The Iroquois


WHO WERE THE IROQUOIS?

"Iroquois" does not refer to a single Indian tribe. Rather, the Iroquois were a collection of six different tribes which banded together from the 1300s through the 1700s to form a great alliance, called the Iroquois Confederacy. Originally there were five tribes, the Mohawks, the Oneidas, the Onondagas, the Cayugas and the Senecas. In 1724, the Tuscarora moved north into New York and became the sixth tribe in the Six Nations of the Iroquois Confederacy.

“Iroquois” was a name given to them by their enemies, the Algonquins. The Europeans picked up the name, and so the Confederacy has been called Iroquois ever since. 

The Iroquois call themselves the Haudenosaunee, which means People Building a Long House. The Long House represents a way of life where many native nations live in peace under one common law.

The Iroquois also call themselves the world's oldest participatory democracy. Future democracies such as Canada and the United States borrowed a lot of ideas from the way the Iroquois Confederacy was governed.
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The Iroquois Confederacy is represented by the circle of wampum. Chiefs of the original five nations are represented by the 50 strands, each of these strands are bound together showing the strength of unity among the chiefs. 

The Great Law of the Iroquois is written on wampum belts, and at every meeting of the Iroquois Grand Council it is read out. This reading can take as long as a week! 

THE GRAND COUNCIL

The women in Iroquois society have the power to choose the representatives from each tribe who will go to the Grand Council. These representatives are called sachem. Before an issue is debated in the Grand Council, smaller tribal councils are held with lesser sachems from each clan within a tribe. Often these clans are named after animals, for example, Wolf clan. Usually, there are similar clans in each tribe. For example, Mohawks Wolf and Seneca Wolf clans consider themselves like an extended family.

The main purpose of all Iroquois councils is to come to a consensus, and find a course of action that all sides can agree to. 

The Iroquois have maintained their ancient forms of government into the twenty-first century, and the Grand Council continues to meet to the present day.

