Great Law of the Iroquois League,
c. 1300s (recorded late 1800s)

Ve TS AN o T s B S e

A ROUND THE FOURTEENTH CENTURY, IN WHAT IS NOW NEW YORK, Pennsylvania,
and southeastern Canada, five Iroquoian nations—the Cayugas, Mohawks,
Oneidas, Onondagas, and Senecas—were suffering from constant warfare. One
day a spirit or prophet named Dekanawidah (the Peacemaker) came to the five
nations with a plan for a Great Peace, in which they would form a confederacy.
The nations agreed and became the “People of the Longhouse,” comparing their
confederacy to an Iroquois longhouse, in which many people lived together peace-
fully. Over the centuries, the Iroquois passed down (and amended) the Great Law
of the Iroquois League through oral tradition and wampum bead belts and
strings. In the late 1800s, a Mohawk man named Seth Newhouse wrote down this
version, with assistance from Albert Cusick, an Onondaga-Tuscarora.

1.Tam Dekanawidah and with the Five Nations’ Confederate Lords I plant
the Tree of the Great Peace. I plant it in your territory, Adodarhoh,! and the
Onondaga Nation, in the territory of you who are Fire Keepers . . . and all the
affairs of the Five Nations shall be transacted at this place before you, Ado-
darhoh, and your cousin Lords, by the Confederate Lords. . . .

6. I, Dekanawidah, appoint the Mohawk Lords the heads and the leaders of
the Five Nations Confederacy. The Mohawk Lords are the foundation of the
Great Peace and it shall, therefore, be against the Great Binding Law to pass
measures in the Confederate Council after the Mohawk Lords have protested
against them. . . .

7. Whenever the Confederate Lords shall assemble for the purpose of hold-
ing a council, the Onondaga Lords shall open it by expressing their gratitude
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to their cousin Lords and greeting them, and they shall make an address and
offer thanks to the earth where men dwell, to the streams of water, the pools,
the springs and the lakes, to the corn and the fruits, to the medicinal herbs and
trees, to the forest trees for their usefulness, to the animals that serve as food
and give their pelts for clothing, to the great winds and the lesser winds, to the
thunderers, to the sun, the mighty warrior, to the moon, to the messengers of
the Creator who reveal his wishes and to the Great Creator who dwells in the
heavens above, who gives all the things useful to men, and who is the source
and the rule of health and life. . . .

9. All the business of the Five Nations Confederate Council shall be con-
ducted by the two combined bodies of Confederate Lords. First the question
shall be passed upon by the Mohawk and Seneca Lords, then it shall be dis-
cussed and passed by the Oneida and Cayuga Lords. Their decisions shall then
be referred to the Onondaga Lords (Fire Keepers) for final judgment.2. ..

11. If through any misunderstanding or obstinacy on the part of the Fire
Keepers, they render a decision at variance with that of the Two Sides, the Two
Sides shall reconsider the matter and if their decisions are jointly the same as
before they shall report to the Fire Keepers who are then compelled to con-
firm their joint decision. . . .

14. When the Council of the Five Nation Lords shall convene they shall ap-
point a speaker for the day. He shall be a Lord of either the Mohawk,
Onondaga or Seneca Nation. The next day the Council shall appoint another
speaker, but the first speaker may be reappointed if there is no objection, but
a speaker’s term shall not be regarded more than for the day.

15. No individual or foreign nation interested in a case, question or propo-
sition shall have any voice in the Confederate Council except to answer a ques-
tion put to him or them by the speaker for the Lords.

16. If the conditions which shall arise at any future time call for an addition
to or change of this law, the case shall be carefully considered and if a new
beam seems necessary or beneficial, the proposed change shall be voted upon
and if adopted it shall be called, “Added to the Rafters.”

17. A bunch of a certain number of shell (wampum) strings each two spans
in length shall be given to each of the female families* in which the Lordship
titles are vested. The right of bestowing the title shall be hereditary in the fam-
ily of women legally possessing the bunch of shell strings and the strings shall
be the token that the women of the family have the proprietary right to the
Lordship title for all time to come, subject to certain restrictions hereinafter
mentioned. . ..

19. If at any time it shall be manifest that a Confederate Lord has not in
mind the welfare of the people or disobeys the rules of this Great Law, the men
or women of the Confederacy, or both jointly, shall come to the Council and
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upbraid the erring Lord through his War Chief. If the complaint of the peo-
ple through the War Chief is not heeded the first time it shall be uttered again
and then if no attention is given a third complaint and warning shall be given.
If the Lord is contumacious the matter shall go to the council of War Chiefs.
The War Chiefs shall then divest the erring Lord of his title by order of the
women in whom the titleship is vested. When the Lord is deposed the women
shall notify the Confederate Lords through their War Chief, and the Confed-
erate Lords shall sanction the act. The women will then select another of their
sons as a candidate and the Lords shall elect him. . . .

