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U.S. POLICY:
"Break Up The Tribal Mass"

Old Policy and New Strategies

Rudolph C. Ryser
Center for World Indigenous Studies

The United States of America has long cultivated

the image of being a state commitied to the protection
of human rights and the promotion of the right among
nations to freely determine their own political, economic
and social future. This image was fostered when the
U.S. pgovernment entered into serious international
relations by promoting the formation of the League of
Nations and when the U.S. entered World War L

‘'Though basically an isolationist state, the United States

reluctantly entered World War II and once again
pronounced its motives to be altruistic. In 1946 the
United States became a prime sponmsor for the creation
of the United Nations. and virtually wrote the new
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iiternational law that “has served as the foundation for———

international relations to the present day.

U.S. image was further enhanced in 19756 when the
Helsinki Accords were signed as a benchmark of
East—West cooperation to promote human rights and
political freedom. And now, thirty—five years after its
first introduction, the United States government has
agreed to join more than eighty other states by formally
ratifying the Convention on the Prevention and
Punishment of the Crime of Genocide (1951) [The U.S.
Senate ratified the Genocide Convention by a vole of 89
to 11 on February 18, 1986]

The United States of America has been engaged in a
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138 Rudolph C. Ryser

distinct nations surrounded by the independent country,
United States of America.

Implementing the "termination strategy®™ was not
without its problems. The principle obstacle to the
fulfillment of this strategy was the inability of the
Department of the Interior to untangle the "muitiple
heirship problem" —~ as many as one thousand
individual Indians would often retain partial ownership
over a parcel of land. Breaking up Indian land
ownership proved cumbersome and complicated. In
1961, then Secretary of the Interior Stewart Udahl
lamented in an internal memorandum that termination
of Indian tribes would be impossible because it would be
too "costly for the United States to resolve all of the
heirship and multiple ownership problems." Ironically
the "multiple heirship problem® was created by the U.S.
government as a result of the imposed General
Allotment Act which divided Indian territories into
small, privately owned parcels.

The "Get the U.S. government out of the Indian
Business" strategy effectively ceased by 1962, though the
dismemberment and assimilation policy remained a
working policy within the agencies of mo<m_.=Eo5 F
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programn design, and programn management”.  While
many tribal leaders viewed the new policy as
"self—termination", other tribal leaders saw the new
policy as an important opportunmily to achieve tribal
self-government and greater Indian political, ecohomic
and social freedom. To the international community
outside the U.S., Indian self—determination had the
meaning of a polilical policy consistent with mnew
international law (i.e. Convention on Human Rights,
Declaration on Decolonization) where Indian tribes would
determine their own political future. The political
meaning of self--determination implied that Indian tribes
would freely choose to achieve political independence,
formal political association with the United States, or
Indian tribes would formally choose to politically absorb
into the U.S.  through vo:zop_ assimilation.  The
underlying international meaning of self—determination
was that: Indian tribes would achieve self—governance
while the United States assisted them in the process,

Indian Self—Determination had two faces: A domestic
face which was social policy aimed at the
"Americanization” of  tribes  through  economic

—q Eﬂcﬂh—(ﬁc
ﬁm_.EEmrou. a8 a vo__o%. and announced & new policy of
"Indian Self—determination". As we shall see, what
passed as a new and enlightened policy became a
different strategy for comtinuing the historic policy.

Two Faces of Self—Determination

On July 21, 1970, then President Richard Nixon
publicly 3:0::8@ ao..EEw_:on as a policy of the United
States. In its place, the Nixon Administration advocated
"Indian Self—Determination”, as a soctal policy which
would promote M"local mom.Tma:Em. resource allocation,

Center for World Indigenous Studies

development, education and the development of Indian
management skills; and an international face which was
a political policy aimed at deflecting international
criticism of the U.S. in its treatment of Indian tribes.
The duality of the U.S. announced policy served it well.
Domestically, Indian tribes were becoming increasingly
entrapped by Bureau of Indian Affairs regulations with
their options becoming more limited. Meanwhile, the
U.S. government was engaged, externally, in sensitive
negotiations with European States and the Soviet Union
over the contents of the Helsinki Final Act.
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142 Rudolph C. Ryser

and reaffirming the sovereignty of Indian Nations and
Tribes President Reagan asserted his commitment to
promoting the economic development of Indian tribes.
He went on to declare his pledge to conduct relations
with Indian nations on a "government to government"
basis. Five months after announcement of the Reagan
Administration’s Indian Policy Indian leaders sought to
test the depths of Reagan’s commitment. Closure
examination showed the Reagan Indian policy to be
without substance. No new relationship was
forthcoming. Economic development was revealed to be
sharp reductions in economic aid and more vigorous
legal and administrative investigations of Indian political
leaders and Indian government financial affairs.

When asked by Indian officials to clarify or explain
the details of the Reagan Administration’s "government
to government" commitment, U.S. officials from the
White House to the Justice Department, to the
Department of Interior were unable to elaborate,
Indeed, to the present date, three years after the policy
was announced, neither the White House nor any other
agency of the U.S. government has been willing or able
to spell out the details of the widely referred to policy
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economic depression and political instability. And -the
wo_.mmm.mmv_m fulure suggests even more economic
intimidation and greater political pressure. .

.H.,_uo U.S. Department of the Treasury has become an
active tool of intimidation. On December 12, 1985 the
U.S. Justice Department concurred with a Department
of .H..H.mmmE% assertion that the U.S. Internal Revenue
me:oo rm&. the authority to collect taxes on individual
Indian earnings resulting from the exploitation of treaty

protected Indian resources. Considering this a violation -

of treaties and an "unacceptable encroachment by the
G.m.. governimnent into the internal affairs" of Indian
Zw..uoum the Lummi Nation, joined by the Tulalip,
Quileute and Quinault denounced the Treasury move.
WPE- .25% informed the U.S. government of their
Eﬁmbro_.w to defend with all their resources against the
U.S. invasion. Despite two hundred years of U.S.
government abstainence from imposing its taxation on
Income earned from tireaty guaranteed resources, the
.wgmm.p }aEmumm?waon has taken the radical step of
imposing its revenue laws within a traditionally Indian
government sphere of jurisdiction.

of government to government relations between the
United States and Indian Nations. In fact, the Reagan
Administration in effect renounced this policy when it
accelerated unilateral U.S. government  agency
decision—making on Indian Affairs without bi—lateral or
multi—lateral contact with Indian governments.
Meanwhile, many Indian nations have begun to teeter
toward collapse as a -consequence of Reagan
Administration  "economic  development"  policies.
Interventions directly into the financial affairs of Indian
nations by U.S. administrative officials has become
widespread. Sudden cuts of U.S. aid to various Indian
governments have thrown many Indian nations into

Center for World Indigenous Studies
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Fmﬁﬁaﬂ& dismemberment of
zum:” commitment. to respecting Indian mo<m8mmiw.
Obviously, the public pronouncements are intended to
aom_mmﬁ any possible criticisms of U.S. Indian policy and
w_..mmsmmm while the strategic economic and political
initiatives are calculated to cause the destruction Indian
nations and their governments.

While many nations face violent confrontations with
states as a matter of daily life Indian nations inside the
vo:nam_.._mm of the United States face daily psycological,
economic and political violence. For at least 126 years
Indian nations have been engaged in a "cold war" with
the United States. K has been a war of words,

Indian  nations
L) FOVYEeTrnmien Dled e
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