
ARTICLE

Deliberative democracy and historical perspectives
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Public deliberation has risen to the forefront of governance as a technique for increasing

participation in policy making. Scholars and practitioners have also noted the potential for

deliberation to give greater influence to historically marginalized populations, such as Indi-

genous peoples. However, there has been less attention paid to the potential fit between the

ideals of deliberation and the governance and decision making practices of American Indian

and Alaska Native (AI/AN) peoples. In this paper, we begin to address this gap by analyzing

accounts of AI/AN governance from the perspective of deliberation, and note areas of

overlap, synergy, and conflict. We conduct a close reading of key historical and ethnographic

accounts of four historical AI/AN contexts—the Iroquois Confederation under the Great Law

of Peace, 19th century accounts of the Ojibwa village, the Santa Clara Pueblo government in

pre-19th century, and Yup’ik village life in the early 20th century—and a more contemporary

case in the form of the Santa Clara Pueblo’s Constitution from the Indian Reorganization Act

period. We then apply two sets of key criteria for deliberative democracy—from the scholars

Robert Dahl and John Gastil—to these accounts and note the ways in which each system is or

is not congruent with these frameworks of deliberation. We find variations between these

historical tribal contexts in our analysis. Social components of deliberation, such as respectful

discussion and equal opportunities to participate, were partially or fully present in many

accounts of governance practices, but it was less clear whether the analytic components,

such as discussion of a range of solutions, were included in some forms of tribal governance.

We then explore the potential implications of our findings for public deliberation within and in

AI/AN tribes. We note that deliberative scholars and practitioners should be wary of over-

generalizing about AI/AN tribes.
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Introduction

The rise of public deliberation, in both research and politics,
inevitably raises questions about the origin and value of
deliberative democracy, especially in the presence of

competing political orders. While many have approached delib-
erative methods as tools potentially separable from their political
and philosophical underpinnings, it is important to acknowledge
their rootedness in this broader intellectual context, which shapes
the methods in crucial ways. Such inquiry is especially indicated
when we think about using these methods in the context of
American Indian and Alaska Native (AI/AN) communities,
where tribal entities regularly balance Indigenous and imposed
forms of governance. The relationship between traditional tribal
systems and democracy is of enduring interest, and both the
structure of the U.S. federal government (Jacobs, 1991) and the
centrality of liberty (Johansen, 1982) have been attributed to
Indigenous, rather than European sources. Our goal in this paper
is to examine historical accounts of governance and decision-
making in AI/AN communities to understand the fit between
these systems and contemporary articulations of public delib-
eration. Such an exercise is inevitably fraught with difficulties,
since even at the time such accounts were written, AI/AN com-
munities already had centuries of experience with European
colonialism, but we suggest that it remains useful as a way of
thinking through some of the challenges that can arise when
thinking about the uses of deliberation in AI/AN communities.
As Horn-Miller notes on the Haudenosaunee, a term used within
the Iroquois to refer to ‘people of the longhouse’, ‘Community
Decision Making Process itself is a bridge between old practices
and the modern world’ (2013, p. 113).

Public deliberation has risen to the forefront in governance
theory discourses in recent years both domestically (Gastil and
Levine, 2005; Nabatchi et al., 2013) and internationally (Carson
et al., 2013; Fishkin, 2009; Gastil and Levine, 2005; Souza, 2001),
and questions of culture have increasingly been engaged (Abdel-
Monem et al., 2010; Cronin and Ostergren, 2007). Exploring the
connection of deliberation and tribal discourses is not without
liabilities and we are wary of representing deliberation as either
wholly consistent with or wholly opposed to AI/AN traditions.
Such approaches fail to engage the complexities of both historical
and contemporary AI/AN communities (Valadez, 2010; Sayre,
2000). In the past, when scholars used essentialism like “AI/AN
peoples are more inclined to be ‘X’ than non-Native peoples” as a
point of departure, the direction of the ensuing debate has not
always been productive. Take, for instance, the longstanding
debates over whether or not AI/AN peoples are or were more
environmentally inclined compared to other ethnic groups (see
Cronon, 1983; Kerch, 1999; Nadasdy, 2005; Orr and Ruppanner,
2016; Reo and Whyte, 2011; White, 1995). Other debates in
scholarship include whether or not AI/AN peoples were more
inclined to socialism (see Dunbar-Ortiz, 2015; Pinel, 2007) or
political and social harmony (see Orr, 2017), or whether
“sovereignty” was a concept appropriate for AI/AN peoples (see
Alfred, 1999; Cobb, 2005; Barker, 2005). Debates about the role of
deliberation in reinforcing tradition, solidifying stereotypes, or
even expanding colonial authority have their place, but the pur-
pose of this manuscript lies elsewhere. Rather, we present key
components of public deliberation to explore how these might
relate to historic and contemporary accounts of specific AI/AN
governance practices.

Scholarly accounts and popular conceptions of AI/AN culture
suggest a spirit of deliberation at the core of political processes
found in many Indigenous North American communities—an
interest in building consensus, for example, and the importance
of talking through political conflict (see Horn-Miller, 2013 for a
tribally specific example and Mohawk, 1978 for an international

example). As deliberation has become increasingly salient in
community governance scholarship and practice, including in AI/
AN communities and in contexts involving AI/AN peoples (see,
for example, von der Porten et al., 2015; Raymond-Yakoubian
and Daniel, 2018), it is useful to consider how the principles of
deliberation may reflect similar principles informing public dialog
in AI/AN communities. At the same time, there may be impor-
tant tensions between deliberation and some AI/AN community
discussion practices. Additionally, the diversity of governance
practices in tribes means that we cannot speak of distinct AI/AN
communities as a single group with an identical set of commu-
nication practices. Furthermore, the imposition of non-
indigenous governance structures on many tribes through the
Indian Reorganization Act (IRA) in the 1930s could further
complicate the relationship between AI/AN governance practices
and the ideals of deliberative democracy, much like how gov-
ernance structures like the U.S. Constitution do not always
encourage deliberation in practice (Dahl, 1989). A deeper analysis
of the variety of AI/AN tribal governance practices may help us
understand areas of synergy and conflict between historical
conceptions of AI/AN public deliberation and notions of public
deliberation, as well as the potential consequences to deliberation
when transitioning away from older forms of governance. By
doing this, we hope to illustrate the complexity of connecting
deliberation with the variety of AI/AN tribal governance practices
and what that might mean for community engagement within AI/
AN contexts.

