
With this universal view of women in 
place, one might wonder how Stanton and 
other early femi nists were inspired to imag-
ine the possi bility of a more equal society. 
That in spi ration came from con tem po rary 
women who in fact lived very different lives 
from theirs, the women of the six Iroquois 
nations-Seneca, Ca yuga, On on daga, Oneida, 
Mohawk and Tuscarora--the Haude no s aunee, 
as they called themselves.

Lucretia Mott saw this world in prac tice 
when she and her hus band visited the Seneca 
in the summer of 1848. She watched women 
who had equal re spon si bilities with men in all 
as pects of their lives -- family, spiritual, gov-
ernment, eco nomic. At this time the Sen eca 
women were deeply involved in the de cision 
of whether or not to drop their tra di tional clan 
system of gov ernment and adopt the con sti-
tu tional form insisted upon by the Quakers. 
While the Cattaraugus Sen eca ! nally did 
accept the United States model, they refused 
to accept the element of male domi nance. 
They placed in their constitution that no 
treaty would be valid without the approval of 
three-fourths of the “mothers of the nation.”

With this in mind, Mott traveled to 
visit friends in western New York where they 
planned, and held, the !rst women’s rights 
con vention in Sen eca Falls. Beyond equal 
suffrage, Stanton mar veled that “the wom-

en were the great power 
among the clan,” and “the 
original nomination of the 
chiefs also always rested 
with the women.” The clan 
mother had the au thority 
to nominate, hold in of!ce 
and remove the rep re sen-
tative of her clan, Stanton 
explained.

Matilda Joslyn Gage, 
Stanton’s equally brilliant 
contemporary, described 
the gov ern men tal struc-
ture in more de tail. “Divi-
sion of power be tween the 
sexes in this In dian re pub-
lic was nearly equal. Al though the prin ci pal 
chief of the con fed eracy was a man, de scent 
ran through the fe male line, the sister of the 
chief possessing the power of nomi nating 
his successor.” 

Gage wrote that the U.S. form of gov-
ernment was borrowed from that of the Six 
Nations, and thus “the modern world [is] 
indebted for its !rst conception of inherent 
rights, natural equality of condition, and the 
es tab lishment of a civi lized gov ernment upon 
this ba sis” to the Iroquois.

The movement theo re ticians, Stanton 
and Gage, came to believe that every existing 
in sti tution of west ern “civilization”-family, 
capi talism, church and state- rested on the 

oppression of women, and each would have 
to be de stroyed in their ex isting form before 
women would be free. They knew these in sti-
tutions were nei ther in herent nor natu ral, for 
they had seen an al ter native in action.

While “civiliz ed” women pledged to 
obey their husbands upon marriage, among 
Haudenosaunee women “usually the females 
ruled the house,” Stanton wrote. “The stores 
were in common; but woe to the luckless 
hus band or lover who was too shiftless to do 
his share of the pro viding. No matter how 
many chil dren, or what ever goods he might 
have in the house, he might at any time be 
ordered to pick up his blan ket and budge; and 

Clanmother Audrey Shenandoah (on right) 
with daughters Jeanne Shenandoah and 
Rochelle Brown. 
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by Sally Roesch Wagner

How did our 19th century foremoth-
ers get the vision and courage to demand 
a better life when they were surrounded by 
voices telling them the sti• ing existence they 
led was the only one possible? Woman was 
created to be sub or di nate to man, the church 
thundered, and science nodded its approval 
that God’s way was nature’s way as well. 

Common law based itself upon church 
law, and “the two shall become one and the 
one is the man” of Chris tianity became the 
non-existence of married women under the 
law. Women could not vote, own property, 
control their own wages, or have any say 
over their bodies or the children they birthed. 
Un married women were unnatural since they 
were not un der the control of a hus band, 
and fared no better under their fathers’ au-
thority. 

“The assertion that women have always 
been physically inferior to men, and con se-
quently have always been held in a subject 
con dition, has been universally believed,” 
Eliza beth Cady Stanton wrote. “This view 
has fur nished the oppo nents to woman’s 
eman ci pation their chief ar guments for hold-
ing her in bondage... ” 

after such an order it would not be healthful 
for him to attempt to dis obey . .  and unless 
saved by the in ter cession of some aunt or 
grand mother, he must retreat to his own clan, 
or go and start a new mat ri mo nial alliance in 
some other [clan].”

Divorce, Iroquois style, must have 
looked like a vision to Stanton, who had 
been called a heretic for arguing that women 
should have the right to leave loveless or 
dangerous marriages. Women had no right to 
their chil dren under the laws of pa tri ar chal 
Chris tianity, while “among the greater num-
ber of the Ameri can ab origi nes the descent 
of prop erty and chil dren were in the fe male 
line,” Stanton wrote.

This model, of indigenous women living 
in a world in which they had status, authority, 
and dig nity, gave our feminist foremothers 
a vision of how they could trans form their 
world, along with the sure knowl edge that 
it could be done without up setting either 
nature or God.
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