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Learning and thinking before speaking
February 16, 2015 * Commentary/By Vince Armenta
Shortly after 4th District Supervisor Peter Adam questioned the sovereign-nation status of Native American tribes, California Assembly member Luis A. Alejo of the 30th District, D-Watsonville, wrote an open letter to Supervisor Adam asking him to apologize for his hurtful remarks.
Supervisor Adam did what an elected official shouldn’t do — he started name-calling. He called Alejo a “carpetbagger.”
The historical definition of a carpetbagger in the United States refers to Northerners who moved to the South after the Civil War — especially during the Reconstruction era — to profit from the instability and power vacuum at that time. Carpetbagger was a pejorative term and was descriptive of the carpetbag-style luggage Northerners used.
Today, the term is used to refer to political candidates who seek election in an area where they have no political connections. It is also associated with a person perceived as an unscrupulous opportunist or an outsider viewed as using manipulation or fraud to obtain an objective.
Assembly member Alejo is not seeking election in this area, nor is he an unscrupulous opportunist or an outsider using manipulation to obtain an objective. He is a respected California Assembly member who was simply voicing an opinion on Adam’s unfortunate remarks. For the supervisor to suggest otherwise is inaccurate and inappropriate.
Furthermore, for Adam to say he doesn’t “appreciate interventions from the cheap seats” once again shows his lack of historical and current knowledge of tribes as governments. It also demonstrates his unfamiliarity and inexperience with state and federal politics.
We have mentioned to Supervisor Adam time and time again that tribes are governments, and yet he doesn’t seem to comprehend the concept. As governments, tribes have long-standing government-to-government relationships with state and federal governments. Just because the Santa Barbara County Board of Supervisors fails to recognize our tribe as a government doesn’t mean our tribe isn’t a government.
As a government, we are in constant communication with state and federal lawmakers. While Assembly member Alejo’s district is north of here, he and his fellow California Assembly members are frequently in discussions with California tribes — including ours — on legislation that impacts tribal nations. I would hardly call his perspective a “cheap seat.” Of course, Assembly member Alejo is going to express an opinion when an elected official makes a disparaging remark about Native American tribes. He works with and knows the tribes in his state.
Assembly member Alejo’s disappointment in Supervisor Adam was justified. As he mentioned in his open letter to the supervisor, “… publicly espousing such misinformed views only serves to minimize the very real and brutal history of repression that Native Americans have endured.”
All too often, Supervisor Adam and his fellow supervisors — 3rd District Supervisor Doreen Farr and 2nd District Supervisor Janet Wolf — promote anti-tribal views that are based on misinformation and lack of understanding of the historical perspective of Native Americans. These views are in line with local tribal opponents and, unfortunately, provide the opponents with a platform to spew anti-tribal rhetoric that is both ugly and threatening.
My dream is for Supervisor Adam to take Assembly member Alejo’s letter to heart, and take the time to learn a little bit more about the historical relationships tribes have with the state and federal government. Take the time to learn more about how our tribe can be a partner with the county in the community. Take the time to think about damaging words, before they are spoken.
But maybe that is my pipe dream. Can Supervisor Adam really approach our tribe objectively in the future, when deep down he feels we should just disappear?
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