In this paper, we briefly define some key principles of public
deliberation and apply them to several AI/AN contexts, including
four descriptions of historical AI/AN political practices—the
Iroquois Confederation under the Great Law of Peace, 19th
century accounts of the Ojibwa village, the Santa Clara Pueblo
government in pre-19th century, and Yup’ik village life in the
early 20th century—as well as a more contemporary case in
the form of the Santa Clara Pueblo’s Constitution (developed in
the 1930s). We describe whether and how each of these examples
relate to several criteria that are important for deliberation (as
defined by two notable scholars of democracy, Dahl and Gastil),
and note ways that contemporary definitions of deliberation can
miss notable democratic ideals present in AI/AN governance. We
also discuss the implications of our analysis for present-day
efforts to implement deliberative approaches in AI/AN commu-
nities. Some important caveats are necessary at this point: First,
for the reasons discussed above, we do not intend for these cases
to represent all contemporary practices or AI/AN peoples, and
certainly not a generalized notion of AI/AN governance, nor do
we try to represent any particular aspect of the practices described
here as either traditional or non-traditional. Second, we are not
claiming to provide a definitive account of governance practices
in the cases we present. Rather, we are interested in describing a
sampling of the variety of AI/AN governance practices across
place and time as allowed by admittedly limited historical and
ethnographic accounts as a stimulus to critical reflection of the
extension of models of public deliberation into new cultural and
political settings.

Deliberative theory and deliberation processes
To guide our analysis of AI/AN discussion practices, in this
section we review relevant scholarship on deliberative democracy
and provide an overview of two models of democratic decision
making from the U.S.—one a more general theory of a demo-
cratic process advanced by political theorist Robert Dahl, and the
other a more specific model of the practice of public deliberation
developed by deliberative scholar John Gastil. In addition, we
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provide a brief overview of scholarship on deliberation and AI/
AN peoples, and note opportunities for further conceptual
development in the research and practice occurring in these areas.

Political deliberation has connections to numerous theories of
democracy and governance, from those developed by classical
philosophers like John Locke (1690) and John Stuart Mill (1859)
to ideas advanced by more modern scholars like John Rawls
(2005) and Jürgen Habermas (1996). Some of this work has taken
a macro-level approach, focusing on how political systems may
facilitate or inhibit deliberation in the public sphere (Tocqueville,
1835; Cohen, 1997; Goi, 2005; Habermas, 1996; Knobloch, 2011).
Other scholars have investigated meso-level and micro-level
factors, such as the roles of political practices, organizations,
groups, and individuals doing the work of deliberation (Nabatchi
et al., 2013; Carcasson and Sprain, 2016), which is the approach
we have taken in this paper. This research has examined delib-
eration in both formal and informal settings—that is, how
deliberation can be facilitated through formalized structures
(often written) and practices (Carson et al., 2013; Fagotto and
Fung, 2006; Gastil and Levine, 2005), as well as the deliberative
nature of discussion and dialog practices that occur in less for-
malized and naturally occurring settings (Eveland et al., 2011;
Jacobs et al., 2009; Marques and Maia, 2010; Reedy et al., 2016;
Wojcieszak and Mutz, 2009).

Deliberative democracy has risen in prominence in recent years
in the U.S. and around the world, both as an area of scholarly
investigation (Cohen, 1997; Habermas, 1996; Gastil, 2004) and a
method of public engagement (Nabatchi et al., 2013). Public
managers, political leaders, and citizens are increasingly recog-
nizing the value of involving citizens and community stake-
holders, including historically marginalized populations, in public
decision-making processes (Carson et al., 2013; Lukensmeyer,
2013). In many cases, that involvement is taking the form of
deliberative public engagement (Fung and Wright, 2003; Gastil
and Levine, 2005; Karpowitz and Raphael, 2014; Nabatchi et al.,
2013). Deliberative processes can produce policy decisions that
are better grounded in citizen interests and values (Carson and
Hartz-Karp, 2005; Fishkin, 2009; Gastil, 2004; O’Doherty and
Burgess, 2009; Ratner, 2005) and can positively influence elec-
tions and other larger-scale political processes (Carson et al.,
2013; Gastil et al., 2018). In addition, deliberative public
engagement can improve citizens’ trust in political processes
(Knobloch and Gastil, 2015) and increase the legitimacy of
decisions (Richards and Gastil, 2015).

As deliberation has become a more common form of public
engagement, it has taken on many varied forms, from small
gatherings like citizen juries (Knobloch et al., 2013) to larger
groups like citizen assemblies (Ratner, 2005) and deliberative
polls (Fishkin, 2009), and from brief gatherings lasting a day or
less (Lukensmeyer, 2013; Ryfe, 2006) to extended events lasting
several days or even longer (Carson et al., 2013; Daniels and
Walker, 2001). However, many of the underlying tenets of
deliberation are shared across these different formats. In the
following section, we describe two notable theoretical frameworks
that guide deliberative engagement.

