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a common question that arises when discussing the rich and diverse history of Indigenous peoples
across North and South America. Understanding how Native American tribes are classified and
referred to is essential to appreciating their unique identities, sovereignty, and relationships with
modern nation-states. This article explores the terminology used to describe Native American tribes,
examines their political and cultural status, and clarifies common misconceptions about whether these

tribes are considered territories, countries, nations, or states.

Introduction to Native American Tribes and Their

Classifications

Native American tribes are among the oldest peoples in the Western Hemisphere, with histories that
stretch back thousands of years. Today, there are hundreds of tribes across the United States,
Canada, and Latin America, each with distinct languages, cultures, and governance structures. The
way these tribes are referred to — whether as territories, countries, nations, or states — influences

perceptions, legal statuses, and policies affecting Indigenous peoples.
Understanding the terminology is crucial for several reasons:
- To recognize the sovereignty and self-determination of tribes.

- To differentiate between cultural identities and political statuses.

- To clarify misconceptions about the political independence of Native tribes.



Terminology and Definitions

Before delving into the specifics, it is essential to define the key terms used when referring to Native

American tribes.

What Is a Territory?

A territory generally refers to a geographic area under the jurisdiction of a government or authority. In
the context of Native tribes, a territory might be the land set aside for a tribe, often as part of a

reservation. However:

- Native tribes are not necessarily confined to designated territories.

- Tribal lands are recognized as sovereign lands but are part of larger nation-states.

What Is a Country?

A country is typically a sovereign state recognized by other nations and international bodies. Most

Native American tribes are not countries in this sense:

- They do not possess full sovereignty equivalent to independent nations.
- They are often recognized as sovereign entities within the borders of larger countries like the United

States or Canada.



What Is a Nation?

A nation can have multiple meanings:

- A group of people sharing common cultural, linguistic, or historical traits.

- A political entity with sovereignty and defined borders.

In the context of Native tribes:

- Many tribes refer to themselves as nations because they possess sovereign governance structures.

- However, they usually do not have the full international recognition that independent countries do.

What Is a State?

A state is a political entity with a permanent population, defined territory, government, and capacity to

enter into relations with other states. Native tribes:
- Are generally considered sovereign nations within the United States, often termed federally

recognized tribes.

- Do not function as independent states in the international system.

Are Most Native American Tribes Considered Territories?



Native Lands as Territories

Some Native American tribes are associated with reservations—lands designated by treaties or federal

government designation for tribal use. These reservations:

- Are recognized as sovereign or semi-sovereign entities.

- Provide a degree of self-governance, but are still under the jurisdiction of the U.S. federal
government.

Key points:

- Reservations are often called "tribal territories" but are not independent countries.

- They are part of the United States' territorial framework, although they enjoy certain sovereign rights.

Examples of Tribal Territories

- The Navajo Nation Reservation in Arizona, Utah, and New Mexico.
- The Cherokee Nation in Oklahoma.

- The Seminole Tribe of Florida.

These territories serve as cultural and political centers for their respective tribes but are not

independent nations.

Are Native American Tribes Considered Countries?



International Recognition and Sovereignty

Most Native American tribes are not considered countries in the international sense because:

- They lack full sovereignty recognized by global bodies like the United Nations.

- They are often classified as domestic dependent nations under U.S. law.
However, some tribes have achieved a significant degree of sovereignty:
- They can enter into treaties.

- They have their own governments, legal systems, and law enforcement agencies.

- They conduct business and engage in commerce independently within their jurisdictions.

Examples of Tribal Sovereignty

- The Mashantucket Pequot Tribe operates Foxwoods Resort Casino in Connecticut, exercising
economic independence.

- The Navajo Nation has its own government, police, and justice system.

Despite these rights, they are still under the sovereignty of the United States, and their status is

different from that of fully independent countries.

Are Native American Tribes Considered Nations?



