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What you want, baby, I got it 

What’s you need? You know I got it 
All I’m askin’ is for a little respect when you get home.2 

 
Introduction 
 
Let me start off with a couple of observations.  First, for any native person or person who 
works with native issues, I think an understanding of sovereignty, inherent or otherwise, 
is a good thing.  Second, I think outrage, if it leads to action, is also a good thing.  And 
third, I think a plea that the state of Alaska should extend restorative justice and respect 
Alaska Native inherent sovereignty is more than a bit naïve (not that there’s anything 
wrong with naiveté) and not where this powerful sense of outrage should be leading 
native peoples.  It sounds too much like Otis Redding’s “Respect.”   
 
There are as many definitions of sovereignty as there are political philosophers, and, 
based on my experience, when it comes to tribal sovereignty, nearly everyone in Indian 
country is a political philosopher.  I think for our purposes, however, we can define 
sovereignty to be the supreme, independent authority over a territory.  
 
Leta touches on the central issue in her original post and then nails it in her response to 
Sheryl when she says “the power struggle translates to a never ending battle for 
indigenous peoples and a perpetual defending of their inherent rights.”  When one speaks 
of sovereignty, the central issue is power—who’s got it and, more importantly, how it’s 
won and lost.  Let’s be brutally candid, when Leta talks of power struggles, of never 
ending battles, and a perpetual defense, she is talking about war—the war in which the 
indigenous peoples of the Americas have been engaged since their first encounters with 
Europeans.  These wars have taken many forms—from wars of extermination to wars of 
assimilation but ultimately, they have been, as Clausewitz states, “act[s] of force to 
compel our enemy to do our will.”3 
 
Defining Victory 
 
So I suggest the object of the battle, or the definition of victory, is not to “gain respect for 
Alaska Native sovereignty”, but rather (and here I’m way more than a bit naïve), to 
regain Alaska Native power over their lands, their resources, and their people.  
 
However important they are, it is not enough merely to issue a clarion call to action and 
define victory.  What is needed, and frankly, what is missing in most native studies 

                                                 
1 President, International Institute for Indigenous Resource Management, +1 303-733-0481, 
mervtano@iiirm.org. 
2 Otis Redding, 1965.  
3 Carl von Clausewitz, On War, Michael Howard and Peter Paret, ed. and trans., Princeton University 
Press, Princeton, NJ, 1976, p. 75. 



programs, is the articulation of a plan, a framework, a strategy that “provides a coherent 
blueprint to bridge the gap between the realities of today and a desired future.”4 
 
The Long War of Ideas 
 
But before I set out a framework for a strategy, let me describe the nature of the war in 
which native peoples are now engaged.  My sense is that we are engaged in a war of 
ideas, a clash of visions, of concepts, and of images, and—especially—of the 
interpretation of them.  Wars of ideas are, indeed, genuine wars, even though the physical 
violence might be minimal, because they serve a political, socio-cultural, or economic 
purpose, and they involve hostile intentions or hostile acts.  Such wars are essentially 
about power and influence, and just as with wars over territory and material resources, 
their stakes can run very high indeed.5  Like Clausewitz, I believe that war is a serious 
means to a serious end.  It always arises from a political condition and is called forth by a 
political motive.  It is, therefore, a political act.  We have to think of war not as an 
independent thing, but as a political instrument. 
 
Daniel Philpott, professor of political science at the University of California, Santa 
Barbara similarly argues for the centrality of ideas in effectuating political change.  He 
maintains that: 
 

[R]evolutions in sovereignty result from prior revolutions in ideas about 
justice and political authority.  What revolutions in ideas bring are crises 
of pluralism.  Iconoclastic propositions challenge the legitimacy of an 
international order, a contradiction that erupts in the volcano—the wars, 
the riots, the politics—that then bring in the new order.6  

 
I suggest that this war is simply about differing views of how cultural and political 
pluralism will be accommodated in a liberal democratic society.7   
 
But as Clausewitz famously observed, in war everything is simple, but even the simple 
things are extremely difficult.8  From an indigenous peoples’ perspective, the primary 
argument against liberal democracies is that the liberal emphasis on individual freedoms 
and rights reflects a self-protective and competitive egotism that recoils reflexively 
against any manifestations of separate identity and the politics of difference.  For 
example, consider the recent legislation in Arizona authorizing police officers to stop 
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suspected illegal immigrants9; Belgium’s lower house of parliament’s voting for a law 
that would ban women from wearing the full Islamic face veil in public10; and Rice v. 
Cayetano, a 2000 Supreme Court case brought by a non-native farmer in which the court 
ruled that the state could not restrict eligibility to vote in elections for the Board of 
Trustees of the Office of Hawaiian Affairs to persons of Native Hawaiian descent.11  
Accordingly, what we interpret as attacks on tribal sovereignty, inherent or otherwise, is 
viewed by the nation state and its corporate and nongovernmental surrogates, as a fight 
against difference.  It’s important to understand, from the enemy’s perspective; the 
diminution of tribal sovereignty is simply collateral damage in the war upon difference. 
 
