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Chief Buffalo Child Long Lance 
 
Summary  
 
This report is about Chief Buffalo Child Long Lance who decided to turn his back on a 
racial label and become a First Nations person. He truly believed that by embodying and 
impersonating the First Nations people’s stereotypical traits he would have a far better 
life. This report will discuss why he was so deeply compelled to do so. We will look at the 
sociological and psychological reasons for Long Lance’s decision and how it ultimately 
affected him. Chief Buffalo Child Long Lance was a person who was born in the wrong 
time; 80 years later, he would have been accepted for who he was and his many talents 
would have been honoured and encouraged. Long Lance’s story proves the futility of 
racial grouping. 
 
The Trials, Tribulations, and Triumphs of Long Lance  
 
Chief Buffalo Child Long Lance was born Sylvester Long in 1890, to parents who were 
former slaves (see family trees in appendices). His family was labelled as black although 
they were of mixed white and First Nations backgrounds. Long Lance was born in the 
southern part of the United States when segregation was at a high point. Long Lance ran 
away from home to join the circus. While there, he learned about First Nation culture 
from a Cherokee Wild West performer, Long Lance decided to impersonate a First 
Nations person to escape from a racist society. He attended Carlisle Indian Industrial 
school, passing as a Cherokee. Long Lance joined the Canadian Army and fought in 
World War I. In 1919, he moved to Calgary after completing his military service. He 
represented himself as a member of the Blackfoot tribe and took a job as a journalist for 
the Calgary Herald. Long Lance wrote his well-received “autobiography” about being a 
Native person. He accepted the starring role in a film called The Silent Enemy (a film 
about the struggles of Native People). Unfortunately, during the filming of The Silent 
Enemy rumours of Long Lance’s true racial identity start to surface. An acquaintance 
said, “To think that we had him here in the house. We’re so ashamed!  We entertained a 
nigger” (Bridges, 2007). In the face of this unmasking Long Lance committed suicide in 
1932. 
 
Modes of Passing 
 
Chief Buffalo Child Long Lance passed as a First Nation person for several reasons. He 
passed to survive and achieve success beyond what he could if he identified himself as 
black. “Blacks could not work as clerks in stores or attend white schools. Blacks and 
whites never worked side by side as equals” (Smith, 1999, p.27). He passed because he 
was narcissistic and wanted to show himself, his family and society what he could 
accomplish without the label he was given at birth. Long Lance sent many photographs 
to his family. “He seemed to want to tell his family of his freedoms-to ride anywhere in 
trains, to date white women” (Smith,1999, p.89). 
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There was also an element of altruism in Long Lance’s impersonation as he became an 
advocate for Native rights. “He explains his decision to pose as necessary in order for 
him to ‘do more for Indians who need something done for them’” (Bridges, 2007). 
 
I also believe that he passed because he was a trickster and that he enjoyed his ruse. In 
Native legend a trickster can be a god, a clown or an impersonator working for good or 
just to trick people (Trickster, 2010). 
 
Psychological Analysis  
 
Using Erik Erikson’s psychosocial theory, we can see that Long Lance passed through 
many of the eight stages of development with varying degrees of success. Because of 
this, he would not have been viewed as being as a fully developed adult (Kail& Zolner, 
2009, p.9) 
 
1. Trust versus Mistrust- Unfortunately, Long Lance discovered quite early that the world 
was full of racism. He grew to have a mistrust of his society. 
 
2. Autonomy versus Shame- Long Lance believed in his own abilities and developed a 
keen sense of autonomy. 
 
3. Initiative versus Guilt- Throughout his life, Long Lance had an amazing capacity to try 
new things and he dealt well with his failures. He was full of initiative. 
 
4. Industry versus Inferiority- Long Lance desired knowledge and he learned new skills 
quickly. He passed to challenge society’s view of his inferiority. 
 
5. Identity versus Identity Confusion- Long Lance knew himself and the kind of life he 
wanted to live. He could not commit to his identity publicly and chose to confuse people 
about his true identity. 
 
6. Intimacy versus Isolation- Due to Long Lance’s passing, he could not have a loving 
relationship. He lived in isolation because he could not be completely honest with family, 
friends or partners. 
 
7. Generativity versus Stagnation- Long Lance was productive in his work but could not 
father or teach children for fear of revealing his past. 
 
8. Integrity versus Despair- Sadly, Long Lance’s life ended in despair. 
 
He was satisfied with his life until his character and integrity were questioned. In despair, 
he ended his own life to avoid being rejected by society for his deception. Looking at 
Long Lance’s personality using Freud’s Structural Model (the theory that a person’s mind 
consists of three battling elements), one would conclude that Long Lance was 
unbalanced and suffered from a personality disorder (Medaglia-Miller, 2010). 
 
1. The Id- Long Lance had a powerful Id. He wanted all the pleasures and privileges that 
people who were not black received. Indicative of this were his fancy clothes and many 
conquests of white women. 
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2. The Ego- Long Lance knew his reality was bleak if he allowed himself to live under the 
label of “black”. He masked reality by passing as a First Nations person. 
 
3. The Superego- Long Lance ignored his conscience. He did not feel the need to be 
honest about his background. His moral compass was buried under his need to pass. 
 
Applying Albert Bandura’s theory of Reciprocal Determinism (three interdependent 
factors determine personality) to Long Lance’s personality shows us that his behaviour 
was shaped by his environment and expectations. (Wood, Wood, Boyd, Wood, & 
Desmarais, 2010). 
 
