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ABSTRACT 

 
This study examines the transformative shift, beginning in the early 1970s, of organized 

Native American and Indigenous groups within the United States and Canada to internationalize 

Indigenous activism. It highlights reasons for the international Indigenous evolution, explores 

and critiques organizational and activist strategies that circumvented the nation-state, and traces 

how the transition increased Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination, both internationally 

and domestically.  Utilizing core Indigenous decolonizing concepts, as well as evolving human 

rights frameworks, to expand sovereignty and self-determination, this work argues that Native 

American activism after the American Indian Movement shifted significantly from a domestic 

agenda to an international Indigenous initiative.  

Through a comparative case study model of four Indigenous activists groups across North 

America, including the International Indian Treaty Council, the National Congress of the 

American Indian, the National Indian Brotherhood, and the Bureau of Indian Affairs, this study 

examines the complexities of working across colonial imposed international borders to effect 

political change, the challenges faced by activists to develop a shared international Indigenous 

movement, and the results of working within an Indigenous transnational movement. By 

comparing specific organizations and key activists, this examination reveals the ways they de-

centered the settler-state and sought their own ways of operating with each other and with other 

Indigenous peoples across borders and internationally. Moreover, it highlights the influential role 
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of Indigenous transnational organizations in building a foundation for a larger global Indigenous 

movement that advocated for Indigenous human rights, sovereignty and self-determination. 

This study utilizes an interdisciplinary approach to examine the social, political, and 

historical intersections of Native American transnational activism, centered within the fields of 

history, foreign relations, and Native studies. This research purposefully seeks to center Native 

American history and international relations directly within the study of foreign relations by 

applying qualitative grounded theoretical methodologies, rooted in decolonizing methodologies 

and Indigenous research methods. Thus, this work utilizes and examines this transformative turn 

in international Indigenous activism through the concepts of grounded normativity, refusal, 

resurgence, and survivance.   
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Preface: My Story 
 

According to Native American author Thomas King “stories are all that we are.” a This is 

my story. For most Indigenous people, history is personal, meaningful, and contradictory, all at 

the same time. There is no getting around it, we are inextricably linked to our history and for 

many we chose paths that allow us to remain continually connected to those histories. We do this 

with purpose and passion to honor those that have come before us and those that will come after 

us in the hopes that we help to tell our stories and leave this earth a better place. Through telling 

our histories we remind others, often non-Natives, that we have been here since time immemorial 

and that despite all efforts over hundreds of years to colonize, control, assimilate, and erase us, 

we are still here and will always be here, grounded in resilience, survivance, and resurgence. 

Through telling our stories, we celebrate our history, culture, and lifeways, from our perspective. 

As a Native American woman actively working at the intersections of history, foreign relations, 

and archives, my dissertation is grounded in the work of telling and centering our histories from 

our perspective to give back and share back to tribal communities.  

In 2004, as a recent graduate of history and information studies, I began my first “real” 

professional job as a historian at the U.S. Department of State in Washington, DC working 

within the Office of the Historian and later in the Office of Treaty Affairs. Depending on the 

requests coming from the Secretary’s Office, then Condoleezza Rice, our team was tasked with 

researching and writing various studies, as well as answering daily inquiries related to the history 

of United States foreign relations on any given topic. In my position I spent much of my first 

year conducting countless hours of research at the National Archives in College Park, Maryland 

or in the Department of State Ralph Bunche Library researching these issues. During this time I 

 
aThomas King, The Truth About Stories: A Native Narrative (University of Minnesota Press, 2003), 2. 
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would often walk the stacks of the library, pursuing titles and items along the way to find the 

book I needed. It was on one of these occasions I came across a small pamphlet that stopped me 

in my tracks titled, “The Relationship of the American Indian to the U.S. Foreign Affairs.” The 

publication was authored by Hendrick Van Oss as part of the Tenth Session of the Senior 

Seminar in Foreign Policy held in Washington, DC between 1967 and 1968. The author was a 

Foreign Service Officer and had originally planned to publish about his service abroad. When his 

assignment was canceled he was forced to select a new topic on short notice with wholly United 

States sources. In a short sixteen-page report, Van Oss examined the role played by Native 

Americans in the foreign relations of the United States. He concluded that the American Indian 

“should be encouraged to participate more fully in U.S. foreign affairs, as his cultural 

background and current experiences have given him special insights into the problems of the 

lesser developed world. The American Indian,” he argued, “can contribute in meaningful fashion 

to the conduct of our foreign relations, and should be encouraged to do so.” Van Oss made 

specific recommendations such as recruiting Native Americans into the foreign service since 

their background and circumstances within a colonized environment, along with their unique 

heritage “equip him with qualities not available in precisely the same combination to members of 

any other group in this country.” In addition, he also recommended bolstering knowledge of 

Native American issues within the foreign service training. Finally, the report suggested that 

Foreign Service Officers should be assigned to the Bureau of Indian Affairs or directly on 

reservations to benefit the officers an opportunity “to learn how to work with people of a 

different cultural background and to become familiar with conditions which will be extremely 
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relevant to their future assignments in lesser developed countries” while also benefiting the BIA 

with “fresh approaches.”b  

The fact that this topic was being investigated and these recommendations were 

suggested in the height of the termination era, the civil rights movement and the impending 

occupation of Alcatraz struck me as remarkable. More importantly, it made me think, did 

anything come of this report? It is unclear from the records how well-circulated the report was 

across the Foreign Service and who in the Department of State may have responded to these 

recommendations. At this point in time the department was most likely far too focused on the 

war in Vietnam and other foreign affairs matters to take the time to respond to this case study. 

It was from this moment and reading this document that I began to consider so many 

questions about the role of Native Americans in diplomatic relations and in international 

relations generally. Why weren’t Native Americans centered in foreign relations history? Did the 

State Department pursue these recommendations? Native Americans were of course the first to 

negotiate treaties with European settlers, why were they not represented in the main branch of 

the federal government that dealt with international relations?  

I was not naïve, I knew the answer to these questions. We were not included in those 

histories nor asked to be active participants in the Foreign Service because our role as diplomats 

would be seen at odds with how Native Americans issues and policies were viewed as domestic 

issues to be managed in the Bureau of Indian Affairs. The move from “diplomatic relations” in 

the late eighteenth-century to “domestic dependent nations” in the early nineteenth-century 

 
b Hendrick Van Oss, “Case Study: The Relationship of the American Indian to U.S. Foreign Affairs,” Tenth 

Session Senior Seminar in Foreign Policy, Washington, D.C., 1967-1968 (Washington, D.C.: Foreign Service 
Institute, 1967-1968), ii, 7, 10-11. For more history on Van Oss, see Hendrick Van Oss Oral History Interview, 
interview by Lilliam Mullin, Association for Diplomatic Studies and Training, Foreign Affairs Oral History Project, 
8 February 1991. 
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framed much of this logic, yet Indigenous peoples’ acts of diplomatic and international relations 

continued well past the established definitions set out by the United States federal government. I 

knew the Bureau of Indian Affairs had long been the official organization that coordinated 

Native American issues, but I still wanted to know why the role of Native Americans in 

diplomacy and international relations was not documented and analyzed more prominently in the 

diplomatic relations and international relations fields. Why were these issues not considered in 

the field? Why was the field not connecting with scholars in the Native American studies field 

who were? I kept wrestling with this in my mind and could not make sense of it. Why did 

international relations continue to center the nation-state, rather than Indigenous people and 

Native nations who had engaged in diplomacy for thousands of years? How could a discipline 

dedicated to foreign relations completely erase and/or ignore the role of Native American in 

international relations? These questions framed my curiosity and research questions as I began 

this project. I was determined to investigate this question and center Indigenous peoples in 

international relations.  

During my tenure at the State Department, I was recruited for a position as the Head of 

the Archive Center at the National Museum of the American Indian (NMAI) in Washington, DC, 

where I continued to consider these questions. Simultaneous to my international relations work, I 

had also devoted my career to the preservation of Native American archives, especially those at 

non-tribal repositories. While completing my first graduate degrees at Utah State University and 

the University of Arizona and working at their Special Collections and University Archives, I 

began to ask questions about Native American archives. Why were they located so far from their 

communities? Did Native Americans know where they are located? Who determined how they 
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were cared for? These questions and the work I engaged in at NMAI shaped much of my activist 

work in the coming years.  

In 2006 I was fortunate to be part of a group that drafted the Protocols for Native 

American Archival Materials for the proper care of Native American. archives housed at non-

tribal repositories. This brought together various historians, archivists, anthropologists and tribal 

community members from across the United States and with invited guests from international 

Indigenous people who had also developed guidelines, including representatives from Australia. 

Over the next ten years members of the group, and other allies, presented, discussed, and worked 

to have organizations and repositories endorse and implement the guidelines. While many did, 

others declined. Finally, after twelve years, in 2018 the Society of American Archivists agreed to 

endorse the Protocols as an external standard of the organization, noting that the original 

criticisms “were based in the language of cultural insensitivity and white supremacy.” The 

organization also acknowledged that endorsement was long overdue and apologized “that SAA 

did not take action to endorse the Protocols sooner and engage in more appropriate discussion.” 

While extremely grateful for the endorsement, and more importantly the apology, it had taken 

twelve long years of rhetoric and inaction steeped in the erasure of and power over Native 

American collections and histories. Although a short time considering so many who had come 

before me, it gave me pause and thanks for all those who had paved the path so that those years 

were not longer. I experienced and witnessed first-hand the struggles Indigenous peoples 

encountered when working to change the systems that were built to de-center Native American 

lifeways, culture, and knowledge.c 

 

c For a full analysis see, Jennifer R. O’Neal, "Respect, Recognition, and Reciprocity: The Protocols for 
Native American Archival Materials," in Identity Palimpsests: Archiving Ethnicity in the US and Canada, eds. 
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At the same time when we first began the work on the Protocols the final stages of the 

passage of the United Nations Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) were 

taking place. This is where all of these interests, questions, and passions converged – Native 

Americans in international relations, the struggle of fighting from within the nation-state, the 

length of time it takes to make substantial structural changes to the system, and the dedication it 

takes to keep going. The entire process to develop and pass the Protocols, it reminded me of all 

the activists that worked for over thirty years from across the globe to address these transnational 

issues. The time and dedication to work within a system that was inherently not built for them 

and continued to erase their existence was enormous. This raised questions about where did this 

all begin and which Native Americans first began to ask these important questions about 

sovereignty and self-determination in an international context? This is where my idea for this 

project began and what sent me on this journey to tell these stories.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Dominique Daniel and Amalia Levi, 125-142 (Sacramento: Litwin Press, 2014); Jennifer R. O’Neal, “The Right to 
Know: Decolonizing Native American Archives,” Journal of Western Archives 6, no. 1 (2015): 
https://digitalcommons.usu.edu/westernarchives/vol6/iss1/2;  “Society of American Archivists Council Endorsement 
of the Protocols for Native American Archival Materials,” https://www2.archivists.org/statements/saa-council-
endorsement-of-protocols-for-native-american-archival-materials, 13 August 2018.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
There is, then, an international dimension to Indian problems and Indian existence, 
recognized by the nations of the Western Hemisphere and carefully obscured by the 
United States government through rhetoric, that continues to emerge with the rising 
consciousness of peoples around the world becoming aware of the conditions of the 
Indians on the American continents. The fear of the United States is that Indians may 
become a world issue and that the carefully constructed theories concerning the demise 
of the American Indian may be revealed to a startled world as slightly premature. 
          –Vine Deloria, Behind the Trail of Broken Treaties, 19741 
 
Indigenous refusal is the “deep, reciprocal, consensual attachment to the land…We 
relate to the land through connection—generative, affirmative, complex, overlapping, 
and nonlinear relationship…The opposite of dispossession within Indigenous thought is 
grounded normativity. This is our power.” 
      –Leanne Betasamosake Simpson, 20172  

 
 By the time of this reflection in 1974 by Vine Deloria, Jr. the American Indian had 

survived hundreds of years of colonization, forced removals, genocide, assimilation, 

reorganization, and finally, termination – the United States policy implemented beginning in the 

early 1940s to eradicate and assimilate Native American tribes into mainstream society which 

had detrimental effects on their social, cultural, and political well-being.3 Due to significant 

activism and dedication among Indian politicians, bureaucrats, and activists throughout the 

1950s, by the. mid-1960s federal Indian policy began to slowly shift away from the termination 

policy toward the renewed principle of sovereignty and self-determination. In part fueled by 

other social movements of the time, including the civil rights movement and the feminist 

 
1 Vine Deloria, Jr. Behind the Trail of Broken Treaties: An Indian Declaration of Independence (Austin: 

University of Texas Press, 1985), 236.  
2 Leanne Betasamosake Simpson, As We Have Always Done: Indigenous Freedom Through Radical 

Resistance (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2017), 43.  
3 Throughout this dissertation I use the terms American Indian, Native American, and Indigenous 

interchangeably based upon the context, time period, or organization I’m referring to. I use the terms American 
Indian and Native American specifically to refer to the Indigenous people within the United States, and Indigenous 
to designate larger groups of Indigenous peoples across North America, South America and the Western 
Hemisphere.  I also specifically capitalize Indigenous in all instances to designate and distinguishes Indigenous 
peoples as a noun and identifying group of people similar to Maori, Canadian or Germans, rather than adjective such 
as indigenous plants and animals. See, Gregory Younging, Elements of Indigenous Style, A Guide for Writing By 
and About Indigenous Peoples (Canada: Brush Publishing, 2018). 
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movement, as well as the continued effects of United States’ colonization, a renewed sense of 

American Indian nationalism emerged in the mid-1970s that prompted the formation of various 

activist groups which began to work not just within the confines of the nation-state, but also 

internationally to remind the world that the Native Americans had not disappeared and that they 

continued to fight for their inherent sovereignty and self-determination.  

The larger transformative shift, beginning in the early-1970s and continuing into the early 

1980s, to internationalize Indigenous activism, specifically by organized Indigenous groups 

within the United States and Canada, brought global attention to the mistreatment, 

discrimination, and violation of human rights of Indigenous peoples. Indigenous internationalism 

was the concerted effort and cooperation of geographically separated peoples who identified and 

connected as Indigenous peoples to solve domestic issues on an international level through 

formal organized relationships and goals.  While this study takes an intentionally global view, it 

centers and focuses on the involvement of Native Americans within the United States and how 

they fought to circumvent and work outside and across those borders in concert with 

international Indigenous organizations. Native American activists specifically sought 

international support from other Indigenous communities who understood their plight. 

Connecting and aligning with other oppressed, colonized Indigenous groups in the world with 

similar challenges and historical backgrounds provided activists collaborative strength in their 

fight both domestically and globally. This study examines the reasons for this strategic shift, 

analyzes organizational and activist’s strategies, and argues that this international shift increased 

Native American sovereignty and self-determination internationally and domestically.   

This examination links two different fields of history that are generally considered 

separately – Native American history and international relations history. Typically most 
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historians study Native American history as a domestic issue. This study argues that by 

examining these two fields of study, and centering them within Native studies will advance both 

fields and provide answers to recent questions in both fields of study, and thus contribute to 

understanding the importance of Indigenous peoples’ activism history within international 

relations.4  

Although events from the early 1970s will be briefly examined, the work specifically 

focuses on the transformation of the international Indigenous movement in the United States 

after Wounded Knee in 1974 up to the International NGO Conference on Indigenous Peoples and 

the Land in 1981. It analyzes and traces the change in tactics and strategies through specific case 

studies of Indigenous organizations, leaders and initiatives. The time period after Wounded Knee 

was a key period for Native Americans in the continual shifting and evolving relationship with 

the United States that affected their own local communities. This work will examine how Native 

American leaders, activists, and community members struggled with defining concepts of 

sovereignty and self-determination in an international arena.  

The study examines this change by analyzing and comparing the activism of four major 

organizations central to this international movement: International Indian Treaty Council (IITC), 

National Congress of the American Indian (NCAI) , National Indian Brotherhood (NIB), and the 

 
4 The field of Native Studies is commonly defined as the interdisciplinary academic field that examines the 

history, culture, politics, issues, and contemporary experiences of Native peoples in North America, or, taking a 
hemispheric approach, the Americas. Drawing upon various disciplines such as anthropology, sociology, history, 
literature, political science and gender studies, Native American and Indigenous studies scholars consider a variety 
of perspectives and employ diverse analytical and methodological tools in their work advocating for decolonization 
and the autonomy of Indigenous peoples. According to Crow Creek Lakota scholar Elizabeth Cook-Lynn, Native 
American studies is shaped around the two key concepts of indigenousness (as defined in culture, geography, and 
philosophy) and sovereignty (as legally and historically defined). See, Elizabeth Cook-Lynn, “Who Stole Native 
American Studies?”. Wicazo Sa Review. Spring 1997, 12 (1): 9-28. The Native American and Indigenous Studies 
Association (NAISA) is the interdisciplinary, international membership-based organization, comprised of scholars 
working in the fields of Native American and Indigenous Studies, broadly defined.  
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Inter-American Indian Institute (IAII).5 While previous scholars have examined the more radical 

groups such as the IITC, this study instead shifts the focus to more traditional organized groups 

that also significantly contributed to this shift toward internationalism, namely NCAI and the 

National Indian Brotherhood, both of which developed strong networks and exchanges in the 

Indigenous international arena, often before and with more long-term success than the IITC. I 

utilize a comparative international approach to illustrate that the political issues American 

Indians encountered in the United States during the 1970s were similar to those encountered by 

other Indigenous groups throughout the Western Hemisphere. Moreover, the study examines the 

inherent links between these groups around issues of sovereignty, self-determination, and human 

rights, revealing shared international ideologies, agendas, and patterns rooted in the Indigenous 

concept of grounded normativity, a Native studies framework that is connected to place-based 

practices and knowledges, anchored in deep reciprocity. The ideologies, relationships, and larger 

role of Native American activist groups within the international Indigenous movement in the late 

1970s remains largely unexplored. Thus, this dissertation makes an original contribution to the 

study of the role of Native Americans in international Indigenous activism, as well as to the 

continued quest to define and redefine sovereignty for tribal communities both within and 

outside of the nation-state.  

Why did the NIB collaborate with NCAI rather than AIM? Was AIM simply too radical 

and both the NCAI and NIB too moderate, or did they have different goals altogether? What 

could NIB provide to the Indigenous international community that IITC could not? Both groups 

received NGO consultative status, so why did they not collaborate, and what were the 

 
5 Established in 1944, the NCAI remains the oldest and largest Native American organization dedicated to 

restoration, support of tribal sovereignty, and continued viability of all tribal governments. For a concise history of 
the National Congress of the American Indian from its creation in 1944 to the 1960s, see Thomas W. Cowger, The 
National Congress of the American Indian: The Founding Years (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1999). 
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ramifications of this failure to collaborate? Investigating these questions will fill a significant gap 

in the literature and research of the American Indian Movement after the events at Wounded 

Knee. Further study of the development of these NGOs and interactions between these groups 

will provide further insight into their role in the movement’s evolution, how human rights 

initiatives further fueled the move, the accomplishments of the shift, and how American Indian 

activism changed during and after the transnational move.  Moreover, the transition of American 

Indian activism from a local domestic movement embedded in the nation-state to an international 

level reveals that Indigenous movements should not be treated as simple domestic issues, but 

rather should be examined as important international actions through a transnational lens. 

Viewing the American Indian movement, as well as other social movements, 

transnationally shifts the analysis from a solely domestic nation-state issue and reveals how 

internationalizing a movement fuels its global evolution and highlights the intersections of issues 

that affect all Indigenous peoples with shared connections to land, culture, and traditional 

knowledge. In Turning Weakness Into Strength: The Internationalization of Indian Rights, 

Alison Brysk examines the Indian movement in Latin America and argues that although an 

activist movement may have domestic weaknesses, those challenges will “actually facilitate 

transnational alliance building and effectiveness.”6 Similarly, as North American Indians faced 

endless domestic weaknesses, and yet persevered internationally, this time in Native American 

activist history provides an appropriate vehicle for exploring new ways of understanding Native 

American transnational social movements. A comparative transnational lens illustrate how 

connections between Native American struggles are similar and connected to that of other 

 
6 Allison Brysk, “Turning Weakness Into Strength: The Internationalization of Indian Rights,” Latin 

American Perspectives, 89, vol. 23 no. 2, Spring 1996, 39; Allison Brysk, From Tribal Village to Global Village: 
Indian Rights and International Relations in Latin America (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2000). 
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Indigenous peoples in the Western Hemisphere.  

Within this hemisphere context this work will examine how the emerging human rights 

policy in international relations during the late 1970s, especially during President Jimmy Carter’s 

Administration, affected the Indigenous movement, particularly how federal organizations, such 

as the IAII, utilized this framework to further their agendas to bring attention to the human rights 

of Native Americans. In 1948 the United States was as a leading force behind the United 

Nation’s adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Between the time of the 

outbreak of the Cold War and the increased opposition to the Vietnam War, however, human 

rights had virtually disappeared as a component of United States foreign policy.7 By the early 

1970s humanitarian issues once again emerged as a renewed policy in international relations. 

This change came primarily through United States congressional rhetoric and actions that 

cautioned that “the American people would not support a foreign policy out of tune with our 

national values” and urged policy makers to focus on moral values rather than solely security 

measures.8 Still in the midst of the Cold War era, on August 1, 1975 President Gerald Ford 

signed the Helsinki Accords between the Soviet Union, United States, Canada and most 

European countries. Primarily an effort to reduce tension between Soviet and Western bloc by 

securing their common acceptance of the post-World War II status quo in Europe, the 

agreements were a historic turning point in Cold War relations inside European borders as each 

 
7 A common definition for “human rights” refers to torture and other forms of cruel, in-human, or 

degrading treatment. During the 1970s the U.S. government formulated its human rights policy primarily in terms of 
these antitorture rights.  However, this study considers a much broader definition of human rights, including morals 
and values, which indigenous peoples consider fundamental to this policy.  For more information on the UN and the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, see Mary Ann Glendon, A World Made New: Eleanor Roosevelt and the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (New York: Random House, 2001); Elizabeth Borgwardt, A New Deal for 
the World: America’s Vision for Human Rights (Cambridge, Mass: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 
2005).  

8 Department of State, Office of Public Communication, Bureau of Public Affairs, “Human Rights and U.S. 
Foreign Policy,” Department of State Publication 8959, (December 1978), p. 6. 
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country promised to respect and protect human rights, allow religious workshop, and grant 

political and economic freedom for all their citizens to cooperate in economic, scientific, 

humanitarian and other areas. While a huge step in international human rights protections, the 

Helsinki Accords were nonbinding and did not have treaty status.9  

Shortly after the signing of the Accords, the IITC and the WCIP began to establish a 

presence at the United Nations and President Jimmy Carter also unveiled his foreign policy 

agenda that stressed human rights. Although this policy was not specifically designed nor geared 

toward Indigenous peoples, especially not Native Americans in the United States, Carter’s 

broader moral agenda gave members of Indigenous organizations added leverage when 

approaching the UN, particularly when Carter noted the United States commitment to human 

rights included dealing with its “own national inadequacies.”10 With Carter’s human rights 

policy and the Helsinki Accords in place, the United States and other countries began to make 

statements that human rights questions were no longer simply the jurisdiction of individual 

nation states but rather must be addressed internationally. As argued by Vine Deloria, this 

moment in history provided a more favorable international atmosphere for organizations such as 

the IITC and the WCIP to push for increased international human rights for Indigenous 

peoples.11  

 
9 For an extensive analysis of human rights influence on foreign policy see, Sarah Snyder, Human Rights 

Activism and the End of the Cold War: A Transnational History of the Helsinki Network (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2011); Sarah Snyder, From Selma to Moscow: How Human Rights Activists Transformed U.S. 
Foreign Policy (New York: Columbia University Press, 2018); Mark Bradley, The World Reimagined: Americans 
and Human Rights in the Twentieth Century (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2016). These books will be 
fully examined in chapter 5 that explores the role of Native American human rights activism in the mid-late 1970s. 

10 Sharon O’Brien, “Federal Indian Policies and the International Protection of Human Rights,” in 
American Indian Policy in the Twentieth Century, ed. Vine Deloria, Jr. (Norman: University of Oklahoma 
Press,1986), 42. See also, David F. Schmitz and Vanessa Walker, “Jimmy Carter and the Foreign Policy Human 
Rights: The Development of a Post-Cold War Foreign Policy,” Diplomatic History, vol. 28, no. 1, January 2004, 
113-143. 

11 Vine Deloria, Jr, Behind the Trail of Broken Treaties, 268.  
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 This renewed focus on human rights during the late 1970s enabled Indigenous to bring 

attention to the struggle of Indigenous peoples throughout the world. The application of human 

rights to Indigenous peoples shows the role that Native Americans played in the developing U.S. 

human rights policy and reminding domestic and international leaders of the importance of 

Indigenous peoples. Examining this activism reveals specific ways Native American leaders 

engaged in this effort throughout such core organizations as IITC, NCAI, WCIP and IAII. 

Activists coordinated efforts with other Indigenous peoples across the Western Hemisphere to 

develop a strong international voice for Indigenous human rights. In these and other ways Native 

Americans played a significant role in the Indigenous human rights initiative and brought crucial 

new perspectives to the struggle for Native American lifeways, sovereignty, and self-

determination.  

 Native American activist groups within the 1970s sought to de-center the settler-state, the 

United States federal government which assumed a superordinate position over the Indigenous 

people, and instead wanted to develop their own ways of operating, often taking inspiration, 

guidance, and insight from other Indigenous peoples internationally. Specifically, activists 

looked for ways to infiltrate and circumvent the constraints of imposed colonial systems by 

searching for methods and strategies of increasing sovereignty and self-determination that fell 

outside of simple tribal recognition. They hoped that this international pressure for increased 

sovereignty and self-determination outside of the nation-state would alter the views and 

structures of domestic sovereignty within their “home” nation-state.  While some groups, such as 

NCAI, often worked within the confines of the nation-state their goals were not necessarily tied 

to that internal structure, but rather utilized that domestic structure and worked outside of those 

constructs to bring about justice grounded in land, culture, and place. Thus, this work seeks to 
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shift the focus away from centering the nation-state analysis, and rather instead center and 

harness Indigenous concepts of sovereignty through an examination of specific organizational 

and activist case studies to show specific examples of this refusal, resurgence, and survivance 

throughout the foundational stages of the international Indigenous movement in the 1970s. 

Within Native American studies, the term survivance was defined by Anishinaabe cultural 

theorist and writer Gerald Vizenor in his book Manifest Manners: Narratives on Postindian 

Survivance, where he explains “survivance is an active sense of presence, the continuance of 

native stories, not a mere reaction, or a survivable name. Native survivance stories are 

renunciations of dominance, tragedy and victimry.” Vizenor utilizes the term as the foundation 

of his analysis of contemporary Native American literature, culture, and politics. While some 

scholars have suggested that the term is combination of “survival and endurance” or “survival 

and resistance,” it is unclear if Vizenor had a specific combination in mind. However, with the 

use of -ance at the end he is insisting that it is an active survival, in which contemporary Native 

American peoples go beyond merely subsisting in the past of tribal history to actively inheriting 

and refashioning those histories and cultures for the postmodern age. Native American studies 

scholars have also argued that the use of this term denotes the power of Native American people, 

rather than victimhood.12  

 This time period reflects the complexity of the evolving representations and definitions of 

Native American sovereignty. Indigenous activists continually sought to achieve sovereignty and 

justice within a political, federal, and national structure that was not built for them, a system 

inherently built to ensure their failure. During this time period Indigenous activists envisioned, 

 
12 Gerald Vizenor, Manifest Manners: Narratives on Postindian Survivance (Lincoln: Nebraska, 1999), p. 

vii; See also, Gerald Vizenor, ed., Survivance: Narratives of Native Presence (Lincoln: Nebraska University Press, 
2008).  
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defined and enacted sovereignty not through the nation-state but rather on their own Indigenous 

terms, relationships, and knowledges. Activists and leaders thus sought to exercise sovereignty 

outside the nation-state structures, utilizing international structures, and seeking external avenues 

to uphold, expand, and redefine Indigenous sovereignty.  

Native American International Relations and Sovereignty Activism Literature  

Through the major historical eras of U.S. Indigenous relations, including colonization, 

treaty-making, removal, allotment, Indian reorganization, termination, and restoration, the focus 

of most examinations of Native American history has generally been through the eyes of the 

conqueror, a perspective that centers the nation state, and often denotes Indigenous peoples as 

victims or non-actors in the colonization of the United States. In recent years a growing number 

of works in various disciplines, most increasingly in history, law, and Native studies, have 

labored significantly to push back against this settler-colonial conceptualization, offering a 

rewriting and centering of the role of Native Americans in United States history, as well as 

within the larger history of North America, and their constant resistance against the nation-

state.13  

Although this shift and transformation in the academy has produced changes in the 

overall Native American historiography, especially related to law, policy, and human rights, this 

these narratives, while much-needed, still significantly lack a centering of Indigenous 

perspectives, methodologies, and theories in the international arena, specifically related to Native 

 
13 Many of these works will be further examined throughout this literature review, but a few major 

examples include, Charles Wilkinson, Blood Struggle: The Rise of Modern Indian Nations (New York: W.W. 
Norton & Co., 2004); Daniel M. Cobb, Native Activism in Cold War America: The Struggle for Sovereignty 
(Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2008); Audra Simpson, Mohawk Interruptus: Political Life Across the 
Borders of Settler States (Durham: Duke University Press, 2014); Roxanne Dunbar Ortiz, An Indigenous Peoples’ 
History of the United States (Boston: Beacon Press, 2014); Jeffrey Ostler, Surviving Genocide: Native Nations and 
the United States from the American Revolution to Bleeding Kansas (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2019); as 
well as the volume dedicated to examining Native Americans within foreign relations history, see Diplomatic 
History, vol. 39, no. 5 (2015), which will be reviewed further in this chapter.  
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American activism. This dissertation seeks to honor and center Indigenous scholars, 

methodologies, theories, and perspectives, rather than a domestic nation-state viewpoint within 

American exceptionalism, which has often been the dominant perspective of most examinations 

of Indigenous representation in international activism and diplomatic relations. This works builds 

upon the critical work of the Native and non-Native scholars who de-center the nation-state and 

critically examine the strategies utilized by Indigenous activists to circumvent the nation-state 

system to increase sovereignty and self-determination against the backdrop of continued 

dispossession, dislocation, and termination of Indians across North America in the 1970s.   

Drawing on recent studies by historians of Native American activism history this study 

also shifts the focus away from examinations deeply concentrated on the militant activism 

between 1969 to the mid-1970s, usually focused on the takeover at Alcatraz Island to the 

occupation of Wounded Knee in 1973. Rather than focusing on militant Indigenous activism, this 

study focuses instead on the traditional, reformative, and conventional tactics of Native 

American activist organizations to provide a new paradigm to understand this complex time 

period both during and after these militant events that are often at the center of Native American 

history in the mid-1970s. In addition, it also highlights the activism that exists between and 

among both traditional non-confrontational organizations with the more militant organizations, 

revealing the larger activist environment that existed during this time period.  

 This examination of international Indigenous activism of the 1970s contributes to the  

scholarship of Native American sovereignty activism of the mid-to-late twentieth century. A 

significant number of scholars have examined Native American activism within the context of 

political sovereignty and international relations, producing groundbreaking work that sets the 

foundation for much of this history. While these works highlight and set a strong foundation of 
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this history, they lack a full examination and analysis of key traditional organizations central to 

the international Indigenous activism. Thus, this work builds upon and expands on these 

previous works to understand how Native American international activism functioned as a 

constant refusal of settler colonialism and highlights the continual resurgence and survivance of 

Indigenous activists.  

 The international Native American activist work of the 1970s built upon the years of 

continual international activism by various Indigenous peoples throughout the early twentieth 

century who paved the way for the work of future activists. Recent works by Native studies 

scholars correctly note that the use of international, transnational, or “global Indigenous identity” 

in late twentieth century activism, as noted by Daniel Cobb and Leanne Simpson, was not the 

first time this framework was utilized by Native Americans to bring awareness to issues in North 

America. Indeed, this stems from a long tradition of Indigenous internationalism by previous 

leaders, activists, and knowledge keepers across generations.14  

 Most notable is the lobbying effort by Haudenosaunee leader Deskaheh (Levi General) in 

the early 1920s who brought the concern of diminished sovereignty for his tribal community to 

the newest international forum, the League of Nations. During a two-year period from 1923 to 

1924, Deshaheh, chief of the Younger Bear Clan of the Cayuga Nation and spokesman of the Six 

Nations of the Grand River Land, lobbied to obtain a hearing regarding tribal self-government in 

Canada. While he managed to convince some members of the League Assembly and outlying 

humanitarian organizations, the League of Nations denied his request in line with their policy 

 
14 Daniel M. Cobb, “Asserting a Global Indigenous Identity: Native Activism before and after the Cold 

War,” in Native Diasporas: Indigenous Identities and Settler Colonialism in the Americas, eds. Gregory D. Smithers 
and Brooke N. Newman (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 2014), 443-72; Leanne Betasamosake 
Simpson, As We Have Always Done: Indigenous Freedom Through Radical Resistance (Minneapolis, MN: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2017), 55-70.  
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that while they recognized the fundamental rights of minorities to protection against oppression, 

they also asked minorities “to cooperate as citizens loyal to the nation to which they now 

belong,” a maxim that would become the continual response from most international 

organization bodies to  Indigenous peoples seeking global recognition.15 In August 1956, The 

Confederated Tribes of Coos, Lower Umpqua and Siuslaw, led by Chairman Howard Barrett, 

Sr., formally petitioned for admittance to the United Nations, arguing that the United States 

failed to ratify their 1855 treaty, making any land within the document unceded.16 Previous 

scholars have cited both of these instances of foundational activism to show the continual, on-

going activism begun by Indigenous peoples in the United States fighting against the colonial 

nation-state in the early twentieth century. The rejection of Indigenous petitions as “domestic 

issues” demonstrated the separate designation needed distinctly from other colonized groups.17  

Daniel Cobb’s formative work, Native Activism in Cold War America, addresses the 

activism of more traditional and moderate Native American organizations throughout the 1950s 

and 1960s, focused more on the domestic groups, including most notably the National Congress 

of the American Indian and the National Indian Youth Council, which lobbied the U.S. 

government for increased sovereignty rights during the termination era using more conventional 

 
15 Ronald Niezen, The Origins of Indigenism, 31-36; quote, 34 from George Ottlik, Annuaire de la Societe 

des Nations, 1920-1927 (Geneva: Librarie Payot & Cie); Levi George Deskaheh, The Red Man’s Appeal to Justice. 
League of Nations doc. No. 11/30035/28075 (Geneva 1923). See also, Ronald Niezen, “Recognizing Indigenism: 
Canadian Unity and the International Movement of Indigenous Peoples,” Comparative Studies in Society and 
History 42:1 (2000), 124. For a comprehensive account of Deskaheh’s time in Europe see, Joelle Rostkowski, “The 
Redman’s Appeal for Justice: Deskaheh and the League of Nations,” in Indians and Europe: An Interdisciplinary 
Collection of Essays, ed. Christian F. Feest (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1989). For general examinations 
of the League of Nations history see, Susan Pederson, The Guardians: The League of Nations and Crisis of Empire 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015) and Mark Mazower, No Enchanted Place: The End of Empire and the 
Ideological Origins of the United Nations (Princeton: Princeton University, 2009). 

16 David R.M. Beck, “Standing out here in the Surf: The Termination and Restoration of the Coos, Lower 
Umpqua and Siuslaw Indians of Western Oregon in historical perspective.” Oregon Historical Quarterly 110:1 
(Spring 2009), 6.   

17 Isabelle Shulte-Tenckhoff, “Reassessing the Paradigm of Domestication: The Problematic of Indigenous 
Treaties.” Review of Constitutional Studies 4 (1998), 239-289.   
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tactics. In contrast to these more traditional organizations Cobb also examines and compares the 

more liberal Native American activists who fought against the traditional, domestic views within 

tribal communities revealing the complexities of challenging long-standing tribal leadership in 

major times of social change. His work re-centers and situates the later activism and 

accomplishments of the 1970s directly within activism that began in the 1960s. Rather than 

diminishing the importance of these formative years, Cobb argues that this shift “decenters and 

resituates it within a larger context of Native political action.” He demonstrates how “Native and 

non-Native people translated the politics of ‘cold war civil rights’ into the language of tribal 

sovereignty.” Accordingly, he notes how both the Cold War between the United States the Soviet 

Union, and decolonization and anticolonialism in the third world “played important roles in the 

Native rights movement, just as it did in the civil rights movement.” He urges that the same kind 

of attention and studies focused on the connection between international and domestic issues of 

the Cold War era should also be devoted to Native American people.18  

This dissertation seeks to build upon and provide just such an examination. Cobb’s study 

focuses mainly on Native American activism only up until the early 1970s. In contrast my work 

examines the neglected time period after the Wounded Knee occupation during the mid-to-late 

 
18Daniel M. Cobb, Native Activism in Cold War America: The Struggle for Sovereignty (Lawrence: 

University Press of Kansas, 2008) 4. For additional work on the Cold War and Native politics see, Daniel M. Cobb, 
“Talking the Language of the Larger World: Politics in Cold War (Native) America,” Beyond Red Power: American 
Indian Politics and Activism since 1900. ed. Daniel M. Cobb and Loretta Fowler (Sante Fe: School for Advanced 
Research, 2007). Paul C. Rosier, “’They Are Ancestral Homelands’: Race, Place, and Politics in Cold War Native 
America.” Cobb is referencing some of the ground-breaking work by historians examining the connections between 
the cold war and the civil rights movement. See for example, Thomas Borstelmann, The Cold War and the Color 
Line: American Race Relations in the Global Arena (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2001); Mary 
Dudziak, Cold War Civil Rights: Race and the Image of American Democracy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press, 2002); and Carol Anderson, Eyes off the Prize: The United Nations and the African American Struggle for 
Human Rights, 1944-1955 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003); Brenda Gayle Plummer, ed., Window on 
Freedom: Race, Civil Rights, and Foreign Affairs, 1945-1988; Brenda Gayle Plummer, Black Americans and the 
United States Foreign Affairs, 1935-1960 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996), Thomas F. 
Jackson, From Civil Rights to Human Rights: Martin Luther King, Jr. and the Struggle for Economic Justice 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007). 
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1970s, examining how both radical and moderate activist groups, like the AIM, IITC and NCAI, 

began slowly moving from a domestic agenda to one focused more internationally to harness 

increased tribal sovereignty and self-determination. Thus, my work builds upon Cobb’s key 

argument that “Native people have always engaged in political activism—whether or not it 

captured the imagination of the dominant society or penetrated the consciousness of public 

policy makers.”19  This is especially true for this time period when Native American activism 

surged internationally, yet this transition is often hidden, unknown or forgotten in United States 

international relations history, most likely since Indigenous activist efforts often sought to de-

center the nation-state. In addition, the main stories told are those of the more militant activists 

who brought more visual attention to the plight of Native American issues. 

 In the seminal work, Like a Hurricane, Paul Chaat Smith and Robert Allen Warrior 

chronicle the more radical Native American activist movement from the occupation of Alcatraz 

to Wounded Knee, arguing that events at Wounded Knee in 1973 were a high point for radical 

activism, after which Indian radicalism “faded, disintegrating under the weight of its own 

internal contradictions, and relentless legal assault by federal and state governments.”20 While 

that may be partially evident in this early work, more recently authors like Gregory Toth have 

sought to contend with this statement. In his recent study, From Wounded Knee to Checkpoint 

Charlie, Toth specifically argues that “rather than imploding and disappearing, by the mid-1970s 

the radical sovereignty movement actually transformed into a transatlantic advocacy network,” 

noting that “historians do not fully appreciate this dimension of the Native American sovereignty 

movement because they have regarded the struggle as bounded by U.S. national history, instead 

 
19Daniel M. Cobb, Native Activism in Cold War America, 2.   
20Paul Chaat Smith and Robert Allen Warrior, Like a Hurricane: The Indian Movement from Alcatraz to 

Wounded Knee (New York: The New York Press, 1996), 269; see also Troy Johnson, Red Power: The Native 
American Civil Rights Movement (New York: Infobase Publishing, 2007), 81.  
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of viewing it in terms of a transnational articulation of Native rights, expressed in and further 

shaped by transnational Native diplomacy.”21 Indeed, this is the core reason for the study of this 

time period and examination at the international level, not just via the domestic nation-state. The 

Native American sovereignty movement is American history and should be the center of U.S. 

national and international history. It is essential to center the role of Native Americans as key 

activists, not only in their own fight for international sovereignty, but in their role in international 

foreign relations since colonization.  

These recent works reflect a growing shift in examining the transition from domestic 

issues to international Indigenous activism. Thus, it is crucial to note the approaches of various 

disciplines that have examined and analyzed the role of Native Americans in this history. While 

the American Indian has tangentially been included in studies of global transnational issues, the 

focus has largely depended on the specific field of study and perspective from which the research 

is centered. This history has been examined in very specific disciplines, namely history, 

anthropology, political science, and law, that have rarely approached the topic collectively or 

through an intersectional lens or sought to blend these perspectives together with Native 

American studies. Until very recently, the diplomatic history field lacked nearly any 

comprehensive focus on this topic.22 Thus, this work aims to fill that gap in the research and 

center the study of Native Americans as key international and diplomatic actors, contributors, 

and leaders in foreign relations in the twentieth century.   

 Scholars in the fields of international relations, law, and Native studies have produced the 

most comprehensive examinations of Native Americans in international activism. In addition to 

 
21 Toth, From Wounded Knee to Checkpoint Charlie, 11-12.  
22 See the following volume dedicated to an examination of Native Americans within foreign relations, 

Diplomatic History, vol. 39, no. 5 (2015), which will be reviewed further in this chapter. 
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Smith and Warrior, the foundational works by Vine Deloria, Jr., namely Behind the Trail of 

Broken Treaties and The Nations Within, co-authored with Clifford Lytle, remain the definitive 

volumes on Native American history and activism from a Native studies perspective. Each book 

devotes chapters to Native Americans in the international arena centered around laws, treaties, 

and declarations, and specifically highlights the role of the IITC in 1974.  At the time of their 

publication in the early 1980s both of these volumes provided much-needed examinations of 

Native American activism and became the core foundational texts on this topic. They lack, 

however, an analysis of human rights policy and relationships with other activist organizations. 

In addition, there is virtually no mention of the role of NIB or NCAI in international activism.23   

After Deloria’s foundational studies, Roxanne Dunbar Ortiz’s Indians of the Americas: 

Human Rights and Self-Determination remains one of the first books to examine fully the 

history, activities and issues related to Indigenous rights, both by Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

groups. Her work details the development of indigenous activism in international politics and 

specifically includes case studies from North and South America. From her own experiences as a 

member of IITC and her own extensive research she covers numerous topics including legal and 

political issues of Indigenous peoples, and argues that entering the international political system 

is the essential means to achieving Indigenous self-determination in the Americas. Ortiz provides 

general historical details about some activist groups, namely the IITC and the WCIP, but her 

study lacks a comprehensive examination of these organizations and the collaborative work 

occurring between the groups, and fails to examine other crucial groups involved, namely NCAI. 

 
23Vine Deloria, Jr. and Clifford Lytle, The Nations Within: The Past and Future of American Indian 

Sovereignty (New York: Pantheon Books, 1984), see chapter 16 “The Emergence of Indian Nationalism” (232-243) 
and chapter 17 “The Future of Indian Nations” (244-268); Vine Deloria, Jr. Behind the Trail of Broken Treaties: An 
Indian Declaration of Independence (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1st. ed. 1974; 2nd ed. 1985), see chapter 11 
“The International Arena” (229-247). After this publication Deloria later turned much of his work toward science, 
religion, and evolution; see, God Is Red: A Native View of Religion (Golden, Colo.: North American Press, 1994) 
and Red Earth, White Lies: Native Americans and the Myth of Scientific Fact (New York: Scribner, 1995). 
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Ortiz’s book provides a much-needed overview of international Indigenous activism with its 

focus on Indigenous relationships with the United States and other governments, but it lacks a 

detailed analysis of specific Native American groups in the international Indigenous activism.24 

 The work of Sharon O’Brien and Glenn T. Morris, both scholars in the field of American 

Indian studies, examines Native Americans within international activism. Both authors provide 

core examinations of key events, laws, and core political issues affecting international 

Indigenous activism, especially the influence of Vine Deloria’s intellectual and policy 

contributions to this activist time period, but neither scholar directly examines the interaction 

between core activist groups.25 As a result, they miss an opportunity to draw connections 

between activities happening across borders and between Indigenous activist groups with shared 

perspectives of the nation-state policy challenges.  

 Scholars of history and political science have produced some of the most comprehensive 

examinations of international Indigenous activism, including most notably Franke Wilmer’s 

work The Indigenous Voice in World Politics and Ken Coates A Global History of Indigenous 

Peoples. Both works focus directly on examinations of Indigenous peoples in the global arena 

and provide a comparative approach that reveals the commonalities between Indigenous peoples 

across borders and hemispheres. Coates’ work takes a specific comparative approach to the 

history of Indigenous peoples to find patterns and processes in the history of Indigenous peoples 

to make connections across continents and centuries, and focuses on examining the external 

forces upon Indigenous peoples around the world, while at the same time recognizing internal 

 
24Roxanne Dunbar Ortiz, Indians of the Americas: Human Rights and Self-determination (New York: 

Praeger, 1984).   
25Sharon O’Brien, “Federal Indian Policies and the International Protection of Human Rights,” in American 

Indian Policy in the Twentieth Century, Vine Deloria, Jr. ed. (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1985) 35-61; 
Glenn T. Morris, “Vine Deloria, Jr. and the Development of a Decolonizing Critique of Indigenous Peoples and 
International Relations,” in Native Voices: American Indian Identity and Resistance, Richard A. Grounds et. al. ed. 
(Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 2003). 
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cultural continuity.  Most importantly, similar to what this work seeks to accomplish, he notes 

that “this study seeks to remind readers about the vital connections between the past and present, 

history and contemporary grievances, social change and cultural continuity.” The bulk of his 

volume focuses on eighteenth and nineteenth century issues of Indigenous peoples struggles 

against European colonization on various continents. His final chapter “Indigenous protests, 

legal agendas, and aboriginal internationalism,” provides an effective general overview of 

international Indigenous activism in the context of the United Nations Declaration of the Rights 

of Indigenous Peoples and ties this emerging policy to groups in the 1970s, including the World 

Council of Indigenous Peoples. His work lacks a comprehensive analysis of these international 

Indigenous activist groups, especially those from the United States and Canada.26  

 Adding to the international Indigenous history analysis, anthropologist Ronald Niezen 

also takes a global approach in his book The Origins of Indigenism, which provides a larger 

survey of the history of international Indigenous activities and argues that the activism of 

Indigenous people is grounded in international networks. He traces “indigenism” through its 

origins, sources, and eras of resistance and examines international Indigenous activism 

comprehensively and with a global perspective. Furthermore, he critically examines the major 

networks and organizations involved including the UN, WCIP and the IITC. While Niezen’s 

work is a significant theoretical contribution to understanding the complexities of self-

determination within the nation-state, his study mainly focuses on how these groups connect to 

 
26Franke Wilmer, The Indigenous Voice in World Politics: Since Time Immemorial (Newbury Park: Sage 

Publications, 1993); Ken S. Coates, A Global History of Indigenous Peoples: Struggle and Survival (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), 23; see also, Lydia van de Fliert, ed. Indigenous Peoples and International 
Organisations (Nottingham: Spokesman, 1994); Peter Poynton, “Dream Lovers: Indigenous People and the 
Inalienable Right to Self-Determination,” in Resources, Nations, and Indigenous Peoples, ed. Richard Howitt et. al. 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996); Stephen V. Quesenberry, “Recent United Nations Initiatives Concerning 
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples,” in Contemporary Native American Political Issues, Troy Johnson ed. (Walnut 
Creek: Alta Mira Press, 1999);  
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and identify with global indigenism and does not address the organizations tactics, strategies, 

ideology in detail.27 This study seeks to fill that gap by addressing specific networks and groups 

further by examining organization and activist history, approaches, and political methods 

through a transnational, rather than a global approach. 

 Within the field of international relations, this work builds on the work of J. Marshall 

Beier who interrogates and centers Indigenous diplomacy directly within the field. In 

International Relations in Uncommon Places: Indigeneity, Cosmology, and the Limits of 

International Theory, Beier argues that the International Relations discipline lack of attention 

and examination of Indigenous peoples, specifically their knowledge of and contributions to 

diplomatic issues has minimized their role as historic actors and treated them “as objects of study 

rather than as credentialed speaking subjects in their own right.” Beier explores how 

International Relations has included many colonialism narratives into the exclusionary way the 

field approaches Indigenous peoples in the Americas, defined as the “hegemonologue” as the 

dominant society. Thus, he highlights how the disciplines exclusionary approach directly de-

centers and erases hundreds of years of Indigenous international relations contributions that have 

gone virtually unnoticed and unexamined in the field. He cites both specific examples of this 

through an examination of both ethics and ethnography as they relate to colonialism and also 

metacognitively reflects on his own work. Thus, he calls on scholars to directly center 

Indigenous peoples and rectify the power inequities that have historically privileged the colonial 

Western ways of knowing and replacing it instead with Indigenous ways of knowing through 

meaningful conversations, collaboration, and consultation with Indigenous communities, 

scholars, and activists engaged in this work to fully understand the Indigenous perspective. 

 
27 Ronald Niezen, The Origins of Indigenism: Human Rights and the Politics of Identity (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 2003) 194. 
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While acknowledging these gaps in the discipline is important, Beier correctly points out that the 

goal is not to bring Indigenous peoples into International Relations, because “Indigenous peoples 

have never really been absent from international theory after all.” Rather Western knowledge and 

power have taken them up and reproduced them for their own benefit. Thus, scholars must 

recognize that “Indigenous peoples and their knowledges should be of interest not because we 

might suppose that they can inform our theories, but because what they have to tell us is bona 

fide international theory in its own right.” In essence, Beier argued that because fields like 

International Relations have failed to reach across disciplines and cultural lines, the disciplines 

has and will continue to produce scholarship that perpetuates and centers Western knowledge 

systems that excludes and erases Indigenous peoples. Thus, he urges that scholars of 

International Relations must be willing to expand and go where they are not commonly found – 

Native and Indigenous studies. Moreover, the International Relations field almost exclusively 

centers the Western concept of the nation-state as the building block of the field’s core theory. 

However, recent works from Indigenous scholars like Sheryl Lightfoot challenge that approach 

and offer new modes of inquiry from an Indigenous perspective, including centering Indigenous 

politics and collective rights. This approach de-centers the nation-state and finally directly 

positions Indigenous peoples as powerful actors and agents in International Relations.28  

In more recent years scholars have further examined international Indigenous activism in 

the mid-late 1970s, adding significantly to the historiography, examination, and role of Native 

Americans in international Indigenous relations, especially the relationships between various 

 
28J. Marshall Beier, International Relations in Uncommon Places: Indigeneity, Cosmology, and the Limits 

of International Theory (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2005), 215, 220-223. He further builds upon this 
argument in his introduction and chapter in his edited volume, Indigenous Diplomacies (New York: Palgrave 
MacMillian, 2009), 1-28. Sheryl Lightfoot, Global Indigenous Politics: A Subtle Revolution (New York: Routledge, 
2016), 1-29.  
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activist groups. In his recent article stemming from his dissertation, Jonathan Crossen compares 

the WCIP and the IITC in the context of the rise of international Indigenous activism and within 

the framework of the third world and decolonization. While he examines the IITC and compares 

it to WCIP, the center of his examination is the WCIP and the foundational work of the National 

Indian Brotherhood of Canada. His analysis compares two organizations with vastly different 

structures, goals, objectives, and strategies. One group, WCIP, operating within the nation-state 

via the NIB, while the other, IITC, operating and refusing connection with the nation-state.29 His 

work provides a significant emphasis on the history of these activist organizations, however it 

lacks an examination and comparison with similar organizations to WCIP, such as NCAI, that 

also operated within the nation-state infrastructure. Thus, this study seeks to fill that gap by 

thoroughly examining and comparing the alliance and relationship built between the NIB and 

NCAI in the 1970s.  

