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AMERICAN INDIAN CLILTURE AND RESEARCH JOURNAL 17:1(1993) 153-173

The Iroquois and the Nature
of American Government

DONALD A. GRINDE, JR.

The British Government cannot be our model. We have no

materials for a similar one. OQur manners, our laws...and... the
whole genius of the people are opposed to it.'

—James Wilson (delegate to the Constitutional

Convention from Pennsylvania), 7 June 1787

We have gone back to ancient history for models of Govern-
ment, and examined different forms of those Republics which
having been formed with the seeds of their dissolution now
no longer exist. And we have viewed Modern States all round
Europe, but find none of their Constitutions suitable to our
circumstances.’
—Benjamin Franklin’s speech in the
Constitutional Convention, 28 June 1787

AsJohn Rutledge, delegate to the Constitutional Convention from
South Carolina and chairman of the Committee of Detail, finished
writing the first draft of the United States Constitution, Thomas
Jefferson wrote him a letter revealing a sentiment that was present
among many of the Founders and the American people. In
observing the “civilized” European governments such as France,
Jefferson wrote to Rutledge that most of the European societies
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were autocratic monarchies and thus not comparable to the more
egalitarian governments of the United States. However, Jefferson
went further in his observations on the nature of American
government when he wrote Rutledge that “[t]he only con-
dition on earth to be compared with [American government] . ..
is that of the Indians, where they still have less law than we.”?
Furthermore, according to his letter, Jefferson believed that
American government and its Native American aspects were a
vast improvement over the European models, which he viewed
as “governments of kites over pidgeons.”* When Jefferson wrote
of American Indian governments to Rutledge, he had the League
of the Haudenosaunee, or the Iroquois Confederacy, in mind.
Before the Constitutional Convention, Jefferson had published an
account of the Mingo, or Iroquois, Confederacy in his Notes on the
State of Virginia.

James Wilson of Pennsylvania, another member of the commit-
tee that completed the first draft of the United States Constitution,
dutifully recorded in his notes on the preamble of the Constitution
that the Committee on Detail meant to discuss “the different
points in question—1. on principle. 2. by the Ind[ian] sense of the
States in Common. 3. By some striking instance which may hap-
pen if the plan be adopted.”® Clearly, the Founders discoursed on
American Indian polities when they looked for alternatives to the
oppressive British constitutional monarchy.

In revising their accounts of American history to recognize the
larger role of the American Indian, historians must avoid a ten-
dency to see whites and Native Americans as having two distinct
species of historical experience. Instead, historians should seek to
construct what James Axtell has called a “mutual history of
continuous interaction and influence.”” However, the path to the
realization that the American system of government is partly
derived from American Indian—specifically, Iroquois—ideas has
been long and difficult.

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, Europeans and
American colonials recognized the power and subtlety of the
American Indian confederacies. By the late seventeenth century,
John Locke observed that the “kings of the Indians in America”
are not much more than “generals . . . and in time of peace
they . . . have moderate sovereignty . . ..” Locke added that
decisions of peace were vested “ordinarily either in the people, or
in a council.”® In 1694, French writer Baron Lahontan wrote an
extremely popular account of the Huron Indians entitled “A
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Conference or Dialogue between the Author and Adario, a
Noted Manamong theSavages.” Although the alleged purpose of
the dialogue was to reveal Christian truths to Adario, the real
intent was to discredit coercive European societies. In criticizing
divine right monarchy in Europe, Adario points out that the King
is the only person who is happy with respect “to that adorable
Liberty which he alone enjoys.”” After repudiating much of the
“civilized” world, Adario counsels Lahontan to “take my advice
and turn Huron.”"

