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Introduction and Acknowledgments

LaDonna Harris, Stephen M. Sachs, Barbara Morris, Deborah Esquibel Hunt, Gregory A. Cajete, Benjamin Broome, Phyllis M. Gagnier, and Jonodev Chaudhuri

Re-creating the Circle is a collective undertaking by Indian people and their allies that focuses on American Indian and Alaska Native self-determination: the returning of Indigenous peoples and people to effective sovereignty, self-sufficiency, and harmony, that they may revert to living well in their own communities while partnering with their neighbors, the nation, and the world for mutual advancement. We have carried out this project in an Indigenous way, by weaving the perspectives and styles of individual contributors into a larger whole that provides a broader understanding of the issues and events than we could have achieved if we had compiled separate statements. We took this approach because American Indian affairs are extremely complex—so much so, in fact, that no one person can have a complete perspective or full understanding of them. We can provide a thorough analysis only through a dialogue of multiple voices. This traditional Native way of approaching life’s important issues, as chapter 1 shows, is increasingly being taken in the contemporary world, where, for example, participatory workplaces increase quality, productivity, and efficiency though team process, and physicians and other technical experts find functioning in teams necessary to produce satisfactory results.

This book arose from a series of collaborations that began in 1992 to develop articles and papers on a variety of interrelated topics. Our elder and advisor has been LaDonna Harris (Comanche), founder and president of Americans for Indian Opportunity (AIO) and a leading catalyst of progress in Native American affairs and policy for more than four decades. This volume is offered as a tribute to her continuing contribution to improving the lives of Native and other peoples; the issues the book discusses are among those in which she has played an important collaborative role in attaining major advances. Stephen Sachs presents a perspective on her career and approach in chapter 6. Harris took the lead in developing the theme of each chapter in consultation with the volume editors, and she provided guidance and specific input on their revisions. Thus, we designate her as this volume’s “mentor and editor.”

Two volume editors were involved in drafting the book and, along with Harris, in editing the entire work. Stephen Sachs, professor emeritus of political science at Indiana University–Purdue University Indianapolis and editor of the online journal Indigenous Policy, served as coordinating editor of the project and was involved in the drafting of all of the chapters. Barbara Morris (Comanche and Cherokee) served as a coauthor of chapter 3 and shared in the editing of the entire volume. She is professor of government and provost and vice president for academic affairs at Fort Lewis College in Durango, Colorado, and has long been involved in the leadership of the American Political Science Association’s (APSA) Race, Ethnicity and Politics section, including serving as co-president in 1998–1999.

Five contributing authors were involved in the writing and editing of one or more sections of the book. Deborah Esquibel Hunt (whose maternal grandmothers are Cherokee) is a project officer at the American Indian College Fund. She has served Jefferson County Schools as program coordinator of the Title VII Indian Education Program at the Office of Educational Equity in Golden, Colorado, and is a former assistant professor of social work at Highlands University in Las Vegas, New Mexico. She partnered in drafting and editing parts of chapters 2, 5, and 6 and was the initial drafter of the section of a paper that was developed into section 3 of chapter 5, concerning healing individual and community dysfunction resulting from colonialism and appropriately working with and serving Indian communities and people.1

Gregory A. Cajete (Tewa), Santa Clara Pueblo, New Mexico, director of Native American Studies and associate professor in the College of Education at the University of New Mexico, drafted the major portion of the Indian education section in chapter 5 and shared in editing the entire section. Benjamin J. Broome, currently professor of communications at Arizona State University, while on the faculty of George Mason University was one of the facilitators in the inclusive participatory strategic planning process the Comanche used to build harmonizing community consensus that is discussed in chapter 4, section 1, and he cooperated in the drafting of that section. Phyllis Gagnier (Algonquin) provided the first portion of the title of this book (“Re-creating the Circle”), coauthored part of the education section in chapter 5, and assisted with editing several parts of the book. She is the creator of From the Heart Training and Consulting. She has worked with numerous Indian nations on educational development, nonviolent conflict resolution, and cultural projects, including the development of the Telly Award–winning video production From the Heart of a Child, about substance-abuse intervention, and the video production Awee Sha No Tsa (My Child Will Return to Me). Jonodev Osceola Chaudhuri (Muscogee), chief justice of the Muscogee (Creek) Nation Supreme Court and an appellate judge for the San Manuel Band of Serrano Mission Indians, as well as a practicing attorney and former judge for two other tribes, collaborated in writing chapter 4, section 2, concerning Indian nations indigenizing their dispute resolution, legal process, and law.

We are extremely appreciative of the assistance of several people in developing Re-creating the Circle. Michael Chapman, former special assistant to the assistant secretary of the interior for Indian affairs, and Faith Roessel, former coordinator of the Administration Working Group on American Indians and Alaska Natives, made extremely helpful comments and provided much useful information concerning the building of government-to-government relations between the federal government and Indian tribes, discussed in chapter 3. Jeff Corntassel, associate professor in the Indigenous Governance Programs at the University of Victoria, in Victoria, British Columbia, contributed important research and editing ideas to the drafting and revising of chapter 3 and made useful comments for the development of several sections of the book. Sharon O’Brien, professor of Indigenous Native Studies at the University of Kansas, undertook a thorough reading of the entire manuscript and contributed many helpful comments for improving the text. Edgar Sachs read the various drafts of all the chapters, providing numerous editing suggestions throughout this volume. Leah Ingraham assisted us in obtaining American Indian and Alaska Native health statistics and made a number of useful suggestions. Dianne Russell copyedited the manuscript, improving the presentation, and Bonnie Cobb compiled the bibliography. Robert Swanson compiled the index.

Re-creating the Circle is a holistic consideration of the ongoing process of returning American Indian and Alaska Native peoples to sovereignty, self-sufficiency, and harmony, enabling them to collaborate with their neighbors and tribal governments to be effective partners in the practice of federalism in the United States for the betterment of the country and the planet. The phrase “Re-creating the Circle” reflects the importance of the circle as a symbol of wholeness in Native American cultures (a topic chapter 1 develops), a quality that needs continuous renewal in the life of the people. In 1931, during the depths of the depredations that colonialism visited on Indians, Black Elk commented that “the nation’s hoop is broken and scattered.”2 Today the hoop, or circle, of many Native nations is in the process of rejuvenation.

As a work on Indigenous renewal, this volume begins discussing in chapter 1 just what is being renewed: Native American traditions and how those ways are increasingly relevant today, both for Indigenous people and for the wider world. The underlying lesson of the chapter, and of the entire book, is how traditional Native values can be appropriately applied to the circumstances of the twenty-first century in ways that enhance continuing positive development.

Chapter 2 briefly examines the serious and continuing impact of colonialism on Indigenous North Americans and includes an outline of improvements that have been made over the last century, with indications of what yet needs to be overcome. This consideration sets the groundwork for the detailed analysis of the chapters that follow.

Because the basis for fostering Native renewal is self-determination and sovereignty (which we discuss further below), chapter 3 focuses on the re-creation of tribal governments and governance. It discusses how recognizing tribal governments as partners in U.S. federalism—partners that enjoy true government-to-government relations with federal, state, and local governments and agencies—is mutually beneficial to all the parties politically, economically, and socially. Chapter 3 examines the development of relations between tribal governments and other governments, showing what has been achieved to date and what the major pitfalls and promises are for further collaborative work.

Because tribal communities cannot effectively develop themselves or partner well with others unless their own decision-making and adjudication processes are well functioning, chapter 4 examines the problem of overcoming inappropriate forms of government that were imposed on Indian nations by the U.S. government and that clash with community culture. The discussion looks at what some Indian communities have done to bring back governance that is consistent with traditional values in ways that are effective in current circumstances, first in community consensus building and decision making, and second in adjudication.

Because the project of Indigenous renewal is an integral whole whose interrelated aspects must be advanced simultaneously to achieve success, the sections that make up chapter 5 look at the other areas of Indigenous advancement. First, sovereignty, well-being, and partnership with others require adequate economic development, including sufficient infrastructure and services. But experience demonstrates that to be effective, economic development must be appropriate to the needs and culture of the community, which, at the very least, must guide economic activity to ensure that it appropriately enhances the whole of tribal development, of which it is an integral part. This discussion shows that, indeed, the normal Western view of economics must be expanded to encompass living well in harmonious relationship with the environment, human and physical.

Second, a crucial key to Indian renewal is proper education, from preschool through higher education to lifelong learning. This is partly a matter of gaining sufficient funding, but, more important, it is a problem of developing ways of learning and teaching that are relevant to the culture and learning style of the specific Native people concerned and that empower them to become who they are and to act effectively in their own communities and the wider world. Finally, much healing must be undertaken by many Indigenous people and communities in order to return to wholeness. Such healing involves the undertaking of activities and services that fit the particular individuals and communities and partner with them to honor the value of their survival as individuals and as peoples and to emphasize that, despite colonialist put-downs, they have much to be proud of in their traditions. It should also provide means for overcoming and transforming historical and ongoing grief and guilt. In many cases, this work can be carried out with the assistance of traditional or equivalent contemporary processes.

Finally, chapter 6 explores how the paths to renewal that chapters 3 through 5 detail might be undertaken. This exploration involves an examination of what constitutes appropriate Native leadership for the twenty-first century and what are appropriate ways for working with Indian nations and people. The last section of the chapter provides a short integrative conclusion to the book. The section also points out that American Indian renewal has global implications in the time of the United Nations’ (UN) Second International Decade of the World’s Indigenous People, the UN’s Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, and the rise of Native movements in Latin America that have had a significant impact on the region. Indeed, the book illuminates numerous lessons for development in other contexts from Native American experience.

In the course of the discussions in this volume, two questions of terminology raise broader concerns. First, the focus of this volume is on Native peoples and people in what is now the United States, although some of those Native nations and many of their relatives live outside the country’s current borders. Indeed, the basic problems of colonialism and what needs to be done to overcome it, to differing degrees and in varying ways are fundamentally the same for Indigenous people around the world. In general, Indigenous people prefer to be referred to as members of their own nation. We do that in this book when we are speaking of specific peoples. But the question of which term is best to use to refer to Native people collectively in the United States does not have a simple answer.

During the 1960s it became popular to say “Native American” both because the term includes the officially named groupings of Alaska (and Hawaii) Natives and American Indians and because the word “Indian” had been imposed by colonial Europeans. It is widely believed, even among Indigenous Americans, that naming the original inhabitants of the Americas “Indians” was an error by Columbus, who thought he had arrived in India, making that name inappropriate on its face. It seems more likely, however, that the origin of “Indian” is the Spanish en Dios, or “in God,” which stems from the positive things Columbus had to say about those he is credited with “discovering” on arriving in the New World. In any event, it has turned out that many Native people in the continental United States prefer “Indian” to “Native American.” Other terms, such as “Indigenous,” are sometimes used for collective reference. In our discourses here, we wish to be respectful of those of whom we speak, while at the same time we believe that some variety and avoidance of overcomplexity in language is a benefit to the reader. Therefore, although we sometimes use the official U.S. government term, “American Indian and Alaska Native,” as the most general collective term (and either “Native” or “Indian” as the more geographically specific collective), we often rotate among Native, Indian, and Indigenous when speaking intertribally.