 Gyorgy Ferenc Toth’s recent work takes a more comprehensive approach and provides 

the most thorough examination of the IITC, especially the organizations transnational work with 

European allied activist groups and individuals. In, From Wounded Knee to Checkpoint Charlie, 

Toth argues that the IITC served as a mechanism for more radical and militant Native American 

activists to work and collaborate with European supporters, especially within the Eastern Bloc, to 

further the organizations radical liberation activism in the international arena. While both 

Crossen and Toth contribute to international Indigenous activist history, they both focus on more 

radical activism and both authors are outside of the United States which may be contributing 

factors in their being unable to directly interview key Indigenous leaders from the IITC, which 

 
29 Jonathan Crossen, “Another Wave of Anti-Colonialism: The Origins of Indigenous Internationalism,” 

Canadian Journal of History, 52 (3) (Winter 2017): 533-559. See also, Jonathan Crossen, Decolonization, 
Indigenous Internationalism, and the World Council of Indigenous Peoples (Ph.D. Diss., University of Waterloo, 
2014). 
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would have provided much-needed insight and Indigenous voices to this important history.30  

 In Our History is the Future, Nick Estes includes a core chapter that places the history of 

the IITC in the larger context of Sioux political activism in relation to historic and contemporary 

resistance at Standing Rock and the Dakota Access Pipeline. Estes’ examination of the IITC 

brings a much-needed Indigenous perspective that centers and includes core sources and insight 

from tribal community members. The core of the chapter mainly ties the work of the IITC to 

Sioux internationalism and nation-hood, as well highlights the work of the Society American 

Indian.31  

 Finally, works emerging from the diplomatic history discipline have generally focused on 

the history of NGOs.32 Recognizing the deficiency of inclusion and analysis of Native Americans 

within the field of foreign relations, in 2015 the Diplomatic History devoted an entire issue to the 

topic. Brian DeLay’s article, “Indian Politics, Empire, and the History of American Foreign 

Relations,” addressed the inherent gaps in the examination of Native Americans in foreign 

relations from the founding of the nation through the turn of the century and revealed the 

marginalization of Native Americans in the foreign relations field. Through a thorough review of 

the field he highlights major themes and issues that confound diplomatic historians and keep 

them from addressing Native Americans within the field. Not surprisingly, DeLay examines how 

historians rely too heavily on the traditional periodization through the centering of manifest 

destiny and imperialism, rather than directly centering Native American as agents and actors in 

diplomatic history. While acknowledging some advanced work in the diplomatic field, he 

 
30Gyorgy Ferenc Toth, From Wounded Knee to Checkpoint Charlie: The Alliance for Sovereignty between 

American Indian’s and Central Europeans in the Late Cold War (Albany: State University Press of New York, 
2016). 

31Nick Estes, Our History Is the Future: Standing Rock versus the Dakota Access Pipeline, and the Long 
Tradition of Indigenous Resistance (London: Verso Publishing, 2019),169-200.   

32 Akira Iriye, “A Century of NGOs,” Diplomatic History, vol. 23, no. 3 (Summer 1999); Mark Lytle, 
“Review Essay: NGOs and the New Transnational Politics,” Diplomatic History, vol. 25, no. 1 (Winter 2001); 
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references the prior criticism elicited by Emily Rosenburg who concluded that her colleagues in 

the field of frontier history had “inscribed the discourses of manifest destiny into the deep 

structures of their investigations.” Thus, DeLay concludes that “despite major advances in 

borderlands and Native American scholarship over past generations, Rosenburg’s critique of the 

field still hold.” To prove his point he argued that the vast land and resources of the capitalistic 

and democratic society of the modern-day United States exist due to “a bitter, complex, 

centuries-long engagement with hundreds of indigenous polities.”33  

 The core of his article addresses why the diplomatic history field is so reluctant to engage 

with and address the historical legacy of the colonization of Native Americans in diplomatic 

history. Through a focused detailed analysis he argues that American historian’s preoccupations 

with centering United States empire and imperialism inherently marginalizes Native Americans 

to the periphery or as non-actors through assumption, miscalculations, and the continued 

centering of the nation-state. He concludes that “whether the topic is U.S. empire, interstate 

diplomacy, and war on the continent, U.S. economic expansion overseas, or treaties, traditional 

concerns of the nineteenth-century field are in fact deeply, intricately entangled with Indian 

history.” Moreover, “Indian relations have been the great blind spot of the nineteenth-century 

field. Once historians of U.S. foreign relations turn to them, a host of major new issues and 

questions will come into view…”. He also argues that the field of foreign relations should take 

inspiration from the fields of Native American history and borderland studies by focusing on 

“how power worked on the ground,” rather than just analyze the diplomatic struggles of the 

nation-state. The focus should be on the “struggle between indigenous polities, settlers, and 

states for practical control over space,” and the “complex relationships between de jure and de 

 
33 For the dedicated volume see, Diplomatic History, vol. 39, no. 5 (2015). Brian DeLay, “Indian Politics, 

Empire, and the History of American Foreign Relations,” 927-928.  
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facto sovereignty.” Finally he argues that the field must “engage with Indian polities and 

individuals as historical actors, rather than mere objects of state and settler aggression.” The field 

must always be in conversation with and consulting with Native American scholars, 

communities and experts to implement Indigenous research methodologies into the field, which 

ensures an accurate history and depiction of Native American history, politics, and lifeways.34 

 Paul Rosier echoes DeLay’s conclusions and recommendations in his article, “Crossing 

New Boundaries: American Indians and Twentieth Century U.S. Foreign Policy,” in the same 

special issue. Rosier urges historians to “connect American Indians to postwar modernization 

programs to better understand the roots and range of U.S. foreign policy in the emerging world,” 

and “the ways in which neglected non-state actors shaped that policy.” He specifically takes 

inspiration from historian Nathan Citino who calls for the analysis of “broader historical trends 

in global economic integration and cultural exchange.” Rosier then examines examples of this 

during the Cold War, including American Indian reactions to the Marshal Plan and the Point 

Four program. On the other hand, he completely fails to include any reference to the American 

Indian Point Four Program that was developed in the mid-1950s in direct response to Truman’s 

1949 proposal to provide technical assistance and training not only to developing nations, but 

also for Native American nations within the United States. In addition, he fails to include the 

groundbreaking study by Daniel M. Cobb that examines how Native Americans translated the 

politics of the Cold War civil rights into the language of tribal sovereignty, proving how the 

decolonization and anti-colonialism in Africa, Asia, and the Middle East played a role in the 

 
34 Brian DeLay, “Indian Politics, Empire, and the History of American Foreign Relations,” 939-940. For a 

recent example, see the recent work by Jodi A. Byrd, The Transit of Empire: Indigenous Critiques of Colonialism 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2011). A Native American scholar, Byrd directly examines the 
intersectionality of Indigenous literatures, settler colonialism, within the context of US empire.  
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Native rights movement.35  

 While this dedicated volume was a significant move forward for the diplomatic relations 

discipline, the articles lack a comprehensive inclusion of Native Studies scholars who have 

examined these issues. Thus, these articles have not engaged an entire set of scholars and 

disciplines that provide the type of examination the diplomatic history field needs to center the 

history and role of Native Americans. This lack of examination and inclusion of Native or 

Indigenous scholars shows the inherent need for both fields to work across disciplines to learn 

from one another’s critical discourse and knowledge that could benefit one another’s disciplines 

and perspectives. It is crucial to center Native studies and Indigenous research methodologies in 

examinations of the topic of international Indigenous activism, especially in the diplomatic 

relations field.   

Contested Sovereignty and Native American International Activism 
 

 This study will examine both the radical and moderate tactics used by Native American 

activists engaging in transnational work, specifically those aimed at reframing and redefining 

Indigenous sovereignty across tribal communities, the United States, and internationally. This 

evolution of sovereignty was certainly not new to Native Americans as they have engaged in 

constantly redefining and reframing sovereignty since European colonization began. As many 

Native Studies and legal scholars have pointed out, sovereignty is not something that was given 

to Native Americas but has survived despite hundreds of years of forced colonization, removal, 

assimilation, and termination. From contact through to modern times, tribal communities have 

constantly responded and redefined their livelihood and sovereignty each time the United States 

 
35 Paul C. Rosier, “Crossing New Boundaries: American Indians and Twentieth Century U.S. Foreign 

Policy,” Diplomatic History, vol. 39, no. 5 (2015): 960-62; See, Nathan Citino, “The Global Frontier: Comparative 
History and the Frontier-Borderlands Approach in American Foreign Relations,” Diplomatic History 25, no. 4 
(2001): 694. 
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changed federal policy toward Native Americans through new executive policies, legal cases, 

and regulations. Native leaders, activists and tribal community members have continued to 

redefine, restructure, and evolve what sovereignty looks like and how it operates.36 This is 

evident in both the radical activism of the IITC and the more traditional work of the NCAI.  

 My work focuses on how Indigenous peoples as Indigenous transnational actors fought 

for policy changes through the use of sovereignty within and outside of the settler-colonial 

nation-state. I focus on such questions as, how were these activists working within or outside of 

the physical and imposed political borders and asserting their inherent sovereignty rights? My 

work examines the critical discourse of Indigenous sovereignty that de-centers the nation-state 

and instead centers Indigenous defined sovereignty though ways of knowing connected to land, 

people, and culture. The constant struggle to redefine and restructure Indigenous sovereignty 

throughout the 1970s activism is a major theme throughout this study.  

 The various Indigenous activist groups throughout North America shared an ideology 

focused on decolonization with an international and transnational reach. Although globalization 

is not an explicit focus, it is a concept and theme that will be tangentially explored to investigate 

and understand the ways in which the IITC, NCAI, and the WCIP were both part of and separate 

from this larger social trend. Therefore, this work examines these concepts through an 

Indigenous lens and focuses on authors who have explored these topics from that perspective.  

 In recent years many scholars have undertaken research to explicate the complexity of 

sovereignty and the layered political status of Native Americans, highlighting the challenges of 

working within those boundaries, and new methods and theories for examining these 

complicated issues. Some scholars have specifically examined the complex and layered nature of 

 
36 For a comprehensive examination of this topic see, Charles Wilkinson, Blood Struggle: The Rise of 

Modern Indian Nations (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 2004).  
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the Native American legal status, while others have explored and theorized the historical 

dynamics of Indian relations within the broader context of race, settler colonialism, and political 

boundaries.37 These works provide a lens through which to view and examine this history, but 

this study draws on a few key foundational scholars and concepts, including contested 

sovereignty, legal constructs, and grounded normativity. Within the international relations 

context Native American sovereignty must be examined from an Indigenous perspective to de-

center the hegemonic colonial structure of sovereignty often viewed from within the nation-state 

structure. Native American sovereignty must be directly centered and tied to Indigenous land, 

culture, and place.  

In 1999, Vine Deloria, along with David E. Wilkins, revisited Native American political 

and legal history in Tribes, Treaties, and Constitutional Tribulations, which examined the 

applicability of the U.S. Constitution and Bill of Rights to Indian law. They concluded that these 

documents failed to protect Indian civil and human rights and that the only way to rectify the 

situation would be to return tribes to their political status as individual Native nations that existed 

prior to the prohibition against treaty making that began in 1871. Thus, the United States would 

have to deal with tribes as fully independent sovereign polities within which treaty and 

diplomatic relations existed.38 Ironically, this is the same idea presented in 1974 by the IITC at 

the United Nations. Deloria and Wilkins were most likely making connections between what was 

occurring regarding the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, which 

 
37 See for example, Fredrick E. Hoxie. “Retrieving the Red Continent: Settler Colonialism and the history 

of the American Indians in the U.S.” Ethnic and Racial Studies 31, no. 6 (August 2008), 1154-1157; Walter L. 
Hixon, American Settler Colonialism: A Survey (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2013); Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz. An 
Indigenous Peoples’ History of the United States. Boston: Beacon Press, 2014; Andrea Smith, “Indigeneity, Settler 
Colonialism, White Supremacy,” in Racial Formation in the Twentieth-Century, eds. Daniel Martinez Hosang, 
Oneka LaBennett, and Laura Pulido (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2012); Mark Rifkin, Beyond Settler 
Time: Temporal Sovereignty and Indigenous Self-Determination (Durham: Duke University Press, 2017).   

38Vine Deloria, Jr. and David E. Wilkins, Tribes, Treaties, and Constitutional Tribulations (Austin: 
University of Texas Press, 1999), 158-59. 
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had been reviewed and discussed since the early 1980s.   

 Kevin Bruyneel’s 2007 book, The Third Space of Sovereignty: The Postcolonial Politics 

of U.S.-Indigenous Relations, argues that the “third space of sovereignty” is a claim that at the 

core the “imposition of American colonial rule and the indigenous struggle against it constitute a 

conflict about boundaries, a conflict that has defined U.S.-indigenous relations since the time of 

the Civil War.” Bruyneel argues that the political resistance of American Indians to impositions 

of colonial settler-state creates a “third space of sovereignty that resides neither simply inside nor 

outside the American political system but rather exists on these very boundaries, exposing both 

the practices and the contingencies of American colonial rule.” He further argues that “this is a 

supplemental space, inassimilable to the institutions and discourse of the modern liberal 

democratic settler-state and nation.”39 Bruyneel’s interpretation of sovereignty contests the post-

colonial and postmodern view that has historically defined the construct of sovereignty. In 

contrast, is centered in decolonial and Indigenous knowledge systems. 

 The more recent examination of Native American transnational activism by Gyorgy 

Ferenc Toth, From Wounded Knee to Checkpoint Charlie: The Alliance for Sovereignty between 

American Indian’s and Central Europeans in the Late Cold War, “uses a different theoretical 

and methodological framework from that of Bruyneel’s.” While Bruyneel characterizes Native 

agency as operating “neither simply inside nor outside” but “across the temporal and spatial 

boundaries” of the United States as a nation-state, Toth instead defines this as “American Indian 

transnationalism—an Indianness that in performance and embodied practices straddles the U.S. 

nation-state, and a status that exists beyond it as much as within it.” In contrast to Bruyneel, Toth 

contends that he “doubt[s] that such Indian agency ‘always already’ exists, or that any of its third 

 
39 Kevin Bruyneel, The Third Space of Sovereignty: The Postcolonial Politics of U.S.-Indigenous Relations, 

(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2007), xvii.  
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space would be ‘inassimilable’ to the U.S. nation-state. Native agency—whether we call it 

transnationalism or third-space politics—has to be repeatedly enacted, carved out by human 

actors in performance.” His study then asserts that due to the “stakes of the struggle of American 

Indian status and the theory and method of Performance Studies compels [him] to privilege the 

embodied performances of American Indian activists as they struggled to generate, maintain, and 

leverage such third spaces for enhanced sovereignty.” He contends that his book therefore 

“provides a complement to Bruyneel’s theorization of the third space of sovereignty by mapping 

the outer limits of radical Indian activism of the late Cold War that reached beyond the 

intellectual vision of Vine Deloria, Jr. and the Red Power Movement.”40  While his study does 

indeed provide an alternative to Bryneel’s work, it still fails to directly center Native American 

sovereignty as the core structure and defining concept framing this history.  

 Bruyneel and Toth’s arguments and definitions of sovereignty add significantly to 

examinations of the “boundaries” of sovereignty and the lesser-known and often hidden history 

of American Indian “transnational activism” in the late 1970s and early 1980s. My work argues 

for a further revision of international Indigenous activism and restructuring and recentering 

Indigenous sovereignty in examinations of Native American activism in the 1970s. Both scholars 

center the nation-state in their examinations, thus still solidifying and valuing the dominant 

colonial structure and the Western knowledge systems that harness that foundational construct. 

While this approach serves their viewpoint and their argument, it fails to push the boundaries of 

an Indigenous methodological and theoretical approach to the examination of Native American 

activism that de-centers the nation-state. In contrast, my work calls for a direct centering of 

 
40 Gyorgy Ferenc Toth, From Wounded Knee to Checkpoint Charlie: The Alliance for Sovereignty between 

American Indian’s and Central Europeans in the Late Cold War (Albany: State University Press of New York, 
2016), 11.   
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Indigenous way of knowing and interpreting sovereignty that explicates, resists, and de-centers 

the hegemonic defined colonial structure of sovereignty and activism.41  

Indigenous Methodology and Theory: Sovereignty and Grounded Normativity  
 

 This study takes an intentionally interdisciplinary methodological approach, based in 

history, political science, and Native and Indigenous studies, grounded in Indigenous 

methodologies and ways of knowing. This methodology directly centers Indigenous knowledge 

systems, culture, and lifeways that ground sovereignty, political activism, and power. Moreover, 

my methodological approach to this study centers key Indigenous scholars, thinkers, and elders 

who have pushed back against Western centered methodologies, epistemologies and ontologies 

and calls for decolonizing, reframing, and recontextualizing Native American history that 

directly centers Indigenous history, politics, culture, traditions, and ways of knowing. This 

includes the ground-breaking works of Native Studies scholars Linda Tuhuwai Smith, Margaret 

Kovach, Eva Marie Garroutte, Eve Tuck, Leanne Simpson, Glen Coulthard, Audra Simpson, and 

Taiaiake Alfred, as well as Native historians, Vine Deloria, Jr., Glenn T. Morris, and James 

Anaya.42  

 This larger work critically reflects on Nishnaabeg scholar and activist Leanne 

Betasamosake Simpson’s call to action and question to Indigenous scholars, “how can our 

intellectual processes of ethical engagement be used to decenter our intellectual study from 

 
41Ibid. Toth utilizes the term “transnational activism” in his work above. I use it in this work but as a way to 

de-center the nation-state structure and approach to International Relations.  
42 Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples (London: Zed 

Books, 2012, 2nd edition); Margaret Kovach, Indigenous Methodologies: Characteristics, Conversations, and 
Contexts (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2009); Eva Marie Garroutee, Real Indians: Identity and the Survival 
of Native America (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003);  Leanne Betasamosake Simspon, As We Have 
Always Done: Indigenous Freedom Through Radical Resistance (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
2017); Glen Sean Coulthard, Red Skin, White Masks: Rejecting the Colonial Politics of Recognition (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2014); Audra Simpson, Mohawk Interruptus: Political Life across the Borders of 
Settler States (Durham: Duke University Press, 2014); as well as Taiaike Alfred, Vine Deloria, Jr., Glenn T. Morris, 
and James Anaya.  
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whiteness and produce productive ethical engagement with our global provocateurs?” In 

positioning and referencing her own work she urges that “[we] must develop relationships of 

reciprocity and coresistance with these communities that embody our ethical practices of 

solidarity…This process of ethical engagement has the potential to decenter our intellectual 

study from whiteness and produce productive ethical engagement with global provocateurs.”43 

As she makes very clear, however, this approach is under attack and is a struggle, thus while “[i]t 

can be easier to rely on Western liberatory theory already well established in the academy” rather 

than “concerning ourselves with land,” we must do this work. “…[I]f we don’t do the hard work 

of revitalizing our intellectual practices and our relationship to land, we will lose it within this 

generation. This is our struggle.”44 Thus, my work directly engages with Simpson’s call to 

produce ethical engagement with the Indigenous history and land that decenters Western theories 

and approaches to research. My work directly centers the voices of Native American activists, 

leaders, and those behind the scenes as well. Furthermore, my work utilizes primary sources 

from the perspectives of those who were at these meetings, corresponding with other leaders, and 

who were guiding this work and working to fight for Indigenous rights domestically and 

internationally. In addition, my work utilizes first-person accounts and interviews conducted 

both by others and myself to directly center their voices, perspectives, and interpretations of the 

history.  

 I specifically argue for and apply alternative Indigenous definitions of sovereignty that 

directly de-center the nation-state. In contrast to Bruynell and Toth, I contend that sovereignty is 

inherent and has been practiced by Native Americans since time immemorial – before European 

 
43 Leanne Betasamosake Simspon, As We Have Always Done: Indigenous Freedom Through Radical 

Resistance (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2017), 66.  
44 Ibid, 67.  
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colonization. This is not the colonial nation-state imposed sovereignty; rather this is political 

power defined and expressed in vastly different terms and applied in very different de-colonial 

Indigenous ways. Despite the history of the federal government defining and re-defining the 

political status of Indigenous peoples according to the nation-state, this land has always been, 

and will always be, Native nations that belong to the Indigenous peoples who were here first and 

who have defined themselves and their political power for thousands of years before the arrival 

European settlers. Although the U.S. government sought to control, eliminate, and dispossess 

Indigenous people of land, political power, and traditional lifeways through colonization, 

genocide, treaty-making, forced removal, assimilation, Indian Reorganization, and eventually 

termination, during all these eras of colonization and control, Indigenous peoples sought to 

define sovereignty in their own way tied to land, place, and culture.   

 This work argues that Indigenous knowledge, tradition, culture, and lifeways are 

Indigenous sovereignty, not nation-state political sovereignty as defined by settler-colonialism. 

This Indigenous definition and perspective of sovereignty builds upon the groundbreaking work 

developed by recent Indigenous scholars who are pushing back and shifting focus away from the 

settler-colonial, nation-state imposed definitions of sovereignty. Notable Indigenous scholars 

addressing this topic include Leanne Betasamosake Simpson, Glen Coulthard, Audra Simpson, 

Jean O’Brien, and Mark Rifkin, who call for centering Indigenous defined sovereignty in 

scholarship and activism, rather than sovereignty defined by the nation-state.45  

 Leanne Simpson defines Indigenous sovereignty, self-determination, and nationhood, as 

 
45 Simpson, As We have Always Done; Glen Coulthard, Red Skin, White Masks; Audra Simpson, Mohawk 

Interruptus: Political Life across the Borders of Settler States; Rifkin, Beyond Settler Time: Temporal Sovereignty 
and Indigenous Self-Determination; Jean O’Brien, Firsting and Lasting: Writing Indians Out of Existence in New 
England. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2010).   
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“the place where we all live and work together.”46 As she notes, at its core this concept is based 

on relationships – ”relationships with each other and with plant and animal nations, with our 

lands and waters and with the spiritual world.” Most importantly, she contends, “Indigenous 

peoples define sovereignty differently than nation-states,” thus “[this] perspective is critical 

because too often, sovereignty is defined by the settler state or those looking for recognition with 

the settler state,” which then leads to “obfuscating, attacking, undermining, and erasing how 

indigenous thinkers conceptualize sovereignty, nationalism, and self-determination.”47 This 

resistance is explored and evident throughout the activism of the 1970 and the push to redefine 

Indigenous sovereignty both through radical and traditional methods and tactics. Furthermore, 

when Indigenous peoples use the word “sovereignty” referring to Indigenous political traditions 

Simpson notes that,  

we use it to mean authentic power coming from a generated consensus and a respect for 
dissent rather than sovereignty coming from authoritarian power or power-over style of 
governance. We use it to refer to the self-determination of our political cultures and non-
hierarchical systems of governance, and we use it to mean the maintenance of those 
relationships through balance, care, and nurturing rather than coercion.48 
 

 Indigenous peoples have consistently found ways to carve out a space for their own 

sovereignty, because, as is argued by Simpson, becoming a nation-state is not the end goal, but 

rather Indigenous liberation from the nation-state.49 “Sovereignty is something that is embodied; 

visioned, and lived both individually and collectively by our Peoples…Our sovereignty does not 

come from a document. Our sovereignty comes from an abundance of healthy, responsible, 

 
46 Leanne Betasamosake Simpson, “The Place Where We all Live and Work Together: A Gendered 

Analysis of ‘Sovereignty’,”in Native Studies Keywords, eds. Andrea Smith and Stephanie Nohelani Teves (Tucson: 
University of Arizona Press, 2015), 18. 

47 Ibid.  
48 Ibid, 19.  
49 Leanne Betasamosake Simspon, As We Have Always Done: Indigenous Freedom Through Radical 

Resistance (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2017) 6-7.   
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respectful relationships with all of our relations.”50 Further, she argues that even when our own 

sovereignty may be “under attack by the colonial state,” we do not “need the recognition of the 

settler state to be sovereign.” While these perspectives are generally shared among and between 

Native American communities, each tribal nation is unique and has their own complex history. 

Thus, each nation also has their own specific views and definition of sovereignty that shapes 

their livelihood, community and activism. The examples and case studies provided in this study 

represent some of those perspectives but does not claim to represent all tribal nations views on 

sovereignty.51  

 My work centers the Indigenous-defined form of sovereignty and activism through the 

Indigenous studies concept of grounded normativity developed by Leanne Simpson and Glen 

Coulthard. They define this as “[t]he ethical frameworks provided by these Indigenous place-

based practices and associated forms of knowledge. Grounded normativity houses and 

reproduces the practices and procedures, based on deep reciprocity, that are inherently informed 

by an intimate relationship to place.” Moreover, “grounded normativity teaches us how to live 

our lives in relation to other people and nonhuman life forms in a profoundly nonauthoritatian, 

nondominating, nonexploitive matter.” Directly related to international work they argue, “[it] 

teaches us how to be in respectful diplomatic relationships with other Indigenous and non-

Indigenous nations with whom we might share territorial responsibilities or common political or 

economic interests. Our relationship to the land itself generated the processes, practices, and 

 
50 Leanne Betasamosake Simpson, “The Place Where We all Live and Work Together: A Gendered 

Analysis of ‘Sovereignty’,” Native Studies Keywords, 22.  
51 Ibid, 23. See also, Glen Coulthard, “Subjects of Empire: Indigenous Peoples and the ‘Politics of 

Recognition’ in Canada,” Contemporary Political Theory 6 (2007): 437-60.   
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knowledges that inform our political systems, and through which we practice solidarity.”52 The 

case studies and organizations examined throughout this study reveal specific instances of 

activism and decisions tied directly to other Indigenous peoples throughout the hemisphere.  

 Simpson further argues that grounded normativity is a particularly important intervention 

in academic study and theory as it “is the base of our political systems, economy, and 

nationhood, and it creates process-centered modes of living that generate profoundly different 

conceptualizations of nationhood and governmentality—ones that aren’t based on enclosure, 

authoritarian power, and hierarchy.”53 According to Simpson, “grounded normativity isn’t a 

thing; it is a generated structure born and maintained from deep engagement with Indigenous 

processes that are inherently physical, emotional, intellectual, and spiritual.”54 This shift in focus 

away from the “thing” to instead centering the process is key to understanding the importance of 

resurgence within Native American activism. According to Simpson, “Colonialism has 

strangulated grounded normativity….to the realm of neoliberalism. [T]he dispossession of 

Indigenous peoples from our grounded normativities through the process of colonialism and now 

settler colonialism, that has set up the circumstances that require a radical Indigenous resurgence 

as a mechanism for our continuance as Indigenous peoples.” 55  

  Simpson contends that in response to the forced dispossession of Indigenous peoples, 

rather than possession, the refusal is the “deep, reciprocal, consensual attachment to the 

land…We relate to the land through connection—generative, affirmative, complex, overlapping, 

 
52 Glen Sean Coulthard and Leanne Betasamosake Simpson, “Grounded Normativity/Place-based 

Solidarity,” American Quarterly, 68:2 (June 2016) 254. For an expanded examination of this concept, see Glen Sean 
Coulthard, Red Skin, White Masks: Rejecting the Colonial Politics of Recognition (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2014); in particular his definition (p. 60-61), argument and example from the MacKenzie Valley 
Pipeline Inquiry by Dene people in Canada in the mid-1970s (p. 62).  

53  Leanne Betasamosake Simspon, As We Have Always Done: Indigenous Freedom Through Radical 
Resistance (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2017) 22.   

54 Ibid, 23.   
55 Ibid, 25.  
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and nonlinear relationship…The opposite of dispossession within Indigenous thought is 

grounded normativity. This is our power.”56 Native American activists have sought to unravel 

and undo the historical complexities of sovereignty tied to the nation-state by seeking to refocus 

and redefine sovereignty to land, place and culture. 

Indigenous Internationalism: Refusal, Resurgence, and Survivance    

 Within the larger context of Indigenous internationalism, acts of Indigenous resistance 

and activism were rooted within and functioned along-side the more complex Indigenous-

centered definition of refusal and resurgence developed by Native scholars. Leanne Simpson for 

example has called on Indigenous peoples to decolonize “on our own terms…without the 

sanction, permission, or engagement of the state.”57 This concept and perspective also builds 

upon the recent work and call to action by Mohawk scholar Audra Simpson who argues that 

Indigenous peoples will only achieve liberation through a refusal to center masculinist, settler-

state, colonial-white supremacy.58 Adding to this analysis, Leanne Simpson argues that, “radical 

resurgence within grounded normativity necessarily means the dismantling of settler colonialism 

and the return of Indigenous lands.”59 This definition seeks to illuminate and connect to the 

complex ways that Indigenous ways of thinking and understanding the world are understood 

differently than through a non-Native perspective influenced and centered around settler 

 
56 Ibid, 43. Fn. 8, p. 257; these ideas were developed through conversations between Simpson and Glen 

Coulthard during their time at the University of Victoria in 2015 and expanded in work with students as part of the 
Indigenous governance program, and in conversations Simpson had with Sarah Hunt.  

57 Leanne Betasamosake Simpson, Dancing on Our Turtle’s Back: Stories of Nishnaaneg Recreation, 
Resurgence, and a New Emergence (Winnipeg: Arbeiter Ring Press, 2011), 17. This perspective is also highlighted 
in a short writing by Simpson on her personal website, titled “I Am Not a Nation-State,” where she states, 
“Collectively, no matter how we speak it, our nationhood is about land, culture, language, our bodies, minds and 
spirits and the survivance of our Kobade as Anishinaabeg. For me, our concepts of nationhood encompasses 
everything meaningful to me as an Anishinaabekwe.” Personal Website,  https://www.leannesimpson.ca/writings/i-
am-not-a-nation-state, accessed April 2, 2019.  

58 Audra Simpson, Mohawk Interruptus: Political Life across the Borders of Settler States (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2014).  

59 Simpson, As we Have Always Done, 44.   
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colonialism. The interrogation of radical resurgence represents the critical discourse that 

Indigenous scholars are positing in defining Indigenous theories that critique and de-center 

setter-colonialism, the nation-state, white supremacy, and heteropatriarchy.  

 Simpson argues that the “epic nature of settler colonialism requires radical resurgence,” 

which she defines as “an extensive, rigorous, and profound reorganizing of things…It has always 

been a rebellion and a revolution from within. It has always been about bringing forth a new 

reality.”60 When she mentions “within” this means emerging directly from inside tribal 

communities, not within the nation state. My work contends that international Indigenous 

activism has historically evolved from within Indigenous leaders and thinkers who have 

exercised their refusal and resurgence through traditional organizations to bring about major 

changes for Native American sovereignty and self-determination. Simpson further contends that 

“Indigenous systemic alternatives…is the mechanism through which freedom can be 

achieved…This requires less engagement with the state and more presence within Indigenous 

realities.”61 My work argues that international Indigenous activists in the 1970s sought to 

connect with international Indigenous realities across the globe to enact these alternatives, rather 

than from within the nation state. 

 Within the context of international grounded normativity Simpson contends that, “while 

Indigenous thinkers have always been strongly rooted in place, we have also seen the 

complicated ways our existence is intrinsically linked to and is influencing global phenomena; 

indeed, our systems of ethics require us to consider these influences and relationships in all of 

our decisonmaking.”62 While Indigenous peoples are always rooted in place to their traditional 

 
60 Simpson, As We Have Always Done, 48-49. 
61 Ibid, 49. 
62 Ibid, 56.   
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homelands, they are also intrinsically linked to other Indigenous peoples around the globe in an 

effort to enact substantial changes concerning land, culture and traditional lifeways. Simpson 

makes clear that, “a fundamental difference between Indigenous and non-Indigenous concepts of 

internationalism is that for Indigenous peoples, internationalism takes place within grounded 

normativity.” This means the relationships and activism are grounded in land, place, traditions, 

and all beings.63   

 Expanding further on the concept of resurgence, Glen Coulthard argues that 

“resurgence—namely, the individual and collective decolonization of Indigenous nations and 

nationalisms through acts of militant cultural self-actualization—has always been an 

intellectually polymorphous project informed but not straightjacketed by the grounded 

normativities of land, culture, and place.”64 This definition provides a strong foundation and 

understanding of what resurgence activity might entail. In contrast, I argue that resurgence work 

does not always have to be “militant” to be effective. Rather decolonizing work can often be 

achieved within the confines of the more traditional organizations, such as the NIB and NCAI. 

Moreover, with resurgence also comes survival, or what Gerald Vizenor has defined as 

“survivance,” which combines the actions and concepts of resistance and survival. According to 

Linda Tuhiwai Smith, “survivance accentuates the degree to which indigenous peoples and 

communities have retained cultural and spiritual values and authenticity in resisting 

colonialism.”65 

 Using the Indigenous concepts of grounded normativity, refusal, resurgence, and 

 
63 Ibid, 58.  
64 Glen Sean Coulthard, “Introduction: A Fourth World Resurgent,” The Fourth World: An Indian Reality, 

George Manuel and Michael Posluns, (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2019; first edition 1974), xxx. 
65 Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples. (London: Zed 

Books, 2012, 2nd edition), 146. See, Gerald Vizenor, Survivance: Narratives of Indigenous Presence, (Lincoln, 
Nebraska: University of Nebraska Press, 2008).  
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survivance, my work expands this Indigenous foundational theory to show examples of 

international Indigenous activists enacting these concepts through activism by centering 

Indigenous land and place-based politics to further their agenda of circumventing the nation state 

to increase Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination locally and in the international arena.  

This study examines not only groups and individuals that are defined as more radical, but also 

the more traditional, organized groups that are often not examined in this context of activism. I 

use the grounded normativity theory to argue that radical activism is not the only type of 

activism that focused their efforts in circumventing the nation-state, but the refusal of settler-

colonialism, and Indigenous resurgence also occurred in more traditional, organized groups as 

well. 

Chapter Overviews 

 This dissertation is divided into six chapters. The introduction defines the dissertation’s 

key arguments, reviews a historiography of the literature, and details how it seeks to fill gaps in 

previous studies.  I examine the historiography of the various areas that this study falls into for 

this time period, including Native Americans within sovereignty activism, international 

movement, and human rights. I also examine how traditionally the history field, and especially in 

foreign relations, fails to include the role of Native Americans within international relations. I 

highlight the scholars working to bring attention to this issue and how my work seeks to fill this 

gap. This introduction also provides an examination of Indigenous sovereignty within the 

concept of grounded normativity tied to land, place, and culture, as well as how this is reflected 

in the larger concepts of refusal, resurgence, and survivance.  

 Chapter two then examines the state of political affairs and activism for Native 

Americans in the early 1970s leading up to the shift toward international activism. Within this 
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context the chapter specifically highlights the development, role, and tactics of the International 

Indian Treaty Council one of the first radical organizations in the United States to take on this 

agenda directly after the events at Wounded Knee. This chapter examines reasons why the 

activists focused the international agenda on circumventing the nation-state through international 

mechanisms, such as through representation at the United Nations. It argues that the lack of a 

formal organizational structure, as well as a lack of positioning in grounded normativity, proved 

detrimental to the long-term success of the IITC.   

 Chapter three examines the relationship, alliance, and initiatives built between two of the 

most historically influential Indigenous organizations in Native North America, the National 

Indian Brotherhood (NIB) in Canada and the National Congress of the American Indian (NCAI) 

in the United States during the mid-1970s. The case study of the intersection of the international 

Indigenous activism of the NIB and NCAI argues that although embedded within the nation-

state, these organizations utilized that structure to generate international power and recognition 

for Indigenous peoples. Despite the perceived attention drawn by more radical activist groups 

like the American Indian Movement (AIM) and the International Indian Treaty Council (IITC), 

the more traditional activists in the NIB and NCAI had the most long-lasting influence in the 

United States, Canada, and internationally. The chapter also demonstrates how these groups were 

at the forefront of addressing these crucial issues surrounding sovereignty and international 

recognition before the IITC and had long-term success through formal alliances and exchanges 

with similar formal organizations. It highlights the role of specific leaders and activists to 

provide examples and recognize the work of these groups including George Manuel, Mel 

Tonasket, Sam Deloria, as well as lesser-known Indigenous women, Vicki Sanchez and Anita 

Gordon.  
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 Chapter four examines the activism of Native Americans in the first conferences of the 

World Council of Indigenous Peoples in 1975 and 1976. It argues that this gathering revealed the 

major inherent challenges of conducting global transnational activist work with numerous 

Indigenous groups, each with varying levels of sovereignty, limited resources and complicated 

relationships with the nation state in their respected regions and countries. This examination 

reveals the varied ways that sovereignty existed for Indigenous peoples across the globe and how 

these revelations affected Native Americans in their quest to redefine and exercise their own 

sovereignty and self-determination.   

 Chapter five analyzes how the evolving human rights policy in international relations 

during the late 1970s developed by the Carter administration affected the international 

Indigenous movement, specifically how federal organizations, such as the Inter-American Indian 

Institute, utilized this framework to further their agendas to bring attention to the human rights of 

Native Americans. It also highlights how both radical and more traditional Native American 

interest groups, such as and IITC and NCAI, reacted and how they participated in this evolving 

landscape of an Indigenous human rights initiative and eventually implemented it as a core 

framework in activist work. In the conclusion and epilogue, I then reflect on the totality of 

international Indigenous activist work, the three major approaches by the organizations, and the 

legacy and long-term success of Native American international activism, particularly the impact 

and connection to the development and endorsement of the United Nations Declaration on the 

Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP). 

Sources  

This study is based on extensive archival research at various repositories to provide first-

hand perspectives and accounts of events that occurred during this time period, many of which 
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have been previously unexamined in this context. Collections examined include the National 

Congress of the American Indian records, Vine Deloria’s papers, Richard Erdoes’s papers, 

Association of American Indian Affairs records, U.S. Department of State Central Files, United 

Nations records, and the Fourth World Documentation Project archives, among others.66 Since 

many Native American activists from this time period are no longer with us, I have chosen to 

examine these archival collections to provide their perspective and utilize letters, reports, 

newspapers, and other key documents to examine this history.  Most importantly, in adhering to 

my methodology of centering Indigenous voices, I have conducted oral history interviews with 

key activists who agreed to share their stories and add their much-needed voice to the historical 

record that often lacked their perspective and viewpoint about this critical time in Indigenous 

activism history.   

As with any examination of archival sources, there are many gaps in the records, many 

places where I knew that work had occurred but where the record lacks documentation. 

Significant activist work was actually led and conducted by Indigenous women during this time 

which I document in various places throughout this study. Much of what is in the archives 

however, does not always reflect their efforts or voices since many of the leaders of these 

national organizations were dominated by Native American men. Thus, when the traditional 

physical archival documents lack an Indigenous voice, especially women’s voices, I have 

implemented other ways of telling their story through other alternative primary sources, 

including oral history, and include examinations of what this lack of representation in the record 

reveals.  

In all instances my goal is to tell an accurate and representative story of key activists who 

 
66 For a full list of sources and collections included see the bibliography.  
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worked toward increasing Native American sovereignty through international cross-border 

partnerships during the mid-late 1970s.  I sought to uncover records, histories, and voices 

directly from Native American and Indigenous activists, scholars, and authors who were at the 

center of this work. While I do use documents from the U.S. government, I use them mainly to 

frame and address this historic timeline and responses from the nation-state. I seek to center 

Native American archives, sources, and voices to tell their story from their perspective.  
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Chapter 2: The Rise of International Indigenous Activism and the  
International Indian Treaty Council, 1973-1977 

 
It was also a time of hope and idealism when Indians could imagine a university rising 
from the wreckage of a prison, when a bureaucratic fortress could become a Native 
American Embassy, when a desperately poor and repressive reservation might become a 
free and independent nation. That a few thousand who fought to bring power and 
visibility to the most ignored population in the United States failed to win all they 
dreamed can hardly be surprising. That they came so close is the miracle. 
            –Paul Chaat Smith and Robert Warrior1 
 
The International Indian Treaty Council had moved onto the world stage at precisely the 
right time, for the United Nations could hardly shunt aside an aggressive organization 
which sought to represent the indigenous people of the most powerful nation on earth. 
                                                                                                            –Vine Deloria, Jr.2  
 
 

 The 1960s and 1970s proved a major time of transition for federal American Indian 

policy and activism, both domestically and internationally. In part fueled by other social 

movements of the time, including the civil rights movement and the feminist movement, a 

renewed sense of American Indian nationalism emerged in the mid-1960s that prompted the 

formation of activist groups including the National Indian Youth Council (NIYC) and the 

American Indian Movement (AIM).  These groups and already established organizations, such as 

the National Congress of the American Indian (NCAI) and individual tribal governments, 

challenged the termination policy—in effect since the early 1950s designed to assimilate and de-

tribalize Native Americas—and fought for Indian self-determination and sovereignty.  With 

increased spending on the Vietnam War and cutbacks on the War on Poverty program utilized in 

tribal communities, strategies and tactics began to transform, especially among younger and non-

traditional Indian activists who preferred a more radical and militant approach.  

 
1 Paul Chaat Smith and Robert Allen Warrior, Like a Hurricane: The Indian Movement from Alcatraz to 

Wounded Knee (New York: New Press, 1996), 279. 
2 Deloria, Behind the Trail of Broken Treaties: An Indian Declaration of Independence (Austin: University 

of Texas Press, 1985), 268.  
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Native American activism during the 1960s and 1970s, commonly referred to as the Red 

Power Movement, represented a largely separate moment from the civil rights movement due to 

the focus on sovereignty and self-determination. This activism paralleled the civil rights 

movement in time, and in some instances form, with the passage of the Indian Civil Rights Act, 

developed to curb discrimination against Indians and violations of their civil rights, but received 

mixed reviews from Native Americans who were concerned how the law would affect self-

government and sovereignty. Indeed, as noted by John J. Laukaitis, “self-determination was 

distinctly different from the pursuit of civil rights in is purpose and intent.” He argued that while 

the civil rights movement pursued the rights of all citizens, the self-determination movement 

specifically “centered on issues of sovereignty as American Indian tribes fought for their 

distinctive rights as independent, sovereign nations separate from the American government,” 

with the unique connection political trust relationship between the United States and tribal 

governments. The fight for self-determination and sovereignty then framed the work of Native 

American activists during the Cold War era with varied approaches and ideologies of the time. 

While Native American activists utilized the momentum of the civil rights movement, they saw 

the inherent differences for Indigenous people and sought to create a more radical movement 
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calling for sovereignty and self-determination both within and outside of the nation-state.  This 

approach grounded the activist work that emerged in the late 1960s and into the 1970s.3   

By the late 1960s, AIM became a haven for more militant activists who fought for Native 

American rights and justice by occupying land and buildings to raise issues, gain support, and 

change federal Indian termination policy. Beginning with its creation in 1968, AIM occupied 

major locations across the United States including, Alcatraz, the Bureau of Indian Affairs in 

Washington, D.C., and, finally, Wounded Knee, South Dakota in 1973. The tumultuous events at 

Wounded Knee became the defining moment in the American Indian movement as it placed the 

organization in the center of public attention, received international media coverage, and 

spawned numerous chapters across the country. Nevertheless, as the Nixon administration 

became preoccupied with the Watergate scandal and devoted less time to Indian policy, 

American Indian activism came to a major turning point. After decades of trying to work within 

the nation-state system, AIM lost faith in the federal government and turned their attention and 

activism to the international community through the development of the International Indian 

 
3 John J. Laukaitis, “Positioning the American Indian Self-Determination Movement in the Era of Civil 

Rights,” in Why You Can’t Teach United States History without American Indians, eds et al Susan Sleeper-Smith 
(University of North Carolina Press, 2015), 197. See also, Vine Deloria, Jr., Custer Died for Your Sins: An Indian 
Manifesto (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1988), chapter 8 “Red and Black,” 168-196; Vine Deloria, Jr 
and Clifford M. Lytle, The Nations Within: The Past and Future of American Indian Sovereignty (Austin: University 
of Texas Press, 1984), chapter 14 “The Indian Civil Rights Act,” 200-214; Francis Paul Prucha, The Great Father: 
The United States Government and the American Indians, abridged edition, (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 
1984), 363-364. Morris, Native Voices, 97; For a comprehensive examination of the Indian Civil Rights Act of 1968 
see, John R. Wunder, ed. The Indian Bill of Rights, 1968 (New York: Garland Publishing, 1996). See also Thomas 
Clarkin. Federal Indian Policy in the Kennedy and Johnson Administrations, 1961-1969. (Albuquerque: University 
of New Mexico Press, 2001). For more on Native American activism during the civil rights movement and the cold 
war era, see Daniel M. Cobb, Native Activism in Cold War America: The Struggle for Sovereignty (Lawrence: 
University Press of Kansas, 2008); Thomas Borstelmann, The Cold War and the Color Line: American Race 
Relations in the Global Arena (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2001); Mary Dudziak, Cold War Civil 
Rights: Race and the Image of American Democracy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2002); and Carol 
Anderson, Eyes off the Prize: The United Nations and the African American Struggle for Human Rights, 1944-1955 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003); Brenda Gayle Plummer, ed., Window on Freedom: Race, Civil 
Rights, and Foreign Affairs, 1945-1988; Brenda Gayle Plummer, Black Americans and the United States Foreign 
Affairs, 1935-1960 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996), Thomas F. Jackson, From Civil Rights 
to Human Rights: Martin Luther King, Jr. and the Struggle for Economic Justice (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2007); John J. Laukaitis, “Positioning the American Indian,” 202. 
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Treaty Council (IITC). The origin and evolution of the international Indigenous activist work of 

the IITC, created as a branch of AIM in 1974 with a specific focus on the organization’s radical 

tactics, represented the new strategies Native Americans adopted to promote Indigenous self-

determination and sovereignty. The transformation leading up to the creation of the organization, 

especially the tumultuous occupation at Wounded Knee, highlighted how the destruction of one 

organization can create and elevate another with much different tactics, moving from domestic to 

international strategies.  

The approach and ideologies of the core leaders and activists including their plans, 

methods, and approaches to this international Indigenous initiative, reveal the major turn toward  

Ideologies of Indigenous nationhood, liberation, and decolonization. Yet, compared to the 

National Indian Brotherhood (NIB) and the World Council of Indigenous Peoples (WCIP), these 

new “decolonial” international approaches, specifically focused on liberation from the nation-

state, caused major challenges for the development of the organization. The IITC chose 

specifically to focus activist work around the goal of separating from the nation-state and gaining 

recognition at the United Nations. While the organization achieved the latter, the goal of creating 

a separate Sioux nation proved detrimental to their overall long-term success. The organization 

also lacked a formal structure, governing body, and secure funding to aid in long-term 

sustainability.  The IITC heightened awareness of the plight of Native American issues in the 

international arena, especially through the foundation leaders and activists who shaped the initial 

ideology of the organization, including Jimmie Durham and Russell Means. Both led the IITC at 

different times but had conflicting perspectives and views on the vision and goals of the larger 

movement, as well as interpretations of sovereignty and nationhood, which affected the long-

term success of the IITC. Despite these successes, the informal structure, complex leadership 
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ideologies, and lack of a base membership, the organization failed to achieve sustained success 

after its initial founding years.4  

 After Wounded Knee the radical sovereignty movement within the AIM and later the 

IITC, harnessed their domestic activism and transitioned the focus to an international initiative to 

bring their concerns to a larger international community through the United Nations. The 

transitional era highlights the foundational leaders and activists with conflicting ideologies, 

which caused disjuncture and challenges within the organization. This time period also reflects 

the major internal struggle of activist leaders seeking to define the organizational goals and 

trying to understand, implement and evolve sovereignty and self-determination after Wounded 

Knee in an international setting.  Native American leaders struggled with and explored 

sovereignty within an international context. While the IITC played a significant role in the larger 

international Indigenous movement, the organization faced numerous obstacles including 

strategies, structure, and activist methods that caused long-term challenges, yet the organization 

still brought international recognition for Indigenous injustices, human rights, and sovereignty.5   

The Refusal: Alcatraz to Wounded Knee

The rise of radical Native American activism and the historic events of the early 1970s 

between the occupation of Alcatraz in 1969 and the siege of Wounded Knee in 1973, were the 

catalyst for the creation of the IITC in the summer of 1974. The events at Wounded Knee, in 

 
4 For examinations of the history of the IITC see, Roxanne Dunbar Ortiz, Indians of the Americas: Human 

Rights and Self-determination (New York: Praeger, 1984); Jonathan Crossen, “Another Wave of Anti-Colonialism: 
The Origins of Indigenous Internationalism,” Canadian Journal of History, 52 (3) (Winter 2017): 533-559; Jonathan 
Crossen, Decolonization, Indigenous Internationalism, and the World Council of Indigenous Peoples (Phd 
Dissertation - Ontario, Canada: University of Waterloo, 2014); Gyorgy Ferenc Toth, From Wounded Knee to 
Checkpoint Charlie: The Alliance for Sovereignty between American Indian’s and Central Europeans in the Late 
Cold War (Albany: State University Press of New York, 2016); Nick Estes, Our History Is the Future: Standing 
Rock versus the Dakota Access Pipeline, and the Long Tradition of Indigenous Resistance (London: Verso 
Publishing, 2019),169-200.   

5 Interview, Paul Chaat Smith, April 24, 2019. A huge thanks to Smith who in our conversations guided 
and encouraged me to ask these important larger questions.  
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particular, challenged the power and oversight of the United States on tribal communities and the 

refusal by Native Americans to be controlled by the nation-state. Indigenous activism and 

eventually transnationalism could no longer be suppressed as the country tried to manage its 

public image with its domestic and foreign policy during the Cold War. The events garnered 

national and international attention and the activist imagery of these would change how 

mainstream Americans and the world viewed Native Americans and further created international 

solidarity. Although the activism at Alcatraz and later Wounded Knee began as a sovereignty 

struggle the events would open the door to the international anticolonial movement and the larger 

international arena for the IITC. Despite a very bumpy ride, it would become a significant 

milestone for creating international legislation for Indigenous rights.  

Ironically, these two major occupational events, Alcatraz and Wounded Knee, also 

bookend the beginning and end of President Nixon’s time in office, which also determined how 

some of these events transpired and concluded. The first major American Indian protest of the 

late 1960s occurred shortly after Nixon won the presidency. On November 20, 1969 activists 

captured and occupied Alcatraz Island in San Francisco, California for nineteen months. Based 

on the details of the Treaty of Fort Laramie between the United States and the Lakota tribe, the 

activists argued that all retired, abandoned, or out-of-use federal land must be returned to the 

Native Americans who once occupied the land. Since the island had been declared surplus 

federal property in 1964, the activists called for the return of the land. Lead by Richard Oakes, 

LaNada Means and John Trudell, the occupants called themselves Indians of All Tribes. They 

lived on the island together until the federal government forcibly ended the protest on June 11, 

1971.6  

 
6 Deloria and Lytle, Nations Within, 232-237. Deloria, Broken Treaties, 37-41; Paul Chaat Smith and 

Robert Allen Warrior, Like a Hurricane: The Indian Movement from Alcatraz to Wounded Knee (New York: New 
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Although fraught with controversy and forcibly ended, the event was hailed by many as a 

success and major watershed moment for thrusting the American Indian into public and media 

attention for domestically and internationally. The US public and media followed the occupation, 

and major news organizations across the world reported on the events throughout the occupation 

spurring continued debate and rhetoric concerning the rights of American Indians. According to 

Vine Deloria, “Alcatraz became the focal point of Indian protest and the inspiration of Indians 

everywhere...to recapture the continent and assert tribal independence from the United States.” 

Indeed, this occupation set a precedent for Native American activism and the occupation of lands 

and buildings across the United States. Despite the unsuccessful end to the occupation, the event 

had an impact on federal Indian termination policy as the United States slowly began to 

transition to a self-determination policy. 7 

 Occurring simultaneously as the Alcatraz occupation, activism significantly intensified 

with the establishment of the American Indian Movement (AIM) organization. Founded in 

Minneapolis in 1968 as a local, urban, Red Power self-defense organization, AIM encouraged 

self-determination and securing the rights guaranteed to Indians in treaties with the United 

States.8 The group used radical tactics to make changes and were often compared to and allied 

with the Brown Berets and Black Panthers.9 One of their first major protests began in October 

1972 called the Trail of Broken Treaties – a cross-country protest of Indian activists originating 

 
Press, 1996), 149-68; For more about the occupation of Alcatraz, see Adam Fortunate Eagle and Tim Findley, Heart 
of the Rock: The Indian Invasion of Alcatraz (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2002); Troy Johnson, We 
Hold the Rock: The Indian Occupation of Alcatraz, 1969-71 (San Francisco: Golden Gate National Parks 
Association, 1997). 

7 Deloria, Broken Treaties, 37-41.  
8 For review of some aspects of AIM and issues surrounding Wounded Knee, especially the trials, see, 

Peter Matthiessen, In the Spirit of Crazy Horse, (New York: Viking Press, 1980).  
9 In conversation with Paul Chaat Smith he makes the comparison that the IITC could be viewed as the 

Black Panthers of the Native American sovereignty struggle, while NCAI and NIB are the more conservative 
groups. Interview with Paul Chaat Smith, April 24, 2019.   



                              

  

 

52 

from the West Coast headed for the nation’s capital.10 The caravan reached Washington, DC in 

early November, a week before President Nixon’s re-election. AIM activists brought with them a 

position paper, titled Twenty-Points, that contained a list of demands and detailed specific 

regional treaties and rights that should be enforced by the federal government. When the Nixon 

administration refused to negotiate with Indian leaders, AIM barricaded the Department of the 

Interior building, where the Bureau of Indian Affairs offices were located, and damaged its 

interior. The protesters finally gave up their occupation after about a week with presidential aides 

finally negotiating with protest leaders. However, AIM immediately began planning their next 

occupation which would eventually lead to the divisive militant occupation at Wounded Knee on 

the Pine Ridge Reservation in the spring of 1973.11  

In the winter of 1973 the Pine Ridge Oglala Sioux Civil Rights Organization invited AIM 

to assist them at Wounded Knee after tribal members began to express grievances regarding their 

tribal administration and leadership of the Oglala Sioux tribal president, Richard Wilson, as well 

as the BIA management of the community. Wilson viewed AIM leaders, especially Russell 

Means, a member of the Sioux tribe, as opponents and banned AIM activities from the Sioux 

reservation. Essentially you either sided with Wilson and his leadership or you were against him. 

