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Figure 1 - View of Marcus Whitman Statue from the Technology Services Building, the only building on campus with a
direct line of sight to the statue. Photo by the author.

Figure 2 - View of Marcus Whitman statue from campus. Photo by the author.

Preface: The Bubbling of (Our) Memory
The campus couldn’t see it from behind its protective covering of trees and
shrubs, but Whitman College’s Marcus Whitman statue awoke on Monday, October 9,
2017, to its hands, body, and pedestal marked with red paint. A portrait of Narcissa
1

Prentiss Whitman, located in the Prentiss Hall dormitory, was also marked, with black
paint covering the face. An anonymous note accompanied the marked painting.
In 1836, Marcus and Narcissa Whitman began colonizing the land of the Cayuse,
Walla Walla, and Umatilla Peoples. The Whitmans were not martyrs. Let’s
remember them for who they were: colonizers, racists, murderers. They brought
disease, stole native peoples’ land, and claimed it for themselves, and actively
recruited others to do the same. This painting does not serve merely as a
remembrance of our past, it glorifies and legitimizes the white supremacy and
colonialism our college and nation were––and still are––built upon.1
While it is unclear if these two modifications were carried out by the same individual or
group, it is clear that the day on which they occurred was not randomly chosen. In 2017,
in the United States, October 9 was officially Columbus Day, or, according to others,
Indigenous Peoples’ Day. Once notified of the modifications of these memorials, the
college’s administration ordered the modifications be removed. The grounds crew
cleaned off the statue, and the portrait was professionally cleaned and restored before
being placed in storage.
The story didn’t break for over three weeks. When it did, upon the college’s
student newspaper publishing an article on October 31,2 reactions were strong and
varied. Some people reacted with anger at what they perceived to be the vandalizing of
college property. Others supported the message attached to the markings but had
reservations about the method employed to communicate it.3 The issue is multi-faceted,
but revolves around Whitman College’s past, its attempts to avoid recognizing this past’s
white settler colonialism, and the ways that its past is not past at all.

1

Rachel Needham, “Narcissa Whitman Painting Defaced,” Whitman Wire, October 31, 2017.
https://whitmanwire.com/news/2017/10/31/narcissa-whitman-painting-defaced/.
2
Needham, “Narcissa Whitman Painting Defaced.”
3
A follow-up article in the Wire has continued to be updated with new and conflicting perspectives,
including those of the administration, faculty, and students, as well as staff members who were ordered to
remove the modifications (Rachel Needham, “Narcissa Whitman Revisited,” Whitman Wire, November 9,
2017. https://whitmanwire.com/news/2017/11/09/narcissa-whitman-revisited/).
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Whitman College by no means alone in the eruption of strong feelings over
insensitive and un-contextualized memorials. There is increasing controversy and
scholarship over the remembering of history in the United States.4 This sort of
controversy is not new; in the United States it has a tendency to bubble up during times
of heavy immigration, civil rights movements, and war.5 The current round of urgent
memory-study, however, is at a fever pitch. It began in the mid-1990s and has continued
to grow,6 reflecting an increasingly globalized and mobile society and the increasing
diversity of the United States.7 There is at least a two-fold response to the States’
expanding diversity: the public feeling that narratives should become more inclusive, and
the reaction against immigration and against efforts at inclusion as challenges to white
dominance. These two responses are playing out in heated discussions over master
narratives and, significantly, over statues controversial for their connections with racism
and/or colonialism as communities and separate groups fight over who, and what, is
remembered.
The scholarship side of the current memory frenzy proceeds from the relatively
new conception of history and memory as indistinguishable. Although history once was
the facts and memory was the feelings, now they are both being understood as human

4

My research on the politics of memory focuses only on the social context of the United States, and its
applicability to Whitman College, even though the politics of memory discourse has been taken up
internationally.
5
Erika Doss, Memorial Mania: Public Feeling in America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2010),
27; Miles Parks, “Confederate Statues Were Built To Further A ‘White Supremacist Future,’” National
Public Radio, August 20, 2017. https://www.npr.org/2017/08/20/544266880/confederate-statues-werebuilt-to-further-a-white-supremacist-future.
6
Doss, Memorial Mania, 17.
7
Doss, Memorial Mania, 19; Talal Asad, Genealogies of Religion: Discipline and Reasons of Power in
Christianity and Islam (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993), 9, quoting Clifford. Clifford is
solely referencing physical mobility when he discusses the increase in interaction with the cultural other,
but the Internet arguably allows for similar forms of transference of the self into interaction with cultural
difference.
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constructions of the past.8 History may refer to the more general narratives, with memory
referring to the more particular, but each are created through processes of “selection and
forgetting that [represent] interests in the present.”9 Memory studies, including theories
around collective memory and the so-called “politics of memory,” has grown to be a
burgeoning field over the last few decades. Scholars in the field construe memory to
include such things as “cultural practices, material artifacts, and national narratives.”10
“Politics of memory”11 is now a buzzword which encompasses a broad swath of
definitions and related scholarship.12 Generally, the politics of memory is an amorphous
field within memory studies that studies current conflicts over conceptions of the past.13 I
am taking the politics of memory to refer to an urgent, ongoing conversation: discussions
of the past which have direct bearing on the ways it is represented in the present and for
the future. These representations may include master narratives, physical memorials,
and/or events centralized around remembering.
Physical memorials are a tangible way of representing the past with an eye to the
future. The feeling of threat to structures of power intended to benefit white people has
resulted in an increase in memorial-building as people attempt to cement what is
remembered about America’s past. Memorials are designed to be physical forms that

8

Doss, Memorial Mania, 49-50; Peter J. Verovšek, “Collective Memory, Politics, and the Influence of the
Past: The Politics of Memory as a Research Paradigm,” Politics, Groups, and Identities, April 13, 2016,
532.
9
Chris Weedon and Glenn Jordan, “Collective Memory: Theory and Politics,” Social Semiotics 22, no. 2,
2012, 145.
10
Doss, Memorial Mania, 48-9.
11
I understand the phrases “memory politics” and “politics of memory” to be synonymous, as I have not
noticed any significant differences outlined in the general literature.
12
Verovšek, “Collective Memory, Politics, and the Influence of the Past,” 534.
13
It is important to note that, while “politics of memory” and “memory politics” can study “political
memory,” I am understanding political memory to be only a part of the field. Therefore, politics of memory
also refers to approaches to the past that occur outside of political parties and governmental institutions.
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“recognize and preserve memories,” and so in “[marking] social and political interests
and claiming particular historical narratives, memorials can possess enormous power and
influence.”14 In this way, memorials are never neutral; they always represent the social
and political interests of the person or persons who constructed them. As Erika Doss
argues, “[Contemporary] American memorials embody the feelings of particular publics
at particular historical moments, and frame cultural narratives about self identity [sic] and
national purpose.”15 Memorials, therefore, are not just about the past. Instead, they
contribute to the constructed, remembered past of a certain group of people and reflect
that group’s hopes for the future. Certain memories, then, do not get remembered, and
still others are actively repressed due to their shameful nature.16 Since memorials are
usually featured in public locations, they play a role in shaping the “collective memory”
of the people in whose public sphere the memorial exists.17 Collective memory signifies
the narratives told about the past by and for groups to “help to create, sustain and
reproduce the ‘imagined communities’…that give [individuals] a sense of history, place
and belonging.”18 These created communities are “shaped by specific interests and power
relations.”19 Using a format outlined by Peter J. Verovšek, this collective memory is

14

Doss, Memorial Mania, 7, 9.
Doss, Memorial Mania, 59.
16
Doss, Memorial Mania, 261. I understand repression to be the holding-back of information about the past
that would shame the person in control of the information.
17
I intentionally use the terms “collective memory” and “legend” in place of “myth.” My definition of
myth comes from Wendy Doniger, who argues that “a myth is a story that is sacred to and shared by a
group of people who ﬁnd their most important meanings in it; it is a story believed to have been composed
in the past about an event in the past, or, more rarely, in the future…it is a story that is part of a larger
group of stories” (The Implied Spider: Politics and Theology in Myth, Updated Ed, Columbia Classics in
Religion [New York: Columbia University Press, 2010], 3). Although collective memory and legends may
also take on a group’s important meanings, these meanings stem from other, sacred stories. While there is a
case for the legend of Marcus Whitman being a myth, I think there is a stronger case for it being a story
used to promote the myth of a particular form of Christianity.
18
Weedon and Jordan, “Collective Memory: Theory and Politics,” 143.
19
Weedon and Jordan, “Collective Memory: Theory and Politics,” 144, 146-147.
15
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continually being built through, 1) the presented collective memory created by people
within the institution, which I call formal collective memory from formal channels, and,
2) the places and ways ideas about the past are or are not communicated within informal
“interactive channels,”20 or informal collective memory from informal channels.