In a similar manner, the French Jesuits in Canada wrote of
nonmaterialistic American Indian societies, where individuals
possessed dignity and rights, distinct from the powers of the state.
This was a radical concept for average Europeans who existed
under repressive monarchies. The Jesuits correctly characterized
the kinship state of the Iroquois as constituting “but one family.”"
By the eighteenth century, Montesquieu would observe that “all
countries have a law of nations . . . [including the] . .. Iroquois. ..
for they send and receive ambassadors . . . [and they] . .. under-
stand the rights of war and peace.”'? The New Cambridge Modern
History observes that the use that writers like “Montesquieu . . .
made of a . . . noble savage to point a criticism of European
conditions was an indication of how much the impact of other
civilisations was affecting European ways of thought.”*

Europeans who came to North America in the seventeenth
century were impressed with Native American ways. Roger Wil-
liams, the pariah of Puritan New England, studied American
Indian languages and cultures extensively. He described the
process of consensus-building in American Indian government in
ways similar to the governmental structure that he was erecting in
Providence Plantations:

The sachims . . . will not conclude of ought that concerns all,
either Lawes, or Subsidies, or warres, unto which people
averse, or gentle perswasion cannot be brought."

William Penn also had a healthy respect for American Indian
governments and particularly the Iroquois. Penn described the
native confederacies of eastern America as political societies with
chieftainships inherited through the female side. In 1683, Penn
perceived Iroquois government in this way:

Every king hath his council, and that consists of all the old and
wise men of his nation . . . . [N]othing is undertaken, be it war,
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peace, the selling of land or traffick, withoutad vising with them;
and which is more, with the young men also . ... The kings . . .
move by the breath of their people. . .. Itis the Indian custom
to deliberate . . . . I have never seen more natural sagacity.”

In addition, Penn briefly described some aspects of the Iroquois
Condolence Council. He noted that when someone kills a “woman
they pay double [the wampum since] ... she breeds children which
men cannot.”'® Penn was among American Indians a great deal,
and he enjoyed it. An account of the time notes that Penn “made
himself endeared to the Indians [and he] . . . walked with them, sat
with them on the ground, and ate . . . their roasted acorns and
hominy.”"

In 1697, after almost twenty years’ experience with native
confederacies in America, Penn formulated his “Plan for the
Union of the Colonies of America,”” in the hope that the plan
“[m]ay be usefull to . . . one anothers peace and safety with
universall concurrence.”” It was a remarkable plan for union
which proposed that each colony send two delegates to a central
place to discuss commerce and defense. The plan may possibly
have been influenced by Penn’s interactions with the Iroquois and
other native confederacies.”

Certainly one can see a reflection of Penn’s work a half-century
later in the Albany Plan of Union of 1754, proposed by another
Pennsylvanian, Benjamin Franklin. By that time, colonial Ameri-
cans were turning away from many English customs. In 1747, the
royal governor of New York, George Clinton, observed that most
American democratic leaders “were ignorant, illiterate people of
republican principle who have no knowledge of the English
Constitution or love for their country.”*

By the mid-eighteenth century, American Indians began to take
an active interest in promoting colonial unity against the French
and told the colonists that they would ally with Europeans who
developed a system of governmental unity similar to the native
confederacies. In 1744, Canassateego, an Iroquois sachem whom
Benjamin Franklin had met, advised a group of colonial governors
on the wisdom of Iroquois concepts of unity:

Our wise forefathers established Union and Amity between
the Five Nations. This has made us formidable; this has given
us great Weightand Authority with our neighboring Nations.
We are a powerful Confederacy; and by your observing the
same methods, our wise forefathers have taken, you will
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acquire such Strength and power. Therefore whatever befalls
you, never fall out with one another.*

Canassateego’s admonition was not to go unheeded. In 1751,
Benjamin Franklin, searching for a path to colonial unity, ob-
served,

It would be a strange thing . . . if Six Nations of Ignorant
savages should be capable of forming such a union and be
ableto executeitinsuch a manner thatit has subsisted forages
and appears indissoluble, and yet that a like union should be
impractical for ten or a dozen English colonies, to whom it is
more necessary and must be more advantageous, and who
cannot be supposed to want an equal understanding of their
interest.”

Franklin knew a great deal about the Iroquois. He published a
series of Indian treaties from 1736 to 1762, and he attended a treaty
council with the Iroquois and Ohio Indians at Carlisle, Pennsylva-
nia in 1753 (just a few months before he wrote the Albany Plan of
Union). On 1 October 1753, while at the treaty council, Franklin
observed a Condolence Ceremony conducted by Scarrooyady, an
Oneida chief, and Cayanguileguoa, a Mohawk. The purpose was
to condole the Ohio Indians’ losses to the French. Franklin listened
while Scarrooyady spoke of the origins of the Iroquois Great Law.