20. If a Lord of the Confederacy of the Five Nations should commit mur-
der the other Lords of the Nation shall assemble at the place where the corpse
lies and prepare to depose the criminal Lord. If it is impossible to meet at the
scene of the crime the Lords shall discuss the matter at the next Council of
their nation and request their War Chief to depose the Lord guilty of crime,
to “bury” his women relatives® and to transfer the Lordship title to a sister
family. . ..

24. The Lords of the Confederacy of the Five Nations shall be mentors of
the people for all time. The thickness of their skin shall be seven spans—which
is to say that they shall be proof against anger, offensive actions and criticism.
Their hearts shall be full of peace and good will and their minds filled with a
yearning for the welfare of the people of the Confederacy. With endless pa-
tience they shall carry out their duty and their firmness shall be tempered with
a tenderness for their people. Neither anger nor fury shall find lodgment in
their minds and all their words and actions shall be marked by calm deliber-
ation. . ..

26. It shall be the duty of all of the Five Nations Confederate Lords, from
time to time as occasion demands, to act as mentors and spiritual guides of
their people and remind them of their Creator’s will and words. They shall
say:

“Hearken, that peace may continue unto future days! Always listen to the words
of the Great Creator, for he has spoken. United people, let not evil find lodging
in your minds, for the Great Creator has spoken and the cause of Peace shall not
become old”. ..

37. There shall be one War Chief for each Nation and their duties shall be
to carry messages for their Lords and to take up the arms of war in case of
emergency. They shall not participate in the proceedings of the Confederate
Council but shall watch its progress and in case of an erroneous action by a
Lord they shall receive the complaints of the people and convey the warnings
of the women to him. . ..
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42. Among the Five Nations and their posterity there shall be the following
original clans: Great Name Bearer, Ancient Name Bearer, Great Bear, Ancient
Bear, Turtle, Painted Turtle, Standing Rock, Large Plover, Little Plover, Deer,
Pigeon Hawk, Eel, Ball, Opposite-Side-of-the-Hand, and Wild Potatoes. These
clans distributed through their respective Nations, shall be the sole owners
and holders of the soil of the country and in them is it vested as a birthright.

43. People of the Five Nations members of a certain clan shall recognize
every other member of that clan, irrespective of the Nation, as relatives. Men
and women, therefore, members of the same clan are forbidden to marry.

44. The lineal descent of the people of the Five Nations shall run in the fe-
male line. Women shall be considered the progenitors of the Nation. They
shall own the land and the soil. Men and women shall follow the status of the
mother. . ..

50. The Royal women of the Confederacy heirs of the Lordship titles shall
elect two women of their family as cooks for the Lord when the people shall
assemble at his house for business or other purposes. It is not good nor hon-
orable for a Confederate Lord to allow his people whom he has called to go
hungry.

51. When a Lord holds a conference in his home, his wife, if she wishes, may
prepare the food for the Union Lords who assemble with him. This is an hon-
orable right which she may exercise as an expression of her esteem.

52. The Royal women, heirs of the Lordship titles, shall, should it be neces-
sary, correct and admonish the holders of their titles. Those only who attend
the Council may do this and those who do not shall not object to what has
been said nor strive to undo the action. . . .

55. Every five years the Five Nations Confederate Lords and the people
shall assemble together and shall ask one another if their minds are still in the
same spirit of unity for the Great Binding Law and if any of the Five Nations
shall not pledge continuance and steadfastness to the pledge of unity then the
Great Binding Law shall dissolve. . ..

57. The Lords of the Confederacy shall eat together from one bowl the feast
of cooked beaver’s tail. While they are eating they are to use no sharp utensils
for if they should they might accidentally cut one another and bloodshed
would follow. All measures must be taken to prevent the spilling of blood in
any way. . ..

59. A bunch of wampum shells on strings, three spans of the hand in length,
the upper half of the bunch being white and the lower half black, and formed
from equal contributions of the men of the Five Nations, shall be a token that
the men have combined themselves into one head, one body and one thought,
and it shall also symbolize their ratification of the peace pact of the Confed-
eracy, whereby the Lords of the Five Nations have established the Great Peace.
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The white portion of the shell strings represent the women and the black por-
tion the men. The black portion, furthermore, is a token of power and au-
thority vested in the men of the Five Nations.

This string of wampum vests the people with the right to correct their erring
Lords. In case a part or all of the Lords pursue a course not vouched for by the
people and heed not the third warning of their women relatives, then the mat-
ter shall be taken to the General Council of the women of the Five Nations. If
the Lords notified and warned three times fail to heed, then the case falls into
the hands of the men of the Five Nations. The War Chiefs shall then, by right
of such power and authority, enter the open council to warn the Lord or Lords
to return from their wrong course. If the Lords heed the warning they shall say,
“we will reply tomorrow.” If then an answer is returned in favor of justice and
in accord with this Great Law, then the Lords shall individually pledge them-
selves again by again furnishing the necessary shells for the pledge. Then shall
the War Chief or Chiefs exhort the Lords urging them to be just and true.

