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ABSTRACT 

This project explores the intersecting discourses of the "Woman Question" and 

the "Indian Problem" from the market revolution of Jacksonian America through the 

early twentieth century. It examines how Indiaimess was legally and culturally 

constructed in the nineteenth century, from Jacksonian removal policy to the strategies of 

allotment and assimilation in later decades, identifying both legal and figurative parallels 

to the status of white women. As Native peoples were effectively erased under Anglo-

American law, married women were likewise dispossessed by the laws of coverture, 

under which the identity of the wife was absorbed into that of her husband. Both white 

women and Native peoples experienced a form of "civil death" ~ or legal nonexistence ~ 

and both were deprived of personhood under the guise of protection. For women writers, 

then, Indian policy provided an opportunity to contemplate fundamental questions of 

citizenship, of personhood and property, of national and individual identity. Incorporating 

a wide range of texts, from the early nineteenth-century fiction of Lydia Maria Child and 

Catharine Maria Sedgwick to the later nineteenth-century writings of suffragist Matilda 

Joslyn Gage and anthropologist Alice Fletcher, this study explores the various tensions — 

between individual sovereignty and maternal moral authority, between the language of 

rights and the language of sentiment ~ that defined the relationship between nineteenth-

century white women and their Indian others, and considers how the Anglo-American 

tradition of possessive individualism often prevented these women from making sense of 

their experience with Native cultures. This study concludes with an examination of how 

Native women writers responded to and made use of white women's constructions of the 



Indian Problem. S. Alice Callahan, author of the first known novel by a Native woman, 

and writer-activist Zitkala-Sa carefully constructed their stories in the terms set out by 

women's rights discourse, inviting a readership of white women to engage with the 

Indian cause as an extension of their own agenda. Ultimately, even as white women's 

rights activists sought to subordinate the Indian Problem or to appropriate the Indian, 

these Native writers found in the Woman Question a way of speaking for themselves. 
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1. CIVIL ERASURES: THE WOMAN QUESTION AND THE INDIAN PROBLEM 

In the past few decades, scholars have begun to uncover the complex relationship 

between abolition activity and nineteenth-century women's rights. As Blanche Glassman 

Hersh argues in her foundational The Slavery of Sex: Feminist-Abolitionists in America, 

antislavery work prompted white women to a keener awareness of their own status in 

antebellum political culture. In activist Angelina Grimke's words, "The investigation of 

the rights of the slave has led me to a better understanding of my own" (qtd. in Yellin 

38). The cause of abolition functioned to galvanize the white women's movement both as 

an extra-domestic enterprise and as an opportunity to lay bare the structural inequities of 

civil society. Finding themselves relegated to an auxiUary role in antislavery work, and 

encountering heated opposition to their assertion of a right to speak publicly, white 

women reformers in antebellum America were forced to confront the confines of 

women's sphere and the limitations of female personhood. As Angelina Grimke wrote to 

a friend, "I feel it is not only the cause of the slave we plead but the cause of woman as a 

moral, responsible being" (qtd. in Hersh 20). But even as the cause of abolition brought 

into sharp focus how narrowly "true womanhood" was defined, the public dimension of 

antislavery activity provided an occasion for enlarging that feminine sphere. Speaking for 

the slave, white women legitimated their right to a public voice and asserted a sense of 

civic responsibility that encompassed but transcended the language of Republican 

Motherhood. This rhetorical convention justified women's participation in national life 

by defining child-rearing as a civic function but, at the same time, circumscribed their 

political horizons by effectively limiting women's civic contribution to child-rearing. 
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Anti-slavery work offered to white women a public identity that drew strength from the 

moral obligation associated with motherhood but was not so firmly fastened to an 

exclusive valorization of maternity. At the same time, the idea of slavery in the abstract 

resonated for white women activists as a metaphor for their own existence, a trope that 

helped them articulate in the most pointed language available what they felt their own 

condition to be. Ultimately, as Hersh demonstrates, "The cause of the slave opened a 

Pandora's box of grievances and demands on behalf of women" (20). In contemplating 

the national "other" of the slave, the women of the abolitionist movement both 

discovered the need for and developed the terms of a powerful new rights discourse for 

themselves. 

