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In memory of Ron Lafrance, a true Mohawk. 

Brother, may you find peace, power, and righteousness on 

the other side of the sky. 



Today 

I suddenly became aware of 

your uoices sounding across 

the forest .  

Appr1mching, moving across, 

barrias 

you s1w, in coming, 

trace5 of them, 

our a.1cestors . 

As if iust barely, 

it is cecoming ominous, 

for smoke should still be rising 

at the place, 

the place where they used to smoke 

and where, formerly, we gained wisdom . 

There, as you came, you saw 

numerous signs 

of our ancestors . 

-from the Kaienerekowa 
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Thanksgiving 

Watkwanoneraton tsi ionwentsateh, tohnon·ne rononkwe rohnatahskwaronnion, 

tsi kanientarehnion, watnehkokwanionkwa, ne onensteh tahnon kahihsonha, 
onhnonkwasonha tahnon tsi iokwiroton, tahnon ne iokwirowanens iehtini­
aheshas, tahnon ne kario onkwatennatsera ihken tahnon ionkiiawis ahtakwehnia, 
ne kewerowanens tahnon ne kennikawehrasas, ratiwehras, tsitehwatshiha tiokeh­
neka orakwa, iehtisota ennitha ahsontenneh iorahtokeh, tahnon ne Sonkwaiatison 
rahonahtserahokon, tahnon ohni ne rahonha Sonkwaiatison, ne tehsonkwawis 
nahoten tehwaniaheshas, tahnon nihtehwetha nahotan iontionniosta tahnon 
tsi tsionneh. 

We address and offer thanks to the earth where human beings dwell, to 

the streams, the pools, and the lakes, the com and fruits, the medicines 

and trees, to the forests for their usefulness, and to the animals that are 

food and give their pelts for clothing, to the great winds, and the lesser 

ones, to the thunder; to the Sun, the mighty warrior, to the moon; to the 

messengers of the Creator who reveal his wishes and to the Creator who 

dwells in the heavens above who gives all the things useful to humans, 

and who is the source and the ruler of health and life. 
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First Words 

The ritual of condolence is an ancient and sacred custom among my 

people, the Rotinohshonni. In its structure, its words, and its deep mean­

ing, this ceremony is an expression of the transformative power inherent 
in many healing traditions. For this reason I have chosen condolence as 

the metaphorical framework for my own thoughts on the state of Native 

America and the crucial role of indigenous traditions in alleviating the 

grief and discontent that permeate our existence. 

Indigenous people today are seeking to transcend the history of pain 

and loss that began with the coming of Europeans into our world. In the 

past 500 years, our people have suffered murderous onslaughts of greed 

and disease. Even as history's shadow lengthens to mark the passing of 

that brutal age, the Western compulsion to control remains strong. To 

preserve what is left of our cultures and lands is a constant fight. Some 

indigenous people believe the statements of regret and promises of 

reconciliation spoken by our oppressors. Some have come to trust and 

accept the world that has been created through the colonization of 

America. But those who find sincerity and comfort in the oppressor, who 

bind themselves to recent promises, must yield to the assimilationist 

demands of the mainstream and abandon any meaningful attachment to 
an indigenous cultural and political reality. And in so doing they are lost 
to the rest of us. Thankfully, those who accept the colonization of their 
nations are a small minority. Most people continue to participate in, or at 
least support, the struggle to gain recognition and respect for their right 
to exist as peoples, unencumbered by demands, controls, and false 
identities imposed on them by others. 

The collective struggle for indigenous self-determination is truly a 

fight for freedom and justice. Yet the nobility of the cause does not make 

life any easier. Amid the seemingly perpetual conflict that comes with 

defending our ideals, there is confusion, division, and sometimes despair. 

Sometimes it seems we have lost our way, and then the confusion, 
division, and despair threaten to overwhelm us again. Distracted from 

our goal, we wander a forest of frustration living inauthentic lives that 

make us easy prey for those who would enslave us. Such times constitute 

crises, and we are in the midst of one today. 

The present crisis reflects our frustration over cultural loss, anger at 

the mainstream's lack of respect for our rights, and disappointment in 
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those of our own people who have turned their backs on tradition. And I 
believe it is heightened bei:ause the choices we make today will determine 
whether or not we survive as indigenous peoples beyond the next 
generation. No one can deny that our cultures have been eroded and our 
languages lost, that most of our communities subsist in a state of abject 
economic dependency, that our governments are weak, and that white 
encroachment on our lanes continues. We can, of course, choose to ignore 
these realities and simply accede to the dissolution of our cultures and 

nations. Or we can commit ourselves to a different path, one that honours 
the memory of those who have sacrificed, fought, and died to preserve the 
integrity of our nations. Tllis path, the opposite of the one we are on now, 
leads to a renewed political and social life based on our traditional values. 

If we are to emerge f10m this crisis with our nations intact, we must 
turn away from the values of the mainstream of North American society 
and begin to act as self-determining peoples . We cannot preserve our 
nations unless we take action to restore pride in our traditions, achieve 
economic self-sufficiency, develop independence of mind, and display 
courage in defence of our lands and rights. Only by committing ourselves 
to these goals can we hope to look into the future and see ourselves re­
emerging as peoples ready to take our rightful places in the world. The 
path to self-determinatio 1 is uphill and strewn with obstacles, but we 
must take it; the threat to our existence as indigenous people is so 
immediate that we cannot afford not to. The only way we can survive is 
to recover our strength, our wisdom, and our solidarity by honouring and 
revitalizing the core of our traditional teachings. Only by heeding the 
voices of our ancestors can we restore our nations and put peace, power, 
and righteousness back irto the hearts and minds of our people. 

The Condolence ritud pacifies the minds and emboldens the hearts 
of mourners by transforming loss into strength. In Rotinohshonni 
culture, it is the essential means of recovering the wisdom seemingly lost 
with the passing of a respected leader. Condolence is the mourning of a 
family's loss by those who remain strong and dear-minded. It is a gift 
promising comfort, recovery of balance, and revival of spirit to those 
who are suffering. 

By strengthening family ties, sharing knowledge, and celebrating the 
power of traditional teaoings, the Condolence ritual heals. It fends off 
destruction of the soul an:i restores hearts and minds. It revives the spirit 
of the people and brinss forward new leaders embodying ancient 
wisdom and new hope. This book embodies the same hope. 

• • • 
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In the past two generations, indigenous people around the world have 
broken the rusty cage of colonial oppression and exposed the injustices 
imposed on them. Brave and powerful leaders have challenged the 
European's self-proclaimed right to rule and ruin our nations. Our people 
have achieved a victory of the mind: the attitudes that sustained our 
subjugation can no longer be defended. Confronted with the moral and 
intellectual defeat of its empire in Indian Country, the former oppressor 
has presented a more compassionate face. 

Newcomer governments claim to be forging historic new relation­
ships with indigenous nations, relationships based on mutual respect, 
sharing, sovereignty, and our inherent rights. Economic development, 
modern treaties, self-government, compacts, revenue-sharing, and co­
management have become the watchwords of the 'post-colonial' age. But 
beyond the words, is the promise holding? 

There have been some improvements. But our reserves are still poor, 
our governments are still divided and powerless, and our people still 
suffer. The post-colonial promises cannot ease this pain. The state has 
shown great skill in shedding the most onerous responsibilities of its rule 
while holding fast to the lands and authorities that are the foundations of 
its power. Redefining without reforming, it is letting go of the costly and 
cumbersome minor features of the colonial relationship and further 
entrenching in law and practice the real bases of its control. It is ensuring 
continued access to indigenous lands and resources by insidiously 
promoting a form of neo-colonial self-government in our communities 
and forcing our integration into the legal mainstream. Real control 
remains in the hands of white society because it is still that society's rules 
that define our life-not through obviously racist laws, but through 
endless references to the 'market', 'fiscal reality', 'Aboriginal rights', and 
'public will' . And it is still the white society's needs that are met. 

In this supposedly post-colonial world, what does it matter if the 
reserve is run by Indians, so long as they behave like bureaucrats and 
carry out the same old policies? Redefined and reworded, the 'new' 
relationship still abuses indigenous people, albeit more subtly. In this 
'new' relationship, indigenous people are still bound to another power's 
order. The rusty cage may be broken, but a new chain has been strung 
around the indigenous neck; it offers more room to move, but it still ties 
our people to white men pulling on the strong end. 

This book is about recovering what will make self-determination real. 
It is concerned not with the process through which self-government is 
negotiated, but with the end goals and the nature of indigenous 
governments, once decolonization has been achieved. The machinery of 
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indigenous governments may simply replicate European systems. But 
even if such governments resemble traditional Native American systems 
on the surface, without strong and healthy leaders committed to 
traditional values and the preservation of our nationhood they are going 
to fail. Our children will judge them to have failed because a government 
that is not based on the traditional principles of respect and harmonious 
coexistence will inevitably tend to reflect the cold, calculating, and 
coercive ways of the modern state. The whole of the decolonization 
process will have been for nothing if indigenous government has no 
meaningful indigenous character. 

Worse, if the new governments do not embody a notion of power that 
is appropriate to indigenous cultures, the goals of the struggle will have 
been betrayed. Leaders who promote non-indigenous goals and embody 
non-indigenous values are simply tools used by the state to maintain its 
control. The spiritual connections and fundamental respect for each other 
and for the earth that were our ancestors' way and the foundations of our 
traditional systems must be restored. Resistance to foreign notions of 
power and control must become a primary commitment-not only as a 
posture in our relations with the state, but also in the way Native 
community governments treat our own people. The state's power, 
including such European concepts as 'taxation', 'citizenship', 'executive 
authority', and 'sovereignty', must be eradicated from politics in Native 
communities. In a very real sense, to remain Native-to reflect the essence 
of indigenous North Americans-our politics must shift to give primacy 
to concepts grounded in our own cultures. 

In fact, traditional philosophy is crucially relevant to the contem­
porary indigenous situation. In the Rotinohshonni tradition, the natural 
order accepts and celebrates the coexistence of opposites; human purpose 
consists in the perpetual quest for balance and harmony; and peace is 
achieved by extending the respect, rights, and responsibilities of family 
relations to other peoples. Even stripped down to a skeleton, these teach­
ings speak with power to the fundamental questions that a philosophy of 
governance must address. Among the original peoples of North America, 
the cultural ideal of respectful coexistence as a tolerant and harmony­
seeking first principle of government is widespread. Diametrically 
opposed to the possessive individualism that is central to the systems 
imposed on our communities, this single principle expresses the hope 
that tradition offers for a future beyond division and conflict. With this 
heritage, why do we indigenous people so often look away from our own 
wisdom and let other people answer the basic questions for us? 

At the core of the crisis facing our nations is the fact that we are being 
led away from our traditional ideals by the people with the authority to 
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control our lives. Some of these people--lawyers, advisers, consultants, 
managers, government agents-are not Native and therefore cannot be 
expected to share our ideals . Others, however, are the very people we 
count on to provide leadership and embody the values at the heart of our 
societies-to love and sacrifice for their people. Instead, these greedy, 
corrupt politicians are seduced by the mainstream. To be clear: not all 
Native leaders are bad, and not all those who do bad things are aware 
they are on the wrong path. More and more, however, we find our leaders 
looking, sounding, and behaving just like mainstream politicians. 

There is unquestionable pathos in the material and social reality of 
most reserves. Yet above all the crisis we face is a crisis of the mind: a lack 
of conscience and consciousness. Material poverty and social dysfunction 
are merely the visible surface of a deep pool of internal suffering. The 
underlying cause of that suffering is alienation-separation from our 
heritage and from ourselves. Indigenous nations are slowly dissolving 
with the continuing loss of language, land, and young people. Although 
the indigenous peoples of Turtle Island-the land now called Canada and 
the United States-have survived the most severe and extended genocide 
in human history, the war is not over yet. Our bodies may live without 
our languages, lands, or freedom, but they will be hollow shells. Even if 
we survive as individuals, we will no longer be what we Rotinohshonni 
call Onkwehonwe-the real and original people--because the communities 
that make us true indigenous people will have been lost. We will be 
nothing but echoes of proud nations floating across a landscape possessed 
by others. 

From the outside, the intensity of the crisis is obscured by the 
smokescreen of efforts to reduce the most obvious signs of social 
deprivation and increase the material wealth within Native communities. 
It is commonly thought that allowing indigenous people a reasonable 
standard of living will solve all their problems. But there is more to justice 
than equity. Of course indigenous people have a right to a standard of 
living equal to that of others. But to stop there and continue to deny their 
nationhood is to accept the European genocide of 500 years. Attempting 
to right historical wrongs by equalizing our material conditions is not 
enough: to accept the simple equality offered lately would mean forget­
ting what indigenous nations were before those wrongs began. Indig­
enous people cannot forget. 

It is the central argument of this manifesto that the key to surviving 
and overcoming this crisis is leadership. Our teachings tell us that it is 
essential to sustain an ideal of leadership and to bring (ritually and ceremo­
niously) special individuals into the culture of leadership so that they can 
play their crucial role in achieving peace, power, and righteousness on the 
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collective level. Yet the traditional culture of leadership has become just 
another artifact, and the people who dominate in most Native commu­
nities and organizations today model themselves on the most vulgar 
European-style power-wielders. The kind of revival we need cannot be 
accomplished under Robert's Rules of Order. Instead of mimicking the bad 
habits and selfish motives of mainstream politicians, Native leaders must 
aspire to embody traditional values. 

There is great diversity among Turtle Island's indigenous peoples: 
hundreds of languages, a broad range of customs in the social and 
political realms, and a complex variety of spiritual beliefs that have yet to 
be understood by outsiders. Nevertheless, we share a common bond that 
makes it possible to speak of a 'Native American' political tradition: com­
mitment to a profoundly respectful way of governing, based on a world­
view that balances respect for autonomy with recognition of a universal 
interdependency, and promotes peaceful coexistence among all the 
elements of creation. There may be 500 different ways of expressing these 
values, but in our singular commitment to them we find what is perhaps 
the only pan-Indian commonality. Despite the vast geographic and 
cultural space between them, the Wet' suwet' en people from the west and 
Kanien'kehaka from the east share both concepts and process in what the 
Wet'suwet'en call Saldai ('keepers of the law') and the Kanien'kehaka call 
the Kaienerekowa ('the great law of peace') .  The challenge before us today 
is to recognize the common elements in the indigenous tradition of 
governance and develop them into a coherent philosophy-a bulwark 
against assimilation to foreign values. 

Ill iii 1111 

This book focuses on Native communities; it attempts to grasp and 
convey a knowledge situated in and respectful of the shared experiences 
of our peoples. This approach reflects the fact that what makes an 
individual 'indigenous' is his or her situation within a community. In fact, 
it is impossible to understand an indigenous reality by focusing on 
individuals or discrete aspects of culture outside of a community context. 
However knowledgeable and rooted one may be, one cannot be truly 
indigenous without the support, inspiration, reprobation, and stress of a 
community as facts of life. Ideas transform when they make the journey 
from the mind of one person into the collective consciousness; and our 
peoples' reality is communal. To know indigenous people, those seeking 
knowledge must interact with indigenous communities, in all their past 
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and present complexity. It is the dynamic interaction between the 
individual and the group that creates Native American cultures, and this 
interaction cannot be replicated or properly expressed by a single person 
'objectively' studying isolated parts of the reality. 

I have written previously on my own community, the Mohawks of 
Kahnawake, and used the particular experience of one indigenous nation 
to gain an understanding of the historical development of what I termed 
an ideology of Native nationalism. Shifting from local to more general 
issues, the present project is intended to lay the groundwork for a general 
understanding and reconstruction of social and governmental institutions 
embodying traditional indigenous cultural values. I hope that, with this 
knowledge, indigenous peoples everywhere will be better equipped to 
understand, promote, and defend the philosophical principles at the core 
of their own struggles for self-determination. 

The goal of promoting a better understanding of tradition within 
Native communities comes together with an academic interest in the 
central philosophical questions concerning political leadership. At the 
most basic level, there are two such questions: whether one form of 
leadership is intrinsically better than another, and by what criteria we 
may discern a leader of quality. These two questions form the 'theoretical' 
subtext of this book. I will recommend a set of political and social values 
drawn from the basic teachings of traditional indigenous cultures, and in 
so doing pay tribute to the general contribution made by our peoples to 
the philosophy of societal and governmental organization. 

This book is inspired by and draws its structure from the ritual songs 
of the Rotinohshonni Condolence ceremony. Although it does not strictly 
replicate the ritual, neither does it conform to academic convention. In 
fact, its form is central to the goal of conveying the logic of our traditions. 
I am convinced that it is futile to attempt to abstract knowledge from the 
traditional teachings without reference to their narrative form. The 
message must be heard in its entirety if we are to grasp its coherence and 
power. The logic of our traditions has developed over countless genera­
tions of experience. Following a communicative method of such antiquity 
and strength brings us closer to the core message of respect for the inter­
relatedness of word, thought, belief, and action. The meanings of our 
traditional teachings are embedded in the structure of the narrative as 
much as in any words one might write in order to explain them. 

The burden I have shouldered is formidable: to attempt to draw out 
and communicate an interpretation of the traditional teachings that is 
relevant to the contemporary situation. The text can be read on one level 
as a scholarly essay on the key political issues facing indigenous peoples 
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in North America today and on another level as a traditionally rooted 
philosophical reflection intended to give voice to a long-silenced wisdom. 
The conjunction of ancient and contemporary realities is deliberate. The 
problems and challenges facing our peoples today raise questions that 
have motivated political philosophy in every age. The answers developed 
by our ancestors hold power today as they did fifty generations ago. It 
will be necessary, in time, to adapt those traditional answers to the 
contemporary reality. However, this is secondary to the primary task: to 
grasp the deep meaning of the traditional teachings, to understand their 
complex logic as a political philosophy whose power has been 
diminished not by time, but by our own lack of faith. The important issues 
we face today are the next steps in the movement to free ourselves from 
colonialism. How do we create a political philosophy to guide our people 
that is neither derived from the Western model nor a simple reaction 
against it? In the Rotinohshonni tradition, when the people have become 
confused, we are told to go symbolically 'back to the woods' and find 
ourselves again. 

Working within a traditional framework, we must acknowledge the 
fact that cultures change, and that any particular notion of what consti­
tutes 'tradition' will be contested. Nevertheless, we can identify certain 
common beliefs, values, and principles that form the persistent core of a 
community's culture. It is this traditional framework that we must use as 
the basis on which to build a better society. I am advocating a self­
conscious traditionalism, an intellectual, social, and political movement 
that will reinvigorate those values, principles, and other cultural elements 
that are best suited to the larger contemporary political and economic 
reality. Not only has the indigenous voice been excluded from the larger 
social and political discourse, but even within our own communities it 
has been supplanted by other voices. The notion of traditionalism I am 
promoting demands cultural give-and-take with non-indigenous people 
-respect for what both sides have to contribute and share. It also 
demands self-respect and the confidence to build on what we know to be 
good and right for our own people. As a movement to gain respect for 
indigenous people, this form of traditionalism is not predicated on 
racially constructed conflict. It is a matter not of red versus white, but of 
right versus wrong, considered within the broad framework of values we 
all share: freedom, justice, and peace. 

That is the intellectual context in which I hope this essay will help to 
move our thinking forward. However, I acknowledge the paucity of my 
own knowledge. I can only aspire to share what little I have learned of our 
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traditional teachings. In attempting to persuade people to consider draw­
ing on them to create an appropriate framework for governance, I am 
only adding my voice to an ancient discourse. 

It will become abundantly clear that I am Onkwehonwe, shaped by my 
upbringing in Kahnawake and my political life among the Rotinohshonni, 
and that I take my responsibilities as a bearer of this tradition seriously. 
I draw inspiration and purpose from the heritage of the great Rotinoh­
shonni warriors and statesmen: a supreme confidence in the universal 
truth of the peaceful message brought to our people long ago by the 
Wendat prophet Deganawidah. Like my forebears, I believe that 
leadership consists in invoking the power of reason, and that the human 
capacity to achieve harmony is best developed through pacification and 
persuasion. The Rotinohshonni cultural imperative is to spread the 
message of peace, power, and righteousness-and to struggle vigorously 
against those who would impose a disrespectful and unjust order. 

In a culture deeply respectful of individual autonomy, the only real 
political power consists in the ability to persuade. For a people convinced 
that their vision of peace can save the world from strife and conflict by 
restoring harmony and balance, the development of powerful oratorical 
abilities is imperative. John Mohawk, the Rotinohshonni historian, has 
said of our oratorical tradition: 

all human beings possess the power of rational thought; all 
human beings can think; all human beings have the same kinds of 
needs; all human beings want what is good for society; all human 
beings want peace . . . .  Out of that idea will come the power . . .  
that will make the people of the [Rotinohshonni] among the most 
influential thinkers in the history of human thought. . . .  The basic 
fundamental truth contained in that idea is that so long as we 
believe that everybody in the world has the power to think 
rationally, we can negotiate them to a position of peace. 

Traditionally, the Condolence ceremony represents a way of bringing 
people back to the power of reason. This book draws on the spirit of 
condolence to advance the development of a powerful and unifying 
rationality to help us overcome the evil of colonization that haunts our 
lives. Its substance reflects the wisdom contained in the teachings, up­
dated and-I hope-made relevant to the contemporary era. Recently I 
explained the Condolence ceremony to a friend and tried to show how the 
book would relate to its main themes. 
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11!!1 The first part is called 'On the journey' .  It begins when the people first 
come together. The condolers, or visitors, or those seeking peace, would 
be standing there singing their songs with wampum belts hanging off 
their arms to announce that they' re coming in peace to express 
sympathy or to consecrate a new relationship. There was kind of a 
pragmatic reason for this, to announce that their intentions were 
peaceful .  But it was also important to show respect to the community 
by announcing they were coming. In the ceremony this section also 
served to remind everyone of the proper names and roles of all the 
chiefs in the Confederacy, so they would walk along to the meeting 
place and recite all the different titles . 

The second section, 'Welcome at woods' edge', is where the visitors 
are welcomed by the people receiving the condolence, or the other party 
to a treaty. Reciprocal demonstration of respect was very important. In 
terms of the progress of the ceremony, the visitors have announced 
themselves and now they're going to be welcomed. In the book, I'll be 
focusing on three main things . The first is what's called 'Rejoicing in 
our survival ' .  (All this terminology is drawn from the ceremony 
itself.) The point here is how strong we are despite all the troubles 
we've come through. So I won't be starting out on a negative note, just 
complaining about our leadership . In essence, I'll be talking about the 
fact that surviving has made us strong-showing the ways we are 
strong, and what we have to celebrate. The next stage in the ceremony 
is 'Recognizing our pain and sorrow' .  This is where we say, all right, 
we're strong and we're proud, but let's also be realistic about our 
problems and the responsibility we have to address them. A big part of 
this is the third stage, 'Recognizing our responsibility to our 
ancestors' .  This responsibility is incumbent not only on the leaders but 
on all of us. If we ever want to return to health as a community, we 
have to address these issues even though they are painful and cause 
sorrow. That's how you get ready to make change. 

Now, once your mind is set, the heart of the ceremony begins . This 
is what's called the 'Requickening' .  If you look it up in the dictionary, 
'quickening' means bringing something to life, or adding life . So 
'requickening' means bringing something back to life . It starts with the 
rhetorical gestures that we call the 'rare words': wiping the eyes, 
cleansing the throat, and unblocking the ears . These are symbolic 
gestures to pacify grieving people, or the former adversary in a treaty 
process .  The reason you have to pacify those people is that they are in 
pain: they can't see properly, they can't hear, and they don't speak the 
truth . Something serious has happened to them, and the challenge for 
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the strong-minded, the peacemakers, is to take them beyond the pain to 
a place of peace . What happened to bring them pain ? In the ritual­
and all your life, if you desire peace-you have to figure out a way of 
saying something to those people, doing something, or giving them 
something that will make them capable of seeing, hearing, and 
speaking their way back to peace. 

That's the first part of the requickening; there are twelve others . 
The next few relate to the society, to what needs to happen . The first 
three have to do with recognizing the discomfort in our body. Here 
again the question is, What's wrong? This overlap in the traditional 
ritual is deliberate, and it's consistent with the way knowledge was 
conveyed in oral cultures . The question being addressed here is, What's 
wrong in our community? What is the fundamental concern that 
we're dealing with as a people ? That's why at this stage I will begin to 
talk about leadership . 

Next comes the section called 'Damage to our space' .  The term 
'space' I take to mean nationhood, or our community as a whole. 
Traditionally this idea was expressed metaphorically: as if one chief 
were sitting there, in his proper space, and another nation, or another 
set of chiefs, came too close; then there would be a problem . You need 
your space; everyone and every nation has their proper allotment in 
the circle, and that's how our nationhood was expressed . Part of the 
problem now is that our space hasn 't been respected, that we've had 
structures and ideas imposed on us . We need to reclaim our 
intellectual, political, and geographic space. 

Following the ritual, in the book I talk about the loss of conscious­
ness-' consciousness' here being our sense of indigenous nationhood . 
In fact, a lot of our Native people imagine themselves to be Canadians . 
And that's not true. In the words of the ritual, those Canadianized 
Indians are 'in the darkness'; they've had their eyes shut to their true 
being, they can't envision a future in which we are nations . They can't 
see a positive future; they're wallowing in the pain of being dependent 
wards of the Canadian state. Then, in the ritual, 'the sun is lost' .  This 
is another metaphorical statement of the truth . 

The next teachings in the requickening deal with the leaders as 
individuals . In effect, this section tells them what they have to do to be 
real leaders . You have to commit to acting for the betterment of your 
nation . You have to free your mind from all harmful influences and 
negative things that are going on in your life and in your society. You 
have to have a clear mind to think for yourself and to do the best for 
your people. You have to work towards unity-you're not a divisive 
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person, you don't try to create factions, you don't focus on personal or 
divisive issues . Your imperative is to unify the people and work cooper­
atively. At the same time you have to be aware of what the ritual calls 
'lurking dangers ' -that is the actual term it uses to refer to dangers 
that are always there, waiting. In the book this is where I begin to talk 
about co-optation, how people come to be co-opted or used by other 
governments to create divisions . 

Now the ritual goes on to talk about a number of duties that are 
culturally specific to my people. In the book I'll talk instead about 
leadership in terms of the necessary skills and characteristics . 

The next phase of the ritual is called 'Beware the magic!' .  In our 
language, 'magic' refers to witchcraft . I take this to be a metaphor for 
watching your back when you're a leader. In the contemporary context 
the 'magic' could be money, or bribes-whatever magical things people 
may offer you when you are a leader, to turn you away from your 
responsibilities . The requickening finishes with 'Lighting the torch' .  
This is  the traditional metaphor for communication . So in traditional 
terms, as a leader, you are the one who holds the torch, the one 
responsible for bringing knowledge to the people, for ensuring good 
communication within the community and with other communities . 

The final part of the traditional Condolence ritual includes a 
section called 'Sacred songs' .  In the ceremony, these songs are very 
sacred. So, out of respect for their nature and meaning, in the book I 
will draw on their role in the overall ritual, but not go into the songs 
themselves . Instead I'll adapt this part to present a concluding 
restatement of all the major themes-just as in the ritual the songs are 
chanted repetitions of important teachings . In these ritualized songs, I 
see the reference to 'warriors ' as a metaphor for teachings intended for 
our youth. The issue here is young people and their role in the society. 
What do we need to do that is relevant to them ? 

The ritual concludes with a set of teachings called 'Keep listening 
to them', which includes a reference to 'the grandfathers ' .  The message 
here-and this will come through strongly in the book-is that 
whatever you are doing, you need to keep the traditional teachings in 
your heart and mind. Adapt, change, go forward, but always make 
sure you're listening to the traditional knowledge at the same time. 
Commit yourself to uphold the first principles and values . We have to 
refer to both the past and the future in our decision-making. This is 
where we get the concept of the 'seven generations': we're supposed to 
be listening to our grandfathers, our ancestors, but we also need to 
listen to the grandfathers yet to come. These teachings blend into the 
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last set, called 'Over the great forest' and 'Adding to the rafters ' .  In the 
past, they realized that once the condolence council or treaty council 
ended, people would have to face some great physical dangers to get 
home again . On the way there were enemies; all kinds of things could 
happen . So traditionally this part of the ritual was intended to wish 
you welt to tell you what you need to know, and how to confront the 

ll!ll challenges that you are going to face. 

II! Iii Iii 

The diverse themes that make up this text are linked by the 
understanding, central to each, that the answer to our problems is leader­
ship based on traditional values. There are many things to say and many 
ways of saying them, and a voice that hopes to speak to all people must 
shift according to both the issue and the audience. Thus the style of the 
text shifts as necessary to reflect the complexity of the argument and to 
respect the people who will listen to it. 

The essay treats thirteen themes grouped in three parts, 
corresponding to the organization of the Rotinohshonni Condolence 
ritual. The first section, 'Peace', concentrates on initiating a dialogue. Like 
the 'On the journey' and 'Welcome at wood's edge' sections that begin the 
ritual, it is largely a lament for the loss of knowledge, acknowledging 
what indigenous people had in the past. It recognizes the vastness of the 
task ahead and prepares the ground by invoking the healing spirit of the 
Condolence in offering words that will allow people to approach the 
subject with a clear mind and a good heart. It seeks to clear away miscon­
ceptions and dispel cloudy emotional reactions to our losses in favour of 
a strong and honest appraisal of the situation we face. 

The second section, 'Power', is expressly political, focusing on what 
Native American political culture and leadership values ought to be. It 
follows the Condolence ritual's 'Requickening' section in organizing its 
themes into three movements: pacification, context, and duties. These 
themes, which reflect key elements within the Condolence itself, have 
formed the basis of my political and cross-national philosophical 
perspectives on these issues. 

Finally, the 'Righteousness' section restates the main themes, bringing 
them into the contemporary context and applying them to the most 
important challenges facing indigenous peoples today: the temptation to 
sell out for money, the state's efforts to extinguish indigenous nations 
through what it calls 'treaty-making', and the growing alienation of our 
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youth from the corrupt colonial form of most Native politics today. Like 
the Condolence's closing, 'Over the great forest-Keep listening to them', 
it offers reassurance in the face of the difficult task ahead and begs for a 
continuing commitment to the indigenous path. 

A final word on the overall intent. This essay reflects an explicit 
attempt to create a text with relevance within both the indigenous and 
Western traditions. Its unconventional structure reflects a self-imposed 
demand for accessibility, particularly among Native people. It is shaped 
by concerns, issues, and demands for guidance arising from within Native 
communities, together with a commitment to searching within indige­
nous traditions to find the answers we need to move forward. 

If we are to effect real change, however, non-indigenous people must 
come to share the objective of justice. Hence this essay must also be 
accessible to non-Native readers, and convincing as a work of scholar­
ship. If I am successful in conveying some of the wisdom inherent in our 
cultures, perhaps that wisdom will help others as well to deal with 
dysfunctional aspects of their own societies and to live better lives, collec­
tively and individually. 

In a way, this book is an extension of the work I began with Heeding 
the Voices of Our Ancestors, a study of Kahnawake's history and 
Kanien'kehaka nationalism. That book required that Native readers 
penetrate a fairly thick layer of academic convention and language to 
gain access to knowledge that could help them to understand their past 
and present conflicts. This book starts from the opposite perspective. It 
asks non-indigenous people to join in an indigenously oriented dialogue 
aimed at moving beyond those conflicts. As an academic project, it is an 
extended exercise in the self-critical study of indigenous political cul­
tures. As is evident in the subtitle, my goal is to prepare the philosophical 
ground for the eventual development of a broad 'indigenous' -as 
opposed to narrow tribalist-critique of politics and the state. However, 
these theoretical and philosophical elements are only two among many 
layers of meaning that I hope will emerge from this essay's rhetoric, 
which is rooted in indigenous ground. 



A Note on Terminology 

Whenever possible I will use terms from indigenous languages, out of 
respect for the people's struggle to free their minds.  In the past twenty 
years, many indigenous people have rejected the definitions imposed on 
them by white society. Today we recognize the significance and symbolic 
value of terminology, and the use of our own recovered languages is 
important not only for the purposes of communication but as a symbol of 
our survival. In addition, it helps us all to avoid insult and injury. 

As Native people today relearn the languages stripped from us in the 
past, we are coming to realize the gross insult of most common 'Indian' 
names. It hasn't been that long since terms such as 'squaw' were ban­
ished from use-at least in polite public conversation. But before Native 
people objected to the common use of the Algonkian root word for 
'vagina' as a derogatory term for all Native women, the implicit and 
subtle dehumanization of its usage was a fact of our lives. The struggle 
to break the bonds placed on our minds and spirits by derogatory or 
ignorant labels is ongoing. 

An example: in my last book I described how our people had rejected 
the anglicized version of the village name 'Caughnawaga', replacing it 
with the indigenous word 'Kahnawake ' .  But at the same time I, like every 
other member of the community, continued to use the word 'Mohawk' in 
reference to our nation. 'Mohawk' is in fact an anglicized version of an 
archaic Algonkian word meaning 'cannibal monster ' .  Some of us 
'Mohawks of Kahnawake' may relish the notoriety of the term (and it does 
remain in common usage), but it is an obvious derogation that became 
incorporated into our own contemporary culture as we uncritically 
adopted the English language and all its prejudices in recent years (it 
was only in the 1950s that English began to supplant our language, 
Kanien'keha, as the first language in Kahnawake) . Aside from the insult­
which, like most people, we are loath to accept-identifying ourselves 
with an Algonkian/English word is simply disrespectful of the language 
given to us by the Creator. Our own word for ourselves is 'Kanien'kehaka', 
meaning 'people of the flint' . It is a proud and honourable word, and will 
generally replace 'Mohawk' in this book. 

The term 'Iroquois', meaning 'rattlesnake' in Algonkian, was also 
originally a slander, but has since been reclaimed by at least one respected 
and creative Kanien'kehaka thinker. Tom Porter of Akwesasne is quoted 
in Peter Matthiessen' s Indian Country (157): 
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Mohawks have been referred to as Rattlesnake People by the 
other tribes. But the rattlesnake is a very peaceful creature, raising 
its offspring on its own homeland; if its territory is large enough, 
it will run away. But if you persist, he warns you with his tail­
please stay away! If you come closer he warns you more loudly, 
and finally if you give him no choice, then he will strike you. We 
are called rattlesnakes because we have that character . . . .  

Tom Porter speaks the truth eloquently as usual. Nonetheless, in this book 
references to 'Iroquois', the Six Nations, and the people of the Con­
federacy will use the Kanien'keha word 'Rotinohshonni', meaning 
'people of the long house' . 

In broader discussions I will use various terms: 'Indian' (it should be 
noted that the area now known as 'India' was still called 'Hindustan' in 
the fifteenth century; the term 'Indian' as applied to indigenous 
Americans is derived from Columbus's original name for the Taino 
people he first encountered, 'una gente in Dios', or 'Indios', meaning 'a 
people in God'; 'Indian' is also a legal term, and in common use among 
indigenous people in North America); 'Native' (in reference to the racial 
and cultural distinctiveness of individuals, and to distinguish our 
communities from those of the mainstream society), 'American Indian' (in 
common use and a legal-political category in the United States), 
'Aboriginal' (a legal category in Canada; also to emphasize the primacy of 
the peoples who first occupied the land), and 'indigenous' (in global 
contexts, and to emphasize natural, tribal, and traditional characteristics 
of various peoples) .  All are quite appropriate in context and are used 
extensively by Native people themselves. 

Ill Iii 1111 

Notes to the text, keyed to page numbers, can be found following p. 147. 



The clear-minded ones will take to the road, walking to the place where they 

are in mourning, and there at the edge of the ashes, one will stand up saying 

words of sympathy to raise their spirits. At once they will begin to feel relieved, 

the mourners, and they will resume the path of the great peace. 

-from the Kaienerekowa 

Native American Political Traditions 

Ill !II 1\111 

Native American community life today is framed by two value 
systems that are fundamentally opposed. One, still rooted in 
traditional teachings, structures social and cultural relations; the 

other, imposed by the colonial state, structures politics. This disunity is 
the fundamental cause of factionalism in Native communities, and it 
contributes significantly to the alienation that plagues them. What those 
who seek to understand and remedy the problems that flow from it often 
don't realize is that this separation was deliberate. Without a good 
understanding of history, it is difficult to grasp how intense the European 
effort to destroy indigenous nations has been, how strongly Native people 
have resisted, and how much we have recently recovered. Not to recog­
nize that the ongoing crisis of our communities is fuelled by continuing 
efforts to prevent us from using the power of our traditional teachings is 
to be blind to the state's persistent intent to maintain the colonial 
oppression of the first nations of this land. 
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Indigenous people have made significant strides towards recon­
structing their identities as autonomous individual, collective, and social 
beings. Although much remains much to be done, the threat of cultural 
assimilation to the North American mainstream is no longer overwhelm­
ing, because substantial pride has been restored in the idea of being 
Native. The positive effects of this restoration in terms of mental, physical, 
and emotional health cannot be overstated. But it is not enough. The social 
ills that persist are proof that cultural revitalization is not complete; nor is 
it in itself a solution. Politics matters: the imposition of Western govern­
ance structures and the denial of indigenous ones continue to have 
profoundly harmful effects on indigenous people. Land, culture, and 
government are inseparable in traditional philosophies; each depends on 
the others, and this means that denial of one aspect precludes recovery for 
the whole. Without a value system that takes traditional teachings as the 
basis for government and politics, the recovery will never be complete. 

Indigenous people have successfully engaged Western society in the 
first stages of a movement to restore their autonomous power and 
cultural integrity in the area of governance. This movement-which goes 
by various names, including 'Aboriginal self-government', 'indigenous 
self-determination', and 'Native sovereignty'-is founded on an ideology 
of Native nationalism and a rejection of models of government rooted in 
European cultural values. It is an uneven process of re-establishing 
systems that promote the goals and reinforce the values of indigenous 
cultures against ongoing efforts by the Canadian and United States 
governments to maintain the systems of dominance imposed on Native 
communities in the last century. 

Recent years have seen considerable progress towards ending the 
colonial relationship and realizing the ideals of indigenous political 
thought: respect, harmony, autonomy, and peaceful coexistence. Many 
communities have almost disentangled themselves from paternalistic 
state control in the administration of institutions within jurisdictions that 
are important to them. Many more are currently engaged in substantial 
negotiations over land and governance, which they believe will give 
them significantly greater control over their own lives. Perhaps because 
of this progress, people in the communities are beginning to look 
beyond the present to envision a post-colonial future. However, that 
future raises serious questions in the minds of those people who remain 
committed to systems of government that complement and sustain 
indigenous cultures .  