Should it happen that the Lords refuse to heed the third warning, then two
courses are open: either the men may decide in their council to depose the Lord
or Lords or to club them to death with war clubs. . . . Should the men in their
council adopt the second course, the War Chief shall order his men to enter the
council, to take positions beside the Lords, sitting between them wherever pos-
sible. When this is accomplished the War Chief holding in his outstretched
hand a bunch of black wampum strings shall say to the erring Lords: “So now,
Lords of the Five United Nations, harken to these last words from your men.
You have not heeded the warnings of the women relatives, you have not heeded
the warnings of the General Council of women and you have not heeded the
warnings of the men of the nations, all urging you to return to the right course
of action. Since you are determined to resist and to withhold justice from your
people there is only one course for us to adopt.” At this point the War Chief
shall let drop the bunch of black wampum and the men shall spring to their
feet and club the erring Lords to death. Any erring Lord may submit before the
War Chief lets fall the black wampum. Then his execution is withheld. . . .

63. Should two sons of opposite sides of the Council Fire agree in a desire
to hear the reciting of the laws of the Great Peace and so refresh their memo-
ries in the way ordained by the founder of the Confederacy, they shall notify
Adodarhoh. He then shall consult with five of his coactive Lords and they in
turn shall consult their eight brethren. Then should they decide to accede to
the request of the two sons from opposite sides of the Council Fire, Ado-
darhoh shall send messengers to notify the Chief Lords of each of the Five Na-
tions. . . . When all have come and have assembled, Adodarhoh, in conjunc-
tion with his cousin Lords, shall appoint one Lord who shall repeat the laws
of the Great Peace. . ..
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65. I, Dekanawidah, and the Union Lords, now uproot the tallest pine tree
and into the cavity thereby made we cast all weapons of war. Into the depths
of the earth, down into the deep underearth currents of water flowing to un-
known regions we cast all the weapons of strife. We bury them from sight and
we plant again the tree. Thus shall the Great Peace be established and hostili-
ties shall no longer be known between the Five Nations but peace to the
United People. . ..

73. The soil of the earth from one end of the land to the other is the prop-
erty of the people who inhabit it. By birthright the Ofigwehonweh? are the
owners of the soil which they own and occupy and none other may hold it.
The same law has been held from the oldest times. The Great Creator has
made us of the one blood and of the same soil he made us and as only differ-
ent tongues constitute different nations he established different hunting
grounds and territories and made boundary lines between them. . ..

80. When the Confederate Council of the Five Nations has for its object the
establishment of the Great Peace among the people of an outside nation and
that nation refuses to accept the Great Peace, then by such refusal they bring
a declaration of war upon themselves from the Five Nations. Then shall the
Five Nations seek to establish the Great Peace by a conquest of the rebellious
nation. . . .

83. When peace shall have been established by the termination of the war
against a foreign nation, then the War Chief shall cause all the weapons of war
to be taken from the nation. Then shall the Great Peace be established and that
nation shall observe all the rules of the Great Peace for all time to come.

84. Whenever a foreign nation is conquered or has by their own will ac-
cepted the Great Peace their own system of internal government may con-
tinue, but they must cease all warfare against other nations. . . .

86. Whenever a foreign nation is conquered and the survivors are brought
into the territory of the Five Nations’ Confederacy and placed under the Great
Peace the two shall be known as the Conqueror and the Conquered. . . . The
conquered nation shall have no voice in the councils of the Confederacy in the
body of the Lords. . ..

92. If a nation, part of a nation, or more than one nation within the Five
Nations should in any way endeavor to destroy the Great Peace by neglect or
violating its laws and resolve to dissolve the Confederacy, such a nation or
such nations shall be deemed guilty of treason and called enemies of the Con-
federacy and the Great Peace. It shall then be the duty of the lords of the Con-
federacy who remain faithful to resolve to warn the offending people. They
shall be warned once and if a second warning is necessary they shall be driven
from the territory of the Confederacy by the War Chiefs and his men.
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93. Whenever a specially important matter or a great emergency is presented
before the Confederate Council and the nature of the matter affects the entire
body of the Five Nations, threatening their utter ruin, then the Lords of the
Confederacy must submit the matter to the decision of their people and the de-
cision of the people shall affect the decision of the Confederate Council. . . .

99. The rites and festivals of each nation shall remain undisturbed and shall
continue as before because they were given by the people of old times as use-
ful and necessary for the good of men.

From Arthur C. Parker, “The Constitution of the Five Nations,” New York State Mu-
seum Bulletin 184 (1916): 30-60.