Less studied is the fact that the nineteenth century offered another national 

"other," another political peer in whom white women could find a reflection of their own 

marginalized status: the Indian. Like the abolition movement, the Indian Problem sparked 

public debate over contested terms like "citizen" and "person"; and like antislavery work, 

Indian reform provided white women with an occasion for public action. But there has 

been limited examination of how "the Indian" fit into gender discourse — or how gender 

discourse shaped the articulation of the Indian Problem. Existing scholarship tends to 

outline an either-or proposition. Feminist scholars are quick to notice identification 

between marginalized peoples, finding in female-authored texts a feminized Indian who 

stands in for female resistance to patriarchy. Other scholars more readily see the 

relationship as one of exploitation, in which white women construct the "savage" in terms 

that validate their own claims to a defining role in civilization. But neither interpretation 



alone can fully account for the complex relationship between nineteenth-century white 

women and their Indian "others." 

In this study, I will explore the coexistence of these positions and the interplay of 

identification and disidentification in both fiction and the documentary history of 

women's rights activism. I will examine to what degree white women found in the 

contemplation of the Indian Problem a new understanding of their own status, and to 

what degree their investment in dominant cultural constructs of "civilization," 

"Americanness," and gender itself obscured that understanding. In order to offer a more 

complete picture of the intersections of the Indian Problem and the Woman Question, I 

will then consider how Native women writers made use of their relationships with white 

women reformers, and how the tropes of the women's movement provided a rhetorical 

opportunity for activists in the struggle for Native American rights. 

I. The Woman Question 

It may be useful first to articulate more fully what was at stake for women in the 

nineteenth century — how their status was defined, and how they attempted to rewrite that 

definition. Theorists of the movement were struck by the power of language in 

maintaining a system of oppression. Therefore, women's rights activism targeted the 

symbolic structures that constitute cultural reality. Legal "facts" and political "truths" are, 

as these activists recognized, founded in metaphor, fluid constructs of "contract" or 

"family" or "individual" that are endowed by the cultural imagination with the status of 

certainty. Nineteenth-century suffragists both exposed the internal inconsistencies of 
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those constructs, and opposed them with a powerful new set of metaphors. Suffragists' 

speeches and writings are, then, deeply literary texts, about language itself and how 

language shapes lived experience. 

The question of women's status revolved around the political significance of the 

family, which was in turn shaped by dominant theories of sovereignty. This debate was 

framed by two competing models derived from seventeenth-century British theorists. For 

monarchist Robert Filmer, the family as a '"little commonwealth' represented the broader 

realm in microcosm" (VanBurkleo 48-9), and should therefore replicate the patriarchal 

structure of the monarchy: indivisible sovereignty invested in the male head of 

household. Despite the profound influence of John Locke's theories of individual consent 

on early American thought, Filmer's baronial tradition not only survived the Atlantic 

crossing but flourished in the social organizations of the New World. When 

Massachusetts Bay Colony governor John Winthrop called the family a "little common 

wealth, and a common wealth ... a greate family" (qtd. in VanBurkleo 15), he was 

expressing a Filmerian understanding of the relation between state and family that 

continued to radically circumscribe the political identities of women through the 

nineteenth century. The notion that the family was the basic unit of political organization 

suggested also that the family was a metaphor for the state, and so the rights and 

responsibilities of any given political subject were conditioned by the set of assumptions 

associated with each of the available roles: father, mother, or child. 

John Locke, with his distaste for "monarchical conceptions of what he called 

'Paternal Power'" (VanBurkleo 48), developed an alternative model in contract theory. 
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For him, the family, like a republic, was predicated upon the mutual consent of equal 

parties enjoying the natural right to personal sovereignty. In Locke's challenge to 

paternalistic governance on both the macro and the micro level — in both state and family 

~ we can clearly see what constitutional historian Sandra VanBurkleo calls "Lockean 

liberalism's potential power to remake the marital relation" (48-9). If women suffered no 

natural abridgement of rights as women, then there could be no justification for their 

subordinate status as wives. 

