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THOUGHTS
OF PEACE:
THE GREAT
LAW

Haudenosaunee oral history relates that long before the
Europeans arrived, Native peoples of the Northeast
woodlands had reached a crisis. It is said that during this
time a man or woman might be killed or injured for any
slight offense by his or her enemies, and that.blpod feuds
between clans and villages ravaged the people until no one.;
was safe. It was during this time that a male child was born to
a woman of the Wyandot people living on the north side of
Lake Ontario near the Bay of Quinte. It would become the
custom of the people of the Longhouse that this person's
name would never be spoken except during the recounting?
of this oral history in the oral fashion.(some say during the •
Condolence ceremony) and at other times he is addressed
simply as the Peacemaker. - .

The Peacemaker became one of the great political
philosophers and organizers in human history.-It is impossi-
ble in this short essay to discuss more than a brief outline of
his ideas and accomplishments, but it. should become pb-
vious that his vision for humankind was indeed extraCtr- ,
dinary. . . ' .

He concluded early in life that the system of blood feuds
as practiced by the people inhabiting the forest at that time;
needed to be abolished. His ideas were rejected by the
Wyandot and other Huron peoples, and while a young man
he journeyed to the land of the People of the Flint located on
the southeast shore of Lake Ontario and extending to the
areas called today the Mohawk Valley. The Pepple pf the
Flint, or Ganienkehaka, are known to English-speaking
peoples as the Mohawks. V.

Upon arrival in the Mohawk country, he began seeking
out those individuals who had the reputation as being the
fiercest and most fearsome destroyers of human, beings.-He
sought them out one at a time — murderers and hunters of
humans, even cannibals — and he brought to each one his
message. , .. .'"{••''

One by one he "straightened out their minds" as each
grasped the principles that he set forth. Nine men of the
Mohawks — the nine most feared men in all Mohawk coun-
try — grasped hold of his words and became his disciples.

The first principle that the Peacemaker set forth was in-
disputable to those who first heard his words. He said that it
has come to pass that in this land human beings are seen to
abuse one another. He pointed to the world in which people
live and he said that people should consider that sOme force
or some thing must have created this world and the pepple
in it. The force which created this world — the Giver of Life
— had not intended that human beings would abuse one •
another. Human beings whose minds are healthy always.
desire peace, and humans have minds which enable them to
achieve peaceful resolutions to their conflicts.. -: *

From that initial explanation — that the Giver of Life (later1 ^
addressed as the Great Creator) did not intend that human
beings abuse one another :— he proposed that human
societies must form governments which wilj serve to pre-=
vent the abuse of human beings by other human beings, and
which will ensure peace among nations and peoples.
Government woulcl be established for the purpose pf
abolishing war and robbery among brothers and to establish
peace and quietness. He drew the Mohawks together under
those principles and then went to the Oneidas, Onondagas,
Cayugas and Senecas with the same teachings. What is uni-
que about his work is that he not only set forth the argument
that government is desirable but he also set forth the princi-
ple — that government is specifically organized, to prevent
the abuse of human beings by cultivating a spiritually
healthy society and the establishment of peace. . -.""' . :
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: Other political philosophers and organizers have come to
the conclusion that governments can be formed for the pur-
ppse of establishing tranquihty, but the Peacemaker went

. considerably, further than that He argued not for the
establishment of law and order, but for the full establishment
of peace. Peace was to be defined not as the simple absence
pf war or strife, but as the active striving of humans for the
purpose of establishing universal justice; Peace Was defined
as the product of a society which strives to establish con-
cepts Which correlate to the English words Power, Reason
and Righteousness.

