Reclaiming Our Power
We Need Balance And Both Feet On The Ground

	A. P.  Johnson was a Tlingit elder and educator who taught at Mt. Edgecombe High School, a boarding school for Alaska Natives, and later at Sheldon Jackson College.  Not only was he able to achieve the credentials to teach in high school and college but he had a vast knowledge of Tlingit history, traditions and culture.  This is what we call today as traditional and ecological knowledge.  I had the privilege of hearing him speak on occasion and always thought that if one could take Native American knowledge and bridge it with American values, what a powerful group of combined people we could be. While at Mt. Edgecombe one of the courses Mr. Johnson taught was weight lifting.  I never took any of his classes, but had friends who did, and one of the first principles they learned from him in lifting weights was this: “In order to do the bar bells correctly, you have to have good balance and both feet on the ground.”  What a timeless statement—even more so for this day and age for us as a human race. Over the many years I have spent trying to learn everything about everything I have come to the understanding that Tlingit people, and Native Americans in general, actually believe in balance.  This is reflective in the our society by marriage arrangements, clan structure and even in how they managed their resources.  
I think we can all agree that there are a myriad of laws that affect our lives every day.  To some of us there’s God’s laws that we hold onto for dear life, man’s laws which translates to the laws of the federal, state, local governments that we are bonded by to try and use to guide our everyday affairs; there’s Newton’s law, mom and dad’s laws—we can go on and on here…. But these laws are supposed to provide balance in our lives so that we can have the freedom to live in the ways we want to live that would enable us to pursue happiness.  Do we sometimes wonder where some of these laws come from?  Where is their origin or source?  How do we know which ones are proper for us?  How can we tell if they will be detrimental to our health and well being?
I think we can agree, also, that there are basic fundamental laws we all have to learn to abide by.  I believe if we want to succeed in life, it would be helpful to know and understand these laws so they can be utilized for our benefit.
  When I was in college I took American Indian Education 101.  It was in this classroom setting that I learned how Native Americans provided balance in their lives.  In our first day of class our professor, who was Native American, drew a circle on the chalk board.  In the circle he wrote the word NATURE.   Outside of the circle he drew arrows that pointed to the lines of the circle.  He explained that we, as Native people, used to live within that circle.  “We lived with Nature,” he said.  “That is why our ancestors were in harmony with Nature. They were a part of Nature. They lived according to the Natural laws, and because they obeyed the natural laws Nature provided for us all that we needed.”  He explained that the arrows represented the outside influences that were to eventually come.  They existed on the outside of the circle; their purpose was to inter in and conquer, and when they eventually did it caused this tremendous culture clash, this turmoil, this lack of balance, this usurpation and oppression into our lives.  This is the clash of cultures that we as Native Americans are struggling to recover from to this day.
Now for the past two hundred years or more, the policies of the federal government were countless----from assimilation to extermination to termination to Indian reorganization, then to self determination and self governance.  I think that self-governance has given us some hope, but now that was threatened by the reversal of the 9th Circuit Court of Appeals  decision on Venetie; there’s the State of Alaska’s refusal to acknowledge tribal governments in Alaska; and on top of these there’s Congresses’ attempt to relinquishing our right to govern ourselves.  
Perhaps it would be well to our advantage if we examined a few insights about some principles, or concepts, that will help us bring sanity and correctness, not only in our own lives, but in other lives as well.
 Someone once said, “When you learn correct principles we learn to govern ourselves.”  What I would like to offer here is hope--hope that we can be a happy, freedom loving, and prosperous people again; and in the process of re-discovering these we may be able to help other people as well.  There is a lot that our brothers and sisters throughout the world can learn from Native American and Alaska Native values.
	I would like to start by sharing some principles given by the Founding Fathers from the grandfather of all Native organizations:  the Alaska Native Brotherhood.  I used to write a column for the Juneau Empire called Kadashan’s Corner. Many from Southeast Alaska may have read them, and if you’ll remember some of the first ones were about the Alaska Native Brotherhood and how I felt about this organization.