Locke likewise rejected the Filmerian definition of the state as an aggregate of 

households, each represented by a male sovereign; and in this, nineteenth-century 

feminists also saw Lockean liberalism's potential power to remake women's political 

status. Locke's conviction that the individual, and not the family, was the basic unit of 

any political enterprise undercut the theory that a wife could be politically represented by 

her husband. If the marital relation was politically irrelevant, then it could not be used to 

justify female disenfranchisement. As historian Linda Kerber explains, "In his First 

Treatise of Government, John Locke more fully integrated women into the political 

order....Locke needed for his purposes only a reader who would concede that the biblical 

commandment was to 'honor thy father and thy mother'; given this admission, Locke 

could proceed to race through Filmer, restoring mothers as he went, and by that device 

undercut Filmer's analogy between parental power and royal authority....What Locke 

accomplished in the First Treatise was the integration of women into social theory" (17). 

Both the familial and the contractual models for civil society continued to 

influence questions of gender through the nineteenth century. Lockean individualism 
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offered women an alternative to political absorption by the patriarchal family. But 

identity in theory did not translate into enfranchisement in practice. "Once Filmer's 

argument had been disposed of, and Locke could generalize more broadly about civic 

powers and responsibilities, his interest in the role of women in the social order 

diminished.... Locke obviously assumed that women contributed in some way to the civic 

culture, but he provided no procedures by which they might act politically. 

Unfortunately, he did not write a Third Treatise" (Kerber 18-19). Finding themselves 

excluded from the promise of political individualism, many women chose instead to 

reimagine the national family in a way that left Filmer relatively intact but re-valued 

female identity within that model. Rather than dismissing motherhood as politically 

irrelevant, they sought instead to elevate domestic virtues to national significance. 

These competing political theories generated two distinct, though often 

coexisting, rhetorical positions within the nineteenth-century women's rights movement. 

On one hand, practitioners of what feminist scholarship terms the "natural rights" or 

"justice" argument used Lockean logic against the Filmerian framework of patriarchal 

sovereignty. For these thinkers, the indivisible sovereignty of the male head of household 

was intolerably inconsistent with a republic whose authority was derived from the 

consent of the governed, and whose very structure proved that sovereignty could in fact 

be divided — between state and federal governments, and among individual political 

subjects. However, the deeply rooted cultural construct of true womanhood made this 

argument, if theoretically sound, rhetorically vulnerable. To claim political rights 

customarily marked masculine was, antisuffragists charged, a monstrous violation of 
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gender difference and an unnatural form of cultural cross-dressing. What is termed the 

"expediency" argument, therefore, took gender difference as its starting point. These 

suffragists claimed that the potential contribution of women to national life was 

fundamentally different from that of men, and therefore could not be accurately 

represented by male proxy. By this logic, women were able to engage in extra-domestic 

activity by "denying its nonfamilial nature" (Landsman 255). The exercise of female 

agency in national affairs was coded in essentialist gender terms as the exercise of 

matemal instinct. Hence, women deserved the franchise not by natural right, but because 

of the unique gendered gifts that would make it "expedient" for the national family to 

legitimate this moral authority.' 

Whether proceeding from gender difference or gender sameness, arguments for 

female enfranchisement emerged in opposition to the long tradition of marital coverture. 

Married women under Anglo-American law suffered a loss of personal sovereignty, 

which amounted to a loss of personhood itself According to William Blackstone, whose 

1783 Commentaries on the Laws of England described in detail the principles of British 

common law, the husband and wife were one single entity — and that "one" was the 

husband. "By marriage, the husband and wife are one person in law; that is, the very 

being or existence of the woman is suspended during the marriage, or at least is 

incorporated and consolidated into that of the husband, under whose wing, protection, 

and covert she performs everything" ("Woman's Rights Almanac" 863). The patriarchal 

wing likewise protected women across the Atlantic, as British common law formed the 
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basis of legal practice in the United States. Under Anglo-American law from the colonial 

period through the nineteenth century, according to VanBurkleo, 

a married woman {or feme covert) labored under crushing legal disabilities. At 

marriage, a woman's legal personality was merged with and overshadowed by her 

husband's. While subject to the marital bond, a status variously called coverture 

or the marital indenture, a wife essentially became her husband's perpetual 

servant ~ or, as some scholars would say, his permanent debtor or tenant. She lost 

direct access to myriad rights that her husband, now her lord or baron, exercised 

in her stead; the couple acted as one person, usually through the husband.... he 

had exclusive rights to her company as well as in her domestic and sexual services 

-- that is, what she might do with her body. As a result, he could decide (to give a 

few examples) whether she would bear children, have sexual intercourse, or write 

a letter in solitude. 