/"Righeousness" refers to something, akin to the shared
ideology of the people using their purest arid most unselfish

;. minds. It occurs when the people put their minds and emo-
tions in harmony with the flow of the universe and the inren-

". tipns of the Good Mind or the Great Creator; The principles
. Of Righteousness demand that all thoughts of prejudice,

priviledge or superiority be swept away and that recognition
be given to the reality that the Creation is intended for the
benefit of all equally — even the birds and animals, the trees
arid the insects, as well as the humans. The world does not

" belong to humans — it is the rightful property pf the Great
/.(Creator. The gifts arid benefits of the world, therefore,

'.belong to all equally. The things which humans need to'sur?
vlve-*- food, clothing, shelter, protection — these are things

; tp: which all are entitled because they are gifts of the Great
Creator, Nothing belongs to human beings, not even their
labor or their skills, for ambition arid abilities are also the
gifts of the Great Creator. Therefore air people have a right
tp the things they need to survive — even those who do not
or cannot work, and no person or people has a right to
deprive others of the fruits of those gifts. V

"Reason" is perceived to be the powerof the human mind
'to. make righteous decisions about complicated issuesVThe
Peacemaker began his teachings based on the principle that

, human beings were given the gift of the power of Reason in
order that they may Settle their differences without the use
of force. He proposed that in every instance humans should

/ use every "effort to council about, arbitrate and negotiate
their differences, and that force should be resorted to Pnlyas
a defense against the certain use of force; All men whose
minds are healthy.can desire peace, he taught, and there is ari
ability within all human beings, and especially in the yOung
human beings, to grasp and hold strongly to the principles pf
Righteousness. The ability to grasp the principles of
Righteousness is a spark within the individual which society
must fan and nurture, that it may grow. Reason is seen as the
skill which humans must be encouraged to acquire in order
that the objectives of justice1 may be attained and no one]s

Having established the concepts, of Righteousness and
Reason, the Peacemaker went on to discuss the nature of

: "Power;" The Power to enact a true Peace is the product of
a unified people on the path of Righteousness and Reason -T-
the ability to enact the principles of Peace through educaf
tion, public opinion and political and when necessary>
military unity. The 'Power" that the Peacemaker spoke of

. was intended to-enabie the followers of the law tp call upon
warring or quarrelling parties to lay down their arms and to
begin peaceful settlement of their disputes. Peace, as the
Peacemaker.understood it, flourished only In a garden amply
.fertilized with absolute and pure justice. It was the product
of a spiritually conscious society using its abilities at reason
Which resulted in a healthy society. The Power to enact
Peace (which required that people cease abusing one
another) was conceived to be both spiritual and political.

^ut it was Power in all. those senses of the Word — the
: power of persuasion arid reason, the power of the inherent
,^good will of humansy the power of a dedicated arid united

le, and when all else failed, the power of force.

Peacemaker sought
,.,T,._ rrr—,_s _J_TT.>7 by eliminating the causes of

.v« between fnctffiduals and between peoples. It was a
.„. vbicti was conceived prior to the appearance of classes
an* |t» sought to anticipate and eliminate anything which
took the appearance of group or class interest even in the
form of clan* or tribal interest, especially in the area of pro-
perty The law was also based to an impressive degree on a
logic which looked to Nature for its rules It is one of the few
examples of a "Natural Law" which is available to modern
man It is a law which clearly precedes "royal" law, or "mer- •
chantile" law or "bourgeois" property — interest law,

The government which is established under the Great Law
provides, in effect, that the leaders or "chiefs" are the ser-
vants of the people. Everyone in the Six Nations, wherever
the law prevails, has direct participation in the workings of
the government. Direct democracy, when it involves tens of
thousands of people, is a very complex business, and there
are many rules about how meetings are conducted, but the
primary rule-about the flow of power and authority is clearly
that the power and authority of the people lies with the peo-
ple and is transmitted by thern through the "chiefs." The
fact that allthe pepple haye direct participation in the deci-
sion of their government is the key factor for the success and
longevity of-the Haudenosaunee.

Internally<the (aw; was to be the power by which the peo-
ple were United ideologically and administratively under a
dispute settlement process to which all had agreed to submit
and to remove those customs of the past which had sparked
conflict and fostered disunity. The path to unity was a dif-

.ficult one indeed.,.the territory of the People of the
Longhouse had been composed of five distinct countries,
each of which sometimes jealously guarded their hunting
lands from intrusion by. the others, the Peacemaker abolish-
ed the concept tp separate territories, the law unified the ?
peoples, saying that they were distinct from one another on- "

•\ Iy because they spoke different languages, and that the jer-
ritories were common to all and that each individual
member of any of the nations had full rights of hunting and
occupation of all the lands of all the nations of the People of
the LorighoUse. . .••".'•"'

In terms of the internal affairs of the People of the
Longhouse, the first and most important principle was that
under the,law all of the people of the nations were one peo-
ple. Since the Haudenosaunee call themselves the People of
the Lphghpuse, v the Peacemaker's admonition was that
under the law, the country pf the Haudenosaunee was itself a
Longhouse, with the sky as its roof and the earth as its floor.

