
american indian politics and the american
political system
American Indian politics are an integral part of the broader American political system, reflecting
the unique relationship between Native American tribes and the federal government. This
relationship is rooted in treaties, legal precedents, and historical contexts that have shaped the
political landscape for Indigenous peoples in the United States. The interplay of sovereignty, self-
governance, and federalism creates a complex framework through which American Indian politics
operate. This article explores the foundations of American Indian politics, the challenges faced, and
the ways in which tribes engage with the American political system.

Historical Context

To understand American Indian politics, it is essential to consider the historical context that has
shaped the relationship between Native American tribes and the U.S. government. Key events and
policies include:

Treaties and Sovereignty: From the 18th to the 19th centuries, numerous treaties were1.
signed between the U.S. government and various tribes. These treaties often recognized tribal
sovereignty and promised land rights, although many were later violated.

The Indian Reorganization Act of 1934: This act aimed to reverse the assimilation policies2.
of the previous decades and restore some degree of self-governance to tribes. It encouraged
tribes to establish their own governments and adopt constitutions.

The Termination Policy (1950s-1960s): This policy sought to assimilate Native Americans3.
into mainstream society by terminating the federal recognition of certain tribes, leading to loss
of land and identities.

Self-Determination Era (1970s-present): This period marked a shift towards recognizing4.
tribal sovereignty and encouraging self-governance through legislation such as the Indian Self-
Determination and Education Assistance Act of 1975.

These historical elements have laid the groundwork for the current political landscape, where tribes
seek to assert their rights within a federal system.

Tribal Sovereignty and Governance

One of the cornerstones of American Indian politics is the concept of tribal sovereignty. Tribes are
recognized as sovereign nations, meaning they have the authority to govern themselves, make laws,
and manage their resources. This sovereignty is foundational for several reasons:



Legal Framework

The legal framework surrounding tribal sovereignty is complex, involving:

Federal Law: The U.S. Constitution recognizes the existence of tribes, particularly in Article I,
Section 8, which gives Congress the power to regulate commerce with Indian tribes.

Judicial Precedents: Landmark Supreme Court cases, such as Worcester v. Georgia (1832)
and United States v. Kagama (1886), have established the legal standing of tribes and the
limits of state authority over tribal matters.

Treaty Rights: Many tribes still rely on treaties to assert their rights to land, resources, and
self-governance, although many treaties have been undermined or ignored historically.

Tribal Governments

Tribal governments vary widely in structure and function, but they typically include:

Executive Branch: Led by a chief or president, responsible for enforcing laws and overseeing
tribal operations.

Legislative Branch: Elected councils or tribal legislatures that create laws and policies.

Judicial Branch: Tribal courts that resolve disputes and interpret tribal laws.

The autonomy of these governments allows tribes to address unique social, economic, and cultural
issues that affect their communities.

Political Engagement and Representation

Tribes engage with the American political system through various means. Political representation
and advocacy are crucial for addressing the needs and rights of Native Americans.

Influence on National Politics

American Indian politics have increasingly influenced national politics in recent years. Several key
factors contribute to this growing influence:



Voting Rights: Legal victories and legislative changes have improved access to the voting
process for Native Americans. Activism has led to increased voter registration and
participation.

Political Representation: Native American candidates have begun to win positions in local,
state, and federal government, bringing Indigenous perspectives to policy-making.

Coalition Building: Native American organizations, such as the National Congress of
American Indians (NCAI) and the Native American Rights Fund (NARF), work to advocate for
Indigenous rights, often forming coalitions with other marginalized groups.

Challenges in Political Engagement

Despite progress, significant challenges remain that hinder effective political engagement for Native
Americans:

Geographical Isolation: Many tribal communities are located in remote areas, making
access to polling places and political events difficult.

Historical Distrust: A long history of broken treaties and government betrayal has led to
distrust in the political system among many Native Americans.

Systematic Barriers: Issues such as voter ID laws, lack of resources for outreach, and
inadequate representation in government can disenfranchise Native voters.

Federal-Indian Relationship

The relationship between the federal government and Native American tribes is characterized by a
mixture of cooperation and conflict. This relationship is governed by treaties, laws, and executive
actions.

Key Legislation Affecting Tribes

Several important pieces of legislation shape the federal-Indian relationship:

Indian Self-Determination and Education Assistance Act (1975): This act allows tribes
to take control of their programs and services, fostering self-governance.

Indian Gaming Regulatory Act (1988): This legislation provided a framework for tribal
gaming, leading to economic development in many tribes.



Tribal Law and Order Act (2010): This act aimed to improve law enforcement and judicial
processes in Indian Country, addressing crime and safety issues.

Current Issues in Federal-Indian Relations

Contemporary issues impact the federal-Indian relationship, including:

Land Rights: Land disputes and claims continue to be a significant issue, particularly
regarding sacred lands and resource extraction.

Healthcare and Education: Native Americans often face disparities in healthcare access and
educational opportunities, prompting calls for reform and investment.

Environmental Justice: Tribes are increasingly advocating for environmental protections,
particularly related to land and water rights.

Conclusion

American Indian politics play a crucial role in the tapestry of the American political system. The
ongoing struggle for sovereignty, representation, and rights reflects the resilience and
determination of Native American tribes. As tribal governments continue to navigate their unique
position within the federal framework, the importance of political engagement, advocacy, and
coalition-building remains paramount. By fostering a deeper understanding of American Indian
politics, we can work towards a more equitable and just political system for all.

Frequently Asked Questions

What role do tribal governments play in American Indian
politics?
Tribal governments operate as sovereign entities with the authority to govern themselves, manage
resources, and create laws within their territories, while also interacting with federal and state
governments.

How has the U.S. political system historically marginalized
American Indian voices?
The U.S. political system has marginalized American Indian voices through policies such as forced
assimilation, the removal of tribes from their lands, and lack of representation in Congress, leading



to systemic challenges in advocating for tribal rights.

What is the significance of the Indian Self-Determination and
Education Assistance Act of 1975?
This act empowered tribes to take charge of their own affairs by allowing them to manage federal
funds for education and social services, promoting self-governance and reducing dependence on
federal oversight.

How do treaties impact American Indian governance today?
Treaties serve as legally binding agreements between tribes and the federal government, often
establishing rights to land, resources, and self-governance, and they remain central to legal claims
and political negotiations.

What challenges do American Indians face in participating in
the electoral process?
Barriers include voter ID laws, limited access to polling places, and systemic issues such as poverty
and lack of infrastructure, which can hinder voter registration and turnout in tribal communities.

How has the Supreme Court influenced American Indian
rights?
The Supreme Court has had a significant impact on American Indian rights through landmark cases
that have defined tribal sovereignty and the extent of federal authority over tribal lands and
governance.

What role does the National Congress of American Indians
(NCAI) play in American Indian politics?
The NCAI advocates for tribal sovereignty and the rights of American Indians at the national level,
working to influence legislation, policy, and public opinion regarding Indian affairs.

What is the relationship between American Indian activism
and the broader civil rights movement?
American Indian activism has intersected with the civil rights movement by advocating for social
justice, political recognition, and the protection of tribal rights, highlighting shared struggles
against discrimination and inequality.
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