Under the guise of protection, women experienced what amounted to a civil death ~ "at 

law, the erasure of civil identity" (VanBurkleo 111). This loss of civil selfhood was 

indeed experienced as a kind of death. More profound than simple disenfranchisement or 

dispossession of rights, the condition of coverture effectively denied to women the 

essence of (civil) life. As historian Nancy Isenberg observes, "Coverture did more than 

extinguish women's legal personality; it severed the wife from her birthright entitlements, 

cut her ties to her family, and even forced her to relinquish her surname. A woman's 

former existence 'died,' and the wife's new, partial if not impaired, identity was 

incorporated into the husband's" (114). Legally "dead" but physically alive, married 



women were essentially defined as uninhabited bodies, as objects lacking political or 

legal vitality. And if coverture was technically the condition only of married women, the 

legal erasure it implied tended to engulf all women, married or single. "Coverture was 

based on the assumption that married women had neither independent minds nor 

independent power. The ease with which this assumption could be transferred to single 

women implies that it drew its strength not only from technical legal definitions, but from 

an ancient Western political tradition that defined all women as political and legally 

irresponsible" (Kerber 153). 

As nineteenth-century suffragists regularly remarked, women shared this status of 

civil death with idiots, infants, lunatics, and felons, as well as slaves and Native peoples. 

As Isenberg observes, "Women found themselves reduced to what Lucy Stone called a 

'blank' and Lucretia Mott described as a 'cypher.' hi fact, women were not the only 

ciphers. Outside the corporate state and body politic were other outcasts or ciphers... all 

the dregs, drudges, or dependents who lacked political value" (105). The common 

denominator is a kind of presumed vacancy; these are bodies lacking either the mental or 

moral substance that makes a person. And the distinctions between these categories were 

often purposefully blurred in the legal analogies that perpetuated women's dependency. 

For example, as "The courts judged children to be lacking the maturity necessary for self-

representation," so "wives were legally dependent on the consent of their husbands in all 

civil suits.... In this pre-Freudian model, every man replaced the father, providing women 

with paternal protection. Conjugal and familial affection placed married women and 

minors in the same class, reinforcing the idea that women's political standing remained 
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constant from childhood through adulthood" (Isenberg 23, 27). For their part, suffragists 

seized upon these political equivalencies as a powerful image of their own status, calling 

attention to what they represented as a figurative contamination of femininity. To classify 

women with felons, suffragists argued, was effectively to criminalize womanhood itself 

As suffragist Matilda Joslyn Gage remarked when served with a supreme writ for voting 

in the Fayetteville, New York, school commissioner election of 1892, "All the crimes 

which I was not guilty of rushed through my mind, but I failed to remember that I was a 

born criminal — a woman" (qtd. in Brammer 14). As VanBurkleo describes this shared 

status, "More than one pundit wondered why judges had created a new felony (marriage) 

to be punished, as if it were treason, with the loss of constitutional rights to make 

contracts, retain earnings, and manage property" (118-19). 