Introduction: Lay(er)ing the Foundations
The cornerstone of Whitman College’s early collective memory was the colonial
Christian missionary couple of Marcus and Narcissa Whitman.21 From the late
nineteenth-century into the 1960s, remembrances of these figures played a significant
role in representing the college’s early values of white, Christian expansionism, and
helped the college raise funds from individuals who supported these values. However, as
the college moved out of being a Christian school and into an increasingly globally-aware
world, the college no longer could celebrate the Whitmans in this way. Much like other
colleges of the time, Whitman College understood itself to be undergoing a process of
secularization which would remove religion, including the Christian Whitmans, from its
channels of collective memory and from its public sphere. Many believed that this would
neutralize the public sphere, allowing for the free exchange of rational thought. The
college’s catalogs provided even-handed, albeit short, formal representations of the
Whitmans between 1966 and the early 1990s. During this period, there remained a
noticeable slippage between the terms religion and Christianity on campus. The equation
of religion and Christianity points towards the assumption that Christianity was the

20

Verovšek, “Collective Memory, Politics, and the Influence of the Past,” 531.
In this paper I refer to this couple as the “Whitmans,” to Marcus Whitman as “Whitman,” to Narcissa
Whitman as “Prentiss Whitman,” and to Whitman College as “Whitman College” or “the college.”
21
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standard religion and demonstrates that the so-called secularization process of the college
had not disturbed Christianity as normative.
Globalization and the diversity of the United States continued to increase.
Beginning in the 1990s, the college catalogs began to repress the unsettling elements of
the Whitmans’ lives. At first, the catalogs gave limited information about the Whitmans
and then, in 2008, the catalog reinterpreted the Whitmans in order to reflect the college’s
values of education and cultural sensitivity. In each case, the college avoids its
responsibility to address the white, Christian settler colonialism inherent to the
Whitmans’ mission and legacy.22 The college’s links to the Whitmans’ colonialism,
though repressed, are by no means absent. They hover beneath the college catalog’s
reinterpreted narratives, in which the college removes context from the Whitmans in an
attempt to abdicate its responsibility to address the white settler colonial legacy in which
the college participates and from which it benefits. They are silently and defiantly present
in the college’s uncontextualized memorials to the settling of the region by EuroAmericans, which constitute the college’s borders while they betray its strategies of
repression. I argue that the marking of the Whitman statue and Prentiss Whitman
painting, as referenced in the Preface, reflect the bubbling up of these repressed
connections, as the college finds itself in the middle of intense discussions around issues
of history and memory. Therefore, these politics of memory are a result and a recognition
of the failure of Whitman College’s secularism to neutralize its public sphere. They
instead underscore that the college has, in certain areas, been avoiding taking
responsibility for the legacy of settler colonialism in which it participates.

22

I outline my understanding of settler colonialism in the following section (Chapter 1).
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In order to support these arguments, I begin by positioning my definition of
secularism amongst those of established scholars such as Talal Asad and Elizabeth
Shakman Hurd. These scholars emphasize the secular as a construct with a specific
Protestant genealogy and related ties to manifest destiny and colonialism. Secularism is
therefore unable to be a neutralizing force, as it is interrelated with the very ideologies
that the college is trying to repress. This argument contributes to a deeper understanding
of secularism as an ideology that can been employed, consciously or unconsciously, by
individuals and institutions wishing to benefit from and avoid responsibility for structures
of oppression. I look at the college’s initial Whitmans-based collective memory, which
institutionalized values of Christianity and settler colonialism into the campus’
foundations.23 Next, I research the college’s progression into a formal collective memory
that chooses to repress or marginalize these formerly institutionalized values from the
college’s past. Finally, I examine how the campus’ memorials provide a physical
manifestation of the college’s unsuccessful attempts to repress controversial aspects of its
past, and I draw conclusions about the ramifications of leaving these memorials
uncontextualized.24

23

While this thesis looks at the ways that Protestant Christianity shaped and shapes the college, it does not
attempt to be a study on religious experience at Whitman College. This is an area for further research,
which could be helpful in illuminating the ways that Protestant Christianity and/or secularism inhibit and/or
shape the religious experiences of students, faculty, and staff.
24
I use primary source materials to flesh out the college’s evolving collective memory processes, including
the college’s catalogs and yearbooks, convocation and presidential addresses, the campus’ physical
memorials, and interviews with President Kathleen Murray and Interfaith Chaplain Adam Kirtley. My
secondary source materials include academic theory on memory and secularism, histories of developments
in higher education during the nineteenth century, and articles from Whitman College’s student newspaper
on recent campus developments.
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Chapter 1: Not Your Grandfather’s Secularism
The secular as a concept has its roots in the Post-Reformation period in Europe.
From this period on, religion grew from being an indistinct category to being understood
as a separable and recognizable part of life. The secular became conceptualized as the
anti-religion, as one-half of a binary, and as what would be left when religion had been
removed. During the Enlightenment, critiques of religion resulted in the European idea
that religion would eventually disappear within a naturally progressing society, 25 and that
rationalism would take the reins in religion’s stead.26 Interactions during the long
nineteenth-century between European missionaries and explorers and the people they
colonized accelerated the congealing of the real-ness of “religion” as a way of describing
the differences and similarities between cultures.27 The understanding that societies
naturally progress away from religion and towards secularity continues to have a large
influence. It has become normalized in Europe and the United States especially as “a
universal and timeless feature of human existence.”28 Religion is then understood to
encompass personal belief and religious institutions while the secular includes the state,
science, entertainment, and art.29
Conversations around secularism and religion and the relation between the two
have increased during the past few decades, especially discourses interested in

25

José Casanova, Public Religions in the Modern World (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994), 30.
Asad, Genealogies of Religion, 19.
27
See Asad, Genealogies of Religion; Tomoko Masuzawa, The Invention of World Religions, Or, How
European Universalism Was Preserved in the Language of Pluralism (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 2005).
28
Elizabeth Shakman Hurd, “Believing in Religious Freedom,” in Politics of Religious Freedom, ed.
Sullivan, et al. (Chicago; London: University of Chicago Press, 2015), 49-50, paraphrase of William
Cavanaugh.
29
José Casanova, “Secular, Secularization, Secularisms,” in Rethinking Secularism, ed. Calhoun et al.
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, USA, 2011), 57.
26
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problematizing this normalization and in disrupting the associated power dynamics which
favor Western hegemony.30 My understanding of the secular is as a concept, and
therefore as a construct and not a natural category. It is not universal or able to be
essentialized; instead, as Talal Asad argues, it is “a concept that brings together certain
behaviors, knowledges, and sensibilities in modern life.”31 Further, the secular is not the
religious in a new form or “a simple break from [religion].”32 On the contrary, not only
do “the sacred and the secular depend on each other,”33 but they also have a “coconstitutive relation.”34 The concepts of secular and of religion create and contribute to
the definitions of the other through the discourse about the relationship between them.
Secularism names this discourse developed into an ideology,35 within which the
separation of the secular and the religious becomes understood as normal. Secularization,
by extension, names the earlier-described Western conception of what a progressing

30

By religion I am referring to a non-native anthropological category (Asad, Genealogies of Religion, 54;
Jonathan Z. Smith, “Religion, Religions, Religious,” in Critical Terms for Religious Studies, ed. Taylor
[Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998], 269) which has developed out of specific historical
processes in the service of European hegemony (Masuzawa, The Invention of World Religions, xiv). Since
religion is a constructed category, I do not take there to be an essence of religion (Asad, Genealogies of
Religion, 29). Additionally, I do not claim to develop a universal definition of religion, nodding to Asad’s
argument that there “cannot be a universal definition of religion, not only because its constituent elements
and relationships are historically specific, but because that definition is itself the historical product of
discursive processes” (Ibid.). Asad, Smith, and Masuzawa each trace the specifically Christian lineage of
the formulation of religion as a nameable entity, which then upholds power structures benefitting European
Christians. As a caveat, I do not ascribe to Smith’s argument that the concept of religion belongs to
scholars and is theirs to define (“Religion, Religions, Religious,” 281), as the concept of religion now
operates in circles far beyond academia.
31
Talal Asad, Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, Modernity. Cultural Memory in the Present,
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2003), 25.
32
Asad, Formations of the Secular, 25.
33
Asad, Formations of the Secular, 26.
34
Elizabeth Shakman Hurd, “A Suspension of (Dis)Belief: The Secular-Religious Binary and the Study of
International Relations,” in Rethinking Secularism, ed. Calhoun, et al. (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
USA, 2011), 160.
35
Casanova, “Secular, Secularization, Secularisms,” 56-7; Craig J. Calhoun, “Secularism, Citizenship, and
the Public Sphere,” in Rethinking Secularism, ed. Calhoun, et al. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, USA,
2011), 75.
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society naturally undergoes.36 I expand this definition of secularization to include the
actions taken by those ascribing to secularism to create the secular, which destabilizes the
understanding of secularism being outside of the agency of those within the described
process. Understood as such, the secular, secularism, and secularization have been
created with a specific Western lineage and associated power hierarchies.37
In the United States, an association between secularism and Protestant
Christianity creates a specific form of secularism that associates itself with freedom and
progress. Tracy Fessenden argues,
This is the standard secularization narrative, one in which secularism is dependent
on Protestantism and associated with freedom. It is also a narrative that, because
of its association between secularization and freedom, confers a special moral
standing on those who share both secularism and its particular Protestant
genealogy, fueling imperial projects from nineteenth-century colonialism to
contemporary international interventions.38
In this formulation, Protestant Christianity and secularism are inseparable. They
supposedly work together to bring freedom and progress, and in doing so grant moral
superiority to those bringing them. Through this logic, colonizers are able to justify
imperial actions which limit the freedom of others. The nineteenth century colonialism
mentioned by Fessenden and excused by this secularization narrative was of a particular
form in the United States: “settler colonialism.” Settler colonialism is a land-based
structure of colonization which relies on what Patrick Wolfe terms a “logic of

36

Casanova, “Secular, Secularization, Secularisms,” 57.
I am intentionally avoiding the understanding of secularism described in the work of Charles Taylor and
others, in which modern society has both horizontal, direct access to religion as well as secular,
homogenous time (Asad, Formations of the Secular, 2). Each of these aspects falls apart when power
dynamics are considered (Asad, Formations of the Secular, 4-5; Casanova, “Secular, Secularization,
Secularisms,” 61, 65). I especially wish to avoid the normalization of modern society as existing in a
“secular age,” into which both Taylor and John Lardas Modern fall (John Lardas Modern, Secularism in
Antebellum America [Chicago; London: University of Chicago Press, 2011], xxxiv).
38
Tracy Fessenden, “Disappearances: Race, Religion, and the Progress Narrative of U.S. Feminism,” in
Secularisms, ed. Jakobsen, Pellegrini (Social Text Books. Durham: Duke University Press, 2008), 139.
37
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elimination.”39 It is driven by an ideology of white—and, in this case, Protestant—
supremacy. White settlers attempt to replace Indigenous peoples physically, through
methods such as genocide, structures of oppression and assimilation, and structures of
government and education which serve to maintain colonial presence and supremacy.40
The Whitmans practiced settler colonialism, and this practice continued in the form of
Whitman College. Settler colonialism is a helpful framework in which to think about the
Whitmans, in part because it “[challenges] the normalization of dispossession as a ‘done
deal’ relegated to the past rather than ongoing.”41 The Whitmans’ legacy as colonialists
therefore can be understood to live on in ways that go beyond the arrival of EuroAmericans in the region.
On the Whitman College campus, the physical and rhetorical references to the
Whitmans in its public spaces, and the benefits that the college enjoys through its
embeddedness in a settler colonial structure, embody the ways that the Whitmans’ legacy
lives on. While the secularism I have described relies on the idea of a neutral public
sphere, where it is necessary to empty it of religion to effectively neutralize it for the free
discussion of ideas,42 I consider the public sphere to be constructed in a different manner.
Instead of considering it to be void of religion and culture, I understand it to be
constituted by interactions between people. Talal Asad asks, “If the adherents of a
religion enter the public sphere, can their entry leave the preexisting discursive structure
intact?” He responds to himself, arguing, “The public sphere is not an empty space for

