
Native 

Entrepreneur

The 
Mohawk

Case



The Native American 
Entrepreneur and the 

Mohawk CivilWar

Sandra Busatta

2005



The Mohawk Body Politic and the 

Source of the Law

The ritual, with its special metaphors, has its heart in the 
so called Requickening, «with the rhetorical gestures that 
we call the ñrare wordsò: wiping the eyes, cleansing the 
throat, and unblocking the ears. These are symbolic 
gestures to pacify grieving people, or the former 
adversary in a treaty process.

The ancient founders of the Iroquois Confederacy, and 
neotraditional nationalists conceptualize Iroquois society 
in general, and Mohawk communities in particular, 
according to the analogy of the body politic. This 
analogy is the perception and elaboration of
correspondences between society or the state and the 
individual human body.

The Ritual of Condolence is the ritual performed by the 

Iroquois Confederacy or Rotinohshonni to install a new 

hereditary chief when the predecessor has passed away. This 

funeral ritual originated in the cultural context of the mourning 

wars and developed as an important part of the 

Kainerekowa, the Great Law of Peace, Power and 

Righteousness. The Condolence ceremony was so 

foundational for the Iroquois, that it became the ritual model 

for diplomatic relations.



Plato, Aristotle, Aristophanes, Demosthenes, and Socrates, among the others, used the analogy, as 

well as Aesopus in his famous fable of the belly and the members. The fable became explicitly 

political in Roman times, and later it was applied to Christian doctrine by St. Paul. In the Middle 

Ages the analogy of the body was developed substantially.

In the 16th and 17th centuries the analogy persisted and, in many cases, it became a vehicle for 

social criticism. Increasing general scepticism, however, together with the widespread materialism 

and the success of the idea of the social contract, destroyed this traditional analogy.

The organic analogy is widely used 

in Iroquois cosmology, from the 

notion of Turtle Island to the genesis 

of this world from the body of the 

Woman Fallen From the Sky. It also 

pervades the imagery of the 

Kainerekowa, the Great Law or 

Great Tidings of Peace and Power: 

the Onondaga wizard, Adodarhoh, 

has the body «distorted by seven 

crooks and his long tangled locks 

were adorned by writhing living 

serpents» (Parker 1916:17), that 

identify him as an «evil-minded 

man». Dekanawida rubs his body to 

straighten him and make his mind 

healthy. 



The spatial analogy of the Confederacy as a Longhouse, with its Axis Mundi

represented by the Great Tree planted in Onondaga by the Peacemaker, combines with 

the organic analogy in wampum 60, which describes the Hiawatha Belt: two white 

squares on each side are connected with the heart in the middle, which represents 

Onondaga, «and also means the heart of the Five Nations» (Parker 1916:47). 

As Oren Lyons puts it: «We are a government that is intertwined with spiritual 

guidance » So you can see the separation of spiritual, religious ways from political 

ways does not exist within the structure of the Haudenasaunee» (1980:172).



The Source of Legality and Power

Using Tºnniesô distinction between 

Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft, 

Venables stresses the similarity 

between medieval Europe and the 

Iroquois Confederacy: «both the 

Europeans and the Iroquois buttressed 

their claims with medieval concepts, 

that is with ideas which preceded the 

current systems of political order» 

(1980:97). 

The European settlers were moving to the 

extreme of the Gesellschaft end of the 

continuum from the 18th century onward, filling 

the words ñtreatyò, ñnationò, and ñsovereigntyò 

with a Gesellschaft stance (Venables 1980). The 

Iroquois that followed them, Christian converts 

and refugees in the pro-French Mohawk-ized 

multiethnic villages in Quebec, Anglican 

modernizers such as Joseph Brant and reverend 

Williams, even religious reformers like 

Handsome Lake, accompanied the Mohawks 

along the path from Gemeinschaft to 

Gesellschaft. 



A set of both religious prescriptions and legalistic 

provisions, the Great Law, like the Koran and the 

Torah, today is subject to modernizing interpretations.

Indeed, the Great Law is equalized to a Constitution by 

the traditionalists (and by the tribal/band managers 

who wink to traditional ideology), and considered at 

the origin of the American Constitution by the 

supporters of the thesis of the influence (cfr. Johansen 

1982, Swamp and Schaaf 2004).

Today in reserves/reservations 

where there are at least three 

competitive sources of legality, 

legitimacy and political power, 

although intermingled and 

occasionally clashing. The 

entrenchment of the Great Law

within the tradition, actually at

the birth, of the American 

Constitution, indeed interprets 

the relationship between  the 

Confederacy and the US federal 

government  as that of the 

Older Brother (the Mohawks) 

and the Younger Brother (the 

USA), that is a relationship of 

reciprocity and shared 

responsibilities. 



Guswenta or Two Rows 
Wampum

There is no contradiction between the political 

myth of the Iroquois origin of the American 

Constitution and the other foundational myth of 

modern Mohawk nationalism: the Two Rows 

Wampum.

According to it Guswenta or Two Rows 

Wampum represents the original treaty. The 

Guswenta symbolizes the ideology of ñequal 

but separateò, which both the Warriors and 

the Antis advocate, more often than not 

opportunistically backed by the tribal/band 

Grand Chiefs. 

Guswenta is also a weapon against 

the tribal/band councillors and the 

Christian factions, who try ñthe 

impossibleò, and who are considered 

by George-Kanentiio, as ñethnic 

Mohawksò, not as ñtrue Mohawksò, 

lumped together with ñrenegadeò 

Warrior entrepreneurs.



Today in most Mohawk reserves there are three 

competitive sources of legality, legitimacy, and 

political power: the tribal/band council , whose 

source of legality and power rests on  the Euro -

American tradition. Theoretically, at least, this is a 

democratic system based on the social contract 

between elected governors and governed voters . 

The source of power is therefore the people, an 

immanent non religious abstraction . The second 

option, on the other hand, is bifurcated: in fact, a 

more fundamentalist point of view, whose origin can 

be traced in Louis Hallõs writings, and that we can 

call the Warriorsõ Great Law has been opposed to 

the Handsome Lake Longhouse (or òoldó 

Confederacy) õs interpretation of the Great Law 

since the 1980s. Both the Handsome Lake 

Longhouseõs and the Warriorsõ interpretations of the 

Kainerekowa , however,  are based on a 

transcendent source of power, the Great Law as it 

was dictated by the Creator . The divine origin of 

legitimacy permeates the community as a body 

politic: hence, the rhetoric of consensus in the 

decisional process, because it is obvious that the 

members of the body cannot decide according to a 

majority rule in order to make the organism work 

smoothly.