We must let you know, that there was a friendship established
by our and your Grandfathers, and a mutual Council fire was
kindled. In this friendship all those then under the ground,
who had not obtained eyes or faces [that is, those unborn]
were included; and it was then mutually promised to tell the
same to their children and children’s children.

In addressing the colonists in council the next day, the treaty
commissioners and Franklin echoed the earlier sentiments of
Canassateego:

We . . . hereby place before you the necessity of preserving
your faith entire to one another, as well as to this government.
Do not separate; do not part on any score. Let no differences
nor jealousies subsist a moment between Nation and Nation,
but join together as one man . .. »
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When Scarrooyady replied to the treaty commissioners, he took
for granted that they understood the protocol and structure of the
Iroquois League:

[Ylou will please lay all our present transactions before the
council at Onondago [the capital of the Iroquois Confederacy],
that they may know we do nothing in the dark.*

By the eve of the Albany Congress, Franklin had had a great deal
of exposure to the political ideas and imagery of the Iroquois. His
impressions of the Iroquois were derived from his firsthand
experience and from his reading of Cadwallader Colden’s History
of the Five Nations.”

At the Albany Congress in the summer of 1754, the problem of
colonial unity against the French in Canada was formally ad-
dressed. Taking on the mantle of Canassateego, the Mohawk chief
Hendrick criticized the colonists for their lack of unity and hinted
that the Iroquois would not ally with the English colonies unless
a suitable form of unity (in the style of the Iroquois) was secured.
On 9 July 1754, Hendrick noted, “We wish this tree of friendship
may grow up to a great height and then we shall be a powerful
people.”? Expressing confidence in Iroquois forms of unity, acting
governor of New York James Delancey replied to Hendrick, “I
hope that by this present Union, we shall grow up to a great height
and that we shall be as powerful and famous as you were of old.”?

In this environment, Franklin formally proposed his Albany
Plan of Union to the Congress:

By this plan the general government was to be adminis-
tered by a president-general, appointed and supported by the
Crown, and a grand council was to be chosen by the represen-
tatives of the people of the several colonies, met in their
respective assemblies.*

Franklin wrote that the debates on the Albany Plan “went ondaily,
hand in hand with the Indian business.”*'

After editing Franklin’s Indian treaties, Julian P. Boyd noted the
impact of the Iroquois on the Albany Plan of Union. Boyd stated
that, in 1754, Franklin “proposed a plan for union of the colonies
and he found his materials in the great confederacy of the Iro-
quois.” Boyd also pointed out that the Iroquois” ability to unite
peoples over a large geographic expanse made their form of
government “worthy of copying.”*? Indeed, Robert D. Marcus and
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David Burner asserted in 1989 that “Franklin was so impressed
with the structure of the Iroquois Confederacy that he recom-
mended its government as a model for the colonies to join separate
sovereign states into a powerful nation.”*® And so it is that as
American colonists became more restive under the autocracy of
British rule, they turned to Native American, and especially
Iroquois, ideas for alternatives.

Iroquois ways also provided the rebellious colonists with an
alternative identity. While the Stamp Act crisis was in progress in
1766, the New York City Sons of Liberty sent wampum belts to the
Iroquois, asking them to intercept British troops moving down the
Hudson River from Canada to reinforce the occupation of New
York City. Subsequent to these messages to the Iroquois, the New
York Sons of Liberty erected a “pine post . . . called . . . the Tree of
Liberty,” where they conducted their daily exercises.* The princi-
pal image of the Iroquois League is a Great Pine Tree sheltering
peace- and freedom-loving people. Perhaps the Sons of Liberty
were admonished by Iroquois chiefs to erect such a tree before the
Iroquois would think of helping them against the British. Cer-
tainly, the notion of the Liberty Tree united disparate patriot
groups throughout the American colonies. By 1772, the Constitu-
tional Sons of Saint Tammany (an outgrowth of the Sons of
Liberty) was proclaiming that its members looked to American
Indian traditions for guidance and that they wanted to preserve
their “Constitutional American Liberties” in the face of British
tyranny. The Tammany-Society was named after a respected
Delaware chief whom American colonists “sainted” to signify
their American identity.® Benjamin Franklin was a member of the
Tammany Society, and after his death the society continued to tell
American Indian “Anecdotes of Franklin” at its meetings.*