39

Patrick Wolfe, “Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native,” Journal of Genocide Research, 8,
no. 4 (2006), 387.
40
Wolfe, “Settler Colonialism,” 388, 397.
41
J. Kēhaulani Kauanui, “‘A structure, not an event’: Settler Colonialism and Enduring Indigeneity,”
Lateral 5.1 (2016). https://doi.org/10.25158/L5.1.7.
42
Asad, Formations of the Secular, 185.
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carrying out debates. It is constituted by the sensibilities—memories and aspirations,
fears and hopes—of speakers and listeners.”43 These speakers and listeners create a
public sphere. Since power hierarchies inform these interactions, the created public
sphere naturally includes implicit and/or explicit power hierarchies.44 As Craig Calhoun
argues, it is an “[unreflective] secularism [which] distorts much liberal understanding of
the world—encouraging, for example, thinking about global civil society that greatly
underestimates the role of religious organizations or imagining cosmopolitanism as a sort
of escape from culture into a realm of reason where religion has little influence.”45
Religion cannot be pulled out of a life, and the public sphere cannot be emptied of the
things that constitute it.

Chapter 2: A Legend is Made
At Whitman College, the power hierarchies in the public sphere stem in part from
Marcus and Narcissa Whitman and their particular brand of manifest destiny and settler
colonialism.46 Since manifest destiny relies on a Protestant Christianity to motivate it, and
since it played out in the Americas as settler colonialism, the story and legacy of the
Whitmans embodies this interrelated bouquet of white supremacy, settler colonialism,
and Protestant Christianity. Marcus Whitman, the college’s namesake, was a medical
missionary who worked among Cayuse people between 1836 and 1847 with his wife and

43

Asad, Formations of the Secular, 185.
Much like the concept of the secular, the concept of the public sphere on which secularism relies is not
neutral or without culture. It is a product of a culture. Since the idea of a public sphere is arising here out of
an ideology of secularism with connections to Protestant Christian and a conception of freedom that
enables imperialism, it follows that secularism’s power dynamics are also operant in the public sphere as a
concept created by this secularism.
45
Calhoun, “Secularism, Citizenship, and the Public Sphere,” 76.
46
“Manifest destiny” refers here to the nineteenth century ideology that understood the colonial expansion
of the Euro-American United States to be justified and inevitable, supported by a Protestant Christian God.
44
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fellow missionary Narcissa Prentiss Whitman.47 The Whitmans focused on teaching the
Cayuse about Christianity and Euro-American styles of agriculture, both of which they
felt were central to “civilizing” Indigenous peoples. Marcus Whitman also went to great
lengths to assist white settlement of the region. He provided assistance to Oregon Trail
travelers, advocated westward immigration of Americans while in the then-United States,
and wrote to politicians to encourage their support of this project.48 The Whitmans were
killed in November of 1847 by a group of Cayuse men who acted to prevent further
deaths amid a measles outbreak that left half of the Cayuse dead. The deaths of the
Whitmans and other individuals at the Whitman Mission created impetus for what
became known as the Indian Wars, where the United States government and volunteer
militias invaded what is now the Pacific Northwest to take control of the region away
from Indigenous peoples.
Marcus and Narcissa Whitmans’ deaths catapulted them to national recognition as
part of the collective memory of the United States. Marcus Whitman’s fellow
missionaries turned his interrelated evangelism and efforts towards United States
expansion into a romantic legend which celebrated Whitman for his supposed role in
“saving Oregon” for the United States.49 Henry Spalding, missionary to the Nez Perce
tribe, is credited with creating the legend. Spalding published his own account of the

47

Parts of my research into Marcus Whitman’s life and legacy was completed for the class The
Secularization of Whitman College with Professor (Emeritus) Rogers Miles, Fall 2015. The resultant paper,
“Marcus Whitman as History and Myth: The Evolving Values of Whitman College,” is available online at
the following link: https://arminda.whitman.edu/rel348/8/.
48
“Whitman to Green, October 16, 1847.” Whitman Correspondence 1844-1852, Whitman Mission
National Historic Site Archives, 425.
49
Cushing Eells, Statements About the Object of Whitman’s Overland Journey, n.d., Whitman College
Archives, WCMss33, Box 7, Folder 17, 2 of draft 2.
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Whitman legend in 1865,50 but a version of this legend appeared in an 1864 article by
S.A. Clarke also quotes Spalding as its source.51 In this version, a rugged frontiersman
Whitman makes a dangerous mid-winter ride in 1842 to Washington D.C. upon hearing
about the Ashburton Treaty and the likelihood of the Oregon Territory being traded to
England. He meets with Secretary of War Daniel Webster, who informs him that the
territory is as good as traded. Whitman then exclaims,
‘But, sir, you do not know what you are doing; you do not realize that the
territory…could make a home for millions; that is has broad navigable rivers,
leading to an ocean whose commerce includes the Indies and the empires of the
Orient. […] Then there are beautiful and fertile valleys whose harvests will yield
eventual increase to our nation’s wealth.’52
Webster expresses his surprise at this representation of the territory. Spalding’s account
goes on to describe Whitman as visiting “President Tyler himself…until [Whitman] had
awakened an interest in his cause in the minds of the President and a portion of his
Cabinet, and the due consideration of the matter induced the final preservation of the
Northwest territory as a portion of the National domain.”53 In such an account,
Whitman’s trip to the east coast single-handedly convinces the federal government to
change its mind on the status of the Oregon Territory.54 The narrative goes on to call him
a “martyr missionary” who died as a result of “savage life having once more assumed its
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bloody instinct.”55 The legend paints both Whitman’s trip east and his death at the hands
of the Cayuse as sacrificial acts for the country and for Christianity, emphasizing the
causes that appear to have been most important to the Whitmans during their lives.
The combination of missionary with patriot and frontiersman sparked the
American imagination, resulting in a proliferation of the legendary Marcus Whitman in
newspapers, histories, and poems. Articles announcing Whitman’s death, such as an 1848
Boston Recorder article reprinted from the Chicago Herald, highlight his overland
journey and its importance to “[saving] Oregon from the grasp of Great Britain.”56 It
references an 1847 proposal by Whitman to set up posts and increase the United States’
control over Indians, and speculates on the possible prevention of his death had such
measures been taken. Later articles, such as one in the Sacramento Daily Union from
1864, reprint the Whitman legend as an interesting part of the country’s history. The
Daily Union article, before indulging in the whole of Marcus Whitman’s romanticized
biography, declares, “One of the most interesting incidents connected with the
proceedings of the Assembly was of a historical nature, and related to the early settlement
of our State.”57 There was also a spike in reprintings of the legend during 1897, the
fiftieth anniversary of the Whitmans’ deaths, especially in Protestant Christian
newspapers.
In addition to the Whitman legend’s presence in periodicals, books focused on
Whitman’s role in “saving” the Oregon Territory also proliferated during the late
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nineteenth- and early twentieth-centuries. Oliver W. Nixon published a book version of
the Whitman legend in 1895, entitled, How Marcus Whitman Saved Oregon. A true
romance of patriotic heroism, Christian devotion and final martyrdom, with sketches of
life on the plains and mountains in pioneer days.58 Dr. William A. Mowry published
Marcus Whitman and the early days of Oregon in 1901,59 John Harvey Whitson wrote A
Courier of Empire: A Story of Marcus Whitman's Ride to save Oregon in 1904,60 and
Myron Eells’ Marcus Whitman: Pathfinder and Patriot was published in 1909.61 The
Whitman legend took to verse as well. One such poem is reprinted in Nixon’s How
Marcus Whitman Saved Oregon: “Whitman’s Ride,” by Alice Wellington Rollins.62
Nixon explains how Rollins’ poem was “widely copied” before becoming part of the
Cassell Publishing Company’s volume Representative Poems of Living Poets.63
“Whitman’s Ride” emulates the 1863 poem “Paul Revere’s Ride,”64 with both poems
romantically portraying a heroic white man conquering the wilderness. “Whitman’s
Ride” speaks of Whitman’s quiet resolve in the face of nature’s obstacles, and of how
“He—whatever might say the rest—Cared, and would colonize Oregon!”65 The poem
expects that the reader already knows the story of Marcus Whitman saving Oregon
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because of the “books [they] have read” and “what the papers say.”66 Rollins ends her
poem with the couplet,
And Whitman? Ah! My children he
And his wife sleep now in a martyr’s grave!
Murdered! Both he and she.
By the Indian souls they went West to save!67
In the telling of Rollins and her fellow authors, scholars, and journalists, Whitman’s life
and death embodied a heroic Christian patriotism who was willing to risk life or death to
colonize for his country and his God. Through the distribution of such poems and other
publications, the legend of Marcus Whitman became a feature of the collective memory
of the United States.68