Two frameworks for understanding deliberation:
Dahl and Gastil
One notable political theorist, Robert Dahl (1989), has advanced a
model for democratic processes that contains key concepts that
inform many models of public deliberation. For our analysis
below, we consolidate Dahl’s criteria into three key areas: inclu-
sion, opportunities for participation, and enlightened under-
standing (see also, Gastil, 2008). First, Dahl’s model is grounded
in inclusion: a democratic process should include essentially all

adults within the body politic, Dahl argues. For a process to be
considered sufficiently inclusive, it must allow for the participa-
tion of every adult governed by the decisions made within that
democratic process, except for those with severe mental disability.

Democratic processes should also give citizens effective and
sufficient opportunities to participate in the process. For Dahl,
these opportunities must extend beyond the ability to vote to
include opportunities to debate and discuss issues under con-
sideration. Although Dahl’s model is less focused on discussion
than is Benjamin Barber’s conception of democracy (1984), it
does emphasize the importance of enabling citizens to express
their views and question those of others. Dahl also argues that
citizens should be allowed to shape the political agenda by
bringing important questions up for consideration, rather than
the agenda simply being driven by political elites. In addition,
citizens should be given the opportunity to vote on those issues
with equality of voting power at the decisive stage of decision
making. Dahl argues that preceding stages could privilege some
voices to ensure their equal consideration overall—that is,
underrepresented or marginalized citizens could be given greater
weight at certain stages, as long as equal voting power is retained
at the decisive stage.

The third major criterion in Dahl’s model is enlightened under-
standing. Under this criterion, processes should allow people to get
adequate information about issues and prospective choices, and
about the potential consequences of different policy outcomes for
themselves and others. People should also be able to connect those
choices to their underlying values and conceptions of the public
good. Dahl is intentionally vague in describing how exactly this
should work, to allow for different ways for citizens to learn about
and analyze political issues. The implication of his criterion is that
citizens would be well served to engage in thoughtful reflection and
analysis of policy choices, perhaps guided by discussion with their
fellow citizens and other forms of information gathering, which is
strongly aligned with the ideals of public deliberation.

There are more specific theoretical models than Dahl’s for
public deliberation. One such framework advanced by John Gastil
(2008) identifies the analytic components of deliberation, which
focus on information about issues and relevant analysis of them,
and the social components of deliberation, which are concerned
with the behavior of citizens and interactions between them as
they deliberate. Gastil defines deliberation as a process of an
inclusive gathering of people engaged in thoughtful discussion
and analysis of an issue, often guided by a moderator or facil-
itator, resulting in a well-reasoned decision or set of shared
findings (Burkhalter et al., 2002; Gastil, 2008). Gastil’s framework
for deliberation is supported by other scholarship that has iden-
tified several communicative and cognitive behaviors that help
make up a deliberative process of discussion and decision making
(Cohen, 1997; Mansbridge et al., 2006).

In Gastil’s framework, the analytic process focuses on how
deliberative participants understand information and arguments
during a gathering. The analytic components under this framework
include building a strong base of information; identifying the key
values at stake; discussing a range of potential solutions; weighing
the pros, cons, and tradeoffs of those solutions; and applying one’s
values and knowledge in making a decision. All four of these
components are in keeping with the deliberative ideals of having a
process with a thorough analysis of information and viewpoints
(Burkhalter et al., 2002). Much like Dahl’s framework above, Gastil’s
model notes the importance of people fully understanding their
prospective policy choices through gathering and analyzing infor-
mation, and by connecting that information or knowledge to their
underlying values and conceptions of public good.

Equally important under Gastil’s framework are the social
components of deliberation. These components emphasize the
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key social qualities that should guide a deliberative gathering.
These components include respect for other participants at the
gathering, equal opportunity for all to participate during the
discussion, ensuring mutual comprehension among all partici-
pants, and the consideration of others’ ideas and experiences.
Ensuring mutual comprehension and encouraging consideration
of others’ ideas and experiences are grounded in the deliberative
ideal of establishing a dialog that helps bridge gaps between
citizens with sometimes disparate views (Burkhalter et al., 2002).
Respect for other participants and equal opportunity to partici-
pate are important for establishing an egalitarian process of
interaction between citizens, a key aspect of deliberation as noted
by Cohen (1997). These social process components are also
analogous to some aspects of Dahl’s model, such as the inclusion
of all citizen voices, equality of participation opportunity, and
thoughtful consideration of others’ perspectives.

It is important to note that although the frameworks from Dahl
and Gastil place some importance on a group or society reaching a
decision, not all conceptions of public deliberation are oriented
toward such outcomes. For instance, some deliberative processes
are aimed at highlighting areas of agreement shared by at least
some of the participants as well as important areas of disagree-
ment; those points of agreement and discord become the output of
a deliberative forum and may be used to guide further discussion
and policy making (O’Doherty and Burgess, 2009). Deliberation
scholars have also argued that deliberative processes can be viewed
as part of a cycle of inquiry and problem solving within a parti-
cular community, rather than a linear process in which a forum is
created and decides before being disbanded (Carcasson and
Sprain, 2016). In this model, deliberative forums help a commu-
nity analyze potential solutions and also identify tensions between
competing values and conflicting priorities. Communities are then
able to use these findings to develop strategies for collaborative
action, which may in turn lead to additional deliberative forums to
refine and implement those strategies (Carcasson and Sprain,
2016). Still other scholars and practitioners in the realm of public
engagement have noted the value of processes of dialog, which are
often oriented toward building understanding between partici-
pants, rather than producing joint decisions and shared findings
(Britt and Smithberger, 2018; Carson, 2011; Cramer and Walsh,
2007; Davidson and Moses, 2012; Judkins, 2012).