As the American Revolution drew nearer, the colonists turned
to American Indian ideas and disguises to assert their desire for
freedom and autonomy. In 1773, the Sons of Liberty in Boston
dressed as “Mohawks” to dump tea into Boston harbor.” In
August 1775, members of the Continental Congress met with the
Iroquois and recalled Iroquois admonitions for unity, declaring
that they had taught “[their] children to follow it.” The Americans
also invited the Iroquois to visit and observe our “Great Council
Fire at Philadelphia . . . .”*® In January 1776, while dining with
several Iroquois chiefs and his military staff, George Washington
introduced John Adams as a member of “the Grand Council Fire
at Philadelphia.”* In May and June 1776, chiefs from “4 tribes of
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the Six Nations” were at Independence Hall.* In fact, the meeting
with the Iroquois sachems was so important that the Continental
Congress ordered George Washington to leave his post in New
York City and come to Philadelphia to review Pennsylvania
troops in late May 1776.*

On 11 June 1776, during the debates on independence, an
Onondaga chief gave President John Hancock the name
“Karanduawn, or the Great Tree.”** On the same day, plans for a
confederation based on Franklin’s 1754 Albany Plan of Union
were reported to a committee of the Continental Congress that
later drafted the Articles of Confederation.” After the Iroquois
sachemsleftinlate Juneand as Franklin’s revised Albany Plan was
in committee, James Wilson, delegate from Pennsylvania and
future author of the first draft of the United States Constitution,
argued forcefully for a confederation similar to the Iroquois League.
On 26 July 1776, Wilson asserted that “Indians know the striking
benefits of Confederation . .. ,” and we “have an example of it in
the Union of the Six Nations.” Wilson recalled his diplomatic
mission to the Iroquoisin 1775, when he stated that the “idea of the
union of the colonies struck [the Iroquois] forcibly last year.”* In
essence, Wilson, a friend of Franklin, believed that a strong con-
federation like the Iroquois Confederacy was crucial not only to
the development of the new nation but also to the maintenance of
friendly relations with the Iroquois.

In 1777, the Continental Congress published propaganda that
used an Iroquois prophecy emphasizing the synthesis of Euro-
pean and Iroquois ways in North America. The pamphlet, Apoca-
lypse de Chiokoyhekoy, Chefs des Iroquois (1777), asked the French to
side with the Americans and implied that America was develop-
ing a government that reflected some Iroquois ways. Using a
diplomatic idiom (a news carrier bird, Tskleleli), the pamphlet
proclaimed thatan Iroquois prophecy was coming to pass and that
if the French allied with the Americans, it would a “great victory
for humanity.”%

As the revolution unfolded, the Iroquois example of strength
through unity gained a powerful hold on the American people. At
Valley Forge, the Continental Army staged an elaborate Saint
Tammany Society ceremony on 30 April and 1 May of 1778.
Washington’s men marched past “May poles” and clasped bundles
of thirteen arrows to demonstrate American unity in the style of
the Iroquois. On the evening of 1 May 1778, the officers had a “song
and dance in honor of King Tammany.”*
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After the American Revolution, three Virginia politicians and
future presidents (James Madison, Thomas Jefferson, and James
Monroe) decided to visit the Iroquois. The first to go was James
Madison in 1784. Observing that Virginia and other states were
unwilling to give powers to a central government, Madison de-
cided to accompany the Marquis de Lafayette and his entourage
ona trip to Iroquois country (Fort Stanwix, near Rome, New York).
Ostensibly, western expansion was Madison’s main concern for
the trip. Also, when he contemplated westward expansion, he
must have been thinking about a government that would unite
diverse peoples across a great geographic expanse. Perhaps this is
the reason why he consulted with his old friend Grasshopper, an
Oneida sachem, when he got to Iroquois country.* Before Madi-
son got to Fort Stanwix, however, the Oneidas gave him and his
French companions some startling lessons about the virtues of
Iroquoislife. Several days into their journey up the Mohawk River,
an Oneida scout accompanying Madison identified himself, in
excellent French, as Nicolas Jordan, from a French village near
Amiens. The Oneidas had captured Jordan during the French and
Indian War, and he had married a chief’s daughter. Jordan admit-
ted that he had missed France initially but quickly said, “[My age
and] my children, fix me here, forever.” Jordan told Madison that
assoon as the Oneidas adopted him, he experienced “great humanity
from them.” Such a revelation surprised Lafayette and Madison.*