Second, we are not entirely happy with the term “sovereignty” as defined in the Western lexicon. But because of its wide use, particularly in Indian affairs, we cannot avoid it. From the perspective of most Indigenous people, what is involved in sovereignty is a natural right to autonomy, or self-determination, that people have as individuals and as members of collective entities such as clans, bands, tribes, and federations. But because actions (and nonactions) have consequences and we are all related (“all” traditionally including not only human beings but all beings), autonomy is not absolute but exists within an agreed-to set of relationships, traditionally often seen as involving respect, responsibility, reciprocity, and redistribution in order to keep everything in harmony and balance or, as the Diné, say, beauty. This definition is not far from the way sovereignty is viewed in U.S. federalism, in which both the states and the federal government are often referred to as “sovereign,” meaning they each have independent spheres of jurisdiction within a larger relationship. As we consider that tribal governments are governments within the system of American federalism (a major focus of chapter 3), this definition of sovereignty is appropriate. However, we also note that the entire history of federalism has involved arguments about what the proper extents of jurisdiction are. Some would find the term “self-determination” more appropriate than “sovereignty,” and indeed “self-determination” has been a key legal term in Indian affairs since the 1970s. The problem with it for many Native people is that the actions of the federal government in relation to Indian nations have not always corresponded with the common meaning of “self-determination.” We argue in this work that Native self-determination would benefit all Americans if its full meaning were honored.

It is important to note that in speaking of federalism and tribal governments in this work, we do not give full treatment to two important issues. First, although the territorial jurisdictions of tribal governments are on tribal lands, mostly in rural areas, today, both as a matter of economics and past U.S. government policy, almost two-thirds of tribal members live off reservations, whereas most services for Native Americans are delivered on usually distant reservations. Thus, there is a pressing need to provide adequate services and a voice in how they are delivered to urban Native people. In addition, there is a need to ensure that off-reservation tribal members have an appropriate voice at home, for example, by including Comanches in some cities in deliberations of tribal policy (which we discuss in chapter 4), and by considering the proposal that Navajos in Albuquerque be empowered to organize their own Navajo governance chapter.3

Second, in focusing on federally recognized tribes (and to some extent state-recognized tribes) and their members, along with their relations with federal, state, and local governments, we do not develop the major questions concerning which nations are officially recognized and how the recognition process works. Similarly, crucial questions exist regarding who is and is not a tribal member and how such decisions are made. Unless these sets of concerns are equitably and appropriately resolved according to the principles set forth in the unfolding of this volume, the Indigenous restoration that we promote in these pages will be incomplete at best.

It is our hope that the discussion in the following chapters in some small way will assist in returning American Indian nations to sovereignty, self-sufficiency, and harmony as full partners in American federalism and society. More broadly, we hope these pages will be helpful in improving the condition of Indigenous people around the Earth and in bringing into being a better approach to development in general and improved ways of doing many things, for the benefit of all.

Notes

1. Sachs et al., “Recreating the Circle.” Hunt drafted Part 3, Section A.

2. Neihardt, Black Elk Speaks, 230.

3. “Indian and Indigenous Developments: U.S. Developments,” “Tribal Developments,” and “States, Localities, and Indian Nations,” Indigenous Policy 17, no. 1.
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Part One

The Harmony of the Circle and the Impact of Colonialism


One

The Harmony of the Circle

AMERICAN INDIAN TRADITIONS AND THEIR RELEVANCE FOR THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY

Stephen M. Sachs

American Indian people today are struggling to return to effective sovereignty, harmony, and self-sufficiency after more than five hundred years of colonialism. Before the European invasion brought devastating physical and cultural genocide, the tribal and band societies of what is now the United States were in general quite harmonious and democratic, providing mutually supportive relationships and a relatively high quality of life for virtually all of their members. The more than five hundred Indian nations were each unique in the details of their quite varied cultures but shared a common set of core values.1 These basic values, applied in different ways and to differing degrees by each people, and by the same peoples in changing circumstances, provided the basis for good lives in usually well-functioning societies. The heart of the struggle for renewal by Indian nations and people today is to find the freedom, resources, and ways to return to these traditional principles in the context of the twenty-first century. Thus, a reexamination of traditional ways is necessary to recover what many Indian people no longer remember due to cultural genocide. Revitalizing Indian traditions and developing ways to apply and integrate them appropriately to the circumstances of contemporary life with an eye to building a positive future is not only essential for Indian people but is also relevant to the entire world at the dawn of a new millennium.

In this period of both troubling and hopeful change, with all too often violent conflict in the United States and throughout the world, there is a growing concern for rediscovering community on all levels that will renew harmony among human beings and between humanity and the Earth. The collapse of so-called Communism in Eastern Europe (although it involves much more than this, and only partially involves this problem) reminds us that extremely collectivist approaches to human affairs generally fail to achieve the good lives for everyone at which they aim, because these unitary approaches deny the diversity of interest and outlook upon which any true community must be based.2 At the same time, the current U.S. experience suggests that over-reliance upon individualism as the basis of social relations may create the very war of all against all within society that Thomas Hobbes and other prudent liberals sought to escape through the social contract.3 John Locke tells us that in forming a social contract, people escape the scarcity of the state of nature in order to enter a society that offers the opportunity for potentially unlimited abundance.4 Yet at the opening of the twenty-first century, we are approaching the carrying capacity of the terrestrial environment. We find that our lust for unending economic development threatens our very existence. Thus, the laws of the state of nature that require us to consume no more than we need now apply within society.5

In the midst of contemporary crises, it seems wise to reexamine our basic concepts of politics and public policy in hope of avoiding the dangers, while also grasping opportunities to move ahead in the best way possible. Although the places to which we can look for assistance in this enterprise are virtually unlimited, it is important to note that a great deal can be learned from societies whose members lived quite successfully in considerable harmony with one another and with nature on this continent on which we live. Traditional Native American societies, although not perfect, enjoyed a generally high quality of life, with virtually no poverty or crime, and with mechanisms to provide for those who were not well off. These societies furnished a great deal of emotional and physical support through the members of extended families, as well as a sufficient variety of choices of social roles, so that almost everyone could find acceptance and develop self-esteem. The virtues of these societies are attested to in numerous ethnographies and commentaries.6

Christopher Columbus’s first impression recorded in his diary of the Native people he encountered is relevant: “They are loving people, without covetness. . . . They love their neighbors as themselves, and their speech is the sweetest and gentlest in the world.” 7 More to the point is a statement in 1782 by Hector St. John Crevecoeur in Letters of an American Farmer: “There must be in their [the Indians’] social bond something singularly captivating, and far superior to anything to be boasted among us; for thousands of Europeans are [have become] Indians, and we have no example of even one of those Aborigines having from choice become Europeans.”8 This is not to say that Indigenous North American societies were perfect in conception or fully lived up to their basic values. No society is or does. Rather, it is to say that as imperfect human beings, we all have a great deal to learn from one another.

Indeed, there is a long history in Western political thought of learning from Native American traditions, although those traditions were generally misunderstood by those who commented on them.9 It is clear from reading The Second Treatise on Civil Government that Locke was influenced by reports of tribal life in North America.10 Several places in The Social Contract and the discourses indicate that the Indian experience had an effect upon Rousseau.11 Much of Marx’s theory of social evolution follows from Locke’s and Rousseau’s understanding of Indigenous society and was later confirmed in his reading of Morgan’s studies of the life of the Six Nations, which we call the Iroquois.12 Marx and Friedrich Engels found the quality of life and the level of interpersonal relations of what appeared to be earlier forms of society so fine when compared with those of their own time that they came to believe that those natural human relations could return in a new form once the problem of scarcity was solved by the development of capital to a sufficiently high level.

Moreover, new scholarship now makes clear that the Indian experience with democracy and federation had a profound impact upon the framers of the U.S. Constitution.13 However, the framers did not go as far in developing democracy as had the Indigenous people they learned from. Although we need not repeat the analyses of prior social thinkers, their positive reaction to North American tribal societies is an indication that surveying the Indigenous experience might be helpful in finding good ways to deal with our present difficulties. At the same time, it is useful for Indian people to do so in order to revitalize their traditional roots as they renew their own lives and societies in the context of the twenty-first century. Therefore, section 1 of this chapter surveys that tradition, and section 2 continues the survey to show the relevance of North American Native tradition to dealing with problems in contemporary American and world societies.

 

1. Traditional American Indian Politics, Society, and Culture

When we examine traditional (before the impact of European contact) politics among Native American tribes and bands, we see that politics had a somewhat different character than has been accepted by the mainstream of Western political theory beginning with Hobbes and, perhaps, Machiavelli.14 Traditional American Indian politics is primarily about finding consensus within a community.15 The primary function of traditional Native American political leaders is to facilitate the building of consensus.16 Power is an important resource for doing this, but it is not the central element for determining “the authoritative allocation of values” (or for determining “who gets what, when, where, how”).17 Moreover, power in American Indian tribal and band societies is only partly a vehicle for control. It is also a source of empowerment. Tribal and band politics have very important cooperative elements along with competitive aspects. At the heart of this politics is a set of communal relationships based upon mutual respect, emphasizing both the community and the individual, so that in a very important sense, the whole is equal to the part.

The principle of respect for all people and indeed all beings (including the Earth, which was considered to be alive) was developed from practical experience, which taught that unresolved conflict was very dangerous to everyone, and that to live decently—and often to survive—required cooperation among the people in the community. This could best be obtained through an inclusiveness that emphasized honoring each person in the community (including all those affected by a decision, who were given a say in processes that built consensus) and a generosity that ensured that the basic economic needs of everyone in the community were met. (Similarly, one needed to respect the nonhuman beings in the environment to keep nature in balance, so that there would be enough food and other products for the people to survive and live well over time.) Therefore, the aim of life and of the natural order was harmony and balance in all relations. But from this perspective, harmony and balance are not seen as automatic. One has to work continually to attain and maintain them at every level. As the Chaudhuris, who have long been involved with the Muscogee, say of them: “Given the unpredictable elements of nature and the quirks of human nature, the search for harmony takes sustained effort in all social institutions.”18 Hence, in personal inner work and in all relationships, including with the natural environment and all its nations of plants, animals, and other forms, one continually participates in processes for returning to harmony. Each Native culture did this in a different manner, but almost all followed the same general principles (at least until they become too large or events put them out of balance), an important aspect of which was working to build and maintain community consensus.19

We can see the consensus-building nature of traditional Native American politics consistently by surveying what is known about the life of tribes and bands in North America before European contact.20 For example, among the Inuit, Unalit, and other Arctic bands that are commonly called Eskimos, there was no formal leadership or governmental process.21 Through an informal consensus, a man (often the best hunter) was deferred to for leadership of the community. So long as he was considered a good leader (i.e., he was wise and acted effectively in accordance with community values), people would follow his advice in community affairs (such as when and where to move the encampment or when and how to undertake a hunt). But as soon as people were not satisfied with him, they would no longer follow his leadership. If someone in the community acted sufficiently outrageously to be considered a danger or serious problem to the group, the community needed to reach consensus before action could be taken against the alleged offender. Often the leader, or headman, of the community would initiate the discussion (in effect, a trial), but nothing would be done unless and until general agreement was reached as to the propriety of any action.22

The Yakimas of the Columbia River area in the Pacific Northwest also lived in small groups (of from 50 to 1,500 people, generally averaging from 100 to 150 people).23 Residents of each village met together daily in a general council to discuss and decide important matters. Leadership was exercised by elders respected for their wisdom, outstanding individuals renowned for their virtue (particularly generosity, fairness, and bravery), and those who were skilled in activities of importance to the community, such as fishing and hunting. Leaders advised the group as a whole and held considerable influence, but decisions were made by consensus. Villages generally were led by a headman and a small council. These individuals held their positions only so long as they retained the ongoing support of the community. When such support was withheld, they ceased to be leaders and new leaders arose according to the needs of the village. Closely connected villages formed bands, and in times of stress, several bands or villages might temporarily come together, but no regular structures existed for formal collaboration.