; the pepple were assigned to cjans by the Peacemaker, and
so strong was to be the feeling of unity and oneness between
rherh that members of the clan of one nation were admonish-
ed not tP marry rnembers of the same clan of another nation,
so c!ose}y were they now related, the law bound them
togetherasbl.pod relatives. '

'.••' In one motion, he, abolished exclusive national territories
and the concept of national minorities. Any member of the
Five Nations was to have full rights in the country of any of
the Five Nations with only one restriction — that he or she

,,did riot have the right to hold high public office, though that
right could be conferred upon them by the host nation if
they so wished., .;,
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the idea that the nations were united as one meant that
the nations who Were members of the Confederacy had
agreed to surrender a part of their sovereignty to the other
nations of the Confederacy, the Confederacy Council was
tp be the forurii under which foreign nations and peoples
Could approach the Peoples of the Longhouse. Any decision
concerning the disposition of Seneca lands must first pass
through the Confederacy Council where the other nations,
who also have rights in Seneca lands, can participate in the
decision-making; process.

the Peacemaker, envisioned that the principles under
which the Five Nations were governed could be extended
far beyond the borders of the Haudenosaunee to all peoples
of the world, the,law of the Peacemaker provides that any

Jiation or pepple rnay find protection under the Great tree
of Peace which symbolized the laws of the Confederacy. He
expected that the principles of the Confederacy would be

: well received by many nations, and that the Haudenosaunee
would venture forth with the offer of a union Which would
be designed :to prevent hostilities and to lay the basis of
peaceful coexistance. With that in mind, the Constitution of
the Five Nations provides that any nation may seek its pro-
tection through becoming knowledgeable about the laws
and agreeing to follow the principles set forth in it. Many
native nations accepted that offer

the Five Nations agreed among themselves that in the
event of an attack, they would organize a military force to
repel the invader and to carry on the war in the invader's
country until the war was concluded, the opponent had an
absolute right to a cessation of the hostilities at any time by
simply calling for a truce At that point, the process of
negotiatioh went info action, the Constitution of the Five
Nations prescribes that, in the event that another people are
conquered the Five Nations shall not Impose upon them the
Five Nations' religion, nor collect tribute from them, nor
subject them to any form of injustice. What was demanded
was that the offending nation of people put away their
weapons Of war and that they cease military aggression.

Any individual or group of individuals had the right accor-
d̂fcig to the Constitution, to, approach the Five Nations, learn
the law. and.agjtee to abide,by it. When that happened they
Wfcre to be?o$Kfej!ed the protection of the law and the People

lyoftheLtnighouse.
\ »Tne vision^ of the Peacemaker that all the peoples of the
'Worldwoul^Wfein^peacc Under the protection of a law that
i '< . . L . ^ ^ - ^ i . ^ ^ ^ ^ , ^[disputes offered a

yet today an exciting prospect When
1; N;itign$ ofane world was proposed

> were dispatch-
•Itot sucjh;;|n organizatio\i. For all

found concerned
: author had envi-

In a way, the Peacemaker was centuries ahead of Jk time.
He set forth a system of gPyernmcnt organization which was^
a marvelously complex enactment of the concept of parr
tkipatory (as opposed to representative) democracy. .