To many of these traditionalists it  seems that, so far, all the attention 
and energy has been directed at the process of decolonization-the 
mechanics of removing ourselves from direct state control and the legal 



N A T I V E  A M E R I C AN P O L I T I C A L  T R A D I T I ON S  3 

and political struggle to gain recognition of an indigenous governing 
authority. Almost no attention has been paid to the end goals of the 
struggle .  What will Native governance systems be like after self­
government is achieved? Few people imagine that they will be exact 
replicas of the systems that governed Native communities in the pre­
colonial past. Most acknowledge that all Native structures will have to 
incorporate modern administrative techniques and technologies. But the 
core values on which the new government systems will be based remain 
a mystery. 

The great hope is that those systems will embody the underlying 
cultural values of the communities. The great fear is that they will simply 
replicate non-indigenous systems-intensifying the oppression (because 
it is self-inflicted and localized) and perpetuating the value dichotomy at 
the root of our problems. 

What follows will be considered a bold assertion in government and 
academic circles, though its truth is widely recognized in Native 
communities. The fact is that neither the state-sponsored modifications to 
the colonial-municipal model (imposed in Canada through the Indian 
Act and in the US through the Indian Reorganization Act) nor the 
corporate or public-government systems recently negotiated in the North 
constitute indigenous governments at all . Potentially representing the 
final solution to the white society's Indian Problem, they use, the 
cooperation of Native leaders in the design and implementation of such 
systems to legitimize the state's long-standing assimilationist goals for 
indigenous nations and lands. 

Non-indigenous people have always seen indigenous people in 
problematic terms: as obstacles to the progress of civilization, wards of 
the Crown, relics of savagery and dregs of modem society, criminals and 
terrorists. Over the centuries, indigenous people themselves have consis­
tently defended their nationhood as best they could; and they have 
sheltered and nurtured their cultures, keeping the core alive despite all 
manner of hostility and degradation. It would be a tragedy if generations 
of Native people should have suffered and sacrificed to preserve what is 
most essential to their nations' survival, only to see it given away in 
exchange for the status of a third-order government within a European/ 
American economic and political system. 

Has anything changed in the way white society looks at Native 
people? It is still the objective of the Canadian and US governments to 
remove Indians or, failing that, to prevent them from benefiting from their 
ancestral territories. And by insisting on their ownership of traditional 
territories, cultural autonomy, and self-determination, the original people 
of this land remain a problem for the state. Particularly in Canada, where 
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the legal title to large portions of the land is uncertain, the policy goal is 
to extinguish Aboriginal title and facilitate the exploitation of the natural 
resources on or under those lands. In the area of culture, folklore and the 
arts are promoted while traditional political values are denied validity in 
the process of negotiating new relationships, and the state defends its 
'right' to create Native communities and determine their membership. In 
politics, indigenous nations continue to face denial of their international 
rights to autonomy, imposed wardship status, and intensive efforts to co­
opt community leaders. In fact, nothing has changed. Why, then, are we 
now so accepting of what Canada and the United States have to offer? 

Throughout the process of supposed decolonization, many Native 
politicians have steadily moved away from the principles embedded in 
traditional cultures, towards accommodation of Western cultural values 
and acceptance of integration into the larger political and economic 
system. It is as if they had stopped believing that their indigenousness is 
a holistic state of being. Rather, contemporary Native politicians seem to 
assume that indigenousness can be abstracted and realized in convenient 
(and profitable) ways, that being indigenous does not have an inherent 
political dimension, and is simply a matter of looking the part­
possessing tribal blood, singing traditional songs, or displaying tribally 
correct behaviour. They ignore the basic traditional teaching that just as 
we must respect and honour our songs, ceremonies, and dances, so too we 
must honour the institutions that in the past governed social and political 
relations among our people, because they are equally part of the sacred 
core of our nations. As long as this is the case, the underlying value 
dichotomy will remain. 

An indigenous existence cannot be realized without respecting all 
facets of tradition: culture, spirituality, and government. Those mystics 
who ignore politics and live their Indian identity only through ritual 
and the arts are just as lost as the often vilified yuppie Indians who 
don't go to traditional ceremonies. This is not to say that people have to 
immerse themselves in all aspects of tradition in order to be 
indigenous-simply that the basic values and principles of traditional 
political philosophy must be respected to the same degree as cultural 
and spiritual traditions. 

Should we as indigenous people consider ourselves as individuals, 
or as representatives of our cultures and members of our nations 
representing distinct and identifiable values and world-views? Many 
people recognize the obvious injustices and misuses of power, and the 
absence of traditional values, in the new structures, but they can only 
point to the problems. The lack of any coherent strategy to solve them 
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suggests that Native people need to go beyond the divisive electoral 
politics and Western-style institutions recommended by most scholars 
and develop solutions for themselves from within their own cultural 
frameworks, reuniting themselves as individuals with their collectivity. 
Human beings do not exist in isolation-the influence of cultural groups 
and structures is constant and profound. By ignoring traditional 
teachings, Native people risk losing what they most need to survive as 
indigenous people, and move closer still to the cultural vortex of the 
other, foreign, collectivity. 

The alternative to cultural annihilation begins with acknowledging 
the erosion of pre-contact indigenous cultures and becoming fully aware 
not only of post-contact history, but also of the shifting, evolving nature 
of culture itself. Knowing the history of European colonialism in North 
America demands recognition of the damage that has been done to the 
vitality of our traditional cultures. But we must also honour the fact that 
indigenous peoples have survived: the frameworks of their value systems 
remain intact and vital. Indigenous governance systems embody distinct­
ive political values, radically different from those of the mainstream. 
Western notions of dominion (human and natural) are noticeably absent; 
in their place we find harmony, autonomy, and respect. We have a respon­
sibility to recover, understand, and preserve these values, not only 
because they represent a unique contribution to the history of ideas, but 
because renewal of respect for traditional values is the only lasting 
solution to the political, economic, and social problems that beset our 
people. To bring those roots to new fruition, we must reinvigorate the 
principles embedded in the ancient teachings, and use them to address 
our contemporary problems. 

Within a few generations Turtle Island has been devastated and 
degraded. The land has been shamefully exploited, indigenous people 
have borne every form of oppression, and Native American ideas have 
been denigrated. Recently, however, Native people have come to realize 
that the main obstacle to recovery from this near total destruction-to the 
restoration of peace and harmony in our communities and the creation of 
just relationships between our peoples and the earth-is the dominance 
of European-derived ideas. The past two or three generations have seen 
efforts to rebuild social cohesion, gain economic self-sufficiency, and 
develop structures for self-government within Native communities. They 
have also seen renewed interest in the wisdom of the traditional teachings 
that sustained the great cultural achievement of respectful coexistence. 
Indigenous people have begun to appreciate that wisdom, and much of 
the discussion about justice within Native communities today revolves 
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around the struggle to recover those values. Yet among non-indigenous 
people there has been little movement towards understanding or even 
recognizing the indigenous tradition. 

In fact, it is one of the strongest themes within Native American 
cultures that the modern colonial state could not only build a framework 
for coexistence but cure many of its own ills by understanding and 
respecting traditional Native teachings. The wisdom encoded in the 
indigenous cultures can provide answers to many questions; many 
seemingly intractable problems could be resolved by bringing traditional 
ideas and values back to life. Pre-contact indigenous societies developed 
regimes of conscience and justice that promoted the harmonious co­
existence of humans and nature for hundreds of generations. As we move 
into a post-imperial age, the values central to those traditional cultures 
are the indigenous contribution to the reconstruction of a just and 
harmonious world. 

Indigenous people have many different perspectives on what 
constitutes tradition, and what is good and bad about traditional ways. 
My own views have been shaped by life in Kahnawake, a Kanien'kehaka 
(Mohawk) community of over 8000 people located on the south shore of 
the St Lawrence River outside Montreal. Our people have come a long 
way towards recovering their identity and power in recent years, but 
during my childhood, in the 1960s and early 1970s, we were fractured, 
dysfunctional, and violently self-destructive, colonized and controlled to 
a large degree by white men. Yet that period was also a revolutionary 
time. As my generation awakened politically in the late 1970s, we refused 
to participate in our own colonization and embarked on the path of 
tradition, rejecting the identities and power relations that characterized us 
as a dominated people. It has been an enormous, costly, and sometimes 
violent struggle, but today the Kahnawakero:non are part of a re­
emergent nation, self-confident, cohesive, and assertive in the promotion 
of their goals. We are not yet free, but we do not hesitate to contest our 
colonization. In one generation we have accomplished the rebirth of 
tradition in Kahnawake. The transformation of the community in terms of 
personal, familial, and collective peace, empowerment, and happiness has 
been truly amazing. 

Yet the return to traditional values and identities is not uniform 
among Native peoples, either in its pace or in its intensity; it is not even 
universally accepted as an objective. To gain a better understanding of 
how different nations are dealing with the internal and external conflicts 
that are inherent in the process of decolonization, in the summer of 1997 
I spoke with a 33-year-old Kwa'kwala'wakw woman living in Victoria, 
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British Columbia, who has worked extensively in various Native political 
organizations and is active in the revival of traditional culture among her 
people. We talked about the effects of colonization and shared thoughts 
on the most serious problems undermining the health and security of 
indigenous people today. We also considered the lessons and strategies 
represented in this book, and explored the relevance of a message drawn 
from the Rotinohshonni tradition to the situations of other indigenous 
peoples. Our conversation pointed to the particularity of each commu­
nity's struggle, but also to the underlying similarities that make it 
possible to speak of a Native American perspective rooted in traditional 
values. The words we shared captured some of the complex intensity that 
seems to motivate all those committed to a traditionalist critique of the 
prevailing colonial structure and mindset. 

II Now that I've explained the traditional Condolence ritual, I'd like to 
know your thoughts about your own traditions and nation . Remember 
that in 'Adding to the rafters ' there is a reminder that the longhouse­
as a metaphor for our teachings-sometimes needs additions . As the 
present generation, that's our responsibility: we have to add sections to 
the longhouse. That's where we're failing now, in my view, and in the 
book I will deal with that by projecting this traditional perspective 
onto some key contemporary issues . We have the rafters-the tradi­
tions that our grandmothers and grandfathers, great-grandfathers and 
great-grandmothers built. But there is an explicit instruction in the 
teachings that some day we will have to add to those rafters . Now it 
seems we're so jealous and protective of our traditions that we aren't 
thinking about that, in my nation anyway. From what I've seen in my 

travels, it's much the same in other nations . We're afraid to change, to 

update. As in the ritual, that's where I want to leave off: by concluding 

that what we really need to do is embark on a creative rethinking of 
ourselves, rooted in tradition .  

In relation to the first part-the rhetorical lament for the loss of 
traditional knowledge-what do you think we have lost as a society? 
I look around our communities and there's something missing. What 
is it ? 

What I keep doing is looking at the causes of the losses. You know, 
when you look back on the smallpox and TB and all the different 
things that contact with white people brought, I don't think the 
implications of those things over the generations are anywhere near 
being understood. 
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Even amongst our own people ? 

Amongst our own people, that's true. Think about how contact and 
everything that came with it affected the transference of knowledge. 
We don't have the skills that we would have learned if everything 
had stayed the same. People's experience in residential schools is a 
good example. On one level the family gets broken up; on the next 
level the community gets broken up. That's a big factor. But on the 
individual level it's even worse. If you don't have the benefits of the 
nurturing and the teachings in the first place, when you come out of 
the school you still don't know how to learn, let alone how to teach. 
You end up going back home and it's as if the community had blown 
up, as if a bomb had been dropped in the middle of the village and 
we were just salvaging the leftover pieces, just trying to stick them 
back together. But because nobody has the real internal, individual 
knowledge, nobody's able to work together. So there are all kinds of 
fragments floating around. When you talk about what's missing-it's 
some very basic individual, healthy sense-of-self. 

You notice this in a lot of communities because you do a lot of travel­
ling, right ?  

Right. I've noticed it more this last time around because we were 
talking about education and traditions, and I became interested in 
knowing how different parts of the province, different tribal groups, 
had handled things. Everyone talked about learning from the elders, 
but on the other hand they recognized that not all elders are the 
same--some are respected, but there are others who have fallen 
victim to the system. These elders have been victims in a really bad 
way for their whole lives, and ended up sort of 'faking it' . Now 
they're trying to appear knowledgeable, to sound knowledgeable, 
but all you have to do is put a couple of their statements together and 
you realize that they don't know what they're talking about, because 
it doesn't make sense. The way people were talking about all the 
things we've been trying to do-economic development, community 
development, self-government, the whole treaty process . . .  I don't 
think it's going to work because people, at an individual level, don't 
understand where they're supposed to be going anyway. On a very 
personal level, people don't know what you mean when you talk 
about 'jurisdiction', they don't know what you're talking about when 
you say 'control'-other than the negative idea of control that they 
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have from their own direct experience of government in the commu­
nities. People don't know what it means to really have self-respect. 
I've talked to lots of women out in the communities who tell me that 
our young people don't know what it means to make a statement like, 
'I'm going to make a choice about getting involved in drugs or not, 
and my choice is based solely on the fact that I have enough self­
respect that I wouldn't do that to myself.' There's always another 
reason; it's always because 'My family says so.' It's always very 
external. The only thing that's holding people together is that, periph­
erally, they're seeing another way. They see something is there but 
they don't know what it is, they are just seeing this shadow that kind 
of follows them around. People keep trying to look at what it is, but 
they don't have enough . . .  I don't know what the words are . . .  

What is it for you, that thing? 

I think maybe it's intuition. No. It's not so much intuition itself, as the 
ability to recognize intuition. And to trust it-to be able to trust 
yourself and your own choices based on your intuition and your 
knowledge. It's as if all those little things are sitting there waiting for 
you, but it's hard getting the connecting factors and finding how they 
all work together inside. So that's what we're up against. 

I'm thinking about our treaty process. I walk in there and I don't 
know where to begin. You'd have to go through every individual and 
wipe out all of the superficial ideas that people have about what 
treaties are going to bring them, and get down to what they believe 
in, philosophically. When I was up in North Island [Vancouver 
Island] I asked people, 'Philosophically, why are we doing this? Why 
do you want to negotiate a treaty?' They'd answer, 'Because it's the 
only game in town,' and other external reasons, or maybe mention 
some really cerebral kinds of ideas about what they want to do. You 
know, it was interesting when you mentioned 'seven generations' . I 
asked people at home and in several communities, 'What do you 
really mean by seven generations?' I was sure that that sort of 
thinking, wherever it comes from, has a full story behind it. But I kept 
hearing everybody use the words, when it was clear that nobody 
knew what the hell they were talking about. Yeah, that sounds like a 
nice buzzword, 'seven generations' from now! 

Penetrating that superficiality is one of the things I want to do, 
because what you just described is certainly a problem in our 
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communities as well . Everybody seems to use that expression, because 
it comes directly from the ceremonies, but we don't really think about 
it-it just sounds good. The principle of 'seven generations ' involves 
children, it involves some foresight, and all of that .  But as for living it 
as a person, either in a treaty or even in your own life-I get the sense 
that not a lot of people have thought about how it applies, what it 
actually means . That's one of the things that I want to get at .  

In the past, everyone knew who he or she was in relation to one 
another. I look at the medicine wheel and its message about the 
different races, and I think that somewhere our teachings probably 
talk about who we are as the red people in the medicine wheel, that 
there is a spiritual link When you look at our ceremonies in the big 
house, the cedar bark, and things like the spiritual creature that comes 
from the north end of the world-all those things contain messages 
that we haven't figured out how to interpret today; but I think it's all 
there in our songs. The answer to who we are in relation to everybody 
else is sitting there, and has been sitting there for many generations 
now, but nobody has quite deciphered what it means because no one 
has thought to put a little energy into it. And that's because people 
think, 'We're in the 1990s and we've got our potlatches, at least we 
still have our language, our culture' . They think they can just take in 
whatever else is going on around them and stay true to their 
traditions too. But if we don't get a sense of who we really are from 
the old teachings, then all this tradition stuff is just going to become 
watered down in a couple of generations. 

So you think that this might be the gap in the traditional movement­
that people are singing the songs without looking at what they really 
mean ? 

Yep. For a while it was just surface, then we got a little bit beneath the 
surface, but nobody's gone any deeper than that. So the traditional 
movement has the appearance of something that's going to carry on, 
that's going to last. But the traditional culture is only going to last, I 
think, as if it were in a glass box. It's all recording, videos-now we 
even have CD-ROM and Internet connections. All of that doesn't mean 
anything. The culture is going to sit in a little glass box that we'll all 
go to the museum and see one day, just the way we look at all our 
other stuff right now. 
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Well, that's what I call folklore .  It's a l l  just folklore unless you act  on 
i t .  In fact, that's a criticism that's been directed at some 'tradition­
alists ' .  They act as if they're traditional and they sort of parrot what 
they're supposed to be doing, but then they go and live their lives 
totally differently and ignore the inconvenient messages-the ones 
that don't conform to their own choices in life . They ignore the 
important teachings that they don't like, and then they try to give the 
impression that those sections are obsolete. I would argue that they 
aren't obsolete at all .  All the basic teachings are part of a unified whole 
that's crucial to understanding the tradition and the wisdom; we have 
to understand the way they all interrelate. You can 't just ignore 
sections of it. If you haven't ever got to the real meaning, then I agree 
with you-in two or three generations it'll just be folklore. 

Nobody understands the bottom-line, basic principles that form the 
framework for everything. All the other stuff-the fact that we use 
button blankets, the fact that we're video-taping and audio-taping 
songs-those are just little tools that we've adapted along the way. 
'The basic principles'-people keep saying those words but nobody's 
living them. They're not saying that the bottom line is doing what I 
do in my life with respect and humility and understanding and 
honour. If I'm doing these things in a serious way, then anything that 
blossoms out of it is going to be right. Everyone figures, you know, 
that if we go to enough ceremonies, and get seen enough and have a 
presence and visibility and appear to be involved in all this culture 
stuff, then we're truly balancing both worlds. But you don't have to 
balance both worlds. What you have to do is know your basic 
principles in the first place, and then blend the contemporary and 
traditional together-but you have to have the principles right. I grew 
up watching some people at ceremonies thinking they had all the 
knowledge, and then when I got into my mid-twenties I went back to 
ask them what it means. I said, 'I watched you do that when I was a 
kid, I saw you do that in a potlatch.' But they didn't even know why! 
Now I'm finding out in the last five or six years that all along they 
were just following what they were told, or mimicking what they had 
seen themselves. They don't know why they're doing anything. 

Do you fault them for that?  

No. 
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Or do you see it as an evolutionary thing? 

Yeah, I think that there were a lot of factors in the 1950s and '60s that 
affected that generation. Everyone in that era had a whole bunch of 
other things to deal with that we're not dealing with now: the right 
to vote, all the civil-rights stuff happening south of the border, the 
American Indian Movement, and then the Indian Act here. In the late 
1960s and early '70s, actually getting band offices and our own 
councils in the first place, and having our own Native people sitting 
in Department of Indian Affairs offices serving as Indian Agents. 
And they believed at that time that we were going to become white. 
So if there was a potlatch and they were told by their elders, 'Here's 
how you do the dance, just go do it,' they did what they were told 
because they had had enough of the old teachings to know that they 
had to. But they still weren't getting the consistent, everyday 
exposure that they would've had in the past. When it came around to 
potlatch time they would get into it and go through the motions. But 
every other day of the rest of their lives, it was just-you know-go 
out, get a job, participate in the economy, make some money and 
have a big house. 

Some of which might be contrary to the values and the objectives of the 
potlatch in the first place. 

I think it brought about an interesting way of thinking-and I ended 
up being on the receiving end of it. In the potlatch system there are 
various ranks-in effect you've got noble people and commoners, 
and the whole range in between-but everybody has a role, and 
everybody is acknowledged in that role and you don't actually look 
down on people, and you don't treat them poorly. In the mentality of 
the 1960s and '70s, if you potlatched in a really big way, you had the 
right to call anyone down because you were so great. You were so 
humble that you would never do it, you had too much respect to do 
it-but you knew that you could. Another reason I think it happened 
was that people were getting mixed messages about whether they 
were Indian or white. They would equate participation in the 
potlatch with material wealth, as being one and the same. And that 
meant that if you didn't have a big house, plus a fishing boat, plus 
$100,000 per year coming in from your job, then you were poor. You 
were poor materially, and poor in the potlatch system. 
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I think that's one of the differences between our cultures, even today. 
Yours is much more hierarchical and divided among families . I believe 
ours is much more egalitarian . When I was growing up, our identity 
was always 'Mohawk', and not really defined by clan or family. 
Whenever any of us did something good, people would say, 'Way to go, 
Mohawk!'  You know, it was 'for the nation' .  When someone did 
something good, I would always identify with it. At home it's still that 
way. People get upset when someone claims to speak as a Mohawk but 
isn 't really part of the society, because for us, when someone says 
they' re speaking as a Mohawk, we expect the message and the 
perspective to be consistent with what the community thinks . In my 
basic identification, I don 't say I'm from the 'Alfred' family, or from 
Kahnawake, or this clan or that clan . I say I'm Kanien'kehaka, 
Mohawk. And that's it, there's only one group. Whereas out here, on 
the West Coast, it seems to me that identity is family- or clan-based. 
It's very different. 

Yes it is .  And residential schools are a big part of life out here too. It's 
not a just generational thing either; it's not just the individuals who 
actually went to the schools, it's their entire families. Their parents 
feel guilty for sending their kids in the first place, and finding out it 
wasn't such a good place after all. So first there are the parents, and 
then the kids, and then all their children. This 'recognizing pain and 
sorrow' that you talk about, people don't know how to do that. They 
don't know how to name it, they don't know what to call it, and they 
don't know what the spin-off effect is when you deprive yourself of 
the opportunity to grieve. And all the grieving that never happened 
around the losses from disease . . .  If you don't go through the process 
of acknowledging what you've lost, you don't have a way to come 
back and get it . . .  get it back again. 

Do you feel that some of the efforts that are under way now, with the 
social-work or social-services approach, are helping? 

I think it's all a pile of crap. 

Why don't you tell us how you really feel ?  Try not to hold back, okay? 
(laughter) . Why is that so ? I don't like the dominant social-work 
approach either. I think they're using a foreign set of assumptions, 
goals even, to address the problem. But why do you think it's crappy? 
Maybe it comes from experience ? 
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I'll have to smoke on that one. But I'll tell you the image I get in my 
mind when I think about social work, all the self-help groups, therapy, 
and all. I think of us trying to make a bike wheel: we've already got 
the outside rim, we know where the spokes need to go, and all of those 
spokes are possible, but people have to work together to make them a 
reality. And everyone has to have an understanding of that, right? 

Is that our traditional culture, the wheel that you 're talking about ?  

Everyone describes it in a different way, or  visualizes it in a different 
way. For me it's as if everyone has to understand where the spokes 
need to go before we can get anywhere, but the information about 
where the spokes go is scattered right now. So if all the people who 
understand where just one spoke needs to go came together and put 
their one spoke on the wheel, we'd have something. But instead, what 
social work and all these self-help things try to do is create more 
spokes. And they keep putting them in the wrong place-they' re all 
on one side of the wheel. The social-work approach is taking what's 
already fragmented and fragmenting it even more. They've got all 
these spokes on one side of the wheel, and they get frustrated with us 
because they can't understand why, after they've given us all these 
spokes, we haven't been able to make the wheel turn. Well, one, it 
doesn't have any of our spokes, and two, they're all on one side. 
White people are just starting to discover that yes, we do have a lot of 
answers, and we did have really elaborate, complex systems that 
spoke to every aspect of life. 

'Excuse the pun', heh ? 

What pun? 

'Spoke' to . . . .  

At the end of the day, any social workers who've been in our 
communities for twenty years or more have resigned themselves to 
the fact that the discipline of social work, or psychology, doesn't have 
a clue. 

I'd like to shift over and talk about the role of women in Native 
societies, both traditionally and today. In your life right now, you 're 
involved in politics, you 're involved with the culture .  Is there respect 
for women ? 
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To be  really honest, no. I think that men who are in their forties, fifties 
and sixties say the words. But only a rare few really know what it 
means to show respect and to actually demonstrate it. 

How would someone do that?  You could give me a positive or a 
negative example. How would someone disrespect women-if you're 
comfortable talking about it ? 

On the positive side, there's one man at home in particular that comes 
to mind. He was brought up with the old people; he understands the 
language, understands the culture. His words are so carefully orches­
trated, and I don't think that's because he's trying to appear respectful; 
he is respectful, and it comes out in the way he speaks. Because he has 
such an understanding of Kwa'kwa'la language, when he translates to 
English he does it in a very eloquent way. As for guys who aren't 
respectful, I always hear them talk about 'our women', 'our women', 
as if we were possessions still. They keep saying We have respect for 
our women.' The biggest insult, to me, is that they go through the 
motions in the big house, but then when we come out of the big house 
into our contemporary lives, they don't show any of that respect. 

What about the young guys ? 

I think among the young people that I'm spending the most time 
with, it's about an 80 per cent to 20 per cent split. There's 20 per cent 
or so that have had the benefit of the band school, hearing the 
language in the home, or learning the values and the principles in the 
home or through the potlatch. So they're okay, they're on the right 
path, even though they're still being distracted by the contemporary 
influences. The other 80 per cent are doing what the previous 

generations have done, in that they're using whatever works for 
them, whatever will serve their personal agenda. A couple of years 
ago, when a bunch of us women started getting together at night for 
dance practices and singing practices in the big house, some young 
guys-16 or 17 years old-were saying things like 'First of all, there 
should be no women sitting up at the log singing'; or 'Women 
shouldn't be learning the songs anyway'; or 'When we have our 
potluck dinners or when we have feasts, we should be served first.' 

'We' being the men ? 
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They haven't been taught that you will be shown respect when you 
give respect in the first place. So the women in the community here in 
Victoria started getting together and thinking about how we could 
address this. Because we realized that we hadn't succeeded in teach­
ing these boys everything they needed to know. We hadn't carried out 
our responsibilities either. At first we just thought their families 
should have done more. Then we started realizing-holy cow, we've 
got residential schools, and alcoholism, and all kinds of issues around 
adoption and families getting back together. There were too many 
things happening at once for any of us to assume that anyone was 
doing anything outside of our own activities .  So we started, just over 
the last couple of years, rebuilding the whole scheme. We focus first 
on the young kids, because we can't afford to lose this time with 
them-they need to learn it the fastest now. A bunch of us are going 
to focus on that, and some of us are going take a look at what we are 
learning in the way of contemporary skills-doing projects, work­
shops, healing kinds of things. There's some of us who are proposal 
writers, ideas people. So we'll sit and think about things. And then 
over time, whenever we feel like we need to, we'll just get together 
and brainstorm, piece it together-make it happen. 

Who's the leader that you respect most and why? I'm asking you now 
what you would consider to be a leader. In spite of everything that 
you've talked about, there are obviously still people, men and women, 
that you would respect .  What is it about them that makes them true 
leaders ? Or maybe I'm making a big assumption . Maybe it's not 
the case . . .  

There are some, but they're very few, and they are all elders. Agnes 
Cranmer, who just passed away recently, was a hell of a leader 
because she knew that her upbringing in the potlatch, her 
understanding of the potlatch, was right. That's all there is to it. She 
never thought, 'Maybe I'm wrong about this. ' She believed she was 
right. There was also, in the same time period, a woman we all called 
Granny. Those two women, along with lots of women in that 
generation, just believed that it was right to do what they were doing. 
Regardless of whether there was funding, regardless of whether there 
was a hall or a place to go and do things, they just kept doing them. 
They kept teaching their kids, they made sure their kids were brought 
up in the potlatch way, that they understood what basic principles 
are, no matter what happened. They lived through the potlatch ban. 
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It  was Mrs Cranmer's husband, Dan Cranmer, who threw the 
potlatch on Village Island where everybody got arrested and thrown 
in jail. They lived through all of that, and saw the worst of it, but they 
kept doing it anyway, because they believed it. 

Did she embody all the traditional values . . .  ? 

She lived them. I think that's what the neat thing was, considering the 
era she lived in. She made it through the potlatch ban, she lived 
through the 1960s, and '70s and '80s, and throughout all of that she 
was still carrying on the culture. She opened up her own corner store, 
and pool hall, she ran a business, and at the same time she was 
working with the community to teach children in the nursery school. 
She did all these incredible things, and none of them ever interfered 
with one another; they actually complemented one another. So even 
though she was very much participating in the local economic 
activity, she was still one of the foundations of our culture in every­
thing that she did. There was another lady who was I don't know 
how much older than Agnes. She never involved herself much in 
contemporary economic stuff, but she supported those who did. She 
gave them enough common-sense information to go out there and 
look at business as though it was a traditional activity: 'As long as you 
follow these basic principles you'll be fine.' To me, that's all of it right 
there. I never watched how the old men conducted themselves. To me 
it was simple-I just had to follow the path that those women led. I'm 
not going to be able to do what those men do, I'm not a speaker, I'm 
not a singer, I'm not any of those things, so I didn't pay attention to 
any of that: just to what those ladies did. 

But there are men that you would respect in that category, as well ? 

The man from home I spoke about earlier. What I think is neat about 
him is that when he's wrong he comes right out and admits it. He 
doesn't try to make excuses. He just says, 'This is what happened, this 
is what I understood at the time to be true, this was my action as a 
result of my thinking. It turned out that it wasn't correct, and now I 
stand corrected.' Then he goes through the traditional way to correct 
it. I don't know how many male 'leaders', or people who are sitting 
in political positions now, do that. I've not heard any of them admit 
they were wrong and really mean it. I've seen them do it for the sake 
of appearing to be humble. And I've seen them do it because if they 
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didn't admit it, the repercussions would be worse, and they stood to 
lose more in terms of material things. So I've seen them do it. But you 
know, you can tell when they're just faking. 

So how do these internal issues that we've been talking about affect 
our status relative to other peoples ? How have they affected the 
strength of our nation, vis-a-vis others ? Has our 'sovereignty' been 
undermined? Has our nation lost power in a real way because of these 
problems ? Or is it more a matter of other people doing things to us ? 
That's another question I want to address in this book. What is the 
relationship between our problems and those that have been imposed 
on us ? Maybe we haven't responded well .  If so, does that have ongoing 
implications ? Can we rebuild our nations in the midst of these 
internal issues ? Or do we have to resolve those issues first, and then 
confront the outside ? 

Well, I think one of the simplest things it comes down to is this: if 
you don't respect yourself, no one else will. As for rebuilding 
internally and externally, I think they can be done simultaneously. In 
fact, they have to be done simultaneously, the healing and the 
rebuilding. If we stop nation-building now and do nothing but 
healing, then the whole treaty process-which is going down the 
tubes anyway-will be down the tubes even faster, because all the 
resources will get scooped up while we're all busy trying to heal. 
There is a lot of healing to be done. But the flip side is that there's so 
much strength; the fact that we're still here is testimony to the fact 
that we've got some good coping skills. Why don't we pat ourselves 
on the back for what we've done well? It's amazing that we've 
managed to survive this far. We should emphasize that instead of 
always saying, 'I'm a victim of residential schools, I'm a victim of 
alcoholism.' You can play that game for a few years, but you're 
wasting time. In the meantime, you could be learning a little bit 
about how to run a home-based business and get self-sufficient. If 
you don't understand what self-sufficiency is in your home, you 
can't contribute that to the nation. Why would you think you can 
contribute something to the nation, when you have no concept of it 
in your own life? That's why I think the rebuilding has to happen 
simultaneously, inside the community and outside. 

In terms of nations, what would be the ideal relationship between your 
nation and the rest of Canada once things get back on track? If you 
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compare the militancy of Mohawk politics with things here in  BC, 
where do you stand? 

Well, I like to look at all sides of the question. I do think there's a need 
for us to get militant again, in a big bad way. I think we have to. But 
at the same time there are people who are nowhere near ready for 
that. They're scared. And they'll sabotage things for the militants 
because they're afraid-afraid for a lot of reasons. I'm close to the 
militant extreme, because I really believe that we have to nail this 
down-just get on with it. But at the same time I know from the 
people I've talked to around the province that there are many people 
who couldn't physically, emotionally, or intellectually bring 
themselves to that level. They're not prepared to die. Whereas 
personally, I remember that when Oka flared up, I was thinking, 'If 
this is how it has to be, I'm prepared to die. '  But lots of people I 
worked with were saying, 'What the hell are the Mohawks doing? 
They're gonna get us all in shit! '  

Are you a Canadian ? 

No. Actually, I've tried to search for the moment in time when Canada 
decided legally-at least legally-that we were considered citizens. 
Which is kind of a joke, because as I've heard someone say, 'Legally, 
yes, we are regarded as citizens. Yet the same legislation-the Indian 
Act-is always there to remind us that we're not.' To me, you can't 
look at the Indian Act, and look at the precedents in the courts, and 
then draw the conclusion that we're citizens. 

Well, I think legally they gave Indians the vote in the 1 960s . Formal 
citizenship came before that, but not much before. It wasn 't asked for: 
it was given because they realized that in order to tax and do the things 
they wanted to do for Indians-or to Indians-they needed them to be 
citizens.  They resisted as long as they could, then they made Indians 
second-class citizens and imposed the Indian Act on them. I'm not a 
Canadian .  I don't believe in that .  I think that if you're strong in your 
nation, then that's what you are .  If you have a good relationship with 
Canada, fine, so much the better. 

Some of my best friends are Canadians (laughter) . No, I do not regard 
myself as a Canadian. You see all the things like the Olympics, the 
Commonwealth Games, all those things that people get excited about 
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it. For what? These people are going to go off to-where is it, Bosnia? 
-and the government is going to give them $15 million. Somebody 
just died on one of our reserves this week-someone died on every 
reserve this week-of malnutrition or infection, because of poor 
conditions. Oh yeah, we're citizens. 

They gave $2 billion to China, to buy nuclear reactors, and they 
complain about $58 million for a Royal Commission on Aboriginal 
Peoples . 

I was surprised, the commentaries in the papers on the Royal 
Commission's recommendations were not that bad. They were even a 
little bit supportive. Got to watch out for that though. Watch out for­
what is it again . . .  ? 

'Beware the magic . ' 

llllll The magic, and the lurking dangers. 

Ill I'll 1111 

Is there a fundamental or inherent difference between indigenous and 
white society? This is a relevant question, given the tendency of the 
dominant Western tradition to draw racial distinctions. Indigenous 
traditions, by contrast, include all human beings as equal members in the 
regimes of conscience. Yet some Native people have been influenced by 
the divisive European approach. Representing this perspective in an 
academic context, Donald Fixico has claimed that white people can never 
come to terms with indigenous values because they 'come from a different 
place on earth' . He writes: 

Anglo-Americans and Natives are fundamentally different. These 
differences in world-view and in the values that go with them 
mean that there will always exist an Indian view and a White 
view of the earth. 

I believe, on the contrary, that there is a real danger in believing that views 
are fixed (and that cultures don't change) . Fixico's polarization of Indian 
and European values suggests he believes that white people are incapable 
of attaining the level of moral development that indigenous societies 
promote among their members with respect to, for example, the land. Not 
only does this dichotomization go against the traditional Native belief in 



N A T  I V E  A M E R I C AN P O L  I T I C  A L  T R A D  I T I  0 N S  21 

a universal rationality, but it offers a convenient excuse for those who 
support the state in its colonization of indigenous nations and 
exploitation of the earth. If Fixico is right, they can't help it: their world­
view is preordained. 

Challenging mainstream society to question its own structure, its 
acquisitive individualistic value system, and the false premises of 
colonialism is essential if we are to move beyond the problems plaguing 
all our societies, Native and white, and rebuild relations between our 
peoples. A deep reading of tradition points to a moral universe in which 
all of humanity is accountable to the same standard. Our goal should be 
to convince others of the wisdom of the indigenous perspective. Though 
it may be emotionally satisfying for indigenous people to ascribe a greedy, 
dominating nature to white people, as an intellectual and political 
position this is self-defeating. It is more hopeful to listen to the way 
traditional teachings speak of the various human families: they consider 
each one to be gifted and powerful in its own way, each with something 
different to contribute to the achievement of peace and harmony. Far from 
condemning different cultures, this position challenges each one to 
discover its gift in itself and realize it fully, to the benefit of humanity as a 
whole. It is just as important for Europeans as it is for Native people to 
cultivate the values that promote peace and harmony. 

The value of the indigenous critique of the Western world-view lies 
not in the creation of false dichotomies but in the insight that the colonial 
attitudes and structures imposed on the world by Europeans are not man­
ifestations of an inherent evil: they are merely reflections of white society's 
understanding of its own power and relationship with nature. The brutal 
regime of European technological advancement, intent on domination, 
confronted its opposite in indigenous societies. The resulting near-ex­
tinction of indigenous peoples created a vacuum in which the European 
regime established its political, economic, and philosophical dominance. 

The primitive philosophical premises underpinning that regime were 
not advanced or refined in the deployment of microbes and weapons. At 
their core, European states and their colonial offspring still embody the 
same destructive and disrespectful impulses that they did 500 years ago. 
For this reason, questions of justice-social, political, and environ­
mental-are best considered outside the framework of classical European 
thought and legal traditions. The value of breaking away from old 
patterns of thought and developing innovative responses has been 
demonstrated with respect to environmental questions. But in fact many 
of these and other pressing questions have been answered before: 
indigenous traditions are the repository of vast experience and deep 
insight on achieving balance and harmony. 
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At the time of their first contact with Europeans, the vast majority of 
Native American societies had achieved true civilization: they did not 
abuse the earth, they promoted communal responsibility, they practised 
equality in gender relations, and they respected individual freedom. As 
the Wendat historian Georges Sioui put it in a lucid summary of the basic 
values of traditional indigenous political and social thought: 

With their awareness of the sacred relations that they, as humans, 
must help maintain between all beings, New World men and 
women dictate a philosophy for themselves in which the 
existence and survival of other beings, especially animals and 
plants, must not be endangered. They recognize and observe the 
laws and do not reduce the freedom of other creatures. In this 
way they ensure the protection of their most precious possession, 
their own freedom. 

The context of life has changed, and indigenous people today live in a 
materialistic world of consumerism and corporate globalization-a 
world diametrically opposed to the social and political culture that 
sustained our communities in the past. It may be difficult to recognize 
the viability of a philosophy that originated in an era unaffected by 
European ideas and attitudes. Nevertheless, revitalizing indigenous 
forms of government offers a real opportunity to inspire and educate 
mainstream society, and to create and empower a genuine alternative to 
the current system. 

In my own community of Kahnawake, as part of an effort to 
determine the cultural appropriateness of various social services in the 
early 1990s, people were asked to consider a list of statements about 
traditional values, and to say whether they agreed that those concepts 
were still important today. 