Self-ldentification as Nations

Many tribes refer to themselves as nations because of their sovereignty and cultural identity. They:
- Have their own constitutions.

- Elect tribal councils or leaders.

- Maintain cultural practices, languages, and traditions.

Legal and Political Recognition

- The U.S. federal government recognizes over 570 tribes as federally recognized tribes.

- Recognition grants certain legal rights, including governing authority over tribal lands and members.

Difference Between Tribal Nations and Independent Countries

While tribes consider themselves nations:
- They are not recognized as independent states by the international community.

- They operate within the framework of U.S. federal law.

- Their sovereignty is limited but significant within their territories.

Are Native American Tribes Considered States?



Sovereign States vs. Tribal Nations

- Native tribes are not considered states in the political science sense—meaning they are not
independent entities capable of entering into treaties or diplomatic relations with foreign countries.
- They are sovereign nations in a domestic context but not recognized as states in the international

system.

Legal Status

- Under U.S. law, tribes are considered domestic dependent nations.

- This status provides them with a degree of sovereignty but also places certain limitations.

Implications of Their Status

- Tribes can govern themselves, establish laws, and manage resources.
- They cannot, however, sign treaties with foreign nations or participate in international diplomacy

independently.

Summary of Key Points

- Most Native American tribes are considered sovereign nations within the United States but are not
independent countries.

- Their lands are often designated as reservations or territories, which serve as centers of cultural and
political identity.

- They identify as nations because of their sovereignty, governance, and cultural heritage.



- They are not classified as states in the international sense, although they possess significant self-
governing rights.
- The distinction between tribes, territories, nations, and states is crucial to understanding Native

American sovereignty and legal status.

Conclusion

Understanding how most Native American tribes are referred to is vital for appreciating their unique
status and sovereignty within North and South America. While many tribes consider themselves
nations and exercise a degree of sovereignty, they are generally not recognized as independent
countries or states in the global political system. Their lands, governance structures, and cultural
identities reflect a rich history of resilience and self-determination. Recognizing these distinctions
fosters respect and supports the ongoing efforts for Indigenous rights, sovereignty, and cultural

preservation.

FAQs About Native American Tribes and Their Classifications

1. Are Native American tribes sovereign nations? Yes, many tribes see themselves as sovereign
nations, and they possess a significant degree of self-governance, but they are not recognized

as independent countries internationally.

2. Can Native tribes enter into treaties with other countries? No, tribes do not have the capacity to

enter into treaties with foreign nations; treaties are primarily between sovereign states.



3. What is the difference between a reservation and a nation? A reservation is land designated for
a tribe, often under federal jurisdiction, while a nation refers to the tribe's political and cultural

identity as a sovereign entity.

4. Are Native American tribes considered states? No, they are not states but are considered

sovereign nations within the United States.

5. How does federal recognition impact tribes? Federal recognition grants tribes certain legal rights,

sovereignty, and access to federal assistance, but does not make them independent states.

By understanding the distinctions among territories, countries, nations, and states, we can better
appreciate the sovereignty, cultural richness, and legal statuses of Native American tribes. Recognizing
their unique identities is a step toward respecting their rights and preserving their heritage for future

generations.

Frequently Asked Questions

What term is most commonly used to refer to most Native American

tribes?

Most Native American tribes are referred to as 'Nations'.

Why is the term 'Nations' preferred when talking about Native
American tribes?

Because many tribes view themselves as sovereign entities with their own governments, cultures, and

territories, making 'Nations' an appropriate term.



How does referring to Native American tribes as 'Nations' impact their
sovereignty?

Using the term 'Nations' emphasizes their status as distinct, self-governing entities with recognized

sovereignty and rights.

Are Native American tribes officially recognized as countries or states?

No, Native American tribes are not countries or states; they are federally recognized tribes or nations

within the United States.

What is the difference between a Native American tribe being called a
'Nation' versus a 'State'?

