
Sovereignty:
its Meaning 

to People 
and the Land



What is “sovereignty”?

Does it mean the right 
to decide for yourself?

Does it mean the 
freedom to make choices 
for your community?



Sovereignty:

How does it relate to 
entire groups of 
people, to nations 
and to their 
governments?



The western hemisphere 
is the original homeland to hundreds 
of different cultures and people.

They lived and thrived 
here long before 
European 
settlers arrived…



And each group made its 
own laws, used the lands, and 
protected the environment 
for future generations…



Each group 
(whether we call 
them “tribes” or 
“nations”) 
were self-governing. 
They were 
“sovereign” over 
their own lands and 
communities.



Over the many years, 
interactions with 
new settlers led 

to conflicts over the 
use of land and over 

the right of 
indigenous 

(native) peoples 
to rule themselves. 



Let’s hear what 
sovereignty means to 
indigenous peoples 
of the western 
hemisphere…

These are words from 
the leaders of the 
First Nations 
of Canada:



“We Are the First Nations.”



“We are the 
Indigenous Peoples…
We possess inherent rights 
to self-determination.”



“Our right to self-
determination 
means we have 
jurisdiction 
(the right, power 
and authority) 
to operate our own 
political, legal, 
economic, 
and cultural systems…”



“The land is the source of our identity. 
Great responsibilities to protect and 
preserve the land have been bestowed 
upon us by the Creator… “



“Therefore, 
our consent is 
required 
before any 
development 
or decisions 
are made 
which may 
impact our 
land.”



“As sovereign Nations we have never 
surrendered our rights…”



“Prior to contact with the European 
settlers, our Nations and Peoples 
have thrived since time immemorial…

Our Nations possess 
distinct laws, language, 
culture, territories, 
economic systems, 
and history…”



“As distinct and independent Nations, 
we possess inherent rights 

to self-determination.”



“These inherent 
rights were not 
endowed (given) 
by any other 
nation, but are 
passed on from 
the connection to 
the Creator and our 
lands. They cannot 
be taken away.”



“Self-determination means we freely 
and independently determine our 

own livelihood…” 



“Through treaty our Nations agreed 
to share the land.”



“Treaties were negotiated on the 
basis of mutual respect and the 
principles of peace and friendship; 
treaties determine how lands 
and resources are to be shared…”



“Treaties are international 
agreements which remain valid 
today and continue 
to affirm our 
sovereign 
relationships…” 



“This is why development or use of 
lands requires our consent, or when 
decisions are made which may 
impact our inherent (natural) rights.” 



“We Are the First Nations.”



Today, indigenous 
people still struggle
to protect their 
”sovereignty” in 
many ways and 
many places.

What are 
modern-day issues 
of sovereignty?



Major Issues:
* Recognition as independent 

people
* Control over natural resources 

on tribal lands
* Authority to choose own leaders

and make own laws
* Preservation of culture and 

way of life





Canada’s 
Pipeline



Wintu
Waters



Indigenous 
Peoples of
Mexico



Sovereignty 
in Bolivia



Sovereignty:
its Meaning 

to People 
and the Land

Courtesy Oklahoma Council 
for Social Studies and OKAGE


