
Student Handout 10.4, The Alcatraz Proclamation (source 8) 
 
Background: The Alcatraz Proclamation uses a rhetorical strategy of irony to emphasize the injustices done to Native Americans in 
the past and at that time, 1969.   Irony works by using the words and phrases of the opposite side to embarrass them.  In this case, 
the Indian occupiers of Alcatraz used words and phrases from treaties made by the U.S. government with Native American tribes to 
“make a treaty” with the U.S. government.  Irony depends on specific references that readers will recognize.  This activity helps you 
identify and understand the references made in the Alcatraz Proclamation. 
 
Directions:  Use a word or phrase from the underlined phrases in the quotes to fill in the blanks in the “Historical Reference”  below 
each quote.  Then discuss the “Irony” question(s) with your group and write down your group’s answer. 
 
A.     Quote: “We, the native Americans, re-claim the land known as Alcatraz Island in the name of all American Indians by right of 
discovery.” 
 

Historical Reference:  When Christopher Columbus landed on an island in Bahamas in 1492, he claimed the ________ for 
King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella because he said it was his _____________. 
 
Irony: Why did the author use the word “discovery” for an island well-known to Bay Area residents? 

  
B.     Quote: “We wish to be fair and honorable in our dealings with the Caucasian inhabitants of this land, and hereby offer the 
following treaty:  We will purchase said Alcatraz Island for 24 dollars in glass beads and red cloth, a precedent set by the white man’s 
purchase of a similar island about 300 years ago.  We know that $24 in trade goods for these sixteen acres is more than was paid 
when Manhattan Island was sold, but we know that land values have risen over the years.” 
 

Historical Reference: In 1626, a Dutchman named Peter Minuit purchased Manhattan ______ from the Lenape Indians for 
______ dollars in ________________________________.  The Dutch built a town there called New Amsterdam.  Its name is 
now New York.  One estimate of what it might cost to buy Manhattan today is 1.25 trillion dollars!  
 
Irony: Do you think that Minuit offered a fair and honorable price to the Lenape Indians?  
  
Why were the Indian Occupiers of Alcatraz offering the same amount to the Caucasian (white) inhabitants? 



  
  
C.     Quote: “Our offer of $1.24 per acre is greater than the 47 cents per acre the white men are now paying the California Indians for 
their land.  We will give to the inhabitants of this land a portion of that land for their own, to be held in trust by the American Indian 
Government for as long as the sun shall rise and the rivers go down to the sea – to be administered by the Bureau of Caucasian 
Affairs (BCA).” 
 

Historical Reference: When the U.S. government defeated an Indian tribe, it forced them to sign a treaty.  The treaty forced 
the Indians to give up almost all of their land.  In part of the treaty, however, the government would promise to give to the 
_____________________ a portion of that land for their own.  This land was called a reservation.  The government promised 
that the land would be held in trust by the United States _________ for as long as ___________ and the rivers 
________________, that is, forever.  The government agency that administered the reservations and all services to the 
Indians was called the Bureau of Indian ___________ (BIA).   But often the BIA took away reservation land, because some 
white man wanted it, and paid the Indians a small sum of money, such as __________ cents per acre.  
 
Irony:  Would the offer by the Indian Occupiers of Alcatraz be a good or bad deal for the white inhabitants of the San 
Francisco Bay area?  Why? 
  
What point was the author making about the past acts of the U.S. government and the BIA? 

  
D.    Quote: “We will further guide the inhabitants in the proper way of living.  We will offer them our religion, our education, our 
life-ways, in order to help them achieve our level of civilization and thus raise them and all their white brothers up from their savage 
and unhappy state.” 
 

Historical Context: The Spanish and American colonizers claimed that they had a higher level of _____________ than the 
Indians, who were ___________ and unhappy.   By converting Indians to Christianity, educating them and forcing them to 
change their life-ways, the colonizers believed that they were raising Indians up to the _________________ way of living.  
 
Irony:  How is this quote ironic?  

  



E.     Now that you have had some practice with identifying irony, read the rest of the proclamation and find at least two more 
examples of irony.  For each, copy down the phrase or sentence and explain the irony in your own words. 
 