Under the rules of the law, councils of women appointed
men who were to act more ascpnduitsof the will of the peo-
ple than as independent representatives of the people. The
society was founded on concepts of moral iusticc and not pf
statute law and the rules of the society were designedto: in-
sure that each members rights were absolutely protected
under the law. Women have not only rights but have power
as a community of people composing half of the population.
The powers of women have never been fully articulated by
Western observers and interpreters of Haudenosaunee
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Peoples were recognized to have a rjght to exist un-
molested as peoples in the articles of the Constitution. In*
dividuals were recognized as haying the full rights to proc-
tion under the laws of the Confederacy —even individuals
who were not members of the host nation — «p long as they
observed the rules of rion-aggression and they didn't try to
create factionalism among the people. TJie principle was set
forth (and machinery to enact it was created) which provid-
ed that all peoples have a right to occupy their lands
peacefully and that no one may deny them that right. A
society was socialized to the ideology that if an injustice oc-
curs, it is their moral duty to defend the oppressed against"
their oppressors, the principle was set forth that no one has
a right to deprive another of. the fruits of his own labor, and
that no one has a right to a greater share of the wealth of
society than any one else, the Peacemaker believed that if
absolute justice were established in the World, Peace would
naturally follow.

Some of those ideas have begun to take root in the form of
United.Nations statements and declarations made in recent
years, the genius of the Peacemaker was that he not only set
forth the principles, but he also designed the machinery by
which those principles might be enforced. He seems to have
operated on the assumption that universal justice i» the; pro-
duct of a spiritually strong society, and many of the rules
which he proposed are designed to create a strong society
rather than a strong government, that is one of the ideas that
have not been widely accepted in the twentieth Century
and certainly not in a context that the Peacemaker would
have understood. .•'*',•

'. the Peacemaker set put to give some order tp society and
to create peace among peoples and nations. The rules that he
set down were called by the Mohawks "the Great
Goodness." And by the Senecas "the Great Law." the
English called that body of teachings the Constitution of the
Five Nations. It has never been written down In English
%espife allef atiotfs to 1Sie*cbMrarf by4 alfohrol^gllfe* t he
versions which exist in English are highly inadequate efforts

' compared to the oral versions of the Great Law ..This effort is
no better — it does not compare in any way to the complexir
ty, beauty and eloquence of the Law.

Some people who have read the history of the Haudeno-
saunee will be able to point to episodes in the 17th and 18th
centuries during which some'of the principles pf this law ap-
pear to have been ignored. It is true that over nearly two
centuries pf intermittent warfare — warfare cause by
pressures created by the expanding interests of European im-
perial nations — there was a considerable amount of social
change and stress. French imperialist missionaries introduc-
ed the idea — an entirely foreign idea — that a divine will
might guide the fortunes pf a people in government and in
warfare. That kind of thinking was not to be found in the
philosophies of the Peacemaker, but throughout history it
has been an idea which has accompanied empire builders
everywhere. Many ideas of European origin were adopted
by different peoples of the Haudenosaunee at different
times, ideas which were in conflict with the principles of the
Great Law. In the almost two centuries since the beginning
of the so-called "reservation" period, many more ideas
which are in cohflict wiu* the principles of the Great Law
have been imposed by the colonizers.

Most pf what passes as "Iroqupis History" was an effort by
English and French historians to discredit the Haudeno-
saunee and to justify the destruction of the Confederacy and
the theft of Confederacy lands, there were few instances in
which officials of the Confederacy violated the laws of the
Great Peace, although individuals in any society do violate
its laws. Following the American Revolution, the United
States and especially New York State did everything in their
power to dissolve the Confederacy and to deal with the in-
dividual nations. Great Britian, Canada, Ontario and Quebec
have done the same thing. Since the invasion of the Euro-
peans, the Haudenosaunee have produced .a number of

Haudenosaunee philosopher and teacher of the post-contact
period was also a Confederacy Chief. His name Was Hand-
some Lake and he led a spiritual fevitalization which produc-
ed an oral document called "The Good Wttl," a teaching on
the same level of significance and power in Haudenosaunee
culture as the Great Law. Combined, the two arc a powerful
teaching. Against incredible odds, the Confederacy has sur-
vived and has continued to this day. its chiefs continue to
meet periodically at the capital at Onondaga, and they con-
tinue to carry the titles bestowed upon them by the
Peacemaker long; before written history began- The ideas of
the Confederacy continue to live also, and little by little the
world is being exposed to those ideas. As long as those ideas
remain alive the possibility remains that the Peacemaker's vi-
sion of a world inpeace and harmony may yet be realized.
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(Reprinted from BASIC CALL TO CONSCIOUSNESS
•available at Akwesasne Notes bookstore)