Activism intensified on the Pine Ridge reservation and it became a growing issue for many tribal 

communities who witnessed tribal leaders misusing their power and misappropriating funds in 

 
10 Eight organization sponsored the caravan including the American Indian Movement, the National Indian 

Brotherhood, the Native American Rights Fund, the National Indian Youth Council, the National Council on Indian  
Work, National Indian Leadership Training, and the American Indian Committee on Alcohol and Drug Abuse.  

11 Prucha, The Great Father, 366; Deloria and Lytle, The Nations Within, 237-238; Dean J. Kotlowski, 
Nixon’s Civil Rights: Politics, Principles, and Policy (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2001), pp. 210-214 and 
“Alcatraz, Wounded Knee, and Beyond: The Nixon and Ford Administrations Respond to Native American 
Protest,” Pacific Historical Review 72:2 (May 2003): pp. 201-227. For a complete review of the BIA occupation see, 
chapter 3: “The Occupation of the Bureau of Indian Affairs,” in Deloria, Broken Treaties, pp. 44-62; Robert 
Burnette and John Koster, The Road to Wounded Knee (New York: Bantam Books, 1974), pp. 195-219; Rex 
Weyler, Blood of the Land: The Government and Corporate War Against the American Indian Movement (New 
York: Everest House, 1982) pp. 35-57; Ortiz, Indians of the Americas, 161. 



                              

  

 

53 

their community, versus more traditional leaders who centered culture and traditional religious 

practices. AIM leaders remained steadfast and wanted the Department of Interior to dissolve the 

existing Wilson tribal government, which had failed to provide aid to members and also 

developed harsh tactics, including the use of tribal police to squash dissent. When the federal 

government failed to step in, frustrations escalated and violence ensued. This is where things 

took a radical turn and set in motion a series of militant events that would again catapult the AIM 

into the public eye and forever change the trajectory of the movement.12   

On February 27, 1973, frustrated with the lack of action by the federal government and 

the Wilson administration, AIM and local activists seized the village of Wounded Knee on the 

Pine Ridge Reservation, the site of the last massacre of Native Americans by the U.S. cavalry in 

1890, and declared an independent Oglala Nation.  Activists used the physical location of 

Wounded Knee, a barely one-square mile tract of land, to place themselves outside the legal 

jurisdiction of the federal government and the local tribal police. According to AIM and the 

Oglala people, federal, state and reservation laws were not enforceable in Wounded Knee while 

they were in control of the land. Tribal members, with the assistance of AIM, specifically sought 

to raise the question of the rights guaranteed them by the Fort Laramie Treaty of 1868. They 

questioned Wilson’s leadership feeling that the injustices they faced–loss of land, loss of 

traditional tribal government, and police brutality–could be resolved if they investigated the 

treaty question, in addition to Wilson’s leadership. AIM demanded a review of more than 300 

broken treaties between the Native Americans and the federal government. In response, the 

Federal Bureau of Investigation and federal marshals sealed off the village and the impasse 

 
12Deloria, Broken Treaties, 70-74; Warrior and Smith, Like a Hurricane, 171-193.   
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continued for more than seventy days.13  

 Reflecting on the historic events that transpired at Wounded Knee, Vine Deloria stated, 

“Wounded Knee marked a historic watershed in the relations of American Indians and the 

Western European peoples.” The occupation finally forced a re-examination of the centuries of 

settler-colonialism, broken treaties, and a reminder of whose land the federal government 

occupied. Moreover, Oglala independence called for the return and adherence to Native 

American independence and sovereignty, and a recognition by the nations of the world of their 

rightful status as nations in the community of nations. The Oglala Nation’s refusal of nation-state 

oversight and federal-imposed definitions of sovereignty highlighted that Native American 

communities were no longer willing to be under the rule of the federal government. This became 

main point and focus for activists as they sought new avenues for justice and treaty rights, 

turning to the international community for recognition and support against the nation-state.14

Wounded Knee as International Relations 

As AIM leaders made their views known through the media, the stand-off received 

world-wide news coverage and brought the plight of the American Indian into the spotlight, both 

domestically and internationally. United States, European, and Native American newspapers, 

covered the events unfolding at Wounded Knee. In reflecting on this coverage and events 

happening in South Dakota, Deloria contends that that Wounded Knee signaled that American 

Indians were determined to find their rightful place in the world, seeking to enter a new phase of 

previously denied to them. Thus, this transition and events provided significant content for any 

journalist.15 

 
13 Deloria, Broken Treaties, 72-80; Warrior and Smith, Like a Hurricane, 194-217; Toth, From Wounded 

Knee to Checkpoint Charlie, 38-39. 
14 Deloria, Broken Treaties, 80-81. 
15 Deloria, Broken Treaties, 82.  
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Indeed, the Sioux activists asked important questions about what constitutes a nation and 

the occupation brought these issues to the forefront where they could no longer be hidden from 

the rest of the world. Activists also linked and compared the ongoing war in Vietnam to the 

events occurring at Wounded Knee to demonstrate ongoing US imperialism and to equate it as a 

foreign issue rather than domestic. In the minds of the activists taking this approach directly 

connected the Native American rights struggle to a global decolonization project and to the 

mainstream antiwar movement. By making this connection, activists both critiqued the current 

US foreign policy and linked their efforts to the ongoing social movement efforts against the 

war.16 

 While the media heavily covered the events at Wounded Knee, the international reach of 

the movement went far beyond rhetoric and media coverage. According to Gregory Toth and 

Carol Sullivan, “activists actively attempted to forge alliances with sympathizers outside of the 

nation-state, and sought out transnational institutions to put pressure on the American 

government to meet their demands and recognize their rights.” The media press coverage 

reached as far as the Soviet Union and the Netherlands, but, the most remarkable and substantial 

fight against the nation-state came through the communications and petitions sent to the United 

Nations and the U.S. State Department to reframe Indigenous rights as a U.S. foreign relations 

issue. AIM activists circumvented the U.S. nation-state and went straight to the UN numerous 

times throughout the siege.17   

 Near the beginning of the occupation activists petitioned the UN to send observers to 

Wounded Knee and also to allow an AIM leader to address the General Assembly. Their request 

 
16 Deloria, Broken Treaties, 83; Toth, From Wounded Knee to Checkpoint Charlie, 36-37. 
17 Toth, From Wounded Knee to Checkpoint Charlie, 39-41, 45. “We Want a Voice” in Akwesasne News, 

April 1973, 29; 
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was denied by the Secretary-General Kurt Waldheim, who stated that “the UN cannot interfere in 

a matter of domestic jurisdiction,” as it “has to deal with 132 member states and cannot deal with 

those who contend they are nations within nations.” Wounded Knee leaders also delivered 

petitions to the UN Human Rights Commission and the UN mission to gain support in resolving 

the issues at Wounded Knee. UN officials reminded them that the UN had no oversight of Indian 

Affairs and forwarded the petitions to the US Department of State. Significantly, sending the 

petition through the State Department circumvented the Bureau of Indian Affairs by going 

directly to foreign policy arm of the government rather than the domestic side. In addition, 

Wounded Knee activists also used foreign policy tactics, like using a go-between to negotiate for 

them when sending the Six Nations delegation to a UN meeting. In stark contrast to the 

Wounded Knee militant activists and in order to mediate conflict on behalf of the two sides, the 

Six Nations representatives positioned themselves as moderate, loyal and patriotic. According to 

Toth, this “Native inside-outside strategy” was similar to “contact zone diplomacy” and the Cold 

War “inside-outside” approach, in essence by manipulating with flattery, pledging solidarity, and 

putting one agency or organization against another. Indeed, the delegation hoped that a UN 

intervention in the Wounded Knee occupation would force the federal government to address the 

demands.18 

 While this creative international effort was substantial, the international initiatives failed 

to gain substantial traction with the local tribal community base or address how the occupation 

affected their daily life—as similar fate that the IITC would encounter as well. Furthermore, 

previous examinations of Wounded Knee lack recognition of the toll that this activism and 

 
18 “Wounded Knee.” U.S. Mission to the United Nations telegrams to Secretary of State, May 4 and 5, 

1973. State Department Records. Both Toth and Cobb reference the “inside-outside” approach identified by John 
Lewis Gaddis. See Cobb, Native Activism in the Cold War, 125; quoting John Lewis Gaddis, We Now Know: 
Rethinking Cold War History (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 154.  
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gathering took on the tribal members living at Porcupine. Paul Chaat Smith, co-author of the 

most important volume on the topic Like A Hurricane, concluded that “it’s undeniable that what 

happened in the seventies in the Dakotas was pretty amazing…when we wrote Hurricane, that 

was very much the idea that we were sort of beautiful losers, magnificent failures…[it] was a 

fantastic achievement in a certain light, an amazing act of bravery by Indian people, that got the 

attention around the world.” He quickly pointed out how horrible it was being in a literal war 

zone and hated that there was a huge lack of accountability for how the occupation impacted the 

local tribal community. Militant activists occupied tribal houses which affected the tribal 

community’s daily life. “They weren’t on anybody’s side just living their lives. So that’s a lack 

of accountability for that.”19 

 Finally, after months of unrest and complications within the Wounded Knee compound, 

the Nixon administration agreed to meet with AIM leaders and investigate tribal chair Richard 

Wilson’s management of the Pine Ridge Reservation. These negotiations overlapped with the 

ensuing events of Watergate and Nixon’s advisors could offer little more than a ceremonial 

meeting at the White House to discuss the 1868 Fort Laramie Treaty and a promise that the 

Justice Department would investigate Wilson’s criminal activity. When it became evident that 

negotiations were unlikely to succeed, most top activists fled the area in fear of arrest. The 

leaders and occupiers who remained finally surrendered their arms on May 6, 1973. The meeting 

at the White House occurred later that month, but to federal officials it served as a mere photo 

 
19 Interview, Paul Chaat Smith, April 19, 2019.  
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opportunity rather than a serious discussions about treaty rights and sovereignty.20  

Later, in June 1973, representatives from the Nixon administration finally ventured to the 

Pine Ridge Reservation in South Dakota to hold meetings with tribal leaders to discuss and offer 

solutions to the problems created by the violation of the Fort Laramie Treaty of 1868. As a result 

of these talks the administration agreed to hold periodic meetings with the tribe to continue to 

solve on-going issues on the reservation. Nevertheless, the administration devoted less and less 

time to the Indian policy as the Watergate scandal deepened in late 1973 and into 1974, the 

promised meetings never occurred. AIM’s militant tactics “served to remind government 

officials of their unfulfilled promises to Indians” and, moreover, that the American Indian was 

entering a new era of relations with the United States, one that sought to alter how the nation-

state viewed and interacted with Indigenous people by putting pressure on it from the outside.21  

 With a significant lack of resources, structure, and an informal leadership style, AIM 

unraveled quickly after the Wounded Knee occupation and suffered financially under the burden 

of one of the largest mass political trials in U.S. history. According to Warrior and Smith, “the 

organizations decline marked the turning point for the rest of Indian activism.” Although AIM 

 
20 During the occupation, nightly rounds of gunfire were exchanged and by the end two men were killed by 

gunfire and a federal marshal was partially paralyzed. These discussions and negotiations took numerous trips by 
various different Nixon advisors, including Harlington Wood, Assistant Attorney General in the Department of 
Justice, who received oppositional support from the current Secretary of Interior, Roger Morton. The struggle in 
these heated negotiations stemmed from the federal request of disarmament of the activists and AIM’s request to 
negotiate with the Bureau of Indian Affairs, rather than the Justice Department, and requested that all negotiations 
take place at Pine Ridge. Deloria, Broken Treaties, 63-83, 266; Warrior and Smith, Like a Hurricane, 218-279; 
Kotlowski, Nixon’s Civil Rights, 214-220.  

21 Deloria, Behind the Trail of Broken Treaties, 63-83, 266; Kotlowski, Nixon’s Civil Rights, pp. 214-220, 
quote p.  218. Though Nixon did eventually endorse numerous Native American bills and reforms presented in 
Congress, including the Menominee Restoration Act, it required grassroots advocacy and activism to force the issues 
onto the national agenda that continually pushed back against increased Indigenous treaty rights and sovereignty. 
For a full examination of the Nixon and Ford’s response before and after Wounded Knee see, Dean J. Kolowski, 
“Alcatraz, Wounded Knee, and Beyond: The Nixon and Ford Administrations Respond to Native American Protest” 
Pacific Historical Review, vol. 72, no. 2 (May 2003), pp. 201-227. For a complete history of Indian treaties and the 
US government, see Francis Paul Prucha, American Indian Treaties: The History of a Political Anomaly (Berkley: 
University of California Press, 1994).  
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activists succeeded in increasing awareness of the plight of Native Americans, the U.S. 

government continued to struggle to define and evolve federal Indian policy, especially 

concerning Native American treaty rights, self-determination and sovereignty. Many unresolved 

questions remained, including the extent to which the U.S. government would work with 

activists and tribal communities after the events at Wounded Knee. Furthermore, many outside 

AIM, mostly the more moderate activists, questioned the tactics and lack of long-range goals of 

the movement. Leaders within AIM also had vastly different viewpoints and interpretations of 

sovereignty, which proved overwhelming and disastrous for the organization.  Warrior and Smith 

reflect that “the movement failed dismally in transmitting to later activists the lessons of its 

campaign of popular struggle. The result was that although most in Indian country would agree 

AIM had a profound impact on the lives of Indian communities in the 1970s, few could agree on 

what that impact was.” Rather than a clear vision, in the end much of what the movement is 

known for is both the possibilities and vast limitations of action based on public shock and awe. 

While the leaders brought awareness and highlighted the problems in Indian country, “they failed 

to make a compelling case for its own vision for change,” especially any long-term tangible 

goals related to treaties, sovereignty and self-determination.22   

 Despite these concerns, both radical and traditional activists saw hope for what might 

come next in the larger movement for Native American rights. According to Vine Deloria, “a 

great many bodies lie buried in America’s past and that at Wounded Knee the first spade of dirt 

was turned in an effort to revive these buried secrets and force their reconsideration.”23 

 
22 Warrior and Smith, Like a Hurricane, 269-277, quotes 269, 274, 277. The authors reference Jerry 

Wilkinson’s (Cherokee) critical perspective and reflections on this time period, who served as the Executive 
Director of the National Indian Youth Council in the 1980s. Wilkinson argued that AIM failed to have a lasting 
legacy due to unclear long-term goals and lacked intellectual depth (275-276); Se also, Gerald Wilkinson, “The 
Indian ‘Red Power’ Movement: Alive, Dead, or Just Sleeping?,” Americans Before Columbus, 17 (2, 1989).  

23 Deloria, Broken Treaties, 82.  
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According to Warrior and Smith, “it was an edgy, unpredictable creature that challenged 

American power in a way not equaled this century before or since.” Yet those three and half 

years in the spotlight were more than “guerilla theater tactics,” rather “it was also a season of 

struggle for power and respect, for treaty rights and personal validation, for economic and 

political justice,” which “gave thousands of Indians…an opportunity to be important to their own 

communities” and with that brought a sense of pride. They conclude that, “the season of 

occupations may have ended in defeat at Wounded Knee, but with those occupations a door had 

been opened, and with it a world of new possibilities.” Although the AIM organization was 

never the core of the Indian movement, as argued by Warrior and Smith, “the organization’s 

decline marked the turning point for the rest of Indian activism.”24  

 The occupations of Alcatraz to Wounded Knee and the fight for treaty rights and the 

refusal of the nation-state provided the foundation and lessons learned for the next wave of 

activist efforts by the Indigenous leaders. Moreover, Wounded Knee served as a catalyst for 

launching Native American issues into the international arena, thus forcing the United States to 

be accountable for their years of mistreatment. Activists emphasized the importance of acting as 

a nation and bringing the Native American case to other nations “with the hope that by creating a 

favorable image of American Indians in the larger world, the United States would be forced to 

respond to some of their requests.”  With the development of other Indigenous organizations and 

movements from around the world, a global protest movement emerged where Indigenous issues 

moved from the periphery “into the spotlight of international diplomacy” and “the case of the 

 
24 Warrior and Smith, Like a Hurricane, 268-69, 277, 279. For a recent examination of the Red Power 

movement in the context of recent contemporary Indigenous activism see, Nick Estes, Our History Is the Future: 
Standing Rock versus the Dakota Access Pipeline, and the Long Tradition of Indigenous Resistance (London: Verso 
Publishing, 2019),169-200.  
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American Indians could hardly be ignored.”25 This coalescing event provided the opportunity to 

acknowledge and bring to the forefront the struggles of Native Americans in an international 

Indigenous context. The international activism that followed Wounded Knee, while not as radical 

and militant, entailed a new significant period of international Indigenous activism that placed 

Native Americans directly in the international arena 

The Turn Toward International Indigenous Activism  
 
 Out of frustration with the lack of movement of the domestic front, radical activists began 

to turn their attention internationally to other Indigenous activists and organizations outside the 

nation-state to bring attention to the plight of Native Americans. Activists sought to place 

pressure on the problematic U.S. termination policy toward tribal nations from the outside. Many 

in the media shared and disseminated this perspective, both Native and non-Native presses, and 

confirmed that the “radicals lost confidence in the legislative and judicial branches of the 

government to redress their grievances and [sought] support and recognition from international 

forums.”26 Activists hoped that if leaders outside the United States could see the injustices faced 

by Native Americans that the federal government would be forced to directly face and change 

their policies toward Native nations.  

  Frustrated with the U.S. government’s response to the events and demands at Wounded 

Knee, AIM began to turn its focus and tactics internationally and sought to establish itself as a 

strong voice for Native American issues in the international arena through the establishment of 

the IITC, in essence its international arm. While AIM had some international connections, this 

was the first instance in which leaders focused on an international strategy directly from within 

the organization. This change in focus and strategy also stemmed from the breakdown of the 

 
25Deloria and Lytle, The Nations Within, 241; Deloria, Broken Treaties, 268. 
26 “Native American’: How to Mend Broken Treaties?,” Christian Science Monitor, February 3, 1975, p. 7. 
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organization after Wounded Knee that was mired in litigation, and lacked consensus about such 

issues as the evolving goals of the group, new activists joining the group, and new strategies to 

gain support for increasing Indigenous sovereignty and protecting treaty rights. This change 

brought awareness to the plight of Native American issues internationally and transformed the 

domestic movement to an international focus where leaders served more in quasi diplomatic 

roles for the organization.  

 Rather than being bonded to U.S. national history, Toth contends that this time period 

witnessed a “transnational articulation of Native rights, expressed in and further shaped by 

transnational Native diplomacy” that revealed and proved the role of American Indians as 

transnational actors in shaping history and international affairs for Indigenous peoples at large.27  

Expanding on this analysis, my research reveals the complexities of Native Americans 

challenging the nation-state construct of “domestic dependent nations” and the struggle of 

articulating Indigenous sovereignty at the international level throughout the 1970s and into the 

1980s. Daniel Cobb, Leanne Simpson, and Nick Estes, argue that the use of international, 

transnational, or “global Indigenous identity,” in the activism of the 1970s continued the 

international framework utilized by Native Americans throughout history to bring awareness to 

issues in North America. This work extends and expands upon this argument, and further reveals 

the importance of international Indigenous activism and the role of Native Americans as 

diplomats for their Native nations.28 The mid-to-late 1970s marked the first time that these newly 

formed international Indigenous organizations garnered so much international attention on 

 
27 Toth, From Wounded Knee to Checkpoint Charlie, 12. 
28 Daniel M. Cobb, “Asserting a Global Indigenous Identity: Native Activism before and after the Cold 

War,” in Native Diasporas: Indigenous Identities and Settler Colonialism in the Americas, eds. Gregory D. Smithers 
and Brooke N. Newman (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 2014), 443-72; Nick Estes, Our History Is the 
Future, 203-222; Leanne Betasamosake Simpson, As We Have Always Done: Indigenous Freedom Through Radical 
Resistance (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2017), 55-70.  
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Native American treaty rights and altered how the international community viewed tribal 

communities in the United States.  

The Resurgence: The Evolution of the International Indian Treaty Council 

 On the heels of Wounded Knee and on the brink of falling apart, the American Indian 

Movement created the IITC within a poorly structured organization still trying to find its way in 

a rapidly evolving domestic and international landscape. Complicating this transition further 

were leaders, namely Jimmy Durham and Russell Means, who struggled to define and align their 

often-conflicting ideologies of liberation and decolonization in relationship to the Third World 

that did not always align within the constructs of Indigenous sovereignty. Further complicating 

this rejection of the colonial nation-state oversight was a significant lack of organizational 

structure and ideological cohesion which eventually caused the IITC to breakdown internally 

after presenting its case at the United Nations in September 1977. The start of the breakdown 

began three years earlier in the center of Indian Country.  

 Nearly one year after the end of the occupation at Wounded Knee, on June 8-16, 1974 

members of AIM gathered for a conference at Mobridge, at the Chief Gall Resort, a small motel, 

conference center and campground on the Standing Rock Sioux Indian reservation in South 

Dakota. Surrounded by hundreds of other tribal representatives of various Indigenous nations, 

this gathering officially established the International Indian Treaty Council (IITC).29 Close to 

one hundred Native communities were represented from the Americas, including representatives 

 
29 Chicago Tribune, June 9, 1974.   
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from all fourteen Sioux reservations in the United States and Canada.30 Although AIM leaders 

initially estimated attendance to be close to five thousand, in actuality the number was closer to 

two to three hundred.31 While the gathering did not garner international or even domestic 

attention, it would change the trajectory of Native American activism for the next thirty years. 

Over the course of nine days AIM members held numerous discussions and workshops 

and at the end of the conference attendees issued a collected document called “The Declaration 

of Continuing Independence” that outlined the major tenets and foundational ideology of the 

organization. The document argued that the relationship between Native American sovereign 

nations and the United States government was defined by the treaties entered into “which 

represent ‘the supreme law of the land’ binding each party to an inviolate international 

relationship.” Moreover, the council argued that although “the United States government [had] 

always used force and violence to deny Native Nations basic human and treaty rights,” they were 

adopting the declaration to ensure that the struggle against these acts would be won.32 This  

proposed restructuring would take significant work by this newly developed organization, as its 

 
30 Russel Means with Marvin J. Wolf, Where White Men Fear to Tread: The Autobiography of Russell 

Means (New York: St. Martins Press, 1995), 324-325; Toth, From Wounded Knee to Checkpoint Charlie, 49; The 
gathering also included prominent guest speakers, including South African expatriate anti-apartheid lawyer and 
Amnesty International board member Joel Carleson and Princeton professor of international law Richard Falk 
(Billings Daily Gazette, June 9, 1974; Associated Press, June 12, 1974); Dunbar-Ortiz mentioned the presence of 
“intensely radicalized Mapuche Indian exiles from Pinochet’s Chile.” However, the quantity is varied throughout 
different scholars and news outlets. To date I have found no reputable source that can confirm the geographic areas 
of participation. Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz, Blood on the Border: A Memoir of the Contra War (Norman: University of 
Oklahoma Press, 2016) 33. 

31 Means claims that the gathering “attracted more than five thousand Indian people from all over the 
United States and Canada—the largest intertribal gathering of Indian people ever”. (Means, Where White Men Free 
to Tread, 324); However, most news outlets reported that only about 200 people arrived the first day (Billings Daily 
Gazette, June 9, 1974), some claimed one thousand attended (Los Angeles Times, June 17, 1974), while Jimmie 
Durham claims there was nearly four thousand (Jimmie Durham, “An Open Letter on Recent Developments in the 
American Indian Movement International Indian Treaty Council,” in A Certain Lack of Coherence, 52); Paul Chaat 
Smith confirmed it was much closer to 200-300; personal interview, April 24, 2019.  

32 International Indian Treaty Council, “Declaration of Continuing Independence: By the First IITC at 
Standing Rock Indian Country June 1974,” Treaty Council News, (Summer 2004), p. 5; IITC website, 
https://www.iitc.org/about-iitc/the-declaration-of-continuing-independence-june-1974/;  see also, Roxanne Dunbar 
Ortiz, The Great Sioux Nation (New York: Random House, 1977), appendix.  
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foundational organization, AIM, was nearly decimated and lacked any infrastructure.33  

The Declaration also included a mandate to open an office in New York City near the 

United Nations headquarters, to ensure an Indigenous presence and access to international 

political action, organizations and leaders. The IITC mandate addressed the continued violations 

of treaties and agreements between Indigenous peoples and colonial and successor states and 

called for the recognition and protection of Indigenous rights, sovereignty, traditional cultures 

and sacred lands.34 According to Russell Means, “this convention proves, that the Indians when 

left to themselves can produce something as beautiful as this document…without the help of the 

BIA.”35 These initial pronouncements established a strong foundation and made clear that rather 

than working with the Bureau of Indian Affairs, which the group saw as corrupt and directly 

connected to the nation-state, the group instead sought to “open negotiations with the U.S. 

government through the State Department” and “to negotiate as a sovereign people rather than 

U.S. citizens.”36 

Most activists agreed that this declaration marked an opportune time for Indians to move 

forward with this international effort. According to Smith, “As screwed up as everything was, it 

still had impact because of the sympathy the world had [toward Native Americans].” He 

compares the larger actions of the IITC, especially the goal of presenting at the UN, as similar 

climate during the 1950s, where there existed a vulnerability for U.S. to criticize the Soviets 

alongside the U.S. mistreatment of African Americans. Now in the mid01970s, the United States 

 
33 Paul Chaat Smith, personal interview, April 24, 2019.   
34 Background paper prepared by IITC for the Expert Seminar on Treaties, Agreements and other 

Constructive Arrangements Between States and Indigenous Peoples, Geneva, December 15-17, 2003, Organized by 
the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, HR/GENEVA/TSIP/SEM/2003/BP.6; 
International Indian Treaty Council website, http://www.treatycouncil.org/about.htm (accessed May 18, 2007). 

35 Chicago Defender, June 17, 1974. 
36 “New Indian Group to Seek U.N. Membership,” Los Angeles Times, June 17, 1974; “Indians Vote on 

U.N. Membership,” Chicago Defender, June 17, 1974.  
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could hardly continue to critique the Soviets when America continue the mistreatment of Native 

American. According to Smith the decision and focus on an international strategy to Native 

American rights seemed very similar to the earlier Cold War era initiatives.37   

Despite this connection to the Civil Rights Movement, Jimmy Durham has argued that 

while black organizations received solidarity, “we could not get a thousandth of it, we could not 

get a thousandth of the money or support that they got or the cultural solidarity that the blacks 

had from the Civil Rights Movement.” Durham claimed the disconnect stemmed from the Native 

American demand for land and resources, which to many liberals and progressives who wanted 

to support the movement interpreted this more as an environmental movement, rather than a 

decolonization, liberation agenda. Native American wanted justice and restitution after so many 

broken treaties by the United State. Thus, “there was no way for us to enter in the discourse and 

start a new discourse in the way that the blacks did with the civil rights movement.” This was not 

a war on civil rights, it was fight for Native American sovereignty.38 

Seeking A Separate Sioux Nation: Treaties as International Law  

 The larger goal of the council centered on pursuing independence from the nation-state, 

by focusing on the case of the Sioux Nation and the Fort Laramie Treaty of 1868. This initiative 

proved to be one of the most the complex and daunting goals by a national Indian organization. 

While some colonial nations achieved independence and UN status in the late 1970s, the more 

complex political situations of Indigenous people in the Americas complicated and stretched the 

post-colonial structures of the United Nations. According to Deloria, “the decolonization 

progress which followed the second World War did not deal with indigenous groups that were 

 
37 Paul Chaat Smith, personal interview, April 24, 2019.   
38 Nikos Papastergiadis and Laura Turney, On Becoming Authentic: Interview with Jimmie Durham, 

Prickley Pear Pamphlet No. 10 (Cambridge: Prickley Pear Press, 1996), 18-19.  This article contains a fully 
transcribed interview conducted with Jimmie Durham by the two authors. 
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geographically contained or contiguous to larger nations.” In these other instances of the lands 

seeking independence were not tied geographically to the larger nation that granted 

independence.  Thus, “if the native peoples of the Americas wished to achieve complete 

independence from the countries in which they were located, they were seeking the kind of 

political miracle which history has not yet experienced.” Perhaps Indigenous people instead 

“wished simply to create quasi-independent enclaves in which they would have a maximum of 

social and domestic freedom without surrendering the military protection against invasion which 

the larger nations offered.” On the other hand, many Native reservations were larger in size and 

population than these island nations that had achieved independence. The Navajo Nation 

occupied lands that were larger in size than some UN members’ territories.39 Yet, despite these 

challenges, the council’s main foundational initiative focused on the Sioux Nation’s 

independence from the United States and Canada. The complexity of pursuing this goal proved 

detrimental to the long-term success of the organization, as it deterred the group from setting up 

a strong international structure for the council.40  

 The moral argument for focusing on the Fort Laramie Treaty was defined and clear. The 

 
39 As of 2020, the Navajo Nation comprises approximately 27,000 square miles, occupying portions of 

northeastern Arizona, southeastern Utah, and northwestern New Mexico. See Navajo Nation history website, 
https://www.navajo-nsn.gov/history.htm. Deloria examines the size of Native nations, comparing them to other 
decolonized and recognized states by the United Nations, see Beyond the Trail of Broken Treaties, chapter 8 “The 
Size and Status of Nations,” 161-186. He lists the size and population of 25 member nations smaller than the Navajo 
nation as of 1974, which was 21,838 square miles, but only 9 in terms of population. Since that time, numerous 
other smaller islands have become independent nations.  

40 Deloria, Broken Treaties, 163-168, 272-273; Ortiz, Indians of the Americas, 33-34. The only major 
precedent in history for this time of liberation was the proposal for the creation of the State of Sequoyah within the 
Cherokee Nation in 1905. The Sequoyah Constitutional Convention was a Native American-led attempt to secure 
statehood for the Indian Territory in Oklahoma, as an Indian-controlled jurisdiction, separate from the Oklahoma 
Territory. The convention drafted the constitution, plan for organization and map with counties to be established, 
and even elected delegates to go to the United States Congress to petition for statehood. While the proposal’s 
referendum received overwhelming endorsement in Indian Territory, the United States Congress rejected the 
proposal. For a brief historical account and commentary on the State of Sequoyah, see Rennard Strickland, 
“Commentary: Sequoyah Statehood, the Oklahoma Centennial and Sovereignty Envy: A Personal Narrative and 
Public Proposal,” American Indian Law Review 3 (2005/2006): 365-371. 
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Sioux people, despite their many differences, wanted to take back and control their land and 

resources, mainly the Black Hills, that had been under the control of the US government since 

the treaty signing in 1868. Following the failure of the Fort Laramie treaty of 1851, the United 

States negotiated another treaty in 1868 with various Sioux bands. This treaty established the 

Sioux Reservation including ownership of the Black Hills, as well restricted white settlers from 

coming onto the reservation. However, the United States would break both of these key terms of 

the treaty in modifications to the agreement between 1876 and 1889, while unilaterally seizing 

the Black Hills in 1877. Thus, activists were utilizing this opportunity to bring awareness of 

moving beyond the broken treaty to seek both restitution and independence. While the details of 

how to actually accomplish this looked vastly different to Sioux people and activist leaders, they 

did agree upon the core moral issue which was not about having an armed struggle or even 

separate borders from the US, but about honoring and recognizing Sioux sovereignty and self-

determination, something that had not existed for years through the various eras of allotment, the 

Indian Reorganization Act, and termination.41 

An outside international lawyer, George Duke at the University of California, Berkeley, 

raised concerns over pursing this goal and the challenges of seeking an independent Sioux 

nation. His concern centered on what he thought were two very distinct concepts, external 

sovereignty (relating to foreign relations) and internal sovereignty (relating to oversight of the 

territory and people within that area). Rather than an independent nation status for the Sioux, 

advisors to the IITC recommended instead the adoption of the role of a “political status land 

rights” organization. In having to completely reimagine a new political definition for Native 

 
41 Paul Chaat Smith, personal interview, April 24, 2019. The following tribal bands entered into the Fort 

Laramie Treaty of 1868 – Oglala, Miniconjou, Brule bands of Lakota people, and the Yanktonai Dakota and 
Arapaho Nation.  
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American nations, these outside experts pointed out crucial conceptual issues to consider. Those 

within the IITC did not agree with their suggestions. Despite this cautioning the organization 

continued to pursue the goal of an independent Sioux nation.42   

 Although the organization sought sovereignty and independence from the US 

government, this liberation seemed to mean something vastly different to various leaders 

throughout tribal communities. While the IITC utilized the Sioux Treaty example as a 

mechanism to represent what independence from the United State government would look like, 

other tribal communities did not seek to relinquish their “trust” relationship status, since in 

theory trust land could not be taxed or taken without process. The Navajo Nation, for example, 

the largest Native American tribe, instead sought to work through traditional processes within the 

Bureau of Indian Affairs. The restoration of the Menominee Nation in Wisconsin in 1973 gave 

other tribal communities hope and a road forward as they witnessed that termination could be 

reversed and that self-determination was a possibility. Indeed, while the IITC movement began 

centering and utilizing treaties as the core mechanism in pursing liberation from the US, it 

quickly became evident that it most likely was not the most useful solution and mechanism in the 

international arena. Despite these differences and a logical solution, the organization continued 

its efforts for an independent Sioux Nation. This would eventually derail progress on other 

international Indigenous initiatives. 

Seeking UN Recognition 

While IITC leaders continued to press the goal of creating an independent Sioux nation, 

they also simultaneously sought UN recognition status to serve as a formal diplomatic channel to 

 
42 Report from Meeting of International Lawyers, February 1975, p.19, International Indian Treaty Council 

Archives, quoted in Dunbar Ortiz, Indians of the Americas, 34. George Duke was a Professor in International Law at 
the University of California, Berkeley.  
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the international community. At its newly established office in New York City, council activists 

devoted nearly all their time and energy to this cause. Early on in its development, the IITC 

approached the UN for the first time by reminding the organization of their Declaration of 

Continuing Independence, “the redman of the Western Hemisphere is the only color of mankind 

who has no representation in the United Nations or in world affairs.”43 The council sought to 

change this by having an American Indian delegation heard internationally via the United 

Nations. According to Jimmie Durham, the first director of the IITC, they needed to approach the 

work strategically and organize, which meant they had to learn, use and follow “bureaucratic” 

methods for entry into the United Nations.44 

While the group continued to press the UN for NGO accreditation status, they became 

entangled in what Durham called “bureaucratic white tape.” While Durham wanted to keep the 

IITC’s approach “low key” and peaceful, following the legal route, other members became 

impatient when the UN requested additional documentation of the council’s goals, objectives, 

and future contributions to the international organization.  He realized collecting the documents 

would take considerable time, particularly from tribal leaders who would not want to “play the 

white man’s game.” 45 This spoke to the organizations “grass-roots” management style that 

characterized the previous work of AIM, as well as a lack of a strong organizational base that 

other groups relied on for support, but that the IITC lacked. Durham later reflected that “because 

of the poor level of organization and the lack of political development in AIM at its base, the 

international work became too large a part of the Movement’s focus. The UN work came to be 

 
43 International Indian Treaty Council, “Declaration of Continuing Independence,” June 1974.  
44 Indian Summer in Geneva: Indigenous Peoples of the Americas at the United Nations, Kisos Films, 

1986.  
45 “American Indian Council Seeks U.N. Accreditation,” The New York Times, January 26, 1975, p. 31 and 

“Sanity in Wisconsin,” The New York Times, February 7, 1975, p. 31; Deloria, Broken Treaties, p. 267. 
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seen by many people, even in national leadership, as a solution rather than one tactic.”46  

Indeed, compared to other organizations seeking UN recognition at this same time, the 

council lacked a clear formal internal structure and organization, including basic foundational 

by-laws, guidelines, and funding, which would later prove detrimental when these types of 

documents were requested by the United Nations.  Similar Indigenous activist groups also 

pursued international recognition at the United Nations and rights at the same time, but other 

groups that saw more progress worked from within nation-state organizations and collaborated 

with other countries from all over the world. The World Council of Indigenous Peoples (WCIP) 

was officially formed one year after the IITC in June 1975. However, this group had begun 

meeting numerous times for preliminary meetings throughout 1974 at the same time that the 

IITC was established. Beginning in the early 1970s, George Manuel of the National Indian 

Brotherhood led the foundational activism and efforts of the WCIP through outreach and 

collaboration with other international groups and nations long before the IITC.  

Council leaders were not unsympathetic to the concerns of other Indigenous peoples and 

hoped their internal work would in turn yield positive results elsewhere, noting that “the 

presence of one Indian nation in the UN system would set the necessary precedent for others.”47  

Unlike the NIB, the IITC did not seek collaboration or connection with other international 

groups outside the United States to initially meet their goals. Rather they kept themselves 

isolated from other Indigenous peoples for quite some time. But if they had some leaders who 

knew this would benefit all Indigenous peoples, why did they insulate themselves from 

collaborating with other Indigenous organizations? To understand this, we must examine the 

 
46 Durham, “An Open Letter on Recent Developments in the American Indian Movement International 

Indian Treaty Council,” in A Certain Lack of Coherence, 53.   
47 Dunbar-Ortiz, Indians of the Americas, 34. For example, the UN recognized the Palestine Liberation 

Organization, as well as representatives of Puerto Rico to testify before UN committees in 1974.   
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core leaders and foundational ideologies they espoused that caused this distance.  

The Role of Jimmie Durham in IITC 

 While some scholars have finally begun to shed light on this important history of the 

IITC, what is less-known and examined are the complex ideologies surrounding the core 

foundational leadership and management of the organization in its early years. These beliefs 

eventually led to the significant decline of the organization after 1977. The complex ideology of 

IITC’s initial founder, Jimmie Durham, shaped the early years of the organization, from its 

inception until presenting at the UN in 1977, but his often conflicting and varied views on 

decolonization, liberation, and sovereignty also defined the organizations lack of structure and 

central goals.  

 Jimmie Durham, an unenrolled Cherokee sculptor and artist originally from Texas,  

became an activist for African American and Native American rights in the United States during 

the 1950s and 1960s and eventually lead the founding of the IITC after the downfall of AIM.48 

Most likely becoming disillusioned by the state of affairs in the United States, he chose to live 

abroad during the late 1960s and the early 1970s in Geneva, Switzerland enrolling in L’Ecole des 

Beaux, while his wife, Ann, worked for the Geneva-based World Council of Churches.49 His life 

in Europe and the connections he and his wife developed with international organizations proved 

 
48 Durham’s Cherokee heritage has been contested, especially in recent years when he emerged as a leading 

Native American artist with new exhibits throughout the United States and Europe. See Cara Cowan Watts, et al. 
“Dear Unsuspecting Public, Jimmie Durham is a Trickster,” Indian Country Today, June 26, 2017. Durham made 
this public statement about his heritage, “I am not an American Indian, nor have I ever seen or sworn allegiance to 
India. I am not a Native ‘American,’ nor do I feel that America has any right to either name or un-name me. I have 
previously stated that I should be considered mixed-blood: that is, I claim to be a male but in fact only one of my 
parents was male…I’m not part of that Cherokee Nation, never have been part of that Cherokee Nation that has now 
a president, a vice-president and a secretary for public relations.” See, Nikos Papastergiadis and Laura Turney, On 
Becoming Authentic: Interview with Jimmie Durham, Prickley Pear Pamphlet No. 10 (Cambridge: Prickley Pear 
Press, 1996), 36-37. This article contains a fully transcribed interview conducted with Jimmie Durham by the two 
authors. 

49 Jimmie Durham, Columbus Day: Poems, Drawings, and Stories about American Indian Life and Death 
in the Nineteen Seventies (West End Press, 1983), 5.  
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a great advantage to Durham when working with AIM, especially compared to other Native 

American activists who did not have opportunities to travel abroad or may not understand the 

internal workings of the United Nations.  Through his contacts Durham witnessed and befriended 

numerous African groups that came to the UN to present their cases for liberation and befriended 

some of their leaders, including Amilcar Cabral (African Party for the Independence of Guinea 

and Cape Verde), members of the African National Congress (ANC), the South-West Africa 

People’s Organization (SWAPO) and other African nationalists. From afar he followed AIM 

from its inception to the confrontations at Wounded Knee. By interacting with these liberation 

movement leaders he saw inherent connections to between actions occurring among Native 

nations and the United States. He surmised that the events that transpired within AIM could be 

compared to a decolonizing movement, similar to liberation in Third World countries. Durham 

knew and worked with people from many of African liberation movements, who took themselves 

and their struggles seriously in ways that someone coming from the US could hardly imagine. 

According to Durham, these Third World countries approached Marx and Lenin differently from 

the attitudes of academically-oriented people in the First World countries. He returned to the US 

inspired by these groups “who knew that with dedication they could win something.”50 

 According to Dunbar-Ortiz, who later worked closely with Durham in the IITC, the 

impetus for the organization also stemmed from the context of the United Nation’s Decade to 

Combat Racism, begun in 1973 and “focused on the implementation of the International 

 
50 Jimmie Durham, A Certain Lack of Coherence: Writings on Art and Cultural Politics, (London: Kala 

Press, 1999), vii. He is writing this in reference to a specific writing in the book titled “American Indian Culture: 
Traditionalism and Spiritualism in a Revolutionary Struggle,” originally published in 1974 for the Euro-American 
members of the Native American Support Committee (NASC), and examines issues of multiculturalism and identity 
politics. He asserted that he wrote the paper for white leftists, and under the influence of his teachers from African 
and Latin American Indian organizations. He states that “AIM had assigned me to work with those [white leftists] 
people, and perhaps I was ill-suited for the job.” However, he contends that the FBI altered parts of the original 
version, so it was re-circulated in 1977.   
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Convention and the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (CERD),” which had 

roots from African states seeking the elimination of the South African apartheid regime.51 

Feeling a sense of obligation and belief that he could contribute to the larger AIM movement by 

utilizing his contacts and knowledge of the United Nations to further the specific international 

goals, Durham and his wife returned to the United States in 1974 and met with AIM leaders to 

discuss how they could help in developing a possible international project, which ultimately 

resulted in the development of the IITC.52  

According to Smith, after the occupation at Wounded Knee “AIM was in such bad shape 

because of the legal trials so even with the very limited tenuous structure of the Treaty Council 

[it] was more organized than AIM proper.” Consequently, this meant that through the incoming 

leadership of Durham, the Treaty Council structured much of the strategy of the organization 

rather than AIM, “so it was kind of like the tail wagging the dog where the international part 

should have been a support,” rather than the side project to support the larger organization. By 

the time the Treaty Council developed in 1974 and 1975, AIM had lost support and allegiance 

from other national organizations like NCAI and NTCA, so together the Council’s strong 

leaders, legitimate office in a prestigious place, and potential funding, appealed to activists 

coming out of Wounded Knee who had witnessed the destruction and downfall of both the 

organization and central leaders. Thus, during these foundational years the organization 

coalesced around the leadership of both Jimmie Durham and Russell Means.53 While both 

 
51 Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz, Blood on the Border: A Memoir of the Contra War, 33.  
52 Paul Chaat Smith, personal interview, April 24, 2019; Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz, “How Indigenous Peoples 

Wound Up at the United Nations,” in The Hidden 1970s: Histories of Radicalism, ed. Dan Berger (New Brunswick: 
Rutgers University Press, 2010), 123; Jonathan Crossen interview with Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz, September 24, 2010, 
as cited in, Jonathan Crossen, “Decolonization, Indigenous Internationalism, and the World Council of Indigenous 
Peoples,” (Dissertation: University of Waterloo, Canada, 2014), 60.  

53 Smith, personal interview, April 24, 2019. He notes that Dennis Banks was always on the outside, but 
Cylde and Vernon Bellecourt were involved, since if you were members of AIM you were also part of IITC. He 
admits that his perception of the leadership may also be skewed by his youth.   
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leaders were seeking justice and liberation for the Sioux people, their varying viewpoints and 

politics skewed the vision and goals of the newly formed international organization.54  

Soon after the founding of the IITC in June 1974, Durham and a small staff established 

the organization’s office at New York’s UN Plaza, and eventually an office in San Francisco, to 

develop a constituency of American Indians from the countries with delegations to the United 

Nations.55 Shortly after establishing the New York office Durham recruited a young Comanche 

reporter, Paul Chaat Smith, who became Durham’s assistant, or what Smith later referred to as 

his “lieutenant.” As an intern for AIM from Antioch College, Smith arrived at Sioux Falls, South 

Dakota in August 1974, shortly after the first Treaty Council meeting and just before the 

resignation of President Nixon, and quickly began working on press assignments covering the 

various Wounded Knee trials. Thereafter he met Durham who hired him to assist the IITC. Smith 

eventually joined Durham at the newly established New York office near the UN headquarters. 

Drawn to Durham’s international knowledge, expansive world view, and leftist perspective, 

Smith came on board the IITC to assist Durham in some of the core activities of the organization. 

Over the next three years, Durham and Smith would oversee much of the daily work of the IITC 

and Smith coordinated the publication of the IITC newsletter, Treaty Council News.56   

 Durham quickly became a central figure and leader of the IITC, developing, 

coordinating, managing, and providing vision for the organization. According to Smith, who 

 
54 Ibid.  
55 Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz, “The Role of the International Indigenous Movement and What the Left is 

Missing: What Brought Evo Morales to Power?” http://www.counterpunch.org/ortiz02102006.html (accessed May 
18, 2007); Deloria, Broken Treaties, 267; “Another Cause for the UN,” Wall Street Journal, January 21, 1975, p. 18. 
The first IITC office was located at 777 United Nations Plaza. The council rented the location to give it “visibility” 
and received funding $5,000 gift from the Ann Maytag Shaker Foundation to pay the initial rental cost.; see 
“American Indian Council Seeks U.N. Accreditation,” The New York Times, January 26, 1975, p. 31. 

56 Paul Chaat Smith, personal interview, April 24, 2019. According to Smith, there were very few around 
working for the IITC. In addition to the organizing Treaty Council News, Smith also worked on a funding proposal 
for the Methodist Women’s Church, who was the organization that provided IITC the space in New York near the 
UN; Dunbar-Ortiz, Blood on the Boarder, 35.  
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worked alongside him the closest during these foundational years, Durham had a uniquely 

sophisticated background and knew how to organize networks with international leaders. 

Compared to other top AIM leaders like Russell Means, Durham knew the internal workings of 

the United Nations and NGOs from his work in Geneva, especially with African leaders also 

fighting for decolonization. His connections provided a higher level of knowledge and 

understanding of the complex bureaucratic apparatus of international organizations that other 

activists lacked.  

 Through his unique international connections and experience Durham had credibility and 

understood the complex world of the United Nations. To Durham, this type of work and 

international action by the IITC was simply part of continuing activist work over hundreds of 

years by various Native leaders and an inherent part of traditional relations between tribal 

nations. He reflected that, “The desire to negotiate within an international arena is a constant to 

us. We define it as just being part of the world community that we used to be part of….the 

Cherokee Nation can speak to the Iroquois Nation, this is the proof of our internationality to us. 

We don’t see anything silly about this. But the US seems to think that’s crazy.”57 He 

acknowledged previous attempts by Native leaders to attend the United Nations but were not 

taken seriously or it was seen as “performance,” such as delegations by the Cherokee, Sioux, 

Lakota, or Siletz tribes. Durham knew specific ways to work the system, who to speak with, and 

the ways to maneuver within the United Nations based on his prior experience. He did not see 

this as performance, he saw the work as ongoing international activism that continued to fight for 

 
57 Papastergiadis and Turney, On Becoming Authentic: Interview with Jimmie Durham, 13.  
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liberation and oversight of the oppression of the U.S. government.58 Durham sought to provide 

the same opportunities at the United Nations to Native nations that he witnessed colonized 

countries bringing to this international arena. In contrast, many of the of the top leaders within 

AIM, while seeking to work internationally, lacked the knowledge, insight, and understanding of 

the United Nations. Many AIM leaders were also preoccupied with defending themselves in the 

trials after Wounded Knee that lasted for years. Moreover, the internal infrastructure of AIM had 

completely broken down after Wounded Knee as they looked toward finding a new leader who 

could guide them in this effort. Thus, Durham came along at an opportune time to lead the 

international initiative of AIM.  

Durham’s Decolonization and Conflicting Ideologies 

Due to his close connections with African, Palestinian, and Puerto Rican activist groups 

in Geneva. Durham’s core ideology centered around decolonization and the liberation of Native 

nations from nation-state oversight. No doubt influenced by the first wave of decolonization, 

Durham wanted to build upon and expand this into the “internal” Native nations under the 

regime of the United States. Nevertheless, his knowledge of the Third World and other liberation 

movements would need time to spread down through the organization and membership, 

especially for many who were still bitter, confused, and wondering what to do next after the 

Wounded Knee occupation and the ensuing legal battles of the top leaders, including Russell 

Means. 

Despite these challenges and conflicting ideologies, Durham’s goal was to make use of 

the international system, using the language of decolonization, to achieve the goal of liberation 

 
58 Ibid. Durham’s argument about performance directly contradicts the major argument of Toth, From 

Wounded Knee to Checkpoint Charlie. He specifically references Cherokee’s going to London, as well as both the 
Siletz and Sioux going to the UN. See also similar remarks in, Indian Summer in Geneva: Indigenous Peoples of the 
Americas at the United Nations, Kisos Films, 1986. 
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for Indigenous peoples of the United States. Thus, he sought the support of the Third World 

countries and subsequent IITC conferences included guests from liberation organizations like the 

Zimbabwe African National Union, and a representative of the pro-independence Puerto Rican 

Socialist Party.59 Durham saw the international arena the best chance to reach the goal of 

decolonizing Indigenous nations as he witnessed the increasing in numbers of post-colonial 

states at the UN General Assembly, which created a “substantial power shift.” Thus, he 

encouraged IITC members to build collaborations and networks with these states to learn from 

their struggle to get into the international arena.60 He knew how to maneuver and work the UN 

system to gain allies both internationally and at home within the organization and throughout 

Indian country, especially from Third World leaders. He sought advice from Salim Salim, who 

served as the head of the League of Non-aligned States and ambassador to the UN from 

Tanzania. Nevertheless, unlike Third World African countries like Tanzania or Zimbabwe, 

established as independent nations in 1980, or even the U.S. territory of Puerto Rico, according 

to Durham, the fight for Native nation independence confused and perplexed some leaders who 

“couldn’t see how we could be classified as independent nations that had been colonized. The 

US was not seen as a colonial entity in the UN.”61 Consequently, Durham had to focus on 

convincing those within the UN system that the IITC claims were indeed similar to the Third 

World issues, and more importantly, that they were subject to the same international laws as 

other countries. Yet, he witnessed that while some Third World leaders were helpful, like Salim, 

“it never quite worked. He was very helpful but he never quite believed that we were worth his 

 
59 Dunbar-Ortiz, Blood on the Border, 34.  
60 Jonathan Crossen, “Decolonization, Indigenous Internationalism, and the World Council of Indigenous 

Peoples,” 64; Crossen bases this assessment on an interview with Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz who was active in the early 
years of the IITC.  

61 Nikos Papastergiadis and Laura Turney, On Becoming Authentic, 13-14. 
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time. There was no African who ever believed that we had legitimate rights.” Rather, according 

to Durham, he received the most understanding and sympathy from Algeria, Cuba, and the 

Communist bloc countries that were more sympathetic and supportive of Indigenous issues.62  

Initially, Durham identified IITC’s foundational goal remained liberation from the US 

rule and he utilized the decolonizing and liberation rhetoric to further that initiative, but only in 

so far as it would rationally benefit the organization’s goals. He later acknowledged that he was 

willing to use various viewpoints and ideologies to gain allies at home and abroad. According to 

Durham, “It was tricky. Everyone got suspicious of me, rightly so I think, because I had a 

thousand faces. I said this to this group and this to that group, trying to get someone to be on our 

side.”63 To the Third World countries he focused on decolonization and liberation to gain their 

support. Yet, when he saw that the Soviets might be willing to support the IITC initiative he 

instead stressed that the organization sought socialism in the US rather than decolonization of 

Native nations. According to Durham, there was no question, “we don’t want to be a thousand 

independent little nations, with our own passports and our own post offices…that isn’t what we 

want, 300 independent little groups of people, because the US would just crush us….” Due to his 

changing views and use of the Soviets, he got labeled as a “Soviet style communist” for a while. 