The politics of difference introduces other complications and complexities that motivate 
nation states and their political subdivisions as well as human rights advocates in their 
battles against tribes.  For example, how does the notion of restorative justice, raised by 
Leta, get incorporated into law when it has a destabilizing and corrosive impact on the 
nation states and their political subdivisions that were very often initially created by the 
forcible incorporation of cultural and political minorities?  Who arbitrates issues that 
arise when self-determination results in restrictions on freedoms and violations of human 
rights? 
 
This is not a war that will be won by overrunning the enemy with blitzkrieg tactics.  By 
way of contrast, I am suggesting not a war of annihilation, but rather a war of exhaustion, 
a war that focuses on denying a more powerful enemy victory long enough to exhaust 
him physically, morally, or politically.  Like an insurgency, our objective is to directly 
attack the target population’s will to resist by attacking its self-perceptions, directly 
imposing on it the economic and social costs of war, diplomatically isolating it, 
undermining the morality of its position, and, in short, inducing the people to reject the 
continuance of the war.  It is warfare which focuses on the political aim to the near 
exclusion of all else.12 
 
A Strategy for Winning the War of Ideas 
 
The world in which the war of ideas takes place is complex. Indian tribes and other 
indigenous peoples face multiple threats and challenges to their authorities, lands, 
resources, and persons.  Notwithstanding Clausewitz’s dictum and the complications and 
complexities that are endemic to any conflict, the point here is that we cannot choose not 
to confront these threats and challenges.  Whether we know it or not, we are already 
engaged and have been engaged in thousands of battles—big and small; bloody and 
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rhetorical—for over two hundred years.  So if we are to be victorious in this long war of 
ideas, we have to think strategically and to think strategically, we need a strategy. 
 
Here we can adopt Gabriel Marcella’s useful definition of strategy: “The integrated 
application of the instruments of national (read tribal or native) power (e.g., 
political/diplomatic, psychological, economic, informational, and military) in pursuit of 
national interests. Strategy understood as the integrated application of available means to 
accomplish desired ends, of course, does not limit strategy to the use only of available 
means. A well-developed strategy may include efforts that lead to an enhancement of 
means, for example, increased use of new communications technologies or improving the 
skills of the native workforce.  The catchword for these actions is “force multiplier.”13  
Strategy is preeminently an activity of the mind. As was war for Clausewitz, strategy is 
an act of human intercourse. It is about influencing behavior. It is the formulation of a 
game plan designed to get inside the decision-making loop of others, to get them to do 
what they might not otherwise have done—whether in the halls of government, in the 
boardroom, or on the battlefield.14 
 
The framework below is essentially the same analytical approach we, at the International 
Institute for Indigenous Resource Management, use in our workshops on the strategic use 
of the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) in Indian country.15 
 
First Step: What Are Our Ideas?  
 
In today’s complex world, driven as it is by the free exchange of goods, services, and 
information, victory is the result not merely of whose lawyers prevail but also of whose 
stories win.  The long war for the restoration of tribal sovereignty is an ideological 
struggle.  Indian tribes, Alaska Natives and other indigenous peoples will not win this 
struggle unless the mainstream America can share in the victory.  There is very little 
likelihood that hard-core nationalists can ever be won over with ideas: hard power in the 
form of litigation, economic boycotts, and the like is needed to deal with such cases.  But 
there is enormous diversity of opinion in the America.  Powerful ideas are needed to 
marginalize the hard-core opposition and win the hearts and minds of the mainstream. 
 
