THE INFLUENCEOF THE GREAT LAW

By Ellen Sedtefeld

"What white society owes to Indian society, as magho any other source, is the mere fact
of its existence (p.19ohansen).” This quote refers to the most importamsaction during the
European and Native American cultuesichange inthe PostColombian Era:the European
acquisition of Native American governmental philosophy. Althbdlge American Constitution
bearsa remarkable resemblancetothe Great LBeauk created by the Iroquois Confederacy,
this influential democratic Law is seldom mentionedeBignificant parallels between the two
documents suggest thtte Great Law of Peace is not only influential higo aprototype for
the Constitution.

A Huron named Deganwidah created the Great baReace, referred to as either the
Great Law, Great Peace or as Kaianerekowa inthgue tongue, outofhisurgent desioe warfare
to cease among neighboring tribes. Due talklslitating stutterand hisHurondescent he jdine
Hiawatha,an Iroquois, who would translate his message ttrdlggiois nation. Hiawatha
metaphorically called this confederacygeeatwhite pine whose rootswould spread outinal
directionsencouraging peace and strengthtoallfive tribdiive tribes, the Onondagas, the
Senecas, the Mohawks, the Oneids, telCayugas accepted Hiawatha's proposition ankit
the Iroquois Confederacy between 1000 C.E. and 1400 C.E

Non biased personal freedoms and liberty are ideaply imbedded in the Great Law.
Other significantsimilarities to the Constitution include: a comp$gstem of checks and
balances, ways of joining the Great Council, exags to amend the Law. To insure peace, the
Great Law proposed that no one tribe could deglaravithout the othefour tribes consent. This
original ideaexpanded to an elaborsystem of checks and balances. On the broadestokthe
Grand Council there were 3 separate groups: thierbrothers (p. 25 Fathers)" composed of
the Senecas and tMohawks; the "younger brothers" who were the Cagwgaithe Oneidas;
and the Onondagas who acted similarly togkecutive branch.

Once a suggestion was made to the council, itmsibnsidered individually by each of
the four nations and thenammon agreement was reached by the younger aed miothers.
If the older and younger brothers disagreed @andd not compromise then the Onondegas
were responsibléor breaking the tie. However, if the four naticagreed, then the Onondegas
could confirm the decision or send it back feconsideration. If it was sent back, the
Onondegas's veto wasther accepted or overridden. The Grand Counojpyeet thisdemocratic
procedure whenever a suggestion was maadeder to share the power equally among all four
nations.



The Grand Council was composed of qualified chieds all five nations. The chiefs were
originally nominated byvomen according to their heredity, but in the sésenth century,
chiefs were increasingly elected accordinggadership skilldf achief disobeyed the Great
Law, dependingn if he entered council by bloodlines or election, eitmecould be dismissed
or the nations would 'be deaf to his voamd his advice (p. 28 Fathers)" People seekingraidsal
of achief or change in the Great Law could contactegiigc warchief who proposed the ideato
the Grand Council. To prevent the Grand Councitflwreaking into nation-based factions,
Deganwidah designed five different clans. The Gilans, theGreat Bear, Turtle, Deer Pigeon,
Hawk and Wild Potatoes, contained members from eation, which prevented omation
from dominating the others, and preserveddéeocracy.

The Great Law included instructions on amendingsl@&eganwidah was especially
concerned with the flexibilitpf the government and encouraged new laws or mvisf the old
laws. Hiawatha commands that:

If the conditions which arise at any future time filan addition of or
a changef this law, the case shall be carefulnsidered and if a new beam
seems necessary or beneficial, the proposed chatrajebedecided upon and,
if adopted, shall be calléddded to the rafters."(p. 29, Johansen)

Benjamin Franklin recognized the Confederapgssionforliberty andthe strength
inthe GreatLawand founitrefreshing in comparison to the stale laws ofland. Hegreatly
admired the respectful atmosphere at the Gamdhcil meetings, which today have become
traditional in botthhouses of Congress. The British press and royatisitszed Franklin for his
favorable view of the Native Americgovernmenttowhich hereplied:

It would be a strange thing ...if SNations of ignorant savages should
be capablef formingsuch a union and be able to exeduit® such a manner that
it has subsisted for ages and appears indissolaiteyet that a like union should
be impractical for ten or a dozen English colontesyhom it is moreecessary
and must be more advantagears] who cannot be supposed to want an equal
understanding of their interest. (p.242, Lyons)

Franklin did extensive research of the Iroguofederacy, receiving copies of the book
History of the Fivdndian Nations and corresponding with the autBadwallader Colden,
and finally decided to take action. Franklin methaa council of Iroquois delegates in 1754, to
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construct a political article that would be simiiathe tenetsf the Iroquois Confederacy.
Franklin required in thislocumentthat, like the Iroquois Confederacyhalitoloniesnust agree
or one colony could veto the action of the othéts.pushed for a unicameral government, and
divided thenumber of representatives from each colony saalldgualepresentation. On July
10, 1754, Franklin officially proposedis article, the Albany Plan of Union, before thengress.
The chief executive of congress, James de Lansg,retognized the strength of the
Confederacy and remarked,Hbpe that by this present (Plan of) Union, we dralv up toa great
height and be as powerful and famous as you arél(gohansen)" After much debate, the Albany
Plan of Unionwas accepted and was fusedwiththe Articles of&terationto form the United
States Constitution. Close assessmeifttisfprocess of the formation of the Constitutitzady
showsthat it derived much from the Iroquois Great LawPefaceHistorian C. EImore Reaman
sums it up best stating "Amace of people who provided the prototype for tbe€iitutionofthe
United States, should be given theirrightful reatign (p. 17 Johansen)."
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