	What’s so impressive about the Alaska Native Brotherhood is that it has a solid constitution.  This device has witnessed the challenges of the times; people have tried to amend it and replace it with great difficulty; men and women of rational minds have seen fit to respect the reflection, the anticipation and vision of its founding fathers so that we can still use these as a guide today.  
	There are timeless principles contained in the First Article of the Constitution. Here is how the Article reads:
	The purpose of this organization shall be to assist and encourage the Native in his advancement from his native state to his place among the civilized races of the world; to oppose, to discourage, and to overcome the narrow injustice of race prejudice; to commemorate the fine qualities of the Native  races of North America; to preserve their history, lore, art and virtues; to cultivate the morality, education, commerce, and civil government of Alaska; to improve individual and municipal health and laboring conditions, and to create a true respect in Natives and in other persons with whom they deal for the letter and spirit of the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution and laws of the United States.
	One thing in the first part of this article has bothered many Natives.  It is in reference to advancing ourselves from our Native state to be among the cultivated races of the world.  If we were to take the circle idea I shared with you earlier, this should be read the other way around.  We all have to return back the principles of the natural laws; and then the other things would fall into place mentioned after that, such as opposing and discouraging race prejudice, preserving our history, etc. However, notwithstanding the other issues mentioned,  the things that stands out to me are those of cultivating the civil government of Alaska and that of creating a true respect in Natives and people with whom they deal under the “spirit of the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution and laws of the United States.”
	Which now follows other issues worthy to address: they are some principles contained in the Declaration of Independence, however there is a definition of a word that is worth elaborating on for a second.  It is this word principle.  Webster says that it means a “general or fundamental law or doctrine; a rule or code of conduct; the laws or facts of nature; a primary source or origin.”  Therefore we can conclude that a principle is something that is based upon the natural law.  Our people had balance in their lives because they had learned by trail and error to abide  by these inherent laws.
	Lets examine a couple of principles in the Declaration.  It states that all men are created equal in the eyes of the Creator.  This may be easy to accept, but where we run into problems are when we have to deal with this equality business between ourselves—other ethnic groups—other nationalities, etc.  As I studied this over the past twenty years, I have come to the realization that we are not equal economically, socially, or politically.  I think what the founding Fathers meant was that we all have the same equal opportunities, and it is up to us as individuals, as families, as villages and communities, and as a Native group to take advantage of those opportunities and advance ourselves economically, socially and politically.  But the mechanisms have to be there for us to make these happen. The early leaders of the Alaska Native Brotherhood and Sisterhood understood this and followed the principles that made them a great people under their own codes of conduct---principles that aided them in this task of survival for thousands of years.  The one thing they had difficulty balancing was this equality issue, however they had leaders such as Elizabeth Peratrovich and her husband Roy who paved the way for equality.  
	Another thing the Declaration says is that we are all endowed with certain unalienable rights, and that these rights are the rights to the protection of our lives, our liberties, and the guarantee of our pursuit of happiness.  
Lets elaborate on this word unalienable for a second.  It is closely related to the word principle only it has to do with our rights.   One definition is that it is a natural right.  In other words it’s a right that comes from Nature.  Another definition is that it is a “God given right.”  Whether it is a natural right or a God-given right, an unalienable right is a right that cannot be taken away. Therefore no government, or department of government, has the power to take these away from us.  Included in these rights are the right to govern ourselves and the taking and using of our traditional foods to sustain our lives, both temporally and spiritually. Instead of restricting use of these resources, governments should be protecting and guaranteeing these rights to us.  That’s the challenge that we, as tribal leaders representing our tribal governments, have today.  We need to be free to chart our own destinies, to determine our prosperities, to bring happiness in our lives, our communities, etc.            