Chapter 3: Collectively Christian, Collectively White
The Whitman legend also was a foundational piece of the collective memory at
Whitman College. From its beginnings as a Christian seminary,69 the school used the
legend as a framework to embody its ideal of a white Christian patriotism that believed in
its right to colonize to spread its values.70 Reverend Cushing Eells founded Whitman
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Seminary in 1859. Eells intended the school to be a memorial to Marcus Whitman that
would honor him by way of continuing his work for Christian civilization.71 He felt
strongly that in “[Whitman’s] estimation, the saving, of Oregon to the United States, was
of paramount importance” during his 1842 trip east, becoming one of the staunchest
supporters of the Whitman legend.72 Myron Eells, in a biography of his father, wrote,
“However much [Cushing Eells] believed a monument of stone ought to be erected, yet
he felt that if Dr. Whitman were alive, he would prefer the monument to be a [Christian]
high school for the betterment of the youth of both sexes in the region.”73 This story of
the founding of Whitman Seminary as a memorial to Marcus Whitman, missionary and
patriot, reflects that Eells founded the school to perpetuate Whitman’s ideals.
Whitman College was chartered in 1882 as a Christian college. From this
beginning, the college used the Whitman legend to express its value system and attract
donors. Explicitly expressing the connection between Christianity and expansionism in
the college’s first catalog is the college’s motto, Pro Christo et Patria, or For Christ and
Country.74 Reprinted “Editorial Comments” from an 1887 Advance newspaper article
emphasize the “essential relation which the system of the Christian college, bears to the
life and safety and freedom and perpetuated prosperity of the State. In the same breath
with the shout of Christian patriotism, Long live the State! must go up the cry, Long live
the Christian College!”75 Christianity and the prosperity of the imperial state were
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understood to be inseparable. The catalog further expresses the hope that Whitman
College will “become a strong power towards building up with the growth of this new
land a civilization based upon thorough scholarship and Christian principle” through the
“liberal pecuniary support of its friends East and West.”76 Such a hope underlines the
college’s understanding of its role in working towards the spread of a Christian
civilization, as well as its understanding that this goal would attract donors who wished to
support this work. In the 1886-7 college catalog, A.J. Anderson, president of Whitman
College from 1882 to 1891, announces his intention to travel east to raise money for the
college named after “the Christian martyr and patriot, Dr. Marcus Whitman.”77 A
reprinted resolution from an 1887 meeting of the General Association of Congregational
Churches of Oregon and Washington follows Anderson’s announcement, expressing
support of his endeavor. It emphasizes the connection between the college’s role in
spreading Christianity and patriotism, calling the college both a potential power for
“helping to save the Northwest for Christ” and a “monument to the memory of one of
America’s greatest benefactors.”78 It becomes even more explicit in this connection
between Christianity and patriotism, as well as in the importance of this connection to
donors, writing, “No act more Christian or patriotic can be performed than the placing at
once of the institution on a solid financial basis.”79 Anderson’s trip east was successful,80
and the Whitman legend continued its centrality in supporting the college’s operations.
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The informal channel of the Whitman College student yearbook, Waiilatpu, also
used the figure of Marcus Whitman, legend, as an embodiment of the values of Christian
morality, whiteness, and patriotism. From the first issue of Waiilatpu, published in 1906,
until the late 1950s, these values presented themselves in the form of romanticized
interpretations of the Whitmans and Cushing Eells and of their contributions to the
college and the United States.81 The yearbooks consider the Whitmans to be “heroic,”82
and Marcus Whitman to be a self-sacrificing martyr and patriot.83 The 1909 Waiilatpu
claims Eells had “prophetic anticipation of the future importance of the region in which
Dr. Whitman died; it lives on today because of the sublime self-sacrifice of its founder…
As [the college] looks backward, it is conscious of an heroic past and a rich inheritance of
faith and effort.”84 Manifest destiny also appears in full force, especially in a description
of the Whitmans’ journey in the 1913 yearbook. It says, “But that resistless force which
ever draws the white man westward was destined to open to the world the wealth and
possibilities of this ‘Great Land of the Setting Sun.’”85 In this telling, the colonization of
the Oregon Territory by Euro-Americans was inevitable, and the Whitmans played an
important role in fulfilling this destiny.
The centrality of the Whitman legend and the related value of a Christian patriotic
expansionism continued into the presidency of Stephen B.L. Penrose (1894-1934). From
the beginning of his presidency, Penrose was an ardent supporter of the Whitman legend.
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Penrose used the legend both “because he admired Marcus Whitman and because its
repetition provided an opportunity to secure eastern money and thereby save the
college.”86 Eager to tap into Americans’ soft spot for mythologized character and
encouraged by eastern supporters such as D.K. Pearsons and Oliver W. Nixon, Penrose
worked to spread information about the legend.87 He traveled to Chicago, Boston, and
other locations in the Midwest in 1895 to fundraise.88 He met with both Pearsons and
Nixon, urged the support of the Congregational Ministers Union of Chicago, and spoke in
“churches, homes, halls, and editorial offices.”89 In response, the Congregational
Ministers Union added a March 10 “Whitman Day” to its calendar.90 Nixon’s How
Marcus Whitman Saved Oregon (1895) raised money for the college from the proceeds of
its sale and from its solicitation of donations from readers.91 According to historian G.
Thomas Edwards, “By the end of 1895, many Americans had come to believe that a
Protestant and patriotic easterner had saved a western empire and had died a martyr’s
death.”92
The catalogs during Penrose’s presidency mirrored the importance Penrose placed
on the Whitmans and the Whitman legend. In 1894, the first year of Penrose’s
presidency, the college formulated its own consolidated version of its history, decorated
with Marcus Whitman’s “famous ride” and Eells’ desire to continue Whitman’s work for
Christian civilization.
Whitman College was founded in the year 1859, by Rev. Cushing Eells, to
commemorate the name of Marcus Whitman, M.D. Dr. Whitman came to
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Washington …in 1836, as a missionary to the Cayuse Indians. By his famous ride
across the continent in the winter of 1842-3 he saved Oregon to the United States,
and led the first great wagon train of emigrants through the Rocky Mountains to
the Pacific Coast. He was murdered by the Indians whom he had come to save on
the 29th day of November, 1847. As a patriot, a prophet and a martyr, he will ever
be remembered. His place is high among the Nation’s heroes.
Rev. Cushing Eells and his wife came to Washington in 1838. They…spent nine
years in preaching the Gospel far and wide. […] Visiting Waiilatpu, the ruined
mission settlement of Dr. Whitman, [Eells] found a lonely grave into which the
bones of all the victims of the massacre had been gathered. As he stood by the
grave and meditated upon the heroic character of Dr. Whitman, and the mystery
of his untimely fate, he consecrated himself then and there to establish a worthy
memorial. He resolved to found a school for both sexes which should bear the
name of Whitman, and perpetuate his work. The idea was the germ of Whitman
College.93
The college changed the descriptors of “patriot” and “prophet” to “missionary” and
“statesman” in the 1898 catalog four years later.94 The general idea of Whitman being “a
missionary, a statesman and a martyr,” along with the story of Whitman saving the
Oregon Territory for the United States, remained in the catalog for the next sixty-seven
years. Its centrality in fundraising, however, waned with increased pressure from scholars
and historians on the finer points of the story. Regardless, the college had gained the
support of key donors through its representations of its history and values, including the
support of several Walla Walla churches. Both the First Presbyterian Church and the First
Congregational Church of Walla Walla postponed building projects during the first part
of the twentieth century in favor of supporting the college as it struggled financially. In
1908, First Presbyterian postponed raising funds for a new church building, requesting
that its members make their offerings to Whitman College instead.95 Later, the church
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went ahead with its fundraising for the new building. First Congregational Church
similarly pushed back building project, donating the $60,000 that would have gone
towards a new building to the college in 1912.96 The churches were confident enough in
Whitman College’s commitment to work for the spread of Christianity that they were
willing to provide substantial financial support to help the college achieve this goal.
Edwards concludes, “Marcus Whitman…may not actually have saved Oregon, but the
Whitman myth saved the College.”97 The Whitman legend’s understanding of Marcus
Whitman’s role in American history enabled Whitman College to successfully fundraise
during its first decade, which in turn allowed the college to fund its professors and its
major building projects.
Once the college reached a greater degree of financial security, the catalogs
continued to celebrate that Whitman had “laid the foundations of Christian civilization”98
but with increasing emphasis on this civilization being a Caucasian one. The 1929 catalog
lists a number of “firsts” for white people in the Pacific Northwest. It celebrates the birth
of Alice Clarissa Whitman as “the first white child on the Pacific Coast,” and claims
Whitman’s gristmill and schoolhouse as the first in the region.99 Emphasis on these white
“firsts” by the Whitmans celebrates the spread of a white Christian cultural system. One
of the college’s stated aims in its 1934 catalog is the hope that its students gain an
education “[that] develops the capacity to enjoy and the power to use the intellectual
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heritage of the race,” presumably referencing the Caucasian race.100 The college’s
yearbooks similarly emphasize the Whitmans’ race as part of its celebration of them. The
1910 Waiilatpu speaks in depth about Narcissa Prentiss Whitman and Eliza Spalding,
wife of Reverend Henry Spalding, and quotes a story about the two. It says,
It has been said of them: ‘When the British trader, who had never seen a house in
all this region presided over by a white woman, who had never looked into the
face of a white woman in all the years since he left his home in Canada or in the
British Isles, for the first time looked into the faces of these two gentle and
cultured but courageous women, and when he saw them as the weeks went on,
…build their homes in this wilderness and gather about them the appointments of
settled life, he must have had a distinct presage that this country was destined
from that very hour to go elsewhere than he would have it go.’101
In this story, the Waiilatpu communicates three interrelated points: that Prentiss
Whitman’s and Spalding’s whiteness was intimately connected with their ability to be
“cultured,” or civilized; that such cultured behavior allowed them to create a “settled
life;” and that a settled life on this continent meant a permanent transfer of ownership.102
The celebration of white “settled” life continued in the college’s catalogs from 1929
onward. They explain that the Whitmans’ daughter was the “first white child on the
Pacific Coast,”103 and applaud the Whitmans for building the “first, white, civilized home
on the Pacific Coast.”104 President Walter A. Bratton (1936-42), in a letter to the editors
of the 1938 Waiilatpu, explains how the yearbook can be seen as “a record of
beginnings” in memory of the fact that “[civilized] life in the Pacific Northwest began at
Waiilatpu in 1836, when the first white American home was built there by Dr. Marcus
Whitman and his bride, Narcissa Prentiss Whitman.”105 Up until 1966, the college’s
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catalogs and yearbooks centered its goals and history around values of Christian
character, patriotism, and white civilization. It used its version of the Whitman legend in
order to celebrate these values as part of the college’s heritage.
In addition to the college’s yearbook and catalog, other informal channels for
collective memory also worked to institutionalize the white, Christian colonialism present
in the college’s formal collective memory during its first 70 years. The college was
chartered as a Christian college in 1882, with a connection to the General Association of
Congregational Churches of Oregon and Washington.106 Originally, the college’s
constitution required half of its Board of Trustees to be Congregationalists. Students,
although not required to be Congregationalists themselves, were expected to attend a
local Christian church.107 The college required its students to take a course on the
evidences of Christianity and attend chapel daily.108 Starting in the mid-1890s, students
were asked to submit their preferred denomination to the college upon admission so that
the respective community pastor could “exercise a pastoral supervision over those
students.”109 There was an annual trip, or “pilgrimage,” to the Whitman Mission site to
honor the Whitmans. The Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA) and Young
Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) arrived on campus in 1898 and 1899,110
respectively, whereupon they were the only religious groups recognized by the college
for at least a half-century. The “Missionary” mascot began to be used in the early
twentieth-century, marking a direct identification between the student body and the
106
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Whitmans. The Waiilatpu also recognized the importance of an implicitly Protestant
Christianity on campus. A description of the YMCA from the 1908 Waiilatpu claims that
“Whitman College is noted for the religious life of its faculty and of its students.”111
Whitman College was a thoroughly Christian school, and the college’s informal channels
for collective memory supported its formal claims to this end.
Although the campus began to require fewer Christian activities during the first
half of the 1900s, events that honored the Whitmans continued. These events included the
trip to the Mission site, which lasted until the early 1990s,112 and the so-called “Back to
Marc Day,” an annual celebration of the Whitmans during the 1950s and 1960s. Such
events upheld the formal collective memory presented by the institution, which
understood the Whitmans and their values to be representative of the college’s values.
Together, values embedded in remembering the Whitmans and the Whitman legend
materially constituted the college, funding its buildings and curricula while a related
Christianity culturally constituted students’ experiences on campus.

