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SYRACUSE— One of the main influences on the framers of the Constitution was the unwritten democratic constitution under which the Iroquois Confederacy had operated since the 16th century, according to a group of American Indians and scholars.
''If Americans are going to celebrate the anniversary of their Constitituion, we figure we had better tell them where the idea came from,'' said Chief Oren Lyons, an Onondaga and an associate professor of American studies at the State University at Buffalo.
The Onondaga, based south of here, are one of the six nations that now make up the confederation, which stretches from the Mohawks near Albany to the Senecas near Buffalo.
Before Europeans settled upstate in the 1600's, the Five Nations of the Iroquois lived under a constitution that had three main principles, peace, equity or justice and ''the power of the good minds,'' that of the elders over the young, Professor Lyons said. Alien Way of Life
While Americans celebrate the bicentennial of the United States Constitution this year, a group of Iroquois has solicited help from scholars in assembling evidence of the Indian precedent and the encouragement the colonists received from Indian leaders to unite and establish their own nation. Professor Lyons said they hoped to publish the research as a book next year.
''The common wisdom among historians is that the people who wrote the Constitution had no concept of the Indian way of life,'' said John Mohawk, a Seneca from the Cattaraugus Indian Reservation near Buffalo, and the organizer, with Professor Lyons, of the project. ''But what made the colonists American as opposed to English was their experiences with the Indians.''
As proof, they cite records kept by the colonists. An Onondaga named Canassatego suggested that the colonists form a nation similar to the Iroquois Confederacy during a meeting of the Provincial Council of Pennsylvania in Lancaster on June 25, 1744.
According to the director of the Historical Society of Pennsylvania, Peter J. Parker, the council minutes show that Canassatego urged the colonists to ''receive these your brethren with open arms; unite yourselves to them in the covenant chain and be you with them as one body and one soul.'' Range of Models
In the years that followed, the colonists went from one meeting to another, looking for unions they should study, according to the executive director of the New York State Bicentennial Commission, Stephen L. Schechter.
''They contemplated examples from Europe, examples from Greco-Roman times, examples from the Bible,'' he said. ''And they also looked at Native American examples, particularly the Iroquois Confederacy.''
One forum to share ideas between the colonists and the Iroquois, in the years leading to the French and Indian War, was the the Albany Congress between June 19 and July 9, 1754. At the meeting, representatives of the six Indian nations and seven colonies heard Benjamin Franklin. champion the Iroquois example as he presented his Plan of Union.
''It would be a strange thing,'' he told the assembly, ''if six nations of ignorant savages should be capable of forming such a union, and yet it has subsisted for ages and appears indissolvable, and yet a like union should be impractical for 10 or a dozen English colonies.'' Granting of Powers
Starting next September, the curriculum for seventh and eighth graders in public schools in the state will include information about the Plan of Union, which was turned down by the English rulers, and the Iroquois influence on the United States Constitution, according to an associate in social studies education at the State Education Department, Kenneth Wade.
In addition to assembling evidence of their influence, the Iroquois group is also documenting the references to Indians in the Constitution and the ways in which the Government has dealt with the Indian nations.
The Constitution granted the Government power to regulate commerce, enter treaty agreements and make war and peace with the Indian tribes. The fact that treaty-making powers were taken from the states has become the basis of an Oneida claim to six million acres of land in the state, from Pennsylvania to Canada.
''There was an expectation in the U.S. Constitution that the practices toward the Indian nations would be the same as they had been with the British and other Europeans for the previous 150 years,'' said Howard Berman, a professor at the California Western School of Law in San Diego.
''That practice was based on mutual agreements and consent and, in almost all respects, was an international relationship between two different countries,'' Professor Berman, who works with the Iroquois research project, added.
Instead, after the Constitution was written, the Government enacted laws allowing the seizure of Indian land and such interference on sovereign Indian territory as the arrest of Indians for major crimes, Professor Berman said.
The Iroquois continue to live under their constitution and government. For example, the 26 Onondaga chiefs met this month to ban gambling and the sale of fireworks from their territory near here.