Work on deliberation in AI/AN populations
Understanding deliberation in minority political and ethnic
groups is not without precedent. Though some studies have
looked at the challenges that ethnic and cultural heterogeneity
posed to deliberative practices (see Mendelberg and Oleske, 2000;
Makariev, 2013 or De La Fuente, 2013 for instance), other studies
have looked at ethnic, cultural, and religious minority popula-
tions’ deliberative practices. Molina-Markham (2014), for
instance, looked at Quaker meeting groups and their notion of
interaction. Lundmark and Matti (2015) used the management of
wildlife to see the effects of Saami (Indigenous Scandinavians)
deliberative practices on ecological outcomes. Wheatley (2003)
explores the appeal of deliberative decision making for ethnically
and culturally marginalized groups as a means of integrating their
political voice into representative systems. Rockloff and Lockie
(2006) found that deliberative approaches to decision making
among Indigenous Australians over shared natural resources with
non-Indigenous populations was a promising model but required
a specific emphasis on collective capacity.

Research involving AI/AN populations is of growing interest in
the field of deliberation. This comes from perhaps a longstanding
sense that AI/AN peoples’ governance is grounded in clan or
tribal groups and, therefore, local (see Valadez, 2010 or Horn-

Miller, 2013 on AI/AN community decision-making). Certainly,
worIvison,ks in anthropology have focused on how AI/AN peo-
ples seemed to be inclined to discuss decisions of importance to
the group at a local scale (see Lansing, 2007 for coordination and
Horn-Miller, 2013 for appropriateness). Though local, AI/AN
governance could also be quite complex and akin to something
larger, such as the Iroquois Confederacy. Both Benjamin Franklin
and Thomas Jefferson, among others, noted the ability of the
Iroquois to link village level interests to large scale collectives (see
Jacobs, 1991 for a discussion of “Founding Fathers” interest in
American Indian governance).

In addition to literature on deliberation that is internal to
Indigenous governance is a larger literature on AI/AN peoples’
inclusion in deliberation centered around non-Indigenous
populations (e.g. Carson et al., 2013). Ivison (2010) explores the
use of deliberative democracy and reconciliation between Indi-
genous and non-Indigenous populations. Whereas most delib-
erative forums focus on appropriate action for the future, Ivison
explores the use of such forums for retrospective approaches to
past injustices and argues such forums may offer greater legiti-
macy and stability from the perspective of minorities. MacGinty
(2008) has looked at AI/AN notions of creating peace in contrast
with Western notions. Valadez (2010) considers deliberation as a
way to manage post-violence negotiations between Indigenous
Mexicans and government around resource use. In the Canadian
context, von der Porten and de Loë (2013) look at how Indi-
genous peoples might be brought into collaborative agreements
over water resources. Latimore et al. (2017) discuss the use of
deliberation to control Indigenous public spheres among Indi-
genous Australians. A study that has not been carried out is to
test the presence of deliberative practices across several Indi-
genous peoples and examine cross-cultural variation. As delib-
erative forms of public engagement have proven beneficial for
many communities and for marginalized peoples, it bears asking
how deliberative principles and Indigenous governance practices
may connect and conflict.

Cases
To develop a better understanding of how AI/AN communities may
have engaged in deliberative democratic engagements, we selected
governance systems in four tribal contexts and then look at a more
generic tribal constitution from the IRA in the 1930s that many AI/
AN tribes use today. These tribes and governance systems are the
Iroquois Confederacy’s founding document Kayanerenkó:wa (“The
Great Law of Peace”) that dates to the 13th century, Yup’ik peoples’
governance practices according to modern accounts of early 20th
century village life, Ojibwa peoples’ conception of village politics in
the 19th century, and both an account of the Pueblo of Santa Clara’s
traditional religious governance system and its IRA-era constitution.
We selected these tribal governance systems as examples in lieu of
proposing to conceptualize the entire “Indigenous experience” or a
notion of “Indigenous governance,” which is too large and varied to
make claims to regarding its deliberative nature in an entirety. This
sample is non-representative (though it does vary by region, context,
and time period) and we have selected published accounts for
sources on these governing systems, with a focus on original texts
and on authors who rely directly on indigenous sources or are
indigenous themselves. Given the qualitative nature of this study that
relies upon five cases, we rely upon a medium-number (N) approach
outlined by Rihoux and Ragin (2003). Though most social science
research utilizes either small-N qualitative studies to gather a greater
understanding of depth and nuance, or large-N quantitative studies
to chart patterns and associations, our aims lie in appreciating the
scope of variation possible in recorded deliberative practices. Given
our aims and the fact that our “data,” in the form of accounts of AI/
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AN deliberation, do not lend themselves to “coding” in a numerical
sense, this study fits within the case study method and comparative
method as outlined by Lijphart (1971). We are not trying to exclude
rival explications as we are not offering an explanatory claim as to
the causes or effects of deliberative practices in AI/AN that a large-N
study would offer. Nor are we attempting to generate a hypothesis
that small-N studies would offer. Rather, we are following similar
works in Native studies (see Cornell and Gil-Swedberg, 1995; Lerma,
2012) that use medium-N approaches to governance.

We hope by exploring five AI/AN governing systems, even a
sample that is non-representative and not comprehensive or
comprised of complete accounts, through the lens of deliberation
will illustrate some of the variation found over time. What
emerges in this analysis is (a) that tribal governance systems
might differ from conceptions of deliberation as it is defined by
western sources; (b) the epistemic doubt and difficulties involved
in comparing tribal governing systems along the lines of delib-
eration; and (c) that a simple typology of deliberative versus non-
deliberative practices may be insufficient as tribal governance
systems we analyzed in some ways fit the criteria of deliberation
by Dahl and Gastil and in some ways do not.