Here, in the realm of ideas, is where culture is central.  Your culture—that of your family, 
clan, village or tribe—is what defines you and helps establish the uniqueness and the 
power of your ideas.  The manifestations of culture are manifold.  What you say and how 
you say it is a manifestation of your culture.  How you dress, how you adorn yourself, 
what you eat, what you don’t eat, where you live, the dwelling in which you live, the 
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songs you sing, the music you play, the instruments used to play that music, your art, 
your religion are all manifestations of your culture.  But in this context, perhaps the most 
significant attribute of culture is the effect it has on your values, norms, and perceptions 
that in large measure shape your ideas and ideologies. 
 
Daniel Philpott sets out two roles of ideas, each a manner in which ideas exert influence.  
He maintains first, that “ideas shape identities—mass identities across several societies—
through the reasoned reflection of their holders.”  In other words, we are what we believe 
and we join communities with shared ideas or beliefs.  He posits also if ideas are to 
influence the interests of communities, “ideas must also become forms of social power” 
whereby converts to these new identities organize themselves into parties, lobbies, and 
congregations to support the policies these new ideas demand.16 
 
Let’s be candid.  We’re not going to get many recruits for the war of ideas with 
“Restorative Justice” as our battle cry.  Nor will we make any converts willing to fall on 
their swords using “Inherent Sovereignty” as our slogan.17  We must have a clear and 
consistent message. Central to any effective counter-ideological campaign is a carefully 
crafted, clear, coherent and powerful set of themes.18 What follows is not intended to be 
systematic or comprehensive; rather, these themes are meant to suggest in a general way 
what our ideas are and, accordingly, how the execution of our strategy might be 
orchestrated. 
 

• Tribal and native development is economically advantageous to not only the tribe 
or village, but to the community, the region, and state as well. 

• Tribal and native regulation and management are environmentally, economically, 
and socially sustainable. 

• Tribal and native regulation and management are more protective of the 
environment, wildlife, and other natural resources. 

• Advancing tribal and native rights is palpable evidence of the United States 
commitment to promote democracy, protect human rights, and develop civil 
society globally. 
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Second Step: What Is the Baseline? 
 
The first step is to describe the factual situation—the who, the where, and the what.  This 
is the objective, not subjective reality and should include all potentially affected 
resources, ecosystems, and human communities.  This would include an elaboration of 
the characteristics of the geographical area in which you’ll be operating area, including 
geophysical, political, economic, a sociological characteristics such as: 
 

• Demographics. 
• Industrial base. 
• Land ownership. 
• Federal, state, and local government officials. 
• Unemployment rates. 
• Water quality. 
• Nongovernmental organizations. 

 
The factual situation you describe may also include the larger global context.  There may 
not be immediately obvious connections between your concerns and global issues such as 
the graying of the developed world, the ascendancy of Brazil, Russia, India and China, or 
the integration of international trade but if you are concerned about mining or the 
overexploitation of marine resources, there may indeed be important connections. 
 
To better communicate with various publics and to enhance “situational awareness”19 as 
part of the Institute’s NEPA workshops we suggest that tribal personnel maintain briefing 
books on key federal, state, and local officials; land and resource management plans such 
as the Department of Defense Integrated Natural Resource Management Plans, state and 
federal forest management plans; electric utility Integrated Resource Plan; and similar 
documents.   
 
The characteristics you choose to describe and the information you choose to maintain 
will, of course, depend on the concerns you have and how you adjudge the relevance of 
these characteristics and information to those concerns.  At this point you should avoid 
interjecting your concerns or your objectives.  This may seem a bit mechanical. However, 
it provides a necessary clarity essential for the development of effective strategies. 
 
Third Step: What Are Our Concerns? 
 
A point you must keep in mind is that sovereignty does not exist as an abstraction, it is 
always contextualized.  Here is where you begin to establish that context by describing 
what is worrisome about the situation you described in the previous step.  You must 
avoid simply restating the facts.  For example, your concern should not be that a 
Canadian mining company has begun exploratory studies in your watershed, but rather, 
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what possible impacts on water quality, subsistence hunting or access to traditional 
medicines will those exploratory studies cause. 
 
Furthermore, as Robert Kennedy, Professor in the Sam Nunn School of International 
Affairs, Georgia Institute of Technology states, “the trained strategist will consider not 
just immediate concerns that emanate directly from the existing problem, but also 
broader, short-, medium-, and long-term concerns that might be the product of the non-
resolution of the current problem. Thus the mind must be trained to wander beyond the 
confines of the existing issue and the immediate parties to the broader arena of issues 
among a wider range of parties and interests that might be affected.”20  In the mining 
example, those wider range of parties might include, among others, federal and state 
agencies, local governments, labor unions, local, regional, and international NGOs, local 
chambers of commerce, and other tribal or native organizations.  The wider range of 
issues might include:  conflicts over regulatory authority; divisions within the native 
community; discriminatory recruiting, training, and hiring practices; possible adverse 
health impacts; and the marginalization of traditional cultural and political institutions.  
This is very much like the NEPA cumulative effects analysis. 
 