Even more surprising was the discovery of a white woman
living among the Oneidas and possessing strong opinions about
the advantages of Iroquois life. On their trip up the Mohawk River
to Fort Stanwix, Madison and his companions noticed a woman
who was fairer than the other Oneidas. After being verbally
hammered in English, the woman admitted to being white. She
told them that she had been a servant girl in a New York manor
house and had fled to the Iroquois in adolescence. The Oneidas
freely welcomed her into their society, and she lived happily
among them. She told the puzzled Frenchmen and Madison,

The whites treated me harshly. Isaw them take rest while they
made me work without a break. I ran the risk of being beaten,
or dying of hunger, if through fatigue or laziness I refused to
do what I was told. Here, I have no master, I am the equal of
all the women in the tribe, | do what I please without anyone’s
saying anything about it. I work only for myself—I shall
marry if I wish and be unmarried again when I wish. Is there
a single woman as independent as I in your cities?*
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These remarkable experiences had an impact on Madison in the
next few years, as he was seeking to forge a new government.
While at Fort Stanwix, Madison renewed his friendship with the
Oneida sachem, Grasshopper, who had visited Philadelphia sev-
eral years earlier. No doubt Madison was exposed firsthand to the
ideas and political concepts of the Iroquois.™

Although Thomas Jefferson wanted to visit the Iroquois with
James Monroe in 1784, his appointment as ambassador to France
forced him to abandon his plans, so James Monroe went without
him.* Nevertheless, Jefferson was emphatic about his lifelong
interest in American Indians. In a letter to John Adams, Jefferson
pointed out that, as a child and as a student, he was in continual
contact with Native Americans. He explained this contact in these
terms:

[Cloncerning Indians, ... in the early part of my life, [ was very
familiar, and acquired impressions of attachment and com-
miseration for them which have never been obliterated. Be-
fore the Revolution, they were in the habit of coming often
and in great numbers to the seat of government, where I was
very much with them [emphasis added].  knew much the great
Ontassete, the warrior and orator of the Cherokees; he was
always the guest of my father, on his journeys to and from
Williamsburg . . . .»

John Adams responded to Jefferson in this manner:

I havealso felt an interestin the Indians, and a commiseration
for them with my childhood. Aaron Pomham and Moses
Pomham . . . of the Punkapang and Neponset tribes were
frequent visitors at my father’s house. . . and I, in my boyish
rambles, used to call at their wigwam . ...%

Both Jefferson and Adams felt that their experiences with
American Indians were important. Adams, like ]efferson, was
skeptical of European ideas. Indeed, Adams felt “weary of Phi-
losophers, Theologians, Politicians, and Historians. They are an
immense mass of absurdities and lies.”> It is easy to see how, in
this intellectual environment, the innovative minds of the period
turned to American Indian ideas. Franklin, Madison, Jefferson,
and Adams were pragmatic enough to know that many of the
concepts of American Indian liberty and freedom could not be
transferred rapidly to Euro-American forms of government. A
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few months before the Constitutional Convention, Jefferson wrote
Madison about the virtues of American Indian government: “So-
cieties . . . as among our Indians [may be] . . . best. But I believe
[them] . . . inconsistent with any great degree of population.”*
Although most scholars are aware of the knowledge that Jefferson,
Madison, and Franklin had of the Iroquois, few have noticed that
Adams discussed American Indian governments in his works on
American and world governments.

