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Understanding the processes that drive evolution helps us comprehend the
complex history of human societies and cultures. The Cheyenne people, a
prominent Native American tribe, have experienced significant cultural,
social, and environmental changes over centuries. These transformations serve
as a compelling example of how evolutionary principles operate within human
populations. In this article, we explore which principle of evolution is best
illustrated by the changes in the Cheyenne and delve into the mechanisms
behind these transformations.

Introduction to Evolutionary Principles

Evolution, in biological terms, refers to the change in the characteristics
of a population over successive generations. While the concept often pertains
to biological species, it also extends to cultural and social evolution in
human societies. Several key principles underpin evolutionary processes:

1. Natural Selection
- The process by which traits that confer reproductive advantages become more
common in a population over time.

2. Genetic Drift
- Random fluctuations in allele frequencies within a population, especially
significant in small populations.

3. Gene Flow
- The transfer of genetic material between populations, leading to increased
diversity.

4. Mutation
- Random changes in genetic sequences that can introduce new traits.



5. Adaptation
- The process by which populations become better suited to their environment
through beneficial traits.

When examining cultural transformations, similar mechanisms—such as
adaptation to environmental changes, social pressures, or external
influences—drive societal evolution.

The Changes in the Cheyenne: An Overview

The Cheyenne's history is marked by profound changes, influenced by
environmental pressures, European contact, colonization, and internal social
dynamics. Notable phases of change include:

- Transition from nomadic hunter-gatherers to more sedentary lifestyles.
- Adoption of new technologies and material culture.
- Alterations in social structures and leadership.
- Encounters and conflicts with European settlers and the U.S. government.
- Adaptation to reservation life and the influence of modernization.

These changes reflect a dynamic process akin to biological evolution, where
cultural traits evolve in response to external and internal factors.

Which Evolutionary Principle Best Illustrates
Cheyenne Changes?

Among the various principles, adaptation and cultural selection — concepts
paralleling natural selection in biology — are most prominently illustrated
by the Cheyenne's historical transformations.

Adaptation as the Key Principle

Adaptation describes how the Cheyenne adjusted their lifestyle, social
organization, and cultural practices to survive and thrive amid changing
environmental and social landscapes.

Examples of Adaptation in Cheyenne History:

Environmental Adaptation: As European settlers encroached upon their
lands, the Cheyenne adapted by shifting from fully nomadic lifestyles to
more semi-sedentary arrangements, establishing towns and adopting new
hunting and farming practices.



Technological Adoption: The introduction of firearms, horses, and later,
European tools influenced Cheyenne hunting techniques and mobility,
enabling them to maintain their survival strategies despite external
pressures.

Social and Political Changes: Facing threats from U.S. military
campaigns, the Cheyenne adapted their social structures, forming
alliances and engaging in negotiations to preserve their community and
culture.

Religious and Cultural Resilience: Despite forced relocations and
suppression, the Cheyenne preserved core aspects of their spiritual
practices, adapting rituals to new circumstances.

This capacity to modify practices in response to external stimuli exemplifies
cultural adaptation, a principle closely related to biological adaptation,
where natural selection favors traits that improve survival prospects.

Selective Pressures and Cultural Selection

Just as environmental pressures influence biological evolution, external
pressures such as colonization, warfare, and government policies exert
selective forces on the Cheyenne culture.

Cultural Selection in Action:

- The forced relocation to reservations selected for certain social and
cultural traits, such as resilience and adaptability.
- The suppression of traditional practices led to the emergence of new forms
of cultural expression and identity.
- The integration of new technologies and ideas was selectively embraced
based on their usefulness, fostering cultural evolution.

This process aligns with the concept of cultural selection, where certain
cultural traits increase in prevalence because they confer advantages in a
changing environment.

Environmental and External Factors as Catalysts

Environmental changes and external influences served as primary catalysts for
Cheyenne evolution, akin to environmental pressures in biological contexts.



European Contact and Its Impact

The arrival of Europeans introduced new materials, technologies, diseases,
and geopolitical dynamics.

- Disease: Epidemics decimated populations, leading to demographic shifts and
changes in social organization.
- Trade and Technology: Horses, introduced by Europeans, revolutionized
Cheyenne mobility and hunting strategies.
- Conflict and Displacement: Warfare and treaties forced the Cheyenne onto
reservations, prompting social restructuring.

Reservation Life and Cultural Preservation

Living on reservations, the Cheyenne faced pressures to assimilate but also
developed strategies to preserve their identity.