Haudenosaunee (Iroquois) Confederacy and the Kayanerenkó:
wa (“The Great Law of Peace”). The Iroquois peoples or Hau-
denosaunee (which is typically translated as “People of the
Longhouse” though other translations include “they are making a
house” (Williams, 2018)) are a political, cultural, and linguistic
group that mostly reside today in upstate New York and Canada.
The political organization of the Haudenosaunee, also known as
the Iroquois Confederacy, was originally comprised of the
Cayuga, Seneca, Mohawk, Onondaga, and Oneida tribes, with the
late addition of the Tuscarora around 1722 (Morgan, 1901;
Sturtevant et al., 1978). The Six Nations of the Iroquois Con-
federacy offered both a military alliance and system of govern-
ance, used originally to “resist the pressure of contiguous nations”
(Morgan, 1901) and to strategically pursue collective political and
economic interests. Thought to be established as early as the 15th
century (CE), the Haudenosaunee Confederacy was codified by
wampum in the Great Law of Peace (Kayanerenkó:wa) and
included 177 articles. As a governance system, its design was to
reduce conflict and increase coordination among Haudenosaunee
people and is considered to be a possible inspiration for the
American Constitution (Jacobs, 1991).

The governance system created by the Great Law of Peace
delegated responsibilities between representatives of tribes who
were referred to as hoyaneh, which can be translated as “caretaker
of the peace” or “counselor of the people” (Harris and Johnson,
2009). Hoyaneh from each of the tribes were assembled at a
council and hosted by the Onondaga whose role were the “fire
keepers”. These councils decided upon what policies could be
taken by the Confederacy, though each nation maintained its own
independence and autonomous interests; “the crowning feature of
the League”, as stated in the enduring ethnographic accounts of
Lewis Henry Morgan, “was the perfect independence and
individuality of the national sovereignties, in the midst of a
central and embracing government, which presented such a
cemented exterior that its subdivisions would scarcely have been
discovered in the general transactions of the League” (Morgan,
1901). No meeting was legal unless delegations from each tribe
were present. Each convened council selected a speaker for the
day from the Mohawk, Onondaga, or Seneca tribe (not the
Oneida or Cayuga). Decisions were introduced into the council
and need to be approved by Hoyaneh from each tribe, in
consultation with their respective tribes. Within this system,
women (clan mothers) were charged with selecting or removing

of Hoyaneh during times of transition (Jacobs, 1991). The
Confederacy coordinated the collective interests of the Iroquois
until the Revolutionary War, when the political turbulence of the
late 18th century prompted political divisions within the
Confederacy causing each tribe to pursue their own interests.
The Revolution contributed to the dispersal of the Confederacy
across national borders, and it continued to take on new political
roles and adopt new decision-making mechanisms relevant to
differences in reservation life experienced by each tribe (Fowler,
2007; Tooker, 1978; Weaver, 1984) (See Simpson, 2014 for an
ethnographic account of the Kahnawà:ke Mohawks’ historical
and contemporary struggle to articulate and maintain political
sovereignty or Crawford, 1994 for conceptualization of Iroquois
Confederacy in an international relations framework).

Yup’ik village historical governance. The Yup’ik people are an
Alaska Native population with a traditional homeland in south-
western Alaska, in a region several hundred miles west of
Anchorage, where the Yukon and Kuskokwim rivers empty into
the Bering Sea. Until the 20th century, Yup’ik life was centered in
small family villages and nomadic camps in the lowlands of
southwestern Alaska based around seasonal hunting, fishing, and
foraging (Ayunerak et al., 2014). Though life for the Yup’ik
people, or Yupiit, has changed in recent years, many in the
community have expressed interest in preserving knowledge and
understanding of the traditional Yup’ik way of life, and much of
the population still lives in small communities in the
Yukon–Kuskokwim Delta region.

Accounts of Yup’ik life in the recent past provided by
community elders, Yup’ik scholars, and anthropologists help
illustrate how the Yup’ik people govern village life and
interactions with visitors from other villages and outsiders from
non-Yup’ik cultures (Ayunerak et al., 2014; Fienup-Riordan,
1994, 2005, 2012; Hensel, 1996; Jacobson and Alaska Native
Language Center, 1998; Napoleon et al., 1996). Villages were
typically led by one person or a handful of people, generally
village elders, who through a process of consensus and
deliberation, made decisions of importance for the village, and
who were seen as drivers and educators for the rest of the
community. Leaders typically made initial decisions on their own,
but decisions were finalized only after discussion with the
community in the qasgi or qasgiq, the communal men’s house,
and by presenting their plans and discussing with the other
people in the village (Fienup-Riordan, 2005). Qasgiq is also a
term that represents a process of collective discussion and action
that persists in contemporary Yup’ik life, even as the physical
structures of qasgiq may not (Rasmus et al., 2019).1

Social hierarchy played a role in determining who was involved
in leading villages, but people who put in the effort to take part in
community events and gatherings could be included in future
decisions (Fienup-Riordan, 2005, p. 201), as were young people
who were seen as particularly gifted or wise. Yup’ik villages were
primarily led by men, but in some villages women elders were
included in decisions as well. Unity was especially important in
Yup’ik village life: community members were expected (though
not forced) to go along with decisions once they were finalized,
and in general, villages aimed to be harmonious and avoid
excessive conflict (Fienup-Riordan, 2005; Rasmus et al., 2019). In
general, Yup’ik society was “fundamentally relational rather than
individualistic” (Fienup-Riordan, 2005, p. 55), which played an
important role in village governance practices and the relative
value of collective and individual interests.

Santa Clara Pueblo governance (pre and post-IRA constitu-
tion). Located in the central northern part of New Mexico, the
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Santa Clara Pueblo is part of the Pueblo cultural and Tewa lin-
guistic group that are mostly clustered around the Rio Grande.
Santa Clara, along with most Pueblos, were colonized first by the
Spanish in the 16th century. Despite brutal subjection, most
Pueblo tribes were not removed or relocated from their estab-
lished villages, though the Spanish consolidated smaller villages
into larger ones. The communal nature of the pueblo, as well as
notions of their self-sufficiency (which was related to their lack of
removal), later became inspirations for the re-emphasis of tribal
politics in federal Indian policy (Kelly, 1983).

