 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1LEADERSHIP IN INDIAN COUNTRY

Over the years I’ve been asked why there isn’t an Indian version of Jesse Jackson, Caesar Chavez, or even a Martin Luther King leading the nation’s Indians in their great cause. To many non-Indians there seems to be very little leadership among the tribes, because they never read or hear about them; they’re seldom in the mainstream media. 

I tell them that the simple reason is that Indian Country is made up of tribal nations, and as nations, they have sovereignty over their homelands. Each tribal government is faced with the multitude of problems that nations confront: jurisdiction within their boundaries; three branches of government; services to their tribal members; management of natural resources; preservation of their culture; and federal and state policy that may affect their lands and rights.

Tribes treasure their sovereignty and are vigilant in protecting it. But sovereignty means autonomy and insularity, for the issues facing each tribe are its own. No one can speak for a tribal nation except the person elected or otherwise chosen by the tribe to do so.

Most people in the general public know well the names of historic native leaders like Crazy Horse, Tecumseh, Geronimo, and others.  These chiefs were in an epic fight against the US army, and there was plenty of news coverage of the Indian Wars, especially on the Great Plains. Their names became household words, and those chiefs were widely admired, here and abroad.

Most of the great chiefs of that era were killed, imprisoned, or confined to reservations where the Indian agents worked to harass them, humiliate them, and otherwise take away their ability to provide for and serve their people.

On the Plains, where the bands freely roamed in their hunting and warrior societies, they were now restricted to reservations. There was no longer an arena or forum to manifest the virtues like bravery and generosity -- values that had been the important factors in the selection of their leaders. With their weapons and horses confiscated, hunting and warfare were things of the past. They were unable to provide for themselves and were forced into dependency on federal rations. 

The Indian agents took advantaged of this humiliating situation to destroy the tribal structure. First they worked to break the power of the chiefs, pitting them against each other, and withholding the rations of a chief’s band if he was resistant or otherwise troublesome. And they were largely successful; at the outset of the 20th Century the tribes were in a state of pathetic disarray, and the U.S. government was on its way to disassemble the tribal structure, and make the people “Americans” through assimilation. This meant dissolving the culture, the language, the arts, and tribal spirituality and ceremonials.

The tribe was all that stood in the way of total assimilation, and it had to be destroyed. Except for the Pueblos, perhaps, traditional governance was pretty much destroyed, especially those on the Plains. 

This was the case in the first three decades of the 20th Century. Then came the Commissioner John Collier’s Indian Reorganization Act, the centerpiece of the Indian New Deal in the Administration of Franklin Delano Roosevelt. The goal of the IRA was essentially to formalize tribal government and provide a democratic process for the people to select leaders to deal with the federal trustee on a government-to-government basis. 

The IRA legislation was enacted, but there was much opposition in getting it through. Much of the opposition came from states and outside land interests that viewed the IRA as just another way of perpetuating the tribal governments and granting them powers to protect their lands. They worked to discredit the IRA by calling it communistic, and they found important allies among officials of the Bureau of Indian Affairs itself, who saw their own power over the tribes diminished by the reform measures in the legislation. 

BIA officials worked to convince the tribal leaders that the IRA was meant to destroy the last vestiges of traditional government, and impose a new alien system on them. This was a cynical tactic, since those same bureaucrats had themselves worked for years to accomplish the destruction of the traditional cultures and governments. But they did convince many of the traditionalists, and set forth a virtual civil war in the tribes. The opposition of traditionalists to the IRA-chartered governments has to this day crippled them in their ability to effectively govern their tribal nations.

The federal bureaucratic resistance and the Indian opposition that was generated by the BIA pretty much stifled the IRA. The bureaucrats were back in the drivers’ seats, and the tribal governments were relegated to mere rubber-stamp formalities. With the federal bureaucracy running the reservations, disaffection with tribal governments was growing because of their inability to provide services, and their total dependency on the federal government. By the end of WWII, Congress claimed that tribal self-government was a failed experiment and had to be terminated. The dreaded Termination policy was at hand. Tribal governments were again on the defensive and their preoccupation with saving their lands and rights stifled any progress.

Then in 1975 the Indian self-determination Act, PL 93-638, provided the tribes the option of taking control from the federal bureaucracy and they themselves running the reservation schools, law enforcement, highway and infrastructure maintenance, and other functions of self-government. This was done by a system wherein tribes would contract with the federal government for appropriations to themselves provide the services that had been handled, arbitrarily and ineffectively, by the BIA and other federal agencies.

So when we look at the time line of Indian policy, the tribes and their leaders have had only 30-plus years of experience at any semblance of true self-government. One generation, from 1975 to today.

On a national level it was only in 1944, with the creation of the National Congress of American Indians, that there was any forum for intertribal leadership to manifest itself. And since that time, some great leaders have emerged, men and women. But still, because of the uniqueness of tribal issues, national leaders get little public exposure in the mainstream media. 

So, when we criticize tribal governments and tribal leaders, it is important to keep in mind that their existence is a result of the tenacious fight on the part of tribal leaders of the past to preserve tribal sovereignty and the right to self-government. And the experience of governing, with the financial and physical resources to do it, is only a generation old. And when someone asks why we don’t have any national leaders, just tell them, “Oh but we do, lots of them, because we have lots of tribal nations.”
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