VA L U E  % S T R O N G LY A G R E E  

Responsibility to all creation 97 
Importance of extended family 89 
Respect for inner strength or wisdom 88 
Importance of educating youth 88 
Sacredness and autonomy of children 78 
Importance of family unity 78 
Wisdom of the past 71 
Sharing and cooperation 71 
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The survey points to the community's recognition of traditional values, 
despite the imposition of European culture. Indigenous people who seek 
to realize the goal of harmonious coexistence within their communities 
find that this is impossible within the mainstream political system as it is 
currently structured. The Lakota philosopher Luther Standing Bear, 
writing in 1933, presaged this frustration with Western values: 

True, the white man brought great change. But the varied fruits of 
his civilization, though highly colored and inviting, are sickening 
and deadening . . . .  I am going to venture that the man who sat on 
the ground in his teepee meditating on life and its meaning, 
accepting the kinship of all creatures, and acknowledging unity 
with the universe of things was infusing into his being the true 
essence of civilization. And when native man left off this form of 
development, his humanization was retarded in growth. 

Having had their freedom stolen and their civilizations crushed by 
colonialism, Native people are well aware of the social and political crisis 
they face. But the crucial goal of restoring a general respect for traditional 
values, and reconnecting our social and political life with traditional 
teachings, remains elusive. Standing Bear's thoughts on true civilization 
are echoed in conversations all over Indian Country. So why have we not 
yet rejected the European ways that hurt us and rejoined the indigenous 
path to peace, power, and righteousness? 

The answer to this question is the reason why, of all the important 
issues we need to address, the most crucial is leadership. Understanding 
leadership means understanding indigenous political philosophy: 
conceptions of power, and the primary values that create legitimacy and 
allow governments to function appropriately and effectively. Good 
indigenous leadership ensures that government is rooted in tradition, is 
consistent with the cultural values of the community. This is a key 
element in restoring the necessary harmony between social and political 
cultures in Native societies. Non-indigenous political structures, values, 
and styles of leadership lead to coercive and compromised forms of 
government that contradict basic indigenous values and are the main 
reason our social and political crisis persists. 

We have not fully recovered from colonialism because our leadership 
has been compromised, and we will remain subject to the intellectual, 
political, and economic dominance of Western society until the leaders of 
our communities realize the power of indigenous philosophies and act to 
restore respect for traditional wisdom. Leadership is essential if we are to 
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disprove the rule that societies must hit rock bottom before they begin to 
realize meaningful change. Is it not possible to reach into the depths of 
tradition and begin to build the future now? 

1111 Iii Iii 

Returning to indigenous traditions of leadership will require an intensive 
effort to understand indigenous political life within the moral and ethical 
framework established by traditional values. Without obscuring the 
distinctiveness of individual societies, it is possible to see fundamental 
similarities in the concept of 'Native leadership' among indigenous 
cultures. Most agree that the institutions operating in Native communities 
today have little to do with indigenous belief systems, and that striking 
commonalities exist among the traditional philosophies that set the 
parameters for governance. The values that underpin these traditional 
philosophies constitute a core statement of what indigenous governance 
is as a style, a structure, and a set of norms. 

In their most basic values, and even to a certain extent their style, 
traditional forms of government are not unique: similar characteristics 
can be found in other systems. The special nature of Native American 
government consists in the prioritization of those values, the rigorous 
consistency of its principles with those values, and the patterns and 
procedures of government, as well as the common set of goals (respect, 
balance, and harmony) that are recognizable across Native American 
societies. Adherence to those core values made the achievement of the 
goals possible; it was because of the symbiotic relationship between the 
traditional value system and the institutions that evolved within the 
culture that balance and harmony were its hallmarks. Indigenous 
governance demands respect for the totality of the belief system. It must 
be rooted in a traditional value system, operate according to principles 
derived from that system, and seek to achieve goals that can be justified 
within that system. This is the founding premise of pre-/ decolonized 
Native politics-and we are in danger of losing it permanently if the 
practices and institutions currently in place become any further 
entrenched (and hence validated) . 

On the west coast of Vancouver Island, I spoke with a Nuu-chah-nulth 
elder who recognized the danger of continuing to think of governance in 
the terms of the value system and the institutional structures that have 
been imposed on Native communities by the state. Hereditary chief Moses 
Smith used to be a band councillor under the Canadian government's 
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Indian Act system, but now he recognizes the harm that system has done 
to his community. As a leader, he is now committed to teaching his 
people's traditional philosophy so that an indigenous form of government 
can be restored. Lamenting the loss both of traditional values and of the 
structures that promoted good leadership, Moses said that 'in the old days 
leaders were taught and values were ingrained in hereditary chiefs. The 
fundamental value was respect.' In his view, contemporary band councils 
are not operating according to traditional values, and Native leadership 
premised on traditional power and knowledge will vanish forever unless 
'the traditional perspective is taken up by the new generation' . 

In choosing between revitalizing indigenous forms of government 
and maintaining the European forms imposed on them, Native com­
munities have a choice between two radically different kinds of social 
organization: one based on conscience and the authority of the good, the 
other on coercion and authoritarianism. The Native concept of governance 
is based on what a great student of indigenous societies, Russell Barsh, has 
called the 'primacy of conscience' . There is no central or coercive authority, 
and decision-making is collective. Leaders rely on their persuasive 
abilities to achieve a consensus that respects the autonomy of individuals, 
each of whom is free to dissent from and remain unaffected by the col­
lective decision. The clan or family is the basic unit of social organization, 
and larger forms of organization, from tribe through nation to confederacy, 
are all predicated on the political autonomy and economic independence 
of clan units through family-based control of lands and resources. 

A crucial feature of the indigenous concept of governance is its 
respect for individual autonomy. This respect precludes the notion of 
'sovereignty'-the idea that there can be a permanent transference of 
power or authority from the individual to an abstraction of the collective 
called 'government' . The indigenous tradition sees government as the 
collective power of the individual members of the nation; there is no 
separation between society and state. Leadership is exercised by per­
suading individuals to pool their self-power in the interest of the 
collective good. By contrast, in the European tradition power is sur­
rendered to the representatives of the majority, whose decisions on what 
they think is the collective good are then imposed on all citizens. 

In the indigenous tradition, the idea of self-determination truly starts 
with the self; political identity-with its inherent freedoms, powers, and 
responsibilities-is not surrendered to any external entity. Individuals 
alone determine their interests and destinies. There is no coercion: only 
the compelling force of conscience based on those inherited and collec­
tively refined principles that structure the society. With the collective 
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inheritance of a cohesive spiritual universe and traditional culture, 
profound dissent is rare, and is resolved by exemption of the individual 
from the implementation and implications of the particular decision. 
When the difference between individual and collective becomes irrecon­
cilable, the individual leaves the group. 

Collective self-determination depends on the conscious coordination 
of individual powers of self-determination. The governance process 
consists in the structured interplay of three kinds of power: individual 
power, persuasive power, and the power of tradition. These power 
relations are channelled into forms of decision-making and dispute 
resolution grounded in the recognition that beyond the individual there 
exists a natural community of interest: the extended family. Thus in 
almost all indigenous cultures, the foundational order of government is 
the clan. And almost all indigenous systems are predicated on a collective 
decision-making process organized around the clan. 

It is erosion of this traditional power relationship and the forced 
dependence on a central government for provision of sustenance that lie 
at the root of injustice in the indigenous mind. Barsh recognizes a truth 
that applies to institutions at both the broad and the local level: 'The evil 
of modern states is their power to decide who eats.' Along with armed 
force, they use dependency-which they have created-to induce 
people's compliance with the will of an abstract authority structure 
serving the interests of an economic and political elite. It is an affront to 
justice that individuals are stripped of their power of self-determination 
and forced to comply with the decisions of a system based on the 
consciousness and interests of others. 

The principles underlying European-style representative govern­
ment through coercive force stand in fundamental opposition to the 
values from which indigenous leadership and power derive. In 
indigenous cultures the core values of equality and respect are reflected 
in the practices of consensus decision-making and dispute resolution 
through balanced consideration of all interests and views. In indigenous 
societies governance results from the interaction of leadership and the 
autonomous power of the individuals who make up the society. Govern­
ance in an indigenist sense can be practised only in a decentralized, 
small-scale environment among people who share a culture. It centres on 
the achievement of consensus and the creation of collective power, 
bounded by six principles: 

" 

" 

" 

it depends on the active participation of individuals; 
it balances many layers of equal power; 
it is dispersed; 
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11 it is situational; 
11 it is non-coercive; and 
11 it respects diversity. 

Contemporary politics in Native communities is shaped by the interplay 
of people who, socially and culturally, are still basically oriented towards 
this understanding of government,with a set of structures and political 
relationships that reflect a very different, almost oppositional, under­
standing. 

The imposition of colonial political structures is the source of most 
factionalism within Native communities. Such institutions operate on 
principles that can never be truly acceptable to people whose orientations 
and attitudes are derived from a traditional value system. But they are 
tolerated by cynical community members as a fact of their colonized 
political lives. As a result, those structures have solidified into major 
obstacles to the achievement of peace and harmony in Native commu­
nities, spawning a non-traditional or anti-traditionalist political subculture 
among those individuals who draw their status and income from them. 

The effort needed to bring contemporary political institutions, and 
the people who inhabit them, into harmony with traditional values is very 
different from the superficial and purely symbolic efforts at reform that 
have taken place in many communities. Symbols are crucially important, 
but they must not be confused with substance: when terminology, 
costume, and protocol are all that change, while unjust power relation­
ships and colonized attitudes remain untouched, such 'reform' becomes 
nothing more than a politically correct smokescreen obscuring the fact 
that no real progress is being made towards realizing traditionalist goals. 
Cloaking oneself in the mantle of tradition is no substitute for altering 
one's behaviour, especially where power is concerned. In too many 
Native communities, adherence to tradition is a shallow fa�ade masking 
a greed for power and success as defined by mainstream society. Recog­

nizable by its lack of community values, this selfish hunger for power 
holds many Native leaders in its grip and keeps them from working to 
overturn the colonial system. 

The indigenous tradition is profoundly egalitarian; it does not put any 
substantial distance between leaders and other people, let alone allow for 
the exercise of coercive authority. Yet these are fundamental features of the 
political systems imposed on Native people. The hard truth is that many 
of those who hold positions of authority in Native communities have 
come to depend on the colonial framework for their power, employment, 
and status. How many of them would still hold their positions if the 
criteria for leadership reflected indigenous values instead of an ability to 
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serve the interests of mainstream society? Very few contemporary Native 
politicians can honestly claim to possess the qualities and skills needed to 
lead in a non-coercive, participatory, transparent, consensus-based 
system. The hunger for power, money, and status prevents many people 
from seeing what is best for the community in the long run. But even 
when the people who seek that power do so with the best intentions, for 
the good of the people, the fact remains that holding non-consensual 
power over others is contrary to tradition. Whatever the purpose behind 
the use of arbitrary authority, the power relationship itself is wrong. 

Proponents of indigenist government aim to overturn that unjust 
power relationship along with the government systems that have been 
imposed on our communities since colonization. Those systems cannot 
be defended on grounds of history (they are foreign), morality (they are 
intended to destabilize), or even practice (they do not work) . Yet many 
people who are entrenched politically or bureaucratically within them 
resist any attempt to recover the traditional basis for governmental 
organization. Their defence of the status quo reflects a need to preserve 
the power relationships of contemporary Native politics. This is both a 
political and philosophical problem, a corruption that must be addressed 
if the values embedded in the European/ American political system are 
not to form the general criteria for status, prestige, and leadership in 
our communities. 

Efforts to recover the integrity of indigenous societies are not new. 
The first post-European Native cultural revival, at the start of the 
nineteenth century, was aimed largely at expunging cultural influences 
that were seen to be destructive. Various social and religious movements, 
including the Ghost Dance, Peyoteism, and the Code of Handsome Lake, 
sought to overcome the loss of spiritual rootedness and refocus attention 
on Native value systems. Experience since then has shown that cultural 
revival is not a matter of rejecting all Western influences, but of separating 
the good from the bad and of fashioning a coherent set of ideas out of the 
traditional culture to guide whatever forms of political and social 
development-including the good elements of Western forms-are 
appropriate to the contemporary reality. It is this rootedness in traditional 
values that defines an indigenous people; a culture that does not reflect 
the basic principles of the traditional philosophy of government cannot be 
considered to be indigenous in any real sense. 

In lamenting the loss of a traditional frame of reference, we must be 
careful not to romanticize the past. Tradition is the spring from which we 
draw our healing water; but any decisions must take into account contem­
porary economic, social, and political concerns. We seek the answer to one 
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of the basic questions any society must answer: what is the right way to 
govern? For generations, foreigners have provided the answer to this 
question. Our deference to other people's solutions has taken a terrible toll 
on indigenous peoples. A focused re-commitment to traditional teachings 
is the only way to preserve what remains of indigenous cultures and to 
recover the strength and integrity of indigenous nations. At this time in 
history, indigenous people need to acknowledge the losses suffered and 
confront the seriousness of their plight. There is no time left to wallow in 
our pain. Instead, we should use it as a measure of how urgent the chal­
lenge is. The power of our most important traditional teachings will 
become evident as they begin to ease our suffering and restore peace. 

Reorienting leaders and institutions towards an indigenous frame­
work means confronting tough questions about the present state of affairs. 
It would be unrealistic to imagine that all Native communities are willing 
and able to jettison the structures in place today for the romantic hope of 
a return to a pre-European life. But it would also be too pessimistic to sug­
gest that there is no room at all for traditional values. Mediating between 
these extremes, one could argue that most communities would simply be 
better served by governments founded on those principles drawn from 
their own cultures that are relevant to the contemporary reality. In a 
practical sense, this is what is meant by a return to traditional government. 

The persistence of political apathy, ignorance, and greed does not 
mean that traditional forms of government are not viable. These problems 
simply demonstrate that imported forms of government do not work in 
Native communities. In those places that have embarked on a traditional­
ist path and still find themselves plagued by these problems, they indicate 
that there is still too much distance between the idea of traditional 
government and the reality of the issues that need to be addressed. In 
both cases, traditional knowledge has to be brought forward and 
translated into a form that can be seen as a viable alternative to the 
imposed structures-as the culturally appropriate solution to funda­
mental political problems. 

Some may be tempted to ask why it is so important to return to a 
traditional perspective. Aren't there are other paths to peace, paths that 
would take us forward rather than back? Some may even see the 
problems besetting Native communities as the product not of colonialism, 
but of the people's own failure to adapt to a modern reality shaped by 
forces that traditional values cannot comprehend, let alone deal with. 
Tradition, in their view, is a dream no more grounded in reality than 
clouds that disappear on the first wind-a beautiful dream, unsuited to 
the harsh realities of the world. 
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Such people are mistaken. Rediscovering the power of the traditional 
teachings and applying them to contemporary problems is crucially 
important to the survival of indigenous people. There is more than one 
Indian in this world who dreams in the language of his ancestors and 
wakes mute to them, who dreams of peace and wakes to a deep and heavy 
anger. If a traditionally grounded nation is a dream, it is one worth 
pursuing. It has been said before, and it bears repeating: sometimes 
dreams are wiser than waking. 

Native Political Elites 

Ill ill Iii 

I n the midst of the current crisis, there are still people who embody the 
traditional virtues of indigenous cultures. There are generous men 
and women who hold fast to the traditional way, and who know its 

power to bring people together. These are the true leaders-the ones to 
whom communities should be looking to take them beyond the division 
and greed of contemporary politics. But it is rare for such people to 
obtain positions of authority or influence within the current colonial 
structure. Often the qualities that make them leaders in the traditional 
sense are not sufficiently appreciated. As well, many of them make a 
conscious decision to withdraw from a foreign political system. Either 
way, the public sphere comes to be dominated by people who conform to 
the criteria for leadership imposed on Native communities, while those 
who meet the indigenous criteria for leadership remain secluded in the 
private realm of traditional life in the communities. There is a division 
between those who serve the system and those who serve the people. In 
a colonial system designed to undermine, divide, and assimilate indige­
nous people, those who achieve power run the risk of becoming 
instruments of those objectives. 

1111 II Ill 

Most of those who possess authority delegated by the Canadian or United 
States government are less leaders (with apologies to the rare and 
admirable exceptions) than tools of the state. This does not necessarily 
mean they are evil. Some are simply blind to the reality of their 
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co-optation; others, however are complicit in the political subjugation of 
legitimate leaders. 

Near the end of his tenure, the former Canadian Assembly of First 
Nations head Ovide Mercredi made a bitter admission: 'I'm not going to 
run interference for the white government. I've done that already. And 
the white politicians have done nothing to help in return.' Apparently, the 
style of politics practised by the present indigenous political elite 
includes the cynical manipulation common to non-indigenous systems. 
In the mid-1990s, seeking to block revision of the Canadian government's 
Indian Act legislation-one of the Indian Affairs minister's major 
initiatives-Mercredi sought approval for a new, more militant posture 
from his organization at its annual meeting. The meeting was attended by 
only about 150 of the 633 band-council chiefs in Canada, and fewer than 
80 were even present for the vote on the new stance. So with the support 
of perhaps one in every ten band-council chiefs-whose own legitimacy 
is questionable, given the very low rates of political participation in the 
community-Mercredi claimed that he had gained the 'consensus' of 
Native people in Canada! 

Those who challenge the status and style of the entrenched elite may 
do so on a moral basis, as the Native Women's Association of Canada 
(NWAC) did during the 1992 negotiations to revise Canada's Constitution, 
when they were excluded by Mercredi's AFN. But they lack an indigenous 
philosophical base. And without a solid grounding in traditional values, 
such criticism is incapable of asserting indigenous rights; it becomes just 
a lever for those who want to replace the entrenched leaders and wield 
power themselves, still within a non-indigenous framework. The efforts 
of NWAC and other politically marginalized people to resist Mercredi's 
exercise of his claimed authority as the Native representative exemplified 
this futile 'mainstreaming' of dissent. 

There is a difference between indigenous and Western forms of 
leadership. Simply to gain control of an institution is not enough. It is the 
quality and character of that institution that are of primary concern to 
indigenous people. Noel Dyck has described how indigenous youth in 
the 1970s were quick to recognize the distinction between true indigenous 
organizations and ones fronted by 'brown bureaucrats' . As Dyck observed, 
'Brown and bureaucrat, or put another way, Indian and government, 
represent two different and opposing categories of social organization . . . .  
In the culture and experience of the [association] the two categories are 
not compatible.' 

The idea that 'indigenous' and 'bureaucratic' are mutually exclusive 
categories has been rethought since the 1970s. But even with the focus 
now on values and intentions as the criteria for determining whether or 
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not an organization is good for the community, structure still matters. 
Working for the system in a political arm of the Canadian or US govern­
ment almost always means working against your own people. There are 
a few rare cases where communities have decolonized their local 
governments and people have set up their own systems of represen­
tation. But the sad reality is that it's still difficult to justify working 
directly for the state. 

So why do people do it? Jack Forbes has described a spectrum of 
identities, from a very firmly rooted Native nationalism to an oppor­
tunistic minority-race identification. Forbes's spectrum points to the lines 
of cleavage that the state manipulates in its efforts to legitimize its own 
institutions among Native people. In the war against indigenous nations, 
the state first alienates individuals from their communities and cultures 
and then capitalizes on their alienation by turning them into agents who 
will work to further the state's interests within those communities. 

Adapting Forbes's analysis to the present situation, we can mark 
four major points along the spectrum of identity: (1 )  the Traditional 
Nationalist represents the values, principles, and approaches of an indig­
enous cultural perspective that accepts no compromise with the colonial 
structure; (2) the Secular Nationalist represents an incomplete or un­
fulfilled indigenous perspective, stripped of its spiritual element and 
oriented almost solely towards confronting colonial structures; (3) the 
Tribal Pragmatist represents an interest-based calculation, a perspective 
that merges indigenous and mainstream values towards the integration 
of Native communities within colonial structures; and (4) the Racial 
Minority ('of Indian descent') represents Western values-a perspective 
completely separate from indigenous cultures and supportive of the 
colonial structures that are the sole source of Native identification. 

It goes almost without saying that state agencies recruit their Native 
people among the latter two groups. For people with a traditionalist 
perspective and a little cultural confidence, co-optation by the state is 
difficult. Undeniably, many Native people who work in state institutions, 
or in state-sponsored governments within communities, see themselves 
as working in the interests of their people. There is a strong, though 
fundamentally nai:Ve, belief among them that it is possible to 'promote 
change from within' . In retrospect, those who have tried that approach 
and failed see that belief as more of a justification than a reason. There are 
many political identities across Native America, and even within single 
communities the dynamics of personality and psychology produce 
varying responses to the colonial situation. The people who choose to 
work for or with the colonial institutions have constructed a political 
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identity for themselves that justifies their participation. This is no excuse 
for being wrong-and they are-but it indicates the dire need for a 
stronger sense of traditional values among all Native people. In the 
absence of a political culture firmly rooted in tradition and a common set 
of principles based on traditional values, it is not surprising that 
individuals will tend to stray towards mainstream beliefs and attitudes. 

The co-optive intent of the current system is clear to anyone who has 
worked within it, as is the moral necessity of rejecting the divisive 
institutions and leaders who emerge from a bureaucratic culture. It is one 
thing to seek out the heart of whiteness in order to prepare yourself for 
future battles-'know thine enemy' is still good advice. But it is quite 
another thing to have your own heart chilled by the experience. Whether 
in a bureaucratic context or an indigenous one, individual conduct and 
values are crucial in determining who the real leaders are. 

Ill Ill Ill 

To plant a tree of peace, power, and righteousness, the ground must be 
prepared. 

'Rejoicing in our survival '  

The strength and quality of  indigenous peoples' greatest accomplishment 
is almost buried under the weight of the problems they confront. That 
accomplishment consists in their survival. Indigenous peoples have every 
right to celebrate their continued existence, and to draw strength from the 
fact that their nations live on despite the terrible losses of the past 500 
years . Today's challenge must be shouldered proudly because it is no less 
than the sacred heritage passed on by generations of ancestors who 
sacrificed and died to preserve the notion of their being. For all the chaos 
and pain brought by colonization, and all the self-inflicted wounds, the 
first step in getting beyond the present crisis must be to celebrate the 
inherent strength that has allowed indigenous people to resist extinction. 
That strength must then be turned to a different purpose, because beyond 
mere survival lies a demanding future that will depend on indigenous 
peoples' confidence, pride, and skill in making their right of self-determi­
nation real. The lesson of the past is that indigenous people have less to 
fear by moving away from colonialism than by remaining bound by it; in 
their resistance, they demonstrate an inner strength greater than that of 
the nations that would dominate them. 



34 P E A C E  

'Recognizing our pain and sorrow' 

With confidence in the integrity and power of their traditions, and faith 
in their ability to overcome the worst, indigenous people must face the 
reality that much of their pain and sorrow today is self-inflicted. What is 
the legacy of colonialism? Dispossession, disempowerment, and disease 
inflicted by the white man, to be sure. The ongoing struggle consists 
mainly in an effort to redress such injustice. Yet a parallel truth-and in 
most cases it is almost unspeakable-is that the injustice and sickness are 
perpetuated and compounded from within. 

The only way to erase this pain and sorrow is to confront it directly. 
Most Native life is a vortex of pain in need of an anchor of hope. The pain 
is the result of colonialism. Yet the real tragedy is that many Native people 
are left to sink for want of the hope that a healthy, supportive, and cohesive 
community could provide. Cultural dislocation has led to despair, but the 
real deprivation is the loss of the ethic of personal and communal respon­
sibility. The violence and hate directed at our own people and ourselves 
that is so prevalent in Native communities is what the Sto:lo writer Lee 
Maracle has called 'a cover for systemic rage' common among colonized 
peoples. Her poem Hatred exposes this often ignored reality: 'Blinded by 
niceties and polite liberality, we can't see our enemy, so we'll just have to 
kill each other.' Yet the enemy is in plain view: residential schools, racism, 
expropriation, extinguishment, wardship, welfare. In fact, the problem is 
not so much blindness as it is aversion to the truth that, although 'they' 
began our oppression, 'we' have to a large degree perpetuated it. 

Long-term subjugation has a series of effects on both the mind and 
the soul. We must recognize and take seriously the effects of colonial 
oppression on both individual and collective levels. In many people's 
view, political and economic problems are less urgent than the damage to 
our psychological health. As the psychologist Eduardo Duran has charac­
terized the problem: 

Once a group of people have been assaulted in a genocidal 
fashion, there are psychological ramifications. With the victim's 
complete loss of power comes despair, and the psyche reacts by 
internalizing what appears to be genuine power-the power of 
the oppressor. The internalizing process begins when Native 
American people internalize the oppressor, which is merely a 
caricature of the power actually taken from Native American 
people. At this point, the self-worth of the individual and/ or 
group has sunk to a level of despair tantamount to self-hatred. 
This self-hatred can be either internalized or externalized. 
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Could there be a clearer statement of the essential problems besetting 
Native communities? Denied, medicated, rationalized, ignored, or hated, 
this is a reality that affects all indigenous people to one degree or another. 

Men bear a special guilt. Many have added to Native women's 
oppression by inflicting pain on their wives, daughters, mothers, and 
sisters. Once we fully understand the idea of oppression, it doesn't take 
much further insight to see that men's inability to confront the real source 
of their disempowerment and weakness leads to compound oppression 
for women. This is a deep and universal problem that continues to exist 
despite the positive economic and political developments that have taken 
place in indigenous communities during the last two generations. 
Internalized oppression manifests itself in various ways. Women as well 
as men express it in many kinds of self-destructive behaviour. In many 
indigenous men, however, rage is externalized, and some cowards take 
out their frustration on women and children rather than risk confronting 
the real (and still dangerous) oppressor. The 1995 film Once Were Warriors, 
about spousal abuse among the Maori of Aotearoa (New Zealand), 
captures the essence of this problem for all indigenous people. Gendered 
violence is endemic in most societies, but the fact that our cultures were 
founded on gender equality and respect makes it a special betrayal in 
Native communities. That the violence perpetrated by Native men on 
Native women constitutes a further subjugation compounds the gravity 
of the crime. 

We are entitled to lay blame, but not to make excuses. Colonialization 
created the conditions of material and social deprivation, but the failure 
to confront them is our own. Why have we directed our anger at ourselves 
and our families rather than its source? There are three prerequisites for 
recovery: awareness of the pain's source, conscious withdrawal from an 
isolated, unfocused state of rage, and development of a supportive 
community and the courage to begin attacking the causes of discontent 
and deprivation. 

'A responsibi l ity to our ancestors' 

It is incumbent on this generation of Native people to heal the colonial 
sickness through the re-creation of sound communities, individual 
empowerment, and the re-establishment of relationships based on 
traditional values. This is the burden placed on young shoulders by the 
elders and ancestors who carried the torch through many years of 
darkness. It is not enough to survive and heal; there is also a responsi­
bility to rebuild the foundations of nationhood by recovering a holistic 
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I pray that I can take care of myself until the day I go, because I 
see so many elders being badly abused by their families. This is a 

loss of culture, a loss of identity, and a loss of tradition. One of the 
things I find is that people will fall back on how they were raised 
and what happened to them, saying, Well, my father was a cruel 
man, and I have low self-esteem, and I can't comprehend what 
you are teaching me about love and kindness and giving. And I 
say, Do not fall back on that kind of garbage. The Creator gave 
you a sound mind and an incredible spirit and a way of being so 

that you can do anything right now! You can change that attitude 
same as you wake up in the morning and it's a new day. Your 
mind and everything else can be new. I've lived through hard­
ships and horror, and I'm a loving, caring, giving person because 
I choose to be that way. I choose to listen to the other side to 

guide me. We all have the ability with our spirit to change things 
right now. 

-Osoka Bousko, Woodland Cree 
(Johnson, ed., The Book of Elders, 60) 

traditional philosophy, reconnecting with our spirituality and culture, 
and infusing our politics and relationships with traditional values. 

The gradual transformation of Native communities from threatened 
to confident, from sick to healthy, from weak to strong, will be a 
collective effort. But the collective will require the shining lights of 
leadership provided by individual guides and mentors. This kind of 
leadership will be the most crucial element in our recovery from colonial 
oppression. 

Native people can't cry their way to nationhood. Fulfilling the re­
sponsibility to reconstruct the nation means moving beyond the politics 
of pity. A sensitive pragmatism is needed to reinfuse our societies with the 
positive energy required to confront the continuing injustice, protect what 
remains, and build our own future. Mainstream self-help and 'New Age' 
esteem work is not enough. Without a foundation in the traditional 
teachings and a connection to community development, such efforts 
represent nothing more than self-centred escapism and denial of the 
fundamental problem. It is not enough to think of individual healing. As 
the Cree educator Roslyn Ing told me, if we are to 'honour what our 
ancestors went through and died for', we have 'a responsibility . . .  to 
want to exist as Cree people and to carry on' . 
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The time for blaming the white man, the far away and long ago, is 
over. People should recognize that the real enemy is close enough to touch. 
As a chief of the Ehattesaht tribe on North Vancouver Island told me: 

People don't appreciate traditional values, and don't live 
according to them. They have more immediate concerns and have 
neglected the important things. The biggest problem is that 
people have developed a victim mentality and blame everyone 
else for their oppression rather than doing the work to raise 
themselves out of it. The culture of dependency and the feeling of 
defeat are our biggest problems. 

As long as the state works to keep Native people politically and econom­
ically dependent, leadership will consist in resisting its efforts to 
undermine the integrity of the culture and prevent the reclamation of the 
traditional ways that are the keys to empowerment. 

Ill Ill Ill 

But what does it mean to reclaim traditional ways? One kind of 'retradi­
tionalized' leadership has been defined with reference to indigenous 
women who have extended 'traditional care-taking and cultural trans­
mission roles to include activities vital to the continuity of Indian 
communities within a predominantly non-Indian society' : 

American Indian women have achieved success by exhibiting 
independence, leadership, confidence, competitiveness, and 
emotional control. Without ignoring their cultural heritage, losing 
acceptance among their people, or forfeiting the ability to behave 
appropriately within Indian cultures, Indian women leaders have 
increased respect and status for Indian people and gained profes­
sional recognition for themselves. 

These people are to be respected for their abilities and their success in 
challenging racism within the professions. However, there is a substantial 
difference between this type of activity and the perspective on leadership 
that I am advocating. While gaining the respect of mainstream society is 
perhaps a necessary element in the decolonization process, it is essentially 
individualist. What the authors of the passage above would term a Native 
'leader' is actually a person who has become successful in Euro-American 
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society by mastering the skills, knowledge, and behaviours required for 
white success. To become a role model and contribute to the mainstream 
society while still maintaining a respected position in one's nation is very 
fine; but it is not leadership in the truest sense. 

This notion of retraditionalized Native leadership lacks one essential 
component: participation in and support for the nation's collective 
struggle. It is the duty of Native leaders to satisfy not mainstream but 
indigenous cultural criteria. To be sure, making a positive contribution is 
an important aspect of leadership, but individual success is not enough. 
To become a true leader, one must go far beyond. 

Is it possible to be prominent and esteemed in one world without 
being marginal in the other? Is it possible to compromise, to meet the 
demands of both worlds? Ultimately, I think the real question is: can 
Native people afford to lose even one potential leader to the pursuit of 
success as defined by the mainstream society? 
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Brothers and Sisters: 

These words are a prayer of hope for a new 

path to wisdom and power. 

Anguished hearts, minds, and bodies 

are the profound reality of our world. 

We have lost our way 

and the voices of our ancestors go unheeded. 

This is our ordeal .  

There are those who remember 

what has had meaning since time began 

but we are deaf to their wisdom. 

Why do we not hear them ? 

Suffering; the dragons of discord . 

Wipe the tears from your eyes 

Open your ears to the truth 

Prepare to speak in the voice of your ancestors . 

This is a discourse of condolence. 

A prayer of hope for a new path . 
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The chiefs . . .  shall be mentors of the people for all time. The thickness of their 

skin shall be seven spans nine, which is to say that they shall be proof against 

anger, offensive action, and criticism. Their hearts shall be full of peace and 

good will, and their minds filled with a yearning for the welfare of the people . 

. . . With endless patience, they shall carry out their duty. Their firmness shall 

be tempered with a tenderness for their people. Neither anger nor fury shall 

find lodging in their minds and all their words and actions shall be marked by 

calm deliberation. 

-from the Kaienerekowa 

I n Native American cultures, empowerment means requickening the 
traditional spirit of leadership. In the political tradition of the 
Rotinohshonni, upon the death of a leader the spirit of the nation 

must be brought back to life; a new leader must be brought forward who 
will make a grieving nation whole again by reconnecting its members 
with the past and the ancient way of peace, power, and righteousness. 

Metaphors of death and recovery through reconnection tend to 
resonate with indigenous people generally, sharing as they do a history 
of loss. That resonance attests to the need to make tradition more than an 
artifact-to bring traditional values and approaches to power back to life 
as guiding principles for contemporary governance. We need to realize 
that Western ideas and institutions can do nothing to ease the pain of 
colonization and return us to the harmony, balance, and peaceful co­
existence that were-and are-the ideals envisioned in all traditional 
indigenous philosophies. In fact, it is not possible to reach those goals in 
the context of Western institutions, because those institutions were 
designed within the framework of a very different belief system, to 
achieve very different objectives. 
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We had no places to practice freedom of religion. No place where 
we could build a fireplace and sweat lodges and worship the 
Creator in the way that we needed to connect with Him. We need 
that connectedness to feel like living again. To stop feeling 
suicidal, wanting to kill ourselves with alcohol and drugs. We 
had to find our connection again, and we found it in our ancient 
ceremonies, which are still valid today as they were way back 
then. People say you can't go back in the past and live in a tipi, 
but the living laws that we were taught are still with us today. 

-Janet McCloud, Tulalip (Johnson, The Book of Elders, 60) 

For example, consider the question of justice-the source of the 
notions of right and wrong that underpin all discussions of the nature and 
use of power. The dominant Western conception of justice is rooted in a 
fundamentally individualistic, materialistic ideal of equity or sameness. 
By contrast, indigenous notions of justice arose within the context of belief 
in a universal relationship among all the elements that make up our 
universe. Native ideas centre on the imperative of respectful, balanced 
coexistence among all human, animal, and spirit beings, together with the 
earth. Justice is seen as a perpetual process of maintaining that crucial 
balance and demonstrating true respect for the power and dignity of each 
part of the circle of interdependency. 

Injustice is perceived as dysfunction-an erosion at some point that 
disturbs the crucial balance. In the sphere of politics and social relations, 
for example, dysfunction may result from the degeneration of a person's 
or a community's natural power through neglect of traditional wisdom, 
or through disrespect for the dignity of creation (other people, other 
beings, nature, or oneself), upsetting the balance of power, of peace and 
harmony. The goal of indigenous justice is best characterized as the 
achievement of respectful coexistence-restoration of harmony to the 
network of relationships, and renewed commitment to ensuring the 
integrity and physical, emotional, and spiritual health of all individuals 
and communities. Indigenous ideas of justice differ from Western ideas in 
three basic ways: they are not concerned primarily with questions of 
equity in treatment or distribution; there is no universalizing or levelling 
imperative that may be used to justify the limitation of freedom; and the 
cultural framework that determines whether or not power is used 
appropriately includes not only the set of human relationships that form 
our society, but all other relationships as well. 
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Consider the intimate relationship between politics, morality, and 
economies. Whereas Western concepts of justice treat these separately, in 
indigenous societies right or wrong is determined by the broad effect of a 
specific action on all elements of the universe. Justice consists in 
maintaining the state of harmonious coexistence that is the goal of all 
political, spiritual, and economic activity. 

In the indigenous view, determination of right and wrong cannot be 
abstracted from the particular context of the action or person in question, 
because re-establishing harmony requires not only consideration of all the 
elements concerned but their active participation in resolving the issue. 
That resolution involves dialogue, explanation, and repair of the fabric of 
the particular relationship-that is, healing. Justice is the process of 
healing relationships so that each element in creation can live its natural 
power and fulfil its responsibility. 

The difference between indigenous and Western concepts of justice 
can be seen in their approaches to conflict resolution. Injustice in the 
indigenous sense is the absence of balance and harmony. It does not 
consist in the commission of particular act, however defined; acts may be 
seen as unjust, but only in their effect. Sanctions are not unknown to 
indigenous societies. But whereas in Western justice systems they are 
used for punishment, in indigenous systems their purpose is to restore 
harmony-to re-establish peaceful coexistence with respect for the 
integrity of each element in the particular set of relationships that make 
up the context of the issue in question. 

One of the major differences between the Western and indigenous 
conceptions of power and justice is that the cultural values that 
determine fairness in the Western conception are limited (with a few 
rare exceptions) to human society. Among indigenous people, the 
cultural framework used to determine whether or not power is used 
appropriately includes not only human social relationships but all other 
relationships as well. The indigenous conception of justice goes beyond 
humanism and environmentalism to touch the realm of the spirit. It 
considers each natural element in the universe to have an integral 
power and purpose that must be recognized and respected. In effect, 
there is a sacred relationship not only among human beings, or between 
human beings and the physical world, but among all creatures and 
elements and extending to the realm of the spirit. Each one of these 
relationships must be honoured and preserved if human purpose is 
to be fulfilled. Justice is the achievement of balance in all these 
relationships, and the demonstration in both thought and action of 
respect for the dignity of each element in the circle of interdependency 
that forms our universe. 
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This concept of justice requires that people have an intimate knowl­
edge of traditional teachings. It is holistic in the truest sense: it embodies 
the state of balance that exists when a community has achieved harmony 
in all the relationships out of which it is formed, on both individual and 
collective levels. The entire circle is broken and the universe is amiss if 
one aspect or elemental relationship is unbalanced or disrespected. The 
objective can be achieved only through the promotion of healthy minds, 
bodies, and souls among individuals, who then make sound families and 
build strong nations. 

Thus the philosophical premises underpinning indigenous notions of 
justice and power differ radically from those that support most Western 
formulations. Acknowledging the existence of power in all the elements 
that make up the universe, indigenous philosophies teach us to respect 
and accommodate that power in all its varied forms. The principles of 
respect and coexistence guided indigenous peoples for countless 
generations. But their displacement as a result of colonization has created 
a need to confront new questions, and the truth and relevance of 
traditional philosophies are being tested against history. 

Using traditional philosophy as the foundation of a new movement 
for indigenous governance will help us restore the lost harmony between 
indigenous people's social and political cultures. If political legitimacy 
flows from harmony between a community's cultural values and the 
values embedded within its political institutions, then this deep 
traditionalism is the key to overcoming the divisions and fractionalization 
that characterize Native politics today. 

