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Gloria Valencia-Weber

Three Stories in One: The
Story of Santa Clara Pueblo v.
Martinez

Introduction

Santa Clara Pueblo v. Martinez' is an especially rich case that
intermingles three stories: one is about Julia Martinez and her family; a
second features Santa Clara Pueblo itself; and a third highlights dynam­
ics within the United States Supreme Court. Decided in 1978, the
Martinez case denied Julia Martinez access to federal court to challenge
a Pueblo membership ordinance treating female members who marry
outside the Pueblo differently from male members who marry outside.
The case has long attracted attention from feminists and human rights
advocates, because they see a woman's claim of gender discrimination
pitted against a Pueblo's claim of tribal sovereignty. What has been
missing in all of this commentary, however, is an internal Santa Clara
Pueblo viewpoint on the case. What follows is an account of these three
stories in their cultural context.!

Fundamentally, Martinez presents the conflict between American
Indians and the mainstream non-Indian world about what values should
guide when law is made for a society. Describing the case as a contest
between western individual rights and the consensual principles of
indigenous peoples does not capture the depth of the conflicting cultural
perspectives involved. Martinez revealed the chasm between two cultural
frameworks. Whereas the non-Indian world perspective values individual
autonomy, the indigenous perspective prescribes how human beings
should fit in the natural world in a collective way. The non-Indian world
perspective supports a civil order structured on the basis of individual

1 Santa Clara Pueblo v . Martinez, 436 U.S. 49 (1978).

2 Through the generosity and friendship of Santa Clara Pueblo people for some
decades, the writer has learned to appreciate their perspective. Only the information from
Santa Clara members who have published or consented to disclosure has been used. The
writer does not claim to speak for Santa Clara Pueblo, but has tried to respect the
members' desire to protect cultural knowledge.
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