Sensing the need for an analysis of American and world govern-
ments, Adams wrote his Defence of the Constitutions . .. of the United
States in 1786 and published it in 1787, on the eve of the Constitu-
tional Convention. The Defence has been called “the finest fruit of
the American Enlightenment....”* Adamssaw two conflicting views
on the nature of government in America. Herecognized in Franklin’s
recommendations for a unicameral legislature (as in the Pennsyl-
vania Constitution of 1776) a sense of serenity of character, since
the Pennsylvania Constitution placed a greatdeal of faith in one house
as the best way to express the will of the people. Adams pointed out
that the French philosophes were on Franklin’s side. There can be no
doubt that many of their concepts were associated with American
Indian governments. Documentary evidence indicates that Franklin
talked a great deal about the Iroquois and their customs in the French
salons during the American Revolution. A French physician and
philosophe, Pierre Jean Georges Cabanis, observed that, while
discussing concepts of liberty and government, Franklin “loved to
cite and practice faithfully the proverb of his friends the American
Indians, ‘Keep the chain of friendship bright and shining."”¥

Like Franklin, Adams believed that American Indian govern-
ments could serve as models for the United States. Unlike Franklin,
however, who had faith in the voice of the people, Adams, in his
Defence, demonstrated more pessimism about human nature and
all orders of society. He believed in a kind of intellectual perpetual
motion—that balancing the interests of the aristocracy and the
common people through a divided or “complex” government was
the best course to avoid anarchy and tyranny. He felt that this
separation of powers in government was crucial to maintain a
republic.®® With these ideas in mind, we can see how American
Indian governments and, more specifically, the Iroquois League,
were factored into the intellectual discourses on government at the
time of the Constitutional Convention.

Drawing on his knowledge and experience with American
Indians, Adams urged the Founders at the Constitutional Con-
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vention to investigate “the government of . . . modern Indians,”
because the separation of powers in their three branches of gov-
ernment “is marked with a precision that excludes all contro-
versy.”” He believed that the study of “the legislation of the
Indians . . . would be well worth the pains.”® In making these
statements, Adams recognized that some of the “great philoso-
phers... of the age,” such as Benjamin Franklin and Turgot, were
arguing, in part, for the establishment of “governments [like] . . .
modern Indians.”® Adams implied that the Iroquois style of
government had “fifty families governed by all authority in one
centre.” He believed that people like Franklin advocating such
unicameral governments ran the risk of setting up governments
that would develop the “individual independence of the
Mohawks.”® It is obvious that Adams knew the basic political
structure of Native American confederacies (he had to have some
understanding of their governmental structures to counter the
arguments of Franklin), since he described them in the following
manner:

Every nation in North America has a king, a senate, and a
people. Theroyal office is elective, butitis for life; his sachems
are his ordinary council, where all national affairs are delib-
erated and resolved in the first instance; but in the greatest of
all, which is declaring war, the king and sachems call a
national assembly round a great council fire, communicate to
the people their resolution, and sacrifice an animal. Those of
the people who approve the war partake of the sacrifice;
throw the hatchetintoa tree, after the example of the king; and
join in the subsequent war songs and dances. Those who
disapprove, take no part of the sacrifice, but retire.*

When the men at the Constitutional Convention embraced the
two-house concept of John Adams, they were not enacting a copy
of the English Houses of Lords and Commons. Rather they were
trying to balance the parts of government one from another.*
Obviously, Adams saw the wisdom of balance and separation of
powers in American Indian governments and urged that their
examples be examined and copied, in part.

Adams’s admonitions to study Indian governments were not
the only ones. During the Constitutional Convention, an editorial
addressed “to the Federal Constitution” used the bundle of ar-
rows imagery (section 57 of the Iroquois constitution) and urged
the drafters of the Constitution to incorporate the idea of “Unite or
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Die” into their deliberations.* During the ratification period of the
United States Constitution, Matthew Carey, in consultation with
Benjamin Franklin, asserted in a major Philadelphia magazine
that Franklin’s Albany Plan of Union (1754) had a strong “resem-
blance to the present system.” Carey believed that an examination
of the similarities of the Constitution and the Albany Plan will
“convince the wavering, the new constitutionis not the fabrication
of the moment.”*

In reflecting on the process of drafting the Constitution, Charles
Pinckney (delegate from South Carolina) observed that “from the
European world no precedents are to be drawn for a people who
think they are capable of governing themselves.”*” In making this
observation, Pinckney reinforced the notion that Franklin,
Rutledge, Wilson, and others had searched non-European sources
(notably, American Indian) in their quest for suitable concepts to
include in the United States Constitution.