Pueblo governance has been the subject of scholarly study since
the mid-20th century (Ortiz, 1969; also see Hill and Lange, 1982 for
an ethnographic account of Santa Clara Pueblo political organiza-
tion). Dozier (1966), who was himself a Tewa Indian from Santa
Clara Pueblo, wrote about the hierarchical and religious nature of
pueblo political order. Most pueblos have a cacique or civil
leadership (compared to military leadership) who is decided upon
by the leaders within the pueblo. In Santa Clara, before a political
schism in the 1890s (Dozier, 1966; Hill and Lange, 1982), there were
two cacique who traded control of the village affairs every 6 months.
In 1935, tribes, including the Santa Clara, were pressured to
incorporate written constitutions (often from a national template) as
their foundation governing text. This constitution reorganized
government in Santa Clara and developed a system that had an
executive branch (Governor and Lieutenant Governor elected by
adult tribal members) and legislative (eight Council Representatives
elected by adult tribal members). The cacique still manage religious
affairs for the tribe, but formalized political leadership was voted
upon by adult tribal members.

Ojibwa and 19th century accounts of village politics. The
Ojibwa peoples are part of the Anishinabek cultural group and
Algonquin language family. Their traditional homeland was the
Great Lakes region at the time of contact with Europeans and
many still live in their traditional territories in the United States
and Canada. Individual Ojibwa Nations, as defined by federal
recognition, are located in Wisconsin or Minnesota, with the
latter being those groups that were forced to move west in the
mid-19th century under relocation policies. Older governance
practices were based primarily at the village level (Miller, 2010).
These older practices are outlined in both Ojibwe oral traditions,
language and outsider accounts of political life in Ojibwe com-
munities in the 19th century, and is knowledge that has been
passed down in the communities themselves (Miller, 2010).

Accounts of Ojibwa political life comprised villages, which
often had several hundred members, and a larger alliance system
across villages. At the level of village, male ogimaa were the
hereditary leaders and below them were the gichi-anishinaabeg
(headmen) of each family who formed something like a council of
village families. Outside of ritual or ceremony, neither the ogimaa
or the gichi-anishinaabeg dressed differently than other Ojibwa
(Miller, 2010, p. 77). Despite hierarchy in this system, accounts of
village-level governance practices emphasized the degree to which
consensus was necessary and generated through deliberation.
“[O]gimaa seldom made decisions without consulting the gichi-
anishinaabeg of each family lineage,” according the Miller (2010,
p. 104). This seems to be a system of consultation that often
frustrated outsiders as a fur trader noted of the Ojibwa “[they]
rarely make their answers til the day after they have heard the
arguments offered.” A consensus was expected within delibera-
tions as the ogimaa had to be vigilant that he spoke for the agreed
upon village when negotiating with outsiders. In this system,
voices in tribal meetings were listened to by the ogimaa. We do
not know what discretion the ogimaa had, but major decisions
required defined roles and member consensus.

Exploratory analysis
The results of our analysis of these historical accounts appears in
the following section, and are summarized in Table 1.

Iroquois case. In the case of the Iroquois, the Great Law of Peace
partially satisfied the criteria of inclusion and participation
opportunities. Hoyaneh, whose powers were joint and co-exten-
sive, were representatives of each nation within the confederacy.
As part of a political class that had a more powerful political voice
than other tribal members, Hoyaneh represented the great
deliberative body of the League whose role was to be “counselor
of the people” (Morgan, 1901). Discussions at the Great Council
of the League were limited to men of elite status, and these
individuals were carefully chosen through a process of localized
decision making within individual tribes of the Confederacy.
Though other men and all women were excluded from discus-
sions themselves, they played roles in processes leading up to the
Great Council discussions. The discussions held by the Hoyaneh
were also consistent with the social components of deliberation
that focus on respect and position. The social position of Hoyaneh
also required them to consider how the potential actions by the
Council affected their clan, tribe, and the larger Confederacy,
which is very much in line with Gastil’s conception of the analytic
components of deliberation. This broad mindedness was also
temporal and required Hoyaneh to consider future generations—
as far as seven ahead—in their deliberation (Graham, 2008).

Yup’ik case. For the Yup’ik people, accounts of village-level
deliberation suggest it was inclusive, but discussions primarily
involved male elders first, followed by discussions with other men
in the village; however, women and particularly bright young
people were included in some cases, and women sometimes
served as village leaders. These discussions seemed to meet the
criterion of participation opportunities: Leaders typically shared
their thoughts with village residents on important decisions faced
by the communities, and residents could comment but likely
mostly listened. The Yup’ik worldview, which is strongly groun-
ded in compassion and understanding for others, seems to be key
to many community decisions; speakers supported their state-
ments by citing the Yup’ik moral code, traditional narratives, and
natural and spiritual signs (e.g., the disappearance of game ani-
mals), as well as statements about what they have personally
witnessed. In addition, group discussions continued until the
village was of one mind about a decision, suggesting that people
were given adequate time to reflect on decisions. As noted above,
the central location for deliberative discussions to take place was
the qasgi or qasgiq, the men’s communal house, and an expec-
tation there was for discussions to be respectful and to allow for
the voicing of many different views, in keeping with the social
components of deliberation described by Gastil. There were some
described norms in the accounts of village discussion around
analytic expectations in deliberations; decisions were to be care-
fully arrived upon, and as noted above these discussions relied
upon a range of different kinds of evidence and support,
including personal experience, the community’s moral code,
spiritual beliefs, and traditional narratives.

Santa Clara Pueblo (pre- and post-IRA) cases. Accounts of pre-
IRA governance practices in the Santa Clara Pueblo did not
emphasize inclusion or participation opportunities, nor the social
components of deliberation. There were no expectations that
community members deliberate over community decisions openly.
But leaders were supposed to maintain and work in accordance
with Tewa cultural and religious values, which can be linked to the
criteria of enlightened understanding and analytic components.
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Accounts of governance outlined by the Santa Clara Pueblo’s
IRA Constitution show mixed results regarding inclusion and
participation opportunities. Under the IRA Constitution adult
tribal members could vote and it is likely politics were discussed
openly. The social and analytic components of deliberation are
less clear in these accounts; the language of the IRA Constitution
has no explicit requirements for discussion to occur in ways that
are in line with Gastil’s criteria.

