“What we have is not working”:
The Great Law of Peace and Our Environmental Crisis

By Morgan E. Marzano


The most recent event in the collaborative educational series Onondaga Land Right and Our Common Future II, held Monday October 4th at Syracuse Stage, addressed the Great Law of Peace. The series involves a major partnership with university and community sponsors and is coordinated by Neighbors of the Onondaga Nation. The panel featured the great minds of Tom Porter (Sakokwenionkwas), Audrey Shenandoah, and Jack Manno. 

Tom Porter, of the Bear Clan (Mohawk), is a highly respected native elder. He is a strong advocate of revitalization of the native languages and traditions, working with both native and non-natives to strengthen once again the oral tradition of the Haudenosaunee history, culture, language and spirituality. Porter is also the author of And Grandma Said...... Iroquois Teachings as passed down through the oral traditions.

Audrey Shenandoah is a clanmother of the Deer Clan (Onondaga), and an internationally known activist for Indigenous rights, having spoken at the United Nations and met world leaders such as Nelson Mandela, the Dalai Lama, Mikhail Gorbachev- just to name a few! She brought deep wisdom and experience to the panel. 

Jack P. Manno is an Associate Professor and Graduate Studies coordinator at SUNY ESF and is an active member of the organizing committee for this series. Jack’s work is regularly published in Environmental journals and he has written several books. He has chaired an ad hoc environmental advisory group for Chiefs and Clanmothers at Onondaga for many years. 

Audrey Shenadoah began the discussion by sharing some of her insights about the commonality among indigenous peoples from all over the world, noting that peace and justice amongst all peoples is of priority for these groups. Understanding that it is the “dominant society around us” that presents similar challenges and struggles for indigenous people. The way indigenous peoples understand what we call the environment, allows for dignity and respect to be upheld for all life. Recalling her many discussions with other indigenous peoples, Audrey explained, 

“We speak the same language concerning how we treat one another, how we treat the world around us, the animal life, the bird life, the earth itself.” 

Mr. Porter, who embraces and upholds the Haudenosaunee tradition of story telling and oral teaching, told stories from his youth – what his grandmother and elders had told him about his time here on earth- the relatively short amount of time a human being spends on this earth and the value of that time. His grandmother would tell him “don’t waste your time because time is valuable, don’t waste the day sleeping all day and all morning, get up real early when the sun gets up so you don’t waste the day.” This humble placement of oneself within the realm of life allows for a greater and wiser outlook. This virtue, Porter explained, is… 

“…Ingrained, almost like the fabric of our society- It wasn’t something that we had to study or that we had to take a course in, it was a part of the way we did things from day-to-day. We didn’t even know what we were learning, that’s how ingrained it was in the society.” 

In applying these virtues to everyday life, the dominant society, as Audrey mentioned, becomes a hindrance. Tom said it has “us all preoccupied with their social ill doings and the little tea cup drinking stuff and didn’t give us time to be Indians. It’s very hard to translate knowledge to the next generation, the way we are supposed to because of the economy, we have to work, we have to live.” 

The oral transmission of knowledge through the generations builds this structure of respect for humanity and all life. The Great Law of Peace is part of this oral tradition, having been passed down to all 9 clans of the Haudenosaunee at least once every 5 years. The orating of this law is not just “story time,” but is a formalized sharing of knowledge that can take up to 10-11 days to recite, and an estimated 50-55 hours to complete. Recalling his younger years, Porter told of the time he was to interpret a recital that was held at the Grand River by Cayuga Chief Jake Thomas. The audience chuckled along with Tom as he described his nervousness and anxiety -- having to listen and remember a talk given from 9 am to 1 pm with no breaks and no notes. Listening, in essence, is the custom and tradition, Porter says, 

“You have to listen, the Indian has to listen, that was the way we learn.” 


The challenges of maintaining this oral tradition as well as the culture of the Haudenosaunee peoples is described as an obligation to life- as a testimony to survival. In a powerful display, Tom asked those in the audience who are Haudenosaunee to raise their hands and said to the audience,
 
“When you apply everything there is not supposed to be any of us left here. We're supposed to have been gone a long time ago. We were supposed to be extinct. So the fact that you see how many hands got raised is a defiance of that practical, logical rule of our extinction. You’ve seen the product of miracles, those people who raised their hands. They are one of the seven wonders, just like Niagara Falls.” 

The history of the attempted extinction, or genocide, has left the native peoples and their culture “all scarred up,” according to Tom. He said there is a lot of healing that needs to be done. Tom encouraged all of us to become allies, to allow Native people the space and time required for this healing within their communities and culture. The Great Law of Peace can be applied and can “raise up again.” This, Tom says, is what he and Audrey have been trying to do. 

“So all of the universe is life in its total when you summarize that that's what the real Indian calls the Creator. It's life in its total. So we have an obligation not only to humans but also to all life. And that's what I think the Western world is afraid of, because they have used it as a resource for economic gain and when they have done that it tips over the balance of spiritualism, it doesn't have a place at all.” 

Audrey spoke of the difference in belief systems –native culture embraces others, rather than trying to convert them. She noted “if you want to dance with us, you can dance with us, that’s it.” 

Jack Manno described the connection of the Great Law of Peace with his environmental research and activism. He distinguished the United States Constitution as a rights-based law system, from the Great Law of Peace, which is centered on responsibilities. He noted that the Great Law gives people things to care about and tend to, not just “if I own this, I can do this, and then you can’t take it from me.” This overwhelming stigma that individuals base their worth and merit upon ownership, places a wall between peoples and subverts efforts to restore and care for their surrounding environments. (For more detail, see: http://www.peacecouncil.net/pnl/10/798/798greatlaw.htm)

Manno theorizes that it is through the same emphasis of responsibility, as opposed to the ownership/wealth of the individual that a community - in this case globally - can come together for environmental restoration. His imaginative idea for a social and legal structure responds to the fact that “What we have isn’t working.” One of the greatest testaments to this statement is right here in Syracuse's backyard - the destruction of Onondaga Lake. The legacy of ignoring our responsibility, as a community, to protect and sustain our most precious gifts is the very reason we do not reap the amazing benefits of this precious resource today.  

The panelists were right on target: what we have is not working. Education and discussions such as this make for progress - for real change and real peace. The task the speakers set before us is to live with the balance of positive and negative, work towards respect for all life, and build alliance of all peoples encompassing respect and dignity for our environment, our humanity - our mother earth.  
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