Nevertheless, if African ‘s asked about decolonization, he would say, “yes, here’s our treaty we 

are some sort of independent nation, here the US has colonized us and we want to be 

independent of the US, we have the right and here is the treaty that proves we are some sort of 

independent nation just like you!”. He would even listen to those on the reservation, some 

wanted liberation while others just wanted resources. He could not please them all. Clearly 

Durham tried bending to all ideological tactics to get support from the various organizations, 

 
62 Ibid, 15.   
63 Ibid, 15.   
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constituents, and leaders, but he could not successfully communicate one central goal or theme 

that could unite the IITC and garner wide support – a major factor in the demise of his leadership 

and the organization.64 

Durham and The Fourth World Ideology 

Durham’s strong commitment to decolonization and liberation impeded his ability to 

align with other newly emerging international Indigenous activist groups with connections to the 

nation-state, in particular the work of the NIB and NCAI, and later the WCIP that fought for the 

international rights of all Indigenous peoples. To keep the strong support of Third World 

countries and leaders, he made it clear that unlike these other groups, the IITC fought for the 

rights of Native Americans within the United States, not the larger Indigenous peoples of the 

world. Durham particularly did not align with the Fourth World espoused by George Manuel and  

“saw it as one of the most urgent things to fight.” Manuel built upon the Fourth World concept 

originally developed by Mbuto Milando, Tanzanian High Commissioner, and used the term to 

“describe all of the indigenous peoples trapped within settler societies in conditions that were 

close to those of the peoples of the Third World.” This concept remained at the center of 

Manuel’s vision for his international activism. In contrast to this view, Durham argued that rather 

than being for all Indigenous rights the IITC was for the rights of specific tribal nations, such as 

the Cherokee or Iroquois nations. He argued that, “As soon as we allowed ourselves to be 

connected to indigenous peoples worldwide, we would have lost any support from the African 

countries that we need in the UN.” Since in his view all the African countries were trying to 

move away from “tribalism” and “people as defined as part of the land.”  He was very afraid 

 
64 Ibid, 15-16. For an in-depth examination of the IITC connections and work with the Eastern Bloc 

countries see, Gregory Toth, From Wounded Knee to Checkpoint Charlie, 117-140.  
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they would lose African support completely.65 

 Due to Durham’s viewpoints on the Fourth World, the IITC goals and perspectives were 

then reflective of his general long-standing distrust of tribal leaders who were fighting to work 

within the nation-state system, for example NCAI leaders and representatives. He viewed those 

tribal governments and leaders who supported and utilized the Indian Reorganization Act, “in the 

classic Third-World model” as a “’puppet’ group of elites on reservations, nationwide…[which] 

grew in size and power, the increasing majority of Indian people on reservations became poorer 

and more powerless. This caused a fight between what became known as the 

‘traditionals’…against the minority elite, who are known by their government label, the 

‘progressives.”66 In particular he did not trust any leaders who were working on the Fourth 

World movement, as he felt they were sellouts or conspiring with the federal government, in 

particular the Central Intelligence Agency or Federal Bureau of Investigation, which had a record 

of infiltrating other Indian activist organizations, like AIM and especially at Wounded Knee.  

 Durham’s decision to not to align with the Fourth World movement and to instead keep 

strong ties with the Third World activism proved detrimental to any collaboration or alignment in 

IITC larger organizational goals. Since membership in these international groups like the WCIP 

was based on membership from nation-state recognized organizations, like the National Indian 

Brotherhood in Canada, National Congress of the American Indian in the United States, or the 

Nordic Saami Council in Scandinavia, this meant that the IITC status as an independent 

international organization prevented it from involvement with the Fourth World Indigenous 

movement.  

 
65 Ibid, 14. Peter McFarlane, Brotherhood to Nationhood: George Manuel and the Making of the Modern 

Indian Movement (Toronto: Between the Lines, 1993), 160; George Manuel and Michael Posluns, The Fourth 
World: An Indian Reality (1st Edition: The Free Press, 1974; Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2019).  

66 Durham, “An Open Letter,” 48.    
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ITTC and Disconnection with Tribal Communities 
 
 Winning the hearts and minds of Indian people across the United States would remain 

one of the biggest obstacles facing the organization. In general, the organization attracted young, 

liberal, urban Native American activists, who were seeking to make a significant radical impact. 

While the activists within AIM and the IITC supported Durham’s more radical decolonial, 

liberation rhetoric, this ideology did not resonate with or extend to traditional tribal communities 

and created a disconnect in gaining more mainstream support. This reveals the inherent challenge 

that the IITC, and Durham in particular, faced in distilling this decolonizing liberation message 

to the local tribal communities who had barely heard of or knew about the siege and occupation 

at Wounded Knee, let alone understood what it meant and why what the goals of the IITC should 

be important to those outside of the Sioux nation. According to Smith, a reason for this 

disconnect stemmed from Durham’s hard-edge liberation and decolonization ideology that 

differed from the rhetoric of tribal sovereignty that most Indian people in the 1970s understood. 

Thus, most local tribal communities and activists did not connect with Durham’s liberation 

rhetoric at a local level. Native Americans wanted a major change from the destructive 

termination policy, but many were seeking basic changes at the local level related to 

improvements in funding, food, and health care that international issues seemed so far removed 

from. Although Durham may have understood these complexities theoretically, he did not live 

them everyday at the grassroots level in tribal communities since he had been living abroad in 

Europe and not in direct connection with local tribes. According to Smith, “[he] was more 

wanting Indian people to be different than they were, in a way, wanting people to reject this and 

fight this…to not be American.”67 And, to many Indian people, they were already entrenched in 
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83 

American Indian life, living on or off reservations simply trying to survive and not always seeing 

a different alternative or way of life.  

 Despite these challenges, Durham still tried to connect with local communities on issues. 

When trying to gain the support of local tribal community members, he noted that, “no matter 

how many times I tried to explain that the local work on reservations was the most important 

work, and that without it the international work was irrelevant, the message did not get across.”68 

This message most likely did not resonate at the local level because it was in direct contrast to 

his more radical decolonization rhetoric. The lack of support stemmed from the more radical 

rhetoric that AIM and later IITC espoused about decolonization and liberation.  

Durham clearly used the various groups and ideologies to benefit the Treaty Council’s goals, but 

ultimately it did not resonate at a local level with tribal communities and caused confusion about 

his reliability within the organization due to his ever-changing perspectives. Durham reflected in 

later years that, “It’s the problem of having to make one definition that will last forever. All we 

want is some human rights.”69 This reflection and connection to human rights did not come till 

much later in the early 1980s rather than in the early years of the organization.  Perhaps if he 

would have taken this perspective earlier it may have resonated at a more local level in language 

that traditional Native Americans understood. While Durham knew the main goal was liberation 

within the context of human rights, he initially struggled with how to communicate and 

accomplish this goal to local tribal communities.  

 Larry Anderson, a Navajo journalist and a founding member of AIM’s board of 

director’s, wrote extensively for local tribal newspapers, including the Navajo Times, in an effort 

 
68 Durham, “An Open Letter,” 53.   
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to spread the message of the IITC and, more importantly, explain why the organization’s 

activism should be important to tribes. In referencing the anticipated upcoming presentations by 

Jimmie Durham at the United Nations in the September 1977, he knew that many tribal members 

questioned the activities that to them seemed remote and unrelated to the day-to-day survival of 

his people experience in the cities, towns, and on the reservations. Many became disillusioned 

that the IITC did not move faster and were confused about how these organized activities would 

affect their daily struggles and lives. Many tribal members did not understand what the IITC was 

fighting for, how they planned to accomplish this work, and how long it would take. Anderson 

makes clear that it would be a long, but worthy process, and that tribal nations must be unified on 

the issues. In approaching this work he encouraged them to align their tribal strategic planning to 

the organization’s work and learn from other liberation movements, while also teaching the 

international community about their own situation, “so that they may know how best to give us 

support and publicize our struggles.”70  

 Anderson also realized when it was time for the organization to pivot when strategies 

were not effective. When Anderson witnessed the lack of internal, domestic support from tribal 

communities, he urged more support and a realignment of the organization’s goals centered 

instead on general international support, rather than just formal recognition. United Nations 

recognition still remained the main goal, but since such a long road lay ahead he also wanted to 

emphasize the important daily work as well. Anderson realized the power and resources under 

the control of the U.S. government and, more importantly, that the organization had to be careful 

“not to fall into the traps that the U.S. sets or respond to the propaganda it creates to divide and 

destroy our movement…we must think and plan very carefully and cautiously, and we must be 

 
70 Larry Anderson, “Decolonization, Liberation and the International Community,” Navajo Times, January 
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organized, build the organization to carry on a consistent and unified mission in the world 

community.” In order to accomplish this work, he argued that activists and tribal nations must be 

united in the effort. He explained that they “must speak with one voice, clearly, and not bring our 

internal differences to the world to resolve. Only we can do that….When we go to the world 

community, we must speak for all Indian people, not for one tribe or even many, but as one 

people with a common oppression. Only then will we be heard and will our support grow, so we 

may be free to carry on our many and varied struggles throughout the Western Hemisphere.”71  

 Other Native activists working internationally had espoused similar views, yet far earlier 

and by leaders not connected to the IITC. In 1974, at a NCAI Mid-Year Conference and 

Workshop National and Transnational Indian Relations, Sam Deloria, then a top leader in the 

organization and working closely with George Manuel of the National Indian Brotherhood in the 

development of the WCIP, remarked that “whatever the very sound and important reasons for 

divisions among Indian people… all of that must be set aside, because of we simply can’t allow 

the United States government…to tell us how we’re going to relate on the international level.”72 

Due to vastly different ideologies and connections to the nation-state, however the IITC did not 

connect or work with either NCAI or the developing WCIP. This eventually proved detrimental 

to the Treaty Council as it lacked an internal structure and a core base of support from local tribal 

organizations and communities. The organization purposefully did not align with NCAI, since it 

represented the nation-state structure they were seeking to liberate from. Rather they sought 

support from independent Native American activists and funders not directly connected to tribal 

leaders or the Bureau of Indian Affairs.73 This lack of a local base in tribal communities and with 

 
71 Navajo Times, January 26, 1978.  
72 Transcript: Workshop – National and International Indian Relations, NCAI Convention, October 1974, 

box 26, NCAIR.  
73 Since its creation the IITC has operated on volunteer labor and grant-based financing. Much of the small 
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other organizations proved damaging to the IITC, especially when eventually going to present at 

the United Nations for the first time. While the gathering would be historic, the lasting legacy 

would not be as impactful without local tribal support.  

The 1977 Geneva Conference: External Success and Internal Failure 

Although Durham’s complex, constantly changing ideologies failed to garner any 

widespread domestic tribal community support, he still succeeded in gaining international 

community support at the United Nations.  The IITC focused the bulk of its activism and 

attention on receiving consultative status at the United Nations to formally bring Native 

American issues to the international community. Through the support from several UN nations 

and important connections with staff on the various committees and subcommittees, on February 

10, 1977, the IITC became the first Indigenous organization to secure Category II consultative 

status at the UN Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC). According to Vine Deloria, “Durham 

did a remarkable job for the Treaty Council. He obtained sympathetic hearings for the Indian 

cause from several nations belonging to the United Nations and made friends with numerous 

staff people on the committees and subcommittees that were part of the vast United Nations 

administrative apparatus. It was an ideal time for the American Indians to have started this 

work.”74  

Increasingly the U.S. government would be forced to respond to numerous international 

policies and studies related to the rights of American Indians. Previously in 1969, the UN 

General Assembly adopted the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights 

 
amount of funding was secured through independent granting agencies not connected to the federal government. 
Paul Chaat Smith, interview April 24, 2019. The IITC has their own historic records in their San Francisco office, 
however due to lack of staffing, the closure of the New York City office in the early 1980s, and a flood in the San 
Francisco office in the early 2000s, many records were destroyed and others were discarded to make more space. As 
noted by, Gregory Toth, From Wounded Knee to Checkpoint Charlie, p. 230-213, fn.86. 

74 Deloria, Broken Treaties, 267.  
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which stated that “in no case may a people be deprived of its own means of subsistence.” It was 

unclear if American Indians were included under this purview, but since the United Nations had 

articulated this policy as a matter of international human rights, it would have to have to reverse 

its policy publicly if it failed to take Native Americans under consideration. Then in 1971, the 

UN Human Rights Commission’s Subcommission for the Prevention of Discrimination and 

Protection of Minorities began the “Study of the Problem of Discrimination against Indigenous 

Populations.” Although meant to examine the condition of Indigenous people in various parts of 

the world, American Indians were initially left out. Nevertheless, because events at Wounded 

Knee received worldwide attention, the case for American Indians could hardly be ignored by 

these international commissions. Furthermore, these insights made Indian activists realize that 

developing methods for organizing under the purview of the United Nations and human rights 

would bring the needed attention to their numerous causes.75 With this in mind, the IITC turned 

its attention toward establishing a strong presence at the United Nations.  

The major coalescing event took place on September 20-23, 1977 at the International 

NGO Conference on Discrimination against Indigenous Populations in the America’s at the UN 

headquarters in Geneva, Switzerland. Initiated by the IITC, the NGO Sub-committee on Racism, 

Racial Discrimination, Apartheid, and Colonialism organized the conference. This historic 

watershed event marked the first UN conference dedicated to Indigenous topics with Indigenous 

representative delegates from across the Western Hemisphere, and the first formal entry of 

Native Americans into the international affairs. While previous Indigenous peoples attempted 

similar efforts over the last half century, this marked the first time they served as direct delegates 

 
75 Deloria, Broken Treaties, 267.  
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at the most important international forum.76 

According to Durham, this historic moment symbolized two things, the culmination of 

the work of so many people of the IITC, especially for those who had paved the way over the 

past hundred years, “but it also meant a real beginning for us, instead of just the end of a long 

struggle, finally the gates are open in some way, finally we can get back into the world, we can 

talk freely, we can say what our problems are, and get solidarity from peoples all over the 

world.”77 The gathering represented the culmination of numerous events and refusals of 

oppression to get to this historic event on the international scene for Indigenous peoples and 

garnered the attention of the international community.  

Despite what appeared to be a triumph to the international world, behind the scenes the 

IITC leadership was quickly breaking down. Although Durham led the organization up to this 

landmark event, Russell Means, Paul Chaat Smith, and other IITC members actually ended up 

leading the Geneva Conference delegation at the UN.  Due to conflicts between Durham and 

Russell Means, Durham chose the Geneva Conference as the moment to exit the international 

stage—a shocking decision to many within the IITC who knew how important this historic 

gathering was to Durham. Apparently at one of IITC’s preparatory delegation trips to meet with 

African liberation movement leaders, Means insisted on meeting with Ugandan dictator, Idi 

Amin, but Durham refused to allow the meeting as part of the tour, worried that it would 

discredit Durham and the IITC “in the eyes of progressive African leaders.”78 This created a 

chasm between Durham and Means, two of the main leaders of the council at the time. This left a 

 
76 International NGO Conference On Discrimination Against Indigenous Populations 1977 In the Americas, 

September 20-23, Palais des Nations Geneva, Switzerland, Official Report by the International Indian Treaty 
Council, Special Issue: Treaty Council News, October 1977, vol. 1, no. 7, pg. 1.   

77 Indian Summer in Geneva: Indigenous Peoples of the Americas at the United Nations, Kisos Films, 
1986.  

78 Dunbar-Ortiz, Blood on the Border, 37.   



                              

  

 

89 

group of other leaders and volunteers to manage and maneuver the inter-workings of the United 

Nations for the meeting, including Paul Chaat Smith, Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz, Fern Eastmen, 

Chockie Cottier, Bill Means, and Winona LaDuke.79 Despite not being properly briefed by 

Durham and not knowing the internal workings of the United Nations, the group carried off a 

successful meeting that made a significant impact in this international setting.  

Various delegates gave important speeches at the Geneva sessions, including Russell 

Means and Oren Lyons. At the opening plenary session on September 20 Russell Means 

blatantly called out the United States, and specifically the President Carter, for broken treaties, 

human rights violations, environmental injustices, and a history of genocide of Native 

Americans. He stated,  

We are approaching the international community this first time for support and assistance 
to stop not only this rape of our sacred mother earth, but also to stop the genocide of a 
whole people. A people with international rights backed up especially in North America 
by treaties between the United States and Indian Nations. The United States, the monster, 
and its multinational corporations have dictated foreign policy in this world…they no 
longer care about the future as witnessed by the Dene, as witnessed by my people, as 
witnessed by Central and South America.80 
 

Reiterating the fact that this was one of the first opportunities for Indigenous peoples, especially 

Native Americans, to present at the United Nations, “You see, there is only one color of mankind 

that is not allowed to participate in the international community and that color is red. The black, 

white, the brown, the yellow – all participate in one form or another. We no longer, until this 

day, have had a voice within the international community. Someone once said you can tell the 

power of a country by the oppression its people will tolerate. No longer are we going to tolerate 

the monster.”81 Means’ very direct comments highlighted the high level of frustration for Native 

 
79 Ibid, 37; Paul Chaat Smith, personal interview, April 24, 2019.  
80 International NGO Conference On Discrimination Against Indigenous Populations 1977 In the Americas, 

September 20-23, p. 5.   
81 Ibid, 5.  
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Americans as they struggled to bring to light the treatment and conditions of their people in the 

United States and the desire to finally have a voice in the international community.  

 This first formal visit in Geneva signaled a major transition in how Native Americans 

were viewed in the broader international community. It also marked over fifty years since the 

Cayuga Chief, Deskaheh, had presented at the League of Nations in Geneva. In honor of the 

Chief, twenty-four Iroquois delegates and participants also travelled to Geneva on their own Six 

Nations passports, which the Swiss and U.S. Customs authorities accepted. On behalf of the Six 

Nations Iroquois Confederacy, traditionally known as the Haudenosaunee, Oren Lyons spoke as 

a delegate in the opening plenary. His comments focused on the importance of human rights for 

Native Americans and the irony that “it is strange indeed that we have to travel this far to the 

east, to the European continent, to turn and face the president of the US and ask him (the 

President) about our human rights.” He also reiterated how the Six Nations said the exact same 

thing over fifty years earlier – “the unity of spirit and brotherhood.” He urged the representatives 

to come together to open their ears, hearts, and minds, “that you consider very seriously the 

future of the generations, of our children to come.” One of the reports submitted on behalf of the 

Haudenosaunee delegation stated that their message to the world was “a basic call to 

consciousness.” They referred to what they defined as, “The destruction of the Native cultures 

and people is the same process that has destroyed and is destroying life on this planet. The 

technologies and social systems that have destroyed the animals and the plant life are also 

destroying the Native people. And that process is Western Civilization.” 82   

 
82 Ibid, 1, 6; Akwesasne Notes, Eds. Basic Call to Consciousness (Akwesasne Notes: New York, 1978). 

This book includes the genesis of the international movement of Indigenous peoples and the presentation at the 
Geneva Switzerland gathering at the UN from the perspective of the larger Haudenosaunee delegation. It includes 
the three required position papers for participation at the international gathering. Since its first publication in 1978 it 
has been translated to half a dozen languages and republished at least a dozen times.  
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 In addition to Means, Lyons, and the larger Haudenosaunee delegation, other speeches 

came from notable delegates from across North America; Phillip Deere (Creek Nation), David 

Monongye (Hopi), Marie Sanchez (Northern Cheyenne), Ed Bernstick (Cree Nation, Canada) 

and South America; Jose Mendoza Acosta (Panama), Renir Artist (Surinam), Rene Fuerst (Non-

Native Ethnographer), Manuel Tzoc Mejia (Guatemala), Natalio Hernandez Hernandez 

(Mexico), Antonio Millape (Mapuche, Chile). All the delegates addressed the systematic abuse 

of Indigenous human rights through the expropriation and destruction of land and natural 

resources by governments and corporations. Collectively the historic gathering marked the one 

of the first universal calls for international recognition of Indigenous people’s sovereignty and 

set a strong foundation for international Indigenous activism. The gathering produced one of the 

first drafts of what would eventually become the United Nations Declaration of the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples, which would be officially presented thirty years later in 2007. It also 

presented the first proposal to observe the second Monday in October, historically known as 

Columbus Day, as an International Day of Solidarity with the Indigenous Peoples of America.83 

While most of the responses from the international community were positive and 

laudatory of the IITC efforts at the Geneva Conference, the organization continued to have issues 

with tribal communities at the local level as the IITC lacked the inclusion of more Native nations 

at the international gathering. The Navajo Nation’s chairman voiced his concern that he had 

reached out to the Treaty Council to speak at the conference, but never heard back from the 

leadership. Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz noted that according to the IITC, since Larry Anderson, a 

long-time Navajo AIM leader, was the Navajo with whom the Council had the most frequent 

contact, that Anderson should have arranged for the Navajo delegate. This situation speaks to the 
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larger issue of a lack of an internal process within the IITC for selecting delegates and 

representatives, compared to more formal organized groups working on international issues, like 

the WCIP and NCAI, which voted and selected delegates and often from tribal councils.84 As 

seen from this example, the IITC continued to work with representatives from the AIM days, but 

lacked direct relationships and communication with elected tribal council representatives, which 

caused distrust at the local tribal community level and failed to secure long-term support for the 

IITC.  

Overall the Geneva gathering was a historic event for Native Americans in the 

international arena, but according to Smith the international work of the IITC became a 

distraction from doing the real on-the-ground grass roots work with local communities. “If you 

don’t have a base, if you don’t have people, if you don’t have ongoing work with communities at 

the national level what difference does it make when you’re going to Geneva.” After the United 

Nations visit the IITC struggled to redefine its purpose and increase its membership as other 

newly created groups like the World Council of Indigenous Peoples and other NGOs also 

presented at the UN and had a stronger base, goals, and membership tied to centralized 

organizations, like the NCAI.  

Conclusion 

Although Durham came back to the IITC in New York for a short while after the Geneva 

conference, he left the organization in 1979 and began to turn his attention toward his work as an 

artist. At one point he contemplated writing a history of the movement but because the history 

was still so recent he focused on his art career.85 After Geneva other leaders took over the 

 
84 “Call from Window Rock not returned,” Navajo Times, September 29, 1977.  
85 Papastergiadis and Turney, On Becoming Authentic, 43-44. Durham held his first art show in New York 

in 1980-81 with Juan Sanchez.   
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organization, leading it into the last years of the 1970s and early 1980s. Despite the change in 

leadership, the organization still often echoed Durham’s foundational work and viewpoints of 

that initial time period.  

Even as he worked outside the organization, Durham’s perspectives about international 

Indigenous activist work began to evolve. Durham’s once adamant perspective of not working 

with other Indigenous peoples began to shift after the 1977 conference and further over the years. 

In reflecting later on the Geneva conference he later noted in 1986, “we realized that we could 

make a more formal relationship with other Indigenous peoples that would be mutually 

beneficial and that could be systematic…and that has worked very well.” His reflection on the 

United Nations in the mid-1980s, denotes the continued challenges that Indigenous peoples and 

groups would later encounter as international NGOs increased over the years. He argued that 

because the United Nations was still figuring out how to deal with Indigenous peoples, “there is 

no way for you to come to the world court, unless you’re already recognized as a state by the 

United Nations or the world court…so we still have no way to enter the United Nations. It’s 

necessary for us in the next ten years to change the United Nations. And that’s what we have to 

do.” It would take various Indigenous activist groups and NGOs numerous years to maneuver the 

UN system, constantly fighting for the physical and intellectual space in the international 

community to get their views heard.86  

 Despite his early cautioning against connecting with those in the Fourth World, 

Durham’s perspective on this also slowly began to change. Later in 1986 he stated, “I have a 

dream, and many other Indians have a dream, of making our sovereignty as Indian nations 

primarily with each other…of making a real organization of Indian nations, like the Organization 

 
86 Indian Summer in Geneva: Indigenous Peoples of the Americas at the United Nations, Kisos Films, 
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of African States…in the international work it can be more effective as we continue to work 

together.”87 Thus, while he references the idea of increasing collaborative work with other 

Indigenous peoples, including groups in Chile and Brazil, this initiative occurred only after he 

left the organization.  

This period reflects how Indigenous sovereignty evolved and transformed for leaders, 

reflected in the decision-making, organizational collaboration, and long-term goals. While 

Durham’s initial reluctance to work with and collaborate with other Indigenous groups outside of 

the United States caused challenges for the foundation years of the IITC, his views eventually 

changed after several years. Durham focused his foundational activist work on the international 

aspects of Native American rights, and in the end his lack of connection at the local level with 

tribal communities was a detriment to the continued long-term success of the IITC. Nevertheless, 

Durham was a central figure of the council’s international work. AIM would have eventually 

pursued some type of international platform, but initially Durham certainly was the main figure 

in pushing this initiative forward, shaping the strategy and developing the practical steps to 

accomplish the work at the United Nations.88  

Through the development of the IITC, the radical sovereignty movement built on the 

momentum of the domestic activism of Wounded Knee to further transition their work into the 

international community. While successful in reaching the United Nations, the conflicting 

ideologies of leaders and activists caused disjuncture and challenges in the organization. IITC 

leaders struggled to define and evolve the issues of sovereignty and self-determination with 

varied conflicting results. While the IITC played a significant foundational role in the larger 

international Indigenous movement, it failed to accomplish long-term sustainability and success 

 
87 Ibid, 1986. 
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with solid membership and vision.  
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Chapter 3: Building an International Indigenous Alliance: The National Indian 

Brotherhood and the National Congress of the American Indian, 1972-1974 
 

[W]e’ve got to be thinking as Indian people as a whole across the United States, Canada, 
and other parts, of developing the power and there’s many ways to do it, and we’ve got to 
use every means to develop that political power that’s necessary to persuade the kind of 
change that we need, and we’re seeking, that we’re fight for, for our people.  
       –George Manuel, October, 19741  
 
This chapter examines the relationships, alliances, and initiatives built between two of the 

most influential Indigenous organizations in Native North America, the National Indian 

Brotherhood (NIB) in Canada and the National Congress of the American Indian (NCAI) in the 

United States during the mid-1970s. The intersection of the international Indigenous activism of 

the NIB and NCAI highlights that while embedded within nation states, these organizations 

utilized national structures to generate international power and recognition for Indigenous 

peoples. Despite the perceived attention drawn by the radical activists in groups like the 

American Indian Movement (AIM) and the International Indian Treaty Council (IITC), the more 

traditional activists in the NIB and NCAI had a greater and longer-lasting influence in the United 

States, Canada, and internationally. Although some scholars argue that the IITC organization 

was at the forefront of this international turn, the NIB and NCAI were actually addressing this 

issue far before the IITC, and pursuing this movement in a much more organized way that 

ensured long-term sustained success.2 The leaders and members of NIB and NCAI consistently 

pushed the movement forward, established formal alliances, developed exchanges, and were at 

the epicenter of connecting formal transnational groups together to form a collective social 

Indigenous movement and eventually a larger organization of the World Council of Indigenous 

 
1 Transcript: Workshop Four - National and International Indian Relations, Mid-Year Conference: 1974 

Convention, San Diego, CA, p. 33, Box 26, NCAIR.  
2See for example, Gyorgy Ferenc Toth, From Wounded Knee to Checkpoint Charlie: The Alliance for 

Sovereignty between American Indians and Central Europeans in the Late Cold War (Albany: State University of 
New York Press, 2016).  
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Peoples (WCIP) to help all Indigenous peoples in protecting their sovereignty and self-

determination.      

The foundational history, relationship and formal partnership between the NIB and NCAI 

remains virtually unexplored. While scholars have recently examined the IITC and its 

relationship with European alliances, the alliance and impact of two of the most formal and 

structured indigenous organizations that made the most lasting and effective impact remain 

unexamined. This chapter seeks to explore and analyze this complex relationship to reveal how 

and why these two formal Indigenous groups chose to work together. In addition, this chapter 

examines numerous other questions regarding the organizations’ move to international activism. 

At a practical level, why and how did this alliance develop? What organizational foundation was 

required domestically first? Who were the key players? What major challenges did they face in 

working between two countries with imposed colonial borders and with different federal 

governments? What could NIB and NCAI provide to the international indigenous community 

that AIM and the IITC could not? Investigating these questions fills a significant gap in the 

literature and research of the transition to international Indigenous activism after the events at 

Wounded Knee in 1973. Further study of the development of these organizations and interactions 

between these groups provides important insight into their role in the movement’s evolution and 

shows how their alliance was crucial to the move toward international Indigenous activism.  

The partnership and alliance built between NIB and NCAI served as the catalyst for a 

long-term sustained international Indigenous movement built within the construct of two 

complex colonized nation states – the United States and Canada. Each group looked for ways to 

remove the constraints of an imposed colonialism system, by searching for methods and 

strategies of increasing sovereignty and self-determination that fell outside of simple recognition. 

While these groups worked within the confines of the nation state, their goals were not tied to 
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simple recognition, but included working outside of those constructs to bring about justice 

grounded in land, culture, and place. Their acts of resistance were rooted within the Indigenous-

centered definition of resurgence later developed by Nishnaabeg scholar and activist Leanne 

Betasamosake Simpson, who called on Indigenous peoples to decolonize “on our own 

terms…without the sanction, permission, or engagement of the state,” meaning that Indigenous 

peoples should have the right to sovereignty and self-determination without the oversight of the 

nation-state.3  Within the context of decolonization these groups were seeking to de-center the 

nation-state to establish their own ways of operating in conjunction with other Indigenous 

peoples across borders. This echoes the recent work and call to action by Mohawk scholar Audra 

Simpson who argues that Indigenous peoples will only achieve liberation through the refusal of 

settler-state and colonial-white supremacy.4  

George Manuel, the NIB, and many who followed his work at the World Council of 

Indigenous peoples were at the forefront of this transnational work of centering Indigenous 

peoples in international organizations. As the founder and first President of the National Indian 

Brotherhood, Manuel’s role in developing the international Indigenous movement, as well as his 

role in connecting these two groups, is crucial. While the life of Manuel and his legacy are well-

known in the First Nations in Canada, and among the scholars focused on international 

indigenous activism history, his role and relationship with United States Native American 

activism is less familiar. His life, legacy, and role in the movement is important to more fully 

understand the foundation and complexities of cross-border activism, especially regarding his 

influence on and shaping the relationship between NCAI and the NIB, as well and those within 

 
3 Leanne Betasamosake Simpson, Dancing on Our Turtle’s Back: Stories of Nishnaaneg Recreation, 

Resurgence, and a New Emergence (Winnipeg: Arbeiter Ring Press, 2011), 17.  
4 Audra Simpson, Mohawk Interruptus: Political Life across the Borders of Settler States (Durham: Duke 

University Press, 2014).  
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the organization who would go on to create formal alliances, develop the World Conference of 

Indigenous Peoples (WCIP), and continue the international Indigenous work.5   

The chapter also examines the state of affairs for NCAI as it began a formal alliance and 

partnership with NIB during the core years of 1972 to 1974. As well as George Manuel and 

Clive Linklater in the NIB, this work focuses on the instrumental leadership of lesser-known 

activists in NCAI including Sam Deloria, Mel Tonasket, and Chuck Trimble, whose activism 

would lead to an official partnership and staff exchange between NCAI and NIB. These key 

leaders played a significant role in shaping international Indigenous relations and gatherings in 

the coming years, including the first Preparatory Meeting in 1974 and first World Conference of 

Indigenous Peoples in 1975. The partnership was not without its challenges, including gaining 

membership support, funding, and long-term sustainability. Despite these challenges and a 

colonial imposed border, NCAI and NIB overcame these obstacles for the greater goal of 

working internationally to strengthen indigenous sovereignty and self-determination.  

More importantly, this work reveals the activism of leaders working within more 

traditional organizations, rather than the focus historically placed on radical, militant activists of 

the American Indian Movement.  Rather this work, like the work of Daniel Cobb, seeks not to 

diminish the importance of militant activism but instead “decenter and resituate it within a larger 

context of Native political action.”6 Thus, this work focuses on the international Indigenous 

political activism and alliances that have often remained unknown and on the periphery during 

 
5For a full examination of George Manuel’s role in international indigenous activism during this time 

period, see Jonathan Crossen, “Decolonization, Indigenous Internationalism, and the World Council of Indigenous 
Peoples” (PhD diss., University of Waterloo, Canada, 2014); Crossen, "Another Wave of Anti-Colonialism: The 
Origins of Indigenous Internationalism." Canadian Journal of History 52, no. 3 (2017): 533-559. Crossen examines 
the IITC and that organizations role in decolonization and international indigenous activism, however his work lacks 
an analysis of the role of NCAI.  

6 Daniel M. Cobb, Native Activism in Cold War America: The Struggle for Sovereignty (Lawrence: 
University Press of Kansas, 2008), 2. See also, Daniel Cobb and Loretta Fowler, eds. Beyond Red Power: American 
Indian Politics and Activism Since 1900 (Santa Fe: School for Advanced Research, 2007).  
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the mid-1970s, when Wounded Knee and AIM were still at the center of tribal consciousness.  

These traditional activists went beyond imposed borders to make an impact domestically by 

working internationally, outside of the nation state system. Their creativity and ingenuity 

provided new innovative ways of strengthening indigenous sovereignty and self-determination 

that shaped international Indigenous policy for years to come.  

George Manuel and the NIB: Setting a Strong Foundation  
 

Through the leadership of its first President George Manuel, a Shuswap Indian raised on 

the Neskainlith reserve near Kamloops, British Columbia, the NIB was at the forefront of the 

effort to establish an international Indigenous movement, specifically by creating an international 

presence at the United Nations via the World Council of Indigenous Peoples. From 1969 to 

1982, NIB served as the umbrella organization representing First Nations status Indians in 

Canada with representation through provincial and territorial organizations (PTOs).7 While 

Manuel would eventually focus on an international agenda, he also had many domestic 

accomplishments.  In its early years the NIB focused on opposition to the 1969 White Paper 

whereby the Prime Minister of Indian Affairs, Jean Chretien, proposed “equality for Indians” 

with the abolition of the Indian Act – the foundational Canadian federal law that governs matters 

pertaining to First Nation’s status, bands and reserves. Similar to the United States assimilation, 

treaty policies and the Bureau of Indian Affairs, First Nation’s people saw the Act as invasive 

and paternalistic as it gave power to the Canadian federal government to regulate and administer 

the daily affairs of registered Indigenous people. In his rhetoric the Prime Minister argued the 

abolishment would achieve greater equality for Indians, however this meant he wanted them to 

essentially become like other Canadian citizens. While Aboriginal people agreed that the Act and 

 
7 The NIB succeeded the Native Council of Canada (NCC) which represented non-status and Metis Indians, 

which continued on as a separate organization from NIB.  
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Department of Indian Affairs had problems, they rejected the “white paper” policy because they 

felt that assimilating First Nation’s people into mainstream Canadian society was not the means 

to achieve that. Rather, similar to Native Americans, they wanted to maintain their sovereignty 

and legal distinction as Indian people. The Indian Chiefs of Alberta responded with their “Red 

Paper” and the NIB also developed their policy paper titled “Indian Control of Education,” 

whereby the Canadian federal government eventually overturned the “white paper” proposal.  

This signaled a turning point when the Canadian federal government finally abandoned its policy 

of assimilation and instead began a policy geared toward establishing constitutionally protected 

rights for First Nations and self-determination.8   

After presiding over NIB for four years George Manuel transformed the organization into 

a strong and stable group both domestically for Canadian Indians, and internationally as he 

developed his vision of an international conference for indigenous peoples. When he took 

command of NIB in 1970, “it was a paper organization without a funding source or a clear 

political direction.” It was not sheer luck that made this success happen. Manuel had a very 

specific leadership style and strategy that ensured that this agenda was effective by developing a 

strong foundation internally before expanding internationally, unlike how AIM approached 

moving its work into the IITC. Manuel’s leadership style was rooted in building a non-

hierarchical structure to develop relationships of trust through consultation and collaboration, 

focused on participation of as many people as possible across all levels. Accordingly, Manuel 

 
8 For a full examination of NIB early years, see Peter McFarlane, Brotherhood to Nationhood: George 

Manuel and the Making of the Modern Indian Movement (Toronto: Between the Lines, 1993), 108-137; For 
background on the Indian Act see, John Milloy, Indian Act Colonialism: A Century of Dishonour, 1869-1969 
(National Centre for First Nations Governance, 2008). The Indian Act has undergone various amendments since it 
was first passed in 1876, however it largely retains its original form today. The Act is administered by Indian and 
Northern Affairs Canada (INAC), formerly the Department of Indian. Affairs and Northern Development (DIAND).  
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utilized the NIB organization to educate and connect the ordinary members with established 

leaders to build a sense of community, develop skills, and support one another.9  

Manuel ensured that policy makers and technicians worked with Indians early on in the 

process so that it was a standard procedure of both sides collaborating together. He set up a 

mentoring system where PTOs that were more advanced in the field were connected with more 

junior activists who needed more guidance and support. Manuel was essentially giving power to 

his people and helping them to see how they themselves could make a difference, and not just 

himself. This in turn helped activists know the organization was behind them during challenging 

times. According to his previous Executive Assistant, Mary Marule, “People got the impression 

that they were working for themselves and their people, not for him.” This clearly was a very 

important trait to those who worked for him and with him on various initiatives so that they did 

not feel that he was overbearing or hierarchical to those working in the organization. Within the 

larger Indian community, Manuel sought to build consensus, rather than operating by majority 

rule. Overall, he did not push ideas aggressively, but was more sensitive and patient with the 

process letting his ideas sit with the community for quite some time before pressing them. This 

served him well, especially since he knew many Indians were wary of change. Despite having to 

operate within Canada’s federal political structure with the Department of Interior and other 

agencies, Manuel adhered to his strong traditional teachings, while also insulating himself from 

many federal bureaucrats and building a strong internal base before beginning an international 

agenda. This approach contrasted the approach of the IITC whose entire mission began with 

international goals without first building domestic tribal support and infrastructure.10   

 
9 McFarlane, Brotherhood to Nationhood, 160. 
10 J. Rick Ponting and Roger Gibbins, Out of Irrelevance: A Socio-Political Introduction to Indian Affairs 

in Canada (Butterworth: Toronto, 1980), 201-202.  
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From his years of experience in his own communities, Manuel knew that he would be 

unable to win the support of the local Indian community on an international agenda without first 

winning their trust and support internally. In these early days Manuel, vice-chair Omer Peters, 

and Executive Assistant Marule focused their efforts on extensive travel to “promote Indian 

unity, to establish the legitimacy of the NIB at the reserve level, and to obtain input from Indians 

across the country.” Once Manual built a strong internal structure within NIB, including 

effective leaders, funding, and domestic agenda, he then gained support from the larger Indian 

community and began to turn an international agenda. Manuel traveled the most out of all the 

leaders as he began conducting international visits to New Zealand and Australia. He ended up 

spending about half his working days traveling and away from the main office in Ottawa.11  

Manuel Builds An International Indigenous Agenda  
 

After being patronized and humiliated by the New Zealand Prime Minister and 

witnessing the rapid assimilation process in Australia, in the spring of 1971 on his first trip to 

New Zealand and Australia accompanying a Canadian delegation Manuel quickly realized he 

needed to alter his focus. Originally his main fight focused on the internal survival for Canadian 

Indigenous peoples, however he began to instead turn his attention internationally to the larger 

political and physical ground lost over centuries. Instead of only thinking of the Indigenous 

peoples of Canada, he thought of all the Indigenous peoples across the world in the United 

States, Canada, Central and South America, Australia and New Zealand, who represented 

millions who “could force the issue of indigenous rights onto the world stage in a way never 

dreamed before,” and come together with a common agenda to increase Indigenous self-

determination and human rights.12  

 
11 Ibid, 203.  
12 Peter McFarlane, Brotherhood to Nationhood, 160.  
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During this and later trips to other countries Manuel engaged with and spent time with 

other Indigenous leaders from New Zealand, Australia, Norway, Greenland, as well as Fiji, 

Samoa and Hawaii. He quickly realized the while different political structures and cultural 

differences separated Indigenous groups, there were many shared issues between them. He noted 

specifically how treaty issues he saw in New Zealand and Australia were identical to those he 

saw in Canada.13 He discerned that “their objectives are the same and they are also struggling to 

developing political organizations.” 14 Moreover, in his many trips he witnessed the Canadian 

government engaging in conversations and exchanges with these counties, but knew these 

interactions lacked Indigenous representatives from Canada who could engage with other 

Indigenous groups in these countries. As he continued to travel to other countries and visit with 

other indigenous groups, Manuel noted “the objectives of every group I met with were very 

similar to ours here in North America, and they were also anxious to have such a conference.”15 

Thus, Manuel sought to find a solution whereby these groups could communicate, exchange 

information and help one another on an international level through a more formal conference or 

organization that would unite indigenous peoples across the world. During Manuel’s return from 

this first trip to New Zealand he began imagining the next steps to make this gathering happen. 

He started laying the ground work for the future Indigenous international conference and 

organization that he envisioned, “one that, by making us look outward to our dark brothers 

across the seas, will also help us to see inward to the course of progress within our own 

communities.”16  

 
13For a detailed examination of the respective policies of the countries Manuel visited, see Andrew 

Armitage, Comparing the Policy of Aboriginal Assimilation: Australia, Canada, and New Zealand (Vancouver: 
UBC Press, 1995).  

14 Transcript: Workshop on the International Indigenous Peoples Conference, NCAI Annual Convention, 
Portland, Oregon, November 1975, p. 2, box 149, NCAIR.    

15 Ibid.    
16 The Whitehorse Star, May 27, 1971; cited in McFarlane, 160. For a full examination of Manuel’s 

development of international indigenous activism during this time period, see Jonathan Crossen, “Decolonization, 
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Shortly after his trip to New Zealand in the spring of 1971, Manuel solidified his vision 

and received strong inspiration in talks with the First Secretary of the Tanzanian High 

Commission, Mbuto Milando, who told Manuel that “if they could somehow stand together, the 

voices of the millions of indigenous peoples could reach beyond their national borders and be 

heard by the world.” Milando suggested the concept of a “Fourth World.” It was from his 

conversations with Milando that Manuel utilized this phrase and developed it further to “describe 

all of the indigenous peoples trapped within settler societies in conditions that were close to 

those of the peoples of the Third World.”17 Manuel’s interactions with Milando and further 

travels within Tanzania established his firm belief in the Fourth World which would remain at 

the center of his international activism. Within a few years he published a book dedicated to this 

concept titled, The Fourth World: An Indian Reality, which “tells the story of North America’s 

genocidal invasion from the vantage point and lived experience of the colonized, as well as the 

resistance that Native peoples mounted to it.”18  Manuel argued that, “The fact of the matter is 

that there was a never a time since the beginning of colonial conquest when Indian people were 

not resisting” and through self-determination the resistance and resurgence continued.19  

A few months after visiting Tanzania, Manuel outlined the direction of his new 

international Indigenous agenda in a Canadian Press Report,  

 
Indigenous Internationalism, and the World Council of Indigenous Peoples” (PhD diss., University of Waterloo, 
Canada, 2014), 35-77. 

17 McFarlane, 160. For more in-depth look at Milando and his works see, Julius Nyerere, Nyerere on 
Socialism (Dar es Salaam: Oxford University Press, 1969); Julius Nyerere, Freedom and Socialism: A Selection 
from Writings and Speeches, 1965-1967 (Dar Es Salaam: Oxford University Press, 1968); Cranford Pratt, The 
Critical Phase in Tanzania, 1945-1968: Nyerere and the Emergence of a Socialist Strategy (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1976).  

18 George Manuel and Michael Posluns, The Fourth World: An Indian Reality (The Free Press, 1974; 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2019); The first edition includes a foreword by Vine Deloria, Jr. The 
new edition recently published in 2019 includes an introduction by Glen Sean Coulthard and afterward by Doreen 
Manuel, xi. For a literature examination of Manuel’s The Fourth World see, Chadwick Allen, Blood Narrative: 
Indigenous Identity in American Indian and Maori Literary Activist Texts (Durham: Duke University Press, 2002), 
195-220. See also, Anthony J. Hall, American Empire and the Fourth World: The Bowl With The One Spoon, Part 
One (Montreal: McGill-Queens University Press, 2003), 238-260. 

19 George Manuel and Michael Posluns, The Fourth World: An Indian Reality (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2019), 69  
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Aboriginal people of the world must unite to prevent the white race from destroying 
mankind. White people have a need to destroy, conquer, to suppress, this is not found in 
the aboriginal value system. There is an urgent need for aboriginal peoples all around the 
world to unite to give direction to the white race before it destroys itself and all 
mankind.20 

 
Carrying out this idea of the Fourth World and a possible international conference did not 

come without many setbacks and challenges. Manuel continued to travel to make connections 

with other organizations across the world that increased his connections and links to the 

international community as evidenced by numerous trips to various different countries to seek 

support from numerous organizations, including the United Nations Conference on the Human 

Environment in Sweden, the International Work Group for Indigenous Affairs (IWGIA) in 

Cophenhagen, and the Sami people of Northern Sweden.21   

During a trip to the United Kingdom in 1972 Manuel also approached an organization 

called the “Anti-Slavery Society,” an organization that had existed for over 300 years, to see 

about creating a world organization for Indigenous people. They quickly informed him that they 

were planning a similar gathering in 1978, “to be run and controlled by [the society].” Rather 

than sit idly by, Manuel suggested they instead let Indigenous peoples develop the gathering and 

consider donating their funds to NIB to do so. Not surprisingly, Manuel noted that “the reaction I 

got was that Indian people were not competent enough to hold such a world meeting and that I 

should go home and forget about it and they would handle it. I [was] met with that kind of 

rejection, but I was not discouraged.”22 Indeed, he pressed forward meeting with the World 

Council of Churches (WCC) in Geneva, Switzerland where he made the same presentation to 

enlist their aid to support an Indigenous conference. While initially he received the same 

concerns as he did with other groups, as the WCC was also planning a similar conference. 

 
20 Canadian Press report, May 13, 1971, as quoted in McFarlane, 160-61. 
21 See McFarlane, 166-69; Crossen, 49-53.   
22 Transcript: Workshop on the International Indigenous Peoples Conference, NCAI Annual Convention, 

Portland, Oregon, November 1975, p. 2, NCAIR, Box 149.    
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However, Manuel eventually convinced the WCC to provide support for the conference. He also 

approached the International Labour Organization (ILO) which seemed more responsive to and 

supportive of the idea but also had certain conditions attached about the ways funds could be 

utilized. While he did not turn them down, he wanted to wait and see what might happen with 

other organizations and groups he approached for support.23  

George Manuel and Vine Deloria, Jr:  Indigenous Intellectual Allies 
 

As Manuel began planning for the international conference, he also began reaching out to 

various Native American leaders and intellectuals to establish strong allies and provide guidance 

on making further connections within the United States. One of his strongest supporters and 

intellectual counterpart in the United States was noted Native American author and activist, Vine 

Deloria, Jr., a member of the Standing Rock Sioux tribe and former director of NCAI. Deloria 

had recently published his award-winning book Custer Died for Your Sins, where with humor 

and wit he examined and debunked the myths and stereotypes of Indian culture and called upon 

the federal government for more support for Native Americans.24 According to Glenn T. Morris, 

with this work Deloria “began to equip a new generation with a vision for indigenous self-

determination, and he began to provide a conscious vocabulary that would allow the expression 

of a liberatory critique.”25 Manuel knew of Deloria’s knowledge of Indigenous activism tactics 

and hoped he could assist him in connecting to Native American organizations.  

 On January 18, 1973, Manuel wrote to Deloria sending him a proposal for an 

“International Aboriginal Peoples Conference”. Manuel specifically stated that the NIB had not 

 
23 Ibid, p. 3.  
24 Vine Deloria, Jr. Custer Died For Your Sins: An Indian Manifesto (New York, 1969; Norman: University 

of Oklahoma Press, 1988). The book remains one of the most significant non-fiction books written by a Native 
American author. 

25 Glenn T. Morris, “Vine Deloria, Jr., and the Development of a Decolonizing Critique of Indigenous 
Peoples and International Relations,” Native Voices: American Indian Identity and Resistance, eds. Richard A. 
Grounds, George E. Tinker, and David E. Wilkins (University Press of Kansas, 2003), 99.  
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yet contacted any specific American Indian groups “since they were still in the process of 

exploring the possibility of hosting such a conference.” He noted, however, his previous visits to 

the World Council of Churches and the International Labour Organization “who have shown 

positive interest but have not yet committed any number of dollars.” Manuel asked Deloria, “I 

would like your reaction to our proposal, and any suggestions you might have as to where else 

we might obtain funds, and also as to what might be the best way to involve the American Indian 

people as delegates to the conference. Any other thoughts you have would be very welcome.” 

Manuel also noted that he had charged his Special Assistant, Clive Linklater, to carry out the 

project and to possibly coordinate an in-person meeting with him to discuss the issue further.26  

In his reply Deloria stated his enthusiasm of the conference and that he would help if needed. In 

addition, he also noted that in the context of the Vietnam war he was exploring a “new ideology” 

to center Indigenous history on a world scale, as “the question of aboriginal peoples must be 

confronted on a world scale before any other version of history can be made comprehensible.” 

According to Deloria, the conference would be the perfect way to begin those conversations. 

Having the support of Deloria would prove to be a huge asset for Manuel as Deloria garnered the 

support of various traditional activists and organizations, and he would make his viewpoint very 

clear to Manuel in future correspondence on thoughts regarding more radical, militant activists. 

The correspondence also revealed the candid openness that occurred between two Indigenous 

activists and authors who feel comfortable sharing their very strong viewpoints regarding the 

current state of Indigenous activism, especially in the context of the recent takeover of the 

Bureau of Indian Affairs and the Trail of Broken Treaties.27  

 
26 George Manuel to Vine Deloria, Jr., January 18, 1973; Box 15, Folder “Jan – Feb 1973 

Correspondence,” Vine Deloria Papers (VDP), WA MSS S-2661, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, 
Yale University.  

27Letter from Vine Deloria, Jr. to George Manuel, January 26, 11973; Box 15, Folder “Jan-Feb 1973 
Correspondence,” VPD.   
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When Deloria wrote to Manuel he was completing his next book God Is Red. Later in the 

aftermath of the Wounded Knee takeover he responded with an extensive research of Indian 

treaty history in Behind the Trail of Broken Treaties.28 At this point his correspondence revealed 

his fatigue in his writing and speaking engagements due to consecutive years of working of 

various projects, publications, and law cases. In late 1972 he noted, “I have been busy writing, 

re-writing and re-re-writing God Is Red and so am in terrible confusion, compounded by the 

senseless destruction of BIA and federal nonsense following that.”29  Early in 1973, he was even 

more exhausted and stated emphatically, “Have virtually retired from human race. I was against 

BIA takeover until the stupid tribal chairmen became so reactionary and since have shifted to 

support it. One is constantly changed in one’s thinking by the strange bedf[e]llows which 

ideological positions attract.”30  A few days later he added, “I have fallen into quite an exhausted 

spiritual state. Did a book on Indian lands, a massive report on the Lummi, and God Is Red since 

I left Western [Washington University in Bellingham] and so am all thought and written out.” He 

noted that much of his time was spent “trying to do a position paper for the activists who sacked 

the BIA.”31  

 In mid-1973, awaiting the release of God Is Red while also deep in the trenches of 

researching the history of Indian treaties for pending law cases, he refused yet another request to 

speak on a panel addressing treaty issues. Rather than serving on panels or listening to long 

debates, he did not see the purpose or need to serve on these panels with other white panelists 

and audiences, who usually lacked any power to make substantial changes to the federal Indian 

 
28 Vine Deloria, Jr. God is Red (New York: Putnam Publishing Group, 1973); Vine Deloria, Jr. Behind the 

Trail of Broken Treaties: An Indian Declaration of Independence (New York: Delacorte Press, 1974; Austin: 
University of Texas Press, 1985) 

29 Vine Deloria to Barbara Lane, December 3, 1972, Box 15, Folder “Nov-Dec 1972 Correspondence,” 
VDP.  

30 Vine Deloria to Jeffrey Wilner, January 3, 1973, Box 15, Folder “Jan – Feb 1973 Correspondence,” 
VDP.  

31 Vine Deloria to Don McLeod, January 5, 1973, Box 15, Folder: Jan – Feb 1973 Correspondence, VDP.  
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policy and law. He stated, “Since I probably know more than any living Indian about Treaties I 

see no need to make the rounds of groups speaking on treaties and having the latest and loudest 

activists on the panel also, one who knows nothing of treaties, and being judged by a group of 

whites who will shortly take up another cause.” Since he was trained as a legal scholar, Deloria 

believed that rather than serving on various panels, he should be working to make changes from 

within the legal system of the nation state to uphold and enforce Indian treaties, not engaging in 

rash, loud, fleeting protests and talking on panels that went nowhere without any lasting results. 

“It is ridiculous for me to appear as menacing a la A.I.M. when I do know something of the 

complexity of the treaty relationship and understand that theatrics do not solve complicated 

research and legal problems.” As numerous requests repeatedly arrived during this time, he 

would respond in much the same way and specifically urge the writer to instead write to their 

senators and “begin a massive campaign” regarding various law cases, for example the repeal of 

the Menominee termination, “that would do more good than having a group of Indians to 

entertain them.”  Indeed, he concluded that “if everything goes according to plan we can get 

some decent redress to the treaty question by next spring [1974]. But it must be done with 

precision, cool and clear thinking, and the full understanding of the existing tribal governments. 