A 'Nation' implies sovereignty and self-governance, while a 'State' typically refers to a political

subdivision within a country; tribes are considered nations, not states.

Are Native American tribes considered 'countries’ in any legal or
international sense?

No, they are not considered countries internationally; they are recognized as sovereign nations within

the U.S., but not as independent countries.

How does the terminology affect the representation of Native
American tribes today?

Referring to tribes as 'Nations' helps acknowledge their sovereignty, cultural identity, and political

status, promoting respect and recognition.

Which term best reflects the political and cultural identity of most



Native American tribes?

The term 'Nations' best reflects their political sovereignty and cultural identity.

Is the use of the term 'Territories' appropriate for most Native
American tribes?

No, 'Territories' typically refers to geographic areas under administrative control, but tribes are more

accurately called 'Nations' due to their sovereignty.

Additional Resources

Most Native American Tribes Are Referred To As A. Territories B. Countries C. Nations D. States

The terminology used to describe the diverse Indigenous peoples of North America has long been a
subject of debate, classification, and sometimes controversy. Among these terms—territories, countries,
nations, states—each carries distinct connotations and implications about sovereignty, identity, and
historical context. Understanding how most Native American tribes are referred to involves not only

linguistic clarity but also a nuanced appreciation of their political, cultural, and social realities.
This comprehensive article explores the meaning behind these terms, investigates the historical and

contemporary usage, and examines how Native American tribes perceive and identify themselves

within the framework of these labels.

Historical Context of Terminology: From Colonialism to Modern



Perspectives

The language used to describe Indigenous peoples has evolved significantly over centuries. During
European colonization, terms like "tribe," "nation," and "state" were often imposed or used
interchangeably without regard to Indigenous self-identification. Colonial powers frequently categorized
Indigenous groups in ways that suited their political agendas, often ignoring or undermining their

sovereignty.

Historically, the dominant narrative positioned Native American tribes as subordinate
entities—sometimes as "territories" controlled by colonial or U.S. authorities, at other times as "nations"

with their own governments. This legacy influences contemporary terminology and perceptions.

Definitions and Distinctions Among Terms

To understand how most Native American tribes are referred to, it is critical to clarify the meanings and

implications of the key terms:

Territory

- Definition: A geographic area associated with a group; often used to describe land holdings or
regions occupied.

- Context: In colonial and governmental language, "territories" typically refer to land under jurisdiction
but not necessarily recognized as sovereign entities.

- Implication: Labeling tribes as "territories" diminishes their sovereignty, implying they are lands

managed or controlled by external authorities.



Country

- Definition: A nation with defined borders and sovereignty; often used to describe independent
nations.

- Context: In some contexts, "country" is used colloquially or nationally to refer to the entire United
States or Canada, but it can also denote a sovereign or semi-sovereign Indigenous entity.

- Implication: When "country” is used to describe tribes, it may suggest a level of independence,

though many tribes are recognized as sovereign entities only within specific legal frameworks.

Nation

- Definition: A group with a shared identity, culture, language, and often political organization.

- Context: Indigenous peoples frequently refer to themselves as nations, emphasizing sovereignty, self-
governance, and cultural independence.

- Implication: The term "nation" aligns closely with Indigenous self-identification, asserting their political

and cultural sovereignty.

State

- Definition: A political entity with a centralized government recognized within the international system.
- Context: Most Native American tribes are not considered states in the international sense. However,
some, like the Navajo Nation, operate with a significant degree of self-governance akin to a sovereign
state.

- Implication: Labeling tribes as "states" can be contentious and often misrepresents their legal and

political status, which is generally recognized as tribal nations with a degree of sovereignty.



Contemporary Recognition of Native American Tribes as

Sovereign Entities

Most Native American tribes today are federally recognized or state-recognized entities within the

United States. Their legal status and sovereignty are complex and vary significantly among tribes.