All such concerns are not of equal weight. Prioritizing concerns before making 
recommendations enables you to analyze and evaluate options for dealing with the 
problem in terms of their ability to address the most critical concerns.21 
 
Fourth Step: What Are Our Objectives? 
 
What do we do about our concerns?  Once concerns have been identified and prioritized, 
it is then time to specify your short-, medium-, and long-term objectives for the tribe or 
village, region, and perhaps even beyond.  Identifying and describing objectives does not 
necessarily mean that these objectives will be attained during a fiscal year or project 
period.  A number of objectives may be long-standing in nature or an outgrowth of 
current events or both. 
 
However, objectives should also be viewed expansively.  Sound strategic thinking 
requires you make connections between your objectives and the seemingly unrelated 
regional, inter-tribal, and global objectives.  I’m suggesting here that the objectives of the 
Alaska Federation of Natives, National Congress of American Indians, and the delegates 
to the United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues may, for good or ill, affect 
your ability to achieve your objectives.  In today’s globalized world, crises and their 
solutions seldom exist in isolation. Actions in one part of the world often beget actions, 
even if not equal and opposite, in other parts of the world. Thus, it is imperative that you 
have a well-rounded understanding of the broader indigenous policy objectives before 
undertaking analyses of potential options for dealing with your situations. 
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Like concerns, objectives also should be prioritized. Failure to do so may ultimately lead 
to choosing options for dealing with a situation that, while they successfully resolve the 
current problem, place in jeopardy higher priority regional and national goals. 
 
Fifth Step: What Are the Objectives and Concerns of Our Enemies, Allies, and 
Others? 
 
Understanding the objectives and concerns of your enemies, as well as other principal 
players, is of paramount importance in crafting your strategy.  The information you 
amassed, collated, and analyzed to establish the baseline should give you some insight as 
to the plans of federal land management agencies, state agencies, and industry.  
 
 
Sixth Step: What Options Do We Have? 
 
You should study your possible courses of action in the light of the obstacles to be 
overcome, of the inconveniences or advantages that will result from the success of each 
branch, and, after taking account of the more likely objections, decide on the part which 
can lead to the greatest advantages. 
 
And finally, remember, failing to ask the “What if” question and plan for alternative 
approaches to solving the worst case scenario can prove very costly. 
 
Seventh Step: How Do We Execute and Adapt? 
 
Executing your strategy requires you to make complex and complicated decisions, often 
with uncertain or incomplete information—what has been called the fog of war and 
requires adaptation and agility.  Things never go according to plan—key personnel retire, 
program funding is cut, or the latest technology turns out to be a bug-ridden disaster.  
Inaction is not an option so you need to systematically apply different actions to achieve 
the desired outcome. You must first think about the situation and develop a specific set of 
assumptions about what is occurring and what actions you might be able to use to affect 
these events. You then implement these actions and monitor the actual results to see how 
they compare to the ones predicted by your assumptions. The key here is to develop an 
understanding of not only which actions work and which do not, but also why.  
 
Adaptation involves changing your assumptions and your interventions to respond to the 
new information obtained through monitoring efforts.  What follows are suggestion as to 
how your strategy might be executed. 
 
Approaches to Execution: Negative Power. 
 
Negative power—the power to deny others the fulfillment of their objectives—is an 
important feature of the emerging international system increasingly characterized by 
dramatic asymmetry in military, economic, and political power.  Negative power is very 
often the weapon available to less powerful nations and organizations that occupy 



strategically important lands; own sought after natural resources such as oil and gas; or, 
as in the case of Indian tribes and other indigenous peoples, enjoy a moral advantage 
because of their history and culture.  Negative power, based on statutes such as the 
Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act and the National Historic 
Preservation Act, has been one of the most used weapons in the tribal or native arsenal. 
 
