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I K I T R O Ö U C T I O N 

The closing decades of the twentieth century have witnessed a 
burgeoning of Native American flags without precedent in the history of 
native communities anywhere in the world and equally unparalleled in 
the history of flags. What caused this explosion of flag creativity? Why 
would a primarily European concept be adopted by Native Americans, 
who have long relied on art, dress, and symbols to distinguish themselves 
from one another and from the foreign cultures around them? 

There are two leading answers, both recent and both powerfully 
relevant: The 1975 U.S. Indian Self-Determination and Education 
Assistance Act, which established the level of independence of 
federally-recognized Indian nations, spurred the creation of that 
quintessential symbol of a people s sovereignty—the national flag. 
The 1988 U.S. Indian Gaming Regulatory Act led to a rapid creation 
of job- and revenue-producing casinos on Native reservations—^with 
flagpoles marking these gaming facilities. According to the U.S. 
General Accounting Office, in 1996 there were 184 tribes running 
281 gaming facilities with US$4.5 billion in annual revenues. 

As of 31 October 1997 there are 558 federally-recognized Native 
tribes and nations in the United States, including 227 in Alaska. These 
communities represent a large number of potential new flags—a tanta
lizing prospect for the North American Vexillological Association 
(NAVA), an organization dedicated to the study of flags. This volume 
focuses on the flags of the continental United States and Hawaii. 

N A V A is a nonprofit group established in 1967 to promote a 
relatively new branch of social science dedicated to the study of flag 
history and symbolism. To describe this endeavor, Dr. Whitney 
Smith—NAVAs president during its first ten years and the world's 
foremost flag expert—had coined the word vexillology. 

In 1982 Donald T. Healy, another N A V A member who would later 
serve as president, began a major eflbrt to document Native flags. His 
work accelerated after the 1988 legislation on gaming and culminated 
on 30 June 1997. Mr. Healy and his N A V A colleagues traced and 
analyzed well over a hundred historical and current flags—the largest 
body of symbols of Native sovereignty ever added to the cultural treasury 
of the United States. N A V A presents his work in this special double 
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H o w THIS VOLUME IS ORGANIZED 

The history, art, and symbols of Native Americans have worldwide 
appeal. NAVAs journal. Raven, is usually devoted to several diverse 
essays on flag-related subjects, but this double volume is directed to a 
wider audience across age, culture, and geography. American Indian 
communities, museum bookstores in the United States, Europe, and 
elsewhere, libraries, social studies and related programs, flag scholars 
and hobbyists, as well as children of all ages—all should welcome this 
first-ever survey. 

This presentation strives to be as comprehensive as possible. 
Information on some flags has been published earlier in NAVA News (the 
newsletter of the North American Vexillological Association) or The Flag 
Bulletin (published by the Flag Research Center). However, most of the 
flags described here have not appeared in vexillological media, much less 
been presented to a wider audience. 

For each flag, this work provides a graphic image; a detailed 
description of the flag; information about its development, adoption, 
and use; and sufficient historical background to explain its symbolism. 
Complex vexillological terminology has been avoided, but included 
when necessary. In the few instances when religious or ceremonial 
protocol precluded the analysis of tribal symbols, we have respectfully 
withheld comment. 

Nations are arranged in alphabetical order; every flag is treated 
within the historical and geographic context of the nation it represents. 
The Glossary defines frequently used concepts, and the Index of 
Communities allows ready cross-referencing. 

Whenever a flag consists of a seal on a solid background, only the seal 
is shown. Detailed descriptions of individual flags and seals compensate 
for the limitations of halftone and black-and-white images. A full-color 
wall chart. Flags of the Native Peoples of the United States, is also available. 

The flags of federally-recognized tribes have been listed in the first section 
of this work, with others following. Federal recognition is a touchstone for 
Native communities in the United States. It acknowledges and designates 
Native entities that: have a direct government-to-government relationship 
with the United States; have their own jurisdiction separate from that 
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with the United States; have their own jurisdiction separate from that 
of the surrounding territory; and are entitled to share in benefits under 
Acts of Congress specifically designated for Indian tribes, bands, 
communities, and Native Alaskan villages and corporations. For Native 
Hawaiians, federal recognition is a moot issue, although their rights as 
an indigenous people are clearly recognized in several specific pieces of 
federal legislation. 

THE SURVEY 

In an endeavor of this scope, the vexillologist (flag scholar), like 
many social scientists, relies heavily on questionnaires and interviews. 
The original 1982 survey consisted of over two hundred questionnaires 
mailed to Native nations and reservations across the United States. 
These were followed by telephone interviews as well as by on-site visits. 
More recently, several mailings of questionnaires, supplemented by 
telephone, fax, and e-mail contacts, yielded documentation on more 
new flags. Key elements of the questionnaire asked about the color 
and image symbolism of the flag and seal, their adoption dates, and 
the circumstances surrounding their adoption. 

The survey identified a rich panoply of themes depicted on flags: 
objects central to Native cultural heritage such as the peace pipe, tepee, 
bow, arrowheads and arrows; images of nature that include rivers, 
mountains, trees, rainbows, the sun, the moon, and stars; vital animals 
such as the eagle, bear, wolf, buffalo, and orca; certain colors (especially 
red/white/yellow/black); symbols such as the number four, the circle of 
life, sacred fire, and eagle feathers; the representation of Indian leaders, 
tribesmen, and warriors; maps of reservation lands; and lettering of 
tribal names, locations, and significant dates. This exuberant display 
of color, imagery, history, and symbolism—and the unity of spirit that 
pervades and anchors it—is an extraordinary aspect of our 15-year 
exploration of Native flags. 

The author and N A V A are deeply grateful for the gracious cooperation 
received from Native men and women throughout the United States. 
As a small token of our gratitude, we will mall copies of this volume, 
along with the full-color companion flag chart, to the libraries of all 
Indian communities reoresented. 
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however, he has documented flags for less than a third of all federally-
recognized tribes in the United States. A small number—perhaps 20-2^ 
tribes—are known to have flags but could not be reached in time for th( 
publication of this long-delayed survey. That leaves some 400 federally-
recognized tribes, along with many state-recognized and other native 
communities, that have no flag or may want to change an existing one. 
To all, please consider these thoughts: 

• When descriptions are incomplete or faulty, please send corrections 
and additions for possible future publication. 

• If an existing flag is omitted, please let us know so that we can 
pursue the necessary information. 

• If a community lacks a flag or wants to design a new flag, please 
contact us. N A V A members have a wealth of experience in flag 
design, a desire to promote the creation and use of flags, and a 
vast selection of useful written materials. 

Contact: N A V A , 1977 North Olden Avenue Extension, Suite 225, 
Trenton, New Jersey 08618-2193, U.S.A.; through our website at 
http://www.nava.org; or by e-mail at pres@nava.org. 

CONCLUSION 

N A V A considers it a great privilege to survey the sovereignty 
symbols of the Native Peoples of the United States, to highlight their 
extraordinary richness and variety, and to add them to the artistic 
patrimony of America. Our experience as flag scholars makes us 
painfully aware that this work is incomplete and that despite our best 
efforts it contains inevitable errors. With utmost earnestness and 
sincerity we therefore urge you, our readers: contact us without 
hesitation, correct our mistakes without fail, and help us continue the 
happy task of presenting the beauty and character of Native flags to 
an ever-growing audience. 

The Raven Editorial Board 