Federal Recognition

- Definition: A formal acknowledgment by the U.S. federal government of a tribe's sovereignty and trust
relationship.
- Implication: Recognized tribes are considered "domestic dependent nations," enjoying certain self-

governing powers, but they do not possess full sovereignty equivalent to independent states.

State Recognition

- Definition: Recognition by individual state governments, often with fewer rights and privileges than
federal recognition.
- Implication: These tribes may have limited self-governance and are often not viewed as full nations

under federal law.

Self-ldentification and Cultural Sovereignty

- Many tribes prefer to identify as "nations" to emphasize their sovereignty and distinct cultural

identities, regardless of legal recognition status.



Are Most Native American Tribes Referred to as Countries or

Nations?

The terminology varies depending on context, perspective, and purpose. However, in terms of self-

identification and legal status, most tribes consider themselves "nations."

Why "Nations'?

- Historical Autonomy: Many tribes historically governed themselves well before European contact.

- Legal Recognition: Federal acknowledgment often refers to tribes as "nations" within the U.S. legal
framework.

- Cultural Identity: The term "nation" resonates with Indigenous peoples' sense of sovereignty, kinship,

and cultural continuity.

Examples of Tribes Identifying as Nations

- Navajo Nation: The largest federally recognized tribe, explicitly describes itself as a "nation" with its
own government.
- Cherokee Nation: Recognizes itself as a nation with a sovereign government.

- Sioux, Ojibwe, Apache: Many other tribes refer to themselves as nations or sovereign entities.

Why Are Most Native American Tribes Not Referred to as

"States'?

Despite some tribes' governance structures resembling those of states, most are not officially



recognized as states in the international sense.

Differences in Legal Status

- Sovereignty Limitations: Tribal sovereignty is constrained within the U.S. legal system; tribes are
considered domestic dependent nations.

- International Recognition: They lack recognition as independent states in international law, which
requires sovereignty, defined borders, a permanent population, and a government capable of entering

into relations with other states.

Instances Where Tribes Function Like States

- Navajo Nation: Operates its own government, has a large territory, and provides many services
independently, leading some to describe it as a "state-like" entity.
- Other Examples: The Cherokee Nation and the Mashantucket Pequot Tribe also exercise substantial

self-governance.

Conclusion

Most tribes are not called "states" because they do not possess full sovereignty recognized
internationally. Instead, they function as sovereign tribal nations with varying degrees of self-

governance, but within the framework of U.S. federal law.

Contemporary Challenges and Implications of Terminology

The language used to describe Native American tribes has real-world consequences for their political

rights, cultural identity, and sovereignty.



Impact of Terminology

- Legal Recognition: Using "tribe" versus "nation" influences perceptions of sovereignty and rights.
- Public Perception: Labels can reinforce stereotypes or misconceptions about Indigenous sovereignty.

- Policy and Negotiations: Accurate terminology affects treaty negotiations, funding, and legal status.

Current Trends in Self-lIdentification

- Many tribes emphasize their status as "nations" to assert sovereignty.
- Some prefer "tribe" for historical or cultural reasons but clarify their sovereign status.

- The use of "sovereign nations" in official documents underscores their political independence.

Conclusion: Most Native American Tribes as Sovereign

Nations, Not Countries or States

While the terminology varies, the prevailing understanding among Indigenous peoples and scholars is
that most Native American tribes are "nations." This designation underscores their sovereignty, cultural

identity, and political independence within the United States.

The distinction is crucial: calling tribes "territories" diminishes their sovereignty; referring to them as
"countries" implies independence not recognized legally or internationally; and labeling them as

"states" often misrepresents their legal status.

Recognizing tribes as nations honors their self-identification and sovereignty, acknowledging their
unique political entities that, despite lacking full international recognition, operate with a degree of self-

governance rooted in centuries of history and cultural resilience.



As ongoing debates about Indigenous rights and sovereignty continue, the careful and respectful use
of terminology remains vital—both for accurate understanding and for supporting the sovereignty and

dignity of Native American tribes across North America.
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