The Abuse of Power 

Ill 1111 ii 

0 
ne reason we have lost our way is that the materialistic main­
stream value system has blinded us to the subtle beauty of 
indigenous systems founded on profound respect for balance. 

Without that respect, the system fails. We must reorient our societies to 
provide leaders with a basis for conduct rooted in indigenous culture, to 
restore-bring back to life-traditional political cultures by abandoning 
the structures imposed on us, and exorcising the attitudes, beliefs, and 
values that perpetuate our colonization. 
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In his classic study Leadership (1978), James MacGregor Burns 
developed the concept of 'moral leadership' . Identifying a fundamental 
difference between what he called 'power-wielders' and true leaders, he 
argued that the manipulation of resources to effect the personal will or 
interest of the manipulator is not leadership at all; leadership must be 
rooted in a set of personal values consistent with and supportive of the 
collective' s values. Burns' s concept of moral leadership complements 
indigenous ideas. In particular, his critique of 'leaders' who are actually 
nothing more than politicians resembles the criticism expressed by many 
indigenous people with respect to their new leaders. 

For Burns, the average politician in an electoral system is simply 
playing a power game in which he structures incentives to induce people 
to do what he wants-to vote for a certain party, support a particular 
policy, carry out a given order. There is no consideration of the deeper 
(non-economic) motives and desires of the target of the manipulation-as 
Burns puts it, 'no engagement' between the power-wielder and the fol­
lower. Where the follower's goals are satisfied, it is only because interest 
groups have either threatened to take away the power-wielder's base of 
support or managed to convince him that the goal is in his interest as well; 
most often, the group that does see its goals satisfied happens to be the 
one to which the power-wielder will return when the electoral game is up. 

Except for some emerging discursive forms of democracy, this 
description is true of contemporary politics generally, including the 
political systems that have been imposed in Native communities. The 
imposition of electoral politics in place of consensual models, and the 
emulation of Western politicians, has made Native politics just as much a 
matter of cynical manipulation of power as any other kind. More impor­
tant, the disengagement of leaders from their collectives in these systems 
has undermined the integrity of indigenous communities to the extent 
that there appear to be two distinct cultures; the interests and attitudes of 
office-holders often differ radically from those of the rest of the group. 

How can we reconnect Native power-wielders to their communities 
and traditions? We have to disentangle their interests from those of the 
state, and to replace the manipulative Western notion of leadership with 
one based on traditional indigenous values. 

Traditional indigenous cultures are remarkably coherent and compre­
hensive moral and ethical systems. But they have been damaged by 
colonialism, weakened by neglect. Strengthening traditional institutions 
means undertaking a conscious revitalization, relearning those systems 
and rediscovering respect for the values that support them. To transcend 
the corrupt politics of the mainstream we must begin by rejecting the 
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institutions and values that perpetuate it. As individuals, Native people­
leaders and followers alike-must seek to develop the moral qualities that 
will allow their communities to avoid the cynical manipulation so 
prevalent in contemporary politics. 

Power-wielding aside, leadership should reflect indigenous values. 
Beyond the simple imperatives to provide for safety and security, 
maintain law and order, and uphold the social contract, indigenous forms 
of government promote the realization of spiritual objectives and high 
values such as peace and harmony. In this context, leadership has nothing 
to do with tests of will or adversarial power games; rather, it involves 
sensing the common good and guiding people toward fulfilment of their 
needs within the parameters established by traditional cultural values. As 
Burns describes it in the context of a morally grounded Western society: 

The essence of leadership . . .  is the recognition of real need, the 
uncovering and exploiting of contradictions among values and 
between values and practice, the realigning of values, the re­
organization of institutions where necessary, and the governance 
of change. 

As Burns points out, the true distinction among leaders is between those 
with a commitment to general values rooted in the culture and the respon­
sibilities to which they give rise, and those concerned with lesser values 
and a more narrow, self-defined set of responsibilities. This brings us back 
to the difference between Native leaders who promote indigenous 
empowerment on individual and collective levels within a framework of 
traditional cultural values, and Native power-wielders who serve the 
interests of the state, and/ or a narrow self-interest that conflicts with the 
general good of the community. 

Re-empowerment 

1111 Ill Ill 

U nder colonization, hundreds of indigenous nations that were 
previously autonomous and self-governing suffered a loss of 
freedom. Even today, the lives of their people are controlled by 

others . The problems faced by social workers, political scientists, 
physicians, and teachers can all be traced to this power relationship, to the 
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control of Native lives by a foreign power. In the midst of Western 
societies that pride themselves on their respect for freedom, the freedom 
of indigenous people to realize their own goals has been extinguished by 
the state in law and to a great degree in practice. Above all, indigenous 
nationhood is about reconstructing a power base for the assertion of 
control over Native land and life. This should be the primary objective of 
Native politics. 

The problem is that at present Native politics is still understood and 
practised in the context of the law as structured by the state. Within this 
context, the state has nothing to fear from Native leaders, for even if they 
succeed in achieving the goal of self-government, the basic power 
structure remains intact. From the perspective of the state, marginal losses 
of control are the trade-off for the ultimate preservation of the framework 
of dominance. What we need is a nationalist perspective that directly 
challenges that framework. A first step in developing that perspective is 
to understand the intellectual basis of the state's control over Native 
people. We must deconstruct the notion of state power to allow people to 
see that the settler state has no right to determine indigenous futures. 

1111 Ill! Ill 

In the conventional Western understanding, a leader's power is based on 
control of certain strategic resources: for example, service provision, 
connections to the outside, and specific symbols with special meaning 
within the culture. It is exercised by manipulating various resources to 
secure changes in a target. Thus power in the Western sense involves the 
imposition of an individual's will upon others. Even the most 
progressive non-indigenous notions of power, such as the one developed 
by Burns, still involve satisfying the personal motives of the leader. 
While Burns distinguishes between 'naked power', in which there is no 
engagement of leader to follower, and real leadership, in which the goals 
of leader and follower are merged, power is still defined in terms of 
'securing changes in the behaviour of the respondent, human or animal, 
and in the environment' . Especially for indigenous peoples-all too 
familiar with state power founded on coercion-Burns's 'naked power' 
seems the norm. 

Michel Foucault identified two ways of understanding state power. 
The first sees state sovereignty as being created through the contractual 
surrender of individual rights. In this view, it is the abuse of state 
power-its extension beyond the accepted legal framework-that results 
in 'oppression' of individuals. Most of Western political theory concerns 
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the tensions that arise within a constitutionally regulated matrix of 
political power. 

The other, deeper, understanding of power proposed by Foucault 
sees the over-extension of state power within a constitutional framework 
not as abuse but as the 'mere effect and continuation of a relation of 
domination' that is fundamental-'a perpetual relation of force' . Instead 
of defining oppression as an over-extension of state power within a legal 
framework, Foucault points to the continual domination by force 
necessary to maintain that framework itself. This approach is particularly 
useful for analyzing the relationship between the state and indigenous 
peoples-one in which not only the expression and extension of state 
power, but the entire framework on which the sovereignty of the state 
depends, is in question. 

A critique of state power that sees oppression as an inevitable 
function of the state, even when it is constrained by a constitutionally 
defined social-political contract, should have special resonance for 
indigenous people, since their nations were never party to any contract 
and yet have been forced to operate within a framework that presupposes 
the legitimacy of state sovereignty over them. Arguing for rights within 
that framework only reinforces the state's anti-historic claim to 
sovereignty by contract. 

By accepting that claim we empower the state to dominate 
indigenous peoples. In this way 'perpetual relations of force' have 
become the norm. Indigenous people of course recognize the difference 
between the coercive state and their traditional systems. But in seeking to 
empower themselves, do they run the risk of reproducing the power 
relations based on domination that Foucault recognized in the state? Is it 
possible to resist state domination in this regard? 

The state attempts to rewrite history in order to legitimize its exercise 
of power (sovereignty) over indigenous peoples. Native people struggle 
to resist the co-optation of their historical sense. But the fact remains that 
in order to negotiate a withdrawal from the colonial relationship they 
must still interact with the state, which uses all kinds of incentives to 
prevent Native leaders from representing traditional understandings. 

Traditionalists, recognizing the risk of intellectual co-optation, have 
adopted a traditional solution: focusing not on opposing external power, 
but instead on actualizing their own power and preserving their intel­
lectual independence. This is an indigenous approach to empowerment. 
Unlike the statist version, this conception of power is not predicated on 
force. It does not involve coercing or inducing other beings to fulfil 
imperatives external to their own nature; thus it is not inherently 
conflictual. Nor does it require a contractual surrender of power, leading 
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to continuous tension between the individual and the state. Furthermore, 
it is consistent with Foucault's thoughts on the direction away from 
state sovereignty: 

If one wants to look for a non-disciplinary form of power, or 
rather, to struggle against disciplines and disciplinary power, it is 
not toward the ancient right of sovereignty that one should turn, 
but towards the possibility of a new form of right, one which 
must indeed be anti-disciplinarian, but at the same time liberated 
from the principle of sovereignty. 

The alternative to state power offered by the indigenous tradition 
transforms our understanding of power's meaning and use. There are 
many potential benefits to such a reorientation, not only within Native 
communities but as the foundation for building a post-colonial 
relationship with the state. 

On the meaning of power, indigenous thought has traditionally 
focused on questions regarding the legitimacy of the nature and use of 
power, rather than its distribution. Within indigenous cultures it is 
recognized that forms and levels of power vary, depending on the 
spiritual and physical resources available to the individual. There have 
always been two basic questions: What kinds of power do individuals 
have? And are they using it appropriately? In other words, the traditional 
indigenous view of power and justice has nothing to do with competition, 
or status vis-a-vis others: it focuses on whether or not power is used in a 
way that contributes to the creation and maintenance of balance and 
peaceful coexistence in a web of relationships. 

The Tlingit people of the Northwest coast speak of power as shag6on: 
'ancestors, origins, heritage and destiny/supreme being' . Unlike the 
English version, this is not an inherently oppositional concept. By under­
standing and embodying these ideas, a person contributes to the achieve­
ment and maintenance of the crucial balance. Power is the force needed by 
all to achieve peace and harmony. Where differences in the understanding 
of power come into play is in the various forms power can take, and the 
spiritual elements of the natural order that regulate and structure the 
expression of power in the temporal world. In the 1980s, the Okanagan 
elder Harry Robinson explained his understanding of power this way: 

See? 
That's another power way. 
He's a powerful man, but-

he can tell what's coming coming to him 
in a certain time. 
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But he can't stop it, 
he can't beat it. 

So he die that way, 
by the other power's order. 

Robinson's powerful man understands and respects other people's power 
as well as his own-he does not try to stop, or to beat, that which flows 
from an exercise of power within a natural order. 

There is a fundamental consistency between this notion of power and 
the notions expressed in many other indigenous cultures. Among the 
Havasupai people of the American Southwest, the basic term is sumdaga: 
'a spirit or power in certain living things and natural phenomena' . In the 
1960s the ethnomusicologist Leanne Hinton described how this notion of 
power was expressed in the Havasupai women's curative songs. Human 
beings gain access to a natural power source through ritual; in other 
words, power is summoned and hosted by human beings who become 
conduits for it. Humans become powerful by understanding the rituals; 
they obtain power by demonstrating respect for the forces that control 
nature and the universe. Without a connection to the spiritual resources­
provided by sumdaje, spirit beings that communicate with humans 
through songs obtained in dreams-that are the most important and non­
material elements in the universe, human beings are powerless. 

The central concern is not about harnessing power, or taking it from 
nature, to use for a temporal purpose. As Hinton explains of the 
Havasupai, this concept of power (or what is more commonly thought of 
as a type of 'medicine man' power) is concerned with creating engage­
ment, maintaining a connection and celebrating the relationship between 
the people and the source of nature/power: 

it is the sumdaje himself, by his own intention, who brings about 
the powerful results of curing illness (or creating it, if the song is 
sung at the wrong time!), changing the weather, ensuring good 
crops, and generally affecting the course of natural events. 

Among other traditional indigenous understandings of power, the 
Dine (Navajo) power concept of diyin offers a particularly complex view 
of the application of 'power' in relations between human beings, and 
between human beings and their universe. In Dine culture, power exists 
along a continuum between two poles: bdhddzid, or danger, and adziil, or 
strength- a form of power based on knowledge acquired through ritual 
learning; in other words, where there is power there is danger, but it can 
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be mediated through knowledge. For the Dine, then, there is a progression 
of power from danger to goodness: 'All beings in the universe, whether 
they are in the realm of diyinii, human beings, natural phenomena, or 
whatever, can be placed on this continuum and differentiated according to 
the particular knowledge and concomitant power they possess. '  A 
'powerful' human being is one who has become intimate with diyinii, 
there is no distinction between these people as humans and as beings in 
the spiritual realm. They hold power through their practice of ritual and 
by virtue of the knowledge they have obtained. At the height of power, 
there is a profound experience of oneness with nature and spiritual realm. 

A Dine battle song from the 1930s invokes the force of nature/power 
to inspire fear in the enemy: 

Big Black Bear. 
My moccasins are black obsidian. 
My leggings are black obsidian. 
My shirt is black obsidian. 
I am girdled with a gray arrow snake. 
Black snakes project from my head. 
With zigzag lightning projecting from the ends of my feet I step 
With zigzag lightning streaming out from my knees I step. 
With zigzag lightning streaming out from the tips of my fingers 

I work my hands. 
With zigzag lightning streaming out from the tip of my tongue 

I speak. 
Now a disk of pollen rests on the crown of my head. 
Gray arrow snakes and rattlesnakes eat it. 
Black obsidian and zigzag lightning streams out from me in four 

ways. 
Where they strike the earth, bad things bad talk does not like it. 
It causes the missiles to spread out. 

Long life, something frightful I am. 
Now I am. 

To hold power it is necessary to gain knowledge through life experience 
and directed learning from elders. A classic anthropological study of the 
Dine describes their belief that learning begins when one realizes the 
power of the diyinii to cause misfortune: 

It is at this point, when one begins to believe but has no knowl­
edge, that the world is most fearful. One then begins to learn the 
stories and the ceremonies in an effort to transcend this fear . . . .  a 
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point is reached where fear is no longer the predominant 
emotional coloring of one's relationship with diyinii. That fear is 
replaced with respect. This respect describes a relationship 
between equals or near equals, whereas fear characterizes a 
relationship of subordination. 

A Paiute song told by the Acoma writer Simon Ortiz reflects a similar 
understanding of power: 

That's the Indian way. 
Singing, 
That's the Indian way! 
And pretty soon it's there. 
You know it's all around, it's right there. 
And the people are right there . . .  

The people talking, telling the power to come to them 
And pretty soon it will come, it will come, 
The moving power of the voice, 
The moving power of the earth, 
The moving power of the people. 
That's the place Indian people talk about. 

In traditional indigenous cultures, access to power is gained through 
balancing the diverse aspects of our being, harmonization with the 
natural forces that exist outside us, respect for the integrity of others and 
the diverse forms of power, and knowledge of ritual. 

The Kanien'kehaka Kaswentha (Two-Row Wampum) principle 
embodies this notion of power in the context of relations between nations. 
Instead of subjugating one to the other, the Kanien'kehaka who opened 
their territory to Dutch traders in the early seventeenth century 
negotiated an original and lasting peace based on coexistence of power in 
a context of respect for the autonomy and distinctive nature of each 
partner. The metaphor for this relationship-two vessels, each possessing 
its own integrity, travelling the river of time together-was conveyed 
visually on a wampum belt of two parallel purple lines (representing 
power) on a background of white beads (representing peace) . In this 
respectful (co-equal) friendship and alliance, any interference with the 
other partner's autonomy, freedom, or powers was expressly forbidden. 
So long as these principles were respected, the relationship would be 
peaceful, harmonious, and just. 
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It is with indigenous notions of power such as these that contem­
porary Native nationalism seeks to replace the dividing, alienating, and 
exploitative notions, based on fear, that drive politics inside and outside 
Native communities today. This goal differs significantly from the revolu­
tionary objectives of earlier phases of the Native movement. Not only is 
revolution in the classic sense unworkable, given the relatively small 
numbers of indigenous peoples in North America today, but it is contrary 
to the basic principles of traditional indigenous philosophies. Indigenous 
peoples do not seek to destroy the state, but to make it more just and to 
improve their relations with the mainstream society. The principles 
embedded in cultural ideals like the Kaswentha are in fact consistent with 
some Western principles that have been nearly forgotten in the 
construction of the modern hegemonic state-among them the original 
principle of federalism. Indigenous empowerment involves achieving a 
relationship between peoples founded on the principles of autonomy and 
interdependence. To accommodate indigenous notions of nationhood and 
cease its interference in indigenous communities, the state need only refer 
to the federal principle. 

In traditional systems, it was essential for communities to cultivate 
relationships with their neighbours that would allow for ongoing 
dialogue and dispute resolution; this principle was embodied in 
numerous confederal unions that promoted harmony and cooperation. 
Today, in many cases, such cooperation is hindered by political, racial, 
and legal differences between neighbouring communities. The time has 
come to recognize our mutual dependency; to realize that indigenous and 
non-indigenous communities are permanent features of our political and 
social landscape; to embrace the notion of respectful cooperation on equal 
terms; and to apply the peace-making principles on which were based 
both the many great pre-contact North American confederacies and the 
later alliances that allowed European societies to establish themselves and 
flourish on this continent. 

In addition we must recognize that we can never achieve the goal of 
peaceful coexistence as long as we continue to accept the classic notion of 
sovereignty as the framework for discussions of political relations 
between indigenous peoples and the state. The great Lakota scholar Vine 
Deloria, Jr, has distinguished between the indigenous concept of nation­
hood and the statist concept based on a sovereign political authority 
(sovereignty). Deloria sees nationhood as distinct from 'self-government' 
(or the 'domestic dependent nations' status accorded indigenous peoples 
by the United States). The right of 'self-determination', unbounded by 
state law, is a concept appropriate to nations. By contrast, delegated forms 
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of authority, like 'self-government' within the context of state sovereignty, 
are appropriate to what we might call 'minority peoples', or other 
ethnically defined groups within the polity as a whole. 

Beyond the question of the source of authority and its implications for 
nationhood, however, there are practical drawbacks to implementing a 
form of government based on sovereignty in communities with 
completely different perspectives on the nature and appropriate use of 
power. According to Deloria, provisions for 'self-government' and other 
state-delegated forms of authority in indigenous communities are not 
wrong; they are simply inadequate because they do not take into account 
the spiritual needs of indigenous societies: 

Self-government is not an Indian idea. It originates in the minds 
of non-Indians who have reduced the traditional ways to dust, or 
believe they have, and now wish to give, as a gift, a limited 
measure of local control and responsibility. Self-government is an 
exceedingly useful concept for Indians to use when dealing with 
the larger government because it provides a context within which 
negotiations can take place. Since it will never supplant the 
intangible, spiritual, and emotional aspirations of American 
Indians, it cannot be regarded as the final solution to Indian 
problems. 

I would go even further than Deloria on this point. 'Sovereignty' as it is 
currently understood and applied in indigenous-state relations cannot 
be seen as an appropriate goal or framework, because it has no relevance 
to indigenous values. The challenge before us is to detach the notion of 
sovereignty from its current legal meaning and use in the context of the 
Western understanding of power and relationships. We need to create 
a meaning for 'sovereignty' that respects the understanding of power 
in indigenous cultures, one that reflects more of the sense embodied 
in such Western notions as 'personal sovereignty' and 'popular 
sovereignty' . Until then, 'sovereignty' can never be part of the language 
of liberation. 
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My principal cause is freedom. I'm old enough to remember what 
it was like to be free. Free from harassment by police, free from 
harassment by fisheries. And so it's difficult for me to give up the 
struggle because I want to be there when we win our freedom. 
When I speak about freedom, that means I want the recognition 
of our sovereignty, as the first people not only of Canada but of 
the States. I believe that we should be recognized as indigenous 
people, with the right to make our own decisions and govern 
ourselves. To once again take control of our lives, our lands, and 
our resources. . . . People talk about this country being a free 
country. They have no idea of freedom. If you ever had the taste 

of freedom that I have known, you would never give it up, you'd 
fight for it like I do. 

-Thowhegwelth, Haida (Johnson, The Book of Elders, 190-3) 

'Sovereignty'-An I nappropriate Concept 

Ill Ill 1111 

T he concept of sovereignty as Native leaders have constructed it 
thus far is incompatible with traditional indigenous notions of 
power. Nevertheless, until now it has been an effective vehicle for 

indigenous critiques of the state's imposition of control; by forcing the 
state to recognize major inconsistencies between its own principles and its 
treatment of Native people, it has pointed to the racism and contradiction 
inherent in settler states' claimed authority over non-consenting peoples . 

In fact, it has become obsolete mainly because of the success the best 
Native leaders have had in creating the space required for greater 
assertion of self-governing powers. 

Even so, the suitability of sovereignty as the primary political goal of 
indigenous people has gone largely unquestioned. It is taken for granted 
that what indigenous peoples are seeking in recognition of their 
nationhood is essentially what countries like Canada and the United 
States possess now. In fact, most of the current generation of Native 
politicians see politics as a zero-sum contest for power-just the way non­
indigenous politicians do. 
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There is real danger in the assumption that sovereignty is the 
appropriate model for indigenous governance. The Canadian scholars 
Menno Boldt and Tony Long have described that danger in the context of 
their work among the Blood and Peigan peoples: 

by adopting the European-Western ideology of sovereignty, the 
current generation of Indian leaders is buttressing the imposed 
alien authority structures within its communities, and is 
legitimizing the associated hierarchy comprised of indigenous 
political and bureaucratic elites. This endorsement of hierarchical 
authority and a ruling entity constitutes a complete rupture with 
traditional indigenous principles. 

Traditional indigenous nationhood stands in sharp contrast to the 
dominant understanding of 'the state' : there is no absolute authority, no 
coercive enforcement of decisions, no hierarchy, and no separate ruling 
entity. In accepting the idea that progress is attainable within the 
framework of the state, therefore, indigenous people are moving towards 
acceptance of forms of government that more closely resemble the state 
than traditional systems. Is it possible to accomplish good in a system 
designed to promote harm? Yes, on the margins. But eventually the 
grinding engine of discord and deprivation will obliterate the marginal 
good. The real goal should be to stop that engine. 

Instead of treating nationhood as a value rooted in traditional 
indigenous philosophy, many Native politicians seem to regard it as a 
lever to gain a better bargaining position. As the former Assembly of First 
Nations' head Ovide Mercredi said in 1996: 'I'm not going to allow my 
philosophy of sovereignty to interfere with the working relationship that 
can produce the results we're working for. That's all it is, a philosophy.' 
For such politicians, there is a dichotomy between philosophical principle 
and politics. They don't really believe in a sovereign right for indigenous 
peoples; it is simply a bargaining chip, a lever for concessions within the 
established constitutional framework. The problem is that if Natives don't 
believe in it, no one else will-which explains the consistent failure to 
achieve recognition of a 'sovereign' Native power. 

Because shallow-minded politicians do not take the concept of 
sovereignty seriously, they are unable to grasp that asserting a right to 
sovereignty has significant implications . In making a claim to 
sovereignty-even if they don't really mean it-they are making a choice 
to accept the state as their model and to allow indigenous political goals 
to be framed and evaluated according to a 'statist' pattern. Thus the 
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common criteria of statehood-coercive force, control of territory, 
population numbers, international recognition-come to dominate 
discussion of indigenous peoples' political goals as well. 

This is not only a movement away from traditional indigenous 
philosophies and values, but transparently disingenuous in the terms of 
the sovereignty model itself. Who would believe that indigenous nations 
could ever successfully challenge Canada and the United States to win 
their sovereignty? No one, apparently, because even those who advocate 
sovereignty as a goal seek only a limited form of autonomy, not 
independence; the goal relates only to powers of self-government within 
a framework of constitutional law and authorities delegated by the state. 
Canada's Mercredi has described his goal of sovereignty in terms of the 
limited authority granted to American Indian tribes by the US Congress: 

We are not talking about secession. We are talking about 
essentially gaining and regaining control of our lives. American 
Indians do not have to negotiate their powers of self-government 
because their internal political authority is recognized by the 
Supreme Court of the land. 

Thus the Native sovereigntist must modify the concept of sovereignty to 
fit his limited goals. But the simple act of framing the goal in terms of 
sovereignty is harmful in itself. 'Sovereignty' implies a set of values and 
objectives in direct opposition to those found in traditional indigenous 
philosophies . Non-indigenous politicians recognize the inherent 
weakness of assertions of a sovereign right for peoples who have neither 
the cultural framework nor the institutional capacity to sustain it. The 
problem is that the assertion of a sovereign right for indigenous peoples 
continues to structure the politics of decolonization, and the state uses the 
theoretical inconsistencies in that position to its own advantage. 

A case in point is the issue of 'land claims' . The resolution of such 
claims (addressing the legal inconsistency of Crown or state title to 

indigenous lands) is generally seen by progressive non-indigenous 
people as a step in the right direction. But without a fundamental ques­
tioning of the assumptions underpinning the state's approach to power, 
the counterfactual assumptions of colonialism will continue to structure 
the relationship between the state and indigenous peoples. Within this 
framework, any progress made towards justice will be marginal; in fact, it 
will be tolerated by the state only to the extent that it serves, or at least 
does not oppose, the interests of the state itself. 

In Canada, for example, the ongoing definition of the concept of 
'Aboriginal rights' by the Supreme Court since the 1980s is widely seen as 



58 P O W E R  

progress .  Yet even with a legal recognition of collective rights to certain 
subsistence activities within certain territories, indigenous people are still 
subject to state control in the exercise of their inherent freedoms and 
powers; they must also meet state-defined criteria for Aboriginal identity 
in order to gain access to these legal rights. Given Canada's shameful 
history, defining Aboriginal rights in terms of, for example, a right to fish 
for food and traditional purposes is better than nothing. But to what 
extent does that state-regulated 'right' to food-fish represent justice for 
people who have been fishing on their rivers and seas since time began? 

To argue on behalf of indigenous nationhood within the dominant 
Western paradigm is self-defeating. To frame the struggle to achieve 
justice in terms of indigenous 'claims' against the state is implicitly to 
accept the fiction of state sovereignty. Indigenous peoples are by 
definition the original inhabitants of the land. They had complex 
societies and systems of government. And they never gave consent to 
European ownership of territory or the establishment of European 
sovereignty over them (treaties did not do this, according to both historic 
Native understandings and contemporary legal analysis) .  These are 
indisputable realities based on empirically verifiable facts. So why are 
indigenous efforts to achieve legal recognition of these facts framed as 
'claims'? The mythology of the state is hegemonic, and the struggle for 
justice would be better served by undermining the myth of state 
sovereignty than by carving out a small and dependent space for 
indigenous peoples within it. 

The need to perpetuate a set of fictive legal premises and fact-denying 
myths is apparent in every legal act of the state. To justify the 
establishment of non-indigenous sovereignty, aboriginality in a true sense 
must necessarily be excluded and denied. Otherwise it would seem 
ridiculous that the original inhabitants of a place should be forced to 
justify their existence to a crude horde of refugees from another continent. 
As the European scholar Fae Korsmo has pointed out, the loss of collective 
memory is an essential requirement for creating a colonial reality: 

The people already living in or near the area have no role in the 
new myths, except perhaps as enemies or a dying race. They 
represent a noble yet doomed past that must be prevented from 
becoming a present-day threat. Insofar as the colonial mythology 
has put the burden on the indigenous societies to justify their 
claims in terms of their origins and hardy continuity, the doctrine 
of aboriginal title is part of colonialism and therefore dooms the 
indigenous claimants to failure. 
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Ill Ill ill 

To summarize the argument thus far, sovereignty is an exclusionary 
concept rooted in an adversarial and coercive Western notion of power. 
Indigenous peoples can never match the awesome coercive force of the 
state; so long as sovereignty remains the goal of indigenous politics, 
therefore, Native communities will occupy a dependent and reactionary 
position relative to the state. Acceptance of 'Aboriginal rights' in the 
context of state sovereignty represents the culmination of white society's 
efforts to assimilate indigenous peoples . 

Framing indigenous people in the past, as 'noble but doomed' relics 
of an earlier age, allows the colonial state to maintain its own legitimacy 
by preventing the fact of contemporary indigenous peoples' nationhood 
to intrude on its own mythology. Native people imperil themselves by 
accepting formulations of their own identities and rights that prevent 
them from transcending the past. The state relegates indigenous peoples' 
rights to the past, and constrains the development of their societies by 
allowing only those activities that support its own necessary illusion: that 
indigenous peoples today do not present a serious challenge to its 
legitimacy. Thus the state celebrates paint and feathers and Indian 
dancing, because they reinforce the image of doomed nobility that 
justified the pretence of European sovereignty on Turtle Island. Tribal 
casinos, Indian tax-immunity, and aboriginal fisheries, on the other hand, 
are uncomfortable reminders that-despite the doctrine of state 
sovereignty-indigenous identities and rights continue to exist. 

Native leaders have a responsibility to expose the truth and debunk 
the imperial pretense that supports the doctrine of state sovereignty and 
white society's dominion over indigenous nations and their lands. State 
sovereignty depends on the fabrication of falsehoods that exclude the 
indigenous voice. Ignorance and racism are the founding principles of the 
colonial state, and concepts of indigenous sovereignty that don't challenge 
these principles in fact serve to perpetuate them. To claim that the state's 
legitimacy is based on the rule of law is hypocritical and anti-historic. 
There is no moral justification for state sovereignty. The truth is that 
Canada and the United States were established only because indigenous 
peoples were overwhelmed by imported European diseases and were 
unable to prevent the massive immigration of European populations. 
Only recently, as indigenous people have learned to manipulate state 
institutions and gained support from other groups oppressed by the state, 
has the state been forced to change its approach. Recognizing the power of 
the indigenous challenge, and unable to deny it a voice, the state has 
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attempted to pull indigenous people closer to it. It has encouraged them 
to re-frame and moderate their nationhood demands to accept the fait 
accompli of colonization, to collaborate in the development of a 'solution' 
that does not challenge the fundamental imperial lie. 

By allowing indigenous peoples a small measure of self-adminis­
tration, and by forgoing a small portion of the money derived from the 
exploitation of indigenous nations' lands, the state has created incentives 
for integration into its own sovereignty framework. Those communities 
that cooperate are the beneficiaries of a patronizing false altruism that 
sees indigenous peoples as the anachronistic remnants of nations, the 
descendants of once independent peoples who by a combination of 
tenacity and luck have managed to survive and must now be protected as 
minorities. By agreeing to live as artifacts, such co-opted communities 
guarantee themselves a role in the state mythology through which they 
hope to secure a limited but perpetual set of rights. In truth the bargain is 
a pathetic compromise of principle. The reformulation of nationhood to 
create historical artifacts that lend legitimacy to the political economy of 
the modern state is nothing less than a betrayal. 

What do traditionalists hope to protect? What have the co-opted ones 
forsaken? In both cases, the answer is the heart and soul of indigenous 
nations: a set of values that challenge the destructive and homogenizing 
force of Western liberalism and free-market capitalism; that honour the 
autonomy of individual conscience, non-coercive authority, and the deep 
interconnection between human beings and the other elements of 
creation. 

Nowhere is the contrast between indigenous and (dominant) Western 
traditions sharper than in their philosophical approaches to the 
fundamental issues of power and nature. In indigenous philosophies, 
power flows from respect for nature and the natural order. In the 
dominant Western philosophy, power derives from coercion and 
artifice-in effect, alienation from nature. 

Ill II Ill 

A brief detour to consider the relationship of human beings to the earth 
may serve to illustrate the last point. Indigenous philosophies are 
premised on the belief that earth was created by a power external to 
human beings, who have a responsibility to act as stewards; since humans 
had no hand in making the earth, they have no right to 'possess' it or 
dispose of it as they see fit-possession of land by man is unnatural and 
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unjust. The stewardship principle, reflecting a spiritual connection with 
the land established by the Creator, gives human beings special responsi­
bilities within the areas they occupy as indigenous peoples, linking them 
in a 'natural' way to their territories. 

The realities of capitalism make this concept problematic both for the 
state and for indigenous peoples. But the perceptions of the problem are 
different. Non-indigenous people may suspect that traditionalist Natives 
would oppose the types of uses and activities promoted by the state in 
their nations' territories. In fact this is not the case; most Native people do 
not reject modernization or participation in larger economies. However, 
traditionalists recognize a responsibility to participate in the economy 
with the intent of ensuring the long-term health and stability of people 
and the land; in this context, development for development's sake, 
consumerism, and unrestrained growth are not justifiable. It is the intense 
possessive materialism at the heart of Western economies that must be 
rejected-for the basic reason that it contradicts traditional values aimed 
at maintaining a respectful balance among people and between human 
beings and the earth. 

The form of distributive or social justice promoted by the state today 
depends on the development of industry and enterprises to provide jobs 
for people and revenue for government institutions. Most often­
especially on indigenous lands-those industries and enterprises centre 
on the extraction of natural resources. Trees, rocks, and fish become 
commodities whose value is calculated solely in monetary terms without 
reference to the spiritual connections between them and indigenous 
peoples. From a traditional point of view, this is an extreme devaluation 
of nature. 

Yet in a world economy dependent on 'resource' exploitation, and 
structured so that such exploitation seems the only means of survival, 
what are indigenous peoples committed to traditional values to do? All 
societies must take their sustenance from the land; however, we must also 
recognize that the earth has an inherent value, beyond human needs. The 
situation now, and in the framework of conventional economic develop­
ment models, is that a small minority of the white population of the earth 
go far beyond sustenance to take extravagant wealth from indigenous 
lands. Very little in terms of either employment or wealth comes back to 
the indigenous people themselves. The modern reality demands that 
indigenous people use the land much more intensively, and in very 
different ways, than their ancestors did. However, traditionalists believe 
that Native people must assert their consciousness of nature and power 
by demanding that their territories be used in ways that respect 
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indigenous notions of justice, not simply for the short-sighted generation 
of wealth for others. 

The only position on development compatible with a traditional 
frame of mind is a balanced one, committed at once to using the land in 
ways that respect the spiritual and cultural connections indigenous 
peoples have with it and to managing the process so as to ensure a 
primary benefit for its natural indigenous stewards. The primary goals of 
an indigenous economy are to sustain the earth and to ensure the health 
and well-being of the people. Any derogation of that principle-whether 
in qualitative terms or with reference to the intensity of activity on the 
land-should be seen as upsetting the balanced ideal that lies at the heart 
of Native societies. 

Iii Ill Ill 

Returning to the issue of nationhood, we must acknowledge that, unlike 
the earth, social and political institutions were created by men and 
women. From the indigenous perspective, this means that people have 
the power and responsibility to manipulate those institutions. Whereas 
the human-earth relationship is structured by the larger forces in nature, 
beyond the capacity of humans to change, the human-institution 
relationship gives rise to an active responsibility in human beings to use 
their own powers of creation to achieve balance and harmony. Govern­
ance structures and social institutions should be designed to empower 
individuals and reinforce tradition in order to maintain the balance found 
in nature. 

In this view, sovereignty is not a natural phenomenon but a social 
creation-the result of choices made by men and women located in a 
particular social and political order. The unquestioned acceptance of 
sovereignty as the framework for politics today reflects the triumph of a 
particular set of ideas over others-and is no more natural to the world 
than any other man-made object. 

The kind of justice that indigenous people seek in their relations with 
the state has to do with restoring a regime of respect. This ideal stands in 
clear contrast to the statist notion, still rooted in the classical notion of 
sovereignty, which, in the name of equity, may direct more material 
resources to indigenous people, but which preserves the state's superior 
position relative to them and to the earth. The indigenous conception of 
justice builds a framework of respectful coexistence on the fundamental 
acknowledgement of the integrity and autonomy of the various elements 



' S O V E R E I G N T Y ' - A N  I N A P P R O P R I A T E  C O N C E P T  63 

that make up the relationship. It goes far beyond even the most liberal 
Western ideas of justice in advancing the cause of peace, because it 
explicitly allows for difference while promoting the construction of sound 
relationships among autonomous elements. 

The Western view of power and human relationships is so thoroughly 
entrenched that it appears valid, objective, and natural; it has become 
what Jens Bartelson has called 'the unthought foundation of political 
knowledge' . The challenge, then, is to de-think the concept of sovereignty 
and replace it with a notion of power that is based on more appropriate 
premises. 

One of the most progressive liberal thinkers today, James Tully, has 
recognized the obstacle to reconciliation posed by intellectual demands 
for conformity to a single language and way of knowing. In his view, the 
'imperial' demand of uniformity is obsolete and unachievable in the 
(ethnically, linguistically, racially) diverse social and political communities 
characteristic of modern states. Justice demands recognition-intellectual, 
legal, and political-of the diversity of languages and knowledge that 
exists among people, indigenous peoples' ideas about relationships and 
power commanding the same respect as those that used to constitute the 
singular reality of the state. Creating a legitimate post-colonial relation­
ship means abandoning notions of European cultural superiority and 
adopting a mutually respectful stance. The idea that there is only one right 
way to see or do things is no longer tenable: 

one of the important discoveries of the twentieth century is that 
such a comprehensive language or point of view is an illusion. 
There is no view from no where. No matter how comprehensive 
such a language may appear to be . . .  it will always bring to light 
some aspects of the phenomenon it is employed to comprehend 
at the expense of disregarding others. 

In recent years, indigenous leaders from around the world have had 
some success in undermining the intellectual credibility of state 
sovereignty as the only legitimate form of political organization. 
Scholars in international law are now beginning to see the vast potential 
for peace in indigenous political philosophies.  The international 
attention focused on the Rotinohshonni Kaienerekowa (Great Law of 
Peace) is indicative of the growing recognition given to indigenous 
models as post-colonial alternatives to state sovereignty. According to 
the most comprehensive and authoritative legal text on indigenous 
peoples in international law: 
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The Great Law of Peace promotes unity among individuals, 
families, clans, and nations while upholding the integrity of 
diverse identities and spheres of autonomy. Similar ideals have 
been expressed by leaders of other indigenous groups in contem­
porary appeals to international bodies. Such conceptions outside 
the mold of classical Western liberalism would appear to provide 
a more appropriate foundation for understanding humanity. 

But the state will not easily release its grip on control-power and 
accept the alternative of knowledge-power. The traditional values of 
indigenous peoples directly threaten the monopoly of control-power 
currently enjoyed by the state. Some scholars have interpreted the 
violence that occurs when the state confronts indigenous traditionalism 
as a natural statist reaction to such threats. For example, Arthur Kroker 
believes that the state is determined to eliminate the intellectual threat 
posed by the idea of a politics beyond state sovereignty, and to that end is 
prepared to use terror-including not only physical force but the 
intellectual violence inherent in state policies. In the wake of Canada's 
conflicts with the Kanien'kehaka and other indigenous nations in the 
1990s, Kroker asked whether 'the indefinite occupation . . .  and the 
ceaseless police raids into other aboriginal territories [were] not an 
indefinite preparation for war in another way . . .  a violent warning to all 
First Nations people?' The same question might be posed with respect to 
the intellectual violence done to indigenous people through the 
continued denial of their reality in the dominant mythology. 