Chapter 4: Backing Away Slowly
The college catalog from 1966 unveils a shift in representations of the Whitmans
and of the importance of Christianity to the college. For the first time, the Whitman
legend is absent from the catalog’s telling of the college’s history, as is any mention of
whiteness. the college provided varying amounts of information about its namesake and
its founder. The 1966 catalog acknowledges Marcus Whitman’s role as a martyred
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medical missionary and specifies that a group of “discontented extremists among the
Cayuse killed Marcus and Narcissa Whitman in a general massacre.”113 The title of
martyr is removed in the 1971 catalog.114 The catalog instead emphasizes Whitman’s
“religious and agricultural work,”115 and in 1973 adds information about the exacerbation
of tension by the measles outbreak at Waiilatpu.116 Additionally, previous catalogs had
included a section called “Religion,” which acknowledged that, while students were free
to choose their own religion, “the College was founded on and is administered under its
constitution and by-laws in accordance with the tenets of the Christian religion.”117 The
1966 catalog removes the section on religion, loosely replacing it with a section titled,
“The Cultural Environment.”118 This section mentions various events occurring in Walla
Walla and at the college throughout the year, including music, drama, and lectures on
ethics put on by the YMCA-YWCA. It concludes by stressing that Whitman College
“continues to seek ways and means of enlarging and improving its cultural climate for its
students and faculty.”119 The social climate of the 1960s provides at least a partial
explanation for this shift in focus by the college. The Vietnam War was ongoing, and
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college campuses featured anti-war activism and increasing awareness of national and
international issues by students. The 1960s at Whitman College observed the short-lived
Fisk (1965) and Howard-Fisk (1967-1968) exchange programs, where African American
students from these two historically black universities and white students from Whitman
College spent a semester on the others’ campus.120 There begins to be a decidedly social
justice bent to the going-ons of the YWCA in 1965,121 and a general increase in
awareness of racial issues. A Black Student Union is included in Waiilatpu for the first
time in 1969.122 A series of seminars in 1970 featured outside speakers on the “black
culture revolution,” sessions on human sexuality, and a sensitivity workshop.123 An
International Club makes its first appearance in 1972.124 The college catalog’s removal of
its legend celebrating the spread of white Christian civilization reflects these activities as
part of the college’s first baby steps towards inclusivity.
Alongside the removal of the Whitman legend and an increase in awareness about
social issues, the college began to understand itself as “secular.” The word itself found its
way into presidential and convocation addresses,125 reflecting a growing identification of
the school with secularism. It is true that the college had removed its Christian curricular
and co-curricular requirements and was no longer officially a Christian school. However,
accepting the college as “secular,” or as operating with a neutral public sphere in the face
of previous Christian hegemony, does not tell the whole story, even beyond the
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unrealistic understanding of the public sphere operant in this set-up. Instead, the college
continued to experience slippages between the concepts of “Christianity” and “religion”
into the early 1990s. In American higher education, certain changes in the shape of
campus life have been pointed to as signs and motivators of secularism. The majority of
institutions for higher education were founded during the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries to be Protestant Christian schools, and the explosion of such schools reflects the
understanding of education as intricately related to a culture’s propagation. The late
nineteenth- to early twentieth-centuries saw changes in the place of religion in schools,
with natural theology, or the idea that increased study of the natural world would increase
proof of a Christian God, being phased out and the so-called “scientific method” being
adopted. The scientific method was understood to be value-free, using rationalism instead
of religion. Changes in curriculums in the early 1900s that gave students more elective
class options instead of the previously required courses about Christianity, coupled with
the rise of fraternities, sororities, and athletics, seemed to indicate the decline of
Christianity on campus.126 Large numbers of Christian colleges turned themselves into
non-religious colleges, especially during the twentieth-century.
Whitman College followed these general trends in the so-called secularization of
higher education. Around the same time as the college’s official 1907 move away from
Congregationalism,127 fraternities, sororities, and athletics made their debuts on campus,
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with participation in all three increasing dramatically between 1905 and 1920.128 The
YWCA and YMCA, with their explicitly Christian goals, faded in importance. Early on,
these organizations put together orientation activities and campus-wide social events, but
the college took on the former and the Greek system supplanted much of the latter. Most
Christian curricular and co-curricular requirements were phased out by 1936.129 The
catalogs list daily chapel as mandatory for students between 1888 and 1926, and thrice
weekly mandatory chapel until 1932, when the requirement was cut to once a week
before disappearing entirely in 1935.130 By 1935, concurrent with the removal of required
courses on religion, the college understood the knowledge gained through scientific
inquiry to be distinct from that gained through religion. Its college catalog emphasizes a
scientific inquiry in which students correlate religion with “discoveries resulting from the
application of scientific method in all other fields of human investigation.”131 Reuben
points to this separation between morality and knowledge as a trend that forced colleges
to “equate morality with morale.”132 As the emphasis on Christianity began to be less
pronounced, the group identities offered by the Greek system and athletics became all the
more important.133
There existed an easy slippage between the concepts of “religion” and
“Christianity” at Whitman College throughout the twentieth-century, which raises
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questions about success of the college’s secularization process in challenging
Christianity’s hegemony. The 1908 Waiilatpu explained the YMCA’s role on campus,
saying, “Whitman College is noted for the religious life of its faculty and of its
students.”134 The Philosophy of Religion course functioned as an evidences of
Christianity course, although it explored other religions, too, beginning in 1916.135 Even
as the college shifted its focus to the scientific method and eventually shifted into an
ideology of secularism, Christianity remained as the default definition of religion. The
twentieth century position of Religious Counselor, held by persons such as President and
professor of philosophy Stephen B. L. Penrose and professor of religion George Ball, was
always held by a Protestant Christian individual. The professors of religion hired up
through the early 1990s, including George Ball, Roy William Hoover, and Walt Wyman,
all held specializations in the field of Christianity. The Campus Conference on Religion
(CCOR, 1947-1962) also used the general term religion while describing Christianity in
particular. The CCOR was an annual event held on campus that encouraged consideration
of religious matters by bringing in religious leaders to give lectures and answer questions.
While later years featured leaders from a larger variety of religions, the equating of
religion and Christianity continued throughout its tenure. For instance, the 1953
Waiilatpu describes the CCOR’s purpose as, “to show the importance of religion in one’s
life and to help clear up some of the religious questions and problems that the students
have […] with the emphasis being that of showing what the Christian life is and what
problems it hopes to solve for the individual and for society.”136 In addition, all of that
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year’s guest speakers were Protestant Christian.137 Its goal to demonstrate the importance
of religion therefore meant the demonstration of the importance of Christianity.
Similarly, the 1959 Waiilatpu described the year’s CCOR, saying, “The aim this year was
to gain an understanding of the importance of religion in life, and man’s search for truth.
Emphasis was not placed on specific denominations as it was on the nature of man’s need
and quest for religion.”138 The idea of different denominations reflects a specifically
Christian viewpoint, indicating that the conference was interested in promoting a liberal
form of Christianity. Chester Maxey, president of the college from 1948 through 1959,
offered his full support of the conference’s goals, saying in the 1959 program that the
CCOR “offers a program of extraordinary interest and quality.”139 During the second-tolast year of the conference, the theme shifted to “World Religions.” The conference
brought in representatives of Islam and Buddhism in addition to Christianity. 140 Although
the world religions discourse introduces a variety of religions into the discussion, it does
so in such a way that it understands Christianity to be the norm. As Tomoko Masuzawa
underlines, it therefore functions to maintain Christianity’s hegemonic status.141 World
religions found its way into the religion department’s curriculum as well, beginning
during Penrose’s presidency and continuing into the early 1990s.142 The slippage between
religion and Christianity was at least partially replaced, then, with another discourse
normalizing Christianity’s hegemonic status.
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Eventually, this slippage began to fade. The teaching of world religions as
Religion 219 ended with the hiring of Jon Walters in 1992, specialist in Buddhism. As
the first non-Christian specialist in the religion department at Whitman College, Professor
Walters brought a new perspective on what constituted the appropriate study of religions
that are not Christianity. The removal of Religion 219, “World Religions,” from the
curriculum signals a shift in the approach of the college’s religion department away from
learning about the concept of religion through a Christian perspective. The position of
religious counselor as it had been also faded from campus during the early 2000s.

