Visionary Women

By Janine Jarvis for Neighbors of the Onondaga Nation

"Visionary Women: The Haudenosaunee and the U.S. Women’s Rights Movement," the second event in the collaborative educational series “Onondaga Land Rights and Our Common Future,” took place Tuesday, March 7 at Syracuse Stage.  Students from Syracuse University as well as SUNY ESF joined the Syracuse and Onondaga Nation communities to hear guest speakers Jeanne Shenandoah and Dr. Sally Roesch Wagner discuss the role of Haudenosaunee women in influencing the women’s rights movement in the U.S.

Dr. Wagner, founder of one of the first women’s studies programs and the executive director of the Matilda Joslyn Gage Foundation, began the evening by illustrating what life was like for women in 1848.  She explained, “Common law was Canon Law which stated that once women married they were dead in the law. They had no rights to their children, no wage or property rights, no say in government. They could not sue or be sued and they could not vote. Men had the responsibility, the obligation under God’s divine plan to keep women subservient because women were seen as weak and unable to take care of themselves. If a woman were to disagree, she would not only be seen as biologically unnatural but blasphemous as well.” Wagner went on to say that even the style of clothing women wore both symbolically and physically played a role in keeping women subservient.  “Corsets, for example, not only restricted movement but caused many health problems and even death because they pushed organs downward and constricted breathing.”

Jeanne Shenandoah, member of the Eel Clan of the Onondaga Nation, herbalist and midwife sat on stage with Dr. Wagner and listened as she recounted the interaction that Lucretia Mott, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, and Matilda Joslyn Gage, leaders in the women’s rights movement, had with the Haudenosaunee. Shenandoah then explained that many of the women who first came into contact with the Haudenosaunee were wives of missionaries. “What the women saw was very different than their own culture. The Haudenosaunee are matrilineal, which is the first thing they would have noticed. They would have seen with the Onondaga that we are separated into nine different clans and each person belongs to a clan. The clan families are very large extended families with a woman, usually the oldest or one of the oldest women of the clan, who is chosen to represent the clan. Along with this woman is a man who is also a spokesperson of the clan and these two work together.”  

Shenandoah pointed out that Haudenosaunee women have never had “women’s rights” because they’ve always had equal rights. “It’s something I never really thought about, I took it for granted that I had the same rights as the men and that the women in my culture never had to fight for those rights. But it is something I am very grateful for. I feel lucky.” Shenandoah went on to say, “There is no power if there is dominance. Maybe these women saw the Haudenosaunee women and saw them as having power over everything. But the women are not dominant, that is a misconception; they have equal power and equal responsibility. Responsibility is important to remember. With rights comes responsibility. There needs to be equality, even in these talks, there should be one about the men too. We carry this load together.”

Throughout the evening, Shenandoah stressed the importance of giving thanks.  “The missionaries came here with the purpose of changing us because our way of thinking and doing things was different from theirs and therefore our way must be wrong. This idea of women having equal rights made the missionaries nuts.  But the Haudenosaunee are still here because we give thanksgiving for everything on this earth and for each other.” 

After about an hour, the floor was open to questions from the audience of some 350 attendees. Questions ranged from, “How do the Haudenosaunee protect their culture from the negative influences of media?” to “Do you think a woman president in the U.S. will be able to change the direction of this country?” Dr. Wagner’s answer to the question, “Are you making the claim that the women’s movement came directly from contact with the Haudenosaunee?” summed up the spirit of the evening. “I think there are many influences… but, the question I came back to again and again as I researched the history of this was: how could these Euro-Christian women have known how to even begin? They had no other examples around them except for the Haudenosaunee. How else could they have known? And it goes beyond the women’s movement. It affects the health movement too. Instead of bleeding people and giving them mercury when they were sick, the Haudenosaunee were using herbs and eating fresh food and vegetables. Why did all of this reform happen right here in this area? It’s not because there’s something in the water. If you live among people who live in a way that makes more sense, you pick it up. It’s that simple.”