Hope for moving beyond the intellectual violence of the state is 
offered by the emerging concept of legal pluralism, which is reflected in 
the limited recognition afforded indigenous principles in recent legal 
argumentation. That concept must be taken to its logical conclusion. As 
the Canadian legal scholar Alain Bissonnette has put it, the courts must 
develop the ability to think 'in multiple terms' . In other words, they must 
develop what Native people have maintained all along is the necessary 
precondition to peace and justice: respect for others. Bissonnette sees 
great potential for preserving the Canadian state's legitimacy in the 
respect and recognition of indigenous rights: 

judges should break with a knowledge of the law that does not 
allow them to assimilate or master this new legal reality, 
especially since the recent constitutional recognition . . .  informs 
them that over the years, these rights 'were virtually ignored' 
and, on the other hand, requires them in future to protect these 
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rights by using a form of legal reasoning different from that 
which prevailed before . . . .  If they take this approach they will no 
doubt gradually be able truly to legitimize the whole of the 
Canadian legal system, which in future will be based on the 
recognition or creation of a common cultural code that rejects in 
advance any symbolic violence against the historical, social and 
cultural reality of the Aboriginal peoples. 

!iii 1111 !lll 

Within Native communities themselves, people are seriously questioning 
the identities shaped by the colonial reality, in an effort to construct 
intellectual and political strategies that will both resonate within the 
communities and present an effective challenge to the state's latest 
strategies to perpetuate its dominance. I asked Audra Simpson, a 29-year­
old Kanien'kehaka graduate student in anthropology, to comment on 
some of these issues. Her responses shed light on the depth of the 
examination now under way, as well as the significance attached to the 
process of constructing a post-colonial identity among politicized people 
in our communities. 

111111 Is there a difference between the Native concept of 'nationhood' and 
'sovereignty' in the legal sense, or as you understand it?  

These concepts are quite different. I find it  hard to isolate, define, and 
then generalize what a 'Native' concept of nationhood would be 
without its sounding contrived. This is a tired point: we are all dif­
ferent people, different nations, and would have different ideas about 
what nationhood is and what it means to us. The Sechelt conception 
or Northern Cree conception will certainly depart from Mohawk ideas 
about who we are. Each people will have a term in their own language 
that will mean 'us' . I think that is what our concept of nationhood is. 

My opinion is that 'Mohawk' and 'nationhood' are inseparable. 
Both are simply about being. Being is who you are, and a sense of who 
you are is arrived at through your relationships with other people­
your people. So who we are is tied with what we are: a nation. 

Now, sovereignty-the authority to exercise power over life, 
affairs, territory-this is not inherited. It's not a part of being, the way 
our form of nationhood is. It has to be conferred, or granted-it's a 
thing that can be given and thus can be taken away. It's clearly a 
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foreign concept, because it occurs through an exercise of power­
power over another. 

This is not to say that the valuing of sovereignty, of having control 
over territory, has not been indigenized. We've used it in a rhetorical 
and political way time and time again. But I think there is a difference 
between the being of who we are-Mohawk-and the defence 
mechanisms that we have to adopt in the neo-colonial context­
sovereignty. 

But in terms of the substance of who we are, the nature of our 'being', 
is it necessary to be self-conscious in defining and maintaining our 
tradition as a support for either cultural nationhood or political 
sovereignty? 

This 'self-conscious traditionalism', like the culture concept, cannot be 
thought about, or written about, enough. To be Native today is to be 
cultured: to possess culture, to exercise it, to proclaim it, to celebrate it. 
But we cannot have just any culture; it has to be 'traditional' culture­
defined, isolated, reflected upon, relearned, and then perfected. Our 
very sovereignty-in the European sense-depends on it, as we must 
continually prove our difference in order to have our rights respected. 
We see this with land-claims cases and in day-to-day life-our day-to­
day experiences do not suffice when making claims to difference, as 
these claims are always made to others outside of our communities. 

This traditionalism is therefore very important in the context of 
the neo-colonial present, because it is the basis of our claim to differ­
ence, and difference is tied to sovereignty. However, I fear that in the 
long run we might lose who we really are in order to perfect a dance 
that looks great, feels good at the time, but is done largely for the 

11111 benefit of others-to meet somebody else's standards of Indianness. 

I sought an alternative perspective on these same questions from Vine 
Deloria, Jr, the highly influential Lakota scholar and American Indian 
activist. 

II Is there a difference between the Native concept of nationhood and 
'sovereignty' in the legal sense? 

I think that 'sovereignty' was a European word that tried to express 
the nationhood of a people who could think with one mind. Since the 
king was the ruler, he was sovereign in the sense that he was 
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supposed to represent what the people of his nation wanted. Indians 
had spread out the idea of governing to include all activities of life­
thus at times medicine people would be influential and at other times 
warriors, or hunters, or scouts would be influential. Many tribes did 
not have 'laws' or 'religion', but a single belief system that was 
described as 'our way of doing things' . 

Sovereignty today, unfortunately, is conceived as a wholly 
political-legal concept. I would prefer that social processes deter­
mined how the people feel about things and whether they are willing 
to act as a single unit. If they could all boycott a store, bank, or social 
function of the whites and just be content with a more closed society, 
people would have to pay attention to them. 

The Six Nations' [Rotinohshonni] arrangement of chiefs in their 
meetings is a very good way of ensuring that real sovereignty exists 
and is protected-that the political actions of a people reflect their 
consensus. We should think about the process they developed a lot 
more. The Sioux used to be more formal and dignified, but now they 
shout and carry on in meetings until you don't want to attend them 
anymore! 

What about the 'co-optation' of Native leaders, both in their minds and 
as a process ? 

It's relatively easy to co-opt Indian leaders-but it's easy to co-opt 
everyone else also. The problem people face is gaining access to the 
levers of power, and that requires cooperating with the people who 
control things. You have to have an enormous amount of power to 
oppose co-optation. Indians could do a lot more for themselves if 
they stood by certain principles. It is noteworthy that in those 
instances where Indians have stood firm on something, they have 
been more successful. 

One of the loosely related problems is that Indians won't criticize 
other Indians no matter how bad they are. This enables people who 
are basically rip-offs to have the same kind of status as devoted 
leaders. So there is a group of Indians frantically trying to buy into the 
system, and they clog up the analysis of our problems because they 
seem to be co-opted, but they are really just selling out. One way to 
avoid that is to have a council governing the tribe and have it choose 
a particular person as spokesman for different occasions. Many tribes 
practised that successfully with similar institutions. The Sioux used to 
appoint people to make different speeches, without vesting the 
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power to negotiate in any of them. The Cheyenne had peace chiefs 
and war chiefs-no warrior as such was allowed to be either, as I 
understand it. 

I agree that we need to return to a traditional mode. Has your 
experience given you any ideas on how to make the first practical steps 
toward that goal ? 

Since we live in a world that has many forms of communication, it is 
impossible to speak to a small group-like the old tribal circles­
without everyone knowing what you are saying. So I think we 
should institute new customs, and have some nights set aside to do 
storytelling, some to discuss the future of the tribe or community, 
every so often. We should also teach the old clan and kinship respon­
sibilities, and make deliberate efforts to carry them out, perhaps even 
set up deadlines to accomplish certain kinds of goals-calling people 
within the family by the relative name, like 'father' or 'sister', and 
reviving the customs of doing things for them. Then we can move on 
to more complicated things. There was a sense of civility that the old 
traditional ways brought that we do not have now, and we should 
return to them. 

What is the role of a leader in this ? Or more generally: what are the 
duties and traits of a real Native leader? 

Well, in the old days a leader made certain that the camp, or 
longhouse, did not have petty problems that festered. Many a chief 
called the two parties who were quarrelling together and tried to get 
them to make up. Sometimes he had to give them his own horses or 
some other gift to put everything right. 

So I think that the Indian leader, insofar as possible, should be a 
figure of reconciliation and futuristic vision. And I think we are 
getting some people elected now who are acting that way. But a 
leader also should look at the community, evaluate where the 
strengths and weaknesses are, and develop a cadre of people who can 
work together on things-making sure that everyone comes together 
once in a while to get the general feeling that the community as a 
whole is moving forward. A leader probably ought also to be some­
one who enables processes to happen, who realizes that sometimes 
people are not ready to do things, and [will take the time] to gently 
educate them, to prepare them. Many of the old tribal chairmen of the 
1960s did that, and they were very powerful leaders. 
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Is it still possible to hold our current leaders to a traditional standard 
of 'accountability' to the people ? 

Well, before Western individualism took over, people were held 
accountable by their family, clan, and community; and they used 
shame to bring people around. As you know, the Cherokees executed 
some of their chiefs who signed away lands-an extreme form of 
accountability. Today we are so polarized between Indian and white 
that no one dares criticize an Indian leader publicly, so we let them get 
away with murder. 

Back in the 1960s, when I first got into this stuff, there was a core 
group at NCAI [the National Congress of American Indians] that had 
worked together for years, through the hardest years of termination 
[the former US policy aimed at extinguishing indigenous nations] . 
They acted as a committee to enforce accountability. Unfortunately, 
after we had rebuilt the NCAI in 1967, the 'out' group won the election, 
and then corruption on a large scale set in. I remember some of the 
crooks asking some of us who had lost the election to help throw out 
the others. But the honest elected officers wouldn't take action against 
the crooks for fear they would lose the next NCAI election. So we 
began to lose accountability, at least on the national level, around 
1969-70. I think that's when AIM [the American Indian Movement] 
came to prominence, because tribal leaders wouldn't speak out. 
Poverty funds ruined integrity at the national and tribal level and we 
have never been able to restore much of it-people would do any­
thing for a dollar, or an appointment to a national committee. 

Maybe once the funds dry up and we have to live by our wits, 
people will take offence at the squandering of tribal assets and 
demand accountability again. But look at the Navajos: Peter 
McDonald was looting the tribe, trying to skim millions from his own 
people, and now the Navajos have petitioned for [President] Clinton 
to pardon him. If we don't want to punish anyone for wrongdoing, 

ll!ll how can we have accountability? 

In spite of their national, gender, experience, and age differences (and 
very different styles), both Deloria and Simpson express the same core 
critique of 'sovereignty', the colonial power structure, and the intellectual 
justifications that have been used to perpetuate it. Their views represent 
those of many indigenous people who have managed to see through the 
state's fac;ade of legitimacy, and recognize the destructive implications­
both intellectual and political-of remaining within a colonial structure 
and mind-set. 
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Colon ia l  Mental it ies 

Ill Ill Ill 

D espite all the wisdom available within indigenous traditions, 
most Native lives continue to be lived in a world of ideas 
imposed on them by others. The same set of factors that creates 

internalized oppression, blinding people to the true source of their pain 
and hostility, also allows them to accept, and even to defend, the contin­
uation of an unjust power relationship. The 'colonial mentality' is the 
intellectual dimension in the group of emotional and psychological 
pathologies associated with internalized oppression. Just as harmful to 
the society as self-hate and hostility are to individuals, the 'colonial 
mentality' can be thought of as a mental state that blocks recognition of 
the existence or viability of traditional perspectives: it prevents people 
from seeing beyond the conditions created by the white society to serve 
its own interests. 

The colonial mentality is recognizable in the gradual assumption of 
the values, goals, and perspectives that make up the status quo. The 
development of such a mentality is almost understandable (if not 
acceptable), given the structural basis of indigenous-state relations and 
the necessity for Native people to work through the various institutions 
of control in order to achieve their objectives. Native professionals, for 
example, find it hard to resist the (assimilative) opportunity structure 
created by the range of state strategies designed to co-opt and weaken 
challenges to the state's hegemony. 

The structural integration and professionalization of Native politics 
within a bureaucratic framework controlled, financially and politically, by 
the state is the main reason for the persistence of the colonial mentality. In 
the Native context, all local governments, regional bodies, and national 
representative organizations are chartered and funded by the state. In 
Canada, for example, band councils, tribal councils, and the Assembly of 
First Nations are all creatures of the federal government. The fact that the 
very existence of government institutions within Native communities 
depends on an essentially foreign government goes largely unexamined 
and unchallenged by Native politicians. This dependence imposes a set of 
parameters that constrains the actions and even the thoughts of those 
working within the system. 

Attempting to decolonize without addressing the structural 
imperatives of the colonial system itself is clearly futile. Yet most people 
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accept the idea that we are making steady progress toward the resolution 
of injustices stemming from colonization. It may take more energy, or 
more money, than is currently being devoted to the process of decolo­
nization, but the issue is always discussed within existing structural and 
legal frameworks. Most Native people do not see any need for a massive 
reorientation of the relationship between themselves and the state. This is 
symptomatic of the colonial mentality. 

Not having been forced to accept domination by a foreign power, 
most outside observers would no doubt recognize the contradiction 
inherent in asserting nationhood rights within a colonial legal framework. 
The most fundamental right of a people is the one that empowers them to 
determine their own identity. Yet in Canada it is the state that determines 
who is considered indigenous under the law. Despite the Canadian 
Constitution's protection for 'all existing aboriginal and treaty rights' 
(section 35), the Canadian government policies deny Native governments 
the legal right to set their own membership criteria, and impose a 
primarily individualist conception of rights upon indigenous nations by 
insisting on the application of the Charter of Rights and Freedoms. 

Resistance to this form of control is futile.  The state has consistently 
demonstrated that it will not respect indigenous nations' inherent right to 
determine their own membership, and that it will use Canadian law to 
support individuals who challenge community definitions of member­
ship. Moreover, some indigenous communities do not see the futility of 
arguing for recognition of nationhood rights within a framework founded 
on the legal and political supremacy of the state. 

In the 1995 Twinn case in Canada's Federal Court, three Indian band 
councils in the province of Alberta argued that section 35 of the 
Constitution gave them the right to make whatever laws they wanted 
concerning membership; they neglected to consider that a sub-paragraph 
of the same section places firm restrictions on the range of action allowed 
band councils under the law. The court pointed out the discrepancy with 

cutting logic in its original judgement against the bands: 

The plaintiffs are firmly caught by the provisions of s. 35 of the 
Constitution Act which they themselves invoke. The more 
firmly the plaintiffs bring themselves into and under s.s .  35 (1 )  
the more surely s .s .  35 (4) acts upon their alleged rights pursuant 
to S.S.  35 (1 )  . . . .  

Then, as if to make the present point clearer still, the judges went on to 
express their belief that the fundamental right to determine their own 
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membership is explicitly denied indigenous peoples in Canadian law: 
'Even if control of . . .  membership had been a real Aboriginal right, it was 
extinguished by clear and unambiguous legislation.' 

Another recent Canadian example demonstrates the inappropri­
ateness of efforts to use colonial law to undermine the existence of a 
colonial relationship. The Six Nations of the Grand River band council 
evicted a white woman who was residing on the reserve against the 
community's will. In 1996, the Federal Court upheld the band's right to 
control residency (and evict non-members) on the basis of what it called 
'historical factors', but nevertheless allowed the woman to remain on the 
reserve because eviction would cause 'disruption' in her life! Thus, even 
when the Native people have a clear right within the colonial law, the 
colonial system regards white interests as superior. 

The tortured logic of colonization is also clearly evident in the United 
States, where the common law provides for recognition of the inherent 
sovereignty of indigenous peoples (who are considered 'domestic 
dependent nations')  but simultaneously (and hypocritically) allows for its 
limitation-even potential extinguishment-by Congress. As the Lumbee 
scholar David Wilkins notes in his analysis of the exercise of tribal 
sovereignty in the context of US federal law: 

the continuing and still virtually unlimited federal power over 
indigenous sovereignty (conceptualized by federal law as 
'domestic-dependent' sovereignty), tribal property (conceived by 
federal policy makers and administrators as 'subject' territory 
susceptible to confiscation in certain situations and treated as 
being of an inferior title to that of the United States), and treaty 
rights (understood as being subject to the Supreme Court's 
plenary interpretive power) remains largely intact. This 
effectively leaves tribes without any substantive protection from 
the very government branches legally and morally charged with 
protecting and enforcing indigenous rights. 

Clearly, any notion of nationhood or self-government rooted in state 
institutions and framed within the context of state sovereignty can never 
satisfy the imperatives of Native American political traditions. Har­
monious cooperation and coexistence founded on respect for autonomy 
and the principle of self-determination are precluded by the state's 
insistence on dominion and its exclusionary notion of sovereignty. 
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P ete Standing Alone of the Blood tribe once said of a respected elder: 
'He was a real good Indian, the kind that don't take no shit from a 
white man.' Most indigenous people are proud to know a few 'real 

good Indians'; but the unfortunate reality is that most of us have to put 
up with all too much 'shit', lip, and ignorant attitudes every day of our 
lives. This is so true that to some it seems normal. 

The co-optation of our political leadership is a subtle, insidious, 
undeniable fact, and it has resulted in a collective loss of ability to 
confront the daily injustices, both petty and profound, of Native life. 
Politically and economically, all Native people are in a vulnerable 
position relative to the superior power of the state. This is the reality that 
all must cope with. But individual people respond to this unjust power 
relationship in different ways. Some actively contend with the state; 
others cooperate with it. These people rationalize and participate actively 
in their own subordination and the maintenance of the Other 's 
superiority. They become co-opted. 

The validity of individual responses to colonization must be judged 
with great sensitivity to each person's experience. All colonized people 
must find ways to survive the experience, and not everyone is capable of 
active resistance; however, cooperation with colonialism is most certainly 
wrong, especially where leaders are concerned. The undeniable fact that 
as indigenous people we are politically subordinate means that the entire 
governmental, social, and economic framework is necessarily co-optive. 
The challenge, and the hope, is for each person to recognize and 
counteract the effects of colonization in his or her own life, and thus 
develop the ability to live in a way that contests colonization. We are all 
co-opted to one degree or another, so we can only pity those who are blind 
or who refuse to open their eyes to the colonial reality, and who continue 
to validate, legitimate, and accommodate the interests of that reality in 
opposition to the goals and values of their own nations. 

In his insightful book on non-white urban leadership in Canada, The 
Governance of Ethnic Communities, Raymond Breton explains how the state 
actively works to prevent community leaders from furthering the goals of 
their own people, and instead manipulates them into satisfying its own 
objectives. Without fail, when the objectives of any community differ from 
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those of the entrenched interests that determine state policy (as is 
certainly the case with indigenous communities), community leaders are 
pressured to cooperate with state power. Political, social, psychological, 
and economic pressures are brought to bear on community leaders, to 
persuade or entice them to use the sources of power available within the 
community to serve the interests of the state. 

Such co-optation is especially difficult for indigenous people to resist 
because of the political and cultural distance between indigenous and 
state cultures, and the vigour with which the state endeavours to under­
mine the territorial, cultural, and political integrity of their nations. The 
complexity of indigenous-state relations gives agents of the state many 
opportunities and mechanisms to move indigenous leaders away from 
their communities, politically and ideologically, and towards the state. 
Directly and indirectly, external agents seek to weaken indigenous nations 
by influencing patterns of thought and action among their leaders. No 
energy or expense is spared in the state's efforts to make the power of 
indigenous leaders work for the state rather than for the community-in 
short, to co-opt them. 

As Breton shows, the state has found that the most effective way of 
co-opting the power of community leaders is to embrace them: 

Co-optation is a process through which the policy orientations of 
leaders are influenced and their organizational activities 
channeled. It blends the leader's interests with those of an 
external organization. In the process, ethnic leaders and their 
organizations become active in the state-run interorganizational 
system; they become participants in the decision-making process 
as advisors or committee members. By becoming somewhat of an 
insider the co-opted leader is likely to identify with the organi­
zation and its objectives. The leader's point of view is shaped 
through the personal ties formed with authorities and func­
tionaries of the external organization. 

Co-optation strategies are regularly used by state officials at every level of 
interaction with Native leaders. While most people who have served in 
positions of responsibility recognize the most blatant attempts of other 
governments to sway them, more subtle efforts may not be so evident. 
This is the danger: without a comprehensive understanding of co­
optation strategies, leaders lack the critical perspective they need to 
ensure that their decisions promote their own people's goals rather than 
those of the state. 
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What methods do state agents use to co-opt Native leaders? Native 
people will be familiar with at least some of the following strategies 
(adapted from Breton's analysis) :  

1 .  Influence the composition of community leadership. One of the primary 
ways in which outside governments influence Native politics is by acting 
indirectly to determine the political representation of Native commu­
nities. In the insecurely rooted and contentious systems in place within 
Native communities today, state governments consistently promote and 
support those people who pose the least threat to the status quo, and who 
do not challenge the assumed power of the state in any serious way. 

To ensure that Native communities are formally represented by co­
opted leaders, the state relies on four main tactics: (1)  it legitimizes 
desirable people by giving them formal recognition or legal status 
(similarly, at the system level, it promotes colonial structures over 
traditional ones, as in the legal recognition of band councils in Canada or 
tribal councils in the United States); (2) it ignores certain individuals, or 
bypasses their authority in favour of dealing with more desirable people 
(similarly, governmental processes may be structured so that Native 
communities must rely on the expertise and representation of non-Native 
people); (3) it marginalizes undesirable people by drawing attention to 
the inequalities that exist within the community and labelling certain 
groups or perspectives as extremist; and (4) it diverts attention and 
energy away from addressing core issues, towards managing the 
symptoms of colonization. 

2. Divide and conquer. In its efforts to influence the composition of leader­
ship, the state plays on and amplifies existing social, political, and 
economic divisions within the community. It can then use these cleavages 
to prevent the community from achieving the unity and solidarity that are 
essential if it is to effectively challenge state power. 

3. Generate dependency. Communities that lack the basic capacity for self­
sufficiency cannot make a strong assertion of nationhood. With this in 
mind, the state prevents the development of an economic base for Native 
communities and encourages dependency on the state. With near­
complete personal and communal dependency on funds transferred from 
the state, Native communities are subject to perpetual coercion, and can 
challenge state power only at the risk of extreme economic and social 
deprivation. 

4. Incorporate. Focusing on the co-optation of individual leaders, this 
strategy exploits the widespread misperception that the system can be 
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changed from within. Assuming certain commonalities of values and 
goals, as well as training, among those Native people who seek to serve as 
links between their communities and others, it manipulates the leader into 
a position where there is a significant degree of conflict between his own 
positions, values, or interests and those of the community. In other words, 
the state works to close the gap between the state and the person and widen 
the gap between the person and home, to the point where the person's 
identity is shaped not so much by the tension between the mainstream and 
the home community as by the process, policies, or institutions she has 
come to be associated with. Breton describes the outcome: 

leaders and their organizations become part of an interorganiza­
tional system with a number of common interests. They become 
participants in a policy field in which organizations of the larger 
society play, in all likelihood, a leading role. To some degree, they 
become agents of state policies.  

Even if it is not possible to change the system from within, an 
individual's actions within the system do matter. We can accept or reject, 
promote or hinder the state's agenda. But without a sufficient grounding 
in traditional perspectives, it becomes very easy to acquiesce to the state's 
agenda. For this reason it is the responsibility of Native leaders to adopt 
what I would term a 'contentious' posture in relation to the state. 

Contention is the opposite end of the reaction spectrum from co­
optation. It is a non-cooperative, non-participatory position vis-a-vis the 
state, its actors, and its policies. In terms of action, it calls for disagree­
ment with the kind of marginally progressive half-way measures put 
forward by the state to appease the less committed among us. Instead, it 
demands accountability for the underlying power relationship and the 
state's domination of our existence. It refuses to be drawn into maintain­
ing the colonial system, and takes a firm stand (intellectually, politically, 
and physically) in defence of the principles, institutions, and lands that 
form the core of indigenous nations. 

In the absence of a widespread commitment to 'contention' as a 
political posture among Native leaders, there are many different 
responses to the state's efforts at co-optation. These responses are 
recognizable in a number of political personas, which are effectively 
identified by certain common caricatures. 

At one pole, most Native leaders will admit to having, at one time or 
another, felt like a 'Hang Around the Fort' -one of those old-time Indians 
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who would pitch their tents right up against the walls of the stockade and 
survive by begging and running errands for the soldiers and Indian 
Agents . The contemporary version is the person who is completely 
dependent on the established order for his political survival, and whose 
contribution consists mainly in scrounging for government handouts; like 
the Hang Around the Forts who conspired in the suppression of their own 
people, this person needs the conditions of poverty and marginalization 
to guarantee his status and role. 

At the other end of the spectrum is the 'Mystic Warrior' who thinks 
every day is a good day to die. For this type of person, Indianness consists 
in conflict, and the only way to exist as an Indian is to withdraw into the 
mythic spiritual past and attack any semblance of modernity as a betrayal. 
The attraction of this uncompromising persona is very powerful for 
people frustrated (as they inevitably are) by the effort to maintain a 
principled position in relations with non-indigenous governments-until 
the reality sets in that simply causing hell and discontent for the white 
man cannot be a life purpose. 

In between these two is the 'Apple' : the person whose thin red skin 
masks a mushy core of a shade closely resembling white. Typically these 
people have 'seen too much pain' in their lives and cannot stomach any 
more conflict. This persona is recognizable in the consistent favouring of 
compromise to ensure the primary goal of non-conflict at any cost; the 
person's self-defined role is to help white people 'understand' Natives so 
that things can be better for everyone. 

Inevitably, all Native leaders at one time or another during their 
careers are forced to adopt each of these personas, and at various times 
and places in their lives they actually feel authentic: when the community 
is not in control of its own reality, the Native leader can only react to 
situations and issues that are determined by others. So it becomes a fact 
of life that leaders respond in sometimes predictable ways. Although a 
few people have personalities so strong that they consistently determine 
what their relationship to the system will be, most people active in 
colonial institutions shift between personas according to the demands 
and pressures facing them at a particular moment. 

The long process of colonization has had an impact on our way of 
thinking. People have been turned into the tools of their own oppression. 
We need to recognize and acknowledge the co-optation, and to locate our 
own roles within the system. On one side there are indigenous nations 
with their traditions and values, and on the other side there is mainstream 
society. We all live somewhere in between; but if our thoughts and actions 
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consistently further the other society's objectives rather than our own, or 
if progress towards justice for our people is sacrificed to satisfy the other's 
imperatives, then the degree of co-optation is unacceptable. 

Native people cannot withdraw from the larger world that surrounds 
them; in fact, it is essential to engage white society and challenge the state 
at every level and in every way. The commitment to take on colonialism's 
every manifestation is reflected in the advice offered to me a few years 
ago, at the start of my own career, by a prominent Indian leader. He 
agreed with my perception that most white people in positions of 
authority had to be prodded simply to recognize injustice in their 
dominance over indigenous people. He reflected on the fact that Native 
American academics were still marginalized when it came to designing 
solutions to the problems facing our people, and in the academic 
discourse on our own history and societies: 

You are absolutely right about white people positioning them­
selves to become dominant in making Indian policy. I've fought 
against it all my life and you will do the same. The first problem 
is that there are just too many of them; second, they have access 
to the white world as whole personalities . . .  simply because they 
are white-hence credible; third, Americans need to feel a 'little 
guilty', but certainly don't want to be indicted; fourth, whites 
who come to dominate Indian policy believe they are helping by 
being a sympathetic voice-in fact they don't ask for any justice, 
merely that they be regarded as the authorities. 

His advice and observations are still valuable to Native people 
attempting to work within (and against) a system that remains essentially 
colonial: 

You have to be a keen observer and watch where power seems to 
reside among them-quietly make friends and you will be able to 
bounce your ideas from one to another and work your way into a 
position where you will have to be consulted about things. 

When I was young, we had a group of tribal chairmen who 
knew the law and knew how to manipulate the attitudes of 
whites who insisted on being in the field. Today we are at ground 
zero-Indians have had so many opportunities that many of 
them have never known a hostile congress or administration-so 
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we have to start all over again and build up experience on how to 
deal with the power structure. 

At your age, you and others should get on committees, be 
consultants, serve on boards, and set down a network of allies, 
Indian and white, that can understand the parts of your agenda 
that you want them to accomplish. Always maintain good 
relationships with opinion-makers of the tribe, because people 
will try and knock out your local base by rumor and innuendo. I 
have had all kinds of people attack me as an urban Indian, but 
have also had enough people at home defend me, since I go to 
help them when they are in need of someone to talk with. 

He made clear that successful resistance to the mental effects of 
colonialism also requires a consistent perspective and a long-term view, 
with a patient commitment to restoring justice and getting back what is 
rightfully ours: 

Remember to look far into the future and conceive what you 
want Indians to be, and how you want things to be shaped, and 
try to direct your energies toward that goal. You will do all right 
but you will have to work very hard. Read up on history­
everything is buried there and you can have access to it by 
studying it. 

There is a fine line to walk between playing the system and being played, 
and leaders must be concerned with achieving balance in their political 
lives. But our goals will never be achieved without (1)  self-reflection, to 
determine the degree to which co-optation has affected our thought 
processes; (2) serious analysis of government in our communities, to 
determine whether the state has succeeded in structuring the situation to 
prevent the achievement of our objectives, and (3) revision of our 
decision-making processes to infuse them with an indigenous logic based 
on traditional teachings. 

Freeing ourselves from co-optation comes down to acknowledging 
the unbalanced power relation that we exist within (and not making 
excuses for its continuation); and holding ourselves apart from the 
institutions and people that actually constitute colonialism. Colonialism is 
not an abstract notion, but a set of real people and relationships and 
structures that can be resisted and combatted by placing our respect and 
trust where it belongs: in indigenous people, relationships, and structures. 



80 P O W E R  

I am supposed to uphold the Indian message to try to promote 
their teachings. I consult with their elders, and if necessary, go off 
and communicate with the spirits of the ancestors in the area to 

try and find out what the original language was, where the 
original homeland territory was, and how they conducted their 
religion . . . . I encourage people to. consider Thomas Banyacya' s 

four words: 'Stop, consider, change, and correct.' Stop what you 
are doing. Consider the effects of what you are doing. Is it up­
holding life on this land? Or is it destructive to the life on this 
land? If it is destructive, then change your value system and your 
actions. We are not supposed to be subduing the earth, treading it 
underfoot:, vanquishing the earth and all its life. We are supposed 
to be taking care of this land and the life upon it. So it's up to you 
to consider which side you are going to be on . . . . I was sent dear 
around the world, and I found Indians everywhere. They didn't 
all have brown skin; they weren't all what they call 'red men.' But 
they had their sacred original instructions, and they were 

diligently trying to follow them. 

-Craig Carpenter, Kanien'kehaka 
(Johnson, The Book of Elders, 105) 

Self-Conscious Traditional ism 

Iii! 1111 Ill 

R eturning the politics of Native communities to an indigenous basis 
means nothing less than reclaiming the inherent strength and 
power of indigenous governance systems, and freeing our col­

lective souls from a divisive and destructive colonized politics. 
This process of decolonization is personal as well as public. At the 

more personal level, it means adopting patterns of thought and action 
that reject colonial premises in favour of a self-conscious traditionalism. 
However wrong, colonialism is a familiar reality that provides a certain 
security for some people. The final steps to decolonization can be truly 
frightening as Native people are jarred from that familiar reality and 
forced into a new one-even if it is of their own making. The post­
colonial reality is fearsome in its demands, responsibilities, and 
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burdens. There is no one to turn to except ourselves. There is no one else 
to blame. 

Hence the absolute necessity of reconstructing traditional communi­
ties to foster and support the kind of leadership I am urging (an idealized 
leadership, admittedly, but a utopian realism is necessary) . It would be 
nai:ve to think that individuals could achieve change without the support 
and cooperation of their communities. It is not possible for a single man 
or woman to reform a whole community and impose a traditional order 
on people who do not share the same basic objective. The type of leader­
ship described here can be achieved only within a community that is itself 
committed to traditionalism. 

It is precisely when the traditional social system has broken down 
that individuals skilled at manipulation wield the most influence. The 
erosion of traditional community values opens the door to abuse of 
power; an unstable social and political system invites corruption of the 
traditional ideal. Yet social chaos and separation from traditional cultural 
values are the reality in many indigenous communities. In this context, 
how do we recover sufficiently to create a social and political environ­
ment that promotes true leadership and discourages the selfish manipu­
lation of power? 

My previous book, Heeding the Voices of Our Ancestors (1995), analyzed 
Kahnawake's political revitalization and described the process of self­
conscious reflection and selective re-adoption of traditional values that 
has been central to the re-establishment of a traditional political culture 
among the Kanien'kehaka. This self-conscious traditionalism has allowed 
Kahnawake to begin to make traditional values and principles the founda­
tions for governance. By abstracting core values and principles from the 
vast store of our traditional teachings, and selectively employing those 
aspects of their tradition that are appropriate to the present social, 
political, and economic realities, the community has begun to construct a 
framework for government that represents a viable alternative to 
colonialism, and that respects their tradition. 

Kahnawake is just one example of how people can begin to free 
themselves from colonialism by thinking as traditionalists. Members of 
that community did not inherit a pure and unbroken traditional culture­
far from it. Choosing to relearn the traditional teachings, over the span of 
twenty years many worked to recover the most important elements of the 
Rotinohshonni culture and make them the foundations for politics and 
governance. This approach represents the potential experience of any 
Native community that seeks to relearn its traditions and place them at 
the centre of social and political life. 
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Communities that commit themselves to self-conscious traditionalism 
will find that in translating and adapting traditional concepts to modern 
realities, they will come to embody the characteristics that make up the 
contemporary ideal of a strong indigenous nation: 

" 

" 

" 

ll 

.. 

" 

.. 

.. 

Wholeness with diversity. Community members are secure in knowing 
who and what they are; they have high levels of commitment to and 
solidarity with the group, but also tolerance for differences that 
emerge on issues that are not central to the community's identity. 

Shared culture. Community members know their traditions, and the 
values and norms that form the basis of the society are clearly estab­
lished and universally accepted. 

Communication. There is an open and extensive network of commu­
nication among community members, and government institutions 
have clearly established channels by which information is made 
available to the people. 

Respect and trust. People care about and cooperate with each other and 
the government of the community, and they trust in one another's 
integrity. 

Group maintenance. People take pride in their community and seek to 
remain part of it; they collectively establish clear cultural boundaries 
and membership criteria, and look to the community's government to 
keep those boundaries from eroding. 

Participatory and consensus-based government. Community leaders are 
responsive and accountable to the other members; they consult thor­
oughly and extensively, and base all decisions on the principle of gen­
eral consensus. 

Youth empowerment. The community is committed to mentoring and 
educating its young people, involving them in all decision-making 
processes, and respecting the unique challenges they face. 

Strong links to the outside world . The community has extensive positive 
social, political, and economic relationships with people in other com­
munities, and its leaders consistently seek to foster good relations and 
gain support among other indigenous peoples and in the inter­
national community. 

Indigenous people who reject the assumptions that legitimatize their 
subjugation have made the first step toward achieving self-determination 
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and building sound communities. But there is a whole set of beliefs and 
attitudes, ingrained over years of tacit acceptance, that prevents 
indigenous people from recognizing that subjugation. Reasonable, 
realistic, and agreeable in the present reality, these beliefs and attitudes 
are crucial to the state's control over indigenous people. Clouding over 
the clarity of indigenous truth, they are designed to justify state control. 
The beliefs and assumptions that shape our present reality are 'true' only 
to the extent that they consciously shape our thoughts and actions to fit 
the framework desired by the state. They are the myths of the colonial 
mindset. 

Of all those myths, the greatest is the idea that indigenous peoples 
can find justice within the colonial legal system. People who have studied 
history know that it teaches a lesson about the law: 'in periods of calm the 
law may shape reality, in periods of change the law will follow reality and 
find ways to accommodate and justify it.' The myth is designed to induce 
tranquillity even in the face of blatant injustice. The task is to force 
turmoil, force the law to change, create new parameters, and make indig­
enous goals an integral part of the new reality. 

Another myth concerns labelling. What does it mean to be called an 
'Aboriginal' people? In Canada recently there has been a turn towards 
politically correct, non-offensive terminology that attempts to assuage 
the guilt of colonialism, but in fact it is only a cover for the state's 
continuing abuse of indigenous peoples . What good does it do 
indigenous people to be called 'Aboriginal' if the state continues to deny 
them legal recognition as the owners of their lands? What good does it do 
to be called a 'First Nation' (a popular term in some provinces of Canada) 
when the authority to govern is no more than that of a band council 
under the Indian Act? The only value in the word play is for white 
people, who do not have to face the racism built into the structure of their 
supposedly enlightened country. Natives face the same conditions and 
suffer the same abuses, except that now the problem is less obvious 

because, instead of being Indians governed by the state as wards under 
the Indian Act, they are now recognized as 'Aboriginal' peoples with an 
'inherent right' to 'self-government' . Go to a reserve, look around, and 
ask yourself if Indians are any better off because white society has 
relieved itself of its terminological burden. 

Intellectual dishonesty is one of the essential elements of colonialism. 
We need to stop believing the lies that have been perpetuated by 
Europeans to normalize the tempest of ruin they have inflicted on other 
peoples. Native people have become wrapped up in these lies; now they 
are hostage to the status quo, unable to move. We must cut through white 
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society's myths and begin to act on our own truths. Native people should 
be shouting a refrain to the strong and true words of Luther Standing Bear: 

The attempted transformation of the Indian by the white man and 
the chaos that has resulted are but the fruits of the white man's 
disobedience of a fundamental and spiritual law . . . .  The attempt 
to force conformity of custom and habit has caused a reaction 
more destructive than war, and the injury has not only affected 
the Indian, but has extended to the white population as well. 
Tyranny, stupidity, and lack of vision have brought about the 
situation now alluded to as the 'Indian Problem' . There is, I insist, 
no Indian problem as created by the Indian himself. Every 
problem that exists today in regard to the Native population is 
due to the white man's cast of mind, which is unable, at least 
reluctant, to seek understanding and achieve adjustment in a new 
and significant environment into which it has so recently come. 

Ill! II Ill 

The imposition of labels and definitions of identity on indigenous people 
has been a central feature of the colonization process from the start. Thus 
another fundamental task facing Native communities is to overcome the 
racial, territorial, and 'status' divisions that have become features of the 
political landscape. Factions and conflicts based on divisions between 
'status versus non-status', 'enrolled versus non-enrolled', or 'on-reserve 
versus urban' arise because our communities are still subject to outside 
controls. The practice of dividing Native people according to their status 
in the colonial law opposes the basic tenets of all indigenous 
philosophies . The extent to which these divisions continue to characterize 
Native communities indicates how deeply people have internalized the 
colonial mindset. 