However, we think the application of negative power should be used sparingly, and then 
only when its use can be transformed into economic and political power.  Very often the 
use of negative power leads to deadlocks across different policy areas instead of using 
issues linkages as vectors of cooperation.  And has often been the case, the alliances and 
coalitions formed by tribes, public interest groups, and NGOs in opposing proposed 
development prove to be ephemeral, coalescing around the single issue and then 
evaporating.  The point is that negative power may deliver short-term gains but it does so 
at the cost of increasing long-term risks.22 
 
Approaches to Execution: Public Diplomacy 
 
Negative power has its place but I think public diplomacy is a much more potent tool 
albeit very much underutilized by tribes and other native peoples.  In international 
relations, public diplomacy is a term coined in the mid 1960s to describe the conduct of 
foreign policy by engagement with foreign publics. It has been closely associated with 
the United States Information Agency, which used the term to define its mission.  The 
USIA used every form of mass media: press, film, radio, television, cultural exchange, 
personal contact and 168 libraries throughout the world to further U.S. foreign policy 
objectives. 
 
Public diplomacy differs from traditional diplomacy in that public diplomacy deals not 
only with governments but primarily with non-governmental individuals and 
organizations.  Traditional diplomacy actively engages one government with another 
government. In traditional diplomacy, U.S. embassy officials represent the U.S. 
government in a host country primarily by maintaining relations and conducting official 
business with the officials of the host government whereas public diplomacy primarily 
engages many diverse non-government elements of a society.  
 
Why all this talk about public diplomacy when one of the attributes of a “domestic 
dependent sovereign” is that it can’t maintain relations with foreign governments?  Stated 
most succinctly, as the global arena has become ever more dense with actors and 
networks, the traditional world of states has been supplemented by a second world 
comprised of a wide variety of nongovernmental, transnational, and sub-national actors, 
from the multinational corporation to the ethnic minority, from the professional society to 
the knowledge community, from the advocacy network to the humanitarian organization, 
from the drug cartel to the terrorist group, from the local government to the regional 
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association, and so on, across a vast range of collective endeavors.23  These non-state 
actors are the object of your public diplomacy. 
 
The increased interest in public diplomacy in recent years has been facilitated by 
conceptual developments in other fields. Marketing and public relations notions such as 
branding have been incorporated by public diplomacy scholars to great effect to cover 
countries, regions, and cities. Similarly, the concept of soft power coined by international 
relations scholar Joseph Nye24 has, for many, become a core concept in public diplomacy 
studies. Nye defines soft power as “the ability to get what you want through attraction 
rather than coercion or payments.” In other words, soft power is the degree to which a 
political actor’s cultural assets, political ideals and policies inspire respect or affinity on 
the part of others. Thus, soft power has come to be seen as a resource, with public 
diplomacy a mechanism that seeks to leverage soft power resources.25 
 
Here’s an example of what I mean by public diplomacy and soft power.  Assume for the 
purposes of this example that you need to rally support for challenges to the current 
regulatory regime for subsistence hunting.  You could take the actions enumerated by Fae 
L. Korsmo such as: “amending the state’s Constitution to provide for a rural subsistence 
priority; closing Native corporation lands to prohibit trespass by non-shareholders; 
contracting as tribal entities with federal subsistence managers; expanding the tribal 
government’s role in regulating hunting and fishing; and arguing for the inclusion of 
indigenous customs and traditions in both state and federal regulation.”26 
 
In addition you could launch a campaign on Facebook, YouTube, LinkedIn, MySpace 
and other social network to reach more than 50 million unique users with your messages.  
Or you could arrange to screen Andrew Okpeaha MacLean’s Seal Hunting with Dad 
accompanied by a panel of traditional leaders to explain the cultural significance of 
subsistence hunting and have videos of the panel sent to key human rights organizations 
and uploaded to You Tube.  And just as the USIA sponsored international tours of jazz 
greats, you could arrange international tours of native dance ensembles who could 
include in their performances dances that celebrate hunting accompanied by narratives 
that speak to the dangers to native subsistence lifestyles.  Videos of these performances 
could also be disseminated via You Tube and other social networks.27 
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Conclusion 
 
Strategy can best be understood as the integrated application of available means to 
achieve desired ends. At the tribal or village level such means usually include a 
combination of political/diplomatic, informational, economic, psychological, and legal 
instruments. However, the need to think and strategically permeates all levels of decision-
making. Your colleagues, your staff, indeed all those working for and on behalf of the 
tribe or village must be trained to think and act strategically at all times.  They must 
understand the need for well-honed skills, collaboration, and adaptation.  They must be 
agile, inventive, and empathetic.  Only then can they employ the means at their disposal 
in ways that maximize the probability of achieving success in the long war of ideas. 
 