This figurative death that women shared with infants and felons had far-reaching 

legal consequences. The law took seriously its own fiction of the wife's "consolidation" 

into her husband. For example, because according to this legal fiction a wife had no will 

of her own, it logically followed that she could not make a will. Ernestine Rose pointed 

out at the 1853 National Woman Suffrage Association (NWSA) convention that 

"according to the Revised Statutes of our [New York] State, a married woman has not a 

right to make a will. The law says that wills may be made by all persons, except idiots, 

persons of unsound mind, married women, and infants. Mark well, all but idiots, lunatics, 

married women, and infants." In the Filmerian household once implicit in Anglo-

American law, "woman" and "child" were convertible terms, and the infant's insufficient 

capacity to "will" became a partial basis for the analogous erasure of will implicit in 
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marital coverture.. But even as symbolic constructs like coverture and legal 

infantilization functioned to circumscribe women's political identities, these same 

constructs provided women's rights discourse with a potent source of images and a rich 

opportunity for irony. In that same address, Rose continued, "Male infants ought to 

consider it quite an insult to be placed in the same category with married women" (qtd. in 

"New York" 564). Thus considered, legal constructs expose their own absurdity. 

The political parallel that most effectively expressed what Nancy Cott has 

famously termed "the bonds of womanhood" was that between women and slaves. The 

deprivation of legal personhood that women experienced upon marriage was felt to be yet 

another stroke of the pen that turned living beings into things under the institution of 

slavery. The metaphor of slavery in various forms, not surprisingly, dominates the 

historical record of suffrage activism. As one example among many. Gage's suffragist 

newspaper, the National Citizen and Ballot Box, quoted Timothy Walker's 1878 

Introduction to American Law as an authoritative statement on women's political 

bondage: 

With regard to political rights, females form a positive exception to the general 

law of equality. They have no part or lot in the formation or administration of 

government. They cannot vote or hold office. We require them to contribute their 

share in the way of taxes to the support of government, but allow them no voice 

in its direction. We hold them amenable to the laws, when made, but allow them 

no share in making them. This language applied to males, would be the exact 
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definition of political slavery, applied to females, custom does not teach us so to 

regard it. (qtd. in "Untitled" 4) 

Gage elsewhere elaborated on the implications of this "political slavery." Women were 

not only deprived of political rights; they were also, like slaves, reduced to the status of 

nonpersons. As she claimed in her analysis of "Woman, Church, and State" for the 

History of Woman Suffrage, 

"According to [British clergyman Reverend Knox-Little, who preached a 

"Sermon to Women" in Philadelphia in 1880], woman possesses no 

responsibility; she is deprived of conscience, intelligent thought, self-respect, and 

is simply an appendage to man, a thing. As the clergy in the middle ages divided 

rights into those of persons and things, themselves being the persons, the laity, 

things, so the Rev. Knox-Little and his ilk of to-day divide the world into persons 

and things, ~ men being the persons and women the things." ("Woman, Church 

and State" 782) 

To put this another way, "the world" ~ or civil society ~ is divided into persons and 

property; and the one, as suffragists knew, is constituted by ownership of the other. 

Despite Locke's theoretical restoration of women to political life, the political 

nonexistence of women was ultimately underwritten by the relationship between 

personhood and property articulated by Locke himself. For Locke, civil identity hinged 

on the natural right of ownership, beginning with and extending from the natural right to 

self-ownership; the "property" one has in one's self. This logic culminated in what 
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political theorist C.B. Macpherson defines as a principle of possessive individualism. The 

"possessive quality" of seventeenth-century individualism, Macpherson argues, 

is found in its conception of the individual as essentially the proprietor of his own 

person or capacities, owing nothing to society for them. The individual was seen 

neither as a moral whole, nor as part of a larger social whole, but as an owner of 

himself... The individual, it was thought, is free inasmuch as he is proprietor of 

his person and capacities. The human essence is freedom from dependence on the 

wills of others, and freedom is a function of possession. Society becomes a lot of 

free equal individuals related to each other as proprietors of their own capacities 

and of what they have acquired by their exercise. Society consists of relations of 

exchange between proprietors. Political society becomes a calculated device for 

the protection of this property and for the maintenance of an orderly relation of 

exchange. (3) 

In other words, "person" in the political sense simply means "proprietor"; and so, to 

achieve civil personhood, one must have a proprietary interest in something, something at 

stake in the "relations of exchange" that constitute society. As legal scholar Margaret 

Radin concludes, property is the "class of objects or resources necessary to be a person" 

(960). 