Who is indigenous? To have any value in promoting recovery from 
colonialism, the answer to this question must respect the integrity of 
indigenous nations and their traditions, and must reject the divisive 
categories defined by the state. Neither the cold linearity of blood 
quantum nor the tortured weakness of self-identification-both systems 
designed and currently validated by the state-can sustain indigenous 
nations. When it comes to resolving questions of indigenous identity and 
determining membership, we ought to recognize the simple truth that 
indigenous nations are communities of human beings, and that as such 
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they have the right to determine for themselves who they are. So there are 
no theoretical restrictions to the collective definitions that may be put 
forward by individual communities. The problem is that indigenous 
peoples are engaged with the state in a complex relationship in which 
there are varying degrees of interdependency at play, and history has 
created a range of definitions where formerly there were only those 
securely and collectively held by the communities themselves. In the old 
days, having an identity crisis meant that you couldn't find the spirit or 
ancestor living inside of you. The strength of indigenous societies at the 
time, and the clarity of the cultural boundaries between them, meant that 
people didn't have to think about their group affiliation-much less 
whether or not they were truly 'Indian' . But the breakdown of those 
traditional societies created in all Native people--even those consciously 
seeking recovery-many questions about belonging. 

Today there are many different ideas about what constitutes a Native 
person. We know what does not: pure self-identification and acting the 
part, however diligent the research or skilful the act. But arriving at a 
precise and accurate positive definition today is difficult. Maybe that is 
the problem. In fact, demands for precision and certainty disregard the 
reality of the situation: that group identity varies with time and place. The 
answer to the indigenous identity question depends on where you're 
located and when you ask the question. Only 'process' issues (fairness, 
openness, regularity in the process of determining who is and who is not 
a member of the group) can be determined with any degree of certainty. 
Membership is a matter of blood and belonging determined through the 
institutions governing a community at a particular time. As outsiders to 
these self-determining communities, non-participant in their cultures, we 
must limit our concern to the institutional framework in which decisions 
are made. The substance of the collective decision on membership criteria, 
whatever it is, has to be seen as just so long as the decision-making 
process itself meets the general criteria for fairness and is internally 
equitable in its application and enforcement. 

In the past, when traditional philosophies focused attention on the 
array of individual characteristics possessed by a person, membership 
was determined by beliefs and behaviour, together with blood 
relationship to the group. Both blood relations and cultural integration 
were and are essential to being Indian. Of course, collective views on 
culture and blood have shifted over time in response to the social, 
political, and economic forces that have affected the group's need for self­
preservation. Returning to this framework and formulation will clarify 
the confusion introduced by imposed criteria, and result in a certain 
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definition of membership for every community. The collective right of 
Native communities to determine their own membership must be 
recognized as a fundamental right of self-determination, and respected as 
such. No individual has the right to usurp the identity of a nation simply 
by claiming it, much less when a collective decision has been made to the 
contrary. And no other nation (or state or organization) has the right to 
force an identity on another nation. 

How would a return to an indigenous framework for determining 
membership resolve current conflicts, where the state has attempted to 
manipulate indigenous identities in order to destroy the original 
indigenous nations? Respecting the right of communities to determine 
membership for themselves would promote reconstruction of indigenous 
nations as groups of related people, descended from historic tribal com­
munities, who meet commonly defined cultural and racial characteristics 
for inclusion. No doubt this would exclude from the nations' circles many 
thousands of people who self-identify, or people with minimal blood 
connections who have been told by the state that they are indigenous. But 
problems of misidentification arising out of the state's disrespect for 
indigenous collective rights and its manipulation of identity criteria are 
the state's to resolve. Bluntly speaking, Native communities should not be 
expected to clean up the mess created by white society, and to further 
undermine their nationhood in order to accommodate people whose only 
connection to Native communities is a legal status ascribed to them by the 
state. The claimed rights of people who do not meet indigenous nations' 
own criteria for membership have no impact on the nations themselves. 

Yet white society must do something to address the concerns of 
individuals who have been incorrectly associated with our nations. This 
issue is particularly relevant in Canada, where tens of thousands of self­
identifying and minimal-blood persons who are excluded from member­
ship in Indian communities are recognized as 'Aboriginal' by Canadian 
governments, receiving benefits and legal entitlement to the resources of 
indigenous nations. It seems that white society feels some obligation to 
these people-probably because they are actually white, and therefore 
likely to cooperate with government efforts to eliminate indigenous 
nations as political forces. In any case, the problem can be resolved by 
recognizing that non-Indian 'Aboriginals' are a strictly state-defined 
community, with rights and obligations deriving only from their member­
ship in that community, and having nothing to do with the treaty and 
political rights of members of indigenous nations. The state would then 
have one set of relationships with indigenous nations, premised on their 
right of self-determination, and a completely separate, presumably 
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different, set with the communities that it created and sponsors. In 
political terms, and in relation to the dominant society, the first group is 
made up of colonized peoples, and the second of oppressed racial or 
cultural minorities. Thus the solutions to these problems are different: 
decolonization and self-determination for the first, human and civil rights 
for the second. 

In fact, until the two groups are separated there can be no progress 
towards justice, because their conflation undermines cohesion, the foun­
dation of group strength. Cohesion is an important factor in empowering 
any community, whether historic or contemporary. Ignorant people are 
always asking why Indians can't 'get together' and form a political 
movement for positive change. The answer is that what many people 
mistakenly perceive as a common base for cohesion and solidarity among 
all indigenous peoples does not exist. There is a clear need for 
cooperation, and certainly there is a basis for building solidarity among 
our peoples. But cohesion and solidarity are two very different things. 

Cohesion is the power that is created when a group of individuals 
come together as one to form a community that is self-conscious and 
secure in itself-when those people 'cohere' around a set of beliefs and 
institutions, and gain fulfilment and strength in their association with one 
another. Roles and responsibilities are clear, there is both a common good 
and an agreed-upon process of dissent, and people protect and benefit 
from each other. Those things that can divide are consciously rejected, 
and those that bring people together and make them stronger are 
consciously embraced. This is unity-the prerequisite to peace and power 
in any community. 

Solidarity is the power that comes from recognizing and respecting 
what all indigenous peoples have in common: the struggle for self­
determination. We support other indigenous peoples because we under­
stand that they are one with us in opposition to the injustice we face in 
our own lives. Yet to show solidarity with other indigenous peoples, a 
community must first have its own strong identity and group cohesion. 
Weak, fractured groups trading hollow noises about each other's pain 
will not move us forward. It is the communities that achieve cohesion 
around a set of values and institutions that become powerful in them­
selves and therefore capable of lending the strength of their voices and 
resources to others. 

Both cohesion and solidarity mean coming together. The difference 
between the two is that cohesion is found among people of the same 
group and results in the strengthening of that group. Solidarity is found 
among people of different groups who recognize the value, even the 
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necessity, of supporting other groups because of the similarities that exist 
between them. 

People who ask why indigenous people can't 'get together' are 
usually referring to a problem of cohesion. Why can't Indians in Canada 
get together and all support the National Chief of the Assembly of First 
Nations? As we are often reminded by the ill-informed, there is power in 
numbers, and Indian people would really be a force to be reckoned with 
if they would only get over their tribal differences. Astute people, how­
ever, recognize that organizations like the AFN consistently fail because 
they are predicated on the notion that a single body can represent the 
diversity of indigenous nations . The diversity of histories, cultures, 
interests, and goals among indigenous peoples in Canada and the United 
States means that there can never be a general cohesion. Indigenous 
organizations that are built to force unity among people in diverse 
situations are doomed to failure. 

Some may ask whether there is any difference between this sort of 
forced unity and pan-Indianism, or indigenism-the movement to merge 
all into a single Indian identity. There are similarities. All Indian peoples 
share certain commonalities that may serve a unifying function, partic­
ularly in efforts to explain the cultural basis of the movement's goals to 
non-indigenous people. Of course each community will have its own 
tactics and strategies; but the foundations of the movement and the 
driving force behind it are shared by almost all indigenous people; and 
the values embedded within indigenous traditions are very similar. 

Indigenism brings together words, ideas, and symbols from different 
indigenous cultures to serve as tools for those involved in asserting nation­
hood. It does not, however, supplant the localized cultures of individual 
communities. Indigenism is an important means of confronting the state in 
that it provides a unifying vocabulary and basis for collective action. But 
it is entirely dependent on maintenance of the integrity of the traditional 
indigenous cultures and communities from which it draws its strength. 

Indigenism and localized Native nationalism are not conflicting 
ideologies. In fact they are mutually supportive, feeding each other's 
intellectual development as well as fostering political cooperation. Since 
mounting a successful challenge to colonialism demands activism at the 
level of both the community and the state, melding aspects of indigenism 
and local nationalism may enable leaders to develop a framework of 
understanding, and an ability to persuade and justify, that can be applied 
to all cases. In the past, commonalities were built upon, power shared, 
differences respected. This confederate ideal, so prevalent in history, is the 
best example of a political tradition among indigenous peoples. 
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W hat are the characteristics of a true Native leader? The indige­
nous assumption is that our traditions demand a higher 
standard of conduct-in fact, a completely different concep­

tion of the leader's role-than do the conventional corporate models that 
dominate business and politics in mainstream society. Simply put, for us 
it is not enough to know how to gain, hold, and use power. 

In the corporate model that forms the basis of so-called leadership or 
managerial training, the focus is on the acquisition and exercise of power 
both within a particular organization and in relation to other organi­
zations. The effective leader/manager in this context is the Machiavel­
lian victor in a zero-sum power game. He or she is guided by four 
principles: 

"' jealously guard your reputation and status; 

11 constantly analyze resources and the opportunity structure; 

'" make others aware of their dependence on you; and 

"' create a web of relationships to support your power. 

Adherence to these principles may guarantee success within an 
organization based on the adversarial premises of Western-style politics. 
But it is at odds with the basic assumptions about the role of leaders in 
traditional indigenous cultures. Contrast the contemporary managerial 
model with the counsel offered to newly appointed chiefs in the Rotinoh­
shonni' s Kaienerekowa. In this tradition, a royaner (literally 'he is of the 
good' in the Kanien'keha language) is bound to fulfil certain require­
ments, which constitute the principles of Rotinohshonni leadership. The 
contrast between these principles and those described above is clear: 

'" 'develop skin seven spans thick, which means that your mind will be 
strong and it will not let pass through a pointed object meant to punc­
ture you while you work . . .  ' 

11 'protect your family and nation . . .  ' 

'" 'be even-handed with all of the people . . .  ' 

11 'think of others before thinking of yourself . . .  ' 
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In the Rotinohshonni tradition, the women of each family raise a man to 
leadership and hold him accountable to these principles. If he does not 
uphold and defend the Kaienerekowa, or if the women determine that his 
character or behaviour does not conform to the leadership principles, he 
is removed from the position. As in other traditional cultures, this moral 
definition of leadership focuses on a person's adherence to the values of 
patience, courage, fairness, and generosity. This focus differs radically 
from the power-wielding model, which encourages the fundamentally 
immoral pursuit of self-interest and the acquisition of resources to secure 
a strategic advantage over others. 

The goal of the indigenous model resembles what Burns in Leadership 
calls a 'self-actualized' person: someone with the ability to lead by being 
led. In Burns's concept of transformative leadership, the ideal leader 
is able 

to listen and be guided by others without being threatened by 
them, to depend on others but not be overly dependent, to judge 
other persons with both affection and discrimination, to possess 
enough autonomy to be creative without rejecting the external 
influences that make for growth and relevance. 

It is the combination of certain skills with a grounding in sympathy and 
respect for the people that marks Burns's theoretical model, and that 
I think makes that model compatible with the ideal leader within indig­
enous cultures. A leader is a person of responsibility and respect as 
opposed to one of ambition and greed: an adviser rather than an executive. 

Russell Barsh's study of traditional Native American political 
systems suggests that those people who occupy positions of leadership 
and are held in high esteem within indigenous communities share four 
general traits: 

" 

• 

" 

.. 

They draw on their own personal resources as sources of power. They do not 
give other people's money away to gain support. They are very pro­
ductive, they are generous, and their values are not materialist. 

They set the example. They assume the responsibility of going first and 
taking the greatest risk for the good of the community. 

They are modest and funny. They minimize personality conflict and use 
humour to deflect anger. 

They are role models . They take responsibility for teaching children, and 
they realize the educative and empowering role of government in the 
community. 
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Boldt and Long have used a martial analogy to illustrate their conception 
of indigenous leadership in relation to the community: in their view, an 
indigenous leader stands in relation to the people as a military drummer 
does to troops in formation. The drummer in a parade beats out the 
cadence to which the troops step, all of them relying on the authority of 
the march to structure their actions. 

I prefer another analogy, one that is not taken from what is, after all, 
a context of coercive discipline. I like to think of indigenous leadership in 
terms of the relationship between the drummers, singers, and dancers at 
a pow-wow. The drummers and singers give voice to the heartbeat of the 
earth, and the dancers move to the sound, giving life to their personal 
visions and to those of their people. The drum prompts and paces. 
Drummers, singers, and dancers act together to manifest tradition 
through the songs: all three groups are essential and related, the role of 
each group being to respect and represent the spirit of the creation in its 
own way, according to its own special abilities. 

Responsib i l ity 

1111 1111 Iii 

0 
ne of the fundamental characteristics in the traditional culture of 
Native leadership is the demand for mutual respect between 
leaders and the community. The importance of communication 

and consent in traditional government means that leaders are responsible 
for maintaining an unbroken chain of answerability and inclusion in 
decision-making. 

For example, in the traditional Rotinohshonni system, men were 
chiefs and women selected them. Thus the Condolence ritual focuses on 
'accountability to the women' as a fundamental requirement of 
government. In modern times, this sense of responsibility or account­
ability can be understood in terms of a simple (though crucial) 
requirement for universal inclusion and the maintenance of strong links 
between those charged with the responsibility of decision-making and 
those who will have to live with the consequences of their decisions. 
Accountability in the indigenous sense needs to be understood not just as 
a set of processes but as a relationship. In a very basic way, accountability 
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can be thought of in terms of the answer to the question 'Who do you 
answer to?' 

It is in the nature of traditional indigenous political systems that 
power is not centralized, that compliance with authority is not coerced 
but voluntary, and that decision-making requires consensus. (In practice, 
these principles mean that contention is almost a natural state in 
indigenous politics!) Because traditional systems are predicated on the 
ideal of harmony and the promotion of an egalitarian consensus through 
persuasion and debate, leaders must work through the diverse opinions 
and ideas that exist in any community; because there is both an inherent 
respect for the autonomy of the individual and a demand for general 
agreement, leadership is an exercise in patient persuasion. Thus active 
and fractious disagreement is a sign of health in a traditional system: it 
means the people are engaging their leaders and challenging them to 
prove the righteousness of their position. It means they are making them 
accountable. In an indigenous conception of accountability, then, the 
question 'Who do you answer to?' seems to have literal meaning. 

Consider the words of an elder from the Fort Yuma Indian 
Reservation in California: 'We Quechans try to get somebody to do better 
by tearing him down-criticizing him. You whites, you try to get some­
body to do better by making him feel good, by praising him.' This points 
to a view of accountability as not only a process of formal reportage, but 
a relationship between society and government. The purely technical 
sense of accountability-accurate bookkeeping and procedural trans­
parency-is only a starting point for understanding what indigenous 
people demand of their government leaders. 

Accountability is only one of the responsibilities of a leader. In his 
extensive work on American Indian community governance, the sociolo­
gist Stephen Cornell has demonstrated that it is in the nature of tradi­
tional indigenous systems to put a stronger emphasis on accountability 
than Western systems do. In all systems, accountability procedures 
basically reflect the cultural values of the people. In Western systems, 
with their delegated authority, representative government, and detached 
bureaucratic structures, there is a distance between leader and led that 
makes accountability a largely impersonal matter of procedure. 

By contrast, in indigenous systems leader and led inhabit the same 
political-and physical-space. In this context, the legitimacy of leaders 
and of governments is determined in part by the degree to which they 
adhere to accountability procedures, but to an even greater degree by the 
success leaders have in cultivating and maintaining relationships. It is 
through these relationships in particular that leaders gain the approval of 
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the people and ensure that their actions are in the best interests of the 
community. The indigenous concept of accountability demands an 
intimate knowledge of the particular culture of the community, and 
consistent close contact with the people. It is not enough to balance the 
books: a leader must constantly work to make sure the people know that 
he or she is answering to them and respects the appropriate protocol and 
procedures within the context of that culture. 

In indigenous traditions, consensus decision-making is a group 
process in which the common will is determined through patient listening 
to all points of view. Leadership takes the form of guidance and 
persuasion within the larger respectful debate. In cases where individual 
interests must be balanced against those of the community, there should 
be a considered evaluation of the individual's needs (as opposed to 
wants); these needs should be balanced with those of the community; and 
the entire debate must be carried out on the firm ground of agreed-upon 
values and principles. If any one of these elements is missing, consensus 
decision-making cannot happen; processes that purport to be consensual 
become mere exercises in power-wielding, manipulation, and enticement 
simply to gain the assent of the majority. 

Ill Ill II 

One of the biggest areas of neglect in terms of responsibility concerns 
women. For centuries, the patriarchy imposed by Western religion and 
political systems excluded women from decision-making. Today this is no 
longer necessarily the case: in most communities women do participate 
actively in politics. Yet their ability to achieve the kind of change they 
want is still limited, and the indigenous values of respect and balance in 
gender relations go largely unheeded. 

In a recent Canadian study, Jo-Anne Fiske notes that 

contemporary aboriginal women have relatively high political 
status vis-a-vis men within their own communities. That is to say, 
women are not disadvantaged in comparison to men in regard to 
access to elected office, appointment to administrative positions, 
employment, and economic advantages within domestic units. 
On the other hand, these same studies also disclose the con­
straints women frequently confront: domestic violence, abuse 
related to alcohol dependency, the stress of parenting without 
male partners, and a lack of intimate, stable relationships. 
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These observations point to two factors limiting women's political partic­
ipation, both of which are direct consequences of colonialism. One factor 
is the psychological damage done to indigenous men, which often leads 
to social dysfunction, if not outright violence; the necessity of defending 
themselves and taking full responsibility for their children can make it 
difficult for women to take on any additional roles. The other is the 
imposed Western political-economic system itself, which promotes goals 
and values that do nothing to meet indigenous people's basic needs for 
health, safety, and security. The state's criteria of progress for women are 
satisfied by their increased participation in the band-council and free­
enterprise systems; but externally derived status and material success 
cannot solve the severe social and psychological problems that Native 
communities face. 

Native women in general are demanding that Native men, in the 
words of the Kanien'kehaka lawyer Patricia Montour-Angus, 'respect our 
anger and work with us through it' . Most women recognize that their 
children's future depends on restoring balance and health in the 
community, and especially returning to respect for the special role and 
power of women. But they are equally committed to maintaining the 
integrity and security of their nations. The imposition of colonial 
solutions to internal problems does just as much to undermine the long­
term existence of indigenous people as does the continuing abuse of 
women and children by men. Another reason to reject external remedies 
is simply that white people can never fully appreciate the intensity of the 
violence that Native women face, or the variety of forms it may take. As 
Montour-Angus writes: 

The anger that I carry as an Indian woman does not grow only in 
the abuse that women of First Nations have survived and 
continue to survive on a daily basis. The anger also grows from 
what I have learned about Canadian law. Canadian law is not my 
aboriginal solution for many reasons. Discriminating in meaning 
or action in Canadian law does not reflect my experiences. 
I cannot be certain that a Canadian court will be able to suc­
cessfully conceptualize a situation of discrimination within 
discrimination. 

This fight-within-a-fight theme is a constant refrain among Native 
women who remain part of Native communities. There are many different 
views of the problem from the outside, but on the inside, the sentiment 
expressed by Paula Gunn Allen is common: 
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American Indian women must often fight the United States 
government, the tribal governments, women, and men of their 
tribe or their urban community who are virulently misogynist or 
who are threatened by attempts to change the images foisted on 
us over the centuries by whites . . . .  We must strive to maintain 
tribal status; we must make certain that the tribes continue to be 
legally recognized entities, sovereign nations within the larger 
United States, and we must wage this struggle in many ways . . . .  

This is not to say that Native women equate their men with the colonizers; 
they recognize the harm done to the psyche of the Native male. They also 
hold him responsible for dealing with it, but they know where the roots 
of the historic and present injustice lead. As Montour-Angus puts it, the 
state 'is the invisible male perpetrator who unlike Aboriginal men does 
not have a victim face' . 

Overcoming both the abuse of our nations by the state and the abuse 
to which Native women are subjected depends on our recognizing that 
the two are related. We cannot have strong nations without strong 
women; and the solution is not to adopt external values concerning 
gender relations or to impose male-defined roles for women (in what is 
still, after all, a colonial context) . Montour-Angus points to the solution: 
'My ability to re-claim my position in the world as a Rotinohshonni 
woman is preconditioned on the ability of our men to remember the 
traditions that we have lost.' There are twin responsibilities for men and 
women: men must acknowledge, respect, and work to help eliminate the 
heavy burden that women carry; women must commit themselves to 
making the nation livable from within the culture. Neglect of either one of 
these responsibilities will lead to the eventual destruction of our peoples. 





You shall be a good person, and, you shall be kind to all of the people, not differ­

entiating among them, the people who are wealthy, and the poor ones, and the 

good natured ones, and the evil ones who sin readily; all of them you shall treat 

kindly, and you shall not differentiate among them. As to your own fireside, 

never consider only yourself, you must always remember them, the old people, 

and the younger people, and the children, and those still in the earth, yet 

unborn, and always you will take into account everyone's well-being, that of the 

on-going families, so that they may continue to survive, your grandchildren. 

-from the Kaienerekowa 

0 ne of the challenges we face when we commit ourselves to 
resurrecting an indigenous form of government based on 
traditional values is that the colonial system has some powerful 

incentives for non-action built into it. It is easier and safer to accept the 
status quo than it is to put forward a challenge. In comparison with the 
immediate gratification (in the form of jobs, resources, and authority) that 
the state offers those who cooperate and serve its agenda, the rewards for 
moving down the indigenous path seem insubstantial and far off in the 
future. This is a true dilemma of Native leadership: whether to seek 
internal peace by meeting the needs of the community and restoring it to 
strength and health, or to promote stability in relations with others by 
satisfying the demands and expectations of mainstream society. In this 
sense, Canada and the United States are harsh places for Native people. 
Every day, communities must make choices between satisfying the basic 
imperatives of their own cultures and submitting to the assimilative 
pressures exerted by state institutions and policies. As individuals, Native 
leaders must choose between working to earn the respect of their own 
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and other indigenous people, and gaining esteem and status in the eyes 
of state agents and mainstream society-with all the differential rewards 
that choice implies. 

The necessity of such choices is a result of the continuing colonial 
power structure and the state's unremitting desire to exploit indigenous 
lands. There is a terrible immediacy to the consequences of our decisions 
on both the collective and the individual level: every minor concession 
made to keep the Indian Agent happy is measured internally as another 
piece of land lost, another violent night, another child neglected, another 
life wasted. It is because these costs are so heavy that we must act to 
revitalize our traditional values-however much such action may offend 
the Agent. The alternative is, in stark terms, surrender of our nations. 
Many leaders who recognize the necessity of confronting colonialism are 
prevented from acting on that recognition because of their situation in an 
unjust system. They know what's right; they have long known what's 
wrong as well, and what needs to be done. But they choose to suppress 
their knowledge and accept the dispossession and disempowerment that 
are part of being colonized. Wilfully ignoring what is ultimately the only 
resolution-to forsake good relations with the state-they join the 
conspiracy of silence that has perpetuated the historical injustice done to 
their people. 

More than a hundred years ago, people of honour spoke out against 
the law. The historian J.B. Mackenzie wrote in 1896: 

I firmly believe the Indian craves ardently his thorough emanci­
pation from subjection-a right that should be conceded him by 
the Central authority, urged only though it were by that silent, yet 
potent and weighty, appeal, the unswerving devotion of his fore­
fathers-their support at junctures grave, disturbing, staunchly 
as unfailingly extended to-Britain's Crown. 

Why are we still arguing about our 'thorough emancipation' as we move 
into the twenty-first century? The above passage, written over a century 
ago, reflects a recognition of what we would today describe as indigenous 
nationhood and a right of self-determination rooted in treaty relation­
ships! Surely by now we should have progressed beyond having to justify 
our emancipation and begun actually creating a new relationship. Yet we 
are still arguing our case, largely because white people are ignorant of 
history (it was his understanding of history that enabled Mackenzie to 
perceive the injustice). But there is another reason why the debate 
continues: because Native leaders themselves have wavered on their 
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commitment to the goal of freedom from colonial domination. In Native 
politics, there are two approaches to the future: one that seeks to resurrect 
a form of indigenous nationhood (a traditional objective); and another 
that attempts to achieve partial recognition of a right of self-government 
within the legal and structural confines of the state (an assimilative goal) . 
It is this divergence in the political positions of various indigenous 
organizations that allows the state to manipulate the so-called decolo­
nization process towards its own objectives. 

The historical and moral rightness of indigenous nationhood-in 
legal terms, the existence of the indigenous right to self-determination­
is gaining acceptance outside indigenous communities. Historically­
conscious and well-educated people realize that the foundations of the 
traditional indigenous position are sound. It is ironic that, increasingly, 
Native politicians (many of whom have been co-opted and are to a large 
degree alienated from their own cultures and communities) are taking a 
softer stance on their people's rights than are progressives in the main­
stream society. 

There are two issues to contend with in redressing the historical 
injustice. The first is the substance of the indigenous position: the 
principle of self-determination. The second is the remedy for the injustice: 
action. These are separate issues, and they require separate consideration. 
Co-opted leaders mistakenly equate the need to be accommodating on the 
remedy with a licence to compromise the principle. In fact, though, it is 
crucial to defend the principle, because recognition of the actual historical 
injustice and respect for the continuing existence of indigenous peoples as 
nations are the only bases on which substantial remedial action can be 
prescribed and justified (both politically and legally) . 

International law has made colonialism illegal. Because of the 
domination of settler states in the international system, however, this legal 
principle is applied only in the context of state-to-state relations: the forms 
of internal colonialism practised in Canada, the United States, Mexico, 

Australia, New Zealand, and other countries with substantial indigenous 
populations are excluded. If applied fairly (as in other parts of the world 
that Europeans eventually vacated), international law would prescribe 
remedial action for these situations: the decolonization process would not 
be subject to laws developed in the colonial context or constrained by 
contemporary legal doctrines or political justifications specifically 
intended to accomplish colonial objectives relative to indigenous peoples. 
That is, of course, unless indigenous people allow the settler state to limit 
the remedial action and to continue denying the full exercise of 
indigenous nationhood, by compromising their own position. Solutions 
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to colonialism must be developed cooperatively and with respect for the 
principle of self-determination: to consent to a lesser standard that gives 
primacy to colonial law, or accepts political or economic constraints, is 
simply to capitulate to the skewed logic of colonialism. 

I once heard an elder say: 'I am an Indian, I have an Indian heart, and 
I have reason to fight.' Sadly, it seems many contemporary Native poli­
ticians have lost their Indian heart and will to fight on. In contrast to the 
strong position developing in support of indigenous rights in interna­
tional law and United Nations forums, and growing support among the 
general population, many Native leaders have compromised their 
nations' principled positions in favour of solutions developed within a 
colonial mentality. For example, in 1986 the Sechelt Indian band on British 
Columbia's lower mainland accepted structural integration and legal 
subjection to Canadian law. The band's former chief attempted to cast the 
transition to a quasi-municipal status as an act of self-determination. Stan 
Dixon's many public statements betray his blindness to his own co­
optation, not to mention deep confusion and shocking naivete. Recently, 
reminiscing about the agreement, he wrote: 

After watching my friend . . .  raise our Sechelt flag, along with the 
British Columbia and Canadian flags; I felt a deep emotion and 
realized how much I loved Canada and my people. At that 
moment, I cried . . . .  It signified what Sechelt is all about, a distinct 
people with a culture and a past. But for 130 years in between, we 
were wards of the Federal Government. And today, for the public 
perception we regained our distinction and Sechelt was granted 
local autonomy through Bill C-93. 

Dixon's compromise is evident in the fact that his community's autonomy 
depends on the Canadian state. The merging of identities and the rational­
ization of a subordinate political status, so important to the colonization 
process, are also clear. Just as clear are the consequences that inevitably 
flow from adopting such a posture. Following the Nisga'a nation's 1998 
treaty signing, in early 1999 the Sechelt became the second British 
Columbia group to sign an agreement that-for only $40 million and 
small parcels of fee-simple land in the Sechelt case-surrenders their 
traditional territory and submits to Canada's claimed sovereignty over 
indigenous people. 

Compromises cannot be supported within the framework of a 
traditional culture. The structure of colonialism (and to a certain extent 
the lack of education and awareness among indigenous people) allows 
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co-opted politicians to cloud the air with misconceptions and avoid true 
accountability for their compromises. 

To contrast the co-opted perspective with a view firmly rooted in 
traditional indigenous philosophy, consider the perspective that emerges 
in the following conversation. Atsenhaienton is a Kanien'kehaka, and a 
member of the bear clan. He has over ten years' experience working in 
United Nations processes on indigenous issues, has been a leading spokes­
man for the Kanien'kehaka people at the international level, and remains 
a respected voice on community issues and traditional government among 
the Rotinohshonni (the Iroquois Confederacy) . 

In our conversation, at his home in Kahnawake, we discussed the 
meaning of tradition and traditional governance, and politics in the 
broader Rotinohshonni context. Atsenhaienton spoke with clarity and 
depth about some of the key issues facing traditional-minded indigenous 
people. 

11111 Could you talk to me about traditionalism, and what it is to be a 
traditional person and a leader? 

Let's start with the problems first, the problems we're having within 
the traditional movement; and then we could talk about some of the 
solutions. One of the main problems is the damage done to tradition 
by the Indian Act, because of the non-Native influence on our 
culture. 

Do you believe in this concept of a 'colonial mentality', of an internally 
colonized people ? 

Yes. You can call it 'internalized oppression' or 'internal racism' . 
That's how I view the membership question here in this community: 
as an Indian Act way, a white way of thinking. To say that an Indian 
woman who marries a white man doesn't have any rights-that's not 
based on tradition, and yet it's so ingrained that even elders are 
talking like this now. That's not what our tradition is about at all, but 
that's what's been done. 

I think there's a lot of that as well in the way people look at the 
Kaienerekowa. They look at the Great Law as a law book, they interpret 
each little phrase, each little word, and apply it. 

So you don't know if it's so good to take our narrative tradition and 
treat it like a legal document ?  
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No, no. The whole term 'Great Law' is a mistake. That's not what it 
says in our language. In our language it says, 'the big warmth', or 'the 
big harmony', or something along those lines. 

One of our elders told me it meant 'the great good way' .  

Yeah. But it's not a law: it's guidelines to help people get to harmony 
and coexistence. That's what it is. And yet now everybody interprets 
the written version and thinks that they're a fifty-dollar Confederacy 
lawyer! They look at the Great Law and interpret it the way a consti­
tutional lawyer would. That's not the way it was intended to be 
treated. This is part of the damage-when people talk about tradi­
tional government, they are off in the wrong direction. This whole 
idea that 'You're outside the circle,' 'You're outside of The Law,' 
'Wampum so and so says this and you are out . . .  ' 

Without naming names of course! 

Without any names, of course (laughter) . But a lot of people do that, 
eh? And even those who don't adhere to the 'number system' 
interpretation of the Great Law may go off toward the other extreme 
-they take the Handsome Lake Code [a nativist revival doctrine in 
the Rotinohshonni tradition] and apply it so severely that it restricts 
the application of the Kaienerekowa. And they say that you have to 
follow Kaienerekowa and the Handsome Lake Code to be a part of the 
Iroquois Confederacy, which is really intolerant. It's against the tenets 
of the Great Law, the whole message of harmony. 

I see the Kaienerekowa as a set of principles reflecting a set of values 
that were there before any type of structure .  I think these values are 
what's essential, not the structure that evolved to perpetuate them. 

I guess we get into the story of the Peacemaker here. Was there really 
a Peacemaker? You have to say that there was. People always talk 
about how as a people we were warlike, and reacted emotionally, and 
how we were told by the Peacemaker that we had to put emotions 
aside and use reason and a good mind to coexist. But there's another 
important part of the story-the clan system. He brought the clan 
system to us, where all the wolves and the bears and the turtles were 
of the same family. The bears in the Mohawks were brothers of the 
Oneida bears; there was a linkage. This is what broke down hostility 
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and discouraged war: you would have to war against your brothers 
and sisters. Once all members of the same clan were brothers and 
sisters across the nations, it made it difficult to wage war against one 
another. People forget that is one of the reasons for the clan system. I 
think that the clan system breaks down nationalism; it's the national­
ism that causes the conflict-Mohawk versus Oneida, or Onondaga. 
If we all sat in our clans and discussed the issues, we would get away 
from the nationalism that divides us. Peace would be achievable, and 
leadership would take on a different focus. We would talk about the 
issues rather than posturing as a nation. 

Could you talk about leadership in this sense? 

I think there are some extreme views on the role of leaders that may 
have been applicable in the 1400s or 1500s. But in the modern era, 
with telecommunications, telephones, and faxes, the Confederacy 
has to adjust to a more participatory form of government than it 
had before. 

So you believe that 'adjusting' tradition is necessary? 

It is truly necessary. I think that some of the problems we're having 
today in the Confederacy were felt before. When they talked about 
'adding rafters' [amending the constitution], they talked about other 
kinds of meetings, about the people having a right to meet with the 
Council, and the right to send messages back to Council meetings and 
to the chiefs. That shows that there was a change when it was felt that 
the chiefs were getting too far away from the people, too dictatorial. 
They had to be brought back. Those rafters were added to ensure that 
once the chiefs were put in place, they wouldn't be there forever. The 
people still had a voice. 

You can see this today on the problem of taxation, for instance, 
with the Confederacy negotiators agreeing with the State of New 
York to keep the talks in camera, to not negotiate through the press, 
and to keep everything confidential. This alienated the chiefs from the 
people. The chiefs try to paint this as a 'greedy businessmen versus 
the chiefs' thing, but it's not that at all. It's a 'regular guy in the street 
who doesn't know what the hell's going on' thing. 

To me this brings up the question of whether or not our leaders, 
traditional or otherwise, actually do embody the values we claim to 
uphold within our society. 
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I think that it's the younger people within the Confederacy who have 
a clearer idea of the true intent of the Kaienerekowa. They know more 
about participatory government than the old guard does, as a tight 
inner circle of chiefs and clan mothers. Some day the younger people 
will take over and that will change . . .  

And our understanding of tradition will change and evolve ? 

Yes, and I think for the better, because they know they have to find a 
better way. The new generation sees what's not working and how they 
can make it work. And they will, because they also see the problems 
with the Indian Act, the elected systems and the elected band councils 
and tribal council being pulled into the mainstream politics. 

Do you see that yourself? 

Sure I do. The situation in Akwesasne [another Kanien'kehaka 
community, up the St Lawrence River near Cornwall, Ontario], with 
their two tribal councils, is an example of how traditional people get 
sucked into it. They're disenchanted with the traditional government, 
they don't like the tribal council trustee system, so they create their 
own tribal council-the 'people's tribal council', or 'the people's 
government'-and it's an aberration. It's not the way to go. They're 
losing sight of the values of traditional government. They're trying to 
keep both the values of the traditional government and the structures 
of the new government-of a tribal council system-and there's a 
clash. It's difficult to quote the Two-Row Wampum and still use the 
tribal council structure. 

How do you see them getting beyond that?  What would be the first step? 

They have to sit down together and talk. Again, you have to look at 
the basic fundamentals of the Kaienerekowa, which means that you 
have to leave your emotions outside the door when you meet, and 
you have to use the reasoning of a good mind. The whole story of 
Haiawatha, and the Condolence-if the bitter man who lost all his 
daughters like that can set aside his hatred and revenge . . . .  

That's what always sticks in my mind: Haiawatha losing his daughters 
as the ultimate test of commitment to what he believed in and what he 
was doing. 
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And that's what Akwesasne has to go through, because there were 
those two killings and it's become a blood feud. You have to take that 
blood feud and put it aside. Over here in Kahnawake we're trying; 
we've had two meetings between a few others, and myself and 
people from the Mohawk Council of Chiefs, and the Mohawk Trail 
longhouse. We've had a couple of informal sessions, just . . .  to talk. 
No restrictions, you know, everybody's polite-maybe too polite! But 
at least we've started talking. On a couple of issues we've agreed to 
disagree, but to keep on meeting. 

This traditional value system that we keep talking about, is this 
something that you would say is 'desirable ' ?  Or is it 'essential'  for the 
future if we are to survive ? Do we need to focus on that as the 
foundation of our governance ? 

I think it's essential. How can we call ourselves 'Mohawks' without 
it? It's part of our culture. Mind you, culture evolves, and I'm not 
saying that the Kaienerekowa is set in stone or that we can't change it. 
I reject that, because culture does evolve. But there are certain 
fundamental principles: using reason and a good mind, not using 
sharp words, etc . . . .  Those are basic things that we should hang on 
to. But some of the other structures have to evolve to fit our modem 
society. I think this really is essential, because otherwise we're down 
the road to being assimilated. If lose our traditional values, then we're 
just brown-skinned Canadians. 

You talked about Akwesasne not being able to reconcile the Kaienere­
kowa with the tribal council system, and in a broader context across 
Canada I think that problem is even more common . But isn't that what 
we're trying to do here in Kahnawake? In most cases, what we are 
trying to do as Native people is to take the band council and make it 
into something more accountable, more participatory, all those good 
things we talk about as being our tradition . That's in effect what the 
band council here is trying to do . 

It is. First of all, the people that are inside the band council are 
Mohawks. Some people feel that you're not a Mohawk if you're an 
elected council member-that's an extremist position. I reject the 
whole idea. I think there are some exceptions, but for the most part 
the people who run for band council are sincere people who are trying 
to make the community work. At the same time, the band council 
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has changed and improved. But that's because of tradition. If we 
didn't have a traditional element in this community, we wouldn't 
have gone in that direction. We would be much more like some of the 
other communities further east or further west. It has been the 
traditional values and the traditional opposition that has made the 
band council evolve in this way. And really, those band councillors are 
threatened by tradition. This idea that comes out when they run for 
election, that they're 'working themselves out of a job', is a lot of crap! 

Can I quote you on that one? 