Similarly, the Chiricahua Apache of the Southwest lived in small bands, each with its own consensus-based governance.24 They lived by hunting, gathering, raiding, and agriculture. Each band and, within it, each local group, was guided by one or more recognized leaders assisted by a number of subordinates. Important decisions were made at band or local group meetings at which all adults were present and male heads of household usually spoke to represent their families, although wives and unmarried sons and daughters might contribute to the discussion. A man would become a leader if enough people respected him sufficiently to give him their loyalty, and he would maintain that leadership role only so long as he maintained that respect and loyalty. People dissatisfied with a local or band leader could simply move away to another band or group. As in many bands and tribes, being of good family was an advantage in gaining the respect necessary to become a leader, and a leader was almost always the head of an extended family. But the primary basis of leadership was being respected for ability and good qualities, as demonstrated by an individual’s achievements. He must be wise, respectful of others, able in war, capable in managing his own and his family’s affairs, and generous. Thus wealth was an aspect of qualification for leadership as a sign of ability and as a source of the generosity that leaders were expected to exhibit by hosting prominent people, putting on feasts, and providing for those less well off.

The functions of a leader included being an advisor in community affairs, a peacemaker, and a leader in war. Although leaders could command in combat, they had no power of control in civil governance beyond what was supported by public opinion. To the extent that they were respected and were persuasive (a quality contributing to respect), leaders exercised influence in the forming of community views. However, even in the peacemaker role, leaders had only the authority of mediators when deviant acts or major disputes occurred. Because Chiricahua individuals needed one another’s help in a variety of economic and social activities (as is normally the case in band and tribal societies), the main influence for following social norms, including reaching settlement when necessary, was the pressure of public opinion (in which women played an important role in traditional Indian societies, as we will discuss later). Thus, leaders were under continuing scrutiny to act well and needed to be concerned for the needs and views of the members of the community.

In particular, the band leader needed to listen carefully to and take into account the advice of the local group leaders. They, in turn, had to be especially responsive to the leading heads of family, who were obligated to be responsive to the adult members of their family. Thus, power and influence were widely disbursed in Chiricahua society. Respected elders had the most political influence, but this influence and respect itself rested upon the opinions of the community members in a culture that emphasized respect for all community members (and indeed all beings). This dynamic is typical in band societies, including the more dispersed Ojibwa, who lived generally in single-family units engaged in hunting and gathering in the woodland and lake country of what is now the northern Midwest and adjacent Canada; the hunting and gathering Utes of the Rocky Mountains; and the Comanches, who we will discuss below in connection with overcoming contemporary disharmony through returning to institutions and processes that apply traditional values in contemporary context.25

The basic values and underlying pattern of consensus-based decision making of band societies were also found in the larger and more complicated tribal societies in North America who had not yet begun to develop the attributes of states. For example, the Diné, popularly known as Navajo, were a society governed largely at the band level with somewhat more complexity in their social organization owing to their strong clan structure.26 Clans (extended family units) were important in public affairs in part because they were responsible for the behavior of their own members (e.g., regarding debts, torts, and crimes). Because clans gave considerable emotional and economic support to their members, pressure from kinsmen, especially elders, was likely to have exerted a strong influence. In speaking of more contemporary local governance, Kluckhohn and Leighton describe what oral history shows was true of the old band government and which was typical of traditional Native American government in general:

 

Headmen have no powers of coercion, save possibly that some people fear them as potential witches, but they have responsibilities. They are often expected, for example, to look after the interests of the needy who are without close relatives or whose relatives neglect them [a rare occurrence in traditional times], but all they can do with the neglectful ones is talk to them. No program put forward by a headman is practicable unless it wins public endorsement or has the tacit backing of a high proportion of the influential men and women of the area.27

The two authors go on to say that at meetings, “the Navaho pattern was for discussion to be continued until unanimity was reached, or at least until those in opposition felt it was useless or impolitic to express disagreement.”28 They point out, however, that although public meetings provided an occasion for free voicing of sentiments and the thrashing out of disagreements, the most important part of traditional Diné political decision making took place informally in negotiations among clan and other leaders representing their respective groups, who regularly discussed community concerns face to face. (We discuss the important role of women in traditional politics later.)

The underlying principles of consensus politics based upon mutual respect can be seen in somewhat different forms in two upper Plains tribes who lived quite differently from the Diné: the Hidatsa and the Lakota. The Hidatsa were a relatively sedentary people who farmed, hunted, fished, and gathered along the Upper Missouri River in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.29 Formed from a mix of peoples, their exact living arrangements varied over time. From the late eighteenth century until 1845, they constituted three villages, which in one period were independent and in another politically linked. In 1845, they moved into a single new village. However, at various periods the Hidatsa moved annually from their summer residences to winter camps. Social organization was complex, with a system of clans and moieties and an age-grade system that emphasized the influence of elders in political life beyond the universal attributes of age (e.g., as relating to wisdom, developing an even temperament, having a proven record) as a factor in qualification for political leadership in traditional North American societies.30 All else being equal, a person in a higher age grade would be chosen for a leadership position. If a young man of good record attempted to assert leadership, the elders would usually tell him to be patient: “When you are older and have demonstrated your ability in other things, the people will want you to be their leader. . . .”31

Indeed, it was thought that capable people of good character should have a chance at leadership when they were ready for it. Therefore, it was the custom that many civil positions—such as leader of the summer hunt, manager of the winter camp, or leader of ventures beyond the summer village—were held for short duration. This practice diversified power and fostered an equality following from the principle of mutual respect. War leaders might be more permanent, but they could lead only to the extent that other men were willing to follow them. Thus, upon finding dissatisfaction with their leadership, many war leaders had the tact (good manners were required by mutual respect) to invite discussion of the issues and attempt to satisfy the complainers. If they could not, they would suggest that someone else lead.

The same was true of civil leaders. A Hidatsa camp or village leader, advised by a council of elders, might be able to enforce decisions with the help of the men of the Black Mouth age grade (a partially senior grade below that of elder), who acted as police. But any family or person who wished to move elsewhere could do so. Moreover, important civil decisions and questions of war and peace were not made by leaders (although leaders were influential) but rather at council meetings where everyone was represented. Normally, considerable time was taken in making decisions so that every household and subgroup had a chance to consider the matter and have an elder male member express its views. No decision could be made until it was unanimously accepted, which might take extensive negotiation.

Religion was an important factor in all aspects of Hidatsa life, including politics (as it was in different ways and to different degrees in all traditional Indian nations, as we discuss later). Every village and village ward had a prominent spiritual protector, with a powerful bundle, and all top civil and military leaders were those of spiritual ability and often were leaders of important religious rites. Because spiritual leaders were not an organized priesthood, or hierarchy, in a society in which all members had medicine, religion sanctioned and did not diminish Hidatsa democracy on the basis of mutual respect. Thus, religion was a strong force in supporting and maintaining tribal values and ways with which, as a rule, it was fully consistent.

The Hidatsa’s neighbors, the Lakota (Western Sioux), functioned in the late eighteenth to mid-nineteenth century on the basis of essentially the same political principles, despite differences of social organization and economics.32 The Lakota were primarily wide-ranging hunters and gatherers. They had no clans, moieties, or age grades, and descent was effectively bilateral. The more varied life of the Lakota made more explicit the fluidity of governance common to the Hidatsa and a great many other Native peoples. The Lakota were widespread over the northern plains, with the buffalo the mainstay of their economy and hence central to life. They were one of an association of seven tribes that may once have been a federation. The Lakota themselves were composed of seven bands, whose members lived in independent camps, or tiyospaye, for much of the year.

A tiyospaye, in effect and sometimes in fact an extended family, could be formed any time enough people came together in a camp or related camps to establish a council of several categories of office. As was the case in units in quite a number of Indigenous societies, membership in a tiyospaye was voluntary. People could join and leave the camp at will. This placed a restraining influence upon political authority, pressuring leaders to treat people respectfully and keep them happy. Among the men of the council was the itancan, the symbolic father or titular leader of the tiyospaye. He acted as facilitator at council meetings, and through his moral and persuasive leadership and personal generosity, he carried out his responsibility for seeing to the welfare of the members of the tiyospaye. This responsibility included the heavy burden of caring for the sick, orphaned, and indigent. An itancan was chosen by his fellow council members, following the consensus feeling of the community. He was expected to be kind, generous, wise, patient, diplomatic, and brave. He would be removed by the council (if he did not resign) if he became ineffective or acted improperly. Typically, an itancan appointed two trusted friends, often younger warriors, to keep him informed of the affairs of the community and to act as his diplomats.

Major decision making was undertaken at council meetings at which anyone, including elder women, could speak. No decision could be made until a consensus was reached. Often the itancan would simply listen to the discussion, but he could be influential in commenting at key moments. Unlike many small bands, in which decisions were enforced by pressure of public opinion or on occasion by community members after a community leader had facilitated the making of a consensus on a course of action (in effect, a trial), the Lakota did have a regular mechanism for enforcing council decisions and established customary norms of behavior (as did many Indian societies that were larger than small bands). The Wakiconza was a committee of two to six men chosen every spring to oversee the movement of the camp, arbitrate disputes, supervise the community buffalo hunt, umpire games, and oversee all wagers. The Wakiconza was assisted by the Akicita, who were responsible for enforcement and carrying messages. The Akicita had sufficient independence to require anyone, including leaders, to obey their orders. The Akicita were kept within the limits of their job by careful selection, a limited term of office, and pressure of public opinion. Any Akicita who became tyrannical was taken in hand by the military societies, which played an important role in the warrior life of Lakota society. Thus checks and balances were built into social organization. That these checks and balances were devised deliberately is made clear by the traditional story of “The Festival of the Little People,” whose moral states: “It is not wise to put the strong in authority over the weak.”33

When the camp moved, responsibility for governance rotated with the circumstances. The Wakiconza decided the route and led the line of travel. When movement began, the Akicita encircled the people, watching for signs of external danger while making sure no one fell behind, strayed from the chosen route, or acted improperly. If the people were threatened by enemies, the war leader (blotahunca) and his warriors took charge, just as they would if the camp were threatened. Once the people reached their destination, the Akicita of the march were dismissed and a more relaxed camp life returned. Similarly, when a buffalo hunt was undertaken, the Wakiconza sent out scouts and planned the hunt. Then the Akicita were put in charge to coordinate the movement of the hunters.

Although there was regularly cooperation among Lakota in different groups, each tiyospaye made its own decisions independently about whether to join in some larger activity. Furthermore, during the years when difficulties with the U.S. government became more intense, warriors in a tiyospaye sometimes acted on their own, without the agreement of the civil leaders or the consensus of the community. However, at times, particularly during the winter, several Lakota bands would come together in a single camp with governance following the pattern of the tiyospaye but adjusted for the larger community circumstance.

