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MISHONGNOVI VILLAGE BOARD OF DIRECTORS  

WINS LANDMARK CASE 
 

COURT UPHOLDS RIGHTS OF THE PEOPLE 
 

KYKOTSMOVI, AZ – Last week, in an historic ruling, Justices Fred Lomayesva, Patricia 

Sekaquaptewa, and Robert Clinton of the Hopi Court of Appeals resolved a long-standing dispute 

between two factions at Mishongnovi Village each claiming to be the government of the Village.  

The Court of Appeals held that the People of the Village hold the power to form the Village 

government, and that Village sovereignty rests with the People of the Village, not with a Village 

leader or a Kikmongwi.  The Court of Appeals reaffirmed the right of all Villages to decide their 

internal disputes without any outside interference, but also held that when a Village dispute involves 

the Tribe or its officials, then the Hopi Courts may decide those matters.  The Court of Appeals 

decision was unanimous.   

 

Lawsuit Filed Against the Tribe and Council 
 In March 2011, Archie Duwahoyeoma, Jerry Sekayumptewa, Leon Koruh, Owen Numkena, 

Jr., as well as Alvin Chaca and Celestino Youvella from First Mesa Village, Caleb Johnson from 

Kykotsmovi Village, the Mishongnovi Village Cultural Preservation Board (“CPB”), and others 

filed a lawsuit against the Hopi Tribe, the Tribal Council, and elected members of the Mishongnovi 

Village Board of Directors.  In the lawsuit, Mr. Duwahoyeoma claimed that he was the “defacto 

Kikmongwi”, and that the Kikmongwi alone held the power to determine the form of Village 

government and to select Representatives from the Village to serve on the Tribal Council.  In 

rejecting Mr. Duwahoyeoma’s arguments, the Court of Appeals said: 

 

- “...the retained aboriginal sovereignty to decide how the Village is governed is retained by 

the Village, not the Kikmongwi...”; and,   

 

- “...the Village, not the Kikmongwi, selects the method of choosing its Representatives to the 

Tribal Council and the Kikmongwi merely certifies, as official spokesperson for the Villages, 

a preexisting decision made by others in the Village.”   

 

Kikmongwi Do Not Possess Village Sovereignty 
 In the landmark decision, the Court of Appeals explained that, “...the Hopi Constitution 

separates the Village as political entity from the Kikmongwi and recognizes that the Kikmongwi 

primarily plays a spokesman role for the Village, rather than functioning as the lawful government of 

the Village.”  The decision stated, “...this Court concludes that the reference to the Kikmongwi as a 

“leader” (in the Constitution) recognizes only his role as official spokesman, communicator, or head 

of state for the Village, not as the repository of the Village sovereignty”.  Finally, while a 
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Kikmongwi or Village leader may have other roles and duties including religious obligations, the 

Court of Appeals said that when Kikmongwi have asserted their authority “...beyond their traditional 

roles and to intrude into matters of Village finance or governance, they have exceeded any role or 

responsibility traditionally exercised by them...”.   

 

 The Court of Appeals rejected Mr. Duwahoyeoma’s claim that “complete governing 

authority” of the Village was vested in the “leader” based on a plain reading of the Constitution as 

well as the traditional roles of Kikmongwi.  The Court’s decision recognized the authority of Hopi 

and Tewa Villages to chart their own course when it comes to the governing authority of Villages.   

 

Cultural Preservation Board Abuses the Judicial Process 

 The Court of Appeals noted the “abuse of the judicial process” by the CPB, which has 

repeatedly filed lawsuits for more than a decade over the authority of the Village Board of Directors, 

only to then repeatedly seek delays and refuse to present witnesses to support its case.  The Court of 

Appeals was fully aware that on the day of the court hearing in the latest case, Mr. Duwahoyeoma 

argued that the court should not hear his case and that he refused to participate in the hearing.   

 

Internal Disputes Resolved by the Village  
 The Court of Appeals decision also addressed other significant issues.  In recognition of the 

Hopi Tribe’s unique status as a union of self-governing Villages, the Court of Appeals held that it 

did not have any power to decide these cases if the dispute was “wholly internal” to a Village.  

However, in the Mishongnovi Village dispute, Mr. Duwahoyeoma and others sued the Tribe and 

Tribal Council.  In that situation, the Court of Appeals said that it can hear cases involving disputes 

over Village leadership because those disputes are not wholly internal.   

 

Many Forms of Village Government Allowed 
 Contrary to Mr. Duwahoyeoma’s claims, the Court of Appeals said that a Village may have 

any form of Village government that it desires, and that a Village is not limited to only two forms of 

Village government (Village leader or Village Constitution).  The Court recognized that Villages 

currently have many different forms of Village government including a Board of Directors-style of 

government.  The Court noted that it was “highly ironic” that, on the one hand, Mr. Duwahoyeoma 

and others argued in support of Village sovereignty, while at the same time, arguing that the Village 

sovereignty was limited to only two possible forms of Village government.   

 

 Chairman Shingoitewa welcomed the decision.  “I’m pleased that the Court finally resolved 

this long-standing dispute within Villages — disputes that have held us back for many years.  I agree 

with the Court’s decision to respect the right of all Villages to decide their own internal disputes 

without any interference from the outside; however, the Court also said that when a dispute involves 

the Tribe, the Tribe’s money, or Council Representative seats, then the Court may resolve the 

dispute.  Most importantly, the Court was correct when it held that Village powers rest with People 

of the Village and not in an individual leader.”   

 

The case is entitled, “Duwahoyeoma, et al. v. Hopi Tribe, et al”, (2012-AP-0002).  The 45-

page Court of Appeals decision is available from the Court Clerk, or on-line at the Hopi Tribe 

website. 
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