Ojibwa case. From accounts of 19th century Ojibwa village pol-
itics, young people were excluded from discussions around
important decisions. Leaders were expected to call meetings when
decisions affected the village, therefore there were opportunities
for participation. Accounts suggest that leaders were expected to
follow expectations for enlightened understanding towards the
benefit of the group and instantiate analytic components of
deliberation. At the inter-tribal level, leaders were required to
maintain mutual respect but it is unclear that village level dis-
cussions had similar expectation or observed the social compo-
nents of deliberation.

Overall patterns. Multiple themes emerge from the interaction of
key components of notions of public deliberation and AI/AN
governance practices. Variation along tribes is clear with some
traditional governance practices resembling components of public
deliberation more than others. For instance, the Iroquois Con-
federacy had multiple overlaps with aspects of public deliberation
as outlined by Dahl and Gastil. The Iroquois Confederacy met
criteria for two components and partially satisfied another two of
the components key to public deliberation. Santa Clara Pueblo
governance, as described by Norcini (2005), on the other hand
did not have many attributes specified for public deliberation.
None of the accounts we explored were fully in line with delib-
eration, nor did any of them show a complete absence of dis-
cussion components desired by deliberative theorists.

Most accounts of tribal governance practices included
participation opportunities. Only the Santa Clara systems, both
“traditional” and IRA Constitutional, showed a lack of the
incorporation of participation opportunities as emphasized in
public deliberative theory. Social components of deliberation were
present in many of the accounts. This is in sharp contrast to the
analytic components, with few accounts of traditional governance
systems (or IRA) emphasizing this quality of public deliberation.

A sharp contrast between tribes appears on specific compo-
nents. Yup’ik allow for the inclusion of some young people into
discussions. In accounts of Ojibwa, young people are excluded
from actively participating in deliberation. Whether the contract
be on the overall presence of public deliberation components in
historical accounts of tribal discussion practices (highly present in
Iroquois and not Santa Clara Pueblo) or specific factors, such as
the inclusion or exclusion of youth (Yup’ik in contrast to Ojibwa),
the variation has important implications for thinking about who
to include in a discussion process and why.

Discussion and implications
It is clear that AI/AN governance varies considerably based on
analysis of multiple deliberative criteria. Why governance practices
vary is undoubtedly an important question but outside of the goals
of this paper. However, this variation raises several implications for
public deliberation in AI/AN communities. First and foremost, we
should not hastily generalize about the ubiquity of deliberation as a
component of tribal governance. Though aspects of this perspective
might be true for certain groups such as the historical example of the
Iroquois, it is not for others such as the account of traditional Santa
Clara government. While most of these accounts emphasize limited

inclusion and participation, all emphasize the priority of enlightened
understanding through the need to consider decisions with respect
to the communal values as established by the group. Interestingly, it
is the IRA government that fails to meet most of the criteria for
deliberative democracy, despite its ostensible origins in the demo-
cratic ideals of the U.S. As IRA-formed tribal governments use
similar templates (Lemont, 2006), it is likely that shifts to this system
at least decreased the formalized background of governing institu-
tions away from rather than toward deliberation (see Biolsi, 1998).
This shift away from deliberation in IRA constitutions fits with
extant research on the movement away from older forms of gov-
ernance that were more inclusive in other ways. For instance, Lerma
(2014) found that adopting IRA constitutions were followed by a
shift away from the inclusion of female tribal members toward a
tribal politics that was more male. Whether greater male control of
politics and the diminishment of older forms of deliberation are a
part of the same feature is unknown but more work research should
be undertaken on this relationship as lower political participation by
women is associated with authoritarianism (see Fish, 2002).

We should be wary of oversimplifying the practices of AI/AN
peoples, which has been a long-standing tradition in American
popular culture and academic scholarship (see Sayre, 2000). What
this analysis suggests is that it is inaccurate to equate AI/AN
governance and traditional practices with modern Western
practices of deliberation as described in this article. In the same
way that extant research has found variation in tribes according
to the appropriateness of concepts like sovereignty (Alfred, 1999),
ecological stewardship (Krech, 1999), political and social har-
mony (Orr, 2017), or socialism (Barsh, 1988), the congruity of
deliberation to AI/AN communities depends on the community
and context. In some cases, as described by Horn-Miller (2013)
and the current manuscript about the Iroquois Confederacy,
deliberation as envisioned by Gastil and Dahl might work within
traditional governance practices or at least merge with them.
Therefore, there may be many points of synergy between delib-
erative principles as understood by Western scholars and AI/AN
governance practices. In pursuing this line of research, we should
be wary of the two traps of Western or non-native populations
interacting with AI/AN communities, which are understanding
principles of public deliberation as either a “natural fit” for, or a
colonial expectation grafted onto Native communities.

Just as AI/AN governing practices are not uniform across mul-
tiple tribes, even individual tribes are heterogeneous and involve
members with differing perspectives. Deliberation practitioners and
researchers should be aware of the variation within as well as
between tribes. For example, tribal members may vary on levels of
interest in tribal politics, community engagement, and the degree to
which their identity or sense of self is informed by tribal mem-
bership. Using demographic data, Nagel (1996) identifies national
level variation of those who identify as AI/AN. Tribes are often
diverse and comprised of multiple experiences and variation in that
experience. Tribal members differ in adherence to contemporary or
older political governance practices. When designing deliberative
forms of engagement in tribal communities, practitioners may wish
to consider different kinds of processes that can best address the
social topography of diverse communities (see, for example,
Strickland et al., 1999). For instance, some forms of deliberation
may be better suited for dealing with groups dealing with long-
standing conflict (see, for example, Fishkin, 2009; Ugarriza and
Caluwaerts, 2014), whereas others could better address cultural
variation or geographic separation within a community (Fagotto
and Fung, 2006; Karpowitz et al., 2009; Lukensmeyer, 2013; Siu and
Stanisevski, 2013).