Oh yeah (laughter) . In the long run it shows that they're really 
hanging on to their positions. They are threatened by any kind of 
action, or any movement by the traditional people to organize or to 
take over anything. Whether it's the conflict between the Peace­
keepers and the Warriors in the 1980s [band-council police and 
traditionalist militants], or little things like doing traditional 
ceremonial openings to events, there's always that conflict with the 
band council. Because they have taken over, and because they have 
money, they have been able to gain the upper hand in any new 
development in the community. Because they have the money-the 
government recognizes that fact and feeds them even more. 
Actually, tradition was at its height in the late 1980s. After 1990 the 
traditional movement was sapped in terms of its energy and 
financial resources and so the band council is more comfortable 
now; it's been able to take the Canadian Indian Act and the 'self­
government' policy and go beyond it. They have pushed it, and I 
give them credit for that, but again I'll repeat that they would not 
have gone that way without us. 

Leaving, and looking at Kahnawake from the outside, has made that a 
lot clearer for me. When I started working for the council, say ten 
years ago, it seemed as if there was some 'slack' in the system and in 
the Indian Act: we could legitimately claim to be acting traditional 
and making progress along that way and to be making gains relative 
to what we say are our traditional goals . But now it seems as if all that 
slack has tightened up-there's no more room to manoeuvre and claim 
to be traditional. In one sense, we are being structured by the 
agreements we're negotiating. We try to do one thing, and even though 
we're sincere in the effort, we're almost being forced down a different 
path . We still may accomplish something for our people. But even with 
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the best intentions, the structure of the situation may mean that we 
end up serving other people's interests . 

I think the band council has been lucky that the [federal or provincial] 
government hasn't pushed. But the real damage is in the potential; 
the potential to damage this community is still there, it's just 
dormant. I don't know what will spark it, but something will happen 
in the future. Then we're really going to regret signing things like the 
Police Agreement. Right now it's functioning on the surface. 

On a broader level, the conflict between the traditional movement­
which is taking hold, at least conceptually, in a lot of communities­
and the established structures exists just about everywhere and for 
everyone. How do you see the other communities relative to the 
Kahnawake experience ? Are they dealing with the same types of 
issues ? Are they handling them better, or are they making mistakes ? 

I think the situation in Iroquois communities is unique because you 
have both the elected Indian Act system and the traditional 
governments. I know there are some places in British Columbia that 
have both as well, but there the systems are close together, you have 
traditional chiefs in elected positions, etc . . . .  That is unacceptable in 
Iroquoian thinking. You also see some traditional/ elected splits 
among the Mi'kmaq, and of course among the Hopi and Navajo 
people. What it always comes down to when you have these 
traditional/ elected splits is that the [state] government supports the 
money and the elected councils. You always know which side the 
government is going to take. Look at AIM in Pine Ridge in the 1970s, 
look at what happened there and how extreme it got. You see that 
over and over again. 

That's been your experience here too ? 

For sure it has. I think there was an attempt by the federal 
government to take the traditional people seriously. I think Ciaccia 
[the former Quebec provincial Minister of Indian Affairs] tried; we 
were having discussions about bingo, and we even almost came to 
some kind of understanding about cigarettes, there were even 
meetings with Revenue Quebec. But then he was reprimanded, got 
his wrist slapped, and when the 1990 Crisis broke out, that was it-he 
was fired soon after. Of course, we don't know if they were ever 
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sincere-but anyway the discussions with traditional people just 
stopped. That kind of thinking was out the window. 

One perspective that is coming forward now, especially from women 
and youth, is that all this talk and movement on self-government and 
politics is putting the cart before the horse. They say that a lot of 
Native communities are really sick, socially, physically, and psycho­
logically, and that we need to deal with that s ickness before we can 
progress on politics . What's your sense about the depth of the problem ? 

I can't talk about other communities, but in our own, it's true. One of 
the most overused words these days is 'healing' . I don't like using it 
all. But it is true that some healing has to take place before you can 
ever exercise self-determination. You have to have strong families 
before you can have strong communities, before you can have a 
strong nation. That's how I look at it. I do think we have a lot of 
strong families here in Kahnawake, and some strong communities 
elsewhere too, but there is still some repair work to be done. For us, 
and for communities like Akwesasne that do have strong families, the 
jump to nationhood is not that far. Other communities may have a 
harder time. 

Women and young people also say that you can 't build a government 
around leaders who are abusing their wives and are disrespectful of 
everybody except themselves . I agree. It's almost as if you have to work 
on that problem before you start tackling the larger issues of 
nationhood and relations with other governments . 

I shudder when I hear about communities like Davis Inlet [an Innu 
community in Labrador plagued by abuse and teen suicide] . But we 
have to remember that this is damage that was done to them-they 
didn't do this to themselves. They are victims, and Canada has to take 
a lot of responsibility for those situations. 

Because of your roots in the traditional perspective, when I say the 
word 'nationhood' it means something different to you than it does to 
a band councillor. 

It does. The band council never talked about 'sovereignty'; they 
never used the word 'nation' twenty years ago. These are terms that 
they learned from traditional people. It actually came out of the 
constitutional debates in the late 1970s and 1980-82. When our 
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Iroquoian traditional people were asked to go and speak in 
Yellowknife or Whitehorse, they started using those words. When the 
Assembly of First Nations was formed out of the National Indian 
Brotherhood, the term 'nation' came mainly from the traditional 
Iroquoian people who had a lot of influence at that time. 

What about the word 'sovereignty' ? 

It would have been the same way, eh? You never heard of sovereignty 
before that. 'Sovereignty' is a word I use a lot, traditional people use 
it a lot. You never hear the word 'independence'; we don't use that 
term. It's easy to talk about sovereignty because I look at it as a state 
of mind. It means you think like a nation, like a sovereign people, or 
a sovereign person. We use all those elements of nationhood-treaty­
making, population, government. The non-Native yardsticks that are 
used to measure nationhood-I use them a lot. As Mohawks we have 
the same elements as other people; the only thing missing is our land, 
which they are occupying. 

That's interesting, because one of the things I'm doing in this book is 
critiquing the word 'sovereignty' .  Historically, I agree with your 
analysis of where it comes from, the contributions of the traditional 
perspective and all that .  But I'm also considering the stage we're at 
now. Keeping in mind what 'sovereignty' means intrinsically, where it 
comes from, and what it means as a power relationship between the 
government and the people, my idea right now is that it's useful for us 
today only as an externalized concept .  As you said, relative to Canada 
and the United States we can use it to assert ourselves . But internally, 
I don't think it's the appropriate frame for governance. It's an imported 
idea, it implies certain things about how you govern and how you use 
power, and maybe internally it's not even relevant.  When we talk 
internal governance we have to use our own words, our own concepts . 
I look at the Navajo, and some of the other nations in Canada, and I see 
sovereignty used as an internal concept of governance. I see real 
problems when those Indian governments start acting just like white 
governments towards their own people, when they are supposed to be 
acting on traditional principles . 

You're right, in the European system the Crown is sovereign. In our 
system the people are sovereign. Their concept of sovereignty is very 
different from ours historically. 
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So the word you're using is not necessarily the replication of their 
concept-it's mainly a word that's recognizable to them. 

That's right. 

You don't mean the full academic understanding of 'sovereignty' . . .  

No, nor their historical development of the concept. 

What are the key components in your understanding of it ? What is the 
essence of sovereignty as a governmental principle? What does it mean 
to you to possess it ? 

To me it's the Mohawk people using our terminology to express our 
self-determination-how we will exist, how we will relate to each 
other and to other people. We will make those decisions, and we will 
make decisions that affect our culture, our language, and how we 
teach our children. It's about decisions on survival; everything's 
based on survival. 

In my last book I used a Kanien'keha word that Joe [Norton] gave 
me-'tewatatowie', which means 1we take care of ourselves 1 •  Does that 
come close to what you mean ? 

Yeah, that makes sense. 

I know when we're together you and I talk mostly about the Iroquois, 
but you also have a lot of experience of the international stage. What 
commonalties or linkages do you see between our people1s struggles 
and those of indigenous peoples in other parts of the world ? 

They are so similar! You just have to change the names, and it's the 
same thing: everybody is fighting colonialism in one form or another. 
As Iroquoian people we identify very strongly with the South 
Americans-we talk about self-determination and sovereignty, and 
the South Americans have that same concept. There are close ties 
between the Iroquois and the Central and South Americans based on 
our concepts of the people, our relationship to the land, and all of 
that. It's the same thing with the Aborigines in Australia. And now 
we're beginning to see how the same thing happens in Asia. The 
Asian groups are very active internationally now-people from India, 
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Burma, the Philippines, and now even the Russians. We never knew 
indigenous people were so global, but we find that we have the same 
common problems and the same kind of world-view in most cases. 
That's why, in the drafting of the UN Draft Declaration on the Rights 
of Indigenous Peoples, it was easy for indigenous people to come to 
agreement on what our rights are. It's easy for us to agree. The hard 
part is to get governments to see the Declaration as necessary and not 
so threatening. We do have problems sometimes among indigenous 
people, agreeing on a strategy to achieve that. 

What about indigenous people who may differ fundamentally? Are there 
any groups in Canada or internationally that stand out as very different 
from others on these issues of governance and land and relationships ? 

We haven't run into that. Maybe it's because the people are so 
tolerant. We tolerate people having a different structure, a different 
way of doing things, because it's their own business. I think we 
recognize each other's right to self-determination. Sometimes, even 
internally within our own caucuses, we forget about that and we have 
to be reminded. Sometimes we have a meeting and a non-indigenous 
person will show up, and we resent that, but we have to be reminded 
that indigenous people delegated him to speak because they felt he 
suited their purposes. So we have to respect the right of self-determi­
nation of that indigenous nation. 

Anthropologists may look at indigenous people and see commonalties 
based on similarities in the organization of our societies, for example, 
or the way we distribute wealth, or make decisions . But it sounds as if 
in your mind there is something more fundamental about being 
indigenous . 

What's fundamental about being indigenous, and is common among 
us, is the relationship to the land-indigenous people have a long 
association with the land we are occupying. Some people, of course, 
have been 'transmigrated' or forced to migrate to other areas, but they 
still have a strong attachment to the land. Also, we don't have a 
definition for being indigenous: we believe in group self-definition. 
Peoples can identify for themselves that they are, and other indig­
enous groups will recognize who is indigenous. That's how we do it. 
You yourself are an indigenous person, and other people recognize 
you as being indigenous; that's what makes you indigenous. 
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So, among those who may claim to be indigenous, who in your mind 
is not ? 

The Afrikaaners, the Boers, who have come to Geneva and tried to 
claim that they are indigenous. 

What about white ranchers in Alberta or Montana ? 

No. I don't consider them indigenous. 

On what basis do you deny them ? They have a 'connection to the 
land', and they've 'been there for generations' . . .  

Yeah, but the people they've supplanted to have their ranches, those 
are the indigenous people. 

So there's a component of aboriginality to it, you have to be the first 
people? 

That's right. 

Are there any other common issues you see as important for 
indigenous people? 

I'd like to focus on the issue of self-determination. There are three 
fundamental problems that indigenous people are having with the 
UN and the other world. One is the right to self-determination, which 
is denied us based on a fundamental discrimination in the UN and 
the world against indigenous peoples. Another is that we have a right 
to land and resources. And the third point is collective rights­
indigenous people exercise their rights collectively, and when other 
people talk about human rights as the rights of individuals we feel 
threatened, because it's collective rights that are important for the 
survival of indigenous peoples. Those are the three areas where we 
have a conflict with nation-states. 

Do you see any potential  for progress ?  

Sure. The more educated governments become, the more we commu­
nicate and discuss, the less they feel threatened by us. One of the big 
problems they have with us is that 'self-determination' to them means 
independence. They think we all want to become independent 
countries and further fractionalize the entire world. But they are 
finding that probably 95 per cent of indigenous peoples have no 
intention of setting up separate states-all they want is respect. They 
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want to control the lands they are in, and the resources, so that they 
can go on living within the nation-state that surrounds them and 
make sure they have a relationship that ensures their survival. 

Would you put our people in that category? 

I think . . .  No. 

So we're that other five per cent then, heh ? 

We're that five per cent (laughter), in the sense that it's culturally 
within the make-up of our people-because of our constitution, our 
state of mind, our world-view-that we look at ourselves as an 
independent people. It's also because of the Two-Row Wampum 
model of relationships between independent peoples, which existed 
before European contact as a common way of dealing with other 
indigenous peoples. We believe that we have a right to be 
independent; in the realpolitik sense, I do believe that we can coexist 
with the Canadian and American governments without violating our 
own constitution. They have to understand that we don't intend to 
destroy Canada or the United States, but that we have a right to 
determine for ourselves our relationships. 

'Independence' is not a word that we use. I remember being 
annoyed when you and I were interviewed by the Washington Post a 
couple of years ago: I talked about sovereignty, sovereignty, 
sovereignty the whole time, and then when the article came out the 
caption read, 'advocates independence for the Mohawk Nation' . 

Anyway, 'independence' is wrong. In our situation, it's a Two­
Row concept. I think that we can be an independent people without 
using the word 'independence' . We can agree with Canada not to 
raise our own army if they promise not to use an army against us, and 
we can agree not to try to acquire nuclear weapons because it's not in 
our mutual best interests, etc. Most indigenous peoples can't develop 
the economy to be independent-all they want is to share the 
resources so that they can survive. In our case we have to find a way 
to apply the Two-Row in a modern situation. 

So that's the immediate challenge: to balance the contemporary reality 
with respect for our traditions ? 

Yes. There's a lot of wisdom in our tradition; we can be self­

llll determining and live by the Two-Row and coexist in the next century. 
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M o n ey 

Ill Ill 1111 

I n recent years one of the motivating forces behind Native politics has 
been the belief that increasing the material wealth of Native people 
will solve all the problems of colonization. The inherent contradiction 

between this approach and traditional philosophies aside, this notion has 
led to the emergence of governments oriented not towards making peace 
but towards making money (or, more fashionably, 'accessing resources') .  
But development i s  not a panacea. In  fact, without a sound traditional 
basis, it becomes a real danger. This is true not only for indigenous 
peoples; mainstream society itself must come to terms with the fact that 
greed and materialism are not good things. John Ralston Saul, a clear­
sighted social critic, has recognized the folly of relying on the market as a 
source of societal values. He sees through the corporate manipulation to 
the greed that drives contemporary politics and 'free market' ideology: 

I love the market. I like trade, money markets, global economic 
patterns, all of it. . . .  But I'm not fool enough to mistake these 
necessary and important narrow mechanisms for a broad, solid, 
conscious force that can lead society. The history of the market­
place has been consistently written by its actions. To ignore 
history is to withdraw into severe unconsciousness.  The 
important conundrum for us is to understand how we have come 
to so forget our own history that we are acting in a suicidal 
manner, believing that economics can lead-where in the past it 
has always failed to do so. 

Unfortunately, many Native politicians share a political vision that 
mirrors the worst tendencies of the mainstream society. In a capitalist 
economy, financial resources are obviously a precondition for community 
autonomy. But it is one thing to see money as a competitive lever and a 
measure of collective strength; it is quite another to see self-government 
as an exercise in accessing financial resources, or the accumulation of 
wealth as an end in itself. An ideology of accumulation, even if it's 
collective rather than individual, plays right into the consumptive 
commercial mentality shaped by the state corporatism that has so 
damaged both the earth and human relationships around the globe. From 
an indigenous perspective, appropriate economic development consists 
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in taking advantage of opportunities to build self-sufficiency in order to 
preserve the essence of indigenous cultures and accomplish the goals that 
emerge from the culture. This is quite different from tying a community 
to an exploitative economy promoting objectives that contravene tradi­
tional values. 

What drives Native leaders to turn away from their communities and 
embrace the worst aspects of mainstream society? The process of co­
optation outlined earlier explains in general terms how Native politicians 
can become alienated from their communities. But there is a more basic 
factor that must be considered if communities are to avoid assimilation. 
The desire for ego-gratification is a key feature of contemporary politics. 
Most people who have risen to positions of authority in the colonial 
system do not have the internal references for their choices and actions 
that come naturally to a person who respects traditional values. Without 
substantial formal checks, these politicians will base their actions on the 
values they have assimilated from their colonizers/ colleagues in main­
stream society. As a result, the accumulation and conspicuous display of 
monetary wealth is becoming increasingly common. Considered a sign of 
assimilation by traditional-minded people, this sort of acquisitiveness is 
allowed to continue because of the way colonial structures prevent 
politicians from being truly accountable to their people. The danger is 
that the authority vested in the co-opted politicians is being used to turn 
communities in the same direction. 

The egotistical desire for fame and fortune needs to be distinguished 
from the desire for what we might call glory, which is shared by the 
community and is achieved through hard work or skill in non-political 
activities. According to the ethnologist Nancy Lurie, in the Native context 
political fame is often condemned because it is associated with a greedy 
desire for a status that will distinguish the individual in some permanent, 
privileged way from the rest of the community. 'Greed' in this context 
signifies a lack of respect for others and for the values of the people; it is 

an unhealthy and unbalanced individuality. As Lurie describes it: 

Greed is evil, a kind of worst of bad things. It combines 
selfishness, avarice, acquisitiveness, neglect and disrespect for 
the welfare of others, usurping power or authority, a show of un­
warranted self-importance, bossiness, mean-mindedness, 
dishonesty. Greed is almost a kind of wicked presence. 

Within this culture, success is measured in terms of the dollar value 
of a particular option, or the profitability of a given enterprise, rather than 
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the overall health and well-being of the people and the continuing 
strength of the nation as indicated by its preservation of traditional 
values. The latter should be the criteria by which development is 
measured. Native people are sometimes afraid to use words like 'vanity' 
and 'greed' in reference to their politicians; such words are so insulting 
that the price of confronting the co-optation outweighs the benefits. Yet 
the truth must be told about the motivations of some politicians and their 
alienation from community perspectives. 

Another truth that must be told is that money in itself does nothing to 
solve the problems that indigenous people face. Only by building eco­
nomic relationships and trade with other peoples can we really 
strengthen and sustain our communities. Truly valuable development 
consists in the learning, the skills, the business acumen, and the 
empowerment that flow from taking control over our lands and using 
them for the collective benefit in ways that are consistent with indigenous 
values. Moving from wardship to partnership with the state and industry 
is progress toward self-determination; this is a matter of perspective, 
resolve, and skill. Ignoring the principle of self-determination and blindly 
moving from total wardship to a new form of dependency-for example, 
based on supplying raw materials to foreign industry-is in fact a step 
down, because it requires that indigenous people actively participate in 
their own exploitation. 

The 1995 Report of the Alaska Native Review Commission illustrates this 
dynamic. Describing the destructive impact of the imposition of a 
corporate form of government in Alaska, it shows how deeply opposed 
the profit-motivated model of government, based on resource extraction, 
is to the traditional values of the indigenous people. 

The 1971 Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act (ANCSA) made no 
substantial reference to indigenous values and perspectives; it was 
oriented solely towards guaranteeing white access to the resources on and 
under the land, and imposing a regime of economic assimilation on the 
indigenous population. Designed and promoted by an assimilationist 
senator from Washington State, the Act was implemented after it gained 
the support and collaboration of the major Native organizations in 
Alaska. There were no consultations, no hearings, and no votes on the Act 
at the village level. 

The Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act extinguished the 
indigenous people's aboriginal title and rights over 90 per cent of their 
territories (confirmation of the extinguishment was pronounced by the 
United States Supreme Court in February 1998, in the landmark decision 
Alaska v. Native Village of Venetie Tribal Government), and gave them 
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a total compensation package valued at  three dollars per acre 
($962.5 million) over an eleven-year period. The indigenous people 
retained 10 per cent (44 million acres) of their land. The federal govern­
ment now owns (with the additional passage of the Alaska National 
Interest Lands Act, 1980) 60 per cent (197 million acres) of previously 
unsurrendered territory; while the state of Alaska owns 30 per cent (124 
million acres) . In the area of governance, the Act established 12 regional­
and more than 200 village-level corporations, along with one based in 
Seattle. These so-called governments strictly follow the corporate model: 
community members are shareholders, and the primary responsibility of 
the government is to make profits, in order to provide the shareholders 
with returns on the investments made on their behalf as part of the initial 
framework. 

This experience is a sickening example of the co-optation of the elite 
Native leadership and the forced assimilation of indigenous people into 
an exploitative system that fundamentally disrespects their culture and 
values. Indeed, the Alaska Natives themselves have begun to confront 
what they now realize was an open attack on their existence as indig­
enous peoples: a land grab and a blatant effort to make them conform to 
a white model of societal, government, and economic organization. As the 
review commission put it, 'Alaska Natives now realize that ANCSA has 
failed them and that its goals are at cross purposes with their own.' While 
recognizing the same fact, we might add that some Alaska Native 
politicians were and are complicit in this usurpation of their people's 
identity and nationhood. 

Today, Alaska Natives are attempting to strengthen their own 
traditional economies and restore their tribal governments. Like many 
other indigenous peoples, they have recognized that it is impossible to 
preserve the essence of their cultures and identity as long as their internal 
economy is exploitative and profit-motivated. They have also come to see 
that both corporate and elective systems of representation are 

incompatible with indigenous political cultures. The Commission recog­
nizes that what the Native people are rejecting is not modernity, or the 
United States government, but forced compliance with an exploitative 
system and the imposition of an inappropriate form of government; 
simply put, 'It is their profound desire to be themselves, to be true to their 
own values, that has led to the present confrontation.' The head of the 
Review Commission, the Canadian judge Thomas Berger, recognized the 
commonalities between the Alaska Natives and all indigenous people 
who must deal with ongoing efforts by outsiders to gain access to their 
lands and impose state sovereignty on their nations: 
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Some persons say that Alaska Natives are unlike American 
Indians: their goals are different and they wish to integrate. That 
is not what Alaska Natives have been telling me. Their goals are 
fundamentally the same as those of American Indians as well as 
those related peoples throughout the Canadian and Greenland 
Arctic and sub-Arctic and indigenous peoples the world over. 

At one point there was hope that Western states would prove capable 
of honouring indigenous nationhood and respecting the right of non­
white peoples to determine their own future. But only slight progress has 
been made: the settler states are willing to accept the continuing physical 
existence of indigenous people-but only on the condition that they serve 
the corporate interests that dominate white society. In effect, indigenous 
people are respected by the state only to the degree that they adopt 
mainstream values, attitudes, and behaviours. 

Money holds out the promise of a better life for indigenous people, 
but in the end it delivers them to the state as consumer I citizens differing 
only in skin colour and folklore from all the rest. Individual Native people 
who choose money over all but the most superficial aspects of their 
culture may prosper. But communities that take that path extinguish more 
than just their title to the land: they extinguish themselves as nations. The 
Creator gave indigenous people specific instructions to preserve their 
distinctive cultures and way of life; to the extent that accumulating 
financial resources helps them to do that, it is a good thing. But when the 
only way to make money is by buying into the value system of 
exploitative capitalism, it requires a sacrifice-of the essence of the indig­
enous being-that cannot be justified. 

The challenge for leaders is to create the conditions for self­
sufficiency and at the same time to preserve the core community values 
that are fundamentally opposed to those underpinning the dominant 
mode of economic development in the larger society. This is no easy task. 
The structure of mainstream society is such that people who adhere to 
traditional values are not likely to have access to the resources and 
cooperation needed to achieve self-sufficiency. The only way around this 
problem is to think through the structure and the situation and find a way 
to achieve self-sufficiency on our own terms, not those imposed by 
outsiders as a condition for their cooperation. 

In this intellectual and political context, leaders are forced to make 
hard choices. Of course, politics is always a matter of compromise, and it 
would be naive to imagine that indigenous leaders will not engage in 
some trade-offs for practical gain, especially when it is so important to 
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address the material deprivation of Native communities. But dearly there 
are situations where the pursuit of money is simply wrong, because it 
means surrendering some of the nation's strength in other areas (land, 
identity, or freedom, for example) . For indigenous people forced to live in 
a capitalist economy, and politically oppressed by colonial governments 
driven by big-money politics, it can only be considered a sin to disconnect 
economic development from the larger social and political project of self­
determination. We must always look at the larger context; we must 
always consider the broader political and social implications of the 
choices we make in our drive to accumulate wealth, whether individually 
or collectively, and to cooperate with other governments to ensure our 
communities' economic development. Without a commitment to the 
development of economic self-sufficiency in a framework of respect for 
traditional values, money can do nothing to promote decolonization and 
reassertion of our nationhood. The political and economic realities in 
which we live ensure that the unprincipled pursuit of money, outside a 
traditional framework, can only further entrench our colonization by 
embedding us deeper in colonial structures. 

Modern Treaties:  A Path to Ass i m i lation? 

1111 Ill 1111 

R elated to the money issue, the contemporary treaty process as it is 
currently under way in Canada, most notably in the province of 
British Columbia, is a prime example of co-optation. Together, 

state officials and indigenous representatives have developed a seemingly 

progressive framework for resolving the main obstacles to rebuilding 
indigenous communities and establishing relationships with other 
peoples based on justice and honour. In fact, behind the progressive 
fa<;;ade, the BC Treaty Process represents an advanced form of control, 
manipulation, and assimilation. 

The BC Treaty Process illustrates all the problems that indigenous 
peoples face in their struggle to overcome colonialism: racism and 
ignorance in the mainstream, apathy in Native communities, co-optation 
of Native leadership, aggressive manipulation of the process by the state. 
The basic assumptions embedded in the process and the negotiating 
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positions put forward in relation to indigenous peoples point to the state's 
innate prejudice against justice for indigenous peoples. 

All land claims in Canada, including those at issue in the BC Treaty 
Process, arise from the mistaken premise that Canada owns the land it is 
situated on. In fact, where indigenous people have not surrendered 
ownership, legal title to 'Crown' land does not exist-it is a fiction of 
Canadian (colonial) law. To assert the validity of Crown title to land that 
the indigenous population has not surrendered by treaty is to accept the 
racist assumptions of earlier centuries, when European interests were 
automatically given priority over the rights of supposedly 'uncivilized' 
indigenous peoples. Those who do not accept the idea that indigenous 
people own all of their traditional territory unless it was surrendered by 
treaty are either ignorant of the historical reality or racists who ignore that 
reality in order to impose a hierarchy of rights based on 'conquest' . 

In truth, it is white society that has staked a claim against history, 
morality, and the rights of indigenous peoples. But indigenous peoples 
have been obliged to go along with the historically false idea that they 
must make a claim against the state in order to gain ownership of lands 
that they have always possessed. One reason the state has been able to 
impose its racist, anti-historical view is simple cultural arrogance. The 
state still negotiates from a position of strength based on its false claim to 
morality, justice, and authority. 

Arrogance is evident even in the much-heralded 1998 decision in 
Delgamuukw v. The Queen, in which the Supreme Court pronounced the 
first substantive definition of 'Aboriginal title' in Canadian law. The 
Delgamuukw decision is generally seen as progressive, expanding the 
notion of indigenous rights by ruling that 'Aboriginal title' -defined as 
'the right to exclusive use and occupation of land' -is 'inalienable' except 
to the Crown (that is, such rights cannot be extinguished except by the 
federal government), and indigenous peoples have a constitutionally 
protected right to be consulted on and compensated for title infringe­
ments that affect their access to or use of the lands for purposes integral 
to their cultural survival. The question is, what does that mean to people 
whose traditional territories have for the most part already been alienated 
from them by law, settled by others, or handed over to corporate interests 
for resource development? 

The court has determined that, in order to have their title recognized, 
indigenous peoples must prove to the government of Canada their 
exclusive and consistent occupation of the territory ever since European 
sovereignty was first asserted. However, in the court's reasoning, 'title' 
does not mean 'ownership', much less governing authority. Indigenous 
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peoples are in fact severely constrained by Canadian law in the exercise 
of their delegated rights within the territories to which they hold title. 
Basically, Aboriginal title and rights protect only those activities and 
aspects of the indigenous culture that Canadians have determined are 
pre-European in nature. In the Canadian government's interpretation: 

A group may not use Aboriginal title lands for purposes that are 
irreconcilable with the nature of the group's attachment to the 
land. For example, if a First Nation has traditionally used a piece 
of land for hunting, the group may not strip mine it, thus 
destroying its value for hunting. 

Of course this example is ridiculous-it is white people, not Natives, who 
are notorious for strip-mining. However, it points to limitations on the 
meaning of Aboriginal title that are unsettling. It clearly indicates that the 
high court and government of Canada have not relinquished their falsely 
assumed right to control indigenous people. The one concession to justice 
in Delgamuukw is that it does prevent individuals, corporations, munici­
palities, and provinces from themselves infringing on the most important 
aspects of an indigenous group's culture within that group's traditional 
territories (as has so often been done in the past, with blatant disregard for 
the law and morality). 

Even though it puts individual white people, corporations, and the 
provincial governments that serve them out of the extinguishment 
business, in essence the Delgamuukw decision simply refines the logic of 
dispossession that has underpinned Canadian policy for generations. The 
absolute proof is contained in the court's clarification of the nature of 
Aboriginal title in relation to the Crown's prerogative, and the stipulation 
that Canada itself may 'infringe upon Aboriginal title for valid legislative 
objectives, including, but not limited to, settling foreign populations and 
instituting economic development projects' . The principle that only the 
federal government may usurp indigenous rights may look like progress 
in the specific context of Delgamuukw and British Columbia, where the 
provincial government had falsely assumed local power. However, the 
federal-only prerogative recognized in the Royal Proclamation of 1763, in 
treaties elsewhere in Canada, and even in the Indian Act, has done 
nothing to prevent the alienation of huge areas of land from indigenous 
nations. Federal collusion with corporate interests to use indigenous lands 
and rivers for industrial development, hydro dams, transportation routes, 
and raw resource extraction continues to represent just as great a danger 
as gradual, small-scale encroachments by individuals for settlement and 
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agricultural purposes. The Delgamuukw conception of Aboriginal title is 
fundamentally meaningless to indigenous peoples because it gives them 
no real protection. In fact, it perpetuates the faulty logic according to 
which indigenous rights can be put aside when they conflict with white 
settlement and economic development-the same played-out excuses for 
legalized theft on which all colonial states are founded. 

In the wake of the Delgamuukw decision, the government of Canada 
has recommitted itself to policies and programs aimed at legitimizing its 
unjustly imposed control over indigenous lands and peoples. The stated 
objective of federal policy is to achieve 'certainty about rights of 
ownership and use of land and resources' by exchanging 'constitutionally­
protected but undefined common law Aboriginal rights for constitu­
tionally, clearly defined treaty rights and benefits' . The concern for 
certainty is undoubtedly valid, since all agreements between nations are 
based on trust. What certainty does any accord, agreement, or treaty 
provide without commitments of respect and honour on each side? The 
document itself, whether paper or wampum, is merely a symbol of those 
commitments and a reminder of the agreed-upon principles. So certainty 
is important. But who is it that should be troubled by the lack of certainty 
in this process? The truth is that neither the Canadian nor the United 
States government has ever kept its word with Indians. Not a single treaty 
or agreement signed by a white man has been honoured by that man's 
government. These statements stand unqualified. 'Certainty' in these 
cases has nothing to do with trust and respect: what it really means is 
entrenchment of legal constraints and enshrinement of dependency. 
Achieving true, respectful certainty would go a long way towards recti­
fying the injustices done to indigenous people; but the actual process of 
negotiation is taking place within a different intellectual framework and is 
aimed at a different goal. What is Canada really saying? Its policy on the 
conduct of negotiations with indigenous peoples is clearly outlined: 

Canada will not lose sight of the need to achieve certainty with 
respect to land and resource rights for Aboriginal people and 
other Canadians in order to preserve and encourage economic 
development possibilities for all Canadians . Any policy on 
certainty will need to be consistent with the legal and political 
evolution of Aboriginal and treaty rights . . . .  

Preserving 'economic development possibilities for all Canadians' has 
nothing to do with rectifying the injustice of colonization. It is a conces­
sion to industries that have illegally established themselves on Native 
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land. It is a cynical manipulation that effectively makes the achievement 
of Native objectives impossible, by forcing efforts to achieve justice to 
accommodate the selfish interests of uninformed racists and the business 
community. 

Furthermore, to ensure the limitation of indigenous rights, Canada 
insists on consistency with Canadian law-with all its faulty precedents 
and premises. Certainty for the group that controls the 'legal and 
political evolution' of the other group's rights is certainly for the first 
group only. 

In effect, the Canadian government arrogantly asserts ownership 
rights over the identity of indigenous nations. On the eve of the twenty­
first century, Canada's final solution to the Indian Problem is to force 
indigenous peoples who have inhabited the land for millennia to do what 
no other people in the world is obliged do: to formalize a definition of 
themselves for all time and agree to a set of criteria for determining 
membership that will not be subject to evolution or change as the group 
responds to the shifting realities of the political and economic 
environment. 

In addition, the federal policy includes the following statements: 

Canada will also seek to ensure that settlement lands are subject 
to federal and provincial laws of general application . . . .  

What do 'self-government' and 'self-determination' mean, if all federal 
and provincial laws apply on indigenous lands? The assumption here is 
that Canada has until now possessed rightful jurisdiction over indigenous 
peoples and lands, and that vacating that jurisdiction is a matter of 
delegating power to Native governments. Surely, though, if the lands are 
within the traditional territory of an indigenous nation, then it is the laws 
of that nation, not Canada, that should form the basis of authority within 
that territory. 

Canada will seek to ensure that settlements provide for innocent 
and limited public access, without charge, to selected or retained 
lands, by government, its contractors, the Canadian Forces and 
for commercial and third party use; and, that access rights 
pertaining to transportation routes in and through settlement 
lands and rights-of-way for necessary public purposes be 
provided for. 

Canada will negotiate recognizing what it calls an 'Aboriginal interest' in 
traditional indigenous territories, but in return white society must be 
conceded the privileges of general public access and free public recreation 
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use, as well as continued access and use by government, business, 
industry, the military, and maintenance of all roads and expropriated 
passages throughout those traditional territories. This is most certainly 
not recognition of an interest based on aboriginality and unsurrendered 
Aboriginal title. This is a concept gutted of real meaning-making sense 
only in terms of a residual (read leftover) 'interest' once all non-Native 
interests have been satisfied. As well, Canada explicitly states that the 
'arrangements' that flow from the treaty negotiations 1will not involve the 
exercise of Aboriginal or treaty rights in established national parks' . Thus 
redress for historic injustice will be considered only in those areas that are 
not sufficiently beautiful, important, or accessible to be of interest to white 
society. Relatedly, the government makes it clear that it has no intention 
of returning sacred objects or aspects of indigenous peoples' material 
culture stolen, seized, or pilfered over the years and ensconced in public 
collections: 'Canada will seek to safeguard the integrity of collections of 
cultural artifacts for the enjoyment of all Canadians.' 

Most blatantly, Canada states that it will seek to ensure that 1holders 
of subsurface rights have access to settlement lands'; that it 'will retain 
final authority over the management of all fisheries'; and that it 1will seek 
to minimize disruption, where possible, of all existing fisheries' . In other 
words, it's business as usual: mining and commercial fishing corporations 
can continue to pillage indigenous resources and destroy the Native 
peoples' environment. 

Finally, the government of Canada will 'seek to retain those 
expropriation powers required to fulfill its obligations as a national 
government' . To ensure its ability to take what it needs from indigenous 
lands in the future (so much for 'finality'), Canada will claim the right to 
expropriate (to take without consent) unsurrendered Aboriginal 
territories. How does it justify this shameless disregard for indigenous 
peoples' inherent rights as nations? On the grounds of fulfilling its 
'obligations' .  

This justification-putting a positive spin on a position that for 
Native people is clearly negative-is typical of the Canadian govern­
ment's approach to the negotiation process. Throughout its policy 
statement, it presents its anti-indigenous objectives in terms of positive 
efforts to protect Canadian 'interests' : 

1. Ensuring that processes are fair and democratic: In its cultural arrogance, 
Canada forgets that indigenous peoples have practised democracy since 
time immemorial . By insisting on its own standards of fairness 
and democracy, it imposes a culturally specific conception of political 
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participation on indigenous nations, and degrades the quality of Native 
people's rights by insisting that they remain subject to Canadian values. 
Furthermore, the insistence on 'fair and democratic' processes is a coded 
guarantee to the Canadian people that they will have the final say as to 
whether indigenous rights are recognized. In the context of British 
Columbia at least, this gives the organized racists who dominate local 
politics a virtual veto on progress. 

2. Ensuring affordability of settlements. Claiming that it represents 'all 
Canadians in the negotiations' (with the apparent exception of the citizens 
it claims among indigenous peoples), the Canadian government 
constrains the degree to which historic injustices will be redressed by 
setting the issue in the framework of the contemporary fiscal crisis. What 
indigenous people want is to get their land back; cash settlement in lieu 
of land is a compromise of that primary objective made in the context of 
the negotiations. It is the state that proposes to pay indigenous people 
cash instead-and then it limits the redress by claiming that the resolution 
must be affordable! 

3. Promoting self-reliant First Nations . In this classic example of manipu­
lative double-speak, Canada says that it will abdicate its fiduciary respon­
sibilities with respect to Native peoples and insist that they integrate into 
the state system. In the words of the policy, 'As First Nations take on more 
responsibility for managing their own affairs, it is expected that the 
federal role will be reduced proportionately.' In theory, this is a good 
thing. In practice, however, what it means is that Canada insists that 
Native governments become tax agents of the state and that the historic 
principle of tax immunity for status Indians be surrendered. 

Iii Ill !Ill 

In the Canadian system, 93 per cent of the land within the territorial 
borders of British Columbia is under the legal control of the provincial 
government. The province has assumed responsibility for negotiating 
with indigenous peoples those aspects of treaties that pertain to land 
tenure and land use. And its only response to Delgamuukw-apart from 
an initial reaction by the minister of Aboriginal Affairs and the provincial 
premier that the decision confirmed BC' s approach and position-has 
been to refine its consultation process for title infringements. On top of 
the federal positions outlined above, therefore, the province imposes 
further limitations to justice in the treaty process: 
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Overall, the total land held by First Nations after treaty 
settlements are completed in British Columbia will be less than 
five per cent of the province's land base. That five per cent set 
aside for Treaty Settlement Lands will include already existing 
Indian Reserves. 

In January 1997, at a conference in Victoria following the release of the 
final report of the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, the provin­
cial Minister of Aboriginal Affairs, John Cashore, denied this policy in 
direct response to a point-blank question from a Native person. He lied. 
According to the province's policy, no more than five per cent (minus the 
lands already held as reserves) will be considered for settlement of 
historic injustices. 

About five per cent of land in B.C. is privately owned, or land 
owned in fee simple and registered under the Land Titles Act. 
Privately owned property is exempt from any land claims 
settlements and the province will not expropriate or interfere 
with private property to conclude a treaty . . .  aboriginal rights 
can co-exist with other interests and may apply on private 
property. These aboriginal rights can conflict with the owner's 
desired use. Treaties will secure private property rights . . . .  