Chapter 5: Let’s Repress
As the slippage between religion and Christianity waned by the mid-1990s, thirty
years after the college ceased to describe itself as an officially Christian college, there
was a decided increase in references to multiculturalism, diversity, and a complex world
in convocation addresses and presidential remarks, as well as in the college’s mission
statement.143 Professors spoke of convocation needing to go beyond the “secular
equivalent of mindless, nostalgic, or narcissistic amens”144 and of the “need to know
more about the world, its peoples, and its religions so that we don’t so easily
misunderstand the actions of others.”145 Religion was no longer a personal matter to the
college. Instead, it was variously not mentioned, qualified by the phrase “secular,” or
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acknowledged as something potentially necessary to learn about to succeed in the world.
The racial and ethnic diversity of the college also began to increase more dramatically.146
Considerations of diversity and global awareness conflicted with the values that
narratives of the Whitmans espoused, especially their devotion to a white, Christian
imperialism.147 Since the college did not wish to explain its connections from this angle,
it limited explanation of the Whitmans and instead began to draw connections to different
aspects of its history. The 1994 catalog does not provide a reason for Marcus Whitman’s
death. It also removes all mentions of Christianity, besides nodding to Whitman’s
operation of a “medical mission.”148 In 1996, the college catalog traces back to its past in
order to emphasize a history of intellectual pursuits in a certain kind of environment. It
opens with,
What students find at Whitman in the 1990s, as they did in the 1890s, is a closelyknit, nurturing community—a ‘family’—of dedicated teachers and students
working together to achieve lives of intellectual vitality, moral awareness,
personal confidence, social responsibility, and the flexibility to deal with
change.149
In this section, which remains in a similar form in the 2018-19 Whitman College
catalog,150 the college presents a connection to its past, but emphasizes that the
connection between the present and the past Whitman College lies in its consistent
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commitment to an intellectual approach. By 2002, the college’s telling of its history takes
place in a single sentence. It communicates that the medical missionary Whitmans were
killed by Indians.151 The 2003 catalog continues the condensation, removing the medical
missionary description of the Whitmans.152 The sentence clarifies itself slightly in the
2005 catalog, saying that “a small group within a local Indian tribe” killed the
Whitmans,153 and, in the 2006 catalog, that they belonged to “the local Cayuse tribe.”154
The college catalog’s repression of its settler colonialist past and “retreat into nonjudgmental neutrality” intensified in 2008,155 when it debuted a new interpretation of
Marcus Whitman’s life and death that allowed it to churn out salvageable ideals. The
catalog does not attempt to explain who killed the Whitmans or why, and instead focuses
on Whitman’s efforts to increase literacy among the Cayuse.156 The catalog briefly
mentions that Whitman set up a mission but focuses on the Whitmans’ creation of a
school to “teach the Cayuse Indians to read and write their native language.”157 The
implication then, is that the focus of the Whitman Mission was literacy in addition to
religious concerns, rather than literacy in order to better inculcate Christianity. This
interpretation allows the college to emphasize the value it places on both cultural
sensitivity and education. The 2008 catalog also features the Board of Trustees’ 2005
“Statement on Diversity” for the first time.158 Diversity becomes one of the college’s
values, one that claims to “[enrich] our community and [enhance] intellectual and
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personal growth” by encouraging personal introspection.159 However, the college avoids
its own introspection by ignoring the ways in which cultural sensitivity and productive
understandings of diversity were absent from the Whitman Mission’s goals and values.160
The recent college catalogs’ failures to acknowledge the aspects of its past that
are related to colonialism reflect the ways that the college possesses a shameful past. This
shameful past turns the presentation of the college’s history into a moral challenge.
Professor Phillips, in a 1992 convocation address, hints at how the college’s past has both
delivered it to its current point, but also has been constructed in certain ways, saying,
“[We] are attentive to the very rich heritage from that past which has made the character
of the present thinkings possible. I may add…that the past we have access to is, even
when considered authentic, always a matter of social construction, hence always a matter
of ongoing debate.”161 Gone are the days when the college celebrated its namesake and
religious history. Instead, the college’s past is often spoken about in veiled remarks about
heritage and tradition. The only way Whitman College has found to overtly speak of its
past in its catalogs and public addresses are in reference to its history of high academic
standards and the liberal arts. For instance, the removal of the missionary mascot in 2016
prompted President Kathleen Murray to emphasize, “While important, we all know that
the mascot is not Whitman College’s defining element. Instead, it is our shared
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commitment to our educational mission—that of providing a rigorous, residential
education in the liberal arts.”162 The college’s academic standards and approach feel more
shielded from a connection with Christianity. However, the connection with Christianity
is not a stand-alone worrisome aspect of the college’s past. Instead, Marcus Whitman’s
attempts to convert and “civilize” Indigenous people, as well as his active role in the
influx of white settlement to the region, means that mention of the Whitmans is
inextricable from a white settler colonialism that is directly opposed to the values of
diversity and cultural understanding the college now professes to support. The catalogs’
attempts to reinterpret the Whitmans in a politically correct way, without acknowledging
the contradictions and complications present in the college’s history, mean that the
college’s administration is dodging its responsibility to participate in the introspection
that it expects of its students.
Other colleges with connections to religion and/or white supremacy have
experienced the struggle over interpretation in varying ways. Several universities with
ties to slavery, Brown and Princeton, have funded in-depth research into their respective
ties after decades of attempting to avoid addressing them.163 On the opposite end of the
spectrum is Mount Holyoke College in Massachusetts, an all-women’s school founded in
1837 by Christian chemist and educator Mary Lyon. Mount Holyoke was founded as a
Christian school and eventually became a non-religious college; it dropped its chapel
requirements during the same decade as Whitman College. However, its hermeneutic
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about Mary Lyon has remained much the same since 1937, when the college began to
emphasize Lyon as a deeply religious educator who was radical for her time in terms of
her ideas about women’s education.164 Regardless of what Lyon may have believed about
manifest destiny, and her direct participation in the settler colonial strategy of higher
education aside, Lyon’s story is not one of initial settler colonial contact. This allows
Mount Holyoke to use her drive for education as a positive example.165 Whitman
College, on the other hand, has not been able to follow suit, since the Christianity of its
past is undeniably married to colonial intentions. Since the college itself is as an ongoing
monument to the Whitmans,166 it is also an ongoing manifestation of the Whitmans’
legacy of white settler colonialism.
The avoidance of the college’s history in its catalogs represents the college’s
efforts to repress its past and avoid controversy. Repression is an apt descriptor of the
college catalogs’ dealings with the college’s history.167 Erika Doss, in describing
memorials that address otherwise avoided aspects of history, defines shame as “that
which we find painful or humiliating to talk about or to look at, that which…we are
socially motivated to repress.”168 Representations of the Whitmans in the college catalogs
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between 1966 and the early 1990s do include some of the complexity of the college’s
history, and the college added a first-year orientation program in 2016 which explores the
past from multiple perspectives.169 These historical interpretations show that the college
administration is aware of the importance of the complexity of its history. Therefore, the
current catalog’s interpretation can be recognized as deliberately leaving out inconvenient
aspects while emphasizing other, so-called “secular,” themes in misleading ways. As
Hurd argues, “Focusing exclusively on so-called secular themes, actors, and institutions
misses early American Protestant missionaries’ contribution to defining when it meant to
be an American, not just a religious American, in early America.”170 The Whitmans’
religiosity is not what should make them problematic to students and others today: it is
the project of white, Christian settler colonialism that they began, and which Whitman
College was established to perpetuate.
The feeling of the permissibility of emphasizing secular themes within an
otherwise religious story relies on the earlier-mentioned, faulty idea that secularism has
removed what was problematic and has left a neutral public sphere in its place. A neutral
public sphere relies on the insupportable idea of religion and culture as separable features
of life, as well as on the ignoring of operating power hierarchies. When religion is seen to
intrude into this sphere of neutrality at Whitman College, it is a matter of much debate.
For example, a Tribal blessing at the 2005 Convocation, by then-trustee of the local
Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian Reservation (CTUIR), Armand Minthorn, felt
too Christian to some faculty and other audience members for a secular college’s
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convocation.171 As a result, religious-seeming activities are no longer acceptable at the
college’s convocations.172 They also are generally not welcome at presidential
installations.173 President Murray (2015-present), in an interview with the author,
lamented the “moments of reflection” missing from Whitman College’s formal events
because of this discomfort with content understood to be religiously-tinged or spiritual.174
She reflected on a moment before her installation when she asked about opening prayers,
saying, “I asked, ‘So, does this happen at the beginning?’ ‘No, absolutely not.’ […] I get
that [a decidedly Christian prayer] is inappropriate, but I will say, I feel a little lost that
we don’t have those moments of reflection here.”175 There was also a call to ban
mentions of religion from college listservs after a 2008 email regarding the work of a
community church.176 In contrast with convocations, religion did not became banned
from listservs; such a call was pointed out to be an inappropriate form of censorship by
Adam Kirtley, the college’s Interfaith Chaplain.177 These controversies over religion’s
presence in the public sphere reflect a particular, “secular” conception of the public
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sphere as well as the integral role that “religion” plays for many people, a role that cannot
be separated from their lives in the way that secularism’s public sphere expects.

