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THE CONSTITUTION OF THE IROQUOIS CONFEDERACY 
 

THE GREAT BINDING LAW, GAYANASHAGOWA  
 
 
1. I am Dekanawidah and with the Five Nations' Confederate Lords I plant the Tree of Great Peace. I plant it in your territory, 

Adodarhoh, and the Onondaga Nation, in the territory of you who are Firekeepers.  
 

I name the tree the Tree of the Great Long Leaves. Under the shade of this Tree of the Great Peace we spread the soft white 
feathery down of the globe thistle as seats for you, Adodarhoh, and your cousin Lords.  
 
We place you upon those seats, spread soft with the feathery down of the globe thistle, there beneath the shade of the spreading 
branches of the Tree of Peace. There shall you sit and watch the Council Fire of the Confederacy of the Five Nations, and all 
the affairs of the Five Nations shall be transacted at this place before you, Adodarhoh, and your cousin Lords, by the 
Confederate Lords of the Five Nations.  

 
2. Roots have spread out from the Tree of the Great Peace, one to the north, one to the east, one to the south and one to the west. 

The name of these roots is The Great White Roots and their nature is Peace and Strength.  
 

If any man or any nation outside the Five Nations shall obey the laws of the Great Peace and make known their disposition to 
the Lords of the Confederacy, they may trace the Roots to the Tree and if their minds are  
clean and they are obedient and promise to obey the wishes of the Confederate Council, they shall be welcomed to take shelter 
beneath the Tree of the Long Leaves.  
 
We place at the top of the Tree of the Long Leaves an Eagle who is able to see afar. If he sees in the distance any evil 
approaching or any danger threatening he will at once warn the people of the Confederacy.  

 
----------------------------- 
 
5. The Council of the Mohawk shall be divided into three parties as follows: Tekarihoken, Ayonhwhathah and Shadekariwade are 

the first party; Sharenhowaneh, Deyoenhegwenh and Oghrenghrehgowah are the second party, and Dehennakrineh, 
Aghstawenserenthah and Shoskoharowaneh are the third party. The third party is to listen only to the discussion of the first and 
second parties and if an error is made or the proceeding is irregular they are to call attention to it, and when the case is right and 
properly decided by the two parties they shall confirm the decision of the two parties and refer the case to the Seneca Lords for 
their decision. When the Seneca Lords have decided in accord with the Mohawk Lords, the case or question shall be referred to 
the Cayuga and Oneida Lords on the opposite side of the house.  
  

----------------------------- 
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.  

 
No council of the Confederate Lords shall be legal unless all the Mohawk Lords are present. 
 
----------------------------- 
 
Decision-Making Procedure 
 
9. All the business of the Five Nations Confederate Council shall be conducted 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 discussed and passed by the Oneida 
and Cayuga Lords. Their decisions shall then be referred to the Onondaga Lords, (Fire Keepers) for final judgment.  

 
The same process shall obtain when a question is brought before the council by an individual or a War Chief.  

 
10. In all cases the procedure must be as follows: when the Mohawk and Seneca Lords have unanimously agreed upon a question, 

they shall report their decision to the Cayuga and Oneida Lords who shall deliberate upon the question and report a unanimous 
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decision to the Mohawk Lords. The Mohawk Lords will then report the standing of the case to the Firekeepers, who shall render 
a decision as they see fit in case of a disagreement by the two bodies, or confirm the decisions of the two bodies if they are 
identical. The Fire Keepers shall then report their decision to the Mohawk Lords who shall announce it to the open council.  

 
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 confirm their joint decision.  

 
----------------------------- 
 
14. When the Council of the Five Nation Lords shall convene they shall appoint 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.  

 
----------------------------- 
 
Rights, Duties and Qualifications of Lords  
 
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 family of the females legally 
possessing the bunch of shell strings and the strings shall be the token that the females of the family have the proprietary right 
to the Lordship title for all time to come, subject to certain restrictions hereinafter mentioned.  

 
18. If any Confederate Lord neglects or refuses to attend the Confederate Council, the other Lords of the Nation of which he is a 

member shall require their War Chief to request the female sponsors of the Lord so guilty of defection to demand his attendance 
of the Council. If he refuses, the women holding the title shall immediately select another candidate for the title.  

 
No Lord shall be asked more than once to attend the Confederate Council.  

 
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 upbraid the erring Lord 
through his War Chief. If the complaint of the people 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 
Confederate Lords shall sanction the act. The women will then select another of their sons as a candidate and the Lords shall 
elect him. Then shall the chosen one be installed by the Installation Ceremony.    

 
-------------------------  
 
Personal Integrity & Symbolism 

 
27. All Lords of the Five Nations Confederacy must be honest in all things. They must not idle or gossip, but be men possessing 

those honorable qualities that make true royaneh. It shall be a serious wrong for anyone to lead a Lord into trivial affairs, for the 
people must ever hold their Lords high in estimation out of respect to their honorable positions.  

