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Excerpts from the Declaration of Indian Purpose (1961) 

This statement was delivered at American Indian Chicago Conference, June 13—20, 1961. It 

was held on the Campus of the University of Chicago. Over 500 Native people from 90 tribes 

were represented at this conference. D’Arcy McNickle was among those who drafted the 

“Declaration.”  

In order to give due recognition to certain basic philosophies by which the Indian people and all 

other people endeavor to live, We, the Indian people, must be governed by high principles and 

laws in a democratic manner, with a right to choose our own way of life. Since our Indian culture 

is slowly being absorbed by the American society, we believe we have the responsibility of 

preserving our precious heritage; recognizing that certain changes are inevitable. We believe that 

the Indians should provide the adjustment and thus freely advance with dignity to a better life 

educationally, economically, and spiritually. 

WE BELIEVE in the inherent right of all people to retain spiritual and cultural values, and that 

the free exercise of these values is necessary to the normal development of any people. Indians 

exercised this inherent right to live their own lives for thousands of years before the white man 

came and took their lands. It is a more complex world in which Indians live today, but the Indian 

people who first settled the New World and built the great civilizations which only now are 

being dug out of the past, long ago demonstrated that they could master compl exity. 

WE BELIEVE that the history and development of America show that the Indian has been 

subjected to duress, undue influence, unwarranted pressures, and policies which have produced 

uncertainty, frustration, and despair. Only when the public understands these conditions and is 

moved to take action toward the formulation and adoption of sound and consistent policies and 

programs will these destroying factors be removed and the Indian resume his normal growth and 

make his maximum contribution to modern society. 

WE BELIEVE in the future of a greater America, an America which we were the first to love, 

where life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness will be a reality. In such a future, with Indians 

and all other Americans cooperating, a cultural climate will be created in which the Indian 

people will grow and develop as members of a free society. 

[. . .]  

The basic principle involves the desire on the part of Indians to participate in developing their 

own programs with help and guidance as needed and requested, from a local decentralized 

technical and administrative staff, preferably located conveniently to the people it serves.  

[. . .] 

The Indians as responsible individual citizens, as responsible tribal representatives, and as 

responsible Tribal Councils want to participate, want to contribute to their own personal and 
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tribal improvements and want to cooperate with their Government on how best to solve the many 

problems in a businesslike, efficient, and economical manner as rapidly as possible.  

[. . .] 

We believe that where programs have failed in the past, the reasons were lack of Indian 

understanding, planning, participation, and approval. 

A plan of development should be prepared by each Indian group, whose land or other assets are 

held in trust, whether such lands or assets are fully defined or not; such plans to be designed to 

bring about maximum utilization of physical resources by the dependent population and the 

development of that population to its full potential; such plans to be prepared by the Indians of 

the respective groups, with authority to call upon the agencies of the federal government for 

technical assistance, and the ultimate purpose of such planning to be the growth and 

development of the resources and the people; 

That requests for annual appropriations of funds be based on the requirements for carrying into 

effect these individual development plans, including credit needs and capital investment, and the 

annual operating budget for the Bureau of Indian Affairs to include sufficient funds to cover the 

costs of preparing plans and estimates similar in operation to a Point IV plan. 

This is not special pleading, though Indians have been told often enough by members of 

Congress and the courts that the United States has the plenary power to wipe out our treaties at 

will. Governments, when powerful enough, can act in this arbitrary and immoral manner. 

Still we insist that we are not pleading for special treatment at the hands of the American people. 

When we ask that our treaties be respected, we are mindful of the opinion of Chief Justice John 

Marshall on the nature of the treaty obligations between the United States and the Indian tribes. 

Marshall said that a treaty “. . . is a compact between two nations or communities, having the 

right of self-government. Is it essential that each party shall possess the same attributes of 

sovereignty to give force to the treaty? This will not be pretended, for on this ground, very few 

valid treaties could be formed. The only requisite is, that each of the contracting parties shall 

possess the right of self-government, and the power to perform the stipulations of the treaty.” 

And he said, “We have made treaties with [the Indians]; and are those treaties to be disregarded 

on our part, because they were entered into with an uncivilized people? Does this lessen the 

obligation of such treaties? By entering into them have we not admitted the power of this people 

to bind themselves, and to impose obligations on us?” 

The right of self-government, a right which the Indians possessed before the coming of the white 

man, has never been extinguished; indeed, it has been repeatedly sustained by the courts of the 

United States. Our leaders made binding agreements—ceding lands as requested by the United 



3 
 

States; keeping the peace; harboring no enemies of the nation. And the people stood with the 

leaders in accepting these obligations. 

A treaty, in the minds of our people, is an eternal word. Events often make it seem expedient to 

depart from the pledged word, but we are conscious that the first departure creates a logic for the 

second departure, until there is nothing left of the word.  

[. . .] 

To complete our Declaration, we point out that in the beginning the people of the New World, 

called Indians by accident of geography, were possessed of a continent and a way of life. In the 

course of many lifetimes, our people had adjusted to every climate and condition from the Arctic 

to the torrid zones. In their livelihood and family relationships, their ceremonial observances, 

they reflected the diversity of the physical world they occupied. 

The conditions in which Indians live today reflect a world in which every basic aspect of life has 

been transformed. Even the physical world is no longer the controlling factor in determining 

where and under what conditions men may live. In region after region, Indian groups found their 

means of existence either totally destroyed or materially modified. Newly introduced diseases 

swept away or reduced regional populations. These changes were followed by major shifts in the 

internal life of the tribe and family. 

The time came when the Indian people were no longer the masters of their situation. Their life 

ways survived subject to the will of a dominant sovereign power. This is said, not in a spirit of 

complaint; we understand that in the lives of all nations of people, there are times of plenty and 

times of famine. But we do speak out in a plea for understanding. 

When we go before the American people, as we do in this Declaration, and ask for material 

assistance in developing our resources and developing our opportunities, we pose a moral 

problem which cannot be left unanswered. For the problem we raise affects the standing which 

our nation sustains before world opinion. 

Our situation cannot be relieved by appropriated funds alone, though it is equally obvious that 

without capital investment and funded services, solutions will be delayed. Nor will the passage 

of time lessen the complexities which beset a people moving toward new meaning and purpose. 

The answers we seek are not commodities to be purchased, neither are they evolved 

automatically through the passing of time. 

The effort to place social adjustment on a money-time interval scale which has characterized 

Indian administration, has resulted in unwanted pressure and frustration. 
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When Indians speak of the continent they yielded, they are not referring only to the loss of some 

millions of acres in real estate. They have in mind that the land supported a universe of things 

they knew, valued, and loved. 

With that continent gone, except for the few poor parcels they still retain, the basis of life is 

precariously held, hut they mean to hold the scraps and parcels as earnestly as any small nation 

or ethnic group was ever determined to hold to identity and survival. 

What we ask of America is not charity, not paternalism, even when benevolent. We ask only that 

the nature of our situation be recognized and made the basis of policy and action. 

In short, the Indians ask for assistance, technical and financial, for the time needed, however 

long that may be, to regain in the America of the space age some measure of the adjustment they 

enjoyed as the original possessors of their native land. 

 