C.B. Macpherson finds in Locke's Second Treatise a natural right to unlimited 

appropriation that gave rise to an implicitly antagonistic, or mutually exclusive, form of 

individualism. To imagine civil society as relations between proprietors, he writes, 

"asserts an individuality that can only fully be realized in accumulating property, and 
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therefore only realized by some, and only at the expense of the individuality of the 

others" (255-56). And if property is the means of realizing personhood, then those 

without property are liable to become property. As Macpherson explains, "the man 

without property in things loses that fiill proprietorship of his own person which was the 

basis of his equal natural rights" (231). This was quite literally true for slaves, but felt no 

less profoundly by women's rights activists. Dispossessed by the laws of coverture, 

women themselves became property; the means by which husbands "realized" their own 

personhood. 

Antebellum activists were keenly aware of the dynamic of ownership through 

which the market revolution penetrated the domestic sanctuary. "As [Ernestine] Rose 

further asserted [at the 1851 Woman's Rights Convention in Worcester], women were 

subject to the control of men from the cradle to the grave, because their father, guardian, 

or husband conveyed them 'like some piece of merchandise over to the other'" (Isenberg 

114). Activists repeatedly cited cases that illustrated the commodification of women. 

Husbands' claims to their wives' services ~ and the implied quantification of their 

persons ~ were consistently upheld by the courts. At the 1853 NWS A convention. Gage 

called attention to "a case recently tried before the Court of Common Pleas of New York, 

as illustrating the husband's ownership of the wife, the Court deciding that the friends of 

a woman who had 'harbored' and detained her from her husband, though with her own 

consent and desire, should pay him $10,000. He recovered this sum on the principle of 

ownership; the wife's services were due him, and he recovered their value" (qtd. in "New 

York" 566-67). As the existence of a slave was defined as a transaction between white 
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men, so here the wife is merely a commodity whose value is determined in the 

"marketplace" of husbands. 

The courts were remarkably explicit in articulating the legal premises upon which 

such decisions were based. For example, one late-nineteenth-century case involved a 

woman who attempted to sue her husband's new wife for alienating that husband's 

affections. While according to the decision "A husband has a pecuniary, a property 

interest in his wife" and "The law protects this right of property," the judge found that the 

wife could not sue for injury to the husband because "There is in her no property right 

upon which to found the action." According to Gage, "This is the fullest exemplification 

we ever met of Petruchios' [sic] claim to Kate, 'Is she not my horse, my ox, my ass, my 

anything?'.... She being property, has, of course, no right to sue, for property has no 

rights against its owner." And this, Gage claimed, was the universal condition of women: 

"In each country she is simply a thing, and we do not wonder that a Council of the 

Christian Church, in the sixth century, debated the question if she had a soul" ("Women 

Without a Country" 4). No wonder indeed; a soul ~ like a will ~ is a form of property, 

the basis of Lockean natural right; and the political erasure of women was contingent on 

the dispossession of their "properties": that which would have made them individual 

persons. This National Citizen and Ballot Box report, moreover, appeared under the 

heading "Women Without a Country,"'^ and took this decision to be further evidence of 

women's lack of national identity. As Macpherson observes, those without property were, 

according to the Lockean framework, "less than full members of the political 

community," but yet "certainly subject to the jurisdiction of the political community. 



They were in but not of civil society" (227). As United States citizens with no political 

voice, subject to a government designed to protect the proprietary interests of fathers and 

husbands, women were indeed "in but not of American political culture. 

The legal concept of "personhood" was by no means stable ~ nor was the 

meaning of "citizen." Activists consistently targeted the incoherence of such constructs, 

and they did so in a way that shows their awareness of language as a powerful but 

slippery force for shaping reahty. Helen H. Gardener's address at the World's Congress 

of Representative Women in 1893, entitled "Women as an Annex," reflected this 

awareness. She noted that suffragists must "translate all language into other terms than 

those used" in order to expose the true meaning of the American political vocabulary; 

"For the word 'universal' we must read ~ male; for the 'people,' the 'nation,' we must 

read ~ men. The 'will of the majority — majority rule' really means the larger number of 

masculine citizens. And so with all our common language. It is mere democratic, verbal 

gymnastics, clothing the same old monarchical, aristocratic, mental beliefs with 'the 

divine right' of man, and making woman his subject and perquisite" (Gardener 491). In 

other words, injustice was perpetuated by "verbal gymnastics," by tricks of language that 

simultaneously imagined an ideal community and effectively subjugated half of the 

citizenry. In order to develop a voice in national affairs, suffragists knew they must first 

become savvy readers, and must "translate" the national text in terms of its practical 

effects. 