	Let’s dwell a little here on the “pursuit of happiness” phrase.  We are all in search of some kind of happiness---aren’t we?  I think that is the ultimate goal of all humankind.  If we want to be a happy people there are certain basic needs that we have to take care of: food, shelter, clothing---. For example, in today’s culture anyways, in order for us to take care of these needs we must own a business or work for someone who owns a business.   If we want to start a business we have to have the right to own property, or if we work for someone else, that person must have the freedom to own property.  If we want to sustain our families through a subsistence lifestyle, hunting, fishing or gathering, these are rights that should be guaranteed.  We should also have the right to govern, and manage, these resources as well. 
	The Declaration of Independence states that the purpose for forming the government was to protect our lives, our liberties, and to guarantee our pursuit of happiness—that anything more or less than these are either usurpation or oppression, and when our government(s) no longer does these things—that is protect our lives, liberties and guarantee us happiness, then it is up to the American people to alter or abolish that government and start a new one based on those same principles—that is the protection of our lives, our liberties, and our pursuit of happiness. Now I don’t believe we are at a point where we have to abolish our government just yet, but we surely can do a lot of altering.
	Now, we all know who the founding Fathers of this nation were; they have been imbedded in our hearts and minds since grade school.  A few of the main ones immediately comes to mind: Jefferson, Madison, Washington, Franklin, Adams.  These men were ably educated about the things of the world of their time; they were ably versed in history, economics, political science, philosophy, literature and other sciences. Having studied the history of nations that have come and gone, they understood why greatness was achieved and why grandeur faded. 
 It’s interesting to note that all great nations that have come and gone were never conquered from without—they fell because of erosion from within.  Is there a lesson to be learned here?  Well, anyway, the founders understood the successes and failures of other countries, and having some bad experiences with their mother country, they took these lessons of history and their experiences and painstakingly formulated an instrument that would prove to be an ensign to the world.
	And included in the incorporation of this document were the principles of the Great Bind Law of the Iroquois, the Confederate Tribes, or the so-called Six Civilized Tribes.  Adams, Jefferson, Franklin, Madison, and others, came to know and understand these people and their ways. They visited their villages and learned their culture--even learned the languages.  These tribes had a very sophisticated government.  It is from this confederacy that the Founding Fathers learned about state’s rights, representative form of government, and women suffrage.  It is from these tribes that they also learned an important concept: control comes from the bottom and works its way up instead of from the top down as the practice tends to be today.
	When I was in college I took a course in the U.S. Constitution.  As we studied its background and origin I learned why America became the fastest growing and most powerful nation the world has ever known.  No other nation has come close to achieving what it was able to do. In less than 50 years it began to flex its muscles that caused other nations throughout the world to sit up and immediately take notice.  
	As I studied and pondered and prayed about these issues, I realized that the only way we could become a strong, freedom loving people again was to go back to the true —the original-- intent of the principles contained in the United States Constitution and to bring back the values that Native American and Alaska Natives embraced in their lives that are no longer with us.
	When I attended my first tribal Self-Governance Conference in 1993 and started rubbing elbows with powerful tribal leaders like the Joe Dela Cruze’s, the Ron Allen’s, the Henry Cagey’s, Danny Jordan’s, G.I James, and many other tribal leaders across the country (these were the movers and shakers of the Self-Governance Demonstration Project), I sat and listened for about a half a day. When we had a break I went to my room and fell to my knees and thanked the Creator for what I had been learning.  I was finding answers to many questions I had been asking and searching and pondering upon for nearly my entire lifetime.  
	What we are doing here with self-governance for Native Americans and Alaska Natives  is noble.  Let us stay on this course.  And while we are doing the right thing, let us do the right thing right for the right purposes; in so doing we must base these right things on correct principles.  Might comes from right, not the reverse.   I think the lashing challenge we have in these trying times is to go back to principles that works in a positive way for us.  
We don’t need a reformation of anything.  What we need is a restoration of old values. When we learn correct principles we will learn to govern ourselves; we will become balanced with both feet on the ground.  If we truly want this to happen we will have to go back to abiding by the natural laws of success. And in the process of doing, searching, finding, re-discovering, restoring and reclaiming our power, perhaps we can help America come back on the right track as well.  
I believe we can. 
I know we can.