Chapter 6: But How Do We Present
The presence of “religion” is not the only presence in the public sphere that
provokes controversy, at Whitman College and in the United States more generally. The
continued existence of memorials dedicated to figures adhering to white supremacy, in
the form of colonialism or the Confederacy, also creates heated debate. As described in
the Preface, the presence of these memorials does more than signal a racist past; it
indicates the intent to create a racist future. The construction of and debate over
memorials to the Confederacy in the United States exemplifies the ways that memorials
can be intended to create the future’s ideology. Although some Confederate memorials
were constructed in the South right after the Civil War, there were dramatic increases in
their construction during the early 1900s and during the 1950s-1960s.178 Not
coincidentally, the enactment of Jim Crow laws and the civil rights movement were
occurring at the same time, respectively, as these spikes in construction.179 Construction
was not limited to these periods of civil rights unrest, either. Holland Cotter of the New
York Times describes one such statue, a 1924 depiction of Confederate leader Robert E.
Lee in Virginia, around which alt-right protestors rallied in August of 2017 to try to
prevent its removal. Cotter says,
Probably no one had given the statue a serious glance in years. But the alt-right
had, and understood its power, which lay in its two-fold history. This sculpture
represented the Civil War, but it was of a later date. It was made in 1924, when a
brew of Lost Cause nostalgia and resurgent racist anger was saturating the South.
178
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In that context, the statue of Lee was both a memorial to the past and the standard
for a white supremacist future.180
In addition to describing the memorial as honoring the past while signifying an ideology
for the future, Cotter’s analysis of the Lee statue points to the power that statues maintain
in communicating an ideology regardless of the attention paid or not paid to them. Jane
Dailey, a history professor at the University of Chicago, describes Confederate
memorials in much the same way. She argues, “Most of the people who were involved in
erecting the monuments were not necessarily erecting a monument to the past, but were
rather, [sic] erecting them toward a white supremacist future.”181 Regardless of the
individual that a Confederate memorial claims to be remembering, the memorial is built
with the future’s ideology in mind.
The composition of Confederate and colonial statues is also significant, as is their
placement. Cotter describes a statue of Theodore Roosevelt, proponent of eugenics and of
a form of environmentalism, which sits outside of the American Museum of Natural
History. The statue is of Roosevelt on horseback with statues of a person standing on
either side. These statues are meant to be depictions of an “African” man and an
“American Indian” man. Cotter says, “[The] composition, no matter how you gloss it, is
quite literally an emblem of white-man-on-top. Endless generations of kids on their way
into the museum will see the image and think such hierarchy is O.K., even—as Roosevelt
may well have felt—natural.”182 The physical manifestation of a racial hierarchy in the
statue’s artistic composition therefore acts to naturalize this hierarchy. The symbolism of
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memorials also plays out in their placement. When constructed in front of government
buildings or in public spaces, Confederate memorials function as an intimidation tactic.
Dailey, as paraphrased in a 2017 National Public Radio article, describes this intended
function, arguing, “To build Confederate statues, says Dailey, in public spaces, near
government buildings, and especially in front of court houses, was a ‘power play’ meant
to intimidate those looking to come to the ‘seat of justice or the seat of the law.’”183
Although such intimidation may or may not be the intention of current government
officials, such prominently-placed memorials supporting white supremacy communicate
the tacit support of officials and of the wider community.
The statue of Marcus Whitman on the outskirts of Whitman College’s campus
echoes the issues at play in the debate over Confederate memorials. The statue was
proposed for campus placement in 1991. Controversy sprang up, both around its
acceptableness in the new multiculturally-focused ‘90s and around the proposal that the
statue be centrally located. One argument against accepting the statue came from
professor of history Donald King, whose memorandum to President David Maxwell
criticizes the timing and appropriateness of the statue. King argues, “In a time when we
are trying to be sensitive to multiculturalism, to recruit minorities, etc., positioning of this
statue with all its implications is sending out the wrong message.”184 Additionally, King
expresses his skepticism about how well the statue depicts Whitman. The statue, a copy
of a 1953 Avard Fairbanks work featured in the Capitol, depicts Whitman as a
romanticized frontiersman. In other words, it depicts the Whitman of the Whitman
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legend. Other professors and staff expressed concerns similar to King’s. Some made the
tongue-in-cheek suggestion that the memorial be placed in the middle of the central
Ankeny Field in order to make Whitman an unavoidable topic of conversation.
Eventually, the statue was placed at a five-way stop facing Main Street on the margins of
the college’s campus, allaying fears that the memorial would be enjoy a prominent
location.
Memorials to the Whitmans on campus serve to uphold the college’s namesake
and connected ideology in the face of evolving social understandings. As the statue of
Marcus Whitman was created in the 1950s and placed on campus in the 1990s, nearly a
century and a half after his death, it can be interpreted in the same vein as the
Confederate memorials created in times of civil unrest and social change. The 1990s saw
an increase in globalization and immigration, as well as support for an ideology of
multiculturalism in higher education. Placing a memorial to Marcus Whitman, colonizer,
during this time implies acquiescence to the white supremacy pervasive in Whitman’s life
and legend. The location of the Whitman statue is also significant in several ways. First,
placing a memorial to Marcus Whitman on the margins of campus demonstrates the
college’s desire to repress the settler colonialism inherent to the Whitman legend and its
legacy. Since the monument’s materiality means that it cannot be repressed without its
removal, in contrast to the college catalog’s ability to repress settler colonialism by
allowing it to be implicit in the Whitmans’ activities, the college instead distances itself
from the statue spatially. The result of this marginalization is that the Whitman statue is
not viewable from anywhere on campus. Second, and in contrast, the placement of the
statue as facing Main Street means that although the statue is not prominently located

45

Figure 3 - Marcus Whitman statue viewed from Main Street.
Photos by the author.

once on campus, it is the first thing that greets people entering the campus from the
west.185 The placement of the memorial, then, is not marginal except to those already
existing within the confines of the campus. This is significant, as the students, faculty,
and staff who spend most of their time on campus are able to benefit from the Whitmans’
legacy without being confronted with a physical representation of the settler colonialism
upon which this legacy is built. To anyone else, Marcus Whitman’s memorial statue is
located at the front of campus, an embodiment of “white-man-on-top” intimidation
similar to that of certain Confederate memorials.
The United States’ statues of Christopher Columbus operate in much the same
fashion. Columbus’ “discovery” of America instigated European colonialism of the
continent; he also treated the Indigenous peoples he encountered with brutality.186 Often
placed in front of courthouses and in public squares, memorials to Columbus were used
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by some to symbolize national unity during times of anti-Italian sentiment.187 Columbus
Day became a federally-recognized holiday in 1934, to be observed on the second
Monday of October. Now, Columbus Day and Columbus memorials are often understood
as harkening to Columbus’ colonialism and racism.188 Beginning in 1989 with the actions
of American Indians Movement activists,189 activists across the United States protest
Columbus Day by putting red paint, symbolizing the blood of colonized peoples, on
Columbus memorials.190 There are also increasing calls for the day to be recast as
“Indigenous Peoples’ Day.”191 As mentioned in Preface, the Marcus Whitman statue on
campus was marked with red paint on Monday October 9, 2017. The marking of
Whitman’s statue on Columbus Day/Indigenous Peoples’ Day, in the way that activists
mark Columbus memorials, reflects the perceived similarity in ideology between
presentations of Whitman and Columbus: an ideology of white supremacy and
colonialism. This same ideology is found in the portrait of Narcissa Prentiss Whitman.
The portrait itself of is of somewhat uncertain lineage, hanging in a public room on the
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ground floor of Prentiss Hall dormitory from the time of its donation, approximately
during the 1920s.192 It features a Narcissa with large blue eyes, rosy pink cheeks, and a

Figure 4 - Narcissa Whitman's portrait before marking, while marked, and after restoration (left to right). Images
contributed by The Cultured Pearl for Rachel Needham, “Narcissa Whitman Revisited,” Whitman Wire, November 9,
2017.

very slim figure: an idealized, Disney-princess-like version. The note left with the portrait
argues that the portrait “glorifies and legitimizes the white supremacy and colonialism
our college and nation were––and still are––built upon.”193 The white supremacy
symbolized in this portrayal of Narcissa is not limited to the portrait itself. Just outside of
Prentiss Hall is a memorial and plaque dedicated to Narcissa Whitman and her whiteness.
It reads, “TO / NARCISSA PRENTISS WHITMAN / ONE OF THE TWO FIRST
WHITE WOMEN TO CROSS THE CONTINENT / 1836.” The celebration of Narcissa’s
whiteness, and its support for a white supremacist ideology, is explicit in this memorial
and implicit in her portrait.
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The marking of both the Marcus Whitman statue and the Narcissa Prentiss
Whitman painting underscores that memorials should not be considered invulnerable to
the social shifts around them. As Robert Nelson and Margaret Olin, quoted in Erika
Doss’ work, describe it, “Monuments are mortal.”194 The anger present in the marking of
the memorials is not a random anger, but an anger against the ideologies that the
memorials represent and that their presence upholds. In the context of rising hate crimes
in the United States, in part due to the emboldening influence of President Donald
Trump,195 memorials to colonizers and the Confederacy serve as validation for those with
white supremacist ideologies and as rallying points for white supremacist groups. On the
other hand, more and more people are realizing that leaving such memorials in place
symbolizes tacit acceptance of these ideologies. There are ongoing conversations over the
most appropriate way to deal with publicly-placed memorials that honor white supremacy
and colonialism. Memorials have started coming down: moved to more discrete places,
put in museums to be reinterpreted, or placed in storage until an appropriate use for them
can be found.196 The argument for keeping these memorials in place by those who do not
support their implicit ideologies usually involves wanting to prevent the “white-washing”
of history, otherwise known as the burying of anything controversial or shameful. Such a
concern is legitimate, but the way that memorials offer implicit public support to these
ideologies means that their continued presence in their current form is unacceptable. In
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this vein, the “revisionist terms of new politics demand new or at least modified symbolic
identities.”197 The revision has begun.
Whitman College as an institution appears to be conflicted about the modification
of its memorials. Even though the college did change its mascot and its students changed
or are changing the colonially-linked names of its newspaper and yearbook, the college is
resistant to altering the memorials that shape its physical landscape. Once the college’s
administration was notified of the markings, it ordered the grounds crew to clean the
statue of Whitman and those working for the Sheehan Gallery to have the painting of
Prentiss Whitman cleaned and restored.198 President Murray sent a response to the Wire,
the student newspaper, warning that “vandalized college property and defacing campus
art is not acceptable. If we learn who is responsible, we will utilize our campus judicial
processes.”199 The statue memorial remains in place, but the restored painting has been
placed in storage until further notice.200 By placing the painting in storage, the college
avoids, or represses, the necessity of acknowledging the white settler colonialism that
Prentiss Whitman represents,201 and by cleaning the statue avoids a sustained
confrontation of its ties to a past that echoes the ideology of Christopher Columbus.
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A third memorial on campus memorializes settler colonialism and works together
with the Marcus Whitman statue to draw the borders of Whitman College’s campus.
Treaty Rock is a boulder placed at the back (eastern) edge of campus between the Lyman
dormitory and Maxey Hall. Although Treaty Rock arguably is meant to honor the
Indigenous nations who signed a treaty with the United States in 1855, ceding 6.4 million
acres of land including the land upon which Whitman College is built,202 its original
plaque honors Hol-Lol-Sote-Tote or “The Lawyer.” Hol-Lol-Sote-Tote was a Nez Perce
negotiator quick to sign land over to white settlers, and so he is held in contempt by
Indigenous peoples of the region. The rock itself was a donation in 1930 from A.W.
Laird, a descendent of white settlers, and so Treaty Rock represents another later-date
fortification of an ideology of white settler colonialism.203 Treaty Rock received an
official modification in 1955, on the centennial of the treaty-signing, whereupon local
tribes donated a plaque recognizing treaty.204 The plaque was placed on the opposite side
of the rock from the plaque honoring “The Lawyer.” This modification can be understood
as an intervention by the tribes upon a white settler memorial intended to honor a
significant moment in the settler colonization of the region.205 The second plaque does
not directly challenge the original, but its addition does give some degree of tribal
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authority over and relationship to the memorial.206 Regardless of its controversial original
plaque, Treaty Rock does not frequently enter into the awareness of individuals on
campus.