- The establishment of schools and churches aimed at cultural assimilation.
- However, the Cheyenne also adapted by integrating new elements into their
cultural practices, maintaining a sense of identity amid change.

Genetic vs. Cultural Evolution in the Context
of the Cheyenne

While biological evolution involves genetic changes over generations, the
Cheyenne's transformations are predominantly cultural, involving shifts in
customs, beliefs, and social organization.

- Cultural Evolution: Rapid and adaptable, influenced by external stimuli.
- Genetic Evolution: Occurs over many generations and is less directly
observable in this context.

However, some argue that cultural practices can influence genetic selection
indirectly, such as through changes in diet or lifestyle.

Lessons from the Cheyenne’s Evolutionary
Experience

The example of the Cheyenne demonstrates that:

- Adaptability is crucial for survival in changing environments.
- External pressures can act as selective forces, shaping cultural
trajectories.



- Cultural transmission allows for rapid evolution compared to biological
processes.
- Resilience and innovation enable communities to maintain identity despite
adversity.

These insights underscore the importance of adaptability and resilience in
both biological and cultural evolution.

Conclusion

The changes that occurred to the Cheyenne best illustrate the principle of
adaptation within the broader framework of cultural evolution. Their history
exemplifies how populations—human or biological—respond to environmental
pressures and external influences by modifying their traits, practices, and
social structures. Recognizing this principle helps us appreciate the dynamic
nature of cultures and the ways communities navigate and thrive amid change.
The Cheyenne’s story is a testament to the enduring capacity for adaptation,
a core principle that underpins all evolutionary processes.

Frequently Asked Questions

What principle of evolution is best illustrated by
the changes observed in the Cheyenne?
Natural selection is the principle best illustrated, as the Cheyenne adapted
to environmental changes through survival and reproductive advantages.

How did environmental pressures influence the
evolution of the Cheyenne?
Environmental pressures, such as changes in climate and available resources,
favored certain traits in the Cheyenne, leading to evolutionary adaptations.

What role does genetic variation play in the
evolution of the Cheyenne?
Genetic variation provided the raw material for evolution, allowing the
Cheyenne to adapt to new challenges and changing environments.

Can the changes in the Cheyenne be considered an
example of microevolution or macroevolution?
The changes are an example of microevolution, involving small-scale genetic
shifts within the population over time.



How does the concept of adaptation relate to the
evolutionary changes in the Cheyenne?
Adaptation refers to the traits that improve survival and reproduction, which
the Cheyenne developed in response to their changing environment.

What evidence supports the idea that natural
selection drove the changes in the Cheyenne?
Evidence includes observable shifts in physical traits, behaviors, and
cultural practices that increased their survival prospects amid environmental
changes.

How do the changes in the Cheyenne exemplify the
principle of descent with modification?
They show how successive generations inherited and modified traits, leading
to evolved characteristics aligned with their environment.

Why is understanding the example of the Cheyenne
important for studying evolution?
It provides a clear, real-world example of evolution in action, illustrating
how populations adapt over time through natural selection.

Additional Resources
What Principle Of Evolution Is Best Illustrated In The Example Of The Changes
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The example of the changes that occurred to the Cheyenne people offers a
compelling illustration of a fundamental principle of evolution: adaptation
through cultural and biological evolution. While evolution is often
associated with biological processes in the natural world, the concept
extends seamlessly into the realm of human societies and cultures. The
Cheyenne, a Native American tribe with a rich history, underwent significant
transformations over centuries—shaped by environmental challenges, encounters
with European settlers, and internal social developments. These changes
exemplify how populations adapt over time to survive, thrive, and maintain
their identity amidst shifting circumstances.

Understanding the evolution of the Cheyenne provides insights into the
broader mechanisms of how species—and cultures—change, emphasizing the
importance of adaptation as a core principle of evolution. This article
explores the various facets of the Cheyenne's historical transformations,
illustrating how natural selection, cultural retention, innovation, and
environmental pressures played roles in shaping their trajectory.



---

The Context of Cheyenne Evolution

The Historical Background

The Cheyenne originally inhabited areas around the Central Plains,
particularly what is now Montana, Wyoming, and Colorado. Their lifestyle was
traditionally semi-nomadic, relying heavily on bison hunting, which was
central to their economy, culture, and spiritual practices.

However, with the arrival of European explorers and settlers in the 18th and
19th centuries, the Cheyenne faced profound disruptions. These included:

- Loss of land through treaties and conflicts
- Introduction of new diseases
- Disruption of bison populations due to overhunting
- Encounters with military forces and settlers leading to forced relocations

The Need for Adaptation

Faced with these pressures, the Cheyenne had to adapt their social
structures, economic practices, and spiritual beliefs to survive in a rapidly
changing environment. Their ability to adjust—whether through internal
innovation or external alliances—demonstrates the core principle of
adaptation in evolution.