Allowing the activists, who know nothing of the treaties, to continue to be seen as the major 

Indian spokesman will only hamper those of us who are proceeding systematically with the task 

as it has to be done.”32  

 Deloria knew that if Manuel or NCAI were going to make a significant impact, they 

needed to approach the work from within the structures of the national state legal system. This 

correspondence represents two of Indian Country’s biggest theoretical thinkers of their time 

 
32 Vine Deloria to Reverend Russell Carter, September 17, 1973, Folder: September-October 1973 

Correspondence, VDP. 
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engaged in dialogue about shared vision and determining the best tactics and strategies for 

strengthening Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination. Eventually Manuel heeded 

Deloria’s advice and reached out to the National Congress of the American Indian to begin steps 

toward a formal partnership for the two organizations and to garner support for an international 

conference.   

 This was the beginning of a very long friendship and partnership on the topic of activism, 

as Manuel would ask Deloria to write the Forward to his book The Fourth World.33 In the 

foreword Deloria stated, “Just as I was considering writing a book to illustrate the relationship 

between the various aboriginal peoples of the globe, he called me and asked me to write a 

foreword to his book.” He further reflected that after the Wounded Knee occupation “I was 

uncertain about the future of both Canadian and American Indians, certain that both the 

Canadian and American Governments would remain cloaked in lethargy, and still uncertain 

about how Indians really related to either the modern world or the past. The only person that I 

could find who understood what was happening was George Manuel.”34 Referencing Manuel’s 

concept of the Fourth World, Deloria urged that Canada and the United States “must understand 

and adopt George Manuel’s vision for the world tomorrow.”35 

                                       NCAI and the Leadership of Mel Tonasket 

Manuel continued to pursue groups that might be interested, including the National 

Congress of the American Indian. Since its founding in the 1944, NCAI served as the most 

influential intertribal political organization in the United States, playing a crucial role in Native 

American political activism and awareness through debates, litigation, and lobbying, with 

 
33 George Manuel and Michael Posluns, The Fourth World: An Indian Reality (Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 2019); forward by Vine Deloria, Jr. xxxviii-xliv.  
34 Ibid, xxxviii. 
35 Ibid, xl.  
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representation from nearly every federally recognized tribe.36 Manuel reached out initially to the 

NCAI organization in 1973, but he would not meet in-person with NCAI leadership until 1974. 

NCAI had just been through a tumultuous previous two-years with the fall-out over Wounded 

Knee and the takeover of the Bureau of Indian Affairs. Thus, NCAI selected a new leader to 

guide them through this challenging time in Indian country.   

In January 1974 NCAI elected Mel Tonasket, a 34-year-old councilman from the Colville 

Tribe of Washington State, as its next President. As a long-time member of the organization, 

Tonasket knew the complex inter-workings of the organization, as well as its bureaucratic 

relationship with the federal government. He also knew the vast complexities of local tribal 

infrastructure as he had previously served on the Colville Tribal Council in the early 1970s and 

was a staunch opponent of termination. Although he knew of the realities of working within the 

structures of the settler-state-tribal relationship, he also balanced this with being optimistic about 

the future. After being elected he stated, “We Indians always seem to be looking at the problems 

of the past…I’m concerned about today and tomorrow and what happens ten years from today. 

I’m still seeing our waters being taken away and Indian people still losing their property to the 

States. Our major issues are still land, water, legislation, jurisdiction and taxation – and NCAI 

should be producing, passing and lobbying for legislation to solve these problems.” He was also 

very cognizant of the major division in Native American activism, but still remained optimistic, 

“There is turbulence, but it’s a good turbulence. Usually conflicts come about because of 

ignorance of the facts. We must sit down and discuss our significant difference and our 

significant sameness.” He believed that as an organization they must move forward collectively 

and stated, “With the talent we have in Indian country, we need not be in a bushfire situation we 

 
36 For an examination of the foundational years of the organization see, Thomas W. Cowger, The National 

Congress of the American Indians: The Founding Years (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1999. See also, 
Daniel Cobb, Native Activism In Cold War America: The Struggle For Sovereignty. 
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find ourselves in today. Anyone who stands up for issues and cause will be branded a militant. 

You can’t just stand back and expect to win anything. All Indians have to stick together on the 

basic issues.”37   

Similar to the early leadership of NIB President George Manuel, Tonasket worked to 

create internal unity and strength before embarking on an international strategy and felt that 

“tribal involvement was the key to the success of the organization,”.  He promised to visit each 

individual tribe during his two-year term, stating categorically, “In the immediate future, I intend 

to take the organization to the people,” which became his main goal and slogan for his tenure as 

president. In addition, he developed plans for a series of “mini conventions” to be held on a 

regional basis prior to the annual conventions to “allow the tribes to participate more closely in 

the organization and without the great expenses of travel.”38 This concept proved successful as 

he convened these mini gatherings each year, and they where some of the most substantial work 

in the organization occurred and where the work regarding international indigenous activism 

began and coalesced. Indeed, one of the first mini conferences in San Diego in the same year 

would provide an opportunity for partnership and alliance building between NIB and NCAI.    

In the same month that Tonasket reflected on his recent election as NCAI President, he 

would host his first Executive Council meeting in Washington, DC titled “Indian Country – ’74.” 

This annual meeting served as a formal occasion to gather together representatives from all 

member tribes to plan strategy for the coming year and set priorities. For this particular meeting, 

and to get a sense of the range of both bureaucratic and basic topics covered, the Executive 

Council meeting included the following topics; the American energy and economic crisis and 

Indian affairs; changes in the committee structure of the House of Representatives; major review 

 
37 National Congress of the American Indian, “NCAI Elects New President,” The Sentinel Bulletin, January 

1974, p. 1, Box 55, NCAIR. 
38 Ibid, p. 1; Mel Tonasket, “From the President…”, p. 7, NCAIR.  
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of Indian legislation, and a comprehensive review of Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA).39 At that 

gathering Tonasket noted that the previous year had been a “year of turmoil because of the 

destruction of BIA” and numerous other issues as the organization had been diverted from major 

issues of legislation. He noted, “This year NCAI, hopes to get into some positive programs, to 

make up for lost time and this had better get done this year.” In general, he was referring to many 

legislative issues that still needed action by the organization, with some that had been waiting for 

multiple years. This included legislation on self-determination, fishing rights, religious freedom, 

and reforming the Bureau of Indian Affairs.40 

 During this meeting, Tonasket also called for a motion to the committee regarding a 

major change in delivery of services to tribal communities and the possible development of an 

Indian “super agency.” The motion stated,   

to draft a document to reflect the position of Indian tribes on complete legal and 
administrative delivery of services relating to sovereign land of sovereign Indian Tribes 
and their constituents. This document should be conceptualized within the context of 
recognition of our solemn treaty and constitutional rights as a people who under the 
law have a legal right to maintain their separate and exclusive relationship with the 
United States of America.  
 
Further: That this draft reflect a philosophy and intent of the resolution adopted in 
Kansas City, March of 1971 which called for a super agency, independent of the 
Interior Department and consistent with the permanent trust relationship being 
established, relating to Congress and that this relationship by general device or agency 
which would act as an agent for the United States which has the responsibility to 
maintain the Trust and regulate Commerce with the Indian Tribes through Congress. 
The draft of this document should include the mechanics of delivery of sovereign legal 
rights, Indian Employment within this delivery mechanism, Water and Land Rights, the 
Budget or any other program legal or administrative vehicle which involve the preference 
and right of Indians to conduct sovereign self-government.41  
 

 
39 Ibid.   
40 NCAI Meeting Minutes, January 23-24, 1974, Box 55, NCAIR. For more details on the recent NCAI 

leadership and relationship with the BIA, see National Congress of the American Indian, “Burro of Indian Affairs – 
’74 Model,” The Sentinel Bulletin, January 1974, p. 2; and further discussed within, NCAI Meeting Minutes, 
January 24, 1974, p. 4, NCAIP, series 2, box 55, folder: Indian Affairs 1974 - Executive Council Meeting, January 
23-25, 1974.   

41 NCAI Meeting Minutes, January 23, 1974, p. 4, NCAIR, Box 55. Bold type shown from original 
document.  
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After reading this statement of the official resolution, noting that the motion was for “our 

Sovereign Rights,” and receiving over 19 volunteers to serve on this committee, Tonasket 

concluded, “If these fellows get together for 3 or 4 days to work up a draft…it would be ‘one 

heck of a document’. This could be ratified by Tribes, amended and finalized it could be really 

something.”42 This resolution demonstrated that well-before AIM and the IITC sought to create 

tribes as separate nations, beginning as early as 1971 NCAI was seeking to develop a new 

innovative infrastructure to operate with the federal government that fell outside of the federal 

nation-state system. In this motion, NCAI acknowledged that the proposed “super agency” 

would operate on behalf of the trust responsibility, and that it would also at the same time be 

independent of the Department of the Interior. The vision and call for this new type of agency 

stemmed from the complex minutia of bureaucracy that mired the BIA, and that NCAI and tribal 

leaders wanted to be able to manage and regulate their sovereignty and trust relationship 

independently from the imposed infrastructure of the federal government. Efforts to develop this 

idea proved challenging within a system that historically operated under more traditional 

process. Rather, NCAI instead began to investigate others ways to explore this idea of operating 

outside of and beyond the nation state system to strengthen Indigenous sovereignty and self-

determination via the international arena.  

NCAI and NIB Begin An Alliance, 1973-74 
 

While NCAI President Tonasket solidified his agenda and fought to build consensus in 

tribal communities across the United States, George Manuel continued to reach out to countries, 

including the United States, to attend a Preparatory Meeting in Georgetown, Guyana in April 

1974 to discuss the possibility of holding an official international conference and to define future 

 
42 Ibid, p. 4.  
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goals. Throughout 1973 and the early preparations for the upcoming meeting, NIB and NCAI 

began initial interactions and communication focused specifically on the upcoming international 

Indigenous Preparatory Meeting in Guyana. According to Manuel, connections between NIB and 

NCAI had initially begun as early as 1971 when NIB passed a resolution that recommended that 

the NIB Executive Committee “establish a relationship with their American Indian brothers 

through the National Congress of the American Indian.” Manuel and Omar Peters, who was then 

Vice President, reached out to the then President of NCAI, Leon Cook. It would not be until later 

in 1973 however when the leadership changed and Mel Tonasket took over the NCAI presidency 

that the group began more formalized connections.43  

Throughout 1973, correspondence and meetings between the two organizations reveal the 

complexities and challenges of building the early relationship between NCAI and NIB, both 

dealing with their own domestic issues at home, while at the same time developing international 

Indigenous connections.  In June 1973, George Manuel and Clive Linklater of NIB traveled to 

the US for what appears to be the very first on-site visit and face-to-face meeting between the 

two organizations at the NCAI’s headquarters in Washington, DC. It is unclear the specifics of 

what the leaders discussed at the meeting, except that it can be surmised that Manuel and 

Linklater were interested in not only establishing general connections with NCAI, but more 

specifically on generating support for the upcoming 1974 international Preparatory Meeting. In a 

letter to then NCAI President, Leon Cook, George Manuel thanked him and Charles Trimble, 

NCAI Executive Director, “for the warm welcome you gave to Clive Linklater and me in our 

visit to your office on June 25, 1973. We will be looking forward anxiously to establishing some 

continued contacts between ourselves.” He then extended an invitation for NCAI representatives 

 
43Transcript: Workshop on the International Indigenous Peoples Conference, NCAI Annual Convention, 

Portland, Oregon, November 1975, p. 1, NCAIR.   
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to attend the NIB Annual General Assembly in September 1973 in Quebec. Most importantly, 

Manuel closed with a reminder that Linklater would keep NCAI informed of the progress of the 

upcoming “International Aboriginal Peoples Conference” and the upcoming Preparatory 

Meeting. Manuel’s closing words solidified his intentions with NCAI and signaled a change in 

the relationship between these two very similar organizations, “Looking forward to a happy 

relationship on our mutual concerns.”44 

George Manuel tasked Clive Linklater with keeping NCAI informed of the planning for 

the upcoming conference. Most importantly, Linklater informed Charles Trimble that NIB 

secured funding so that the individual organizations would not need to raise their own funds to 

attend. The one piece of information that NIB needed to know was if NCAI planned to attend. 

The challenging issue was that at the timing of this communication on July 18, 1973, NIB did 

not yet know the exact date of the Preparatory Meeting, except that it might be around August 

1974, nor where the conference would be held, but that it would be either in New Zealand or 

Denmark. NIB also requested NCAI to send possibly three delegates.45 Deciding who would 

attend evidently took some time within NCAI as Linklater wrote again to Trimble on November 

14, 1973 requesting a definitive decision if NCAI would attend and who would be the 

representatives. Finally, on November 19, 1973, Trimble confirmed that the Executive 

Committee and the membership of the NCAI expressed support for the planned international 

meeting of Aboriginal peoples. At this point NCAI had not yet determined which representatives 

would attend, but did confirm they would in fact send representatives. Trimble’s closure revealed 

how NCAI felt toward the future meeting, “Please let us know if there is anything further we can 

do to support such a needed, and long-overdue, meeting.”46 These initial meetings and 

 
44Letter from George Manuel to Leon Cook, June 29, 1973, box 151, folder 3, NCAIR. Charles Trimble is 

often more commonly referred to as Chuck Trimble by his fellow colleagues and friends.  
45Letter from Clive Linklater to Charles Trimble, July 18, 1973, box 151, folder 3, NCAIR.   
46Letter from Charles E. Trimble to Clive Linklater, November 19, 1973, Box 151, folder 3, NCAIR.   
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correspondence over the summer of 1973 set the foundation for a strong relationship between 

NCAI and NIB and eventually led to a formalized partnership, with NCAI becoming a leading 

organization in the international Indigenous movement.  

Ultimately Chuck Trimble selected Sam P. Deloria to represent the organization, who 

became a leading voice in the international indigenous cause. Sam, a member of the Standing 

Rock Sioux Tribe and brother of Vine Deloria, Jr., served as a leader within NCAI, as well as the 

Director of the American Indian Law Center at the University of New Mexico School of Law. 

He had a unique position of being both serving within NCAI but also keeping an independent 

role as well as an outside policy analyst, which ensured he could speak his mind freely without 

fear of backlash from NCAI or others. Most importantly, he built strong relationships throughout 

Indian country and established international connections with other Indigenous International 

leaders through his legal activist work. Despite these advances, Deloria also had obstacles and 

challenges in the international work. According to Deloria, “Chuck asked me to be the 

representative and go to Guyana, but I had no idea where that was.”  NIB also gathered 

representatives from eight other indigenous communities to attend the Preparatory Meeting.47 

The larger NIB delegation to the Preparatory Meeting included Marie Marule, Doug Sanders, 

and Guy Lavelle.48 

  For the purposes of the Preparatory Meeting the Canadian delegates sought to determine 

if the idea of an Indigenous peoples organization was even possible and explore next steps. Not 

only did delegates think this was achievable, but more importantly “it was a necessary and long 

 
47 Countries represented included Australia, Canada, Columbia, Greenland (Denmark), Guyana, New 

Zealand, Finland and Sweden. 
48A Funding Request to Support the International Conference of Indigenous Peoples, submitted by NCAI, 

July 1975, p. 23, NCAIR, Box 151; Interview with Sam Deloria, May 30, 2019. For a detailed examination of the 
delegates and the events at the Prepatory Meeting in Guyana, April 8-11, 1975, see Jonathan Crossen, 
“Decolonization, Indigenous Internationalism, and the World Council of Indigenous Peoples,” Phd diss., 2014, 75-
104.   
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overdue step in the battle to regain their national and international sovereignty.”49  According to 

Clive Linklater, the NIB wanted two things, “One, an international conference of indigenous 

people and also the possibility of starting up an organization of indigenous people. We began 

writing, compiling information, writing to various people, [etc.].”50  

As recalled by Doug Sanders, the meeting “faced the problem of virtual instant 

agreement by the delegates to proceed with the proposal of the National Indian Brotherhood to 

hold the international conference.”51 As noted in a report, the delegates approved holding a 

future international conference for the purpose of exchanging information (organizational, legal, 

sociological, and cultural) to strengthen voluntary associations of indigenous people in various 

countries with the following stated goals, “to reduce the possibility of physical and cultural 

genocide; combat racism; ensure political, economic and social justice; and establish and 

strengthen the concept of indigenous and cultural rights.” The report from the meeting was then 

utilized to generate a proposed structure for a future world organization.52  

The gathering in April 1974 firmly solidified the desirability of moving forward with the 

formation of next steps for establishing the World Conference of Indigenous Peoples (WCIP). 

The Policy Board, consisted of eight countries at this first meeting in Guyana, including 

Australia, Canada, Columbia, Greenland, Guyana, New Zealand, Norway and the United States. 

The gathering set the first purpose, agenda, definition and criteria for accreditation of delegates 

and observers, as well as the definition of “indigenous peoples”.53 After significant discussion, 

the delegates finalized this definition:  

 
49 Peter McFarlane, Brotherhood to Nationhood, 195.  
50NCAI Executive Council Meeting Transcript, January 24, 1975, p. 3-59, NCAIP, Box 55.    
51 Doug Sanders interview with Peter McFarlane, as quoted in Brotherhood to Nationhood, 195. 
52 Report on the Prepatory Meeting of the International Conference of Indigenous People, Georgetown, 

Guyana, April 8-11, 1974, Box 151, NCAIR.  
53Background on International Conference of Indigenous Peoples – For Release to Canadian Newspapers, 

undated, Box 149, NCAIR.  



          
 

   
 

 
120 

The term indigenous people refers to people living in countries which have a population 
composed of differing ethnic or racial groups, who are descendants of the earliest 
populations living in the area and who do not as a group control the national government 
of the countries which they live.54 
 

 According to the representatives, the meeting was a “tremendous success," and a follow-

up meeting was scheduled for the Policy Board in Copenhagen, Denmark in June 1975, where 

they would determine next steps for the World Conference of Indigenous Peoples to be 

tentatively held in October 1975. By early 1975 NIB had reached out to organizations in 30 

different countries, with 22 committed to attending the conference.55 The real test would come 

when each representative presented the information to their home countries to garner support and 

to select possible delegates to attend. After the Preparatory Meeting in April 1974, Sam Deloria’s 

role as an international representative significantly expanded as he became one of the key leaders 

in the NCAI’s and NIB’s international activism effort.56 

United Nation’s Representation 
 

Another major goal of the international gathering was to pursue the possibility of 

representation at the United Nations. On May 15, 1974, the Economic and Social Council of the 

United Nations granted the NIB consultative status as a Non-Governmental Organization. The 

decision came because an international organization of indigenous people did not yet exist at this 

level. The NIB agreed to transfer its NGO status to the future international organization once it 

was officially established.57 The status signaled a significant shift at the United Nations through 

strong support by various African, Indian, and Scandinavian countries, although Canada and the 

 
54 Doug Sanders, The Formation of the World Council of Indigenous Peoples, April 1980, p. 12, Box 25, 

NCAIR.   
55NCAI Executive Council Meeting Transcript, January 24, 1975, p. 3-59, NCAIP, series 2, box 55.  
56 Report on the Preparatory Meeting of the International Conference of Indigenous People, held in 

Georgetown, Guyana,” p. 3, 6, 11, Box 151, NCAIR; Douglas Sanders, The Formation of the World Council of 
Indigenous Peoples. These meetings and the role of Sam Deloria are examined more extensively in Chapter 4.  

57 Claire M. Howe, Deputy Chief, NGO Section, Economic and Social Council Secretariat, to George 
Manuel, June 6, 1974 and Clive Linklater to Charles Trimble, July 10, 1974, Box 151, NCAIR; Sanders, “The 
Formation of the World Council of Indigenous Peoples,” Box 25, NCAIR. 
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United States opposed the status. According to Linklater, “Canada and the United States were 

saying it was not necessary for Indians to have a representative at the United Nations because 

they could speak on our behalf, they’re so used to doing that, they’ve been doing it for 400 years 

now. They hate to see their children grow up.” A delegate from India stalled the questions from 

the United States and Canada by stating, “Look, it’s very important those [indigenous] people are 

allowed to make their own case before the United Nations. Like when you wear a pair of shoes, 

if you have got a new pair of shoes, only the person who wears them can tell you where it 

hurts.”58 

Linklater further reflected that the NIB also fought for this status in the United Nations 

“because we don’t want to keep this to ourselves, our idea is to share this status with other 

peoples.” He noted that Sam Deloria would be the representative for “aboriginal people in the 

United States.” As representatives at the United Nation this status meant “they could make 

occasional and useful contributions to the work of the Council and its subsidiary bodies or other 

UN bodies dealing with human rights concerning economic, social, cultural education, scientific, 

health and related matters.” Representatives interacted with the larger UN body in various ways, 

including appointing representatives to the council, circulating written statements, and making 

recommendations to the Secretary General. As a bureaucratic labyrinth of councils and 

committees, the United Nations required NGOs to follow various rules, including they could 

only speak in the Security Council, through the Secretary’s Office.59  

NCAI - NIB Formal Agreement and Exchange Program, 1974  
 

While much of the work of NCAI remained seemingly very domestic and bureaucratic 

within federal government politics, especially the ongoing lobbying for bills affecting tribal 

 
58 NCAI Executive Council Meeting Transcript, January 24, 1975, p. 3-66-67, NCAIR, Box 55. 
59Ibid, p. 3-61-63, NCAIP, Box 55. 
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communities, embedded within that traditional structure were areas where the NCAI leaders and 

members began to investigate new and innovative ways of operating outside those structures of 

the domestic nation state and slowly moved into the international arena, including official 

partnerships and staff exchanges as noted by Deloria. Until the early 1970s, NCAI mainly 

worked in this international sector informally with NIB in the lead-up to the international 

Preparatory Meeting in 1974. However, NCAI also began to develop a more formalized 

organizational relationship with NIB that shaped their partnership and NCAI’s role in 

international indigenous issues for the coming years. This was the case especially concerning 

shared issues and how to assist one another in their fight for Indigenous self-determination and 

sovereignty.  They began working toward one of the goals outlined by Deloria, an official 

partnership and exchange program to learn from one another.  

 Shortly after the International Preparatory Meeting concluded in Guyana, the NCAI held 

their next Executive Council meeting on April 19, 1974 in Denver Colorado, where NCAI 

Executive Director Charles Trimble presented a proposal from the National Indian Brotherhood 

entitled “A Joint Agreement.” In his presentation Trimble noted that the NIB served as a 

counterpart of NCAI and their agreement highlighted the respective common problems effecting 

Indigenous peoples of the United States and Canada and would “enhance the possibility of 

devising solutions to those problems.” The motion also mentioned the following problems; water 

and land rights, particularly those affecting Indians near the Canadian-American border, the Jay 

Treaty affecting commerce and communications between Indians of the U.S. and Canada, and 

the Migratory Birds Convention Act. Trimble stated that “it would be beneficial to the Indian 

people of both countries to develop better understanding of their common situations.” The most 

pressing matter for collaboration, however stemmed from the forthcoming proposed 
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International Conference of Aboriginal People, scheduled for 1975 and their proposed exchange 

program.60  

 By this point the NIB Executive Council and General Assembly had already proposed 

and ratified their sections of the exchange agreement but NIB was waiting on NCAI to ratify 

their part. In addition to the staff exchange the organizations also proposed a joint meeting of 

their respective Executive Committees in 1974. Thus, Trimble urged the NCAI Council to move 

forward with the partnership and stated, “[NIB] is way (sic) ahead of us in communication 

systems with tribes, funding for lobby, but they are way (sic) behind us in Water Rights and 

Land Issues these are the things they want to trade off. We can go up and learn where they are 

ahead and how they got it—we’ll trade.” He then detailed how this would actually work 

logistically with both organizations, “They pay their people that will be down here working with 

us [NCAI], we’ll pay our people that will be up there [NIB], kind of an assignment thing. 

However, we can’t get going until we get our funds.” After the motion was seconded, the motion 

carried for next steps with the official partnership.61  The joint agreement was finally approved 

and signed by both organizations on June 30, 1974.62 According to Manuel, he reflected that it 

was “a history making occasion” whereby,  “…an international relationship was established by 

Canada’s Indians through the National Indian Brotherhood; and the United States’ Indians 

through the National Congress of the American Indians.” Chuck Trimble defined it as an 

important “door opening” as “the first official contact between the organizations that would 

attempt to define our common issues and to…open that door.”63

 
60 Executive Council Meeting Minutes, Denver, Colorado, April 19, 1974, pg. 6-7, NCAIR, series 2, box 

55; A Joint Agreement, undated, NCAIR, box 151, folder 1.  
61Ibid; Executive Council Meeting Minutes, Denver, Colorado, April 19, 1974, pg. 6-7, NCAIR, box 55.   
62A Funding Request to Support the International Conference of Indigenous Peoples, submitted by NCAI, 

July 1975, p. 5 and 19, NCAIR, box 151, folder 1.   
63Transcript: Workshop Four - National and International Indian Relations, Mid-Year Conference: 1974 

Convention, San Diego, CA, p. 13, 25, Box 26, NCAIR; Transcript: Workshop on the International Indigenous 
Peoples Conference, NCAI Annual Convention, Portland, Oregon, November 1975, p. 1, NCAIR.  
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 After the NIB and NCAI signed the official joint agreement in June 1974, the two groups 

focused on specific partnerships to achieve their goals in the joint agreement of working on 

common problems affecting the Indigenous peoples of the United States and Canada. In addition 

to working closely to develop strategies for the forthcoming international conference of 

Indigenous peoples, in the fall of 1974 they also developed what would become one of the most 

significant initiatives – a formal staff exchange program between the two organizations. The 

groups agreed to send one staff member to the other respective organization to learn from one 

another, attend conference meetings, and to conduct studies to assist overall strategies and 

development. To solidify this partnership the two organization created an official agreement and 

titled the initiative, “Project Internative.”64 

 Vicki Santana, a Blackfeet attorney for NCAI, was chosen to work in Ottawa with the 

NIB as part of the partnership exchange, and Anita Gordon, Ojibway from Saskatchewan, from 

the NIB was assigned to work in Washington, DC with NCAI—both strong, Indigenous women 

who managed the Project Internative for their respective countries. The women realized quickly 

that as Gordon stated that “it’s really strange because we are saying the same things about tribal 

sovereignty, have the same kinds of problems, water and land problems. Our situations are 

different and the government are really different but there is really a strong feeling now that it is 

time for the native people to start getting together and maybe we can accomplish more by both of 

us working on it than by just one side.” The selection, leadership, and development of the 

program by Santana and Gordon was a significant accomplishment for Indigenous women in an 

 
64 NCAI Executive Council Meeting Transcript, January 24, 1975, p. 50, Box 55, NCAIR. The role of these 

two women is significant in this exchange project, however there is little further evidence or documentation of their 
experience. Thus, as part of turning this dissertation into a book I will conduct further research and interviews with 
their family to include their experience that is central to this story and to center the role of women that is lacking in 
this history.  
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era when men dominated leadership roles in these larger organizations. Although their roles 

signaled a slight change in the patriarchal structure of these Indigenous groups, it took significant 

time for more substantial changes to occur in leadership across the organizations.65  

 Another goal of the initiative was to develop a major comparison study of “the Indian 

situation in both countries.” The study, envisioned as an on-going project, would address various 

issues including finances, economic development, and health care. This study finally brought 

together multiple statistics about the Indigenous peoples of the United States and Canada 

collected into one document. They wanted to use this data to show what programs or initiatives 

worked successfully in each other’s countries and how those could possibly be implemented in 

the other. At that time Canadian tribes received a set amount of funding to use for administrative 

purposes, such as running their tribal offices. This process worked much differently in the United 

States, with most tribes not receiving any direct funds for this purpose. With this comparison 

they envisioned working with the Indian Policy Review Commission in two ways; core funding 

for the task force on tribal government and in the formation of a national Indian organization.66 

 Clive Linklater, then Vice President of NIB, noted that the two organizations had been 

“working on an international relationship program through the National Indian Brotherhood and 

it stemmed from many things.” He reflected that just as the Canadian Department of Indian 

Affairs consulted with the United States Bureau of Indian Affairs, they too should consult with 

each other.  He stated that NIB likes “to keep a close eye on what happens in the United States 

with regard to Indians because what happens down here [United States] happens up there 

 
65NCAI Executive Council Meeting Transcript, January 24, 1975, p. 48-50, Box 55, NCAIR; A Funding 

Request to Support the International Conference of Indigenous Peoples, July 1975, p. 5, NCAIR, Box 151, NCAIR. 
A paucity of records remain documenting the roles of Santana and Gordon in Project Internative, however their roles 
will be researched further as this study is extended into book format through funding awarded through the 
University of Oregon Vice Provost for Research Initiative. 

66 Ibid, p. 51-52.  
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[Canada] about 10 years later, maybe.” He jokingly stated that “if anything happens in the 

United States that expands Indian rights, then it doesn’t happen in Canada.” His comments 

apparently elicited lots of laughter in the meeting.67 NIB then planned to reach out to as many 

indigenous organizations as possible to make alliances and had started reaching out to 

organizations in 1973.68  

 Linklater was adamant that NIB and NCAI engage in this type of work together and 

stated, “I think it is very important that we do this kind of thing because if we don’t, other people 

will and the government will.” Having worked in the bureaucracy of the federal government for 

numerous years, he knew that it was indeed a crucial time for the indigenous peoples of the 

United States and Canada to advocate for their people and guide the development of policy 

directly. Otherwise, he knew that the settler bureaucrats of the nation-state would instead try to 

control the narrative and policy development. Due to NIB’s activism with other international 

indigenous groups, Linklater noted how the Canadian government remained concerned with “the 

fact that we are messing around in the international arena,” and were even more concerned when 

they had the international meeting in Guyana and the government was curious was they were upt 

to. According to Linklater it was very simple, they wanted to understand what other Indigenous 

people in other countries were dealing with and if they were similar to each other, especially 

regarding loss of land, “[w]e want to find out what we can do to help each other in whatever 

fashion.”69 

This is direct evidence that the two organizations realized that they could accomplish 

much more together as a collective working on similar issues rather than apart, especially since 

 
67 Ibid, p. 54-55. 
68 Ibid, p. 59.  
69 Ibid, 64-65.  
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they shared so many concerns in common regarding land, water, and treaty rights.  Indeed, the 

initiative aimed to connect the staff of both organizations and promote indigenous cultural 

exchanges across international borders. Thus, as each group exchanged staff members they 

developed important relationships to share ideas and how to help one another sustain and 

strengthen their self-determination and sovereignty. Each group reported on this experience at 

their conferences and this venture solidified the similarities the indigenous groups shared.70 

During this time members also attended each other’s conference to share lessons learned and to 

garner support for forthcoming work and partnerships. In August 1974, Mel Tonasket, President 

of NCAI and Sam Deloria represented NCAI at the annual National Indian Brotherhood 

convention in Canada. Later, George Manuel, President of NIB, along with several other 

officers, attended NCAI’s annual convention in San Diego in October 1974.  

“National and International Indian Relations” Workshop, October 1974 
 

 Further expanding on the formal partnership between NCAI and NIB, Deloria and 

Manuel hosted a workshop titled, “National and International Indian Relations,” at the NCAI 

October 1974 mid-year conference in San Diego, California. The gathering became a turning 

point between the two groups for increasing awareness within the NCAI membership of the 

upcoming international conference, partnership goals, discussing shared issues, strengthening the 

overall relationship, and submitting the conference proposal to the NCAI Executive Council for 

support. Through this focused workshop Deloria and Manuel were able to turn attention toward 

the international human rights issues of indigenous people and effectively show the importance 

 
70 “Project Internative,” Proposal Submitted to: Donner Foundation (Canada-United States), December 

1974; “A Funding Request to Support the International Conference of Indigenous Peoples, submitted by the 
National Congress of the American Indian,” July 1975; Charles Trimble to Clive Linklater, July 24, 1974, Box 151, 
NCAIR. 
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of how this type of work would benefit the rights and issues of tribal members in the United 

States.71 

Manuel began by acknowledging that he and tribal elders saw the Canadian border as a 

“phoney border. The border wasn’t created by us…it’s my principle that this whole North 

America is ours as Indian people.”72 This was an important distinction that centered the 

importance of Indigenous peoples and their connection to their homelands without nation-state 

imposed borders, thus also calling into question the entire basis of the nation-state structure. 

Throughout the workshop Manuel focused on the inherent similarities between the various 

Indigenous people that united them and specifically focused on what issues they had in common 

with other Indigenous peoples, namely focused on issues of colonization, connections to land, 

and treaties. Manuel asserted that, “It is the belief of our people in Canada that our lands were 

stolen, it is the belief of our people in Canada that all our resources – our water, fish, timber, the 

minerals, is ours, it’s ours, it belongs to us, based on the white man’s system of ownership.” In 

reference to funding from the Canadian government he noted, “we own the country and we’re 

entitled to every cent we get from the Canadian government.”73   

Despite this funding, and other continuing examples of the struggle to regain self-

government and sovereignty, he argued that it was time for Indigenous people around the world 

to take their future in their own hands and develop their own political power.74 He acknowledged 

that both organizations worried about their people at the community level, but “we’re not 

powerful enough politically to persuade the kind of changes that our people [require].”75 

 
71 Transcript: Workshop Four - National and International Indian Relations, Mid-Year Conference: 1974 

Convention, San Diego, CA, Box 26, NCAIR. 
72 Ibid, 2.   
73 Ibid, 6. 
74 Ibid, 9.  
75 Ibid, 15.  
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According to Manuel, the key to accomplishing this task rested with uniting indigenous people 

around the world for an international conference and eventually a larger organization, “You 

know, it’s a dream, it’s a dream I had, that hasn’t become a fact yet. It’s still in here, it’s still a 

dream. It’s a dream to form a world organization because the people who oppress us have a 

world organization.”76 He was frustrated with how the United States and Canada represented 

Indian conditions to the outside world, “[W]e are a deprived race of people, and yet they go 

around telling other nations of the world how well they look after their Indians…I’m anxious for 

our people to develop the kind of political power and political strength that will command the 

kind of response that our people [have] been struggling for over a hundred years.”77 

Sam Deloria strongly agreed with these statements adding that indigenous people, 

including the American Indian, needed to urge the development of “a whole new dimension into 

the way the world looks at human society. Up to this point there have been internationally 

recognized certain kinds of political sovereignty, such as nationhood, which involves the right of 

self-government which is respected more or less by all the other nations in the world.” He agreed 

with Manuel’s aim to “force the world governments to recognize that there are other basic 

human rights that are not embodied in international law yet, but these basic human rights must be 

recognized if mankind is going to survive.” He noted that they needed to look for other concepts 

and international structures to lead with the issues they are facing. Essentially, he was suggesting 

the creation of international standards to prevent and limit what the colonized nations can do to 

Indigenous peoples. In addition, more tangentially this also signaled to these Indigenous 

 
76 Ibid, 9.  
77 Ibid, 12, 14.  
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organizations calling into question the nation-state model that both erased and did not serve 

Indigenous peoples.78 

Most importantly, Deloria argued that within the international conference this new 

initiative provided a “brand new concept with we are inventing, having to do with the 

recognition of people’s right of self-government and people’s relationship to land,” outside the 

structure of the nation state and larger world political organizations. He encouraged NCAI 

members to set aside domestic issues because they were causing division among Indian people. 

According to Deloria, he felt there was a “taboo” that all issues regarding the American Indian 

were simply domestic issues and as a result it was difficult to have members focus on 

international issues. Therefore, he argued that through developing human rights legislation in the 

United Nations and assisting with the organization of the international Indigenous conference, 

these initiatives would circumvent the confines of the nation state, place pressure on the United 

States from the outside, and support and international Indigenous standards that would apply to 

Indigenous people in the United States. He suggested concentrating on an international agenda 

that would unite all Indigenous people.79  

In the end though he strongly cautioned the membership to be realistic about this more 

legal and traditional activism at the international level. During a time when many had just 

witnessed militant activism at Wounded Knee the previous year, Deloria wanted to remind them 

that this international activism would take longer and not always swiftly. He did not want to 

mislead them that just because NCAI attends a meeting that the United Nations would then 

“come and solve all their problems for them, we have to realistic.” He cautioned them because he 

knew the results would not be immediate and that the more traditional legal work would not have 

 
78 Ibid, 17, 18.  
79 Ibid, 22, 26.  
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the same performative aspect like the radical activism of the IITC – “oftentimes things are not 

thoroughly explained to Indian people and they get the wrong idea about what to expect.” 

Ultimately, the conference concluded with the membership voting in agreement to have NCAI 

attend and support the upcoming international Indigenous conference to be held later in 1975; a 

huge win for both NCAI and NIB which had worked tirelessly to gain support for this historic 

event.80  

Conclusion 
 

The mid-1970s proved to be a significantly transformative time for both the NIB and the 

NCAI as they moved into the realm of international Indigenous activism. The details of this early 

history and eventual collaboration, partnership and exchange reveal both the complexities and 

advantages of working across borders to collaborate on shared issues to increase political power, 

sovereignty and self-determination. While George Manuel was often been at the center of the 

development of the international indigenous movement in the 1970s, leaders of NCAI, including 

Mel Tonasket, Chuck Trimble, and, most importantly, Sam Deloria also played significant roles 

in the development of an international agenda within NCAI.  Working within the NIB and 

NCAI, these leaders sought new strategies of working outside the structures of the nation state to 

expand into the international arena and bring two Indigenous groups together to address this 

issue collectively.  Both groups grappled with the best ways to make the most effective changes 

for increased sovereignty and self-determination, which included staff exchanges and conference 

presentations.  By utilizing their foundation resources, organizational structure and central 

funding, they were able to begin to make an impact with these small initiatives heading into the 

establishment of the World Council of Indigenous Peoples.  

 
80 Ibid, 36; Interview with Sam Deloria, May 30, 2019; Transcript: Reading and Adoption of Workshop 

Positions Statements, Mid-Year Conference: 1974 Convention, San Diego, CA, p. 121-124, Box 28, NCAIR. 
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By focusing on the international Indigenous political activism and alliances that have 

often remained unknown and on the periphery during the mid-1970s, when Wounded Knee and 

AIM were still at the center of tribal consciousness, this chapter reveals the activism and long-

term impact of leaders working within more traditional organizations, rather than the radical, 

militant activists of the American Indian Movement.  These traditional activists went beyond 

imposed borders to make an impact domestically by working internationally, outside of the 

nation state system. Their leadership, creativity and ingenuity provided new innovative ways of 

strengthening Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination that shaped international 

Indigenous policy for years to come. Together they found common ground through their 

collaborative international resurgence that laid the foundation for a successful forthcoming 

World Council of Indigenous Peoples in 1975. 
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Chapter 4: Setting the Foundation: The Creation of the World Council of Indigenous 
People and the UN Sub-Commission Study, 1974-75 

 
I developed the idea of a world conference myself because of my frustration as a 
representative of the Canadian Indian people. There are some very serious problems in 
Canada which are unique to Indian people. The basic issue is recognition of Indian 
rights. The Government has its own interpretation as to what Treaty obligations they 
have towards Indian people; and Indian people have their own interpretation and 
understanding of what their forefathers agreed to in Treaties and what the federal 
government’s commitment to Indian people should be. The majority of Indian people in 
Canada have never made Treaties with the government and are still fighting for their 
aboriginal rights.1 

        –George Manuel, November 1975 
 

If the World Council is formed and succeeds in saving the life of just one Indigenous 
person on this earth, then it will have been worth the effort.2  

 
        –Sam Deloria, November 1975 
 

 
After three preparatory meetings, the first World International Conference of Indigenous 

People was held on October 27-31, 1975 in Port Alberni, British Columbia, hosted by the 

Sheshaht Band of the Nootka Indians, one of the most prosperous Canadian Indian Bands. This 

historic gathering brought together 52 delegates of Indigenous origin from 19 countries. To 

finally arrive at this moment took numerous years, leadership, and collaborative meetings 

between various Indigenous peoples that would finally shape and develop the World Council of 

Indigenous People (WCIP). In November 1975, shortly after the official creation of the WCIP in 

Port Alberni, Canada, a report by the National Congress of the American Indian (NCAI) argued 

that prior to this time, “the basic barrier to international interest on the problems of Indigenous 

people was that the world community accepted the argument that Indigenous populations were 

 
1Transcript: Workshop on the International Indigenous Peoples Conference, NCAI Annual Convention, 

Portland, Oregon, November 1975, p. 1, box 149, NCAIR.    
2 Anita Gordon, “The World Council of Indigenous Peoples” – Draft Article for Submission to NCAI 

Bulletin, p. 5, Box 149, Folder: Nov. 1975 – Indigenous Peoples Conference, NCAIR.    
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strictly a domestic concern of those countries where they resided.” The report argued that “if 

there is an International Convention defining and protecting their rights, there will no longer be a 

valid reason for preventing international scrutiny of the treatment of Indigenous people.”3 The 

creation of the WCIP provided the needed mechanism and leverage for NCAI to further argue 

that Indigenous peoples, especially Native Americans, could no longer be ignored in the 

international arena and that they must be included at the highest levels of international 

conventions. This is the story of how Native Americans contributed to the creation of the WCIP 

and ensured their viewpoints and perspectives were heard in the international arena.  

The National Congress of the American Indian (NCAI) and the National Indian 

Brotherhood (NIB) built a strong partnership and exchange built between the between 1973 and 

1974, leading up to the WCIP preparatory meeting in Georgetown, Guyana in April 1974. After 

this gathering the WCIP grew substantially between late 1974 and 1975. Occurring alongside 

that growth was the expanded development of the Native American experience on the 

international stage. The role, leadership, and relationships between the core leaders of these two 

groups, NCAI and WCIP, of Sam Deloria, Mel Tonasket, Joe De La Cruz, Vickey Sanchez, and 

Anita Gordon, reveals how Native American leaders struggled with incorporating and 

prioritizing sovereignty and self-determination at an international level. The initial conferences 

leading up to the creation of the WCIP reveal the major challenges that Indigenous peoples in 

general, and Native American leaders specifically, faced when building and establishing the first 

international organization for Indigenous peoples. Organizers and attendees dealt with the 

complexities of defining themselves on an international level, as well as how to speak to leaders 

and communities who shared core challenges as Indigenous peoples, but who had major 

 
3 Anita Gordon, “The World Council of Indigenous Peoples” – Draft Article for Submission to NCAI 

Bulletin, pg. 8, Box 149, Folder: Nov. 1975 – Indigenous Peoples Conference, NCAIR.   
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differences economically and politically. This experience was particularly challenging for Native 

American leaders who had to strategize how to incorporate domestic issues into an international 

agenda. Native American leaders struggled to find the right rhetoric and practical steps to both 

maintain domestic support from tribal communities, while also garnering support from the 

United Nations. With the support of the developing WCIP, Native American leaders found some 

small pockets of issues to influence both the development of the larger WCIP organization and 

propose ways to use the organization to move forward their own domestic issues.  

Focusing on the Native American perspective and the role of leaders at the first WCIP 

gatherings—Guyana in April 1974, Copenhagen in 1975, and finally, Port Alberni, British 

Columbia in October 1975—highlights the specific challenges and difficulties that 

representatives encountered when working internationally with other Indigenous peoples. Yet 

there were major similar shared themes that emerged as well, including solidarity, unity, and 

belonging at the gatherings, rather than publicity, performance, and rhetoric; realizing the sense 

of connection and brotherhood among the various Indigenous groups; recognizing the major 

cultural similarities and differences between groups focused on justice and equality verses basic 

survival. These major themes reveal the challenges of bringing various Indigenous groups 

together, while also finding common ground and successes in joining together in a common 

cause. The Native American experience in these international gatherings was unique and 

revealed their role as international actors centering sovereignty in an international arena. Before 

examining the final preparatory meeting of the WCIP in Port Alberni, the United Nations Sub-

commission on the Study of Discrimination Against Indigenous Peoples also set in motion many 

of the initial agenda items of the WCIP. Legal scholar, Sam Deloria, figured prominently as a 

central activist when he traveled to Geneva in August 1975, influencing the UN study to include 
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Native American issues. His role and activism reveals the complex challenges faced by Native 

Americans seeking to enter the international arena at the highest levels.  

Winning the Hearts and Minds:   
Native American Perspective of the Fourth World  

 
With the Fourth World in mind and with the goal of hosting an international Indigenous 

meeting, George Manuel began approaching other organizations outside Canada, including the 

United States, for support of the gathering. Yet, he was now dealing with the optics of increased 

militant activist activity in Canada where some First Nation activists wanted to align with 

militant Native American activists, such as American Indian Movement (AIM), rather than the 

more traditional organization of the National Indian Brotherhood. Thus, Manuel struggled to 

build internal Aboriginal support for the larger international goals of NIB.   

  In early winter 1974, Akwesasne Notes included coverage by James Wilson, author of a 

report on conditions of the Native people of Canada for the Minority Rights Group in London, 

England, where he accompanied the NIB to provide an account of the accomplishments of tribal 

community leaders and Brotherhood spokesmen. Wilson, a non-Indigenous teacher and social 

worker, urged the Canadian government to act generously to Canadian Indians and circulated his 

report widely throughout Canada. The Akwwesasne editor concluded that this is “evidence of the 

continuing colonialism and racist attitudes within the [Canadian] Department of Indian Affairs 

and in the general population to which Wilson points.” The editorial analysis that followed from 

the Georgia Straight Vancouver Free Press (BC) noted that because “[n]ative peoples generally 

do not regard the borders dividing the colonial powers as applying to them…it is natural that 

‘Canadian’ Natives would call themselves members of the American Indian Movement very 

easily.” The Canadian government was strongly urging First Nation’s peoples not to become 

involved with AIM because according to the then Indian Affairs Minister, Judd Buchanan, “AIM 
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is an organization, not a movement, and he feels that it should keep out of Canada. Threats of 

physical support by ‘United States’ Indians for ‘Canadian’ Indians … would be a very 

undesirable export from the U.S. …  [he would] much prefer that U.S. natives stay at home and 

mind their own business. That’s where they belong.” Clearly the Canadian government feared 

what might happen if the First Nation’s peoples aligned with the American Indian Movement in 

the United States, or vis-a-versa. Indeed, because of the events at Wounded Knee the previous 

year, Canadian officials worried AIM militant activists would recruit Canadian First Nation 

peoples to their larger militant mindset. They were right, they did. Canadian government officials 

stated that, “Canada must face it now – the American Indian Movement is here to stay. And 

Indians will continue organizing themselves at a grassroots level to defend what is left of the 

Earth they inhabit.”4 Despite the Canadian government’s warning and urging for Canadian 

Indian to not become involved with AIM, they could not stop the grassroots activist movement 

already in motion for Aboriginal people. 

By the summer of 1974 Indian protests at both national and local levels reached a high 

point. This left Manuel and others wondering what to do as more Canadian Indians began to 

align with radical activists. This concern further increased when Aboriginal activists organized a 

cross-country bus caravan, patterned after the Poor Peoples March on Washington in the United 

States, and travelled from the west coast to Ottawa. Along the way they made stops at various 

communities to hold press conferences and recruit participants. The activism came to a head 

when the protestors arrived in Ottawa at the opening of Parliament on September 30, 1974, and 

clashed with the Royal Canadian Mounted Police.5 Despite the increased militant activism across 

 
4 Akwesasne Notes, “A Report on Conditions of the Native People of Canada,” (early winter, 

1975), 23. 
5Ponting and Gibbons, 206; David Ticoll and Stan Persky, “The Native Peoples’ Caravan,” Canadian 

Dimension (1975) vol. 10, 6:15-31.   
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both the United States and Canada, Manuel continued outreach to NCAI and other organizations 

to support the international gathering.  

As NIB leaders sought to reach their international goals, they capitalized on the growing 

grassroots activism across North America, both in Canada and the United States. The leadership 

and traditional activism within the organization, united leaders and members on shared agendas. 

As noted in the editorial, “The Canadian government faces now – not a fractured native 

population – but one that has forcefully demonstrated its collective will unite as never before as a 

Native North American People.”6 Thus, NIB was the catalyst organization that set-in motion a 

series of important collaborations, building a foundational transnational relationships for a 

collective international Indigenous rights movements.  

The First Planning Conference – Georgetown, Guyana, April 1974 
 

In April 1974, Manuel gathered representatives from eight Indigenous communities, 

including the United States, to attend a preparatory meeting in Georgetown, Guyana to discuss 

the possibility of holding a future conference and defining goals. Although numerous regions and 

countries were considered, eventually the group decided upon countries from four regions “who 

had shown particular enthusiasm and interest in the idea of the meeting,” mainly through 

discussion and correspondence with the National Indian Brotherhood. As a result, the following 

regions and countries attended: North America (United States, Canada), South America 

 
6 Akwesasne Notes (early winter, 1975), 23. 
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(Colombia, Guyana), South Pacific (New Zealand, Australia), and Europe (Scandinavia and 

Greenland).7  

 Chuck Trimble, NCAI Executive Director, selected Sam Deloria to represent the 

organization at the gathering due to his policy analyst work within NCAI and his leadership role 

in the American Indian Law Center. Despite not knowing exactly where Guyana was located, 

Deloria accepted Trimble’s request to represent NCAI at the historic gathering, a decision that 

would place him as the top Native American leader in the development of the WCIP. Deloria 

provided his unique experience and role as an independent policy analyst outside of NCAI, yet 

he was being asked to serve the organization internationally. This unusual setup provided him 

with a bit more freedom to be open, honest, and frank to make a significant impact in the 

international arena for Native Americans.8     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
7 National Indian Brotherhood, “Report of the Preparatory Meeting of the International Conference of 

Indigenous People held in Georgetown Guyana,” p. 3-5, Box 151, Folder: National Indian Brotherhood [1 of 2] 
[1974], NCAIR. For a full list of attendees, including delegates, observers and NIB staff, see Table 1. Delegate 
expenses were provided by the National Indian Brotherhood through donations from the Anglican Church of 
Canada, the Canadian Catholic Organization for Development and Peach, Oxfam-Canada, and the World Council of 
Churches. For a full examination of the Guyana meeting and the delegates see, Jonathan Crossen, Decolonization, 
Indigenous Internationalism, and the World Council of Indigenous Peoples (Ph.D. Diss., University of Waterloo, 
2014), 74-103. 

8 Interview with Sam Deloria, May 30, 2019.  
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Table 1. International Conference of Indigenous Peoples Preparatory Meeting, 
Georgetown Guyana, April 1974, attendee list.9  

 
Name  Country and Organization Role  
George Manuel Canada (National Indian Brotherhood of Canada 

and Inuit Tapirisat of Canada) 
Delegate 

Sam Deloria United States (National Congress of the American 
Indian, National Tribal Chairman’s Association; 
and Americans for Indian Opportunity) 

Delegate 

Rangi Walker New Zealand (Maori Council of New Zealand), Delegate 
Aslak Nils Sara Scandinavia (Sami) Delegate 
Angmalortok Olsen Greenland (Innuit of Greenland) Delegate 
Trino Morales Colombia (Consejo Regional Indigena de el Cauca 

and Asociacion Nacional de Usuarios 
Campesinos), 

 

Phillip Duncan Guyana (Indians of Guyana; Miniser of State for 
Ruununi) 

Observer 

Eugen Stoby Guyana (Minister of Parliament) Observer 
Councilor Dick Larentino Guyana Observer 
Sister Theresa La Rose Guyana Observer 
Captain David Brooks Guyana Observer 
Captain Gertrude 
Fitzpatrick 

Guyana Observer 

Captann Patrick Norton Guyana Observer 
Dr. Ahab Spence Canada  Observer 
Victor Adolph Canada Observer 
Forrest Walkem Canada Observer 
Andrew Delisle Canada Observer 
Rev. Ernest Willie Canada Observer 
Mrs. Jean Goodwill Canada Observer 
Marie Marule Canada; Meeting coordinator NIB staff  
Father Guy Lavelle Canada; Meeting coordinator NIB staff  
Clive Linklater Chairman of the Meeting NIB staff 

 
 

 

 

 

 
9 National Indian Brotherhood, “Report of the Preparatory Meeting of the International Conference of 

Indigenous People held in Georgetown Guyana,” p. 3-5, Box 151, Folder: National Indian Brotherhood [1 of 2] 
[1974], NCAIR. 
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Delegates at the meeting adopted numerous resolutions, including the approval to hold a 

larger international conference for the purpose of exchanging information to strengthen 

voluntary associations of indigenous people in various countries to “reduce the possibility of 

physical and cultural genocide; combat racism; ensure political, economic and social justice; and 

establish and strengthen the concept of indigenous and cultural rights.” In addition, they 

determined that the report from the meeting would be utilized to generate a proposed structure 

for a future world Indigenous organization.10  

The Policy Board, which consisted of the ten countries at this first meeting in Guyana, set 

the first priorities, agenda, definition and criteria for accreditation of delegates and observers, as 

well as the definition of “indigenous peoples”.11 Anita Gordon, as part of the NIB and NCAI 

exchange program, reflected that the organization specifically “avoided trying to include every 

conceivably Indigenous group that exists.” Rather, in the beginning stages the parameters 

included that the Indigenous groups would be based on “more easily defined and recognizable 

populations.” This was due in part that some Indigenous populations were engaged in some 

“potentially explosive situations” and “to become embroiled in these conflicts would create 

havoc within the organization.”12 

 Reflecting on the Guyana meeting, Deloria expanded on the reasons why the group 

decided to leave out certain Indigenous groups, stating that “we did that on purpose.” He 

explained that, “we figured that, as innocent as our goals are, there is still enough paranoia 

 
10 “Report on the Preparatory Meeting of the International Conference of Indigenous People, held in 

Georgetown, Guyana,” p. 3, 6, 11, Box 151, Folder: National Indian Brotherhood, 1974, [1 of 2] [1974], NCAIR; 
Douglas Sanders, “The Formation of the World Council of Indigenous Peoples,” April 1980, The Fourth World 
Documentation Project Archive, The Center for World Indigenous Studies, http://www.cwis.org (accessed May 18, 
2007). 