The band itancan and Wakiconza formed a multiband council with one of each of the tiyospaye types of officials performing his particular function for the multiband camp. Akicita were then appointed to police the camp, with any appeals resulting from their actions referred to the council. In addition, four warriors with the best character and achievements were selected as head shirtwearers to act as peacemakers in the camp. Shirtwearers served a life tenure but could be deposed by the council for major infractions. Although some of the details are different, camp governance was essentially the same for an annual Sun Dance as for other occasions, with the difference that spiritual leaders played the leadership roles. The Sun Dance was a major summer religious ritual for the renewal of the Earth and the people, and often attended by Lakota from more than one band. However, within the ceremony itself, spiritual leaders governed completely (although they were subject to the same pressures of public opinion as the secular leadership was, with the possibility that they could lose prestige and ceremony participants should they be seen as acting improperly).

Major decisions by the council in multiband Lakota camps involved the band leaders on the council acting in accordance with the consensus of their own tiyospaye and discussion moving back and forth between informal discussions among tiyospaye members and council meetings until a general consensus could be reached. This is the principle on which the larger federations of tribes typically operated. Examination of one such case presents helpful insight into the general nature of the power of leaders and the process of decision making that in different ways and to different degrees pervaded traditional North American Indigenous societies. Bruce G. Trigger describes the traditional ways of the Wendat, more widely known as the Huron, who lived around Lakes Huron and Erie.34

The Huron were a confederation of several tribes numbering from thirty to forty thousand people in 1634. They lived partially intermingled with one another in settlements of as many as two thousand people that consisted of a central town and surrounding villages. Their social organization included a clan structure. In each community, each clan segment had two formal chiefs, known as Yarihawa (“he is a great voice”), who were chosen from among the men of the clan that held the right to serve in that office. Their primary functions were to announce decisions arrived at by a process of consensus formation that involved discussion by all the adult men and women of their group and to facilitate the discussion process. Chiefs could advise and persuade, but they could not decide. No action could be taken until it had been acceded to by every person who was affected by it. In practice, that meant that decision making tended to include the concerns of everyone involved. To reach consensus on a proposal, the group would continue to modify it to take into account each person’s concerns until almost everyone supported the decision, and the few who did not, having been heard and seeing nothing to gain by further discussion, accepted the view of the group.

The chief’s first duty was to assist his own group to come to a consensus and then to represent his people in negotiating with the chiefs of other groups. Trigger states:

 

Huron Chiefs had no constitutional authority to coerce their followers or force their will on anyone. Moreover, individual Huron were sensitive about their honor and intolerant of external constraints, and friends and relatives would rally to the support of someone who believed himself insulted by a chief. Overbearing behavior by a chief might, therefore, encourage a violent reaction and lead to conflicts within or between lineages. In the long run, chiefs who behaved arrogantly or foolishly tended to alienate support and would be deposed by their own lineages. The ideal Huron Chief was a wise and brave man who understood his followers and won their support by means of his generosity, persuasiveness, and balanced judgment.35

The two chiefs of each clan segment at the local level were the civil chief and the war chief. The civil or peace chiefs, who were primary, were concerned with matters of everyday life, from settling disputes to arranging feasts, dances, and games to negotiating foreign treaties. The separation of peace and war chiefs, and the primacy of the civil chief, was typical of many tribes. Among the Cheyenne, for example, a chief of one of the military societies, upon becoming one of the forty-four peace chiefs, would have to resign his chieftainship of the military society.36 This primacy of civilian over military leadership is similar to the U.S. Constitution having the president, a civilian, as commander in chief of the armed forces. It may well be that the older tribal practice is the basis, or at least a contributing source, for the U.S. practice.

The national government of each Huron tribe consisted of a council made up of chiefs of the clan segments in each community. (The one exception was the Tahontaenrat Tribe, which lived in a single settlement, so that its community and national governments were coterminous.) The confederacy council appears to have been composed of the civil chiefs of the various national councils. The national and confederacy councils had no power to compel the groups whom their members represented. Their function was to develop consensus through dialogue and mutual exchange among all the parties involved in the matters they considered. In order for the decisions of these councils to be effective, they had to be accepted by the constituents of the chiefs. This meant that national and confederacy affairs were discussed by citizens at the local level to a far greater extent than is true in modern federal republican governments, with the result that chiefs were usually far more representative of their constituency than elected representatives in the United States and many other Western and non-Western countries are today.

Underlying Huron politics was a culture that balanced strong concern for individual (e.g., person, family, clan) autonomy with a rigorous equalitarian moral sense of the good of all (e.g., family, clan, tribe) and respect for the views of others. Thus, there was an abhorrence of compelling action of anyone. But, at the same time, both by upbringing and ongoing experience, Huron people were very sensitive to the views of others and to the pressure of public opinion. If one acted improperly, one would lose honor and, eventually, necessary economic and social support if she or he went too far. In the Huron case, as in the case of many (but not all) Native North American peoples, this meant that, through honoring generosity, no one was allowed to be either poor or rich. Similarly, although certain political and social positions of authority might belong to specific clans or clan segments (but filled on the basis of perceived merit within that clan or segment), authority, and hence power, was widely dispersed so that individual offices carried limited authority. This system worked to keep effective the primary limitation on power: public opinion. This widespread arrangement in traditional North America is somewhat similar in effect to, although it is less formal and more extensive than, the later use of the combination of separation of powers, checks and balances, and direct and indirect elections by the framers of the U.S. Constitution, who almost surely were influenced by Indian practice (both directly and indirectly, as through influential English thinkers such as John Locke, who clearly incorporated Indian ideas and practice in their theories).

The Huron cultural and related structural basis of politics is in many ways typical of traditional Indian societies. In some way or other, virtually every North American culture developed its own unique way of dynamically balancing a set of seemingly opposite values to produce a harmonious unity (e pluribus unum?).

Beginning in terms of what we have been discussing, the first pair of opposites consists of freedom and autonomy for the individual (person and group) harmonized with the primacy of the whole (family, clan, working group or party, village, tribe, world, or whatever level of wholeness was relevant in a particular context). This balance is illustrated by the broad range of societies we briefly referred to above and can be seen in others representing additional geographic areas and ways of economic and social living.37 The general principles applied even in the most diverse of cultures. For example, the collection of cultures in the Southwest referred to as Pueblos were strongly formal in their governance (particularly in contrast to the informality of their Diné neighbors).38 Perhaps more than any other traditional North American societies, the Pueblos formally emphasized the spiritual nature of life. Life in the Pueblo cultures was tightly integrated with an emphasis upon unity that was perhaps the strongest of any traditional North American societies. Yet the individuality of person and group remained. In the cycle of the year’s highly organized rituals, each individual had a distinct role.39

From what we know about them from the period of the Spanish Conquest of North America, Pueblos at first glance appear to be governed by a theocracy, which mostly follows their precontact practice. But the leading priests only set the spiritual and philosophical tone for government, and the governor (cacique, following the Spanish nomenclature) chosen by the council of priests, like chiefs elsewhere, could advise only, not command. The cacique and his assistants oversaw executive process and, like the European formal head of state, he announced decisions of the Pueblo council. But in legislative and judicial matters, including oversight of executions, decision making was undertaken through consensus by the council along the same general lines typical of Native American traditional government that we have discussed.40 The consensus basis of Pueblo decision making can be seen to this day in a modernized form at Laguna Pueblo, where, over an extended period, discussion of issues goes back and forth between the members of the elected council and constituents until general consensus is reached and then made official by a unanimous council vote.41

Similarly, a number of traditional Native societies had strong hierarchical aspects that contrast with the general equalitarian nature of some of the Indian nations we have discussed. However, hierarchy in almost all of these societies did not carry so far as to negate the essential roles of participation and consensus building, although it might somewhat diminish them. The Kiowa, for example, had distinct socioeconomic classes, with strong competition for position and status, in which band leaders could give orders.42 Yet neither political nor social position were hereditary (although good parentage was an advantage), for both had to be attained and maintained by achievement and a reputation for right living. Moreover, as in some of the other cases previously discussed, band leaders were strongly restrained by the fact that their followers were at liberty to leave them at will and join or form another band.

This was the case even in Kwakiutl (and other Pacific Northwest Coast) society, where amidst huge natural bounty, there was a more permanent hierarchy of largely inherited positions with leaders competing to outdo one another in huge giveaways (potlatches).43 But, in matters of subsistence for living and many other aspects of life, participation and the need for consensus based upon the dignity of each person remained, even as collaboration and sharing ensured that persons with the lowest status had enough to live comfortably.

Along with uniting the principles of individuality and wholeness in traditional North American society, there was a harmonizing of competitiveness (among individuals and groups) and cooperation. Among the Plains Indians, such as the Lakota, for example, there were numerous opportunities to compete for honor by undertaking socially desirable actions and exhibiting the four virtues: bravery, fortitude, generosity, and wisdom.44 Such might take place in warfare in which a man would be recognized for being among the first in a battle to touch an enemy or for leading a raid to steal horses from an enemy camp. When a young Lakota man went on his first buffalo hunt or undertook some honorable action, his father would often have the camp crier go round the village announcing that the father was giving away a horse to a poor family in honor of his son’s deed.45 Giving to those less fortunate was honorable and increased the community opinion of the benefactor. A woman would be honored for making beautiful articles of clothing and sharing them with others. Conversely, hoarding goods for oneself was dishonorable, and indeed any improper act reduced one’s standing.

By channeling competitiveness into promoting helpfulness, American Indian societies tended to encourage collaboration.46 This was accomplished more directly in other ways, however. One of the most important of these was inclusiveness, by providing everyone with a role in community affairs, as exemplified by the consensus decision-making processes discussed above. An essential element in the development and maintenance of cooperation was the acculturation to collaborative values, stressing the well-being of the whole before everything else while also providing continuing opportunities to participate in supporting the whole through activities involving mutual support.47

Extended family relations were also an important aspect of the maintenance of harmony and balance in community affairs. As Ella Deloria says of the Dakota:

 

Kinship was the all-important matter. Its demands and dictates for all phases of social life were relentless and exact; but on the other hand, its privileges and honorings and rewarding prestige were not only tolerable but downright pleasant for all who conformed. By kinship all Dakota people were held together in a great relationship that was theoretically all-inclusive and co-extensive with the Dakota Domain. Everyone who was born a Dakota belonged in it; nobody need be left outside. [And since being Dakota, as with Indian societies generally, was more a matter of participation in the community than blood, kinship included all who effectively joined the community, whether they married in or were adopted, a common practice throughout traditional Native America.]

