposure to Indigenous voices, traditions, and perspectives.  By 
facilitating cross-cultural encounters, Heritage Month promotes understanding, solidarity, 
and mutual respect among diverse communities. 

Heritage Month also offers a platform for Indigenous activism and policy advocacy.  
Many tribal nations and Native-led organizations use this period to highlight issues such as 
treaty rights, land stewardship, environmental justice, health disparities, educational 
equity, homelessness, cultural preservation, and Native youth empowerment.  By 
leveraging the increased visibility NAHM provides, advocates press for structural reforms, 
governmental accountability, and resource allocation.  In recent years, California itself took 
legislative steps: a new state law requires public schools to teach the history of Indigenous 
mistreatment, displacement, and contributions — a major milestone in educational 
justice.  Such policy shifts underscore the broader potential of Heritage Month: to serve as 
a lever for systemic change, not just symbolic recognition. 

But observance is not without challenges, contradictions, and limitations.  
Participation remains uneven across the country.  While some states, counties, towns, and 
institutions engage robustly with NAHM issuing proclamations, enacting policy changes, 
supporting cultural programming others may issue only token statements or ignore the 
month entirely.  In areas with smaller or under-recognized Indigenous populations, NAHM 
might pass with little to no public acknowledgement.  This unevenness risks reinforcing 
existing disparities in representation, resources, and political visibility for Native 
communities. 



Another risk lies in superficial or tokenistic representation.  When programming is 
driven primarily by non-Native institutions or individuals without meaningful tribal 
involvement, events may center on stereotypical or romanticized portrayals of “Native 
culture” rather than authentic Indigenous perspectives, traditions, and contemporary 
issues.  In such cases, NAHM can devolve into a kind of folkloric performance emphasizing 
dance, crafts, or pageantry, but neglecting the deeper historical, political, and social 
realities Indigenous peoples face.  Without Indigenous leadership and cultural authority, 
such efforts risk misrepresentation, appropriation, or trivialization. 

Moreover, a month of observance cannot in itself resolve the long history of 
colonization, displacement, social injustice, and structural inequities faced by Indigenous 
communities.  Issues such as economic marginalization, access to healthcare and 
education, land rights and environmental degradation, intergenerational trauma, legal 
discrimination, and cultural erasure are deep-rooted and systemic.  For Native American 
Heritage Month to contribute meaningfully toward justice and equity, it must be 
accompanied by sustained policy commitment, resources, tribal-federal collaboration, 
reparations or restitution efforts, and long-term support for tribal sovereignty, cultural 
revitalization, and community development. 

There is also the danger of homogenizing Indigenous experience.  With hundreds of 
tribal nations across the United States each with distinct cultures, languages, histories, 
and contemporary circumstances treating “Native American heritage” as a monolith risks 
erasing diversity.  Effective and respectful observance must honor tribal specificity: local 
history, distinct traditions, regional context, and current tribal priorities.  In Santa Clara 
County, for example, honoring the Muwekma Ohlone, Amah Mutsun, Esselen, and Taymen 
peoples demands attention to their unique histories, languages, land relationships, and 
contemporary challenges not a generalized or simplified “Indigenous heritage” narrative. 

Despite these challenges, Native American Heritage Month remains deeply relevant 
and potentially transformative.  In a nation still grappling with its history of colonization, 
cultural erasure, and racial injustice, NAHM offers a structured opportunity to re-center 
Indigenous presence, honor survival, and resilience, and commit to inclusion and respect.  
For Indigenous communities, the month can affirm identity, support cultural revival, create 
visibility, and advance social justice.  For non-Native Americans, it provides a path toward 
education, reconciliation, solidarity, and allyship.  When taken seriously and implemented 
authentically, Heritage Month can help build more inclusive communities, foster cross-
cultural understanding, and support Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination. 

In Santa Clara County with its diverse population, urban environment, and history of 
colonization and displacement the recent formal resolution by the County Office of 



Education represents an important step.  By embedding Indigenous history into 
educational policy, recognizing local tribal communities, and supporting community-
based cultural initiatives, the county is setting a model for how local institutions can honor 
Native presence and contribute to structural change.  When combined with statewide 
legislation, state proclamations, library programs, university engagement, and grassroots 
activism, this local commitment demonstrates the tangible impact of public recognition. 

Looking forward, the continued success of Native American Heritage Month as 
more than a symbolic nod depends on sustained commitment, collaboration with tribal 
nations, allocation of resources, authentic representation, and concrete action.  Schools 
must integrate Indigenous history and perspectives into curricula; libraries and cultural 
centers must support tribe-led programming; governments must uphold treaty obligations, 
invest in Native communities, and address inequities; communities must support 
Indigenous voices and ally with tribal causes; and individuals must commit to lifelong 
learning, respect, and solidarity. 

Native American Heritage Month, in its most powerful form, becomes a year-round 
commitment a living acknowledgment that Indigenous peoples are not relics of the past 
but vibrant, evolving communities whose histories, cultures, and contributions continue to 
shape America.  Through truth-telling, cultural revival, civic engagement, and institutional 
commitment, NAHM can serve not only as a moment of remembrance but as a foundation 
for justice, inclusion, and reconciliation. 

In conclusion, Native American Heritage Month represents one of the most 
important regular commemorations in contemporary America not because it celebrates a 
single event, but because it recognizes centuries of Indigenous presence, struggle, 
resilience, adaptation, and contribution.  From early grassroots activism to national 
legislation, from state proclamations to local educational reforms, NAHM embodies a 
nation’s attempt to reckon with its past, honor its original inhabitants, and commit to a 
more inclusive future.  In Santa Clara County and beyond, observance offers opportunities 
for education, community building, cultural celebration, political engagement, and healing. 
Its promise lies not just in remembrance but in concrete, sustained efforts to build a more 
just, aware, and inclusive society in which Indigenous voices are heard, respected, and 
empowered. 