11Background on International Conference of Indigenous Peoples – For Release to Canadian Newspapers, 
undated, Box 149, NCAIR.  

12 Anita Gordon, “The World Council of Indigenous Peoples” – Draft Article for Submission to NCAI 
Bulletin, pg.4, Box 149, Folder: Nov. 1975 – Indigenous Peoples Conference, NCAIR.   
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among the national governments of this world, and multi-national corporations, that would cause 

them to worry about this little rag-tag bunch of Indian that is trying to put together an 

international organization…If we got into the problems of Indigenous people, for example, in the 

Middle East, Africa, or South-East Asia, we figured that the spies would far out-number the 

Indians in any meeting we tried to have, and it would create chaos.”13 Essentially, he 

recommended that the organization should start with the “easy countries, and establish a firm 

base.” Deloria and others noted that this was not to say that these other Indigenous populations in 

Southeast Asia, China or Israel, and did have problems that needed solutions, “but because their 

problems are so great and so political that to try to undertake them [when] we’re still getting our 

act together could doom our organization from the beginning.”14  

 Language barriers also caused confusion and frustration concerning various terminology 

and definitions for the organization, including whether or not the organization would use the 

term “Indigenous” vs. “Indian,” terms that differed significantly between South American 

countries like Bolivia and the eastern hemisphere counties, such as the Maori in New Zealand. 

The Bolivians pushed strongly to change the name of the organization to World Council of 

Indian People, rather than “Indigenous,” which to many left out the native people who were not 

“Indian,” including the Australian Aboriginals, the Maoris from New Zealand, the Inuit from 

Greenland and Canada, and the Sami from Scandinavia. Once the delegates discussed the 

concerns and made some collective decisions the group was able to get clarification and come to 

an understanding. This process and discussion helped them move to focus on a shared vision 

based on similarities in their individual countries and that “Indigenous” would include the Indian 

 
13 Workshop on the International Indigenous Peoples Conference, November 1975, Portland, Oregon, p. 4, 

Box 149, NCAIR. 
14 Transcript: Workshop Four - National and International Indian Relations, Mid-Year Conference: 1974 

Convention, San Diego, CA, p. 20-21, box 26, NCAIR. 



          
 

  143 

people as well. While this did not solve all the confusion, it at least helped the organization and 

decisions to move forward smoothly and quicker once there was a shared understanding. As 

noted by Deloria, “on fundamental issues there was no division of opinion. The problem was 

bouncing these confounded European terms around like tennis balls, which should have been the 

least of our problems.”15 After significant discussion, the delegates finalized the following 

definition:  

The term Indigenous People refers to people living in countries which have a population 
composed of differing ethnic or racial groups, who are descendants of the earliest 
populations living in the area, and who do not, as a group, control the national 
government of the countries which they live.16 
 

According to Deloria, finalizing the definition was one of the most important tasks of the group, 

“if we didn’t have a clear idea of who we were and who we wanted to involve then we were 

never going to get anything done.”17 

 This first gathering revealed other challenges that many delegates faced for even 

attending the meeting, especially those from South America and war-torn countries. Since the 

delegates chose to meet privately and specifically chose not to invite the press or outsiders, this 

action drew suspicion from these nation-state governments. For example, during the meeting the 

Canadian High Commissioner did everything in his power to figure out what they were talking 

 
15 Workshop on the International Indigenous Peoples Conference, November 1975, Portland, Oregon, p. 6-

7, Box 149, NCAIR. 
16 “Report on the Preparatory Meeting of the International Conference of Indigenous People, held in 

Georgetown, Guyana,” p. 7, Box 151, Folder: National Indian Brotherhood, 1974, [1 of 2] [1974], NCAIR; Doug 
Sanders, The Formation of the World Council of Indigenous Peoples, April 1980, p. 12, Box 25, NCAIR; In contrast 
to the Guyana Indigenous Peoples definition, the one established by the International Labour Organization’s 1957 
Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention defines Indigenous people according to their social and economic 
conditions (ie. being “less advanced” than the rest of the national community) and to the degree to which they live in 
“conformity with the social, economic, and cultural institutions” as they were at the time of contact. ILO Convention 
107: “Convention concerning the Protection and Integration of Indigenous and Other Tribal and Semi-Tribal 
Populations in Independent Countries.” The Guyana definition is similar to the working definition adopted in 1972 
for ECOSOC’s “Martin Cobo Report.” For a full analysis of the report see, Henry Minde, “The Destination and the 
Journey: Indigenous Peoples and the United Nations from the 1960s through 1985,” in Indigenous Peoples: Self-
determination, Knowledge, Indigeneity, ed. Henry Minde (Delft: Eburon Academic Publishers, 2008), 56-58.  

17 Interview with Sam Deloria, May 30, 2019.  
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about at the meeting and even had his staff follow around attendees to obtain information. 

Eventually the attendees did open up a bit more to outsiders but when asked questions decided to 

each be responsible for covering a specific topic rather than all of the items being discussed and 

kept answers very short. This suspicion from outsiders continued throughout the next meetings 

over the next few years as well, as the national governments sought to surveil the group’s 

activities.18   

 The gathering in April 1974 firmly solidified the desirability of moving forward with 

establishing a World Conference of Indigenous Peoples. According to the representatives, the 

meeting was a “tremendous success with the full attainment of its purposes and objectives.” The 

follow-up meeting was scheduled for the Policy Board in Copenhagen, Denmark in June 1975, 

where they would determine the next steps for the World Conference of Indigenous Peoples to 

be held in October 1975. They spent the next year and half preparing for the conference by 

raising funds and making contacts with Indigenous peoples across the Western Hemisphere. By 

early 1975 NIB had reached out to 30 different countries, with 22 committed to attending the 

conference. The real test came when each representative presented the information to their home 

countries to garner support and to select possible delegates to attend.19 

Challenges with Other Native American Organizations:  
The Association on American Indian Affairs  

 
In addition to NCAI, Manuel also reached out to other Native American organizations to 

support the international gathering and organization. Not all were supportive. The Association on 

 
 18  Workshop on the International Indigenous Peoples Conference, November 1975, Portland, Oregon, p. 3-
4, Box 149, NCAIR.  

19 NCAI Executive Council Meeting Transcript, January 24, 1975, p. 3-59, NCAIP, series 2, box 55; Report 
on the Preparatory Meeting of the International Conference of Indigenous People, held in Georgetown, Guyana,” p. 
11, Box 151, NCAIR; Douglas Sanders, “The Formation of the World Council of Indigenous Peoples,” April 1980, 
The Fourth World Documentation Project Archive, The Center for World Indigenous Studies, http://www.cwis.org 
(accessed May 18, 2007). 
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American Indian Affairs (AAIA) also debated whether or not to be involved in internationalizing 

their organization and specifically assisting in the development of the WCIP. At an annual board 

meeting in May 1974, Everett R. Rhoades, a member of the AAIA Executive Committee and 

member of the Kiowa tribe, felt compelled to offer a motion to establish a committee to “look 

into internationalizing AAIA.” Similar to Manuel, he was concerned that “the need is 

astronomical in the Western Hemisphere” and wanted to develop a conference on Indian 

conditions. President of AAIA, Alfonso Ortiz, a Tewa Indian from San Juan Pueblo and 

Professor of Anthropology, University of New Mexico, agreed that the issues were important 

and that he had even begun collecting material regarding the matter. He wondered, however, “if 

these countries might not resent our intrusion as just another ‘American colonialism.’” Even with 

this stated, he also agreed that in order to find answers to these questions, a committee should be 

formed and explore the problems in some detail.20 

This AAIA meeting also discussed NIB’s forthcoming meeting of Indigenous peoples to 

be held in 1975. By the following year at the January Board of Directors Meeting, the issue was 

reexamined with substantial criticism for moving ahead with the expanding the scope of the 

organization outside of the United States. In particular, Mrs. Henry Forbes, Executive Committee 

member and Secretary, noted that AAIA’s present by-laws did not permit the group to work 

outside the continental United States and stated concerns regarding not having enough money for 

their own programs. In addition, another committee member noted that at a minimum, the 

organization could at least begin to do work with Canadian Indians and “some exchanges 

 
20 Minutes of the Annual Board Meeting, May 14, 1974, Box 6, Folder 13; Association on American Indian 

Affairs Archives, MC#147, Seeley G. Mudd Manuscript Library, Princeton University. President Alfonso Ortiz and 
Executive Director William Byler each took a keen interest in the affairs of indigenous peoples in the Western 
Hemisphere. In the early 1970s Byler sent a memorandum to his assistant requesting information on South 
American Indian Affairs due to the “various atrocities committed.” In addition, President Ortiz informally gathered a 
significant amount of information on atrocities in South America and particularly collected information reported in 
Indigena, a small newsletter produced by a cohort of professors and educators in Berkeley, California. 
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between the two countries would be excellent.” In the end, President Ortiz concluded that 

although there might be opportunities in the future, he chose not to extend activities “but to open 

and encourage lines of communication with these other groups.”  Accordingly, while AAIA 

worked indirectly with indigenous groups outside the United States, it did not seek any official 

collaboration with the NIB.21 

 The AAIA’s ultimate decision to not be officially involved in international matters with 

NIB was indicative of the time when leaders worried that the focus on international issues would 

take focus away from domestic issues, especially for the AAIA whose leadership and base was 

predominately non-native. Furthermore, although AAIA failed to officially collaborate with NIB, 

Manuel continued to pursue other groups that might be interested, including the NCAI. The then 

President of NCAI, Mel Tonasket, and the President of the National Tribal Chairman’s 

Association, Chuck Trimble, met with Manuel and continued to build their partnership and 

exchange as plans for the larger 1975 meeting were underway.   

Preparing for the Second International Conference:  
Winning Over Indigenous Activists, Spring 1975  

 
 Due to various domestic activist events and rhetoric in both the United States and Canada 

focused on militant activism, gaining support from tribal organizations and communities for an 

international agenda continued to pose a significant challenge to Native American leaders 

involved with the evolving WCIP organization. In early spring 1975 Akwesasne Notes began 

reporting of the forthcoming National Indian Brotherhood “International Conference of 

Indigenous People” to be held in Canada in the fall.  The newspaper reported that,  

The conference will be for the exchange of information, to strengthen voluntary 
associations of indigenous peoples, and possibly to set up a permanent international 

 
21 Minutes of the Annual Board Meeting, May 14, 1974 and Minutes of the Board of Directors Meeting, 

January 9, 1975, Box 6, Folder 13; Administrative Memorandum, ca. 1974, Box 3, Folder 7; Association on 
American Indian Affairs Archives, MC#147, Seeley G. Mudd Manuscript Library, Princeton University. 
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organization of indigenous people. The hope would be that such a group would be able to 
combat racism, eliminate genocide, and to strengthen concepts of indigenous and cultural 
rights.22 
 

The newspaper continued to highlight the upcoming conference throughout the spring and 

summer leading up to the gathering. Much of the attention focused on the recent events of the 

American Indian Movement organization and the events after Wounded Knee, namely the trials 

that began for many activists.23  

Even with militant domestic issues at a high point across the United States and Canada, 

Manuel knew he needed to garner support by tying these internal domestic issues to a broader 

international Indigenous consciousness. Yet, many domestic issues threatened to derail his plans. 

In early May 1975, a group of a hundred British Columbia American Indian Movement members 

took over a downtown Indian Affairs office in Vancouver in reaction to failed negotiations with 

the Indian Affairs Minister, Judd Buchanan, regarding self-determination and land claims. 

Despite requests from Buchanan for police to remove the occupiers, the police department 

refused to evict the members of the group stating that a forceful eviction “would have been a 

helluva way to set the mood for the long hot summer ahead.” In reaction at a press conference, 

Bill Wilson, speaking for the B.C. Chiefs, praised AIM, as well as the police and provincial 

government, “for their responsible actions in averting violence ‘in the face of total 

irresponsibility displayed by the federal Department of Indian Affairs’” Manuel’s statement was 

much more broad and forceful calling on Aboriginal people to remember the past and those 

ancestors that came before them that had spent their entire lives in a struggle over the Aboriginal 

Right Claims. He highlighted how many had to sell their livestock and sometimes even 

 
22Akwesasne Notes, vol. 7, no. 1, Spring 1975, 23.   
23Ibid, see “Wounded Knee Trials Go On,” 30-32. The newspaper also however reported on various other 

issues and regions, including land rights claims, and issues in South American communities, see sections dedicated 
to the Mayans of Guatemala, pp. 5-19; and the Havasupai in the Southwest United States, p. 36. 
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everything they owned for the cause. He then urged that “Indian leaders must make some 

sacrifices if the aboriginal rights of the people were to be recognized.”24 Yet, at the same time 

both the U.S. and Canadian governments told Indigenous peoples that they needed to fix their 

own problems and not come to or rely on the government.25 

 According to Manuel these domestic issues were inherently tied to international 

Indigenous issues and peoples across the Western Hemisphere. He asserted that Aboriginal rights 

were not just an issue that belong to just the Indians of Canada. Rather he argued that, “It is an 

issue that belongs to all the dark-skinned people of the world.” Manuel specifically provided the 

examples of the problems the Maoris of New Zealand faced with fraudulent treaties and the 

Aborigines of Australia who were going through the same struggle. Yet, he also knew that some 

would question why he was making these connections to other countries so far from Canada, but 

he argued that “they are directly related to your issues because the mentality of those white 

people seems to be the same as most non-Indians right here in Canada.” Furthermore, Manuel 

argued that he had finally realized that Canada had no intention of settling the Aboriginal rights 

issues.26 

 The international perspective was prominent in Manuel’s mind as he prepared for the 

forthcoming International Conference of Indigenous Peoples in June. Perhaps Manuel wanted his 

own people to look to what other Indigenous peoples had done to get control over their resources 

and land, which was the major concerns for Indigenous peoples within Canada. George Watt, a 

long-time outspoken Indigenous leader, firmly stated that, “all we want you to do is urge [the] 

government to sit down and negotiate with us. You had 100 years and you’ve blown it.”  Clearly 

 
24Akwesasne Notes, “Negotiate – Or Face a Long Hot Summer,” vol. 7, no. 2, early summer 1975, 6.  
25Akwesasne Notes, “Buchanan Tells Anishnawbeg To Solve Their Own Problems – Don’t Look To 

Government for Help,” (early winter, 1975) 22.  
26Ibid.  
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negotiations with the Canadian federal government had failed and leaders, especially Manuel, 

were looking to make sense of why white leaders continued to deny Indigenous peoples their 

rights to the land, resources, and self-determination. To Manuel, it was clear, it stemmed from 

the “mentality of those white peoples”, the federal Canadian leadership, who he argued were 

very similar to white people across other regions who colonized Indigenous peoples. 27  

 Indeed, these were very similar to issues that Native Americans were encountering as 

well in the United States. By this time in 1975 the radical takeover at Wounded Knee had 

increased international attention to the internal domestic issues in tribal communities. However, 

the activism failed to change significantly the overall federal policy toward tribal communities. 

Thus, AIM instead focused its attention on an international presence and agenda through the 

development of the International Indian Treaty Council (IITC). The organization held its first 

gathering in the summer of 1974 and released its Declaration of Independence seeking an 

independent Sioux Nation. The group lacked collaboration with other international Indigenous 

groups and specifically chose not to work with the more traditional Indigenous groups including 

NCAI or WCIP since they were seen as part of the “establishment” or those connected and 

working with the federal government. Although the IITC also had the goal of presenting and 

gaining status at the United Nations, it pursued this with more radical ideas such as separating 

from the nation-state and creating independent Native nations. In contrast, the WCIP, and NCAI 

as the North American representative, choose a more practical path by working within the 

nation-state system to ensure the support of tribal communities and to ensure tribal members had 

continued local funding. As noted by Sam Deloria, “if you distanced yourself from the federal 

government, you distance yourself from the funding.” Thus, while the WCIP and NCAI did not 

 
27Ibid.   
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agree with their respective federal governments, they chose to utilize the international system to 

leverage domestic change.28  

The Second Preparatory Meeting: Copenhagen, Denmark, June 1975 
 

 Between the time of the first preparatory meeting in April 1974 to the second in June 

1975 in Copenhagen, Denmark, significant changes occurred in Indian Country and within 

NCAI. Over this period NCAI and NIB strengthened their partnership through the official 

exchange program, which included official visits to their representative countries with formal 

presentations and in-depth discussions concerning the future organizations goals. For NCAI, the 

majority of these visits were spent in exchange meetings with both George Manual and Sam 

Deloria to educate and explain to the membership how the newly forming international 

organization would benefit Native Americans. George Manuel, along with other NIB officers, 

attended the NCAI annual convention in San Diego in October 1974. That meeting solidified 

NCAI’s commitment to forming the conference and they voted to “authorize NCAI to take a full 

and active part in the organization leading up to the conference and a permanent organization of 

indigenous people.” Through this first exchange meeting NCAI, through a recommendation by 

Sam Deloria, agreed to raise funds to support the forthcoming international conference in Port 

Alberni, Canada in Fall 1975. Other countries also agreed to contribute funds to the planning.29 

 Shortly after, Sam Deloria and Mel Tonasket, President of NCAI, represented NCAI at 

the NIB annual convention in Canada. In addition, Vickie Santana, a Blackfeet attorney from 

Montana, served as the NCAI staff member in Canada, while Anita Gordon, an Ojiwey policy 

analyst from Saskatchewan, served as the NIB staff member working in the United States. These 

 
28 Interview with Sam Deloria, May 30, 2019.  
29 Transcript: Workshop Four - National and International Indian Relations, Mid-Year Conference: 1974 

Convention, San Diego, CA, p. 20, 36, box 26, NCAIR. 
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collaborative exchange meetings paved the way for a strong foundation between the two 

organizations as they worked toward forming the larger international organization. Moreover, it 

ensured that NCAI provided the much-needed support for the forthcoming final preparatory 

meetings formally establishing the WCIP.30  

 The second preparatory meeting in Copenhagen, Denmark focused specifically on 

funding and accreditation of delegates to the upcoming international conference planned for 

October 1975 in Port Alberni, Canada. As a result of this meeting NCAI increased its support 

and official involvement in the development of the organization by submitting a funding request 

to various U.S. agencies. It made a strong rationale for the United States to support the alliance 

and the upcoming conference in Canada set for October 1975. NCAI, NIB and other tribal 

organizations pledged funding to provide more than one-quarter the total cost of the conference 

($198,100). The NCAI Fund requested the remaining portion of the balance (equaling 

approximately $112,150). It is unclear which agencies NCAI ultimately sent this funding 

request, but it was most likely sent to organizations which traditionally supported NCAI 

initiatives and Native American political issues broadly. The report confirmed “[s]ubstantial 

effort to secure from various U.S. organizations has just been launched. Hopefully organizations 

from the U.S. would be able to at least match the amounts already contributed by NCAI and NIB 

and the seven international groups ($80,950).”31   

  The NCAI funding proposal reflected the major concerns, decisions, and strategies of the 

organizations as they began to venture into the international arena vis-a-vis the NIB and later the 

WCIP. In the proposal NCAI argued that while some international human rights activities in part 

 
30 These gatherings and workshops are covered in-depth in Chapter 3.  
31 NCAI, “A Funding Request to Support the International Conference of Indigenous Peoples,” July 1975, 

p. 13-14, 18; box 151, NCAIR. 
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applied to Indigenous peoples, the largest motivation for the creation of the WCIP stemmed from 

the gaps in existing human rights policies. Thus, they requested that this newly formed 

international organization should focus attention on highlighting two issues: 1) cultural survival; 

and 2) land and natural resource rights. They argued for these issues because “these efforts are 

conducted for the most part at the governmental level with virtually no involvement of the tribal 

peoples themselves.” This request reflected the major policy challenges faced by Native 

Americans during the mid-1970s and their efforts to protect their traditional cultural practices 

and land rights through international laws and policies.32  

 Through the support of the development of the forthcoming international organization, 

NCAI sought to highlight how colonized nations obtained their independence at the cost of 

Indigenous peoples lives and land. The NCAI proposal stated, “the whole question of how 

indigenous people can obtain self-government and protection of their resources—especially 

land—within the context of the nation state is yet to be adequately addressed by any country.” 

Although officially a report for the purposes of funding the WCIP, the report more importantly 

signaled the inherent challenges, shortcomings, and gaps in federal and international human 

rights law, both of which had failed to protect Native American rights. NCAI submitted the 

official WCIP funding proposal to various funding agencies in the United States, signaling to the 

foundations the need to address domestic Native American issues through an international 

Indigenous lens. Deloria noted how NCAI vastly overestimated how much funding and interest 

they could raise with United States foundations, especially compared to the Canadians, who 

 
32 NCAI, “A Funding Request to Support the International Conference of Indigenous Peoples,” July 1975, 

p. 1, 3; box 151, NCAIR. 
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ended up raising the majority of the funds. Deloria noted that “they [United States’ foundations] 

were just not that interested, or they were afraid to make a commitment.”33  

 Despite not being able to secure all the needed funding, the international organization still 

proceeded forwarded. One major step included gaining consultative status at the United Nations. 

By May 1974, the UN Economic and Social Council granted the NIB Non-Governmental 

Organization status. The decision came because an international organization of Indigenous 

people did not yet exist. Then NIB agreed to transfer its NGO status to an international 

organization once it had been developed. Both the NIB and the NCAI continued to press forward 

to ensure the eventual establishment of the international conference.34 

Sam Deloria and the UN Study of the Problem of Discrimination  
Against Indigenous Populations 

 
 In his 1978 article, “Archival Captive – The American Indian,” historian William T. 

Hagan stated that “to be an Indian is having non-Indians control the documents from which other 

non-Indians write their version of your history.” This quote perfectly describes the larger official 

study undertaken in the early 1970s by the United Nations focused on the problem of 

discrimination against Indigenous populations. Begun in 1971 and continuing throughout the rest 

of the decade, the study assembled information from a seventeen-page questionnaire sent to all 

United Nations countries surveying their responses to the conditions and treatment of Indigenous 

 
 33 Ibid; Anita Gordon, “The World Council of Indigenous Peoples” – Draft Article for Submission to NCAI 
Bulletin, pg. 4, Box 149, Folder: Nov. 1975 – Indigenous Peoples Conference, NCAIR.   

34 Claire M. Howe, Deputy Chief, NGO Section, Economic and Social Council Secretariat, to George 
Manuel, June 6, 1974 and Clive Linklater to Charles Trimble, July 10, 1974, Box 151, Series: Indian Interest 
Organizations, Folder: National Indian Brotherhood, [1 of 2], 1974, NCAIR;  Sanders, “The Formation of the World 
Council of Indigenous Peoples,” The Fourth World Documentation Project Archive; Workshop on the International 
Indigenous Peoples Conference, November 1975, Portland, Oregon, p. 8, Box 149, NCAIR. 
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peoples. However, rather than the Native nations gathering and reporting the data, it was 

controlled by the nation-states designated by the United Nations.35 

 Shortly after the Copenhagen meeting, the newly formed WCIP appointed Deloria as the 

NGO Representative to the UN Economic and Social Council and began attending official 

meetings on behalf of the organization. In September 1975 he made his first official trip to 

Geneva, Switzerland for the meeting of the United Nations’ Subcommission on the Prevention of 

Discrimination and Protection of Minorities, which was specifically reviewing the Study of the 

Problem of Discrimination Against Indigenous Populations. As part of the trip the countries 

discussed the study and the responses submitted by individual counties, including the United 

States. Through this first official visit by the WCIP, Deloria revealed numerous challenges and 

the gaps in the forthcoming UN study. This visit and his findings guided the WCIP in setting 

priorities and determining next steps.36  

 Even prior to his trip to Geneva, Deloria and others in the WCIP worked to curb 

inaccurate information submitted by larger countries. For example, shortly after the United States 

submitted its response, Deloria received the report and sent copies to individuals and 

organizations asking for their official comments and response. Later, the American Indian Law 

Center (AILC) published an official Native American reaction through their newsletter which 

that they distributed at the November 1974 convention in San Diego. The WCIP also ensured at 

that each Indigenous group attending the October 1975 conference received their country’s 

 
 35 William T. Hagan, “The Archival Captive—The American Indian,” The American Archivist 41 no. 2 
(April 1978), 135.  

36 The study is commonly referred to as the Martinez Cobo Study since it was coordinated by and submitted 
by Special Rapporteur, José Martínez Cobo. United Nations Economic and Social Council, Commission on Human 
Rights, “Study of the Program of Discrimination Against Indigenous Populations” July 30, 1981, E/CN.4/Sub.2/476. 
Subsequent additions were made August 10, 1982, (E/CN/Sub.2/1982/2) and August 5, 1983 
(E/CN.4/Sub.2/1983/2). For the entire study see, 
https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/publications/martinez-cobo-study.html.  
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report to ensure accuracy. The study was a high priority for Deloria as he traveled to Geneva to 

represent the WCIP.37  

 Based on this first international visit, Deloria provided a full analysis of the study and 

specific recommendations for the WCIP. He first recognized the importance of the study, stating 

“[the study] you discuss today is a remarkable work, dealing as it does in a long-neglected area 

within which there are relatively little available data and relatively unformulated doctrines and 

principles…it represents a hope of survival for many groups of indigenous people in the world 

today.” He stated that although the WCIP had very limited resources financially, it stood ready to 

assist the Subcommittee in “what we hope is a continuing interest in the problems of indigenous 

people. He suggested that the WCIP could provide data and make visits to Indigenous groups on 

their behalf and the Special Rapporteur.38  

 While Deloria gave some official remarks on behalf of the WCIP, he was only allotted a 

very short amount of time at the Geneva meeting. Nevertheless, in a memorandum to the NCAI 

and NIB leadership, George Manuel, Mel Tonasket and Chuck Trimble, Deloria provided a 

detailed report on the trip that revealed what occurred and his suggestions for next steps. He 

noted that he used the opportunity to make a statement “to test our welcome in this relatively 

closed little society.” While each of the delegates he met seemed genuinely interested in the 

work of the WCIP, he encountered some delegates who were not as supportive, including 

Professor Frank Newman, previously at University of California Berkeley and then Associate  

Justice of the Supreme Court in California, who advised him “not to bother because ‘the 

delegates shuffle their papers and empty ashtrays during [NGO] statements’.” He was later 

 
37 Transcript: Workshop Four - National and International Indian Relations, Mid-Year Conference: 1974 

Convention, San Diego, CA, p. 23, box 26, NCAIR. 
38Statement of National Indian Brotherhood of Canada on the Study of the Problem of Discrimination 

Against Indigenous Populations, September 3, 1975, p. 1-2, Box 149, NCAIR.  
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assured by others that “the delegates pay close attention to a solid, well-thought-out statement,” 

so he gave a very strong, concise statement.39 

 Based on the publication’s initial findings, Deloria urged a focus on social services, 

rather than health, and especially noted the alarming rate (over 60%) that governments and 

churches supported the adoption or removal of Native American children from their Indigenous 

social, cultural and spiritual environment. Finally, he called for special attention to the rights of 

Indigenous peoples to land and natural resources, noting “history dictates that indigenous people 

are severely threatened when industrial societies find a need for the natural resources of their 

ancestral homelands and such pressures in today’s world can be expected to increase.” Deloria 

concluded the memorandum by highlighting a few key points and lessons learned from attending 

the meeting, some of which were quite troubling and revealed a lens through which non-Natives 

viewed the Indigenous population at this time. In regards to the study, he noted that the 

Submission “thought indigenous people are disappearing and would not be a problem if they just 

waited a few years; they did not understand or did not want to acknowledge that indigenous 

people have unique rights and unique situations.” According to Deloria, in order for them to 

consider it, the study “had to be sold to them as a special case of the general problem of 

discrimination.” Other Indigenous delegates worried that the Subcommission would find any 

excuse to conclude the study prematurely, such as “if they are forced to confront the issues of 

land and cultural rights or any rights which set indigenous peoples apart from the mass of people 

in society.” Deloria concludesd that, “dealing with these guys is like dealing with any group of 

 
39 Memorandum to George Manuel, Mel Tonasket, and Chuck Trimble from P. Sam Deloria, Subject: 

Geneva Trip, undated, p. 3, Box 149, NCAIR.  
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conservative people who are swimming against the tide, who are too lazy to do their homework 

and are too cowardly to take a stand on anything.”40  

 Deloria implored NIB and NCAI to take control of the information that would be 

included in the study by publishing their own material on the current conditions of Indigenous 

peoples in their respective countries. He argued that the Subcommission “will be able to do 

nothing only if their study tells them that nothing needs to be done.” If the WCIP and other 

NGOs provided accurate information the Subcommission would be forced to respond with a 

continued interest in Indigenous peoples, including UN study projects focused on Indigenous 

peoples; development of standards; or the drafting of International Conventions related to the 

rights of Indigenous peoples. Deloria of course could not guarantee this would actually happen 

but as he said, “we certainly have nothing to lose.”41 

  He concluded by stating that “all the week I was there I kept thinking to myself, ‘If 

someone had the time to put in with these guys, had some sense of subtly, and had some 

experience in dealing with tribal leaders in the U.S., he could own this place in five years or 

less’.” Deloria suggested that as the WCIP developed it should possibly focus on two things: an 

exchange program, “which will have indigenous peoples visiting each other in all combinations 

and for all purposes so that we get to know each other”; and a “concentration on gathering and 

publishing information to feed to the [Subcommission] Study so that we can lay the ground work 

for continuing U.N. interest in the problems of indigenous peoples – and eventual development 

and enforcement of international standards.” Indeed, over the past year NCAI and NIB had 

already successfully begun the formal exchange initiative and now the newly emerging 

 
40 Ibid, p. 3, 6. 
41 Ibid, p. 7.   
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international organization would focus on incorporating the study into its core strategies in fall 

1975.  

 Some nations, including the United States, tried to obfuscate the realities of the 

conditions of Indigenous peoples by submitting optimistic reports, which were extremely 

inaccurate. According to Deloria, “naturally they are going to say that everything is fine with 

Indigenous people, that there are no problems, and that the United Nations need not be 

concerned.” He pointed out that by “asking national governments of the world how their 

Indigenous peoples are treated is like lining up the fox to do a census in the chicken house.” He 

wanted to ensure that the study would reveal the truth of the conditions for Indigenous peoples, 

not just what the larger nation state countries wanted people to falsely disseminate about the 

treatment and conditions of Indigenous peoples. He knew national governments, including the 

U.S. government, were hiding the reality of the conditions of Indigenous peoples, and Deloria 

made it his mission to ensure that the WCIP and other international organizations revealed the 

truth. He encouraged the WCIP to conduct its own study of the problems of Indigenous People. 

“It will be our version of what the problems are, and we are going to publish this study, and a 

series of studies…around the world.”42  

 Although United Nations regulations specified that the Sub-Commission could only 

solicit information from national governments, Deloria found a loophole. In order to provide a 

full comprehensive study Deloria also recommended that the Sub-Commission had a 

responsibility to consult scholarly literature to determine the actual conditions of Indigenous 

peoples. With this approach, when the scholarly literature produced information that contradicted 

 
42Anita Gordon, “The World Council of Indigenous Peoples” – Draft Article for Submission to NCAI 

Bulletin, p. 8, Box 149, Folder: Nov. 1975 – Indigenous Peoples Conference, NCAIR; Workshop on the 
International Indigenous Peoples Conference, November 1975, Portland, Oregon, p. 9, Box 149, NCAIR.  
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the national government’s report, then those conducting the study “have a right to confront that 

national government and to question why there is a discrepancy between the governments’ 

version and what the scholars say.” He knew they would need to be creative in the way that they 

gathered and distributed the information to the Sub-Commission for the study, since to that date 

only information from national governments could be consulted. In addition, the United Nations 

internal structure as an organization of national governments caused issues with raising the 

necessary funds to contribute to this work, since the bulk of funds come directly from that 

national governments. Thus, they had to raise funds independently to conduct the study and then 

direct the funds to the WCIP.43  

 Since the Sub-Commission had the authority to consult and solicit information from 

scholarly sources, this gave the WCIP and other NGOs at least some opportunity to reveal the 

inaccuracies of the government responses. According to Deloria, “if there is a discrepancy in 

information submitted by governments they can be made to re-submit a more accurate report.” 

Thus, seeing a major opportunity to influence and provide more accurate data, the AILC 

submitted their own separate scholarly publication through their newsletter criticizing the U.S. 

government’s response submitted to the United Nations. Due to the AILC response, the United 

Nations rejected the United States response completely and required it to resubmit its response. 

“We were very pleased about this,” noted Deloria. This important change reveals how traditional 

Native American scholarly work, not just militant activism, directly affected United States 

 
43 Workshop on the International Indigenous Peoples Conference, November 1975, Portland, Oregon, p. 9, 

Box 149, NCAIR; Proceedings, International Indigenous Peoples Conference, Port Alberni, October 1975, p. 45-46, 
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actions against Indigenous peoples, especially the updating and accuracy of the response to the 

study.44  

 The WCIP contributed to and assisted in submitting information to the Sub-comission for 

the study over numerous years, becoming a huge scholarly undertaking for the organization. 

Despite numerous challenges Deloria knew that because “Indigenous peoples have been dealing 

with bureaucracies for several hundred years and we have learned a little about how to 

manipulate them.” He and others also knew that due to the length and scope of the study that 

eventually the UN would make official recommendations to the Commission on Human Rights 

“concerning specific actions that the UN should take and to make a set of recommendations for 

continuing interest in the problems of Indigenous peoples.” Specifically, the WCIP hoped that 

this work would lead to the drafting of an International Convention to protect the rights of 

Indigenous populations in the world.45  

 Despite the optimism for the study and possible forthcoming international conferences, 

the WCIP cautioned that “we are trying to build realistic expectations…this is one tool among 

many. It is not going to save all our problems.” Delora highlighted this point, understanding that 

until that time the majority of Native Americans had witnessed some shifts in policy because of 

militant action and takeovers across the United States, including Alcatraz, the BIA, and 

Wounded Knee, with dramatic visual representation. Since major Native American policy 

analysts, tribal chairs, scholars, and lawyers labored diligently behind the scenes without much 

recognition or attention by the media, most tribal communities often failed to understand why 

NCAI or the WCIP should focus on an International Convention when the United Nations might 

 
44Workshop, p. 9; Statement of National Indian Brotherhood of Canada on the Study of the Problem of 

Discrimination Against Indigenous Populations, September 3, 1975, p. 1-2, Box 149, NCAIR. 
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not support the initiative. Most significantly, many worried that policy changes failed to garner 

as much attention or immediate change in their communities. According to Deloria, since the 

international issues did not appear to have the same “explosive context that make people pay 

attention to them,” the organizations needed spend more time explaining to Native Americans, 

especially grassroots activists, that they would see overt tactics used like at Wounded Knee. This 

work would be long-term but with lasting policy impact.46  

 In a larger context, Deloria argued that “the basic barrier to international interest in the 

problems of Indigenous people is that up to this point the world community has accepted the 

argument that the situation of Indigenous peoples was strictly a domestic matter…and therefore, 

was not the concern of the international community.” He reasoned that “if we get an 

International Convention defining and protecting the rights of Indigenous populations, there will 

no longer be a valid reason for preventing international scrutiny of the treatment of Indigenous 

people.” He remained optimistic that if they could develop a strong Convention that centered on 

land, cultural rights, treaty rights, balanced with local self-governance, “this will be a very 

powerful weapon in our hands to start building pressures and counter-pressure among the various 

nations in the international community. Yet, he and the WCIP knew that they had to tread lightly 

and approach the Subcommission strategically especially regarding the land rights of Indigenous 

peoples. This could potentially halt some economic development initiatives in numerous 

countries, including the United States.47 Thus, the study proved a delicate balancing act for the 

developing organization and those seeking to support the initiative. Despite the inherent 

challenges in fighting for and revealing the realities of Indigenous lives across the Western 

 
46 Interview with Sam Deloria, May 30, 2019; Workshop, p. 10. 
47 Interview with Sam Deloria, May 30, 2019; Workshop, p. 8, 10-11.  
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Hemisphere, the WCIP continued to make the study a major strategic priority heading into the 

gathering at Port Alberni, Canada.  

The International Conference of Indigenous Peoples:  
Port Alberni, British Columbia, October 1975  

 
On November 10, 1975, Mel Tonasket, NCAI President, opened the organization’s 

Annual Convention in Portland, Oregon, with his address to the membership by detailing the 

recent efforts to establish the international Indigenous conference, specifically highlighting the 

gathering in Port Alberni, British Columbia the previous month, October 1975. He noted that 

“over the past two years we have been working closely with the National Indian Brotherhood...to 

bring about that important conference and that important organization...In that ‘Fourth World’ 

we share common concerns and rights with other indigenous minorities. We have added strength 

to protect our rights in the world court of opinion, and in the world court of law...I call upon this 

convention to give its support to the strengthening of the World Council of Indigenous Peoples.” 

Two days later NCAI members officially ratified the charter of the WCIP and specifically 

endorsed resolution no. 1 regarding the focus on the UN Study on Discrimination Against 

Indigenous Populations. To arrive at that vote took quite some time to get buy-in from the larger 

NCAI organization. 48  

The events that transpired at the October 1975 gathering in Port Alberni reflect some of 

the major concerns shared by NCAI and other Indigenous groups as they moved forward to 

establish the international organization, namely establishing a strong organization and 

developing shared goals. The reports and statements from the NCAI attendees reflect the 

 
48 Presidential Address, November 10, 1975, pp. 12-13, Box 30, Folder: Speeches, 1975 Convention, 

Portland, Oregon, November 10, 1975; Official Report of Proceedings, Resolution Proceedings, Before the 32nd 
Annual Convention, National Congress of American Indians, Portland, Oregon, November 13, 1975, pp. 4-1 to 4-85, 
Box 28, Series: Convention and Mid-Year Conferences, Folder: 1975 Convention–Portland, Oregon, Proceedings, 
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perspectives, insights and concerns from Native Americans regarding the importance of a strong 

international organization, shared solidarity and experiences, and future challenges of the 

organization. In a NCAI Bulletin report reviewing the events that transpired at Port Alberni, 

Anita Gordon, one of the two NCAI/NIB exchange staff, reiterated that the foundational reasons 

for the creation of the organization was grounded in the collective problems shared by 

Indigenous societies connected to retaining land and culture. Moreover, “the denial by national 

governments of the right of Indigenous peoples to govern themselves and their territories, and to 

control the use of their lands and resources for their own benefit and development.”49 

Gordon’s perspective reiterated the major goal and purpose for the creation of the 

organization to fight for increased Indigenous sovereignty over land and resources managed by 

the nation-state. With this goal in mind the NCAI expanded upon this initial statement to their 

membership as they communicated the major goals and commitments of the WCIP: 

Ensure unity among the Indigenous Peoples of the World, and to strengthen the 
organizations that form the political and cultural channels of the Indigenous People in the 
various countries; to abolish the possibility of the use of physical and cultural genocide 
and ethnocide; to combat racism; to ensure political, economic, and social justice to 
Indigenous people; and to establish and strengthen the concepts of Indigenous and 
cultural rights based upon the principle of equality among Indigenous peoples and the 
people of nations who may surround them.50  

 
The Port Alberni Conference full assembly included 55 delegates from 19 countries and 

represented an estimated Indigenous population of 37 million people. The countries represented 

included: Argentina, Australia, Bolivia, Canada, Colombia, Greenland, Ecuador, Finland, 

 
49 Anita Gordon, “The World Council of Indigenous Peoples” – Draft Article for Submission to NCAI 

Bulletin, pg. 1, Box 149, Folder: Nov. 1975 – Indigenous Peoples Conference, NCAIR.   
50 Ibid, pg. 2.   
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Guatemala, Mexico, New Zealand, Nicaragua, Norway, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Sweden, the 

United States, and Venezuela (Table 2).51  

Based on the agreed upon structure established at the Guyana meeting, each country with 

an Indigenous population was allowed three delegates selected, when possible, by a recognized 

representative national body. However, when no such organization existed, the delegates could 

be selected on the basis of population size, geographic region within their country, and tribal 

affiliations. During the initial formation of the organization, the organization decided various 

levels could be recognized for attendance and participation, including full membership (groups 

with a recognized representative national body), associate membership (countries without a 

recognized representative national body), and observer membership (those without any 

organized body). Most of these designations worked for many of the attendees at Guyana, which 

was a smaller gathering with many formal groups attending as the full or associate membership 

level, but the Port Alberni meeting brought up challenges to some of these designations.52  

 

 

 

 

 

 
51 Report on the International Conference of Indigenous Peoples, held in Port Alberni, British Columbia, 

Canada, October 17-31, 1975, Submitted by Marie Marule, April 1976, box 551, NCAIR; Official Report of 
Proceedings before the 32nd Annual Convention, National Congress of the American Indian, Portland, Oregon, 
November 13, 1975, Box 29, NCAIR. See also, Sanders, “The Formation of the World Council of Indigenous 
Peoples,” The Fourth World Documentation Project. For a full list of delegates see, Table 2.  
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Congress of the American Indian, Maori Council, Nordic Sami Council, and the National Aboriginal Consultative 
Committee. Transcript, World Conference of Indigenous Peoples meeting, Port Alberni, Canada, October 27-31, 
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Table 2. International Conference of Indigenous Peoples, Port Alberni, British Columbia, 
Canada, October 17-31, 1975, delegates list.53 

 
Country  Name Country  Name  
Argentina Eulogio Frites 

Francisco Solano Chaile 
New Zealand Graham Latimer 

Rangi Walker 
Neil Apanu Watene 

Australia  Jim Stanley Nicaragua Amalia Dixon 
Cunningham 
Mildred Nelson de 
Levy 
 Noel Patron 
Gonzale 

Bolivia Clemente Alcón 
Samuel Coronel 
Mauricio Mamani 

Norway Edel Hítta Eriksen 
Ole Henrick Magga 
Anna Jacobsen 

Canada  George Manuel 
George Watts 
Gloria George 

Panama Ignasio Solis 
Julio Dixon 

Denmark  Robert Peterson 
Ove Rosing Olsen 
Thue Christiansen 

Paraguay Alberto Santacruz 
Germán Zacarías 
Francisco Servín 

Ecuador Miguel Lechón Colcha 
Isidro Nepas 

Peru Alfredo Porras 
Alejandro Gutiérrez; 

Finland  Nils Aslak Valkeapaa 
Esko Palonoja 
Pekka Lukkari 

Sweden Susanne Angenius 
Kuoljok 
Ingmar Åhren 
Per Mikawl Utsi 

Guatemala –  
 

Luis Garcia de León,  
Antonio Pop Caal 
Ernestina Reyes Quino 

United States Sam Deloria 
Mel Tonasket 
Oren Lyons 
Joe De La Cruz; 

Mexico Sebastián Hernandex Meza 
Armando Sorinano 

Venezuela Nemesio Montiel 
Alberto Herrera 
Simeón Jiménez. 

 

 

 

 
53 Report on the International Conference of Indigenous Peoples, held in Port Alberni, British Columbia, 

Canada, October 17-31, 1975, Submitted by Marie Marule, April 1976, box 551, NCAIR. 
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Although the WCIP used the term “recognized,” which seemed that they preferred 

official state recognized organizations, they also welcomed those that were not state recognized.  

The conference organizers acknowledged “recognized representatives,” but this specific meaning 

was not necessarily defined. Rather, the gathering was as inclusive as possible to give those that 

wanted to participate the chance to do so, including as observers. Nevertheless, the gathering 

gave preference to national organizations that were secular and “pan-tribal” in their membership 

and formal political organization. While this was not specifically designated, for the organizers it 

may have seemed the most logical practical method for structuring the representation along these 

lines. This approach, however, based on nation-state structures instead of traditional 

cultural/ethnic ones, caused tension for those delegates and observers who straddled, questioned, 

or out-right refused those boundaries. Moreover, there were many organizations that aligned with 

more “traditional” approaches compared to those with more “modern” nation-state 

organizational structures. This division already existed between the American Indian Movement, 

the International Indian Treaty Council and NCAI. Sam Deloria noted that even though NCAI 

leaders had faults at least they were formally elected by their tribal communities, whereas other 

delegates or observers were sometimes self-appointed representatives. Nevertheless, this 

approach ensured that there was a selected representation of both national organizations, along 

with individuals observers.54  

 
54 Transcript, World Conference of Indigenous Peoples meeting, Port Alberni, Canada, October 27-31, 

1975, box 551, NCAIR; Report on the International Conference of Indigenous Peoples, held in Port Alberni, British 
Columbia, Canada, October 17-31, 1975, Submitted by Marie Marule, April 1976, box 551, NCAIR. Jonathen 
Crossen Interview with Sam Deloria, March 23, 2012; as cited in Jonathan Crossen, Decolonization, Indigenous 
Internationalism, and the World Council of Indigenous Peoples (Ph.D. Diss., University of Waterloo, 2014), 100-
101. Although the incongruity of representation was discussed in Georgetown, it was not a large part of the 
discussion at Port Alberni. However, it was later acknowledged in a report in the early 1980s. See, Douglas Sanders, 
“Discussion Paper on Membership and Representation Within the World Council of Indigenous Peoples,” July 19, 
1982. For example, many Indigenous peoples straddled various nation-state border, including the Haudenousaunee 
Nation, which straddles land in the United and Canada, and who later requested representation at WCIP general 
assemblies.  
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 The first order of business on the initial day began with discussing and voting on 

establishing the organization. During this discussion delegates began to get lost in the minutia of 

details about the Charter, but Mel Tonasket called for the official vote to establish the 

organization, and the delegates officially voted to create the World Council of Indigenous 

Peoples organization. Then on the final two days of the conference, the delegates debated, 

amended, and approved the charter of the new organization. Finally, the delegates also elected 

the leadership positions, including George Manual as chairman and Sam Deloria as Secretary 

General, the position responsible for the work at the United Nations. Finally, the newly created 

World Council of Indigenous Peoples (WCIP) took over the NGO status previously obtained by 

the NIB.55   

 At the NCAI annual convention in November 1975, Anita Gordon presented the formal 

resolution to acknowledge and support the WCIP. The resolution recognized the newly created 

organization, the attendance of Mel Tonasket at the founding meeting, and the role of other 

NCAI delegates at the preparatory meetings, therefore voting to ratify the charter of the WCIP, 

and specifically endorse resolution no. 1 concerning the preparation of a study on the conditions 

of Indigenous peoples before the United Nations Economic and Social Council of the United 

States. NCAI also highlighted additional five WCIP resolutions concerning land, natural 

resources, economic and social issues, and the renaming of Columbus Day. Gordon motioned for 

approval of the resolution. After initial questions, Gordon clarified that adoption of the motion 

meant NCAI recognized the organization, would get one vote, and have three delegates. It did 

not mean that NCAI became a member by ratifying the charter, because the United States 

already belonged. Since the United States did not have one single national Indian organization, if 

 
55 Transcript, World Conference of Indigenous Peoples meeting, Port Alberni, Canada, October 27-31, 

1975, p. 108-110, box 551, NCAIR.  
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they endorsed the resolution then the NCAI Executive Council would pick the delegates and 

would ensure that one of the three representatives would be a President or an officer from NCAI. 

The motion was carried and the resolution adopted on November 13, 1975.56  

 Prior to the resolution vote, NCAI also held a gathering at the same convention to review 

the conference at the annual convention in November 1975 titled, “Workshop on the 

International Indigenous Peoples Conference.” The gathering provided the opportunity to 

provide a detailed report of the recent Port Alberni conference and to reflect on the events that 

had transpired over the previous years. The panelists included George Manuel, Sam Deloria and 

Joe De La Cruz, and others who had attended the historic conference. They specifically reflected 

on the major theme of shared similarities between various Indigenous peoples from across the 

western hemisphere and the brotherhood and belonging that this created for the attendees and the 

larger organization.  In her report to NCAI, Anita Gordon acknowledged that, “The spirit that 

prevailed throughout the week-long meeting was one of brotherhood. Indigenous nations present 

recognized and identified each other as belonging to an international community of Indigenous 

people which, before they had come together, had not existed.”57 

 As Indigenous attendees began to present and speak with one another and talk about 

challenges within their separate nation-states, they realized they shared similarities regarding 

language, culture, traditions, and political challenges. To some the similarities were surprising 

and to others it felt like a coming home. In reflecting on the gathering, Sam Deloria noted that: 

“One of the most significant things that kept recurring throughout all three of our meetings, were 

the declarations made by Indigenous people who were meeting their brothers from other nations 

 
56 Official Report of Proceedings before the 32nd Annual Convention, National Congress of the American 

Indian, Portland, Oregon, November 13, 1975, p. (4-78) – (4-85), Box 29, NCAIR. 
57 Anita Gordon, “The World Council of Indigenous Peoples” – Draft Article for Submission to NCAI 

Bulletin, p. 5, Box 149, Folder: Nov. 1975 – Indigenous Peoples Conference, NCAIR.    
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for the first time, saying how pleased they were to be there…to see people from all over the 

world who were facing exactly the same problems as they did.”58 

Through the gathering delegates from all the different countries realized that “their 

people were no longer alone in their struggles.”59  Indeed, many Indigenous people previously 

had felt alone in their fight for increased sovereignty and self-determination in their nation-states. 

However, this gathering provided a collective support system to ensure they did not feel alone 

and that they had other Indigenous to call on. The NCAI report reiterated this sentiment stating, 

“The most gratifying realization made by those present, was that as of that day, their people were 

no longer alone in their struggle to survive.”60  

Joe De La Cruz, who served as a delegate to the conference for the National Tribal 

Chairman’s Association, had a similar experience and reflected on how he came to realize that 

that “the Indians from South America were very similar to American Indians.”61 He also noted 

that these similarities developed further during nightly cultural exchanges when each country 

presented their culture, which helped each country to see their similarities rather than focusing 

on differences. For example, initially the South Americans were very suspicious of the Sami 

people who looked phenotypically differently, with blond hair and blue eyes. Yet the Sami 

actually shared many challenges with other Indigenous peoples throughout the Western 

Hemisphere. They also fought for their sovereignty and self-determination that was also tied to 

land and place across Norway, Sweden and Finland. This included struggles to protect their 

traditional language, livestock, and lands being flooded by hydro-electric projects. Cruz noted 

 
58 Workshop on the International Indigenous Peoples Conference, November 1975, Portland, Oregon, p. 11, 

Box 149, NCAIR. 
59 Ibid.  
60 Anita Gordon, “The World Council of Indigenous Peoples” – Draft Article for Submission to NCAI 

Bulletin, p. 6, Box 149, Folder: Nov. 1975 – Indigenous Peoples Conference, NCAIR.     
61 Workshop on the International Indigenous Peoples Conference, November 1975, Portland, Oregon, p. 5, 

Box 149, NCAIR.  
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that “through the cultural programs in the evenings when each country did songs, dances and 

ceremonies of their people, that people began to perceive the real parallels in their spiritual and 

cultural traditional.”62 According to Deloria, by the end of the third day “the South Americans 

were spending more time wondering why they had ever thought there were any differences 

between themselves and the Sami people. It was a remarkable experience to see a 180-degree 

turn.”63 These exchanges also expanded the perspective of how traditionally defined Indigenous 

peoples opened up to broadening what “Indigenous” meant to them, which was a huge step 

forward as they defined who would be included in the organization.   

While the gathering helped many to see the similarities between Indigenous peoples, it 

also revealed major differences between North American and South American Indigenous 

groups. Sam Deloria knew that this would be an issue from attending the previous planning 

meetings and reflected that “the best thing that we can get out of this is that for the people from 

the countries that were more enlightened of their treatment of Indigenous people [US, Canada, 

New Zealand, and Australia], to use that leverage to help the Indigenous people that were much 

more physically threatened.” His comments referenced the struggles faced by Indigenous peoples 

in South America who sometimes risked their lives to attend these meetings, due to militant 

government activity occurring in their home countries. The Port Alberni meeting included South 

Americans attending as delegate and the observer status.64 Those who served as observers often 

 
 62 Anita Gordon, “The World Council of Indigenous Peoples” – Draft Article for Submission to NCAI 
Bulletin, p. 6, Box 149, Folder: Nov. 1975 – Indigenous Peoples Conference, NCAIR.      

