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ABSTRACT

This essay provides teachers and others with an
awareness of the social and political implications of words used to
designate indigenous peoples. of North America. How a group is seen by
others and how it sees itself in many ways define the conditions
under which the group will live, and the options it can exercise to
affect these conditions. The distinction between identifying American
Indians as members of '"peoples' that constitute "nations" in their
own right, and casting thew as members of groups that comprise
something less—-a community, a clan, a "minority group," or a
"tribe"--incurs a decisive meaning. Words such as "nation" and
“tribe" are not interchangeable in either political or legal
contexts. all protestations of government officials and "responsible
tribal leaders' notwithstanding. Evidence drawn from dictionaries,
Native-language terminology, historical documents, treaties, federal
legislation, Supreme Court decisions, and international law is used
to demonstrate: (1) the inappropriate emphasis on blood lines
suggested by "tribe"; (2) the lack of a Native-language equivalent to
"tribe": (3) the animalistic and subordinate connotations of '"tribe,"
as opposed tc the strictly human meaning of "people"; (4) the meaning
of "nation' and implications for government-to-government relations;
and (5) how these words relate to the rhetoric of extermination.
Pursuing a language of liberation is the first step in ensuring that
indigenous peoples are accorded the inherent rights of
self-determination possessed by peoples and nations. Contains 116
endnotes. (SV)
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Naming Our Destiny

Toward a Language of
American Indian Liberation
Ward Chiurchill

Until the last decade of the treaty-making peri-

od, terms familiar to modern international diplo-

macy were used in the Indian treaties....Many

provisions show the international status of

Indian tribes, through clauses relating to war,

boundaries. passports, extradiifon, and foreign
relations.

—Felix 8. Cohen

Handback on Federal

Indian Law

“What's your tribe?” This familiar query, typical-
ly coming after introduciery greetings between
American Indians. or extended by non-indians when
introduced to Indians, is hardly as innocuous as it
may seem on its face. Nor is the usual reply, offered
reexively and consisting of only a few words: “T'm a
member of the Kiowa Tyibe,” or “the Mohawk Tribe,”
the “Lummi Tribe,” or any of several hundred com-
parable designations popularly, anthropologically,
and often legally recognized as describing the status
of the many distinct peoples indigenous to North
America. Although both the question and its
response(s) may appear harmless enough, merely a
cordial or even “sensitive” intercultural speech-pat-
tern which has become well accepted through cus-
tomary usage, they are actually charged with a high
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