 

[image: image]

 

I can safely say that the ultimate aim of Dakota life, stripped of accessories, was quite simple: One must obey kinship rules: One must be a good relative. No Dakota who has participated in that life will dispute that. In the last analysis every other consideration was secondary—property, personal ambition, glory, good times, life itself. Without that aim and the constant struggle to attain it, the people would no longer be Dakota in truth. They would no longer be even human. To be a good Dakota then was to be humanized, civilized. And to be civilized was to keep the rules imposed by kinship for achieving civility, good manners, and a sense of responsibility toward every individual dealt with. Thus only was it possible to live communally with success; that is to say, with a minimum of friction and a maximum of good will.48

Deloria goes on to point out that kinship, like all the other principles we have been discussing, while not functioning perfectly, worked quite well in Indian society:

 

What I have given here is, of course, an ideal picture. But I can honestly say that hardly one in a hundred dared to be thought of as deviating from its rule, although there were always a few naturally heedless persons who persistently or occasionally disregarded it. But that at once classified them as with the witko—the naughty, irresponsible child, the outlaw adult, the mentally foolish, the drunk. No adult in his right mind cared to be so classed.49

A similar view of family is expressed about Cherokee ways, and beyond that about traditional Native Americans in general, by Michael Garrett:

 

Because the survival and well-being of the individual is synonymous with that of the community, family plays a prominent role in our lives, . . . Many Native American people are a family in a real sense, because they identify themselves not by their own accomplishments, but by the nature of their relations and the energy they draw from those connections.50

Garrett goes on to point out that for the Cherokee, as for other traditional Indian peoples, the concept of “family” was part of larger metaphysical and spiritual concerns:

 

The traditional view of family is universal in scope. “Family” extends well beyond immediate relatives to extended family relatives through the second cousin, members of the clan, members of the community or tribe, all other living creatures in this world, the natural environment and the universe itself. The entire universe is thought of as “a family” with each and every one of its members having a useful and necessary place in the Circle of Life, just as each strand creates the beauty and strength of the Web [of life].51

[And,] In the traditional way, the prevalence of cooperation and sharing in the spirit of community is essential for harmony and balance.52

In Indian societies, the harmony of the individual within the whole was reinforced by a spirituality that pervaded all of life. This spirituality was consistent with the social values of each people and was an important building block in the development of individual and social integration.53 For instance, if you go to a Lakota (or Dakota or Nakota) Sun Dance and ask the dancers why they endure four grueling days dancing beneath the hot sun without food or drink, they will not tell you that it is to gain prestige or to receive personal spiritual power, although those things may come to them. The dancers will tell you that they give themselves away that “the people may live.”54 Their giveaway is first to the Great Spirit, second to the people, and only last for themselves (and even so, only so that they can play their proper part in the greater whole).

Indeed, in different ways, as we will discuss further, every Native American society functioned under spiritual principles of harmony (or as the Diné say, beauty) that involved harmonizing the individual and the whole. In some more individualistic band societies, such as the Comanche, which had individual and small-group ceremonies and spiritual practices but no overarching rituals, both the religion and the sociopolitical practice put more responsibility on the individual to find his or her place in the larger whole than did societies with strong collective rituals, such as the Pueblos.55 Yet, these latter societies, as we discussed above, still provided spiritual as well as social roles for each individual. Many societies, such as the Lakota and the Cheyenne, had both individual ceremonies, such as when a person seeking a deeper understanding of her or his purpose in life embarked on a vision quest (an individual retreat), and one or more collective rituals of renewal of the Earth and the people, such as the Sun Dance.56 Moreover, the individual rituals and spiritual experiences had important societal aspects, even as there were unique individual roles in the collective rituals. For example, for Plains tribes, the visions one might receive on a vision quest, in a dream, in a Sun Dance, or at any time, often contained important information for the society as well as for the individual.57 Thus, there were dream societies to help interpret a person’s dreams and, when proper, to help that person share her or his dreams in appropriate ways with the community.

A very important aspect of the principle of inclusiveness is mutual empowerment of the individual person and group and of the larger group and society. By giving each person and group continual opportunity to participate, in his or her own unique way, in decision making and in the work of providing for the welfare of the larger group and community, Native cultures provided each person and social unit the freedom, sense of purpose, and opportunity for self-actualization and development necessary for their own realization in ways that directly provided for the needs of the community. As we are beginning to learn in the contemporary workplace with the rise of employee involvement and team process, this method of harmonizing individual freedom with social purpose is exceedingly efficient, effective, and productive.58

Unity through diversity also provides for a high level of equality while allowing for differences in prestige. Whereas in hierarchical social systems, differences of function tend to be marked by significant differences in status, participatory systems tend to minimize status differences. For example, in differing ways in each society, men and women in Native American cultures carried out their separate functions and had a greater say in differing areas of social life. But this division of labor did not produce the difference in status and value that accompanied the dichotomy of social roles in Western society.59 To the extent that in Western societies it could be said that a man’s home is his castle, among traditional Native Americans, one might say that a man’s home was her castle. Among the Haudenosaunee, for example, only men served as chiefs (sachems) on the intertribal council, but women held considerable power. In certain clans, the women, speaking through the Clan Mother, nominated the chiefs and had the power to remove them for misconduct.60 In some tribes, women served as chiefs, but regardless of their formal role, women in traditional Native American societies held sway over their own affairs and wielded great influence in public affairs.61 Indeed, a study of thirteen North American societies and multiple society culture areas north of what is now Mexico found that, traditionally, in all but one case, there was a balanced reciprocity between men and women.62 Further research indicates that even that one case involved balanced reciprocity.63

A number of factors appear to account for the difference between Indian societies and pre-twentieth-century European society concerning the status and authority of women. One important reason was that Native American societies were based on mutual respect and individual autonomy. A related factor is that Indian economies usually involved women working at least partly autonomously and owning property, which was inherent to their autonomous economic roles.64 Another reason seems to be related to the importance of the feminine in societies closely connected to nature (as appears to have been the case also in very early Europe and Asia).65 The great Haudenosaunee prophet Deganawidah, founder of the Six Nation Confederation, is reported to have said, “[God] caused the body of our mother, the woman, to be of great worth and honor. He proposed that she shall be endowed and entrusted with birth and the upbringing of men, and that she shall have the care of all that is planted by which life is sustained and supported and the power to breathe is fortified: and moreover that the warriors shall be her assistants.”66 It is important to note that there were a large number of important positive female mythical figures throughout Indian societies who indicate the importance of, and respect for, the feminine. Among them are White Buffalo Calf Woman, who brought the Sacred Pipe to the Lakota;67 Woman Who Changes and White Shell Woman of the Diné;68 and Holy Woman and Woman Who Married the Morning Star of the Blackfoot.69

The extent to which the feminine was a primary cultural principle and how that principle was applied varied from tribe to tribe, but it was universally important. Often, it was especially strong in agricultural societies in which descent was primarily matrilineal. Among the Wendat or Huron, an Iroquoian people, for example, residence, clan membership, and inheritance of office were determined matrilineally, with the division of labor overwhelmingly along gender lines and a strong emphasis on same-sex work teams.70 Thus, women shared their concerns on public policy and other matters with one another, and men did the same, providing a basis for collective voices that gave men and women essentially equal influence and control over decisions that affected them. Respected older women were often the ones to voice women’s concerns, but individual women had a direct say in many matters.

In Great Plains societies, which, after the coming of the horse, engaged primarily in hunting and were quite mobile, there was somewhat less emphasis upon the feminine than among Iroquoian farmers. Still, mutual respect remained central to all relationships. Among the Lakota, for example, kinship relations, though in a sense bilateral, were essentially nonlateral or variable, since a nuclear family could choose which extended family to live among.71 In addition, either party to a marriage could dissolve it: a man by taking his personal items out of the lodge, and a woman by placing her husband’s personal items outside the lodge. The lodge belonged to her, as she was primarily responsible for child care. Among the Comanche, as with the Lakota, either a husband or wife could initiate a divorce.72 Women had considerable influence individually and collectively, and their opinions were occasionally voiced in council meetings by older women. Indeed, in these societies, in which descent was matrilineal, women set much of the moral standard of behavior, which they could enforce collectively by shaming anyone who violated the mores.

The collective voice of women, especially elders, was extremely important in traditional Native American societies, particularly because of the emphasis on honor and shame in those cultures, and it remains important, even with all the changes in American Indian ways that have occurred with the arrival of Europeans and others. This reality is illustrated by an experience author Stephen Sachs had one evening at the Sun Dance of the Southern Utes. In that sacred ceremony, the men at the drum start the song, but the women around them join in harmonizing the song and “have the last word.” That night, after a visiting group of singers finished their turn, no regulars were available, so a few part-time singers and apprentices filled in under the direction of a young man who just that afternoon had been taught how to lead by the elder singers. While for the most part the young man’s fine spirit made up for the singers’ technical weakness, on one occasion the singers lost the song and were ready to let it go and go on to the next. But the women singers would not allow the indiscretion. They picked up the song and gave it back. And when that song was properly completed, they let the men at the drum know quite clearly how they were expected to do their job correctly in that sacred space. Thus the women functioned not merely as protectors of traditional ways but as teachers of those values and how to apply them—a traditional woman’s role.

The relative traditional balance of men and women, each dominant in their own spheres, can also be seen today at the Southern Ute reservation in the continuance of the ancient Bear Dance each spring.73 When, in the dance, the two facing lines of men and of women break into couples (or trios), the partners are side by side, with the men facing east and the women facing west. As a couple makes the long prance east, the man guides the couple. When the couple makes the long prance west, the woman guides.

At least in some cases, the strong emphasis upon the entire community in Indigenous North American cultures was developed to counter the dangers of unrestrained individuality in the person, family, or other group. For the Cheyenne, for example, Hoebel reports that the centralization of political authority in the forty-four tribal peace chiefs, the predominance of public over private law, and the very strong prohibition against killing another Cheyenne, all arose to counter the threat of internal disintegration.74 For the Lakota, the Sacred Pipe, often referred to as the “peace pipe,” is central to all religious rituals and was smoked to sanctify and affirm the reaching of agreements (or the willingness to come to agreement), including the settlement of disputes.75 In at least some versions of the story of the White Buffalo Calf Woman’s bringing of the Pipe to the people, her arrival came at a time of great trouble and disharmony, which was healed by the coming of the Pipe.76 The history is quite clear among the Six Nations. Their current ways, including their confederation (the Great Peace), arose to overcome internal dissension.77 It was a time of blood feud among clan units and fighting between tribes reminiscent in our own time of the civil war in Lebanon and gang wars in Los Angeles. Thanks to the vision and work of the Peacemaker (Deganawidah) assisted by Hayanwatah (or Hiawatha), the Great Peace was achieved and an extremely participatory government based upon principles of equality and justice was installed, with the attendant responsibility that each decision and action the people made be beneficial in its results to the seventh generation yet to come. That government and numerous others across traditional North America were able to guide, in a most democratic manner, societies that, whatever their imperfections, were remarkably peaceful, prosperous, and happy for virtually all of their citizens.

 

2. Contemporary Lessons from American Indian Traditional Politics

In looking at our own politics in light of Native American experience, it is important to ask whether we in Western culture have traditionally overemphasized power (particularly as control), competition, and the state as the core of our politics. Many people, including this writer, believe that we have and that this overemphasis has contributed to the growth of fragmentation and alienation experienced by citizens in Western societies.78 For instance, in looking at the operation of federalism in the United States, it is now well recognized that whereas in legal theory federalism constitutes a system based on separation of powers, in practice federalism operates as a cooperative system (with competitive elements), with the federal government more often carrying out policy by empowering the states and localities through grants in aid with varying degrees of discretion by the recipient, than by exercising control.79 In regulating within its own sphere of powers, the federal government has always been aware that there are limits to the extent to which it can successfully achieve desired results entirely by command. Thus, gaining voluntary compliance from those regulated is a traditional element in American regulatory activity. The problem is that we have not fully recognized the extent to which politics in principle involves the harmonization of cooperation and conflict, requiring empowerment in consensus building, which is central to the process of governance.