63 Workshop on the International Indigenous Peoples Conference, November 1975, Portland, Oregon, p. 7, 
Box 149, NCAIR. 

64 The full list of Port Albernit delegates are detailed in fn. 49. The Central and South American delegates 
specifically included: Argentina – Eulogio Frites, Francisco Solano Chaile; Bolivia – Clemente Alcón, Samuel 
Coronel, Mauricio Mamani; Ecuador – Miguel Lechón Colcha, Isidro Nepas; Guatemala – Luis Garcia de León, 
Antonio Pop Caal, Ernestina Reyes Quino; Mexico – Sebastián Hernandex Meza, Armando Sorinano; Nicaragua – 
Amalia Dixon Cunningham, Mildred Nelson de Levy, Noel Patron Gonzalez; Panama – Ignasio Solis, Julio Dixon; 
Paraguay – Alberto Santacruz, Germán Zacarías, Francisco Servín; Peru – Alfredo Porras, Alejandro Gutiérrez; 
Venezuela – Nemesio Montiel, Alberto Herrera, Simeón Jiménez. These delegates represented the following South 
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purposefully safeguarded their attendance since their participation could put them at risk from 

state repercussions, including violence. One such observer attendee, Constantino Lima, member 

of the Bolivian Indigenous workers activist group MINK’A, was later imprisoned upon his return 

to Bolivia.65 

These differences between North and South American Indigenous peoples also resonated 

with Mel Tonasket, who also attended the Port Alberni conference. He reflected that “it was 

evident that things North American Indians took for granted were things South Americans did 

not even have the privilege to think about – housing programs, hospitals, schools, roads, etc.” He 

highlighted these development issues because they were resources that Native Americans 

continually lobbied and fought for, but South Americans were actively fighting for their survival. 

He reflected on the major differences between justice and equality in these regions stating that, 

“when North American Indians talk about justice they mean equal opportunity, job opportunities, 

increased federal appropriations, etc. When South Americans speak of justice [they] mean the 

actual life or death of their people, and in the Interior of South America, the possibility of 

extermination.” The past decade was mired in military dictatorships in South America, where 

many Indigenous peoples worried about life and death of their people.66  With this in mind, it 

made many from North America take pause and have a new perspective about their own 

 
American organizations: Indigenous Association of Argentina, MINK’A (Centre of Coordination and Promotion of 
Indian People of Bolivia, Regional Indigenous Council of Cauca (CRIC of Colombia), Federation of Ecuadorian 
Indians, Kek’chi, Maya Kiche, Maya Cacchiquel of Guatemela, Chiapas Nation of Mexico, Miskito and Sumo of the 
Northern part of Nicaragua, National Indigenous Association of Panama, Indigenous Council of Paraguay, National 
Agrarian Confederation (Peru). In addition to these official delegates, the following observers also represented 
South American countries: Bolivia (1), Guatemala (1), Mexico (2), Venezuela (7).  

65 Interview with Sam Deloria, May 30, 2019. He also noted how delegates made sure to get the South 
American’s permission to use their names and take their photos; Constantino Lima, a delegate to the Port Alberni 
meeting and member of MINK’A was arrested on 23 June 1976. However, following international appeals he was 
released on 18 March 1977 and exiled. He then travelled to Canada. See International Work Group for Indigenous 
Affairs Newsletter no. 15 (September 1976) 2, and no. 18 (August 1977); as cited in Jonathan Crossen, 
Decolonization, Indigenous Internationalism, and the World Council of Indigenous Peoples (Ph.D. Diss., University 
of Waterloo, 2014), 98. 

66 For example, during the 1970s the Katarista movement grew in the 1970s in Bolivia.   
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oppression, especially when meeting with those Indigenous peoples actively fighting for their 

lives, especially delegates from Bolivia. Indeed, these differences gave Mel Tonasket pause to 

put into perspective the challenges in the United States, compared to the South American Indians 

who faced more extreme levels of discrimination and poverty. He stated, “I felt our problems 

paled before theirs. I complain because the Secretary of Interior won’t talk to me, but they talk 

about more basic things – just sheer existence…I left feeling more humble and a lot luckier than 

I realized.”67  

Despite these challenges, the delegates realized they shared a common desire – “that we 

all believed in our traditions, our cultures, and our rights to our lands and clean water and the use 

of our resources, and the right, most of all, to live.” They also realized that, “they shared 

common experiences of oppression, though they varied from “mild” racial discrimination to 

ethnocide and genocide.” This in turn created a connection between these the regions which 

increased their understanding during discussions. According to Tonasket, “I was very, very 

happy that we came to a common ground, and because that common ground, we now have an 

organization…an organization with a specific purpose.” Moreover, for Tonasket, through 

attending this international gathering he quickly realized the major differences between the 

attendees at the NCAI conventions vs the WCIP. To him he saw real organized unity at Port 

Alberni, something that he often did not encounter at the yearly NCAI meetings, “it isn’t that 

way at our conventions,” he noted. Based on his attendance at the Port Alberni gathering, 

 
67 Workshop on the International Indigenous Peoples Conference, November 1975, Portland, Oregon, p. 7, 

12-13, Box 149, NCAIR. Tonasket also recalled a trip to Brazil around 1972 when he served as tribal chairman of 
the Colville Tribe to attend the Inter-American Indian Institute conference. He noted that at the meeting it was all 
government officials “bragging about how well they treated their Indian….it was all a bunch of baloney.” Only two 
Indigenous South American’s attended, one was paraded around in traditional clothing and the other worked for the 
federal government and did not speak by choice. Tonasket said that the visit and lack of Indigenous peoples in 
attendance stuck with him as he saw what the South Americans experienced at the Port Alberni meeting.  
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Tonasket gained insight and perspective regarding NCAI and how much work and unity building 

he needed to accomplish within his own organization.68  

  Early on the group also made a key decision about the structure and set-up of the 

meeting by deciding that collectively they would focus directly on the development of a 

structurally sound organization, rather than bring attention to the gathering through rhetoric and 

publicity for external purposes. This methodical tactic was in stark contrast to the more overt 

performance approach by the IITC during the organization’s development and meetings at the 

United Nations. The IITC leadership focused on bringing direct attention to their gatherings 

through rhetoric and performance tactics, while the WCIP chose to instead meet without outside 

attendees and journalists to instead direct their attention on establishing a sound, foundational 

organization.  

 According to the report by Anita Gordon, “the primary objective was for Indigenous 

people to establish communication among themselves and through an organized unity of action, 

to alleviate some of the critical situations facing Indigenous people. These critical situations 

have, in many cases, been publicized in the press with little results. By and large those reports 

have been ignored.” Thus, rather than drawing attention to the meeting with publicity and 

rhetoric, the group chose instead to “concentrate on achieving solidarity and unity of purpose to 

shape the structure and development of the organization to meet those objectives.”69 Sam Deloria 

echoed these sentiments, noting that the group “focus[ed] our attention on forming a good strong 

organization as opposed to meetings for public relations purposes.” Rather than a gathering for 

publicity filled with unnecessary rhetoric that he argued did not accomplish much, instead the 

 
68 Ibid, 13; Sanders, “The Formation of the World Council of Indigenous Peoples,” The Fourth World 

Documentation Project. 
69 Anita Gordon, “The World Council of Indigenous Peoples” – Draft Article for Submission to NCAI 

Bulletin, p. 4, Box 149, Folder: Nov. 1975 – Indigenous Peoples Conference, NCAIR.   
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delegates chose “quiet meetings without any publicity where we just talked about what we 

wanted to do with the organization and how it should be structured.” The group decided to have 

their meetings privately, however some outside leaders and press took this to mean that the 

meetings were happening in secret, when in reality the group simply wanted to be able to hold 

their discussions without the prying eyes of outside attendees and officials who would report 

back to the nation-state authorities.70  

 At this gathering Deloria devoted his allotted time to update delegates about his work at 

the United Nations and the ongoing work of the continued study. He highlighted the 

complexities and challenges Indigenous peoples faced as they embarked on developing the 

organization, namely the relationship between Indigenous peoples and the nation-state. He 

continued to argue that by highlighting the issues of Indigenous peoples, the “national 

government takes the position that indigenous people, Indian people, native people, are a matter 

of domestic concern, and should not be the subject of international supervision. Just about all 

governments will take this position because they would much prefer that the international 

community not involve itself in the treatment of Indigenous people.” Despite this challenge, he 

reminded the delegates that numerous previous instruments, treaties and conventions exist that 

were devoted to human rights, which were specific examples of the international community 

“supervising the treatment of individuals by national governments.” Thus, he viewed the WCIP 

as continuing that tradition and ensuring that the newly formed organization contributed 

significantly to changing the treatment of Indigenous peoples. However, he argued that 

international human rights legislation had not been helpful to Indigenous peoples previously, 

since those policies focused on the “issue of equality among individuals and has failed 

 
70 Workshop on the International Indigenous Peoples Conference, November 1975, Portland, Oregon, p. 3-

4, Box 149, NCAIR. 
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completely to understand the rights of groups, the special rights of indigenous peoples, for 

example, the right to land, to self-government or self-determination, and the right to a distinct 

culture.” Due to this lack of understanding, he argued that the United Nations failed to address 

fully the needs of Indigenous people.71  

 In attempting to explain to the delegates why their consultative status and creation of the 

organization was so important, Deloria argued that the United Nations, and Europeans generally, 

established their own definition of nations, yet this had specifically excluded Indigenous 

peoples’ right to land, territory and self-government. Thus, he contended that this was the main 

reason that the WCIP had to be created and work as a NGO, because national governments 

opposed any recognition of Indigenous rights to land and self-government, and especially 

opposed “the creation of a nation of indigenous people within the presently recognized nation so 

we can expect them to be opposed to that goal of ours.” Deloria specifically cautioned and 

encouraged realistic goals “because human rights are difficult to protect in this world.” Although 

he and others knew this would be a difficult long-term fight, he also argued that “this final 

chapter is going to come up with some new ideas of political and social thought. We’ll design 

them.”72  

 To create these new strategies Deloria knew that an initial first step included an official 

submission by WCIP to the larger UN Sub-commission study, which the delegates passed as 

resolution number 2 on the second day of the gathering. Since the WCIP designated Deloria as 

the resource person for the study, he coordinated the submission of information to the UN on 

behalf of WCIP. Thus, a significant portion of his comments at this historic meeting centered on 

 
71 Transcript, World Conference of Indigenous Peoples meeting, Port Alberni, Canada, October 27-31, 1975, p. 46, 
box 551, NCAIR.  
72 Transcript, WCIP meeting, October 1975, p. 59, NCAIR.  
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highlighting the importance of the study and the responsibility of each country to submit their 

reports for accuracy to the WCIP. In his new role as Secretariat General he coordinated the 

submission of information on behalf of different counties, some of which conducted their own 

studies, while others chose to let the WCIP gather data for them. He specifically made sure that 

all countries had the opportunity to meet with him individually if needed and helped with the 

study if they so requested. Over the next years the WCIP focused significant efforts and 

initiatives on the Sub-commission study to ensure a more accurate depiction of Indigenous 

peoples when the UN Economic and Social Council finally published the study on July 30, 1981, 

representing data from over 37 different countries, including the United States.73 NCAI 

continued to play a permanent role in WCIP over the next five years by attending the yearly 

conferences and serving on committees. The NCAI President or Executive Director continued to 

attend and represented the organization at the forthcoming WCIP meetings.74  

 NCAI’s role in the development of the WCIP reflected a major political step for the 

traditionally conservative organization that up to this point lacked an international strategy.  

Similar to the NIB, internally some members criticized NCAI for being involved in international 

issues that many felt took away from pressing domestic issues. NCAI’s support ensured that 

formal representation from Native Americans and showed the organizations commitment to 

broaden activist work outside the nation-state to the internationally arena. As noted by Sam 

Deloria, “there is a certain amount of political courage that was required for NCAI to take part in 

this and be as supportive as they have been.” Deloria specifically acknowledged the decision by 

 
73 Transcript, WCIP meeting, October 1975, p. 125-126, 148; United Nations Economic and Social 

Council, Commission on Human Rights, “Study of the Problem of Discrimination Against Indigenous Populations – 
Final Report,” July 30, 1981, E/CN.4/Sub.2/476,  
https://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unpfii/documents/MCS_intro_1981_en.pdf; additional supplementary parts would be 
added in 1982 and 1983. Also commonly referred to as the José Martínez Cobo Study.  

74 The meetings included 2nd General Assembly, August 27-28, 1977 (Kiruna, Swedish Sami); 3rd General 
Assembly April 22-May 2, 1981 (Canberra, Australia).  
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Mel Tonasket to provide NCAI’s support in establishing the WCIP organization. Similar to 

George Manuel, Tonasket initially faced criticism from the membership for this decision from 

those that thought the support detracted energy and resources away from domestic issues. 

Nevertheless, once favorable reviews were reported after the initial preparatory meetings, the 

majority of the membership joined in the larger support of the new international Indigenous 

organization. Reflecting on this work, Mel Tonasket commended George Manuel “for having the 

insight to look into the future, and to travel the world to make a world organization for 

Indigenous people possible…I think the day is coming when we will be able to intimidate our 

respective governments all over the world where Indigenous people are really being oppressed, 

where their lands are being taken and their children being sold.” Indeed, over the coming years, 

both WCIP worked to pressure various nation-state governments to honor Indigenous rights to 

land, culture, and lifeways. The organization also began to implement and fight for these rights 

within in the context of emerging human rights legislation and policies via the UN and the 

Helsinki Accords.75  

Conclusion  
 

 Although the Port Alberni meeting happened two years before the more well-known 

United Nations meeting in Geneva in September 1977, those at the WCIP meeting argued that 

the Canada gathering was the first official international Indigenous peoples gathering planned by 

and for Indigenous People, rather than the Geneva meeting. Deloria argued that the Port Alberni 

meeting and those that followed were equally or more effective than the Geneva meeting at the 

United Nations. Despite all the work and meetings to create the WCIP, many outside the 

organization still did not realize that Native Americans contributed to and helped shape the 

 
75 Ibid, p. 14.  
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WCIP through the National Congress of the American Indian. The real argument came down to 

the two different sides of who they thought spoke for Indian people in the United States. IITC 

leaders felt that their activists and representatives that spoke at the Geneva conference in 1977 

were the “real leaders,” while the WCIP controlled who spoke at the Port Alberni meeting. 

Deloria argued that the IITC folks also spoke at Port Alberni and that authorities heavily 

controlled who spoke at the Geneva meeting as well. According to Deloria, what it really came 

down to was the IITC representatives utilized and played into Native American stereotypes by 

“playing Indian” in Geneva, wearing traditional clothing and telling traditional stories, “There’s 

going to be some people who put those clothes on and say those words…I know it won’t go 

away, it’s the way of the world…but I also think I shouldn’t go to a meeting and not say, I know 

I’m not the kind of Indian you want to hear from, that’s too bad, then don’t invite me anymore.” 

To him the most important contribution was, “helping to create the organization. It’s about all I 

could have hoped to have done.” Both Deloria and many within the WCIP refused to “play 

Indian” just to get a seat at the table, rather they created their own table and developed their own 

international Indigenous pathway, shaped by what they envisioned for Indigenous people. In the 

end, this choice ensured the WCIPs longevity and sustainability as a foundation organization in 

the fight for Indigenous human rights.76  

 
76 Interview with Sam Deloria, May 30, 2019.  
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Chapter 5: Native American Human Rights in the Era of the  
Helsinki Accords, 1975-1979 

 
I consider it my solemn duty and obligation as President to see that we fulfill our 
trusteeship responsibilities within the framework of self-determination for American 
Indians. In particular, I would like to reaffirm my resolve to honor this country’s legal 
and moral responsibilities to American Indians in protecting their land, water and 
natural resources. And I am fully committed to the task of protecting the human and civil 
rights of all Native Americans.  
              – President Jimmy Carter, 19781 
 

 
If human rights are to continue to be – as they should – a central part of our foreign 
policy, then we cannot fail to examine our own performance at home.  
 
      – United States Congress, Commission on Security and Cooperation in Europe, 19792 
 
If the rights of Native Americans are not respected, the honor of the United States, and its 
avowed principles of freedom, due process, and self-determination will suffer severely in 
the eyes of the world community…Our leaders speak to no avail when they espouse 
human rights on foreign soils while here at home the rights of Native Americans continue 
to be threatened and ignored. 
 
             – National Coalition to Support Indian Treaties, 19793 
 
The rise of the International Indian Treaty Council (IITC) and the World Council of 

Indigenous People (WCIP) as international Indigenous organizations took place in the shadow of 

the Cold War and the signing of the Helsinki Accords, the final act of the Conference on Security 

and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE) in August 1975. Thirty-five countries, including the United 

States, Canada and most European countries, signed the declaration in an attempt to improve 

relations between Communist countries and the West through agreed upon political, economic, 

and moral commitments and, as noted by President Gerald R. Ford, “aimed at lessening tension 

 
1 President Jimmy Carter’s address to tribal communities 1978, quoted in, Letter to Dante B. Fascell 

(CSCE) from Forrest J. Gerard, (nd) ca. April 1979, NCAIR, series 15.4, box 549, International Human Rights.   
2 United States Congress. Commission on Security and Cooperation in Europe. Fulfilling Our Promises: 

The United States and the Helsinki Final Act—A Status Report (Washington, DC: U.S. Congress, November 1979), 
174.    

3 National Coalition to Support Indian Tribes, “Questions and Answers on Treaty Rights,” ca. 1979, 
NCAIR, series 7, box 7, United Effort Trust.   
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and opening further the lines of communication between peoples of East and West.”4 Despite 

concerns over the fate of the Baltic States and the non-binding status of the Act, the agreement 

signaled a significant international chance for stabilizing East and West relations. The Accords 

also included secondary outcomes unrelated to the Cold War, namely the inclusion of human 

rights within the articles and four major sections or “baskets”. The Accord’s specific focus on 

human rights further supported and spurred Native American activists and organizations to 

directly connect domestic injustices to international and human rights issues in their fight for 

increased sovereignty and self-determination.5  

The response of Native American activists to the Helsinki Accords resulting human rights 

policy during the Carter administration, specifically the work of the National Congress of the 

American Indian (NCAI), Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA), and the International Indian Treaty 

Council (IITC), are important, and often ignored aspects of the Accords. The Helsinki Accords 

also influenced the strategies used by the BIA and NCAI in developing and implementing 

domestic and international policy for Native Americans in the United States. Native American 

activists within these organizations shifted the rhetoric of the Accords human rights policy from 

international to domestic issues, clearly revealing the international human rights issues of the 

United States. Domestic Native American organizations, such as the BIA, centered domestic 

activism within the larger framework of the emerging United States human rights policy and the 

Helsinki Accords between 1975-1979. In these years, the fight for Native American sovereignty 

transitioned from a national issue to one rooted in the larger human rights policy under President 

 
4 Gerald R. Ford. Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States: Gerald R. Ford, 1975. pp. 1030-31 

(1977).  
5 See these general works on the history of the Helsinki Accords, Sarah B. Snyder, Human Rights Activism 

and the End of the Cold War: A Transnational History of the Helsinki Network (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2011) and Michael Cotey Morgan, The Final Act: The Helsinki Accords and the Transformation of the Cold 
War (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2018). Neither book addresses Native Americans in their examinations.     
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Carter’s administration and the CSCE as federal Native American organizations responded to 

and worked with the CSCE on domestic reporting on the conditions and status of Indigenous 

people in the United States. Native American activists, policy makers, and lawyers continued to 

advocate and push for the inclusion of Native American human rights within the United States’ 

compliance with the Helsinki Accords. 

 Throughout the 1970s, many Native American activist organizations, including both 

NCAI and AIM, utilized human rights rhetoric as they sought to get Native American rights on 

the agenda of the United Nations as a way to influence favorable domestic Indigenous policies 

within the United States. Although Indigenous activists had employed human rights language 

previously, the signing of the Helsinki Accords by the United States provided an opportunity for 

Native American organizations to utilize the global human rights framework to bolster their 

efforts to increase self-determination and sovereignty within the work of the BIA and NCAI. 

This activism led to creation of new groups like the United Effort Trust (UET), specifically 

developed to fight against anti-Indian legislation in the late 1970s. Federal and independent 

Native American activists and leaders actively worked with the CSCE policy analysts to issue 

formal responses to the Helsinki Accords on behalf of Native Americans. These formal reports 

provided an opportunity for Native Americans to submit their perspectives on the treatment and 

human rights of Indigenous peoples in the United States on the world stage. These responses 

further revealed the inherent injustices faced by Native Americans in the United States political 

system. 

The Rhetoric of Human Rights and the Native American Responses to the  
Helsinki Final Act  

 
After assuming office in 1977, Jimmy Carter centered much of his presidency on issues 

of human rights. While some of this focus was grounded in political motivations, Carter’s 
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emphasis on human rights was also directly tied to his personal beliefs and worldview dedicated 

to good will and human rights. Some people close to him, including Secretary of State Cyrus 

Vance, argued that while Carter was motivated by these beliefs, he did not necessarily use them 

as diplomatic tactics. Carter’s strong commitment to civil rights no doubt also influenced his 

commitment to human rights throughout his presidency. While Carter had a strong commitment 

to developing a human rights policy, it would fall to the CSCE and other agencies to ensure 

domestic adherence for underrepresented groups, including Native Americans.6  

After the approval of the Helsinki Accords in 1975 and the beginnings of Carter’s human 

rights policy, improving the public understanding and views of domestic human rights appeared 

repeatedly in the rhetoric of foreign policy administrators and domestic policy analysts, but 

actually following through with that sentiment remained elusive to many groups fighting for 

domestic human rights, including and most significantly Native Americans. In February 1978 the 

Department of State held a “Foreign Policy Conference on Human Rights” and many Native 

American leaders and activists attended to provide their perspective. In March 1978, nearly a 

year after Sam Deloria’s trip to Geneva and a year after the unveiling of the Carter 

Administration’s human rights policy, Deputy Secretary of State Warren Christopher highlighted 

the State Department’s human rights efforts in an address to the American Bar Association that 

mainly focused on how the department had begun to integrate human rights into foreign policy 

practice over the previous year. However, in this same speech he also acknowledged that, “[w]e 

are daily concerned with our government’s response to human rights conditions in other 

countries. But our credibility—and indeed the inner health of our society—depends upon facing 

up to our problems here at home and seeking to improve our own human rights situation.” While 

 
 6 Sarah B. Snyder, Human Rights Activism and the End of the Cold War: A Transnational History of the 
Helsinki Network (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 87.  
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this could be taken as referring to Native American issues, in general Secretary Christopher was 

referring to civil rights.7  

The CSCE moved forward with hearings and reports beginning in 1978 and into 1979 to 

ensure domestic compliance with the Helsinki Accords. This provided one of the first official 

opportunities for Native American agencies and organizations to submit direct feedback and 

communication about Indigenous human rights in the United States. By late 1978 the CSCE 

began to reach out to various agencies and organizations, including the Department of the 

Interior, for information regarding actions and compliance on domestic issues in response to the 

Helsinki Accords. The State Department designated the Department of the Interior’s Bureau of 

Indian Affairs to respond to emerging human rights compliance resulting from the Helsinki 

Accords. Specifically, the Bureau of Indian Affairs tasked Assistant Secretary, Forrest Gerard, 

with coordinating two major reports and working documents requested by the State Department 

and the CSCE. President Carter appointed Gerard, a member of the Blackfeet Tribe, as the first 

Assistant Secretary of the Interior for Indian Affairs in July 1977, after a distinguished career 

working with the Senate Interior Committee staff, Bureau of Indian Affairs, and the Indian 

Health Service. Gerard, alongside Senator Henry Jackson (D-WA) who served as the chair of the 

Committee on Interior and Insular Affairs, led the fight for Native American self-determination 

with his unique experience, skills, and connections. Through the leadership of Senator Jackson 

and Forrest Gerard, President Ford signed the groundbreaking Indian Self-Determination and 

Education Assistance Act in 1975, which became and remains the foundational policy for federal 

dealings with tribal governments in the United States. In addition to this landmark legislation, 

 
7 Department of State, “Foreign Policy Conference on Human Rights” program, February 27-28, 1978, 

NCAIR, series 15.4, box 549, Suzan Shown Harjo of the Native American Rights Fund attended the conference;  
Warren Christopher, “Human Rights: The Diplomacy of the First Year,” Department of State Bulletin, March 1978, 
32.  
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Gerard’s leadership produced some of the most important legislative decisions in the 1970s 

increasing Native American self-determination, including the Menominee Restoration Act 

(1973), Indian Financing Act (1974), the American Indian Policy Review Commission (1975), 

and the Indian Health Care Improvement Act (1976). He would also lead a substantial review 

and overhaul of the BIA by conducting a thorough management improvement program. Gerard 

continued his self-determination activism work during his BIA tenure and further extended this 

work by connecting recent laws to Native American human rights.8  

Due to the international implications and tight turn-around time requested by the 

Department of State, and under the recommendation of Suzan Shown Harjo, then the Special 

Assistant Legislative Liaison for the Native American Rights Fund, Gerard requested that Sam 

Deloria and Roger Buffalohead prepare the core documents and report for submission to the 

CSCE. Gerard stressed the urgency of this study in a memorandum to the Acting Deputy 

Commissioner of Indian Affairs in early 1979. Due to Deloria’s and Buffalohead’s experience 

with international Indigenous matters, as well as serving on the U.S. delegation for the Congress 

of the Inter-American Indian Institute and the World Council of Indigenous Peoples, Gerard 

selected ideal analysts to conduct the background study and report for submission to the CSCE in 

early summer 1979.9  

 
 8 “Tribute to Forrest Gerard,” Congressional Record, vol. 159 (2013), part 8, p. 12041; U.S. Department of 
the Interior Indian Affairs “Andrus Hails Nomination of Forrest Gerard to be Assistant Secretary for Indian Affairs,” 
Press Release, July 12, 1977, Press Release Index; For coverage of the partnership and work of Jackson and Gerard 
see, Mark N. Trahant, The Last Great Battle of the Indian Wars: Henry M. Jackson, Forrest J. Gerard and the 
campaign for the Self-Determination of America’s Indian tribes (Fort Hall, ID: The Cedars Group, 2010); Gerard 
served as Assistant Secretary for Indian Affairs from 1977-1980; Forrest J. Gerard, Special Report on the 
Management Improvement Program in the Bureau of Indian Affairs, December 29, 1978, NCAIR, series 15.4, box 
549.  
 9 Memorandum to Acting Deputy Commissioner of Indian Affairs from Assistant Secretary of Indian 
Affairs, Forrest J. Gerard, January 31, 1979; Memorandum to Assistant Secretary of Indian Affairs, Forrest J. 
Gerard, from Special Assistant Legislation and Liaison, Suzan Shown Harjo, Subject: Preparation of Core 
Documents, IAII and CSCE, January 31, 1979, NCAIR, series 15.4, box 549, Human Rights. In addition to the 
human rights report, the DOI also tasked Deloria and Buffalohead with producing the United States Report to the 
Inter-American Indian Institute on Federal Indian Policy and Policy changes from 1972-1979. The State Department 
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 In the interim, beginning in early April 1979 the CSCE began holding hearings to address 

domestic compliance with the Helsinki Accords. The CSCE invited Gerard to testify, but due to 

other commitments Gerard was unable to attend and testify in-person.  However, Chairman 

Dante Fascell (D-FL) sent a memo to Gerard indicating that the participation of the Department 

of Interior, and particularly the Bureau of Indian Affairs, in the domestic compliance hearings 

was “essential to our obtaining a balanced review, especially in light of the criticisms that other 

Helsinki signatory states and our own citizens have made about our compliance record with 

respect to American Indians.” Although Gerard was unable to attend the hearings, many non-

governmental witnesses testified and voiced their concerns that “the United States was not doing 

an adequate job in implementing Helsinki provisions respective to Indians.” Due to these various 

factors, Fascell requested that in lieu of appearing as a witness at the hearing, Gerard, on behalf 

of the Department of Interior, provide answers to a set of thirteen questions concerning the 

implementation and compliance with the Helsinki Final Act specifically regarding Native 

American rights related to Principles VII and VIII.10  

In his written response to the inquiry Gerard addressed all the Commission’s questions in 

detail, breaking them down into specific sections. He first responded to the Commission’s 

request for evidence of how the BIA adhered to and implemented major tenets of the Helsinki 

Accords. Fittingly, due to his long fight for legislative action, Gerard used this opportunity to 

point out the numerous programs and laws already passed by Congress, especially the Indian 

Self-Determination and Education Assistance Act (ISDEA). This provided evidence that the 

organization had adhered to a human rights policy for numerous years, long before the passage 

 
requested this report for presentation at the VIII Congresso of the Inter-American Indian Institute, March 26-30, 
1979 in Panama City, Panama.  

10 Letter to Forrest J. Gerard (DOI) from Chairman Dante B. Fascell (CSCE), April 9, 1979, NCAIR, series 
15.4, box 549, Human Rights.   
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of the Helsinki Accords. He noted that since 1975 Congress had enacted over one-hundred 

measures “expressly affecting American Indian and Alaska Native nations, tribes and people.” 

Overall, his report argued that ISDEA had “particular meaning in connection with Principle VII 

and VIII of the Helsinki Final Act.” Gerard argued that Congress had enacted that legislation 

“for the purpose of addressing basic human rights and needs of Indian people in the areas of 

health, education, child welfare, religious freedom, economic development, land and natural 

resources management and protection, increased access to the various courts and tribal 

recognition and restoration.” He concluded that this legislation revealed “a consistent policy line 

repudiating disastrous terminationist and assimilationist policies of the 1950s, removing barriers 

to Indian self-determination and local-level control, and enhancing basic quality of life of Native 

American peoples.”11  

Gerard’s response also highlighted how the ISDEA provided a new mechanism for 

converting the BIA from an overseeing dominating role to one instead grounded in service and 

support to Native governments and people, transitioning to a new relationship and policy where 

Indians determined “what is best for them, shaping their future, without the outside influences 

which have stultified tribal growth and development in the past.” He also argued that the 

Congressional declaration of policy within the Act was fundamental to a fuller understanding of 

the relationship between the American Indian and the federal government that called for 

“maximum Indian participation in the direction of educational as well as other federal services to 

Indian communities so as to render such services more responsible to the needs and desires of 

those communities.” Gerard included sections of the legislation since he knew that this report 

 
11Letter to Forrest J. Gerard (DOI) from Dante B. Fascell (CSCE), April 9, 1979; Letter to Dante B. Fascell 

(CSCE) from Forrest J. Gerard (DOI), (nd) ca. May 1979, NCAIR, series 15.4, box 549, International Human 
Rights.   
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would most likely be used by the CSCE to generate its own report. He also directly addressed the 

Commission’s comments made at the hearing that had asserted “due to the very nature of the 

trust relationship, the federal government cannot be held accountable by Indians for its 

mistreatment of them, except through recourse to international law and through international 

public opinion.” Gerard stated that he did not agree with this position. While he agreed that the 

“special federal Indian relationship” had been used in instances “as a source of federal power 

over Indian land and resources,” he argued that recent court cases held that Indian tribes could 

judicially enforce trust responsibilities against the Department of Interior and the federal 

government. Furthermore, the report argued that “as trustee for Indian lands, natural resources, 

and funds, the United States can be and has been successfully sued for breach of its trust 

responsibilities to Indian tribes.” Despite the validity of this argument, successful outcome in 

court was often costly for tribal communities, as well as arduous and rare, which was why many 

Native Americans began seeking alternative options for justice outside the nation state. The 

report concluded that “the United States has demonstrated and codified its commitment to and 

compliance with the Helsinki provisions that have bearing on Indian rights.” While this 

assessment lauded the federal government generally, and the CSCE in particular, made the 

connection between legislation and human rights, and acknowledged some of the injustices the 

United States perpetuated against Native Americans, the report failed to account for the long-

term historic human rights violations related to property, land, and racial injustices. Thus, not all 

Native Americans agreed with Gerard’s assessment of the U.S. human rights policy toward 

Indigenous peoples and sought to bring these violations to light through other avenues outside 

the nation state.12  

 
12Letter to Dante B. Fascell (CSCE) from Forrest J. Gerard, (nd) ca. May 1979, NCAIR, series 15.4, box 

549, International Human Rights. The report specifically referenced the following court cases, Manchester Band of 
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DOI’s Background Report to the CSCE and the Helsinki Accords 

The submission of the DOI report on June 14, 1979 represented one of the first times the 

department officially reported on the treatment of Native Americans by the United States 

government within the context of human rights. The report included an introduction written by 

Gerard, as well as a lengthy addendum titled “The International Dimension of Human Rights of 

Native Americans,” written by Deloria and Buffalohead. Gerard’s introduction included a more 

laudatory tone toward the United States’ treatment of Native Americans, especially in more 

recent years, while the addendum was far more critical of the numerous years of injustices. The 

authors of the addendum certainly most likely had more leeway in their statements and opinions, 

since Deloria and Buffalohead were both independent researchers conducting the assessment on 

behalf of the department rather than government officials.13  

In the introduction Gerard specifically highlighted the unique status of tribal nations in 

the United States by focusing on the domestic dependent and trust relationship between the 

Native Americans and the federal government that was “marked by the peculiar demands which 

necessarily result from the intimacy of being intermingled and interdependent in a way that is 

unlike other nations.” He noted that “the United States has recognized that the quality of our 

protection has not always matched its finest tradition.” The authors most likely utilized this 

language to highlight Native nations as being “domestic dependent nations” and the United 

States had a responsibility to protect them. The statement was also used to challenge the United 

States mistreatment of Native Americans over hundreds of years to prove that the U.S. 

 
Pomo Indians v. U.S., 363 F. Supp. 1238 (N.D. Cal. 1973) and Cheyenne and Arapaho Tribes of Oklahoma v. U.S., 
512 F.2d 1390 (Fed. Cir. 1975). This will be discussed later in this chapter highlighting allegations submitted by the 
Indian Law Resource Center (ILRC).  

13 Letter to Dante B. Fascell (CSCE) from Forrest J. Gerard (DOI), June 14, 1979 – includes introduction 
and addendum “The International Dimension of Human Rights of Native Americans”; NCAIR, series 15.4, box 549, 
fld Helsinki Act.   
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government had violated the Helsinki Accords based on its treatment of the Indigenous peoples 

of the land they settled. Yet despite recent legislative advancements, the report noted how the 

department specifically, not necessarily the federal government, would work to increase self-

determination.14 

Gerard’s introduction to the DOI report also made recommendations of a general nature 

to acknowledge and challenge the mistreatment of Native Americans in the United States. First, 

he clearly stated that the United States “must acknowledge the historical record of abuse.” 

Second, that the United States had “ample resources to attend to the shocking and debilitating 

poverty of reservations,” specifically noting that all agencies, not just the Bureau of Indian 

Affairs, should contribute and “cooperate in finding and funding long-term solutions in 

partnerships with the tribes.” Gerard argued that this had to be done due to the historic 

fundamental principles of federal Indian policy that were rooted in the recognition of Indian self-

determination, rights to land and natural resources, cultural distinction, as well as the terms of 

over 400 treaties agreements. In addition, he also clearly argued that this relationship “has many 

of the elements of a protectorate relationship among members of the international community of 

nations,” which challenged the United States to rectify broken treaties and the abuse of Native 

Americans since the founding of the nation. Gerard then criticized the U.S. government for 

operating these policies in a paternalistic manner and argued that “although the United States is a 

leader among the world nations in its human rights policies with respect to Indigenous people, it 

has many steps to take toward the successful implementation of these policies.” This was a bold 

statement by Gerard. Basically, he argued that the United States should be a leading nation in 

human rights, especially related toward Indigenous people even though there were so many years 

 
14 Ibid, p. i.    
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of documented abuse, neglect, assimilation, and termination of Indian rights and lifeways. Rather 

than focusing on those violations, he chose to highlight the recent passage of the Indian Self-

Determination Act to show that the “operational policy is a subtle shift in emphasis which is of 

the greatest moment for human rights policy, as well as for Indian policy…no longer is federal 

policy preoccupied with programs that forced Indians to abandon their tribal identity and 

assimilate individually into American society.” Indeed, this new legislation reflected how Native 

Americans were finally gaining more control over their own lives. Yet he correctly argued that 

the existence of this law did not equal improved human rights, but rather the United States had to 

provide Native Americans with the proper tools needed “to make informed decisions.” He 

cautioned that this must not be approached paternalistically, a historic approach that had proved 

unsuccessful and detrimental to Indigenous self-determination. Finally, he concluded that “self-

determination is an end in itself, both in domestic policy and in international human rights 

protection,” arguing that this specific policy was “the most efficient and effective means of 

achieving results of social and economic progress.” The introduction, while officially from the 

DOI, clearly reflected Gerard’s specific perspective and years of legislative work with the Self-

Determination Act. Using a realistic perspective, he feared that the evolving human rights policy 

did not hold much legal weight since it was non-binding, instead placing more faith in the 

enforceable legislation. 15  

Deloria and Buffalohead’s addendum to the CSCE contained an analysis of the 

international dimension of human rights of Native Americans, while also noting U.S. human 

rights violations against Indigenous peoples. The authors asserted that placing the human rights 

of Native American in the international dimension was “greatly misunderstood at home and 

 
15 Ibid, p. ii-v.  
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abroad.” It stemmed from “ignorance of Indian history and the legal basis of federal-tribal 

relationship.” They also criticized the on-going inaccurate “practice of considering Indian affairs 

as an internal national problem without international consequences or implications for United 

States foreign policy.” However, they noted that in recent years many tribal communities as well 

as activist organizations had begun to challenge the continual violations against Native American 

policies and their erasure in international issues, “maintaining that the United States has violated 

Native self-determination and human rights.” The report recognized the underlying policy “to 

respect, maintain and protect Native groups and their traditional homelands as distinct cultural 

and political entities.” However they also highlighted how United States Indian policies were 

grounded in the doctrine of discovery, the concept of domestic dependent nations, treaty-making, 

and plenary power. Using evidence from the Marshall trilogy cases, the set of three Supreme 

Court decisions in the early nineteenth century affirming the legal and political standing of 

Indian nations, they argued that the international laws referenced in proceedings set a strong 

precedent for international standing for Native Americans. The United States then based federal-

Indian policy on international standards that “are relevant to the relationship between Indian 

tribes and the United States and to the status of Indian in U.S. domestic law.” Yet, due to the 

domestic dependent nation status of Native American tribes, the United States federal Indian 

policy refused to acknowledge the international standard.16 

To prove this connection to international laws, the report focused directly on the issues of 

broken treaty agreements, taking of Indian land, and termination of federal-tribal relationships. It 

argued that if these issues could not be reviewable in a domestic forum, then the international 

community should review them “to assess the fundamental fairness of national policies.” They 

 
16 Ibid, “Addendum: The International Dimension of Human Rights of Native Americans,” p. 53-56. 
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grounded this analysis in the relationship between the United States and Native Americans that 

was both a domestic and international concern since Indigenous people “fall within the 

categories of groups protected by the international covenants and insofar as they allege action 

which deny them their basic human rights.” They argued that although the United States had yet 

to adopt the United Nations covenants regarding genocide and the protection of human political, 

economic, and cultural rights of Indigenous peoples, this “should not obscure the fact that the 

international community is aware of the conditions of Indians in the United States and will hold 

the United States to the highest standards.” No doubt due to the involvement of Sam Deloria in 

the drafting of the report and his work at the United Nations, the report highlighted the UN Sub-

commission on the Prevention of Discrimination and Protection of Minorities, specifically the 

Study of Discrimination Against Indigenous Populations. Although the United States 

government argued whether the UN definition of Indigenous peoples applied to Native 

Americans, the Sub-commission considered that the definition did apply and the United States 

had to respond. The remaining section of the report addressed the allegations of genocide against 

Native Americans by the United States. Providing numerous examples of genocidal actions 

against Native American they concluded that, “the pattern of policy and actions by American 

citizens and government resulted in serious violations of Indian human rights in the past, as even 

the most staunch defenders of the American record would agree.” Yet, the report concluded “that 

federal Indian policies in the twentieth century have sought to correct these conditions is a 

recognition of the seriousness of those human rights violations, and a demonstration of the 

positive steps the United States has taken to reverse the consequences of those policies and 

practices.” Thus, the DOI report both criticized United States government for human rights 
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violations toward Native Americans, while also acknowledging some progress to improve the 

treatment of Native Americans.17  

The CSCE included the DOI background report as part of the information gathering for 

the Helsinki Act hearings and used the document for the reporting by the CSCE. The final 

reporting on Native Americans regarding human rights came directly from the CSCE, however. 

After the submission and gathering of information in spring and summer 1979, the CSCE began 

drafting its final report on the domestic implementation of the Helsinki Accords, which included 

a section on American Indians. To ensure a Native American perspective and accuracy, R. 

Spencer Oliver, CSCE Staff Director, sent Gerard a copy of the section on American Indians to 

review. Oliver noted that the CSCE relied heavily on the DOI background report, as well as other 

reports from the Department of Justice and the Indian Health Services. In agreement with the 

DOI background report findings, this section noted that “the United States has recognized that in 

its protection of the rights of Native Americans to a continuing political existence, to land and 

natural resources and to cultural distinctness, it has not always lived up to its obligations.” 

However, it also noted that the United States “is attempting to improve its performance record.” 

With this statement the U.S. government finally admitted that it had failed to adhere to historic 

treaties and its trust obligations. The report then addressed the criticisms of U.S. federal Indian 

policies, including a long list of issues: inadequate funding, poor socio-economic conditions, 

forced assimilation, removal of Indian children from their homes, police misconduct, forced 

sterilization of Indian woman, and a general lack of federal-decision making. Most notably in the 

section on civil, political and tribal rights, the report highlighted that while some classic civil 

rights arguments by non-Indians had been used to limit the implementation of Indian rights, “the 

 
17 Ibid, p. 57-64.  
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fact is that the U.S. government entered into a trust relationship with the separate Indian tribes in 

acknowledgement not of their racial distinctiveness, but of their political status as sovereign 

nations.” This statement acknowledged what Native American activists had been asserting for 

the past twenty years, that while the civil rights arguments were important in revealing the 

injustices against Indigenous people, they failed to acknowledge that the core political 

relationship between the Native Americans and the federal government was based in the 

sovereignty of Indian nations, not their race. Furthermore, the report acknowledged the statement 

by Vernoica Murdock, then President of the National Congress of the American Indian, in a 

March 19, 1979 hearing before the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights that, “…the Indians are not 

a special interest group. They are written into the Constitution of the United States, and there was 

a reason for that because they were the owners of this land, and they were dealt with as sovereign 

nations.”18 

The report concluded with an overall assessment of Native American issues related to human 

rights and a way forward within the Helsinki Final Act. According to the report the federal 

government’s policies and practices toward Native American were “neither as deplorable as 

sometimes alleged, nor as successful as one might hope.” The report supported this statement by 

noting that while some “policies and programs have failed to achieve permanent solutions to the 

serious problems facing tribes and their citizenry,” in others areas “appropriate remedies have 

achieved notable progress in meeting the unique needs of Native American governments and 

individuals.” Although the report acknowledged the complexity of the situation, it argued that in 

the context of the Helsinki Final Act “serious efforts are being made” to find solutions. While 

small efforts were being made, significant policies need to be implemented. Accordingly, the 

 
18 Letter to Forrest J. Gerard (DOI) from R. Spencer Oliver (CSCE), August 9, 1979, p. 1-5; NCAIR, series 

16, box 23, fld CSCE American Indian Report. Emphasis added from letter.  
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report highlighted that Native Americans should have the opportunity to assist in formulating 

and developing federal policy and programs that would significantly affect their interests.19  

Unfortunately, rather than focusing on specific ways for increasing Indigenous self-

determination and acknowledging tribal sovereignty, the report defended the lack of progress, 

stating that the “cooperation between the Federal Government and Indians in defense of their 

civil rights and tribal rights to land, resources and self-government is sometimes perceived as a 

threat by some segments of the American population, who argue that the unique legal status of 

American Indians constitutes special, preferential treatment of them by the U.S. Government.” 

Clearly, the government worried about how the American public perceived the treatment of 

Native Americans. Rather than being concerned over their deplorable treatment, the federal 

government apparently was more concerned how non-Native Americans viewed this new self-

determination policy toward Native Americans. While the report acknowledged some work 

undertaken to educate the general public about Native American rights, its focus inferred that the 

only way this new policy of Indigenous people could occur was by ensuring American public 

support. This implied that in order for Native Americans to pursue self-determination they would 

have to educate, explain and prove to American society the importance of Indigenous history and 

sovereignty, which showed the importance placed on public optics rather than human rights. 

Finally, the report solidified this argument with this final statement, “To further fulfill U.S. 

obligations under the Helsinki accords regarding the rights of Indians, the Commission believes 

that the U.S. Government should continue energetically to pursue the more equitable policy lines 

established in recent years and should continue to help increase public awareness of the unique 

nature of American Indian rights.” Although the U.S. government had pursued a increased self-

 
19 Ibid, p. 44-46. 
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determination policy toward Native American in recent years, it had also failed to rectify 

hundreds of years of past human rights violations against them.20  

 Just a few months after the DOI received this draft report, the CSCE submitted its final 

report in November 1979. This report echoed many of the details included in the initial draft 

report, including general sections on civil, political and tribal rights; socio-economic profile; 

culture and education; and legislative actions. The final report also included a similar statement 

about how the United States viewed the history of its relationship with Native Americans and 

their sovereignty, framed in the light of civil rights movements and the self-determination policy:  

It is paradoxical that classic civil rights arguments on equal protection are often invoked 
by non-Indians in this country as a means of limiting the implementation of Indian rights. 
Some non-Indians maintain that the accordance of tribal rights by the Federal 
Government is tantamount to racial discrimination against non-Indians. Actually, the U.S. 
Government entered into a trust relationship with the separate tribes in acknowledgement 
not of their racial distinctness, but of their political status as sovereign nations.21 
 

This statement is so significant because the distinctiveness and recognition of Native American 

sovereignty often failed to appear in many legal studies of the United States, nor in official 

publications or textbooks. While the report distinguished Native Americans from other 

minorities through sovereignty, treaty making, and the trust doctrine, the report also highlighted 

the role of the federal government in recent years regarding land and water rights. The focus on 

the legislative issues signaled the government’s interest in highlighting attempts to rectify the 

long-term effects of broken treaties, assimilation and human rights violations. However, these 

recent legislative actions failed to fully rectify the long-term human rights injustices against 

Native American peoples, including assimilation, genocide, forced sterilization and numerous 

other violations. The final report concluded with the same words as the draft report, arguing that 

 
20 Ibid, p. 44-46.  
21 Commission on Security and Cooperation in Europe, “Fulfilling One Promise: The U.S. and the Helsinki 

Final Act”, November 1979, p. 151; NCAIR, series 15.4, box 548. 
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the policies toward Native Americans revealed “they are neither as deplorable as sometimes 

alleged, nor as successful as one might hope.” The conclusion of the final report also aligned 

with the draft report by noting that improvements were needed and “we trust that these 

observations and recommendations will be given careful consideration by responsible 

government bodies…to bring the U.S. closer to full compliance with its obligations under the 

Final Act.” Yet, it quickly also argued that there were serious limitations to the federal 

government’s authority to enforce compliance with provisions of the Final Act—namely the 

division of power between the three branches of government, federalism, and the limited power 

of the government over private citizens. While the report recognized that these limitations did 

not release the United States from its commitment under the Helsinki Final Act, it argued “the 

American system is sufficiently flexible and resilient to assure that the necessary improvements 

can be accomplished.” The report maintained that in order to see success in this area that the 

government “will need to make a special effort to develop greater public awareness and 

understanding for the goals of CSCE, focused through the efforts of the President, newly formed 

monitoring groups and other developments.” This remained an ambitious goal for a government 

that lacked a strategy to increase education of human rights, especially related to Native 

Americans. Nevertheless, various Native American organizations began to see an opportunity to 

utilize this rhetoric of human rights to fight for sovereignty in the international arena.22 

 
22 United States Congress. Commission on Security and Cooperation in Europe, “Fulfilling One Promise: 

The U.S. and the Helsinki Final Act”, November 1979, p. 148-164, 312; NCAIR, series 15.4, box 548. Roxanne 
Dunbar Ortiz also points out the sovereignty statement in her work, Indians of the America: The American Indian 
Nation in the United States, p. 174-175.  
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Native American Human Rights Violations by the United States: Pursuing United Nations 
Justice outside the Nation State  

 
In 1979 the Indian Law Resource Center (ILRC), an independent Native American-

controlled law firm, submitted a communication, “Violations of the Human Rights of America 

Indian Peoples by the United States of America,” to the United Nations Commission on Human 

Rights and Sub-Commission on Prevention of Discrimination and Protection of Minorities. The 

ILRC submitted this report on behalf of “the American Indian peoples, and in particular the 

Traditional Seminoles, the Haudinousaunee, the Hopi, the Western Shoshone, and the Lakota 

Nation,” and utilized this opportunity to seek implementation of the relevant principles of the 

United Nations charter, and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and other applicable 

instruments to Native Americans. The ILRC argued that the United States “grossly violated” the 

following human rights with respect to Native Americans: the “right to own property, the right to 

be free from arbitrary deprivation of property, the right to equal protection of the laws, the right 

to be free from racial discrimination, and the right to an effective remedy for violation of 

fundamental rights.” While the Department of Interior’s initial report lauded the federal 

government and highlighted changes to the BIA, it failed to address these specific types of 

human rights abuses related to property, land, and racial discrimination. The ILRC 

communication report directly cited specific allegations of United States violations committed 

against the Native American peoples and the tribal communities that experienced land 

violations.23 

 
23 Letter to His Excellency Kurt Waldheim, Secretary-General of the United Nations, from Indian Law 

Resource Center, “Communication to the United Nations Commission on Human Rights and Sub-Commission on 
Prevention of Discrimination and Protection of Minorities: Violation of the Human Rights of American Indian 
Peoples by the United States of America, (nd) ca. 1979, p. 1-2, NCAIR, series 15.4, box 549, International Human 
Rights – ILRC. The original report refers to the Iroquois Confederacy as the “Haudinousaunee,” however the 
contemporary correct spelling “Haudenosaunee.” 
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The report argued that the victims attempted to redress the human rights violations 

through domestic remedies within the United States legal system to no avail, noting “all 

domestic remedies have proven totally ineffective either because no relief was provided or the 

proceedings were unreasonably prolonged.” Moreover, the United Stated denied their efforts to 

obtain relief, thus “no alternative exists but to bring these violations to the attention of the U.N. 

Human Rights Commission.” While Gerard’s DOI report cited and argued that ISDEA was 

foundational to the United States’ adherence to Indigenous human rights, the ILRC report made 

no mention of the law since they argued that domestic laws had continually failed to protect the 

rights of Native Americans. By citing five case studies, the ILRC argued that the United States 

“exercised unfettered power to expropriate Indian land and gives virtually no legal protection to 

Indian land,” which deprived Indian peoples of their homelands. By examining these cases, the 

IRLC sought to prove a “consistent pattern of gross violations by the United States of Indians’ 

right to own property and the right to be free from racial discrimination.” Citing specific policies, 

laws, and practices, the brief argued that the continued implementation of these laws “leaves 

Indian land virtually without legal protection and perpetuates racial discrimination…threatening 

the survival of Indian peoples as political, cultural and religious entities.”24  

As one of the first violations against Indigenous people’s land, the brief based its core 

argument within human rights law. To demonstrate that the lack of Indigenous land protection 

was a violation of human rights laws, the brief directly cited the numerous human rights laws 

including, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the International Convention on the 

Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, American Convention on Human Rights, 

United Nations Human Rights Charter, the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 

 
24 Ibid, p. 3.  
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and the Helsinki Final Act (Basket I, principle VII). Drawing on those laws the brief also argued 

that since the United States privileged non-Indigenous land ownership over Indigenous land 

interests, “their lands are not protected against arbitrary government action, Indian peoples face 

destruction of their communities and of their way of life.” While this official submission to the 

United Nations set a precedent connecting Indigenous land rights to human rights law and 

policies, the brief failed to bring substantial change for these tribal communities, and for 

Indigenous peoples in general, since the United Nations body and NGOs did not know how to 

respond to human rights violations that they perceived as “domestic” issues.25  

The United Effort Trust: An Organizational Response to Human Rights  

When the CSCE submitted its final Helsinki Final Act report in November 1979, the 

committee argued that to advance in human rights for Native Americans, the United States 

would need to focus on the education of everyday Americans concerning Native American 

sovereignty. While an educational initiative would have improved the knowledge and 

understanding of Native American issues among non-Indian citizens, the government failed to 

pursue any such official program. Rather, raising American public awareness of Native 

American self-determination fell to Native American activists and non-governmental 

organizations that took on this educational cause. Although Congress passed laws in the mid-to-

late 1970s in favor of Native American self-determination, not all Americans favored this new 

federal-Indian policy of increased Indigenous sovereignty. This was especially the case for those 

whose land these laws affected, such as farmers, and other land owners and mining corporations.  

Established in March 1978, the United Effort Trust (UET) fought back against a growing 

anti-tribal self-determination sentiment by bringing general awareness and education of Native 

 
25 Ibid, p. 4-5.  
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American issues and facts to Americans, specifically focused on legislative and human rights. 