---

Key Principles of Evolution Illustrated by the Cheyenne Changes

1. Natural Selection and Environmental Pressures

While natural selection is often discussed in biological terms, it also
applies to cultural evolution. The Cheyenne's environment, particularly the
decline of the bison and encroachment by settlers, exerted selective
pressures that favored certain adaptations.

Examples:

- Shift from Bison Hunting to Agriculture and Trade: As bison became scarce,
the Cheyenne diversified their subsistence strategies, incorporating
agriculture and trade with neighboring tribes and settlers.
- Reorganization of Social Structures: Leadership roles and social norms
evolved to better coordinate defense and resource management in the face of
threats.

2. Cultural Adaptation and Innovation

Cultural evolution involves the transmission, modification, and retention of
customs, beliefs, and practices. The Cheyenne adapted their spiritual



practices, social organization, and warfare strategies to cope with external
pressures.

Examples:

- Incorporation of New Religious Practices: The introduction of the Ghost
Dance in the late 19th century exemplifies how spiritual beliefs evolved as a
response to trauma and displacement.
- Adoption of New Technologies: They integrated firearms and other tools
introduced by Europeans to enhance hunting and defense.

3. Gene-Culture Co-evolution

The biological and cultural aspects of the Cheyenne evolved together,
influencing each other. For instance, changes in diet and lifestyle impacted
their health and biological traits over generations, while cultural
adaptations influenced reproductive success.

---

Specific Changes in the Cheyenne and Their Evolutionary Significance

A. Social and Political Structures

Before European contact:

- Tribal organization centered around kinship and band systems
- Leadership based on consensus and spiritual authority

Post-contact adaptations:

- Formation of more centralized political structures in response to external
threats
- Alliances with U.S. military and other tribes for mutual protection

Evolutionary principle illustrated:
Selection for social cohesion and leadership adaptability to external
threats.

---

B. Economic Practices

Pre-contact economy:

- Bison hunting as the primary subsistence activity
- Nomadic lifestyle aligned with seasonal migrations

Post-contact economy:

- Transition to horseback riding, which increased mobility



- Engagement in trade, including fur and other commodities
- Adoption of reservation-based farming and livestock

Evolutionary principle illustrated:
Economic flexibility and technological innovation as adaptations to
environmental and social change.

---

C. Religious and Spiritual Practices

Traditional beliefs:

- Emphasis on bison ceremonies, spiritual connection to nature
- Spiritual leadership intertwined with daily life

Post-contact shifts:

- Adoption of new spiritual movements like the Ghost Dance
- Syncretism of traditional and introduced beliefs

Evolutionary principle illustrated:
Religious flexibility ensuring cultural resilience.

---

The Role of External Factors in Driving Change

European Colonization and U.S. Government Policies

- Forced removals and reservation systems
- Suppression of traditional practices
- Introduction of schooling aimed at cultural assimilation

Environmental Changes

- Bison population decline due to overhunting and habitat loss
- Changes in climate affecting agriculture and mobility

---

How the Cheyenne’s Evolutionary Changes Demonstrate Principles of Biological
Evolution

While the Cheyenne’s transformations are primarily cultural, they mirror
biological evolution principles:

- Variation: Different strategies and practices emerged within the community
- Selection: Practices that improved survival and cohesion persisted
- Inheritance: Successful adaptations were passed down through generations
- Time: These changes accumulated over centuries, leading to a distinct



cultural identity

---

Challenges and Limitations of Cultural Evolution

While adaptation is vital for survival, it can also lead to the loss of
traditional practices and identities. For the Cheyenne, external pressures
sometimes hindered their ability to maintain their cultural heritage,
illustrating the complex balance between adaptation and preservation.

---

Conclusion: What Principle Of Evolution Is Best Illustrated?

The example of the changes that occurred to the Cheyenne best illustrates the
principle of adaptation through cultural evolution, driven by environmental
pressures, external threats, and internal innovation. Their history
underscores how populations—whether biological or cultural—must continuously
adapt to survive in a changing world. This process involves variation,
selection, and inheritance, demonstrating that evolution is a dynamic and
ongoing process that encompasses much more than biological change alone.
Through examining the Cheyenne’s experiences, we gain a deeper appreciation
for the resilience and ingenuity inherent in adaptive evolution, reminding us
that change is both inevitable and essential for survival.
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