After the ratification of the Constitution, the Tammany Society
toasted the document as our “tree of peace [that will] shelter us
with its branches of union.”*® The Tammany Society (which had
added “Or Columbian Order” to its name in the 1780s) believed
that the United States was a synthesis of European and American
Indian ideas; this notion persisted in the history of the Tammany
Society well into the twentieth century.®

The interpretive and documentary data demonstrate that Na-
tive American/Iroquois ideas were used in American political
discourse during the latter part of the eighteenth century. Re-
cently, Wilbur R. Jacobs analyzed the impact of Iroquois and
American Indian political theory on the evolution of American
government in this manner:

Academics still argue about whether the Indian confedera-
tions of colonial times had a tangible influence upon the
fathers of the Constitution. The case for the Indians is not so
far-fetched as one might think. Franklin, an admirer of the
[roquois league, had good reason to know its virtues for he
had been an Indian commissioner at treaties, and . . . [i]t is
known that other framers of the Constitution had a knowl-
edge of Indian confederation systems and the ideals of Indian
democracy. Moreover, these statesmen were avid readers of
the French philosophes whose writings were partly influenced
by descriptions of North American Indians set forth in the
writings of French Jesuit missionaries. The noble savage idea,
hammered into the writings of Michel de Montaigne and later
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French writers, including Rousseau, was embellished with
theideas of natural rights, of the equality of man, and with the
democratic tribal traditions of North American Indians.”

Obviously, American Indian notions of confederation, federalism,
separation of powers, and the unification of vast geographic
expanses under a noncolonial government were important alter-
native concepts that the Founders used when they found portions
of the British system lacking (e. g., no enumeration of human
rights) or repugnant (monarchy, hereditary nobility). In essence,
America is not a complete transplantation of European society,
and the revolutionary generation rejoiced in that fact.

If we are to continue believing that the American experience is
unique, then we must cast aside the cultural arrogance of the
dominant society and openly admit the material and intellectual
contributions of Native American peoples in the last five hundred
years. Although there are a few scholars of the American Indian
who oppose the notion that the ideas of the Iroquois and /or other
Native American peoples were a factor in the evolution of Ameri-
can government, there is an emerging body of interpretive and
documentary evidence that provides a strong basis for American
Indian (and, more specifically, Iroquois) influence on the evolu-
tion of American government. Many colonists may have wished to
createasociety based on a discrete, transplanted European culture
without American Indian influences, and some contemporary
scholars may believe it was so, but the behavioral controls to make
this a reality were not present two hundred years ago.

America is a synthesis of many peoples and cultures, and that
synthesis began when Europeans and Native Americans first met.
Virginia’s first native-born historian, Robert Beverley, saw America
as the cradle of natural liberty and Europe as the symbol of
authority. Beverley deliberately declared his own natural liberty
and his identification with American Indians when he stated, “1
am an Indian.””" Thus the founders, in utilizing American Indian
governmental examples, were engaging in a time-honored colo-
nial, intellectual tradition. After all, they had the advantage of
observing eastern American Indian governments in their full
flower. Perhaps Euro-Americans are as the great Latin American
revolutionary Simon Bolivar stated: “[W]e are . . . neither Indian
nor European but a species midway . . . .”?

In the final analysis, a balanced interpretation of the role of
American Indian ideas in United States and hemispheric history



The Iroquois and the Nature of American Government 167

will yield a richer, more diverse history for all. After five hundred
years of chronicling the conquest of the Americas, Americansand
therest of the world mustaccept the fact that broader, multicultural
intellectual forces shaped the development of distinctly American
ideas of liberty, freedom, and equality.
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