In other words, to provide additional support for the federal govern­
ment's efforts to impose its own policies, the province has extended its 
policy to areas beyond its jurisdiction. Essentially, the federal and provin­
cial governments have coordinated their approaches to the negotiations, 
ensuring that certain basic premises are defended by two of the three 
parties to the negotiation. This is dearly evident in the province's 
'Principles for Negotiating Treaties' : 

.. 

.. 

" 

.. 

"' 

.. 

Private property is not on the table . 

Jurisdictional certainty between First Nations and municipalities 
must be dearly spelled out. 

Continued access to hunting, fishing and recreational opportunities 
will be guaranteed. 

The Canadian Constitution and Charter of Rights and Freedoms will 
continue to apply equally to all British Columbians. 

Agreements must be affordable to all British Columbians. 

The federal government's primary constitutional and financial 
responsibility for treaties must be maintained. 
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" Fair compensation for unavoidable disruption of commercial inter­
ests will be assured. 

'" Province-wide standards of resource management and environmen-
tal protection will continue to apply. 

In addition to limiting the potential for settlement by putting an arbitrary 
cap on the total amount of settlement lands, the province's position 
denies the right of indigenous people to reacquire possession of their 
lands currently held by settlers. As well, the province has stated that 
tenures such as commercial leases and licences to extract resources from 
indigenous lands 'will not be expropriated as a result of treaty negoti­
ations' . An outsider might well ask, 'What is left for the Natives?' 

To further limit the parameters of treaty negotiations, both the federal 
and provincial governments have instituted 'advisory councils' of non­
indigenous people and commercial interests. Thus on top of the limitations 
imposed by the basic positions outlined above, the federal and provincial 
governments work with the settlers and organized commercial interests 
who currently occupy and use the lands under negotiation to develop the 
mandates their negotiators use to deal with indigenous people 

The list of non-indigenous interests that work with the federal and 
provincial governments to develop mandates and, in the case of local 
governments, sit on provincial negotiating teams is comprehensive: 

" Non-Indigenous Regional Advisory Committees (advise the federal 
and provincial negotiating teams) : community, industry, business, 
labour, environment, tourism, and recreation. 

" Non-Indigenous Treaty Advisory Committees (select members to sit 
on provincial negotiating team) : local, regional, and municipal 
governments. 

11 Non-Indigenous Provincial Regional Caucuses (advise specific 
provincial ministries) : employees of the provincial government. 

'" Non-Indigenous Treaty Negotiations Advisory Committee (advises 
federal and provincial governments on policy and mandates) : 
province-wide group of 31 members of business, industry, labour, 
local government, environmental and outdoor recreation organi­
zations. 

Further representation for non-indigenous people and interests is 
provided by the provincial government's policy of accepting input from 
the public on any issue related to the overall process by way of a toll-free 
telephone line. 
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In both its form and its content, the BC Treaty Process points to the 
urgent need for all indigenous peoples to challenge the policies and 
positions the state has designed to eliminate their nations. The state has a 
common approach to resolving the inconsistencies between history and 
the law that continue to haunt us. Like the Native people of Alaska in the 
1970s, indigenous people in British Columbia are in danger of being led 
towards a non-indigenous future. State-sponsored processes such as the 
one presently under way in British Columbia can never offer an 
honourable resolution so long as they refuse to demonstrate respect for 
the nationhood of our peoples. As it is, the process is a mere fa�ade, and 
cynical manipulation is only perpetuating the problems that the negoti­
ations are supposed to resolve. 

Around the world, indigenous peoples must fight for their survival. 
Not only must they adapt their societies to the changes that affect all 
people (technological and social), but at the same time they must defend 
themselves against both the efforts of the state to undermine their 
existence and the choices of indigenous representatives who claim to 
speak for their people yet agree to resolutions based on the state's 
premises and policies. 

Its methods may have become more subtle and devious, but the 
state's goal is still clear: to assimilate Native people. 

for the Youth : Towards a New N ative leadership  

T he complexity of the problems outlined here is immense, and it 
should be no surprise if people feel overwhelmed and confused as 
to the next step, apart from the broad objectives of healing, reform­

ing government, and reviving a traditional indigenous value system. 
Clearly, though, Native communities must focus on creating a new 
generation of leaders who are grounded in traditional values and capable 
of undoing the damage done to their nations by white society and two 
generations of complicit Native politicians. 

In a way this is an obvious point: we all know that young people are 
the future of our nations. For too many of our politicians, however, this is 
only a platitude. They may pay lip service to it, but in practice they ignore 
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the youth's concerns. Because of this, young people are becoming 
increasingly alienated, and our communities are in real danger of losing 
the next generation of leaders. Some self-destruct, through suicide or 
substance abuse. Others, disillusioned by the hypocrisy of older people, 
especially politicians, simply turn their backs on their communities and 
drift towards the mainstream society, where racism still prevents their 
participation as full human beings. 

These problems are not confined to North America. Research on the 
situation of indigenous youth in the Solomon Islands, for example, has 
found similar evidence of cultural and social disruption. Young people 
there who are bored with traditional life and tired of traditional 
obligations move to the city and form a class cut off from the benefits of 
both societies. Not finding meaning or relevance in traditional 
obligations, they are forming a new culture with values and mores suited 
to their existence as alienated people; because they do not have a stake in 
preserving either society, destruction and self-destruction follow. 

Native leaders must recognize a similar potential in North American 
indigenous communities. Traditional value systems attach great 
importance to honouring the interdependence of the generations, but this 
importance has for the most part been lost in the colonial systems that 
have supplanted them. Stable societies are secure in the transmission of 
their culture from one generation to the next because the young people 
are shaped by respected elders. The culture defines the rights and 
obligations-forms the moral universe-of all people. That circle of 
respect and responsibility has been broken in indigenous communities. 
Young indigenous people are developing a set of values very different 
from those of their parents-most of whom have only a tenuous hold on 
tradition themselves. 

From any perspective, indigenous or mainstream, it is dangerous to 
ghettoize 'youth' concerns as a separate set of issues (although it is a 
popular strategy among governments because of young people's inherent 
immaturity, lack of material resources, and fluid, transient identity) . The 
truth is that there is no separating the problems facing young people from 
those of the society as a whole. To take indigenous traditions seriously 
means to have a vision for the future; and the current situation of 
indigenous youth provides a crystal-dear picture of the general state of 
our communities. 

Native politicians need to be reminded that youth are real human 
beings, and that as a group they represent needs and wants, good and bad 
characteristics, and a collective way of thinking that will soon come to 
define the social and political landscape in Native communities. Their 
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issues are significant today, and will become more so as the dominance of 
people raised in a different time and shaped by different circumstances 
fades. Communities must respect their youth, and not close their eyes to 
the future by denying the validity of their concerns. Communities cannot 
do what is right for the next generation without involving them and 
gaining their consent-where the link between the young people and 
leaders is broken, a future negotiated only by politicians and elders will 
last only as long as the those people stay in control. Then who will lead 
our communities? 

If indigenous peoples are to have any future at all, every person 
counts. But those young people who self-destruct are not the only ones 
lost to the society. So too are the apathetic-those who have become so 
alienated that they simply don't care. And among those who do care, 
many actively fight the establishment that controls their lives because it 
does not listen to their concerns. As the 1996 report of the Royal 
Commission on Aboriginal Peoples in Canada emphasized, it is essential 
to begin respecting and empowering young people by involving them in 
decisions affecting their future. 

In April 1997, activist young people opposed to the conducting of 
treaty negotiations without youth representation occupied the Vancouver 
offices of the British Columbia Treaty Commission. The protesters 
belonged to the Vancouver-based Native Youth Movement. One of their 
representatives told reporters that 'none of our chiefs have ever consulted 
us.' Another described in a radio interview the frustration that indigenous 
youth felt at being left out of the process and seeing the legitimacy of their 
political perspective denied by their own community leaders: 

NYM: The point we're trying to make is that Aboriginal youth 
haven't been consulted on the process. The whole process is 
fraudulent and we oppose it one hundred per cent. All the peers, 
all the people we've met so far, have totally told us that they one 
hundred per cent oppose it. 

CBC Radio: So many Native communities in BC, though, have bought 
into the process. Why are you so strongly opposed to it ? 

NYM: It's not internationally recognized, for one thing. A lot of 
jurisdiction, like roads and access and stuff like that, falls under 
the province and so you kind of wonder. Sure you're supposed to 
be doing nation-to-nation, so why would the province be 
involved? It's a real joke and it's a joke to our integrity as a 
people, you know? 
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CBC: I'm wondering, realistically, how much success do you think you'll 
actually have in altering the process here? 

NYM: I think we'll have a good opportunity, because for so long 
everybody has been just silently opposing this process. If you talk 
to any of the Native organizations, individual people will tell you 
that they're opposed to the process, but nobody has made a real 
stand. So I feel that maybe this will start the momentum of oppo­
sition to the treaty. All the silent people will start coming out . . . .  

CBC: Why do you think this is so important to the youth especially?  

NYM: Native youth are the lowest people on the scale here. We're 
affected by all the things that the chiefs are negotiating about. 
We're affected most by poverty, suicide, HIV, and all the other 
social problems that are attributed to being First Nations. And 
our needs aren't being met in any of these processes. 

Frustration, combined with the unfulfilled universal need for community 
and belonging, is leading to delegitimation of governing structures. 

Many traditional people believe that the problem can be traced 
directly to the abandonment of traditional initiation rituals. In the vacuum 
created by the loss of those rituals, alternatives emerge that are not rooted 
in indigenous culture. Adoption of these alternatives will eventually lead 
to the destruction of indigenous nations just as surely as the loss of land 
and the continuing denial of indigenous governmental authority. The 
problem needs to be seen in that perspective. 

Native youth are warriors in a very traditional sense: they are the 
ones who will be expected to carry out the community's decisions. If 
things were operating in a traditional mode, they would have had input 
into those decisions and participated freely in shaping their future. But in 
the colonial mode they remain doubly bound, to their situation and to a 
future not of their own making. These warriors need purpose and 
guidance. They will find them. The question is where, and from whom? 

Ill 1111 Ill 

Native communities need to remind themselves that substantial change 
happens only when those in control change, and this can happen only 
when the sources of power (or access to it) shift. How do we bring this 
about? One way to achieve substantial change is through a legal mandate; 
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this is the object of the negotiated decolonization processes that have been 
established thus far. The other way is to inject new social or political 
capital into the system. The first approach has failed or is failing, but the 
second holds great promise: effecting change through the injection of the 
human capital built through higher education. 

The way to overcome the bonds, external and internal, that continue 
to hold indigenous people down is to awaken people's minds to their 
situation. In the mainstream society, it is the ignorance, prejudice, and fear 
of the general population that allows the state to maintain its colonial 
dominion over indigenous peoples. In Native communities, it is the 
people's lack of understanding of political reality and blindness to the 
roots of their pain that keep them passively suffering. In both cases, there 
are serious inconsistencies between the current reality and the principles 
that form the basis of the people's identity, indigenous and non­
indigenous alike. And in both cases, education holds the best promise for 
positive change, because it creates awareness of the inconsistencies 
between the world as it is and as it should be. 

This notion is predicated on the existence of basic values and higher 
principles within both cultures that are capable of promoting peaceful 
harmonious relationships. There is no inherent conflict between basic 
indigenous and non-indigenous values. Rather, it is the historical practice 
of politics (and the institutionalization of these patterns of governance) 
that contravenes the basic values of liberal-democratic and traditional 
indigenous philosophies alike. Manipulative mechanisms of control work 
against the best instincts of both Western and aboriginal value systems. 
Education holds the key because in creating a general historical 
sensitivity and a critical awareness of reality, it activates a basic human 
urge to move reality closer to the ideal-to close the gap that, until now, 
the state has worked to obscure by denying history, lying about its true 
intentions vis-a-vis indigenous people, and co-opting those who might 
challenge its power. 

What is needed in countries like Canada and the United States is the 
kind of education that would force the general population to engage with 
realities other than their own, increasing their capacity to empathize with 
others-to see other points of view and to understand other people's 
motivations and desires. Admittedly, it is not likely that the entire North 
American primary and secondary education system will become so open­
minded anytime soon. However, indigenous people have succeeded in 
altering non-indigenous people's perceptions through dialogue in 
institutions of higher learning. As a result, we are beginning to see an 
empathy for the indigenous experience, and a political space for change, 
that Native leaders must capitalize on. 
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To do so, leaders must promote Native education both in the conven­
tional Western sense and in terms of re-rooting young people within 
their traditional cultures. In time, such education will produce a new 
generation of healthy and highly skilled leaders who will be able to 
interact with the changing mainstream society from a position of 
strength rooted in cultural confidence. These leaders will practice a new 
style of Native politics that will reject the colonial assumptions and 
mentalities that have allowed state domination to continue. It will 
recognize and counter the state's efforts to co-opt, divide, and conquer 
communities . It will be founded on the essential wisdom of tradition. It 
will blend respect for the ancestors' wisdom with a commitment to live 
up to their example. 

The sources and guiding beacons of indigenous governance remain 
the traditional teachings. While specific techniques are unique to each 
nation, there is a basic commonality in their essential message of respect. 
Beyond this, the teachings that could form the basis of the new style of 
Native politics continue to live and are accessible to those who seek them 
out. Our world has changed, and the skills we need are no longer the ones 
that allowed our ancestors to live free and happy in the bush. Instead we 
need the skills to operate in the information age. To live as we do in the 
post-industrial First World, we must be able to take wisdom from our 
own traditions and apply it to contemporary challenges in innovative 
ways, to develop self-reliance and autonomy. This means knowing our 
traditions, of course, but also knowing as much as we can about the larger 
world we are living in today. 

Some people may question the viability of an approach to empower­
ment based on education and tradition; given the social, cultural, and 
political disruption within Native communities, and the sacrifices that 
must be made to acquire a well-rounded education, maybe this isn't a 
realistic solution. I would answer that 'realistic' is usually a code word for 
'easy' .  There is no easy way out of the situation we are in. The world is 

becoming more complex, more specialized and more technical every day. 
In this new environment the only real power is knowledge. Education is 
the way to knowledge, the weapon our warriors need for the twenty-first 
century. To confront the state without an education today would be like 
going into battle against the cavalry with bow and arrows. Besides, at a 
time when the Native reality plainly 'sucks', an approach that isn't 
realistic, that doesn't reflect the present reality, may be the best one we 
could take. 

There is a related question worth asking. Is a social transformation, 
individual and collective, necessary to achieve the goals associated with 
political traditionalism? The experience of those communities that have 



134 R I G H T E O U S N E S S  

successfully asserted themselves against the state has shown the need for 
coherence and consistency in the practice of politics within the 
community and in the posture taken towards other communities. This is 
not to say that people should go back to wearing buckskin, or reject all of 
the modern world in a material or cultural sense. But it does mean that 
there has to be a principled reconstruction of the value system and 
institutions that govern social and political lives within the community. 
How we relate to each other, how we make decisions, what we believe 
in-these are the elements that need to be re-created to reflect the wisdom 
contained in traditional teachings. So yes, a transformation is necessary­
but one that manifests itself in changing attitudes, not looks or lifestyles. 
Orientation to traditional values is the key. 

The only reason it is possible to advocate this position is that its 
indigenous premise is strong. Both in rhetoric and in substance, there are 
commonalities in the traditional wisdom expressed in the philosophies of 
most Native American peoples . The perspectives of the diverse people I 
have consulted and quoted in this essay share fundamental similarities 
with the Rotinohshonni philosophy that it is structured around. This 
suggests that a solid traditional basis does exist for reconstructing Native 
community politics. The traditional wisdom of the Anishnaabeg people, 
for example, mirrors the Rotinohshonni teachings in its promotion of 
respectful coexistence among the diverse elements of creation: 

" 

II 

" 

" 

.. 

" 

'To be wise is to cherish knowledge . . .' (Humans must reflect, 
acknowledge, seek guidance, know and practice wisdom.) 

'To know love is to know peace . . .  ' (Care, kindness, hope, harmony, 
and cooperation are fundamental values.) 

'Respect is honouring all of creation . . .  ' 

'Bravery is to face challenges with honesty and integrity . . .  ' 

'Humility is to know yourself as a sacred part of creation . . .  ' (Other 
beings should be approached with modesty and sensitivity, and our 
goal should be to listen and learn from them.) 

'The truth is to know all these things.' 

An elder from the West Coast told me: 

Traditionalism is the way you live your life. It means having a 
clean body and mind. Traditionalism isn't only ceremonies and 
art, but government as well. Many people don't realize the 
distinction between ceremonial traditionalism and government in 
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a traditional way. Governing people according to the values and 
principles of tradition is what's really important. 

How does the philosophical consistency among indigenous peoples 
translate into the base for a new style of Native politics? All intellectual 
movements are inspired and to a certain extent defined by certain texts 
(consider Machiavelli's realism, Weber's bureaucracy, Marx's socialism) . 
Among indigenous peoples, the basic 'texts' are the traditional teachings 
that form the narrative backbone of each culture. These are the sources of 
wisdom. But guidance is needed in interpreting and implementing the 
messages they convey. Our communities lack the solid, well-defined 
cultural roles for elders and traditional teachers that would aid in the 
transmission of knowledge and meaning. Thus contemporary scholars, 
writers, and artists must take on the responsibility of translating the 
meaning of traditions and providing the guidance required to make those 
traditions part of the contemporary reality. The formation of a new 
indigenous intelligentsia that understands the essence and commonality 
of the traditional teachings is crucial to re-forming politics and society. 

The guiding light in efforts to use our common ground as a basis for 
leadership, government, and politics is the thought of the Lakota scholar 
Vine Deloria, Jr. Both in stressing the importance of consciousness-raising 
and enhancing self-esteem through the affirmation of tradition, and in 
suggesting how patterns of governance might be changed, Deloria's 
work has paved the way for a younger generation of thinkers to take the 
movement further. According to Deloria's students, his approach is 
uniquely suited to the contemporary context because he cautions against 
the sort of simplistic thinking that puts tradition on a pedestal and 
refuses to recognize the changes that have taken place in response to 
colonization. Opposing uses of tradition that are not in a certain sense 
pragmatic, he knows that simple reimmersion in tradition is useless 
without conscious reflection on how traditional teachings can be applied 

to the contemporary crisis. 
Deloria has contrasted traditionalist leadership with what he calls 

'agency Indians' (those who frame their identity and politics in the 
colonial structure) and noted the great advantage of a traditionalist style. 
What makes traditional people so powerful, both as human beings and as 
political forces in Native communities? Traditionalists are powerful 
because they embody the core values that define the nation. First, they 
have a high concentration of Indian blood, and their social and political 
lineage in the community is strong; thus they are free of alternative 
identities and allegiances, and they are not marginal to the community in 
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any way. Second, they know and practise the traditional culture, which 
means they have access to the spiritual resources and personal power that 
come from living according to the teachings. Third, they speak their own 
language-a sign that they have not been assimilated into mainstream 
society. Fourth, and last, they know and respect oral history; they 
recognize that it is the key to the knowledge that is at the root of the most 
powerful historical and political defences of nationhood. 

Our communities need the strength and integrity inherent in 
traditionalist leaders. But we also need to develop the practical, technical 
capacity to govern our communities effectively. As Deloria points out, we 
need to blend the inherent power of tradition with the skills required to 
manage the institutions of a modern society. 

Four basic objectives 

Building on Deloria's views, I would say that we need to alter the patterns 
of governance in our communities and achieve four basic objectives: 

1 .  Structural reform: Native governments must be made legitimate within 
their communities. The only way to accomplish this is by rejecting 
electoral politics and restructuring Native governments to accommodate 
traditional decision-making, consultation, and dispute-resolution 
processes. At the same time, the community's reliance on white advisers 
should be minimized by enhancing the administrative capacity of Native 
governments to self-manage; this will require a sustained effort to educate 
and train community members. 

2. Reintegration of Native languages: Native languages embody indigenous 
peoples' identity and are the most important element in their culture. They 
must be revived and protected as both symbols and sources of nationhood. 
This can be accomplished only by making the Native language the 
community's official language-the one in which leaders speak, the 
processes of government are conducted, and the official versions of all 
documentation are written. In addition, communities must make teaching 
the Native language, to both adults and children, a top priority. 

3 .  Economic self-sufficiency. Meaningful progress towards self-determi­
nation can never be made until Native communities are free of economic 
dependency. Self-sufficiency is impossible without a resource base and 
adequate lands to build an economy. In order to achieve it, Native 
communities must expand their land bases and gain control of the 
economic activities that take place on their territories, so that they can 
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benefit from them. In addition, communities must focus on business and 
technical education; only by developing our human resources can we 
reduce individuals' dependency on government and increase their ability 
to contribute to the general development of the community. 

4. Nation-to-nation relations with the state. A political space must be created 
for the exercise of self-determination. Native communities must reject the 
claimed authority of the state, assert their right to govern their own 
territories and people, and act on that right as much as their capacity to 
do so allows. Communities must be prepared to move between defending 
their territories and nationhood at times when the state entrenches itself 
in a position of denial, and negotiating innovative ways for the state to 
recognize the principle when their activism creates space for movement 
toward justice. 

Iii Ill Ill 

For a long time, Native politics has been characterized by competition 
between traditionalist leaders who live the culture and 'agency' or 'band 
council' leaders who work within the state system. Today our survival 
depends on the emergence of new Native leaders who embody tradition­
alism as a personal identity and at the same time have the knowledge and 
skills required to bring traditional objectives forward as the basic agenda 
of the political and social institutions they work within. 

Another way of understanding what might be termed a traditional 
style of Native politics is to contrast it with the two dominant forms that 
Deloria's 'agency Indian' can take: the 'realist' and the 'bureaucrat' . 
Indigenous peoples asserting their nationhood today face reactionary 
state policies and entrenched institutions of control determined to limit 
their progress toward self-determination. As important as it is to under­
stand shifting social movements, legal manoeuvres, and evolving 
structural arrangements within the state, the most essential point to grasp 
is that the politics of decolonization is largely determined by the fact that 
the state is founded on a 'realistic' approach to power and a 'bureaucratic' 
approach to governance. 

To a realist, power resides in force. This approach to power is 
employed from a position of dominance only-Canada would never deal 
with the United States the way it does with indigenous peoples-and 
serves to entrench and justify a distribution of power favouring the state. 
It operates in a universe of legal fiction where calculations of interest rule. 
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It is anti-historical, disrespectful, and immoral, because it cannot admit 
the existence of localized knowledge or different forms of power without 
undermining (in the realist's view) the very existence of the state. This is 
the dominant style of politics as practised by servants of the state at the 
political level (politicians and negotiators) .  

The realist style breeds a special type of  political actor for whom 
calculations of power as control take on an almost spiritual meaning. 
Native people are constantly obliged to deal with representatives of the 
state who operate in the realist style and adhere to three basic principles: 
(1)  human affairs are always contingent; (2) the ends justify the means; 
and (3) deception is necessary. For the realist, there is no need for values 
to support and guide human relationships: decisions are contingent, 
made according to calculations of self-interest. In the end, the goal of 
achieving a dominant position relative to others justifies the strategies 
and tactics used to get there. The need to hide true intentions is a fact of 
political life. And the separation of political choices from all moral or 
emotional constraints is essential. Such 'realism' will be familiar to 
anyone who has dealt with Indian Affairs officials, federal or provincial 
treaty negotiators, corporate lawyers, or co-opted Native politicians. 

The realist believes that his ideas are universal laws, and that his 
approach to power and politics is the only one. He does not see that he is 
operating within a specific historical and intellectual framework. 
Granted, he can impose it on others because he shares in the power the 
state derives from its ownership of the implements of coercive force and 
the wealth of colonized nations. But this perspective is in fact a localized 
form of knowledge in itself, one that has become dominant only because 
the realists have silenced other discourses of power in the course of the 
establishment and maintenance of colonial regimes. There is no intel­
lectual, moral, or logical superiority to white ways of knowing. In fact, 
the intellectual implosion of any justification for colonialism (together 
with the increasing economic failures in the states built on realist 
premises) testifies to the limitations of realism as a long-term approach to 
human affairs. 

The challenge is to recognize the limitations of the realist style and 
persuade the people who are still bound to that style to see beyond it-to 
reject the intellectual framework that perpetuates injustice and denies 
even the dominant person a peaceful and fulfilling existence (despite 
material wealth and the trappings of power, no happiness can come from 
constantly having to defend an unjust empire from unruly subjects) .  

Indigenous people confront the power imbalances justified by 
'realism' every time they deal with the various bureaucracies that are 
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their points of contact with the state. The bureaucrats who inhabit these 
structures represent the state's passive resistance to change (even when 
its realist premises begin to weaken) . The bureaucratic style of politics is, 
like the realist style, primarily concerned with maintaining the status 
quo. In the context of decolonization, it is the state's safeguard against 
the weakening intellectual justification for its dominance over indig­
enous peoples. 

The bureaucratic style sees the 'office' as the primary form of 
authority: anti-historic and immoral in the extreme, it is concerned only 
with maintaining control according to abstract regulations and fulfilling 
its mandate within the legal system to which it owes its existence. The 
bureaucratic form has six essential features: (1)  dependence on formal 
procedures; (2) hierarchy; (3) tension between protocol and real life; 
(4) endless deferral; (5) subordination of speech to writing; and (6) substi­
tution of the bureaucratic persona for real personality and accountability. 
For the bureaucrat, rules are tokens of power; order is maintained 
through an elaborate system of assigned jurisdictions, appointments, and 
offices, with the 'top' of a pyramidal structure defining the 'ideal' in terms 
of both power and right; psychological insecurity is a constant feature 
because life can never be as perfectly regulated as the bureaucratic 
system; there is strict reliance on the authority of written documentation 
because words and people cannot be trusted; and the anonymous fai;ade 
of the 'office' becomes a shield that protects its holder from having to 
interact with people on the strength of his or her own character and skills 
as leader, while the imperatives of office serve as convenient substitutes 
for thinking and morality. 

Native people are intimately familiar with both 'realistic' and 
'bureaucratic' behaviours and attitudes. But they do not always realize 
that these are consequences of the choice to integrate oneself within the 
colonial framework. In fact, they often see the disruptive and disrespect­
ful actions of Native politicians and bureaucrats as reflections of a social 
or psychological disorder. 

Together, both the realistic and bureaucratic styles illustrate what an 
indigenous style of leadership should not look like. In the broadest terms, 
a style of leadership and politics consonant with traditional indigenous 
values would draw its imperatives and operate within parameters estab­
lished by the vast reservoir of traditional teachings partially reflected and 
woven throughout this text. Describing a Native style of leadership is not 
so much a matter of positing rules, features, and criteria (as was so easy 
to do with the realist and bureaucratic styles) . It is more a matter of 
advocating an approach to politics combining innovation and flexibility 
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with a core commitment to uphold the basic values of respect, tolerance, 
harmony, and autonomy. It is at the same time rooted and adaptive; and 
it is inherently capable of promoting harmonious coexistence because it is 
set in a real context and not bound to an abstract or obsolete power 
structure. It is strong and confident, because it does not compromise the 
basic values and principles of indigenous philosophies. 

In this new style of Native politics, individuals are not subjugated to 
a collective sense of right and wrong: the tension between the individual 
and the collective is a dynamic of rights-based arguments rooted in the 
Western liberal tradition. The concept of 'rights', especially in the 
common Western sense, leads nowhere for indigenous peoples because it 
alienates the individual from the group. By contrast, the tension between 
individual and collective rights is a mainstay of discussions about justice 
in Western societies, which conceive of rights only in the context of a 
sovereign political authority because the law that defines and protects 
them depends on the existence of a single sovereign. There can indeed be 
acknowledgement of diversity, and even concessions to real difference, 
but to gain access to this tolerance it is necessary to be part of the 
community ruled by the sovereign state. 

Indigenous leaders who engage in arguments framed by a Western 
liberal paradigm cannot hope to protect the integrity of their nations. To 
enlist the intellectual force of rights-based arguments is to concede 
nationhood in the truest sense. 'Aboriginal rights' are in fact the benefits 
accrued by indigenous peoples who have agreed to abandon their auto­
nomy in order to enter the legal and political framework of the state. After 
a while, indigenous freedoms become circumscribed and indigenous 
rights get defined not with respect to what exists in the minds and cultures 
of the Native people, but in relation to the demands, interests, and 
opinions of the millions of other people who are also members of that 
single-sovereign community to which our leaders will have pledged 
allegiance. 

The indigenous conception, and the politics that flows from it, 
maintains in a real way the distinctions between various political commu­
nities and contains an imperative of respect that makes homogenization 
unnecessary. Native people respect others to the degree that they 
demonstrate respect. There is no need, as in the Western tradition, to 
create political or legal uniformity to guarantee respect. There is no 
imperial, totalizing, or assimilative impulse. And that is the key 
difference: both philosophical systems can achieve peace, but in return the 
European demands assimilation to a belief or a country, while the Native 
demands nothing but respect. 
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Internally, instead of creating formal boundaries and rules to protect 
individuals from each other and from the group, a truly indigenous 
political system relies on the motif of balance; for the Native, there is no 
tension in the relationship between the individual and the collective. 
Indigenous thought is based on the notion that people, communities, and 
the other elements of creation coexist as equals. The interests and wants 
of humans, whether as individuals or as collectives, do not have a special 
priority in deciding the justice of a situation. 

Finally, the value of an indigenous tradition and a new style of Native 
politics is not limited to indigenous peoples. Nor does the indigenous 
critique of colonialism and the political ethos of the dominant Western 
tradition imply a racial superiority. One of the central messages in this 
essay is that some Native leaders themselves have become proponents of 
the statist style. If the dichotomy at the heart of this argument is not 
necessarily indigenous versus white, what is it? To some extent it can be 
seen as tradition versus modernity, but this is only because modernity has 
become so unjustly skewed in favour of the possessive materialism and 
destructive exploitation of corporate capitalism: tradition is respect and 
modernity is disrespect. Consider the Tujia people of central China and 
their struggle to preserve their homeland against the Three Gorges Dam 
flooding of the Yangtze River by the modern, internationally capitalized 
Chinese state. This can be perceived in simple racial or ethnic terms as a 
struggle by indigenous tribal people against the hegemony of Han 
Chinese. But it is not inherently a racial or ethnic struggle so much as it is 
an ideological or philosophical one that has racial implications because of 
the distribution of power in the modern world. At its root is a philoso­
phical and value-based difference, which manifests itself in political/ 
economic terms, and has racial/nationalist implications. Colonization and 
imperialism cannot be separated from the philosophical problem, but they 
can be overcome by philosophical and rational persuasion. 

Promotion of traditional perspectives on power, justice, and relation­
ships is essential to the survival of indigenous peoples. To defend our 
nationhood against co-optation it is essential to redirect our energies and 
resources towards education for our young people and the development 
of a new indigenous intelligentsia rooted in tradition and committed to 
preserving their nations and creating the conditions for harmonious co­
existence with others. 

Our youth must begin to acquire the knowledge and skills that are the 
true weapons of the information age. Bringing a final end to colonialism 
will demand complete destruction of its intellectual and moral premises. 
In their place we must establish a set of justifications for indigenous self-
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government that will resonate with the best alternative traditions within 
the dominant society as well. This can happen only if we collectively 
develop the ability to argue the justice of our position in a universal logic 
and language. We must add our voices to the narrative that is history, 
translate our understandings of history and justice, and bring the power 
of our wisdom to bear on the relationships we have with others. We 
cannot do this from a position of intellectual weakness. 

Eloquent speakers, profound thinkers, and creative leaders abounded 
in traditional indigenous societies. The recovery of these traditions and 
the re-establishment of respect for knowledge in all its forms are what I 
mean in calling for the (re)development of an indigenous intelligentsia. 
One of the major consequences of colonialism was the loss of our ability 
to think for ourselves; thus many of our leaders and communities rely on 
others to think for them (for a price) . The cost of delegating intelligence is 
enormous in terms of the misrepresentation or misappropriation of indig­
enous knowledge and perspectives (not to mention the exorbitant fees 
paid to mercenary consultants ! ) .  People who can shape ideas, translate, 
and create language will be essential to the process of decolonization, once 
we have created an informed and critical polity by increasing the general 
level of education in our communities. Structural and psychological 
decolonization is an intellectual process as well as a political, social, and 
spiritual one. We would not consider allowing a white man to represent 
our people, to initiate and effect healing, or to teach us lessons about our 
spirituality; similarly, the revitalization of our ideas and institutions 
should not be contracted out to others. 

At first, the notion of an indigenous 'intelligentsia' may seem 
counterintuitive, conjuring up visions of the privileged, educated elites in 
Western societies. But in the context of a unified or holistic approach to 
decolonization, writers, philosophers, teachers, and artists are essential if 
we are to confront the state at a deep level. Those who advocate such 
segmentation of social roles and specialization of knowledge may be 
accused of elitism, but the idea of an intelligentsia made up of teachers 
and wisdom-keepers is actually very traditional. 

Traditionally, indigenous societies had strict qualifications, and 
arduous rituals and ceremonial initiations, for those would serve in such 
roles. To propose an indigenous intelligentsia should by no means be seen 
as an attempt to supplant the traditional elders and healers within those 
communities that still possess these rich gifts. To respect the role the 
intelligentsia would play in relation to the others who hold knowledge 
and guide their people, some thought must be given to the question of 
qualification. 
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The respected indigenous scholar Elizabeth Cook-Lynn has written 
on the role of indigenous intellectuals, focusing on the importance of 
remaining rooted in a real community and living traditional culture. She 
sees it as the responsibility of the intellectual to play an active political 
role in the transmission of knowledge, as a means of promoting justice. To 
fulfil this role one must know and respect traditional knowledge and the 
communities where it lives. This concept is clearly opposed to the 
individualist, non-accountable 'escapism' of pure theory and strictly 
academic endeavour common in universities. Cook-Lynn's perspective 
on the dangers inherent in the misrepresentation of indigenous nations' 
perspectives by non-rooted marginal (in her words, 'mixed-blood') 
appropriators in contemporary fiction and literary criticism applies as 
well to those legal, political, and social thinkers who gain acceptance and 
fame in the mainstream media and academic circles by promoting an 
assimilationist agenda: 

A great deal of the work done in the mixed-blood literary 
movement is personal, invented, appropriated and irrelevant to 
First Nation status in the United States. If that work becomes too 
far removed from what is really going on in Indian enclaves, there 
will be no way to engage in responsible intellectual strategies in 
an era when structures of external cultural power are more 
oppressive than ever. 

Cook-Lynn's uncompromising views point to the true character of 
indigenous intellectualism and activism. The contentiousness, autonomy, 
and reverence for traditional teachings and nationalism that are the core 
traits of an indigenous perspective have not been conveyed by the so­
called cultural mediators and people with no roots in indigenous 
communities, intellectual or otherwise. The time has come for people who 
are from someplace Indian to take back the discourse on Indians. There is 
nothing wrong with valuing traditional knowledge. A real Indian 
intellectual is proud of our traditions and is willing to take a risk in 
defending our principles. Contrary to the impression conveyed by many 
non-rooted intellectuals, our traditions are not being constantly 
reinvented, redefined, or individually experienced by people whose real 
wish is to integrate with the mainstream. The traditions are powerful, real, 
and relevant. As intellectuals we have a responsibility to generate and 
sustain a social and political discourse that is respectful of the wisdom 
embedded within our traditions; we must find answers from within those 
traditions, and present them in ways that preserve the integrity of our 
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languages and communicative styles. Most importantly, as writers and 
thinkers, we should be answerable to our nations and communities .  

These themes-respect, honour, pride, courage-are the same themes 
that run throughout this essay as both values and goals. I have argued for 
renewed communities, renewed activism, and a renewed leadership 
ethos to bring an end to a harmful way of life imposed on us by history 
and to restore balance, respect, and harmony to our lives. My guiding 
vision is of a retraditionalized politics, and the re-establishment of our 
nations and relationships on the basis of the sacred teachings given to us 
by our ancestors . 

Ill Iii Ill 

It is not enough to imagine a better and more just future; without a 
commitment to action, we will continue to suffer. What corrupt ruler has 
ever turned over a new leaf? What oppressive regime has ever smiled 
benevolently and handed back power to the oppressed? When has justice 
prevailed without sacrifice? And when has change taken place without 
friction? We cannot expect a better future in the absence of a commitment 
to take action, to attack and destroy the heart of colonialism. 

There is no hope-or sense-in attacking the state with physical force, 
or in seeking peace by unpeaceful means. The goals that flow from our 
traditions demand an approach based on undermining the intellectual 
and moral foundations of colonialism and exposing the internal contra­
dictions of states and societies that promise justice and practise 
oppression. Non-indigenous people need to be brought to the realization 
that their notion of power and its extension over indigenous peoples is 
wrong by any moral standard. This approach holds the greatest promise 
for the freedom of indigenous people. 

I have outlined an approach to decolonization that focuses on the 
reform of indigenous communities as a first stage in a general reform of 
society's understanding and use of power. The strategic and tactical 
choices to be made will vary with each community and over time. 
Internally, indigenous communities must recover the notions of power 
that led to the formation of respectful regimes of mutual coexistence. 
Along with new leaders, a new leadership ethos grounded in tradition 
must be put in place, one that promotes accountability to the people 
through the revival of traditional decision-making processes. We must 
become educated both in the ways of our ancestors and in the new 
knowledge and skills required to carry our communities forward. And, 
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most urgently, we must begin to re-create a place of honour and respect 
within our societies for young people. 

In our relations with others, we need to engage society as a whole in 
an argument about justice that will bring about real changes in political 
practice. We need to convince others to join us in challenging the state' s 
oppression of indigenous peoples. This will require a broad-based 
intellectual and political movement away from prevailing beliefs and 
structures. All actions in this effort-not just our own but those of 
everyone who supports us-must be inspired and guided by four 
principles. First, undermine the intellectual premises of colonialism. 
Second, act on the moral imperative for change. Third, do not cooperate 
with colonialism. Fourth and last, resist further injustice. Decolonization 
will be achieved by hard work and sacrifice based on these principles, in 
concert with the restoration of an indigenous political culture within our 
communities. 

These words are a manifesto, a challenge, and a call for action. Don't 
preserve tradition, live it! Let us develop a good mind and do what is 
necessary to heal the damage done to us and bring back to life the culture 
of peace, power, and righteousness that is the indigenous way. 
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Haih, he is my grandfather, haih 

you should listen, 

when they seek it, 

they who are your grandchildren, 

that which now has grown old, 

that which you all established, 

the great peace . 

Haih, he is my grandfather, haih 

truly, may it happen 

that one listens again . 

-from the Kaienerekowa 
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