Indeed, despite considerable collaboration in many aspects of public affairs, the dominant mind-set driving a large portion of politics in the United States is highly competitive, viewing public affairs largely as a zero-sum game. As many recent critics of the U.S. Congress, for example, have stated, the result is that numerous opportunities to cooperate are missed, making it difficult to pass legislation and accomplish other work. Measures taken are often unbalanced or otherwise defective because they are the result of which personalities or groups are able to have part of their program included, not the result of the careful working out of what the situation actually demands, taking into account all of the relevant concerns. A more inclusive, collaborative approach to decision making along traditional Native lines would be much more efficient, produce far better policy, and would result in more harmonious relations among citizens. One factor involved in bringing a shift to a more harmonious perspective is for people to realize, as Native people traditionally do, that in the long term, it is in one’s interest to be collaborative, because the results are better when we can find common ground. In chapter 3, section 2, we offer examples that involve collaborative settlement of complex water rights issues that maintain better working relationships for people and organizations that need to work together on an ongoing basis.

Regarding the process of regulation, protection of the environment offers a useful example. For many years, the United States has regulated environmental protection at both the federal and state levels, primarily through a command system requiring a large bureaucracy.80 The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) in particular, but the state agencies as well, have been very slow to develop regulations. They are inefficient in gaining compliance and expensive to operate, in large part because the command-driven bureaucracy is far more inefficient than are cooperative, mission-driven systems.81 Moreover, the command system of regulation fosters competitiveness, encouraging a fragmentation of interests with a premium on the power of individual interests to influence the process. This is not to say that disproportionate power is not a problem in any political process or system, but rather that strongly competitive systems emphasize power differences.

In recent years, prior to the administration of George W. Bush (which was exceedingly unilateral and competitive), more collaborative and inclusive approaches were taken in the field of environmental policy. The EPA, for instance, developed a process for developing regulation by bringing all the interested parties (primarily representatives of environmental groups, business, and the agency) together to participate in consensus decision making. Any of the parties could withdraw from the process at any time, but after they accepted the final agreement, they could not later challenge it in court. As in traditional tribal governance, the process of dialogue takes time but usually results in better decisions than competitive processes because of the effort made to accommodate all of the concerns and interests of those affected to create a viable policy. By contrast, decisions in competitive processes tend to be the result of the ability of individual contenders to force the inclusion of as much of their position as possible in the final outcome, with compromises determined more in terms of including the diverse agendas of strong pressure groups than in achieving a well-working policy as a whole.

The setting of new standards for the contents of gasoline in 1991 used this new inclusive process.82 Often even when this process fails to produce a consensus, it is still useful because agreement is invariably reached on many of the issues, leaving only a narrow range of questions, which have already been well framed by the discussion of the concerned parties, to be decided by the agency. Several states, including Indiana, California, and Florida, have taken such an inclusive approach to promoting energy conservation and pollution reduction in the generation of electric power.83

In the past, there have been no incentives for power companies to operate efficiently or to encourage customers to conserve energy.84 Using an inclusive process, power-company, environmental-group, and consumer-group representatives have sat down together with state officials to develop regulations that meet the primary concerns of all the parties. This process has resulted in measures that save consumers money and reduce energy use (thereby reducing pollution) by allowing power producers to benefit financially from encouraging consumers to be energy-efficient.

Instituting such a process involves re-creating one of the strengths of traditional Indigenous societies: finding the means or incentives (which can be moral, political, and social, as well as economic) to encourage people to act in the general interest by making it in their personal interest to do so. But doing so can only be effective to the extent that the structure and functioning of the incentives in practice actually encourage the socially desirable behavior (or in an organization, organizationally desirable behavior). Sometimes common apprehension of not finding a solution to a major problem can be an effective inducement to take part in a consensus-building process, if all the concerned parties understand that their views and interests will be respected and included in the outcome. For example, Search for Common Ground assisted some communities in the United States in defusing the very divisive issue of abortion by bringing together the full range of concerned people in each community in problem-solving dialogues.85

For such inclusive processes to function properly, particularly in government, a number of requirements exist. First, the process must be truly inclusive, involving all the interested parties on an equal basis. Otherwise, the process will be only a vehicle of hierarchical, competitive government driven by special interests. For example, during the presidency of George H. W. Bush, Vice President Dan Quayle’s Competitiveness Council involved only big-business leaders and government personnel in blocking new federal regulation that business did not want, regardless of the impact of such action on the rest of the country.86 Equally pernicious was the older practice of regular meetings between the Business Advisory Council, which was composed of leaders of large corporations, and top officials in the Department of Commerce and various cabinet members in exclusive sessions at The Homestead in Hot Springs, Virginia, and other expensive resorts—sessions paid for by the Department of Commerce.87 The George W. Bush administration was widely known for including only a narrow range of interests and actors—including oil companies—in its decisions, and of exacerbating divisiveness in U.S. politics.

Second, the power between the parties in the process needs to be reasonably equal, to the extent of their interest, in order for the outcome to be equitable. If, for example, in the early 1990s EPA gasoline-content decision-making process, the oil industry could have gotten most of what it wanted by going directly to Congress, then it could have perverted the consensus process in its favor by threatening to pull out of the discussions if it did not receive most of what it wanted at the expense of everyone else.

Third, there need to be reasons, or incentives, for those interested to participate, and the consciousness of the parties must be such that they are open to participating. For example, if the petroleum companies had had sufficient power to secure the regulations they wanted within a satisfactory time frame through the EPA and didn’t care about the well-being of the other parties, the companies would not have bothered to join in the consensus process. However, even if they were generally significantly more powerful politically than the other parties, the oil companies would have joined in the consensus-decision process with only a small advantage if the delay in or uncertainty of the outcome produced by not participating had been sufficient.

Where parties are in an ongoing relationship, as were members of traditional Indian communities, they may well find it to their long-term advantage to join in a collaborative problem-solving process by consensus, rather than to bargain competitively. Thus, employers and labor unions, having gained sufficient trust in each other through jointly managing team process for mutual benefit (learning, for example, that the resulting greater productivity leads to increased profits and wages), sometimes now find it advantageous to work out labor contracts by mutual problem solving. Such may be useful not only for obtaining a better deal for both parties, but also for maintaining the trust necessary to continue to carry out effective team process in the workplace.88

The point is that well-working consensus decision making involves the creation of a close relationship between the parties in which each party gains its own ends by helping the other parties attain their goals. It also involves people really listening to one another and engaging in dialogue to produce a flow of meaning rather than shouting to drown out divergent points of view, which constitutes too much of contemporary discourse over issues, solves nothing, and has a tendency to escalate, even to violence. Experience taught Native peoples the value of inclusive decision making and reharmonizing processes to keep the peace, and nonviolent conflict resolution and training has been successfully applied in the United States, particularly with young people, to reduce violence. Experience with nonviolent conflict resolution, and with instituting team process in workplaces, demonstrates that what is necessary to get people to appreciate and use mutually respectful means of communication and decision in contemporary society is cultural and educational. Most people prefer such modes of interrelating once they come to understand them and learn the skills involved in using them.89

Currently, government in the United States and much of the world faces a series of related crises both in internal operations and external relations. Some of these difficulties relate to the way in which we conceptualize and operate government processes. By failing to recognize the extent to which governance is, in principle, a collaborative and empowering enterprise, we have greatly increased the costs of its operation, limited its effectiveness, and distanced it from the people.90 Thus, reforms that equitably increase citizen and employee participation in the operation of government bodies, build teamwork among government agencies, and in other ways debureaucratize government operations are useful developments consistent with traditional principles of band and tribal governance.91

The second level of the problem has to do with relations among people. A shrinking and rapidly changing world has increased the level of cross-cultural interaction externally while magnifying the diversity of populations internally. Just as the Haudenosaunee and other Native American societies developed inclusive processes that achieved unity through honoring diversity in order to overcome the dangers of divisiveness, so we, too, need to develop inclusive relations that create community through empowering individuality in socially useful ways.

The principle of diversity itself tells us that we cannot simply copy from others in order to develop a politics of harmony. Each people and generation is unique and needs to develop creatively on its own terms. Traditional Indian societies were generally smaller and more homogeneous than our own but, as we have indicated, shared many of the same types of problems we face, and increasingly we are finding the application of the same basic values and approaches helpful in meeting those problems when undertaken appropriately for current circumstances. If we are to achieve community, we must remember that in our uniqueness we are not so much independent as interdependent. Although the cultural age and situation are our own, they are sufficiently similar to others that there is much we can learn from those who struggled with the same problems. Indeed, the very differences are virtues when we understand them, for they give us a useful perspective that we would otherwise be denied. Given our current condition, there is a great deal that we can learn by looking further into the depths of the traditions of some of those who have preceded us on this continent and are still very much with us.

In order to attain productive and harmonious relations within and between communities, it is essential that human interaction be based upon mutual respect.92 Unless people deal with one another as equal partners in a mutual relationship, interaction is likely to lead to injustice and dangerous dominance. This in turn will most probably lead to an ongoing struggle marked by open or structural violence. To break out of the recurring cycles of repression and violence, it is necessary that we build human relationships upon the principle of unity in diversity, so that each of us respects the interests, views, and ways of all individuals, groups, and cultures. Doing so is important not only to avoid causing harm to others but also because we each have something to learn from every person, group, and culture. Moreover, repression is costly and inefficient in comparison with collaboration, which is also far more emotionally rewarding to everyone. Thus, it is mutually advantageous for all of us to move from relations founded upon cultural hegemony to relations centered upon cultural sharing and exchange. For example, following the events of 9/11, the Bush administration would have been far more effective in limiting international terrorism if it had called for collaborative international action based upon inclusive discussions among nations rather than acting and cajoling largely through unilaterally exercising and threatening to exercise U.S. military, economic, and diplomatic power.93

The principle that relationships need to be based upon mutual respect was central to traditional Native American cultures. Although in practice many traditional tribal members fully applied that principle only to members of their own society, the more thoughtful and more spiritual realized its universality, as, clearly, is necessary in the world today.94 It may be that we cannot always obtain mutually respectful relations, even as Native American societies were not free from war. But as both Thomas Hobbes and traditional Native American leaders saw, it is necessary to make considerable effort and to take calculated risks to create them.

At a fundamental level, virtually all of the traditional peoples of North America saw human beings as part of the natural harmony of the whole of nature. For example, in all important ceremonies, the Lakota people respectfully acknowledge mitakye oyasin, “all my relations.”95 Thus they signify their respect for all they are integrally connected to—not only their immediate family but all the human beings, the animal nations, the creepy crawlies, the bird nations, the grass nations, the rock nations—all that share this world. There is respect for the environment; one never takes more than one needs. One is careful never to deplete the resources of any place, always leaving enough of a species to allow for natural renewal in the next cycle of seasons. And even then, one harvests a plant or kills an animal respectfully, after asking its permission and forgiveness. The current world environmental crisis, most particularly human-created global warming causing climate change, is the result of Western cultural thinking that is reductionist, not taking into account the full range of effects over time of decisions and actions. If the world’s decision makers for the past three centuries had been Indigenous thinkers, the planet would not currently be suffering from increasingly dangerous environmental degradation. If we are to have real progress now in restoring the environment and in preventing the worst potential effects of climate change—avoiding making the problem worse through well-meaning ameliorative actions or creating serious new problems—it is imperative that we mirror traditional Indigenous thinking in carefully considering the full range of the impacts of actions in relation to the environment.96

The principle of harmony with nature and with other people is expressed by the Diné in their traditional statement of farewell, “May you walk in Beauty.”97 It is important to live in balance with all one’s relations. Many of the tribal renewal rituals of Plains and Rocky Mountain peoples emphasize maintaining and renewing harmony. The Sun Dance of the Southern Utes, for example, is undertaken to “court Grandmother Earth that She will be bountiful to us again next season,” and to renew accord in relations within the community and the world.98 When one is out of harmony, action must be taken to restore appropriate balance and order. The Diné have many rituals for returning a suffering person to the path of beauty. If two Lakota boys are continually in conflict, the lesson of social harmony is often taught by tying their braids together until they learn how to get along. Indeed, the very name Lakota (or Dakota, or Nakota) means a state or condition of peace.99

These traditional values of harmony with nature and among people have a special importance for us today regarding developing environmental consciousness and the positive cross-cultural and transnational relationships that the world needs for survival and a high quality of life for all people. What traditional Native Americans understood experientially about the interrelationship of all people, beings, and things is today being discovered by the cutting edge of postmodern science.100 But the concern for maintenance and reestablishment of harmony has additional contemporary value.