 
28. When a candidate Lord is to be installed he shall furnish four strings of shells (or wampum) one span in length bound together 

at one end. Such will constitute the evidence of his pledge to the Confederate Lords that he will live according to the 
constitution of the Great Peace and exercise justice in all affairs.  

 
When the pledge is furnished the Speaker of the Council must hold the shell strings in his hand and address the opposite side of 
the Council Fire and he shall commence his address saying: "Now behold him. He has now become a Confederate Lord. See 
how splendid he looks." An address may then follow. At the end of it he shall send the bunch of shell strings to the opposite 
side and they shall be received as evidence of the pledge. Then shall the opposite side say:  
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"We now do crown you with the sacred emblem of the deer's antlers, the emblem of your Lordship. You shall now become a 
mentor of the people of the Five Nations. The thickness of your skin shall be seven spans -- which is to say that you shall be 
proof against anger, offensive actions and criticism…"  

 
-----------------------------  
 
Roles of Women 
 
44. The lineal descent of the people of the Five Nations shall run in the female 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.  
 
46. The women of the Forty Eight (now fifty) Royaneh families shall be the heirs of the Authorized Names for all time to come. 
 
47. If the female heirs of a Confederate Lord's title become extinct, the title right shall be given by the Lords of the Confederacy to 

the sister family whom they shall elect and that family shall hold the name and transmit it to their (female) heirs, but they shall 
not appoint any of their sons as a candidate for a title until all the eligible men of the former family shall have died or otherwise 
have become ineligible. 

 
----------------------------- 
 
Official Symbolism    
 
56. Five strings of shell tied together as one shall represent the Five Nations. Each string shall represent one territory and the whole 

a completely united territory known as the Five Nations Confederate territory.  
 
57. Five arrows shall be bound together very strong and each arrow shall represent one nation. As the five arrows are strongly 

bound this shall symbolize the complete union of the nations. Thus are the Five Nations united completely and enfolded 
together, united into one head, one body and one mind. Therefore they shall labor, legislate and council together for the interest 
of future generations.  

  
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 
Confederacy, whereby the Lords of the Five Nations have established the Great Peace.  

  
65. I, Dekanawida, 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 unknown 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 
hostilities shall no longer be known between the Five Nations but peace to the United People.  

 
---------------------- 
 
‘Immigration’ 
 
68. Should any member of the Five Nations, a family or person belonging to a foreign nation submit a proposal for adoption into a 

clan of one of the Five Nations, he or they shall furnish a string of shells, a span in length, as a pledge to the clan into which he 
or they wish to be adopted. The Lords of the nation shall then consider the proposal and submit a decision. 

  
70. When the adoption of anyone shall have been confirmed by the Lords of the Nation, the Lords shall address the people of their 
nation and say: "Now you of our nation, be informed that such a person, such a family or such families have ceased forever to bear 
their birth nation's name and have buried it in the depths of the earth. Henceforth let no one of our nation ever mention the original 
name or nation of their birth. To do so will be to hasten the end of our peace. 
 
---------------------------------  
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Rights and Powers of War  
 
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.  

 
84. Whenever a foreign nation is conquered or has by their own will accepted the Great Peace their own system of internal 

government may continue, but they must cease all warfare against other nations.  
 
85. Whenever a war against a foreign nation is pushed until that nation is about exterminated because of its refusal to accept the 

Great Peace and if that nation shall by its obstinacy become exterminated, all their rights, property and territory shall become 
the property of the Five Nations.  

 
Treason or Secession of a Nation  
 
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 Confederacy and the Great Peace.  
It shall then be the duty of the Lords of the Confederacy 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.  

 
Rights of the People of the Five Nations  
 
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 decision of the people shall affect the decision of the Confederate Council. 
This decision shall be a confirmation of the voice of the people.   

 
Religious Ceremonies Protected  
 
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 useful and necessary for the good of men.  
 
100. It shall be the duty of the Lords of each brotherhood to confer at the approach of the time of the Midwinter Thanksgiving and 

to notify their people of the approaching festival. They shall hold a council over the matter and arrange its details and begin the 
Thanksgiving five days after the moon of Dis-ko-nah is new. The people shall assemble at the appointed place and the nephews 
shall notify the people of the time and place. From the beginning to the end the Lords shall preside over the Thanksgiving and 
address the people from time to time.  

 
101. It shall be the duty of the appointed managers of the Thanksgiving festivals to do all that is needed for carrying out the duties 

of the occasions.  
 

The recognized festivals of Thanksgiving shall be the Midwinter Thanksgiving, the Maple or Sugar-making Thanksgiving, the 
Raspberry Thanksgiving, the Strawberry Thanksgiving, the Cornplanting Thanksgiving, the Corn Hoeing Thanksgiving, the 
Little Festival of Green Corn, the Great Festival of Ripe Corn and the complete Thanksgiving for the Harvest. Each nation's 
festivals shall be held in their Long Houses.  

 