Figure 5 - Treaty Rock viewed from Ankeny Field. It is barely visible from thirty yards (left). Photos by the author.

Although it is in plain sight from the center of campus, unlike the Whitman statue, Treaty
Rock’s lichen-growing gray stone blends into the stone wall and foliage of the college’s
amphitheater behind it. The plaque facing Ankeny Field is dark in color and similarly
unassuming. Just like the Whitman statue, it is not confronting anyone on campus with
the values of white settler colonialism that it represents. Instead, in some ways Treaty
Rock makes these values appear natural.
Joining forces, these two memorials frame the college’s campus. As described by
Whitman College professor of history Elyse Semerdjian, “[The] geography of our
campus it is bracketed from the West by the Marcus Whitman statue (a statue on Main
Street on the farthest corner) and from the East by Treaty Rock, a prodigious rock near

206

I want to recognize that although the treatment of Indigenous peoples by the United States, including the
coerced signing of treaties and the creation of reservations, was and is despicable in most ways, the tribes
skillfully protected their sovereignty. Many tribes, including those of the Confederated Tribes of the
Umatilla, reserved their right to hunt, fish, and gather in their usual and accustomed places. Additionally,
treaties serve as an important acknowledgement of tribes’ sovereignty. Treaty Rock as a memorial is not
problematic because it honors the Treaty of 1855, but because it honors a man who did not do what he
could to protect tribal sovereignty.

52

Maxey Hall.”207 Even more than bracketing or framing, these two memorials mark the
college’s borders, invisible to those within them but, in the case of the Whitman statue
and the original plaque, promoting a non-inclusive narrative. White settler colonialism is
far from being the ideology that Whitman College and its administration, faculty, staff,
and students wish to perpetuate. However, the lack of contextualization of these
memorials to the college’s past gives the memorials reign to promote this white settler
ideology. Without visual complication of the physical manifestations of this ideology, the
college cannot claim to have addressed its ties to settler colonialism through its attempts
at secularization; it also cannot claim to promote an inclusive public sphere, not when its
very borders are formed by tributes to white supremacy and related marginalization of
Indigenous peoples.

Concluding Remarks: Flashes of Silver Linings in a Boiling
Cauldron
The college is beginning to be able to tick off changes occurring in its informal
channels that recognize the college’s connections with settler colonialism and do
something about them. Many of these recognitions began in 2016: the removal of the
“Missionaries” as the college’s mascot,208 the changing of the name of the newspaper
from the Pioneer to the Whitman Wire,209 and the addition of an orientation program for
first-year students aimed at developing a more complex understanding of Whitman
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College’s history and relationship with Indigenous nations. 210 The name of the college’s
yearbook, Waiilatpu, which references the site of the Whitman Mission, is being phased
out.211 A new mission statement has been developed over the course of the 2017-18
academic year, one that nods to the college’s situation within the “complex history of the
Walla Walla Valley.”212 Conversations around the memory of the past will continue in
the form of upcoming exhibits and forums in the Maxey Museum, presentations at the
college’s Power and Privilege Symposium and Undergraduate Conference, and in
informal conversations occurring on campus and off. The college is inching along
towards the creation of a new collective memory, with plenty of pushing from its
students, staff, and faculty.
In May of 2017, Whitman College signed a Memorandum of Understanding
(MOU) with the Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian Reservation (CTUIR) and its
Education Department, with both parties making official their commitments to a
sustained partnership.213 The CTUIR and Whitman College’s Student Engagement Center
have been collaborating for the past four years on a week-long trip for students to the
reservation. This trip enables a small group of students to learn from and work for people
employed in various capacities with the CTUIR. Although these are just two aspects of
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the on-going partnership between the college and the CTUIR, both of these aspects
represent commitments to relationship-building.
In my estimation, relationship-building must be central to the college’s next steps
into the future. It must act “to ‘desanctify [its] secularism,’” and the freedom it thought
that it would provide, recognizing religious difference as a rich source of connection so
that “differences are affirmed and engaged rather than privatized and, at best,
tolerated.”214 Deeper understandings of others and of the ways identities are shaped can
then result from this deeper understanding of secularism. It will “allow us to see
connections, even new identities, where before we saw only the empty space between
discrete ways of being.”215 As the college strives to be better representative of the
nation’s diversity, and hopefully works to increase the inclusion felt by all of its students,
faculty, and staff, this broadening understanding of the possible ways of being human
will serve it well.
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There is a newer statue in Walla Walla, a 2005 memorial to Walla Walla leader
Peopeomoxmox. Peopeomoxmox fought the
reservation policy and successfully negotiated, together
with Cayuse leaders, for the Walla Walla, Cayuse, and
Umatilla to be able to create a reservation on their own
lands. He was killed and his body mutilated by Oregon
volunteer militiamen during the 1855 Battle of Walla
Walla while under a flag of
truce. This statue stands on
Figure 6 - Statue of
Peopeomoxmox in Walla Walla.
Photo by the author.

Rose Street, above Mill Creek,
facing southeast, three-or-so blocks

from the Whitman College campus. It almost feels like it is
offering a challenge to the Marcus Whitman statue, being as it is
oriented almost directly towards it. Perhaps we, and the college,
would do well to interpret it as such:

Figure 7 - Marcus Whitman
statue on October 9, 2017.
Photo provided by
Professor Libby Miller.

As a challenge to the white settler colonialism that the Whitman statue
communicates.
As a challenge to build relationships with people across boundaries of difference
and space.
As a challenge to enact change.

56

Works Cited
Addis, Cameron. “The Whitman Massacre: Religion and Manifest Destiny on the
Columbia Plateau, 1809-1858.” Journal of the Early Republic 25, no. 2 (Summer
2005): 221-258. https://muse.jhu.edu/article/183514#FOOT30.
Agrama, Hussein Ali. “Religions Freedom and the Bind of Suspicion in Contemporary
Society.” In After Pluralism: Reimagining Religious Engagement, edited by
Courtney Bender, et al. New York: Columbia University Press, 2010.
Appelbaum, Yoni. “How Columbus Day Fell Victim to Its Own Success.” Atlantic,
October 8, 2012. https://www.theatlantic.com/national/archive/2012/10/howcolumbus-day-fell-victim-to-its-own-success/261922/.
Asad, Talal. Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, Modernity. Cultural Memory
in the Present. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2003.
Asad, Talal. Genealogies of Religion: Discipline and Reasons of Power in Christianity
and Islam. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993.
ASWC Senate Meeting Notes. Whitman College, December 3, 2017, available upon
request to author.
Barry, Dan, and John Eligon. “‘Trump, Trump, Trump!’ How a President’s Name
Became a Racial Jeer.” New York Times, December 16, 2017.
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/12/16/us/trump-racial-jeers.html.
Bender, Courtney, and Klassen, Pamela E. After Pluralism: Reimagining Religious
Engagement, edited by Bender, et al. Religion, Culture, and Public Life. New
York: Columbia University Press, 2010.
Bender, Courtney. “The Power of Pluralist Thinking.” in Politics of Religious Freedom,
edited by Winnifred Sullivan, et al. Chicago; London: University of Chicago
Press, 2015.
“Board Editorial: Mascot Change Important Step in Whitman History.” Whitman Wire.
April 6, 2016. https://whitmanwire.com/opinion/2016/04/06/board-editorialmascot-change-important-step-in-whitman-history/.
Bridges, George. “President’s Report.” Whitman Magazine, October 2005, Whitman
College Archives.
Brown, Zoe. “A Proper Monument? Narcissa Whitman Exhibit.” Whitman Wire (blog),
April 19, 2018. Accessed May 9, 2018.
https://whitmanwire.com/arts/2018/04/19/a-proper-monument-narcissa-whitmanexhibit/.
57

Calhoun, Craig J. “Secularism, Citizenship, and the Public Sphere.” In Rethinking
Secularism, edited by Craig J. Calhoun, et al., 75-89. Oxford: Oxford University
Press, USA, 2011.
“Campus Conference On Religion,” Whitman College, 1959, PDF available upon request
from author.
Carley, Christy. “Home in Pásxapa.” Whitman Wire, September 8, 2016.
https://whitmanwire.com/news/2016/09/08/home-in-paxapa/.
Carley, Christy. “IPECC Petition Calls on Whitman to Engage with Its History.”
Whitman Wire. March 10, 2016.
https://whitmanwire.com/news/2016/03/10/ipecc-petition-calls-on-whitman-toengage-with-its-history/.
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