


THE CHICKASAW 
NATION TODAY 

by Jeannie Barbour 

The fiiture of the C/1ickasaw Nation is based on 

the preseroation of its sovereign status as an independent government. 

Tribal sovereignty is defined as the right of Indian tribes 

to determine their own futures. 

The Chickasaw Nation today is economically strong, culturally vibrant, and possessed 

of energetic people still dedicated to the preservation of family, community, sovereignty, 

and herilage . Since the 1980s tribal government has focused most of its efforts on 

building an economically diverse base to generate fu nds that will supplement programs 

and services to Indian people. Businesses have flourished , programs and services have 

grown, and the quality of life for all Chickasaws has been greatly enhanced. 

The future of the Chickasaw Nation is based on the preservation of its sovereign 

sta tus as an independent government. Tribal sovereignty is defined as the right of 

Indian tribes to determine their own futu res. Through their elected tribal governments, 

they operate as self-governing nations. As the United States government signed 

treaties with Indian nations down through history, they acknowledged the inherent 

sovereignty of tribes. Attributes of sovereig nty include the power to determine a fo rm 
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of government, to define conditions for citizenship, to administer justice and law, 

to tax, to adjust domestic re lations of its members, and to regulate property tax. 

The right to maintain its own government has been upheld for the Chickasaw 

Nation since the 1830s. At that time, federal courts affirmed a trust responsibi lity 

toward the tribe. This trust includes the protection of tribal interests and rights, 

especia lly with regard to triba l lands and resources. It is important to understand that 

although Congress exercises plenary power over Indian affairs, all sovereign powers are 

held by Indian nations, not the U.S. government. The only power the United Stares 

has over tribes in America is the power that tribes allowed them to have. This power 

was given in treaties, agreements, or the occasional act of Congress. 

Throughout history, attempts have been made to wear away tribal sovereignty. 

Trade and allotment acts constnicted by the federa l government were successful in 

gaining Indian lands for the national purpose. Assimi lation policies were designed to 

destroy tribal cultures and incorporate Indian peop le into mainstream society. All had 

detrimental effects on the Chickasaw people, but the Chickasaws persevered. At every 

step in Chickasaw history, triba l leaders have wisely negotiated for the protection of 

sovereignty. 

The Chickasaw Nation's current three-branch system of government was 

established with the ratification of the 1983 Chickasaw Nation Constitution . All 

of the elected officials provided for in the Constitution share in a commitment that 
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government policy serves the com mon good of a ll Chickasaw citizens. This common 

good extends to future generation as wel l as to today's citizens. Ch ickasaw Nation 

government seeks to protect individua ls as well as rrovidc a platform for a smooth

running administrative structure. 

More and more Ch ickasaws are taking the opportunity to participate in triba l 

governmen t, service to their community, and the e lectoral process. They know the 

values and policies they support and they arc in constant contact with their legislative, 

judicial, and executive representatives. Those who choose to serve Chickasaws a<; 

elected officia ls are most successl·ul when they demonstrate political savvy, openness 

to different poli tica l persrectivcs, and an advanced level of spiritual maturi ty. 
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