In light of the growing interest in deliberation as a method of
public engagement, one important contribution of this explora-
tory analysis is helping scholars and practitioners be aware of
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potential challenges of deliberation in AI/AN communities. This
supports previous research by Young (2002) and Sanders (1997),
for instance, that suggest that community dynamics and societal
privilege must be taken into account in organizing systems of
public discussion and decision making (also, see Chambers, 2003;
Hickerson and Gastil, 2008; Walmsley, 2010). Neither scholars
nor those facilitating deliberation with AI/AN communities can
safely rely upon deliberation falling within AI/AN governance
practices for all AI/AN communities or in the same way. By using
Dahl and Gastil’s framework we also see that elements such as
enlightened understanding and the analytic components of
deliberation might have more emphasis than opportunities for
participation and inclusion.

A major complication for implementation of deliberation is the
degree to which a tribe or community, or the diverse group of
individuals who comprise it, might be governed by different
systems of governance. This is a difficult thing to know and more
difficult to ask because it is embedded within power, conflict and
potential cultural loss in AI/AN communities. A limitation in this
paper is a dearth of empirical research on contemporary gov-
ernance and its relationship to traditional practices. Public
deliberation researchers and practitioners should inquire as to
what social and cultural structures bearing on deliberation might
exist. For instance, it might be worth researching whether the
perspectives of young people or elders are valued differently than
the rest of the population, as in the case of the Ojibwa and Yup’ik
who differed along these lines of inclusion. In some contexts,
those variations may be explicitly political and translate to dif-
ferent levels of participation, whereas in others they may be based
on social and cultural norms. Another example of the differences
between inclusion based on formal or constitutional practices
versus social norms is that of membership and deference. If you
look at tribal constitutions, any tribal member 18 or above would
be equal for the purposes of contribution to a discussion, but it
would be wrong to assume this in many cases, as elders or clan
leaders are given greater deference in the context of deliberation.
In addition, the effects of settler colonialism on AI/AN commu-
nities persist today in myriad ways that can affect deliberative
engagement methods. For example, an AI/AN tribe without a
land base may have less capacity for participating in deliberative
discussions about land use and natural resource management.

Conclusion
This article has several limitations. The cases we explored are not
representative of all political discussion practices but rather a
selected group to highlight variation. Our knowledge of tradi-
tional governing practices for this paper were informed by a
limited number of sources concerning several tribal contexts
rather than attempting a comprehensive understanding of a single
context. Greater inclusion of alternative points of view of these
governance practices would likely alter our conclusions. Alter-
natively, we could have worked in reverse and used Indigenous
deliberative practices to reflect onto Western political systems or
practices. Our intent is not to judge AI/AN governance as defi-
cient to other governance practices, but to consider the appro-
priateness of employing existing conceptions of deliberation, as
understood by seminal thinkers in the field such as Dahl and
Gastil, in the context of AI/AN communities. Future research
might turn our study on its head by drawing out AI/AN notions
of valued public discourse and placing them in contrast to non-
Native governing practices. Hence, such future research would
follow calls to indigenize scholarship by placing AI/AN peoples
and their ideas in the foreground (see Smith, 1999). Another
approach future research might take is to begin to identify
facilitating conditions for deliberative practices. Our argument is

that we see diversity in deliberative practices rather than
exploring causal relationships or associations between tribal or
regional characteristics and levels or types of deliberation. Future
research might identify what groups are more deliberative and
link that back to subsistence, religious, or regional attributes.

Despite these limitations, our study makes some important
contributions to scholarship on deliberative governance and AI/
AN communities. We found several important areas of synergy
between the ideals of deliberative democracy and accounts of AI/
AN political discussion practices, even in examining different
contexts and time periods. There are interesting variations
between these different settings, which underscores a common
critique that forms of community engagement must be well suited
to a particular community (Lukensmeyer, 2013). It also suggests
that future research should examine how deliberation and con-
temporary AI/AN discussion practices may overlap, conflict, and
work orthogonally to each other. Rather than this paper serving
as a conclusive analysis, it is intended as a starting point to this
discussion, which seems vital given the rise in the use of delib-
eration as a practical method of engagement. Our work suggests
there may indeed be some benefit in relating deliberation and AI/
AN practices with each other to develop useful, robust, and
appropriate methods of public engagement in contemporary AI/
AN communities that are sensitive, in particular, to different
understandings of authority that shape opportunities for parti-
cipation and inclusion. Yet, our results suggest that deliberation
must be done carefully to avoid grafting an Aristotelian world-
view onto an Indigenous community with distinct values and
interests, replicating the sins of colonialism.

Motivating this article is a potential discussion of the appro-
priateness of deliberation for Indigenous populations. As research
on deliberation makes intellectual contact with Indigenous poli-
tics—either as part of Indigenous governance practices or as
incorporated into deliberations hosted by non-Indigenous
populations—it runs the risk of being subsumed by the ques-
tion of whether principles of deliberation reinforce traditional
governance or simply enact colonial power. If previous research
on dialogs concerning the appropriateness of social and economic
principles for AI/AN communities provides any insights, concern
is certainly warranted.

Data availability
All data analyzed during this study are previously published
accounts of AIAN governance, and are cited in the reference list
of the article.
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Note
1 In addition, the structure of the qasgi or qasgiq was seen as mirroring the structure of
the natural world: the Yup’ik people believed marine mammals had a similar
communal fire pit where they gathered to observe the world and made decisions
(Fienup-Riordan, 2005).
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