Hoebel describes a case in which two young Cheyenne men were caught hunting buffalo on their own. Solo hunting was prohibited because single or a few hunters might scare a herd away. To insure an adequate food supply, buffalo hunting had to be undertaken by the whole tribe in a coordinated action. When members of the military society policing the hunt came upon the offenders, they shot the hunters’ horses and broke their weapons in the course of inflicting a beating that the two men did not resist. After the miscreants had listened silently to a reproach for their dangerous behavior, one of the chiefs of the military society called out, “Look how these two boys are here in our midst. Now they have no horses and no weapons. What do you men want to do about it?” One of the police patrol spoke up, “Well, I have some extra horses. I will give one of them to them.” Another member of the military society did the same. Then a third member of the patrol declared, “We broke those guns they had. I have two guns. I will give them one.” All the others responded, “Ipewa” (“good”). In this case, the police enforced the law quickly and firmly. But once it was clear that the violators had learned their lesson, they were reintegrated with the group through the generous acts of those who had administered the punishment.101

The value of restoring harmony in terms of learning that is exemplified by the Cheyenne case has relevance to the contemporary world. In the United States, the primary approach to crime, often based upon the principle of retribution, consists of punishment by removing convicted felons from society and locking them away in prisons with other offenders. This system often creates more capable criminals but has a relatively small effect in reducing repeated criminal behavior. Thus, there has been a growing interest in what are often more effective alternative approaches to corrections, which to varying degrees bring back the Indigenous focus on building and restoring harmony. These include programs that reintegrate convicts with society, such as halfway houses with job programs, and various forms of restorative justice that involve the lawbreaker doing work in the community. Sometimes this work is undertaken among those injured by the criminal’s act, to repay at least some of the damage done and to return the criminal to a good relationship with the community.102 These approaches are reflective of traditional tribal ways, which, traditional elders would say, when applicable are the wise way to deal with destructive acts in order to lessen their likelihood of reoccurrence and to bring those involved into inner as well as relational harmony. Such is especially the case with a growing movement to bring young offenders face to face with their victims, when appropriate. After one such mediation, the juvenile wrongdoer stated, “I now realize I hurt them a lot. . . . To understand how the victim feels makes me feel a lot different.” Hearing that in a meaningful dialogue is often healing to the victim.103

Restoring harmony is relevant not only for correcting deviant behavior but also is important for keeping up with the rapidly changing world. It helps people to develop their positive potentials more fully in those areas of life that are relatively stable, as well as in relation to changing circumstances. To the extent that each of us can see life—in the family, the workplace, in society, and in the world—as an ongoing learning experience, we will be open to participating affirmatively in the changes that we need to make in adapting to new circumstances, as well as in improving our responses to ongoing situations.104 Evidence for these outcomes is provided by the success of many of the leading companies taking part in the current worldwide revolution in management and work relations.105 The development by everyone in the workplace of the view that life is experimental, which provides a continual set of opportunities for learning and improvement, has been a very important element in these companies’ success. These firms, along with numerous public sector and nonprofit organizations, have been significantly improving productivity and the quality of working life through instituting participatory team process. On the most successful of these teams, every member is continually learning from other members and from the ongoing work experience. The result of this mutual empowerment is continual improvement of operations, relations, and personal satisfaction by virtually every standard that one might suggest.106

Adaptability to new situations was another important aspect of traditional tribal culture, although the rate of change was not as great before European contact as it has been in the postmodern world. The key to dealing with new circumstances is the flexible application of core values to meet new situations in appropriate ways. An interesting case of this involved the Cheyenne. Traditionally, generosity was a very important Cheyenne value. It was customary that one might borrow something from a friend without asking permission, with the borrower often leaving an identifiable item to let the absent owner know the borrower’s identity.

The coming of the horse presented a new situation to the Cheyenne, however. Horses, unlike inanimate things, were seen as having personalities, and a warrior established a personal relationship with his favorite horses. Borrowing horses for extended periods without permission, then, became annoying to many Cheyenne. In one recounting, when a favorite horse was borrowed from a warrior by a friend without asking, and the friend did not return to camp for a long time, the warrior took the matter to his military society, the Elk Soldiers. The society leaders sent a message to the friend at a distant camp. The friend immediately returned and made a satisfactory explanation and a handsome gift in addition to returning the horse, whereupon the friends made each other blood brothers in acceptance of the settlement. The leaders said, “Now we have settled this thing.” But, they went on, “Now we shall make a new rule. There shall be no more borrowing without asking. If any man takes another man’s goods without asking, we will go over and get them back for him. More than that, if the taker tries to keep them, we will give him a whipping.”107 Thus, in a fashion typical to traditional North American societies generally, the Cheyenne changed their practice to apply their core values appropriately to changing circumstances. They avoided the fixed ideological approaches that some people and leaders in Western culture take to problems and issues, approaches that do not take into account the varying situations that one needs to honor to be successful in applying valid principles to varying situations. (For more on this topic, see the discussion of working and consulting appropriately with Indian Nations in chapter 6.)

Adapting traditional values to developing circumstances remains an important task for Indian nations today in overcoming problems of community disharmony and for the development of positive futures. The Northern Arapaho Tribe has consistently done this successfully in dealing with postcontact difficulties. As a result, the tribe has, remarkably, avoided the infighting that has beset many Indian communities and has been unusual in never having had elections contested or the actions of its Business Council complained about by tribal members. The key has been the adaptability of the Northern Arapaho elders in approving and encouraging change consistent with traditional principles.108 For example, when the Ghost Dance and peyote rituals came to the Arapaho, the elders said that it was good to participate in these things, but that the people must keep their own Sacred Pipe ceremonies first in their hearts. By contrast, in another tribal community, a split developed between those who accepted and those who opposed the introduction of peyote rituals (associated with the Native American Church), a disagreement that continues to divide people in that community.109

Although adaptability is important for Indian nations, even as it has been a factor in the success of participatory working groups, perhaps even more important to the successful team, and to contemporary thinking in general, is a balancing of the values of unity and diversity in a manner analogous to traditional North American ways of seeing. In the Native cultures we are considering, there is an emphasis upon the whole: the whole family, clan, tribe, and world. Being is understood as relational, so that one’s meaning comes from participating in the whole at many levels.110 Most ceremonies are undertaken with all the participants sitting in a circle, which represents wholeness. But within the bond of unity there is a respect for diversity based upon the uniqueness and individuality of each person, group, and people. Together we form the Medicine Wheel, the circle of life.111 Our purpose is in filling our place in the circle. But there is no circle without all of the individual places in it, each of which has a different quality as seen in each of the four directions. Each direction provides a different way of seeing the whole. Therefore, no decision can be made without consulting everyone to understand how the situation looks from their place in the circle. Moreover, since everything is related, all sides of a matter need to be considered in making a decision, including short- and long-run consequences of any action. As contemporary life becomes more complex and the effects of actions in one sphere are strongly felt in others, we need to return to the kinds of holistic thinking and problem solving that were central to Native cultures.

Traditional Native North Americans had practical methodologies for realizing the principle that everyone needs to be heard and their views included in a decision. In general, each person in turn was considered the center of the circle and given the chance to speak with everyone’s full attention. In some cases, this was formalized with a circulating talking stick that indicated whose turn it was to speak. This practice was found in some religious ceremonies, such as the Pipe ceremony of many of the Plains tribes, in which a pipe circulates so that each person in turn has the opportunity to pray. In this way, the practicing of living on the basis of mutual respect was reinforced. Today, this practice of people speaking in turn to assure that all participants are involved and their contributions really heard, is increasingly being used around the world by participatory work teams and other groups applying consensus decision making.

For traditional Indian people, the principle of the circle was not just a convenient methodology but was a fundamental aspect of living. Everyone is born into a given place in the circle. If one lives well, she or he will explore the circle and come to know the other places. Traditionally, the circle consisted of the four cardinal compass points, to which are added the Sky above and the Earth below. In addition, there is also the often unspoken seventh direction, the Center, which is everywhere. The idea of the seventh direction is an ancient view quite consistent with Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle and today’s cutting-edge physics.112

There are some interesting parallels between traditional views of the Four Directions and psychologist Carl Jung’s quarternio of modes of perceiving and mental processing. These are thought, feeling, intuition, and sensation. According to Jung and Meyers-Briggs personality typing, different people employ these four functions in differing degrees in mental processing, with one function tending to be dominant.113 Although there are differences in the two systems, in working with both the Four Directions and Jung’s quarternio (e.g., Meyers-Briggs), it is clear that different people perceive and process information differently, a reality we need to understand, whether in education, decision making, designing and assigning jobs, putting together working groups, or relating to one another. Moreover, we need people with different qualities and different ways of seeing. It would be unfortunate if we had no one with the aptitude and perspective to be an accountant. And it would be equally bad if everyone’s aptitude and way of seeing was that of an accountant. As the complexity of postindustrial technology and society is making increasingly clear, no one can manage a complex situation or organization alone. A variety of skills and perspectives are needed, therefore teamwork and team-based organizations are becoming more and more necessary. The perspective of the Medicine Wheel is becoming more and more relevant to the contemporary world.

The Native American way of seeing life as relational had further consequences that are increasingly relevant in the development of contemporary society and culture. Each individual and each social group has a responsibility to every other person and social entity, and indeed to all beings, seen and unseen, since even the rocks are perceived as living and pervaded by spirit.114 Each can be helpful to each other if they will be friends. In this relational view, each has a responsibility to all, including oneself; however, precisely because each individual is to be respected as an independent entity in an interdependent relationship, ultimate responsibility is to oneself, and it is up to each one to make her or his own decisions on the basis of individual understanding. This principle is somewhat similar to the Quaker emphasis upon morality through personal conscience and inner strength. People are urged to have and act upon moral values, but the emphasis is upon each person developing appropriate answers through deep inner reflection. Doing so leads to the development of a strong character with tolerance based upon mutual respect and produces individuated people who are strong and flexible partners in dialogue, because each comes from his or her own inner strength in giving support to others in a dialectic of mutual assistance.115 Perhaps the expanding interaction on the virtual web of the Internet will help people to realize that they are participating partners in the web of life.

This kind of mutual respect is precisely what we need to develop in the world today if a culture of peace and positive human interaction is to arise. To be realized, mutual respect needs to be more than a good idea. Friendship, relational consciousness, begins in the heart rather than in the mind. How we feel toward one another is crucial. When we feel good about others, we are generous with them. In traditional Native American cultures, giving of oneself is highly valued, leading to an emphasis upon sharing as opposed to trading. The latter follows from a focus upon acquiring. At the end of major ceremonies, there is usually a “giveaway” in which at least one central person in the event gives to all, though sometimes everyone gives to each of the others.

