
The special relationship between Indians and 

the federal government is the result of solemn 

obligations that have been entered into by the 

United States government. Down through the 

years, through written treaties and formal and 

informal agreements, our government has made 

specific commitments to the Indian people. For 

their part, the Indians have often surrendered 

claims to vast tracts of land and have accepted 

life on government reservations. In exchange, 

the government has agreed to provide 

community services such as health, education 

and public safety—services that would  

presumably allow Indian communities to enjoy 

a standard of living comparable to that of other 

Americans. This goal, of course, has never been 

achieved. But the special relationship between 

the Indian tribes and the federal government 

that arises from these agreements continues 

to carry immense moral and legal force. To 

terminate this relationship would be no more 

appropriate than to terminate the citizenship 

rights of any other American.

President Richard Nixon, Special Message to  

the Congress on Indian Affairs, 

July 8, 1970

In every relationship between our people, our 

first principle must be to respect your right to 

remain who you are and to live the way you wish 

to live. And I believe the best way to do that is 

to acknowledge the unique government-to- 

government relationship we have enjoyed 

over time. Today, I reaffirm our commitment 

to self-determination for tribal governments. 

I pledge to fulfill the trust obligations of the 

federal government. I vow to honor and respect 

tribal sovereignty based upon our unique 

historic relationship. And I pledge to continue 

my efforts to protect your right to fully exercise 

your faith as you wish.

President Bill Clinton, Remarks to Native 

American and Native Alaskan Tribal Leaders, 

April 29, 1994

We know that ultimately this is not just a matter 

of legislation, not just a matter of policy. It’s 

a matter of whether we’re going to live up to 

our basic values. It’s a matter of upholding an 

ideal that has always defined who we are as 

Americans: E pluribus unum—out of many, one. 

That’s why we’re here. That’s what we’re called 

to do. And I’m confident that if we keep up our 

efforts, that if we continue to work together, that 

we will live up to this simple motto and we will 

achieve a brighter future for the First Americans 

and for all Americans.

President Barack Obama, Remarks at the White 

House Tribal Nations Conference, 

December 16, 2010

This government-to-government relationship is 

the result of sovereign and independent tribal 

governments being incorporated into the fabric 

of our Nation, of Indian tribes becoming  

what our courts have come to refer to as  

quasi-sovereign domestic dependent nations. 

Over the years, the relationship has flourished, 

grown, and evolved into a vibrant partnership 

in which over 500 tribal governments stand 

shoulder-to-shoulder with the other  

governmental units that form our Republic.

 President George Herbert Walker Bush

Today, we have choices before us—this nation, 

and the leaders of Indian tribes throughout this 

land, must shape our future course to ensure 

that Indian tribes and this nation as a whole will 

face a brighter course seven generations into 

the future.

Tex Hall, 18th President of the National Congress 

of American Indians (Mandan/Hidatsa/Arikara), 

State of Indian Nations Address, 

January 2003

We stand at the beginning of a new era for  

Indian Country and for tribal relations with the 

United States. Previous eras were defined by  

what the federal government chose to do: the 

Indian removal period when tribes were forcibly 

removed from their homelands to reservations, 

the reorganization and termination era, the 

allotment era, even the recent promise of the 

self-determination era. But this new era is  

defined by what we, as Indian nations, choose  

to do for ourselves.

20th President of the National Congress of 

American Indians, Jefferson Keel (Chickasaw), 

State of Indian Nations Address, 

January 2011
Strength, triumph over adversity, the will to 

succeed—the Indian Nations stand strong 

today. We are growing more self-sufficient, 

more economically developed, more politically 

active and, as always, steadfastly committed to 

the stewardship and defense of our home, the 

United States of America.

 19th President of the National Congress of 

American Indians, Joe Garcia (Ohkay Owingeh), 

State of Indian Nations Address, 

February 2006

My fellow tribal leaders, we’ve learned that 

together, united, we are greater than the sum 

of our parts. My fellow government officials, 

we’ve learned that together, working beyond the 

boundaries of party and state, we can improve 

countless lives and generate shared prosperity. 

Together, we can build a strong partnership 

between all of our nations…one that will secure 

a brighter future for all our people. God bless 

our Indian Nations. God bless the United States 

of America.

NCAI President Brian Cladoosby (Swinomish), 

State of Indian Nations Address, 

January 2014

I am committed to furthering the self- 

determination of Indian communities, but 

without terminating the special relationship 

between the federal government and the Indian 

people. I am strongly opposed to termination. 

Self-determination means that you can decide 

the nature of your tribe’s relationship with the 

federal government within the framework of 

the Self-Determination Act, which I signed in 

January of 1975.

President Gerald Ford
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