Developed more as a program and campaign rather than a formal organization, officers of NCAI 

and the National Tribal Chairman’s Association (NTCA) combined efforts of their individual 

organizations to fight back against what was seen as “white backlash” against recent anti-tribal 

legislation introduced in the 95th Congress by anti-tribal organizations, particularly from 

bipartisan groups of Northwest and Midwest lawmakers, mainly led by the Interstate Congress 

for Equal Rights and Responsibilities, which called for the termination of the federal-tribal trust 

relationship, abrogation of all Indian treaties, abolishment of hunting and fishing rights, and state 

jurisdiction on Indian lands. Chuck Trimble, who served as Director of the UET after completing 

his tenure as the NCAI Executive Director, later noted that “the backlash stemmed from the 

strong resentment among rural fishing and agricultural interests over recent court victories by 

Northwest and Great Lakes tribes for fishing rights, plus land restoration settlements in Maine, 

New Mexico and Washington. The anti-tribal forces argued that this was the beginning of 

‘giving America back to the Indians.’” According to Charles Wilkinson, in February 1974 the 

first court case that began “an initial spark for reasserting tribal authority over land and natural 

resources came from Judge George Boldt’s landmark decision upholding tribal treaty rights to 

harvest Pacific salmon.” The Boldt decision upheld tribal land and resource regulation by ruling 

that the plaintiff tribes were entitled to exercise their governmental powers by regulating the 

treaty fishing rights of its members without any state regulation thereof. This judicial decision 

sent oppositional shock waves across the United States, especially in the Pacific Northwest 

where states like Washington “insisted upon an exclusive right to regulate the salmon harvest.” 



 

  202 

This decision prompted the beginnings of the “white backlash” against tribal sovereignty, 

especially focused on Native American lands and resources.26 

The UET campaign allied with NCAI, focusing its efforts on the shared issues of 

protecting Native American land and resources, through education and public awareness of the 

Native American policy, rights, and culture. The organization lobbied against anti-tribal 

legislation and worked to show a Native American perspective. They worked at the state and 

local level by addressing the National Association of Counties and the National Association of 

State Legislatures. UET activism ensured the successful launch of the Commission on State-

Tribal Relations that “provided a forum for discussing Indian-white relations.” The UET also 

collaborated with other tribal support groups, as well as church groups and women’s 

organizations. They aligned with the National Coalition for the Support of Indian Treaties 

(NCSIT), a group of independent non-Indian organizations and churches in the Northwest 

fighting back against the backlash to uphold the recent passage of tribal fishing rights. The 

NCSIT coordinated letter writing campaigns, created lengthy educational pamphlets, and offered 

speakers to come to informal gatherings to answer questions about treaty rights. Evidenced 

through reports and lobby efforts, these collaborations proved successful in securing a strong 

base of support for UET throughout NCAI and other allied organizations.27  

As part of the UET organizing effort, in late 1977 the group held a meeting on the 

Uintah-Ouray Reservation in Utah that brought together representatives from all the large 

 
26 Charles A. Trimble, “Historical Background of the Organization of Indian Advocacy and 

Representation,” in Its Past and Future Role in Executive Branch & Congressional Policy-Making (National Indian 
Policy Center: George Washington University, Washington, DC, November, 1993), 21; Charles Wilkinson, Blood 
Struggle: The Rise of Modern Indian Nations (New York: W.W. Norton & Co, 2005), 310; David E. Wilkins and 
Heidi Kiiwetinepinesiik Stark, American Indian Politics and the American Political System, Fourth Edition (New 
York: Rowman & Littlefield, 2018), 159. 

27 Trimble, “Historic Background,” 21; Human Rights Committee, MCPL Education Fund/Human Rights 
Internet – Directory of Human Rights Organizations, Information Sheet; National Coalition to Support Indian 
Treaties, “Questions and Answers on Treaty Rights,” NCAIR, series 7, box 7, United Effort Trust.  
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national Native American activist organizations including NCAI, NTCA, American Indian 

Movement, National Indian Youth Council, as well as other organizations. The UET campaign 

briefed attendees on their strategy for fighting back against the backlash. The UET secured 

commitments from the organizations “to work in a cooperative campaign to defeat the bills and 

enlighten the general public through the mass media and church organizations.”28  

As the Carter Administration and the CSCE placed more attention on the implementation 

and adherence to the Helsinki Final Act, the UET saw an opportunity to leverage human rights 

rhetoric to strengthen Native American self-determination and sovereignty. While the support of 

human right policy by the President was important to Native American, more substantial was the 

actual implementation at both the national and agency level. According to the Human Rights 

Committee, the program developed written materials to reflect the basic human rights of Native 

Americans that they wanted implemented at various levels. In addition to published materials, it 

also contributed speakers for any educational or political event that “addressed the domestic 

human rights situation in the United States.” The UET also worked closely with human rights 

activist groups, mainly the Helsinki Watch Committee (HW), a United States-based group 

organized in 1978 by private citizens that, according to Sarah Snyder, “became the most 

influential Western NGO devoted to Helsinki monitoring.”29  

The UET collaborated with Helsinki Watch, as the committee would become known, as a 

mechanism to bring awareness of the United States’ treatment of Native Americans as the group 

produced reports on human rights abuses in the Soviet Union, Eastern Europe, and most useful 

 
28 Ibid, 21.  
29 Human Rights Committee, MCPL Education Fund/Human Rights Internet – Directory of Human Rights 

Organizations, Information Sheet; Memo, Morton Sklar, n.d.; NCAIR, series 7, box 7, United Effort Trust; Sarah 
Snyder, Human Rights Activism and the End of the Cold War, 115-117; for a full overview of the Helsinki Watch in 
the context of Eastern Europe, see chapter 5, “Helsinki Watch, the IHF, and the Transnational Campaign for Human 
Rights in Eastern Europe,” 115-134. 
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for UET, the United States. It reported on free speech, freedom of religion, sex discrimination, 

visa and refuge policy, prisoners’ rights, and most importantly, Native America rights. The work 

of the UET complimented the goals of the CSCE and the work of the Helsinki Watch. However, 

since the Department of the Interior had begun working so closely with the CSCE on their 

reporting and the UET wanted to have a degree of independence from the federal side of the 

analysis, the group chose to work more closely with the HW rather than the Commission. The 

UET built relationships with Committee leaders, most closely with Morton Sklar, Chair of the 

Washington HW, and continued this work throughout 1978 and into 1979. However, as the HW 

focused more on the Soviet Union rather than the United States, the UET program began to 

distance itself. Sklar noted in a memo, “I am concerned about whether this group is serious about 

domestic compliance, or merely using the domestic focus to give some credibility to their 

international presentations.” This was a concern raised by other representatives in the coming 

years as well.30  

Despite the lack of support from the HW, the UET led a successful campaign at the state 

level to defeat Congressional sponsors of the anti-tribal legislation, subduing the backlash. The 

UET disbanded when funds committed by the tribes failed to arrive and when it appeared that the 

backlash subsided briefly. However, the group could not defeat legal battles at the Supreme 

Court level beginning in late 1978. The Supreme Court handed down a series of decisions that 

 
30 Human Rights Committee, MCPL Education Fund/Human Rights Internet – Directory of Human Rights 

Organizations, Information Sheet; Memo, Morton Sklar, n.d.; NCAIR, series 7, box 7, United Effort Trust; In 
response to criticism that the Committee focused too much on the Soviet Union, the group eventually created a new 
division called Americas Watch; see, Peter Slezkine, “From Helsinki to Human Rights Watch: How An American 
Cold War Monitoring Group Became an International Human Rights Institution,” Humanity Journal 5 (2014): 345-
370; In May 1979 the International Human Rights Group hosted a teaching series on practicing human rights law 
and hosted one specifically titled “Rights of Native Americans: Practicing Human Rights at Home,” which included 
the following speakers, Tim Coulter (Indian Law Resource Center), Mike Myers (Seneca Nation – Akwesasne 
Notes), Oren Lyons (Onondaga – Professor of American Studies at SUNY), Morton Sklar (Washington Helsinki 
Watch Committee) and Richar Arens (Professor of International Law at Temple University Law School), NCAIR, 
series 15.4, box 549.  
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dramatically limited law enforcement powers of tribes over non-Indians (Oliphant v. Suquamish, 

1978), weakened tribal jurisdiction over hunting and fishing by non-Indians on Indian land 

within reservations (Montana v. United States, 1981), and reduced the water rights of tribes 

(Nevada v. United States, 1983).31  

Conclusion 

The signing of the Helsinki Accords in 1975 ushered in a new era of foreign policy under 

President Carter and provided a unique opportunity for Native American activists and 

organizations to build on of this new policy and rhetoric. The DOI’s formal response to the 

CSCE hearings and reports provided one of the first opportunities for a Native American 

perspective from a federal agency whose leadership and purpose were under close scrutiny since 

the early 1970s. Under the leadership of Forest Gerard the DOI submitted lengthy and detailed 

responses and summaries not only of Native American human rights injustices, but also specific 

recommendations on ways to increase self-determination and sovereignty. Through the context 

of the Helsinki Final Act and the reporting of the CSCE, this finally provided an opportunity for 

Native Americans to document hundreds of years of human rights violations at the international 

level. Despite this detailed reporting from the DOI, Helsinki Watch and other independent legal 

groups, the United States faced mere public scrutiny rather than legal review by the CSCE due to 

the non-binding status of the Helsinki Final Act. Yet, the reporting brought public awareness of 

the treatment of Native Americans by the federal government and provided some of arguments 

for why and how Native American rights were indeed human rights. While President Carter 

ushered in a strong human rights focus that provided momentum for increasing Native American 

 
31 Charles Trimble, “Historical Background of the Organization of Indian Advocacy and Representation,” 

21; David E. Wilkins and Heidi Kiiwetinepinesiik Stark, American Indian Politics and the American Political 
System, Fourth Edition (New York: Rowman & Littlefield, 2018), 159.  
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self-determination, the election of Ronald Reagan brought a transition from the rhetoric of 

human rights to one of “democracy,” which continued to challenge Native American’s fight for 

rights across Indian Country. The activism between 1975 and 1979 set the foundation for the 

Native American human rights campaign that would exist for the next thirty years as activists 

fought for the development of the United Nations Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples.  
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Chapter 6: Conclusion and Epilogue 
The Legacy of the International Native American Rights Movement 

 
Between 1975 and 1979 Native American activists, both radical and moderate, set the 

foundation for the transition from a domestic movement to one directly focused on Indigenous 

rights within the international realm. Native American activists and organizations, including the 

International Indian Treaty Council (IITC), National Congress of the American Indian (NCAI), 

World Council of Indigenous Peoples (WCIP), and the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA), fought 

for self-determination and sovereignty in the international arena to bring about global awareness, 

justice, and human rights. These activists dared to imagine a different world for Indigenous 

people where their lands, lifeways, and traditions would finally be honored, respected, protected, 

and centered in the nation-state and globally according to promised treaties and international law. 

They knew that any type of significant change to the status quo in the United States would take 

considerable time, and during this time period activists, leaders, and organization began to 

explore and set that foundation.  

By the close of the 1970s Native American activists contributed significantly to the larger 

international Indigenous rights movement. They brought increased global attention to the 

mistreatment, discrimination, and violation of human rights of Indigenous peoples generally and 

Native Americans specifically. Through the international Indigenous movement Native 

Americans fought to circumvent nation-state boundaries in order to highlight the injustices 

against Indigenous peoples globally by both creating their own international organizations, 

including the IITC, and working alongside other international Indigenous groups, including the 

formal partnership created between the NCAI and the WCIP. Connecting and aligning with other 

oppressed, colonized Indigenous groups in the world with similar challenges and historical  

backgrounds provided activists collaborative strength in their fight both domestically and 
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globally. Yet, they also realized when they needed to work within their own organizations and 

agendas to specifically fight for Native American self-determination, sovereignty, and human 

rights.  

Throughout these years Native American activists and intellectuals navigated, defined, 

and enacted a new evolving view of Indigenous sovereignty in the international arena.  

Both radical and moderate activists and organizations pursued an international agenda building 

on the momentum of increased Indigenous activism at the beginning of the 1970s, bringing 

awareness of the plight of Native Americans within the United States and utilizing this strategy 

to increase sovereignty and self-determination through varied approaches. International 

Indigenous activism during the mid-to-late 1970s after Wounded Knee sought to restructure and 

reframe how sovereignty was viewed in an international context. While Native American 

activists throughout the twentieth century tried to utilize the tactic of arguing for increased 

Native American sovereignty through an international lens, this time period provided an 

opportunity for activists and organization to more fully explore and enact this international tactic 

and agenda. These specific groups fell into three major categories when approaching 

international sovereignty work – those seeking liberation from the nation-state (the IITC), those 

working simultaneously within and outside of the margins of the nation-state (the NCAI and 

WCIP) and those seeking to work directly within the structures of the nation-state (the BIA). 

Each of these groups generally stayed within their defined approach on this international 

sovereignty continuum, however each also had an understanding and appreciation for the other 

groups’ approach, even if they disagreed on their tactics. While each had their own tactics and 

methods, the organizations and activists were all seeking a variation of the same goal – increased 
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Native American sovereignty and self-determination connected to land, people and place, while 

also imagining a new future for Native Americans in their relationship with the United States.  

Rather than focusing on sovereignty within the western nation-state definition and 

context, utilizing an Indigenous definition and approach to sovereignty, rooted in Indigenous 

ways of knowing connected to land, people, and place explicates, resists and de-centers the 

hegemonic defined colonial nation-state structure that is pervasive in accounts that tell an 

inaccurate history of Native American people. While Native Americans exist within the nation-

state and a nation-to-nation structure, centering Indigenous histories, nations, perspectives, and 

ways of knowing, challenges that construct. Examining this history through a lens of grounded 

normativity puts the focus on Native American activists and organizations who enacted refusal, 

resurgence and survivance to circumvent the nation-state structure by utilizing and working 

within the international arena to provide new opportunities and modalities for increasing Native 

American sovereignty. Grounded normativity is a Native studies ethical framework developed 

rooted in to place-based practices and knowledges. According to Glen Coulthard and Leanne 

Simpson, in relation to international activism, “[it] teaches us how to be in respectful diplomatic 

relationships with other Indigenous and non-Indigenous nations with whom we might share 

territorial responsibilities or common political or economic interests. Our relationship to the land 

itself generated the processes, practices, and knowledges that inform our political systems, and 

through which we practice solidarity.”1 

 
1 Glen Sean Coulthard and Leanne Betasamosake Simpson, “Grounded Normativity/Place-based 

Solidarity,” American Quarterly, 68:2 (June 2016) 254. For an expanded examination of this concept, see Glen Sean 
Coulthard, Red Skin, White Masks: Rejecting the Colonial Politics of Recognition (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2014); in particular his definition (p. 60-61), argument and example from the MacKenzie Valley 
Pipeline Inquiry by Dene people in Canada in the mid-1970s (p. 62).  
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 Native American activists, especially those leading these organizations and initiatives, 

struggled with navigating different strategies for approaching the complicated work of protecting 

and increasing Indigenous sovereignty through an international context after the tumultuous 

events at the Wounded Knee takeover in 1973. Native American sovereignty was already a 

complicated issue domestically within the nation-state, but seeking support within the 

international arena brought its own set of challenges and concerns. It was complicated and 

messy, presenting leaders and activists with new obstacles. Understanding how individual 

activists and broader organizations struggled to define and re-define their sovereignty approach, 

to explain and defend their views to the wider international and domestic arena, and to grapple 

with these complex issues themselves and with other leaders, casts new light on this important 

period. 

During these years Native American activists reimagined and envisioned a world where 

Native Americans sovereignty was honored and respected, not just domestically but in the 

international community as well. Yet this reimagining meant also constantly exploring, 

envisioning and considering what sovereignty and self-determination looked like for Native 

Americans in the mid-late 1970s, during the major transitional era from termination beginning in 

the mid-1950s to a slow process of restoration beginning in the mid-1970s. Some leaders and 

activists hesitated to imagine or take the leap toward envisioning a new future for Native 

Americans in the international arena, while others simply saw it as the only next option in their 

efforts to divest and liberate themselves from the nation-state. In addition, Native American 

nations, activists and leaders wrestled with how to not only survive and exist as nations within a 

nation, but how to remind, educate and instill in the nation’s consciousness that Native 

Americans were here first, were still here, and that Indigenous sovereignty had always been 
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inherent within tribal communities and was not a construct given by the United States. This 

perspective and activism was located within the messy middle ground where Native Americans 

explored this possibility and began to see glimpses of new modalities of sovereignty within the 

international context and a vision of the future separate from the nation-state that centered on 

Native American communities’ inherent human rights – a vision and goal that still continues 

today.  

International Native American Activist Approaches 

Envisioning a future beyond broken treaties included various approaches by Native 

American activists, leaders, and organizations. The most radical approach by the IITC called for 

increased Native American sovereignty and self-determination through utilizing the international 

arena to ensure the United States adhered to treaty agreements promised to tribal communities, 

but took this even further to seek liberation from the nation-state which refused to honor its 

treaty agreements. The group’s historic attendance at the 1977 United Nations meeting and their 

receipt of NGO accreditation brought important international awareness of the injustices faced 

by Native Americans in the United States, but the organization focused too heavily on their most 

ambitious goal of seeking independence and liberation from the nation-state through the 

recognition of a separate Sioux nation. Although an aspirational radical goal, eventually the 

quest for Sioux liberation from the United States failed due to the lack of a practical legal 

solution and mechanism to create this separate Native American Nation. This narrowed 

liberatory focus proved detrimental to the foundational years of the group and derailed the initial 

progress of the IITC within the international Indigenous movement. Compounding this approach 

was their grass-roots radical approach that lacked a strong internal structure and organizational 

base unconnected to any larger tribal organization. 
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 Despite these setbacks and challenges, the IITC’s early attendance at the 1977 UN 

conference at Geneva and the NGO status signified a major step forward for Native American’s 

in the international arena and brough both domestic and international attention. For the first time 

Americans and international leaders began to pay attention to Native American activism. Yet, 

even with these initial successes the organization struggled to find its bearings and establish a 

solid foundation due to the lack of strong leadership, vision and a national base. While the ascent 

to and attendance at the UN Geneva meeting was a remarkable achievement, the leadership and 

organization base issues created significant challenges as the group headed into the next decade. 

Although the IITC would eventually begin collaborating with other Indigenous peoples and 

groups outside the United States in the early 1980s, the lack of a larger vision and international 

collaboration in the early foundational years proved detrimental to building a strong growing 

base for the organization. Despite these various challenges, when looking back on the activism of 

AIM and later the IITC in this early time period, activist Paul Chaat Smith reflected that this 

activism was indeed “exceptional and significant.” He noted that this activism was a “fantastic 

achievement in a certain light and an amazing act of bravery by Indian people that got attention 

around the world.” Yet, when he looked back with the benefit of hindsight, especially when 

reflecting on the more radical events of Wounded Knee, he cautioned that this assessment did not 

account for the impact on innocent bystanders, namely family and tribal communities. He 

referred to the families, women and children of the mostly male activists of the 1970s, mainly 

part of the Wounded Knee takeover, who were often abandoned during these times or who felt 

the repercussions of the arrests, gun fights and the legal battles afterwards. Notwithstanding 
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these concerns, it is undeniable that the IITC left a lasting contribution to the early years of the 

international Indigenous activist movement.2  

Unlike the more liberatory, radical perspective and fraught leadership of the IITC, the 

parallel work of the WCIP allowed the more organized group, to make substantial long-term 

changes in forwarding the involvement and recognition of Indigenous peoples in the 

international arena. Compared to the IITC, the WCIP developed a significant national and 

international base that worked directly with or alongside both nation-state organizations and 

collaborated with other Indigenous organizations, namely NCAI, and similar groups, to reach 

their larger international goals of establishing a collective international Indigenous organization 

with formal long-term UN recognition.  Most importantly, this in turn then created an 

international strategy for NCAI, with an already established strong national base and vision, to 

engage in the international arena in their own way, collaborating with other similar organizations 

with shared interested and putting pressure on the United States from the outside in. Unlike the 

IITC, NCAI’s sustained years of leadership with a strong national base provided the organization 

with a more advantageous place to begin to explore and become a part of the international 

Indigenous agenda in collaboration with the WCIP. During this time this larger international 

movement and organization became a vehicle for NCAI leaders to begin to explore methods for 

increasing sovereignty within the international arena and further determining how this could 

become a formal strategic agenda for a group so deeply rooted in the nation-state structure.  

 
2 Interview with Paul Chaat Smith, April 24, 2019. He referenced this in connection with not only his own 

experiences as an activist and leader but also to the recent fiction work by Native American author Tommy Orange, 
There There, which highlights the impact of the activism at Alcatraz on the younger generation.  He also connected 
this in the context of the recent activism at Standing Rock, North Dakota fighting against the Dakota Access 
Pipeline and the NoDAPL Movement. For an overview of the NoDAPL movement from the activist perspective see, 
Nick Estes and Jaskiran Dhillon, eds. Standing with Standing Rock: Voices from the #NoDAPL Movement 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2019).  
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For those working within the more defined structure of the nation-state, namely within 

federal agencies such as the Department of Interior and Bureau of Indian Affairs (as examined in 

Chapter 5), these leaders and activists faced challenging circumstances within the federal and 

national structure when highlighting Native American injustices, inequities, and human rights 

violations. This work proved challenging since they were also simultaneously trying to work to 

bring cohesion between the federal agencies and tribal communities on the frontlines to ensure 

funding and establish domestic policies. Unlike the IITC and NCAI, their resurgence and 

resistance came through more subdued, smaller traditional methods including participation in 

legal briefings or through submitting formal responses to the Helsinki Accords, as evident from 

the work of Forest Gerard and Suzan Shown Harjo. Their activism challenged the structures of 

the nation-state while also still balancing their careers in the larger federal Indian policy 

infrastructure.  Through this work some BIA leaders began to see how supporting and speaking 

out on international Indigenous human rights could benefit their domestic work and place 

pressure on the United States to both adhere to existing legislations and agreements, as well as 

envision and develop new policies to protect and enhance Native American sovereignty and self-

determination.  

Native American activists in the IITC and NCAI approached the international work with 

vastly different views, tactics and methods for increasing sovereignty and self-determination. 

While the IITC led with scathing rhetoric against the United States, NCAI instead focused on 

direct implementation and changes through the cross-border collaboration with the National 

Indian Brotherhood and later WCIP. NCAI leaders and other independent activists worked 

within the confines of the nation-state organizations to make more long-term impact through 

sustained participation with these international groups. Both the IITC and WCIP were 
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recognized as NGOs at the United Nations very closely together, yet according to Sam Deloria 

“the people at the UN were almost inevitably going to support the feather guys (IITC) and not us 

the establishment folks (WCIP and NCAI).” Deloria was referring to Native American activists 

who used the tactic of performance and using the Indian stereotypes, rather than legal tactics, to 

get the attention of the larger international community. Deloria argued that while the IITC 

created a sympathetic base and had the potential to turn the rhetoric into a program, the IITC 

lacked the strategy to practically implement that rhetoric throughout their larger organization. 

While the more radical activists within the IITC wanted to reject the nation-state completely, 

NCAI sought rather to find creative ways of utilizing what the nation-state owed and offered to 

tribal communities through existing structures. According to Deloria, referring to the federal 

agencies and in part to the United Nations, "we wanted to control them, but we still despised 

these institutions…this was our dilemma.” In the end, the more traditional activists knew there 

must still needed to be tribal leaders, lawyers, and politicians to organize and control the systems 

that fund and sustain tribal communities from the federal government’s trust relationship. In the 

end, according to Deloria, Native Americans wanted to be able to “control the process so that we 

can have a marginally better income” and life for future generations. Indeed, the work begun by 

each of these groups in the 1970s set a strong foundation for the major work that continued over 

the next thirty years as part of the larger international Indigenous movement that focused on the 
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development and passage of United Nations Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 

(UNDRIP).3  

The NGO Conference in Geneva, 1981 

The activism of these organizations in the mid-to-late 1970s set a strong foundation that 

supported increased international Indigenous activism as the struggle for the inclusion of 

Indigenous rights into international politics continued for the protection of land, self-

determination, and collective tribal rights. Heading into the decade of the 1980s, activism within 

the IITC, NCAI and WCIP turned toward specific cases focused on human rights violations 

across the United States and internationally. Each group worked on their own international cases, 

as well as continued to assist other Indigenous peoples across the Western hemisphere. 

Generally, each organization continued to find ways to operate internationally and to bring 

awareness of Indigenous issues through specific cases especially those related to Native 

American issues. A central and consistent on-going initiative of the activism centered on the 

long-term movement over the next thirty years to develop and adopt UNDRIP. While this effort 

was tied to continued international Indigenous activist work at the UN, Native American activists 

had already been establishing grassroots international initiatives for years within these 

organizations which set the foundation for the later work on UNDRIP. Indeed, Native American 

international legal and political activism the mid-1970s was effective in bringing attention to and 

 
3 Interview with Sam Deloria, May 30, 2019; Official publication: United Nations Declaration of the Rights 

of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP), (United Nations, March 2008) 
https://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unpfii/documents/DRIPS_en.pdf; See the following selected works that highlight the 
history of UNDRIP, S. James Anaya, International Peoples in International Law (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2004, 2nd Ed.); Walter R. Echo-Hawk, In the Light of Justice: The Rise of Human Rights in Native America and the 
UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (Golden, CO: Fulcrum Publishing, 2013); Sheryl Lightfoot, 
Global Indigenous Politics: A Subtle Revolution (New York: Routledge, 2016); Augusto Willemsen-Diaz, “How 
Indigenous Peoples’ Rights Reached the UN” in Making the Declaration Work: The United Nations Declaration on 
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, eds., Claire Charters and Rofolfo Stavenhagen (Cophenhagen: International Work 
Group for Indigenous Affairs).  
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urging the United States to account for injustices and effects of broken treaties, human rights 

violations, and to simply recognize distinct Indigenous rights. Through calling for these rights 

Native Americans claimed and often formally received international standing to assert these 

rights both domestically and internationally.  

While each group became involved in much different ways with UNDRIP, each had a 

role in the ongoing work. More importantly, the international Indigenous activist work in the late 

1970s, including policy development, international appearances, and official reports, set a strong 

foundation for this larger UN initiative over the next thirty years. The 1977 UN NGO 

Conference on Discrimination against Indigenous Populations in the Americas attended by 

representatives from both the IITC and WCIP represented one of the first times that Indigenous 

peoples came together on a transnational, global level to forge a transnational Indigenous identity 

and establish a pattern of coordination among Indigenous peoples across the world. According to 

James Anaya, this pattern and work then “continued through subsequent numerous international 

meetings.” Indeed, after receiving consultative status at the 1977 conference Indigenous 

organizations and activists increasingly began to appear before UN human rights entities with 

demands grounded in human rights principles coming out of recent policy reports and the 

Helsinki Accords. Their continued appearances at the international level ensured that the 

Indigenous issues remained on the UN agenda heading into the next decade.4 

 In September 1981, the Subcommittee on Racism, Racial Discrimination, Apartheid, and 

Decolonization held a follow-up conference at the UN in Geneva focused specifically on 

Indigenous peoples’ and the land. This meeting marked significant progress for the larger 

international Indigenous movement as it included more Indigenous populations than the previous 

 
4 S. James Anaya, International Peoples in International Law (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004, 2nd 

Ed.), 57.  
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NGO gathering in 1977. Due to a specific recommendation by the 1977 conference, it requested 

that the next conference focus on the land and its relationship to Indigenous rights and expand 

the scope globally, thus also broadening the range of attendees. Following through on this 

directive, the NGO Sub-Committee on Racism organized the conference and began inviting 

various Indigenous groups.  

 While the 1977 meeting focused nearly exclusively on Indigenous peoples of the Western 

Hemisphere, upon the request of the 1977 gathering the 1981 meeting expanded the 

representatives to include a broader group, including a few national liberation groups like the 

Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO) and South West Africa People’s Organization 

(SWAPO). In addition to the IITC and the WCIP, the Sub-Committee invited three other 

Indigenous international and regional groups to submit documentation for the conference and 

organize delegations. In total the conference included 150 Indigenous representatives from the 

Americas, Australia and Norway. The invited NGOs were selected based on their consultative 

status as an NGO with the United Nations Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC). Divided 

into four commissions, the conference reported on the following major issue areas: land rights; 

international treaties and agreements; land reform and systems of tenure; Indigenous philosophy; 

and the impact of nuclear arms buildup. This agenda signaled a huge step forward in the four 

years since the previous meeting where Indigenous peoples spent the majority of their time 

simply justifying their presence at the UN, whereas at this meeting activists and representatives 
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could dive into more in-depth conversations and issues affecting Indigenous peoples across the 

globe.5  

 With a strong foundation set by the previous meeting in 1977, the 1981 meeting marked a 

new era for international Indigenous issues that included substantial conversations and issues 

reflective of slow, but steady progress in the area of global Indigenous rights. According to 

Glenn T. Morris, the Indigenous depth and scope of the gathering placed the conference and the 

movement “solidly in the midst of the Cold War between the United States and the USSR [and] 

the question of whether decolonization principles under international law should be extended to 

indigenous peoples was now squarely on the UN’s table.” It also highlighted heighted Cold War 

issues for Indigenous organizations and country representatives. Although more representatives 

attended the 1981 gathering, the number of governments represented decreased from the 1977 

meeting due mainly to a boycott of the conference started by the new United States Reagan 

Administration. This boycott began due to the attendance of leaders from the World Peace 

Council, Romesh Chandra, and the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom, 

Secretary General Edith Ballantyne, both of whom the Reagan Administration accused of being 

Soviet fronts in the United Nations. This was not an issue at the 1977 meeting for the previous 

Carter Administration, which was spearheading a human rights agenda, and sent specific Native 

 
5 United Nations Document No. E/CN.4/Sub.2/476/Add.5, 198a: 56. For a thorough examination of the 

development of the UN Working Group on Indigenous Populations see, James Anaya, Indigenous Peoples in 
International Law, pp. 39-71; Deloria, Broken Treaties, 270-271; Wilmer, The Indigenous Voice in World Politics, 
162-210; Sheryl Lightfoot, Global Indigenous Politics, 42-43. Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz, “The First Decade of 
Indigenous Peoples at the UN,” Peace & Change, January 2006, 67-69. Dunbar-Ortiz also notes that, “The 
Farabundo Marti National Liberation Front/Revolutionary Democratic Front of El Salvador (FMLN/FDR) also 
participated, and special sessions were held on El Salvador, Angola, Namibia, and Nicaragua. The government of 
Nicaragua sent a special delegation headed by Comandante Lumberto Campbell, Vice-Minister for the Atlantic 
Coast, and representatives of the Miskitu and Sumu indigenous communities.” For further details on the boycott see 
Dunbar-Ortiz, p. 68-69.  
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American activists to represent the administration. IITC members were suspicious of the 

cooperation, keeping the Carter administration at bay to keep their independence.6 

 Most important to the representatives of the IITC and WCIP was the unanimous support 

of the conference’s final declaration and resolution solidifying solidarity with Indigenous 

peoples across the world in their struggle for self-determination and right to land and resources, 

“in accordance with their values and philosophy.”  This meeting also recommended to the 

Commission on Human Rights the establishment of a Working Group on Indigenous Populations 

within the Sub-Commission setting in motion the steps to begin the drafting of UNDRIP. 

According to Sheryl Lightfoot, “the 1981 NGO Conference solidified the themes of global 

Indigenous politics, which first emerged at the 1977 conference.” Indeed, the activist and policy 

work of the IITC, WCIP and the partnership with NCAI that began in the mid-1970s, set the 

strong foundation for the continued representation of Native Americans at this and future UN 

meetings focused on protecting Indigenous self-determination, land, treaties, and collective tribal 

rights.7 

NCAI continued to work with the WCIP throughout the early 1980s, but only at a 

communications exchange level, rather than collaborating officially at conferences or meetings. 

Yet this seemed like a natural progression for NCAI as WCIP flourished into a growing 

international Indigenous organization and NCAI itself sought to find ways to implement 

international issues into their own strategic planning and long-term initiatives. In 1982, for 

example, NCAI increased their international initiative when the governments of Guatemala, El 

 
6 Morris, “Vine Deloria, Jr.,” 118; James Anaya, Indigenous Peoples in International Law, pp. 39-71; 

Sheryl Lightfoot, Global Indigenous Politics, 42-43; Dunbar-Ortiz, “The First Decade of Indigenous Peoples at the 
UN,” Peace & Change, January 2006, 67-69. The Carter Administration representatives to the 1977 meeting 
included Kirk Kickingbird and Shirley Hill Witt.  
 7 Ibid. Sheryl Lightfoot, Global Indigenous Politics, 42-43; Dunbar-Ortiz, “The First Decade of Indigenous 
Peoples at the UN,” Peace & Change, January 2006, 67-69.  
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Salvador, and Nicaragua committed brutal atrocities against tribal populations and sought 

assistance from other Indigenous groups. NCAI leaders took immediate action to establish an 

organizational mechanism to research, monitor, and communicate at an international level as 

similar events transpired across North, Central and South America. Members of NCAI 

unanimously endorsed an “Indian Crisis in Central America” resolution which outlined the 

current circumstances in Central America, identified indigenous populations under threat, and 

committed the NCAI to work with WCIP on an inquiry commission and diplomatic efforts to 

reduce and eliminate the violence. Shortly thereafter, the NCAI and the National Tribal 

Chairman’s Association, as well as various other Aboriginal organizations, attended the World 

Assembly of First Nations (WAFN) in Regina, Saskatchewan that was a milestone and 

“celebration of survival and a clear state of ‘Fourth World’ concerns.” At the meeting the group 

established a “North American Indigenous Regional Council” adjunct to the WCIP. This action 

illustrated significant progress from NCAI representatives that agreed that Indigenous peoples 

needed to continually develop their own structures under the WCIP to advance their own 

ideology of self-determination, especially since each country had independent needs for their 

peoples, which was how NCAI would eventually approach this work during the 1980s.8  

The UN Working Group on Indigenous Populations (WGIP) and the 
 Development of UNDRIP 

 
The IITC and WCIP developed various statements on the rights of Indigenous peoples 

through the late 1970s which all set a strong foundation for the initial phase of global Indigenous 

 
8The World Assembly of First Nations was held in Regina, Saskatchewan, Canada on July 18-25, 1982. 

The gathering was sanctioned and sponsored by the following organizations: World council of Indigenous Peoples, 
National Indian Brotherhood, National Congress of the American Indian, National Tribal Chairman’s Association, 
First Nations Assembly and Federation of Saskatchewan Indians. World Assembly of First Nations Program Flyer, 
NCAIR, box 551, folder 1, International World Assembly of First Nations; “National Congress of American Indians 
International Indigenous Communications Project,” ca. 1982, Doc. No. 250dp1206, The Fourth World 
Documentation Project, The Center for World Indigenous Studies.  
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rights. The development of UNDRIP that took place over the course of the next thirty years 

marked the most substantial work to carry on the legacy that they first created. Although there 

had been requests for an international statement on Indigenous peoples at previous meeting, the 

development of the Declaration officially began in 1982 when the parent body of the UN’s 

human rights body, the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC), established the Working 

Group on Indigenous Populations (WGIP). This group was developed based on the 

recommendations of the Jose Ricardo Martinez Cobo study (discussed in chapter 4), highlighting 

the problem of discrimination faced by Indigenous peoples. As an organ of the Sub-Commission 

on the Promotion and Protection of Human Rights, the working group included individuals who 

served as independent human rights experts rather than government representatives. The group’s 

initial mandate centered on reviewing the policies affecting Indigenous peoples and drafting an 

international standard declaration on the rights of Indigenous peoples for consideration by the 

UN General Assembly. In addition, their work expanded to include a study on treaties between 

Indigenous peoples and states and another study on Indigenous cultural and intellectual property. 

One of the most significant roles of the working group focused on their platform for the 

dissemination of information and exchange of perspectives among various Indigenous peoples, 

governments, nongovernmental organizations and others.9  

The next twenty-five years brought a lengthy struggle to propose and approve the 

Declaration – a battle that according to Indigenous scholar Sheryl Lightfoot began a “subtle 

revolution” for global Indigenous politics. During the 1984 and 1985 session the WGIP began 

drafting the international standards for the protection of Indigenous human rights, with a second 

 
9S. James Anaya, Indigenous Peoples in International Law, 63; Walter R. Echo-Hawk, In the Light of 

Justice: The Rise of Human Rights in Native America and the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, 
30.  
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draft completed by 1989. For the next three years the WGIP circulated the Draft to Indigenous 

peoples and governments requesting written comments and suggestions. Finally, during its 

eleventh session in 1993, despite remaining concerns by some states especially the United States 

and Canada regarding collective rights and land rights, the WGIP approved the Draft and sent it 

to the Sub-Commission for approval and forwarding to the Human Rights Commission for 

consideration. The final consensus text was a huge accomplishment for the WCIP after eleven 

long years of work. The WGIP’s Chairperson-Rapporteur, Dr. Erica-Irene Daes, stressed key 

issues that distinguished this Declaration from other human rights instruments, namely the three 

main elements of “legal personality, territorial security and international responsibility.” Later in 

1993 the General Assembly proclaimed the International Decade of the World’s Indigenous 

People, beginning on December 10, 1994, with the aim of raising awareness of international 

Indigenous issues and a program of action for the eventual adoption of declaration. The Sub-

Commission on Prevention of Discrimination and Protection of Minorities adopted the Draft 

Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples on August 26, 1994. The Declaration process 

then moved to the next phase, “elaboration,” through a new intersessional working group on the 

document – Draft Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (WGDD).10   

Numerous NGOs and organizations, including the WCIP, IITC, and the NCAI, adopted 

resolutions to support and promote the adoption of the Draft, and by 1995 the UN Commission 

on Human Rights had set up a working group to specifically review the document and began a 

lengthy debate over numerous issues within the draft, including the definition of Indigenous 

 
10Sheryl Lightfoot, Global Indigenous Politics, 2. Dr. Erica A. Daes, “Equality of Indigenous Peoples 

Under the Auspices of the United Nations–Draft Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples,” St. Thomas Law 
Review 7 (1995): 493-499; Stephen V. Quesenberry, “Recent United Nations Initiatives, Concerning the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples,” Contemporary Native American Political Issues. ed. Troy R. Johnson (Walnut Creek: Alta 
Mira Press, 1999), 105-106. 
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peoples, self-determination, traditional lifeways, and land. The elaboration phase, which 

according to Lightfoot was often highly volatile and hostile, continued for over twelve years and 

left numerous Indigenous peoples, including those in the United States and Canada with limited 

international resources for action. During the continued negotiations at the UN, numerous United 

States-based organizations and tribes became major players, namely the IITC, Indian Law 

Resource Center, Citizen Potawatomi Nation, Navajo Nation and Haudenosaunee. During this 

time these Native American groups continued to fight for and contend for the inclusion of their 

rights within this document and for the endorsement and support by the United States.11 

Ultimately, in the summer of 2006 the UN Human Rights council adopted the draft 

Declaration, though the vote was reached by a majority rather than a consensus. The committee 

worked hard over the next year to gain additional support and information about how the 

declaration was viewed across Indian Country. Throughout this period after the initial vote on 

the Draft many Native Americans and First Nation’s peoples reacted and reiterated how 

important this international statement would affect them domestically. Armand MacKenzie, a 

Native human rights attorney from Canada, contends that “all the principles that are in the UN 

Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples have a practical meaning to me, to my family, 

to my community, to my people. The influence of the declaration is not just a theory - it will 

affect the reality we are living at home.” Yet the lack of support by the United States revealed 

the inability of the nation to acknowledge the reality of Native American rights and in turn the 

effects of broken treaties and human rights violations. A scathing editorial review in Indian 

Country Today argued that, “to be certain, the very infrastructure of those nations opposed to the 

 
11 Lightfoot, 55; Echo-Hawk, In the Light of Justice, 31-34.  
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draft were built upon the backs of indigenous people and resources.” Indeed, this fact and reality 

within the United States would be the core deterrent for the country’s continual lack of support.12  

Finally, at the United Nations in New York on September 13, 2007, after a long thirty-

year struggle, UNDRIP passed the United Nations General Assembly by an overwhelming 

margin, finally solidifying an international standard for Indigenous people’s human rights. The 

Declaration included 26 preambular paragraphs reaffirming and acknowledging Indigenous 

peoples’ rights and included 46 operative articles ensuring protection of Indigenous peoples 

individual and collective rights to cultural integrity, education, health, political participation, 

lands and natural resources, and treaties. The Declaration also called for countries to consult with 

Indigenous peoples with the goal of obtaining their consent on pertinent matters that concern 

them. Although not legally binding, it set much needed rules and guidance for the treatment and 

obligations of nation-states toward Indigenous peoples.13 

Despite the passage of the statement, the four votes against by the United States, Canada, 

New Zealand, and Australia (commonly referred to as CANZUS), signaled the continual struggle 

within these larger colonial centered nation-states and their opposition to collective rights, self-

determination, and free, prior, and informed consent for Indigenous peoples. It would take 

 
12“UN Human Rights Council Adopts Declaration on Indigenous Rights,” Indian Country Today, July 5, 

2006. To date the declaration contains 20 introductory paragraphs and 47 articles covering a wide range of human 
rights, spiritual beliefs, language, land, natural resources, education, and economic and social issues. If adopted, it 
will be the most comprehensive statement on the rights of indigenous peoples ever developed, see “UN Negotiations 
on Indigenous Rights Wrap Up, For Now,” Indian Country Today, February 17, 2006; see also “Indigenous Rights 
Declaration Moves to Human Rights Council,” Indian Country Today, March 31, 2006 and “Our Fight is Not Over: 
Consensus and the Draft Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, Indian Country Today, June 30, 2006; 
“Innu Fight for Survival and Nitassinan,” Indian Country Today, December 30, 2005; “Indigenous Human Rights 
Negotiations Progress,” Indian Country Today, December 30, 2005. “UN Declaration: No Time to Bemoan Delay,” 
Indian Country Today, December 8, 2006; see also “United States Opposes Declaration on Native Rights,” Indian 
Country Today, November 21, 2006.  

13 United Nations Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP), (United Nations, March 
2008), https://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unpfii/documents/DRIPS_en.pdf. For a quick reference guide of UNDRIP 
see, Indian Law Resource Center. “The UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples: A Quick Reference” 
(Helena, MT: Indian Law Resource Center, ca. 2011).      
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another three years before these four countries adopted the Declaration. After reversals by 

Australia in 2009 followed by New Zealand and Canada in 2010, the United States would be the 

last country holding-out on adoption of the Declaration. Finally, due to the urging and multiple 

responses from tribes and individual Native Americans, in late 2010 the United States began to 

review and reconsider their perspective of the Declaration. On December 16, 2011 at the White 

House Tribal Nations Conference President Barack Obama announced that the United States 

would “lend its support” to UNDRIP to advance “a new and distinct international concept of 

self-determination specific to Indigenous peoples.” Furthermore, he acknowledged that “[w]hile 

we cannot erase the scourges or broken promises of our past, we will move ahead together in 

writing a new, brighter chapter in our join history.” While this rhetoric finally brought some 

attention and recognition to the Declaration within the United States, major changes and actual 

implementation will take years to exact real change for Native American policy and human 

rights. For example, because the Declaration is a non-binding document the United States would 

lead the implementation of the recommendations through policy changes, especially related to 

free, prior and informed consent when corporations and organizations conduct business and 

operate on tribal lands or use tribal resources. Having a national policy on issues such as these 

would ensure that the nation-state set the precedent and led the way on implementation so that 

this did not fall solely to organizations and individuals to enforce these regulations14 

Even with passage by the United States, those viewing the Declaration from a 

conservative, formal-legal perspective, both at the federal and state level, frequently contend that 

 
14U.S. Department of State, Announcement of U.S. Support for the United Nations Declaration on the 

Rights of Indigenous Peoples – Initiatives to Promote the Government-to-Government Relationship & Improve the 
Lives of Indigenous Peoples, retrieved August 1, 2020; “The Obama Administration Now Supports UNDRIP – But 
That’s Not Enough,” Indian Country Today, June 30, 2011; Sheryl Lightfoot, Global Indigenous Politics: A Subtle 
Revolution (New York: Routledge, 2016), 2. For an example implementation falling to organizations and individuals 
in the archival field see, Jennifer R. O’Neal, “’The Right to Know’: Decolonizing Native American Archives,” 
Journal of Western Archives (2015).  
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the document holds no real power to enact major changes for Native Americans. Conversely, 

those interpreting the document from critical end of Indigenous scholarship largely dismiss or 

de-value the Declaration, completely ignoring the foundational grassroots origins and methods 

for implementation in tribal communities, legislation, and politics. However, as argued by 

Lightfoot, despite the document’s limitations “the Declaration was a significant achievement and 

represents an important transformational moment in global politics.” Native American and 

Indigenous scholars argue for a more balanced approach and perspective rooted in the original 

foundational purpose of the document tied to bringing awareness and signaling moral and 

political changes for Indigenous peoples. In conversations with Indigenous leaders and activists 

from the late 1970s Lightfoot found that despite the initial lack of support from larger settler-

states that the passage of UNDRIP “represented an important turning point” for global 

Indigenous politics. According to Lightfoot,  

[T]his Declaration was the first widespread commitment by UN member states to make 
important changes to their relationships with Indigenous peoples and to complete the 
UN’s decolonization project begun decades earlier but which had so unjustly and unfairly 
excluded Indigenous peoples. 
 

The Declaration for the first time recognized Indigenous peoples’ self-determination as a human 

right, which the UN ignored for so many years. The universal standard set for the rights of 

Indigenous peoples changes the practice of global politics and has begun slowly influencing 

powerful settler-states, including the United States, to shift their rhetoric and policies toward 

Native Americans based on the recommendations in the Declaration. The major challenge rests 

with how the nation-states then implement Indigenous rights according to the Declaration. 

Inevitably these changes will take considerable time for settler colonial nation-states to both 
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implement and adhere to the core tenets of the declaration, as witnessed by how long it took the 

United States to declare its support.15 

Change, however, is possible. Despite the challenges and length of time for eventual 

implementation, the process and outcome bring hope for a new era for Native American policy 

within the United States, one that centers Indigenous human rights and self-determination. 

According to Lightfoot “the inevitable end result of this enhanced decolonization project will be 

radical systemic change…[and] the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples helps 

point the way toward a new and infinitely more fair, just, and hopeful global future.” This 

hopeful sentiment is also shared by Native American attorney and scholar Walter Echo Hawk 

who contends that the Declaration is “planting the seeds of change” and “[a]s a catalyst for 

change, the Declaration is an important tool to help achieve goals that were beyond reach by 

prior generations.” Grounded in this change and hope, alongside the reality that the 

implementation of Declaration requires sustained effort, Native American lawyers, groups and 

organizations have created programs and initiatives for the direct implementation of passage of 

UNDRIP. Despite these initiatives the United States has hesitated to make a firm commitment 

and to begin implementing the Declaration since the Declaration threatens the colonial 

principles, values, and power structures that the United States was founded upon. Thus, 

implementation calls into question the core structure and values of the nation-state, finally 

honoring, recognizing and adhering to Native Americans sovereignty and self-determination, 

 
15 Lightfoot, Global Indigenous Politics, 199-200.  
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which many fear upends the balance of power for the United States government, states, and 

corporations.16   

The implementation of the Declaration ushers in a major transformative era for 

Indigenous peoples globally and for Native Americans within the United States. The fight for 

implementation has been long and challenging but it brings a revolution for Native American 

self-determination grounded in global Indigenous human rights. As is noted by Lightfoot, 

“global Indigenous politics is the world’s post-colonial completion project, and the Declaration 

is the guiding framework.” Unfortunately, the United States, both at the Executive and 

Legislative level, has failed to begin any official implementation process, nor has offered 

specific next steps regarding the policy. Why then is there an international Declaration providing 

direct guidance for Indigenous human rights policy but the United State chose not to act upon 

and implement it for Native Americans? The answer is that through the Declaration Native 

Americans are seeking a post-colonial world that is in direct contrast to the status quo that has 

existed in the United States for centuries. Through the Declaration Native Americans are calling 

for the implementation of Indigenous rights which are in direct contrast to the structure and 

foundation of the United States, including the support and evolution of collective human rights, 

self-determination and decolonization. Thus, acknowledging, implementing and centering 

Indigenous rights, including self-determination, nationhood, cultural heritage, and ontologies, in 

the structure of the United States and globally upends, disrupts, and questions the very colonial 

foundational policies, power structures, and laws the republic was founded upon, including the 

 
16 Lightfoot, Global Indigenous Politics, 199-200, 211; Walter R. Echo-Hawk, In the Light of Justice, 1, 

26; Numerous projects and initiatives have been created by Native American groups in the United States, including 
the Native American Rights Fund (NARF) in partnership with the University of Colorado Law School, launched a 
project to specifically implement UNDRIP. In March 2019 the group held a conference to advance the promises of 
the Declaration and to develop a strategy for its implementation in the United States. The group also launched a 
website for the project as well, https://un-declaration.narf.org/.  
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Doctrine of Discovery and the continual erasure of Native American people. This in turn also 

threatens to upend the country’s core set of values and power relations than exists in the current 

domestic and international order.17  

Thus, the rise and transformation of Indigenous human rights signals a major challenge to 

the core foundations the United States government built upon the structure of colonialism and 

erasure of Native peoples and it will take considerable time for this transformation. Any major 

changes to center Indigenous rights takes long-term commitment and activism as activists push 

back against a colonial structure built upon the erasure of and continual resistance to those 

honoring those rights. As noted by Lightfoot, “the greatest challenge confronting Indigenous 

movements, in both global and domestic contexts, is to push for the transformative agenda of 

global Indigenous politics in an atmosphere where settler colonial states feel and exhibit such an 

intense level of threat and engage in resistance to Indigenous rights in multiple, often cunningly 

manipulative, ways.” Thus, major changes to Indigenous rights policy implemented through a 

global Indigenous politics context takes a long-term commitment since it is calling for a 

complete change to settler colonial nation-state system. If it took over hundreds of years to 

establish this system, then it may take at least as long for Native Americans to undue the system 

and to re-center Indigenous peoples in the structure. Despite the length of time for this process 

the results will usher in major transformative changes to the colonial structure while also 

encouraging social, cultural, and political changes that, according to Walter Echo Hawk, “often 

run deeper in the fabric of a nation than superficial legal change.”18 

Since the mid-1970s Native American activist organizations, IITC, NCAI, WCIP and the 

BIA, have struggled and petitioned for similar core tenants of the Declaration, calling for the 

 
17 Lightfoot, 200-201. 
18Lightfoot, 200-201, 204; Echo-Hawk, 6.  
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protection of Indigenous human rights and self-determination, specifically concerning land, 

cultural heritage and collective rights. Unfortunately, it took the federal government over thirty 

years to act upon these specific policies. The long fight for the passage of the Declaration 

signaled a major turn in the international Indigenous movement that did indeed usher in a subtle 

revolution for global Indigenous rights. The revolution’s foundation is directly rooted in the mid-

1970s with the refusal of the nation-state and reframing of Native American sovereignty and 

self-determination through the rise of international Indigenous activism.  

Reflecting on this time period and the passage of UNDRIP, activists have assessed the 

legacy of international Indigenous activism reflecting that despite how flawed initial strategies or 

approaches may have been the organizations paved the way and set a strong foundation for the 

UN work to occur in the future. According to Sam Deloria the work of the partnership between 

the WCIP and NCAI had lasting effects on the eventual development of UNDRIP, the way it 

developed and some of the questions that they raised along the way. While he concluded that 

UNDRIP lacked substantial power he also balanced that perspective with how the document can 

be utilized to pressure the United States to enact real changes in federal Indian policy regarding 

sovereignty and self-determination.  He noted that the document “does not have any teeth…but 

you can still use it to say, which is a powerful part of the law, how come these guys can do this 

and these guys can’t.” In the end, he argued that this is why this type of maneuver “is more 

effective in getting things done and in moving society forward rather than all the wars we’ve 

ever had.” Finally, he noted that “for all its faults, I think the whole movement at least put us in 

the international consciousness. Still in a marginal way, just because the issues don’t come up 

with the kind of explosive context that make people play attention to them.”19  

 
19Interview with Sam Deloria, May 30, 2019.   
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While the delayed adoption of the declaration was a major setback after over thirty years 

of activism, the entire process and the eventual acceptance by the United States was a major 

victory in moving forward the larger change that is needed for the protection of Native American 

rights, sovereignty and self-determination related to land, place, and culture. Indigenous 

sovereignty within the context of a nation-state system not built for them will unfortunately take 

years to undue and repair. It is a movement that continues to the present day, building on the 

work by Native American activists in the late 1970s. The activists and leaders who pursued this 

international agenda realized early on that the long-term protection and human rights for Native 

Americans within the nation-state could only occur with pressure and awareness at the 

international level. They set the foundation for the future struggle of placing Indian rights in the 

international arena, carrying the message forward, and placing this issue on the world 

sociopolitical map. These activists and organizations set the foundation for the coming 

international work – documenting, recognizing and honoring their efforts, struggles, and 

determination to fight for Native American sovereignty and self-determination in the 

international community ensures their legacy lives on for future generations.  
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