1. Environment- Long Lance was born in a time of segregation to a family labelled as 
“black”. His parents always spoke of their own heritage as white and First Nations 
mixture and encouraged Long Lance to embrace this. 
 
2. Personal Cognitive Factors- Long Lance perceived that he could not achieve his goals 
and be successful if he continued to live as a black person. He had higher expectations 
for himself than society would allow. 
 
3. Behaviour- Because of Long Lance’s environment and personal cognitive factors, he 
chose to pass as a Native person. He was full of self-efficacy and believed that he could 
achieve his goals if he behaved in this fashion. 
 
Having used these three theories, it is clear that Long Lance could have been viewed as 
having a personality disorder that falls under Cluster A (Medaglia-Miller, 2010).  He was 
an eccentric character and he chose to pass to achieve his goals without his conscience 
bothering him. I do not agree that he had a personality disorder. I think Long Lance 
functioned well within his chosen role and that his decision to pass was not based his 
being unbalanced but based on the fact that society was unbalanced. 
 
Realities  
 
The external conditions which forced Long Lance to pass were, “Racism against blacks 
was on the rise at the time, partly due to the release of D.W. Griffith’s film The Birth of a 
Nation in 1915, in which Confederate soldiers and later the KKK save several white 
women from would-be rapist blacks” (Bridges, 2007).  In this atmosphere, being labelled 
as black would have seriously damaged his ability to succeed and feel safe. By 
impersonating a First Nation person, he was able to become a respected writer and a 
famous film star. He could walk down the street and look white people in the eye. 
Passing set him free from the shackles that other members of his family were held by 
because they stayed true to their heritage. The internal conditions that led to Long Lance 
passing appear to be that he could not fully reveal his many talents and skills while 
staying true to his black label. “His actual achievements as an athlete, soldier and writer 
forced whites to regard him as both an Indian and an equal” (Bridges, 2007). He was 
also witnessed his parents receiving a few small privileges because they refused to 
believe that they had any black ancestry, even though they were born slaves. This 
reinforced his desire to change his own ancestry. Long Lance realized that by 
impersonating a First Nations person, he would be unable to have love and a sense of 
belonging with a partner or his family because he could not be honest about his adopted 
identity. He chose to pass as a Native person because living his life to its absolute fullest 
meant more to him, even at that price. 
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Archetypal Analysis-The Trickster 
 
Long Lance’s character conforms to the Jungian Archetype of the Trickster. “The 
Trickster is incarnated as a clever, mischievous man or creature, who tries to survive the 
dangers and challenges of the world using trickery and deceit as a defense” (Trickster, 
2010). 
 
Tricksters are skilled transformers and Long Lance transformed himself from an 
oppressed black man into a high achieving, respected Native man. Chief Buffalo Child 
Long Lance wrote his autobiography, which was so well written that it was believed to be 
true. Long Lance (1928) wrote, “I shall never forget the first time I witnessed the 
medicine-man’s startling incantations over the dead buffalo head, which is a special 
ceremony performed when out on war parties” (p.62). Long Lance received fame for 
transforming himself and his history. 
 
Long Lance showed that a person does not have to conform to social conventions. The 
trickster illustrates different ways of being that help people to elude society’s pressure to 
conform. Long Lance escaped from the trap of his cultural background and showed the 
world just how ridiculous such traps truly are. 
  
Why I Chose Long Lance 
 
I chose Chief Buffalo Child Long Lance for three reasons. Firstly, my ancestors are Mary 
and David Thomson, the first non-Native settlers in Scarborough, and I grew up hearing 
about the Native people who helped my ancestors survive. I learned that they were 
embraced and taught much by a Seneca tribe that lived in Scarborough at that time. This 
family history has drawn me towards Native culture all my life, so when I read Long 
Lance’s name in the list of passers, I wanted to know more about his story. Secondly, I 
had a friend when I was growing up. She was Ojibwe and I wanted to learn about and 
join in with her culture as I was fascinated by it. I was never welcomed by her parents to 
participate because I was white. I dreamed about being Native and wished I could 
change my family background just like Long Lance did. Thirdly, when I was in 
elementary school I did a project on tricksters, I did not realize until doing this report that 
the trickster is actually an archetype. Long Lance had such an interesting and playful 
Spirit. He was a trickster, and the story of his life inspires me to live my life to its fullest. 
He also managed to challenge prejudicial beliefs about race. He did this with a sense of 
honour and humour and I respect that immensely. 
 
Conclusions 
 
Chief Buffalo Child Long Lance was a complex and fascinating human being. His story 
resonates with me. I truly believe that he was a man born in a difficult era. Had he lived 
today, he would have been embraced for his culturally diverse background and his many 
talents and abilities. “His life was a triumphant in the sense that he was able to maximize 
his potential as a human being, but his masquerade, the full implications of it, at the 
same time, led to his suicide” (Bridges, 2007). He gave up love and belonging because 
he felt he had no choice. He paid an extremely high price to be free of society’s 
oppression. Long Lance could not face the hardships and humiliations of being outed as 
a black person; he chose to take his own life instead. His accomplishments are not 
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diminished by his passing or his suicide. He truly was a trickster and he taught society, 
through his ruse, how foolish it is to judge a human being by their ethnicity. Sadly, the 
culture that Long Lance lived in was not ready for that message. It took the world many 
years to realize the truth that Chief Buffalo Child Long Lance’s life illustrated. 
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