For example, at the end of the annual Sun Dance, the Southern Utes place a blanket in the Sun Dance lodge upon which everyone in the community, and anyone else who wishes to do so, is invited to place a gift. When the dancing concludes, the women coordinating the giveaway choose a gift from the blanket for each visitor present. Because the Southern Ute Sun Dance is one of a cycle of annual Ute and Shoshone Sun Dances, there is reciprocity, as those who give at their home dance receive when they travel to the other dances.116 The giveaway is followed by a feast. Indeed, the feast, sharing at least water and usually food, is an integral part of virtually all Plains and Rocky Mountain ceremonies. Moreover, various forms of generosity, or “giveaway,” producing reciprocity are central to all Native American societies. The sharing from the heart in the feast and giveaway produces a reciprocity with a high degree of compassion, in contrast to the reciprocity of the market based upon calculated fairness.

As recent trends in the world emphasize, markets and the market consciousness necessary to make them function effectively have an important practical value. But if markets are to attain their end of enhancing the quality of human life as a whole, markets and market consciousness need to be balanced by concerns for harmony, including both ecological consciousness and compassion for all people and beings. John Locke wrote in the seventeenth century about society arising out of, and being separate from, the state of nature.117 At the close of the twentieth century, we are rediscovering that society exists within nature and that we must synthesize our understanding of the states of society and of nature.

Synthesis is the problem of the day. We cannot survive and prosper unless there is a place in our circle for all. Every person, every culture, has a place. But how is that place to be defined? And how are institutions best structured and resources allocated? Each person has her or his own view, which has some legitimate basis in reality. No one alone can produce viable solutions. The problem now is to develop processes for dialogue based upon mutual respect. As we have indicated, traditional Native American societies can give us examples of how this can be achieved. In addition, some of the more successful current workplace teams, and broader collaborative efforts based on the same principles, provide hopeful models.118 In turn, the current developments in teamwork and collaboration in many settings can be an encouragement for tribal people to break out of imposed inappropriate institutions and ways of thinking and find appropriate methods to apply their core traditional values in building their own ways in the twenty-first century.119

To develop and operate successfully, processes for human interaction require an appropriate culture. In learning to create and operate new forms of interrelating so that we can get to peace in ourselves, our families, our friendships, our workplaces, our communities, and our world, we do not need to reinvent the wheel. In evolving a harmonious culture, we would do well to learn from and build upon the traditions of those who have preceded us in living as participants in the whole. We suggest here that there is a great deal that is helpful that we can learn from traditional Native American culture and that we can use in educating for better ways of living and relating. In proposing this, we do not suggest that we try to become Native Americans. Our problem is to become ourselves more fully. But in doing so, we can learn from one another.

In undertaking this task, we need to be careful not to romanticize Native American ways, contemporary models, or possibly helpful ideas or systems from any culture. None are perfect. Moreover, of that which is clearly positive in a culture, only a part is transferable or usefully suggestive to other settings. Just as all good principles will be helpful in practice only if they are applied in ways appropriate to the whole of a given circumstance, so one must be careful in transferring anything from one cultural setting to another.

Any method or institution is likely to function differently in another setting, and its transfer may have unintended and unforeseen side effects and consequences. Thus, as we will consider more fully in the last chapter of this book, successful adaptation generally can occur only when the people who are going to live and work with it participate fully and inclusively in thoughtful dialogue about what to do, and in ongoing review and adjustment of unfolding development. Whether the context is ancient or postmodern, such would seem fundamental to the principles we have been discussing.

Notes

1. Several authors have delineated a set of “pan-Indian” values. These have included generosity, respect for elders, respect for women as life givers, regarding children as sacred, harmony with nature, self-reliance, respect for the choices of others, accountability to the collective, courage, sacrifice for the collective in humility, recognizing powers in the unseen world, and stewardship of the Earth. See Tolman and Reedy, “Implementation,” 382–93.

It should be understood that different cultures operationalized those values in diverse ways and in varying degrees and did so differently over time, just as the method and extent of their inclusiveness and participativeness varied. Moreover, in stating that, in general, precontact Native peoples enjoyed relatively high levels of democracy and harmony, the authors do not intend to assert that these were anywhere near perfect societies. We believe, as did Native people traditionally, that in the nature of things there is always conflict in societies and among people. The question is how well that conflict is managed. As we will discuss below, for traditional American Indians, the goal is harmony, but to even approach harmony momentarily requires continual effort, and to maintain and regain a reasonably high level of good relations requires continual work and timely appropriate efforts at restoration. (See Chaudhuri and Chaudhuri, A Sacred Path, chaps. 4, 5, 9, and 10; and Sachs, “Returning the World.”) We find that from experience, North American tribal societies (which were small enough that they were not beginning to become states) generally developed relatively effective ways of working toward achieving harmony. Their small size and relative cultural homogeneity gave them an advantage in doing so. However, as we develop in section 2 of this chapter, the growing application by contemporary Western society of the same kinds of methods Indigenous peoples use to build, maintain, and re-create reasonably good relations among people is a strong indication that there is merit to the underlying values and principles of Native cultures.

Some critics may object that traditional North American Indian societies cannot have been relatively good societies because they had wars and, to some extent, slavery. Our answer is that when one compares Native societies with those of Europe, at least since the time of ancient Rome, American Indian nations look rather good. As the various studies of traditional North American tribal societies cited in his volume show, war, battles, and raids were usually not as lethal as many of those in European history. Casualties were relatively few and honor in facing the enemy was more important than killing or wounding an enemy (one example is the honor a warrior received in many nations from merely touching an enemy—counting coups), so that Indian fights were most often like very rough games in comparison with the human, social, and environmental devastation of modern warfare. Indeed, as war was usually entered into only after careful consideration by the tribe after diplomacy failed, intertribal disputes were often settled by games as an alternative to going to war (for example, see Chaudhuri and Chaudhuri, A Sacred Path, chap. 5). Furthermore, as we will see below, individual captives and defeated enemy villages or tribes were not uncommonly adopted as tribal members by the victors.

Similarly, some tribes in what is now the United States did keep a few individual captured enemies as slaves (who usually could eventually become tribal members), but as French, Legislating Indian Country, 1–2, points out, this practice was insignificant when compared to the institutionalized slavery Europeans brought to North America and that was brutally inflicted by Europeans on many tribal peoples. Fortunately, slavery is no longer a legal institution in the West, although illegal slavery still exists in the prostitution trade and in the forced labor of some immigrants.

2. Whether or not the Communist governments of Eastern Europe were, in fact, communist or socialist in Marx’s sense is a question that has been subject to considerable debate. It should be noted that in speaking of extremely collectivist governments, we refer only to those that are collectivist at the expense of individualism and do not include those, such as Israel’s kibbutzim or the Paris Commune, that mix collectivism and individualism through participatory democracy (as did virtually all traditional Native American governments, as discussed below). The problem of emphasizing the collective good without leaving room for the happiness (and one could say interests) of all individuals is ancient, and was considered by Plato in The Republic, including at 465a–467a. Although the extent to which Communist societies actually attempted to operate this way is only a small part of their experience, some of the problems of a regime asserting the collective good in order to suppress individual interest is considered in Rusmich and Sachs, Lessons from the Failure, part I and part II.

3. Barber, Strong Democracy, part I, provides a good critique of the Liberal tradition. It should be noted that we do not claim that political and social conditions have been progressively worsening. As the opening sentence of this chapter indicates, this is a particularly troubling period in the complex evolution of the world that exhibits a combination of negative and positive trends. Although there is not space to provide a full analysis of this point in this chapter, it is our contention that at this moment in history, applying some ancient and modern approaches to political and social problems is useful. Furthermore, in objecting to carrying the individualism in Lockian and similar Liberal thought to its extreme, we are neither denying the positive contribution of Locke in his own time to human development nor denying that Liberalism has something to contribute to current social dialogue. Rather, we suggest that it is important to take notice of the fact that one of Locke’s aims was to develop individualism to counter the statist tendencies of his day (he did not argue for it in a vacuum) and also to note that, whatever the difficulties that had been occurring in England, Locke was writing in a context in which there existed a sense of community that we need to regain in multicultural America and in a world of increasing intercultural interaction. Concerning the need to integrate a variety of approaches to deal with contemporary problems, see Gebser, The Ever-Present Origin, particularly chap. 1.

4. Locke, Second Treatise, chap. 5.

5. Ibid.

6. For example, E. Adamson Hoebel gives a good brief picture of many of the virtues (and problems) of Eskimo, Comanche, Kiowa, and Cheyenne life in Law of Primitive Man, chaps. 5 and 7.

7. O’Brien, American Indian Tribal Governments, 37. Angie Debo, in History of the Indians, 19, explains that when Columbus returned to Spain, he reported that the inhabitants of the lands he had discovered were “gentle people.” That Columbus came to exploit this gentleness is clear from history. Extracts from his diary at and just after first contact follow.

On October 12, 1492, after landing and first contact, Columbus recorded:

 

As I saw that they were very friendly to us, and perceived that they could be much more easily converted to our holy faith by gentle means than by force, I presented them with some red caps, and strings of beads to wear upon the neck, and many other trifles of small value, wherewith they were much delighted, and became wonderfully attached to us. Afterwards they came swimming to the boats, bringing parrots, balls of cotton thread, javelins, and many other things which they exchanged for articles we gave them, such as glass beads, and hawk’s bells; which trade was carried on with the utmost good will. But they seemed on the whole to me, to be a very poor people. They all go completely naked, even the women, though I saw but one girl. All whom I saw were young, not above thirty years of age, well made, with fine shapes and faces; their hair short, and coarse like that of a horse’s tail, combed toward the forehead, except a small portion which they suffer to hang down behind, and never cut. Some paint themselves with black, which makes them appear like those of the Canaries, neither black nor white; others with white, others with red, and others with such colors as they can find. Some paint the face, and some the whole body; others only the eyes, and others the nose. Weapons they have none, nor are acquainted with them, for I showed them swords which they grasped by the blades, and cut themselves through ignorance. They have no iron, their javelins being without it, and nothing more than sticks, though some have fish-bones or other things at the ends. They are all of a good size and stature, and handsomely formed. I saw some with scars of wounds upon their bodies, . . . they answered me in the same way, that there came people from the other islands in the neighborhood who endeavored to make prisoners of them, and they defended themselves. I thought then, and still believe, that these were from the continent. It appears to me, that the people are ingenious, and would be good servants and I am of opinion that they would very readily become Christians, as they appear to have no religion. They very quickly learn such words as are spoken to them. If it please our Lord, I intend at my return to carry home six of them to your Highnesses, that they may learn our language . . .

 

On October 13, 1492, Columbus recorded: “The natives are an inoffensive people, and so desirous to possess any thing they saw with us, that they kept swimming off to the ships with whatever they could find . . .”

And on October 14, 1492:

 

I discovered a tongue of land which appeared like an island though it was not, but might be cut through and made so in two days; it contained six houses. I do not, however, see the necessity of fortifying the place, as the people here are simple in war-like matters, as your Highnesses will see by those seven which I have ordered to be taken and carried to Spain in order to learn our language and return, unless your Highnesses should choose to have them all transported to Castile, or held captive in the island. I could conquer the whole of them with fifty men, and govern them as I pleased. (“Christopher Columbus: Extracts from Journal,” Internet Medieval Sourcebook, http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/source/Columbus1.html.)
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