Similarly, Alice Duer Miller's early twentieth century poems reflected what 

suffragists saw as the dangerous fluidity of the concept "person." 
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Father, what is a Legislature? 

A representative body elected by the people of the state. 

Are women people? 

No, my son, criminals, lunatics and women are not people. 

Do legislators legislate for nothing? 

Oh, no; they are paid a salary. 

By whom? 

By the people. 

Are women people? 

Of course, my son, just as much as men are. (qtd. in VanBurkleo 181) 

Through the "verbal gymnastics" that endowed women with only occasional personhood, 

the state justified a system of taxation without representation. But suffragists also 

recognized that metaphor, precisely because of its instability, could provide a means of 

resistance. Suffagist Phoebe Couzins related an anecdote at the 1880 NWS A Convention 

in Washington that illustrated with wit how women understood the power of language to 

work both ways. A Quaker named Lydia Darrah disobeyed British military commander 

Lord Howe's command that all should go to bed early; she stayed up to transmit crucial 

military intelligence to the revolutionary forces. When questioned, Lydia insisted that her 

whole family had been in bed all night. "When asked by a friend how she reconciled her 

conscience to such a palpable falsehood, she replied that man and wife were in law 

considered but one, and that one, the husband, was safely stowed away in bed, and she, 

the wife, who remained up, was nobody, therefore nobody was up" ("Address" 2). 
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Suffragists recognized that a status predicated on a legal fiction could be attacked at its 

source; language itself As the erasure of women through the metaphor of civil death was 

ultimately a linguistic phenomenon, and women were written out of political discourse 

through tricks of language, nineteenth-century women's rights activists sought a language 

of their own to write back, rewrite, and write themselves into political history. 

II. The Indian Problem 

Like the Woman Question, the Indian Problem was yet another opportunity to 

publicly define terms like personhood, citizenship, and civilization. Dominant Anglo-

American culture could discover and reinforce its sense of itself both as it thought about 

what Indians were not, and as it thought about what Indians should become.^ So in a 

linguistic contest like that over female enfranchisement, in which definitions of 

civilization, citizenship and personhood were a primary focus, suffragists could have 

looked to Indian policy to find out what these things meant.® 

They could have found an analog to their own conflicted identities in the peculiar 

status of Indians. The shifting legal definitions applied to Native peoples throughout the 

nineteenth century reflect the same kind of contradictions suffragists saw in their own 

condition. Indians were sometimes foreigners and sometimes citizens, though only 

partially; and they were (sometimes) legal persons, but without political rights. 

Increasingly, Native Americans found themselves betwixt and between: neither 

autonomous tribal nations nor assimilated Americans. Like disenfranchised white 

women, they were "in but not of civil society."^ 



Two closely related Supreme Court cases dealing with the Cherokee in the early 

nineteenth century attempted to articulate the status of Native peoples. At issue in both 

Cherokee Nation v. Georgia (1831) and Worcester v. Georgia (1832) was the State of 

Georgia's claim to jurisdiction over tribal territory. Between 1827 and 1830, following 

the discovery of gold on Cherokee land, Georgia passed a series of laws that would have 

eradicated the Cherokee Nation as a political entity. These laws annulled tribal law and 

distributed tribal lands among five Georgia counties. In Cherokee Nation v. Georgia, the 

Cherokee applied to the Supreme Court for an injunction to restrain Georgia from 

enforcing those laws, which, in Chief Justice Marshall's words, "as is alleged, go directly 

to annihilate the Cherokee as a political society, and to seize, for the use of Georgia, the 

lands of the nation which have been assured to them by the United States in solemn 

treaties repeatedly made and still in force" (29). The supreme court dismissed this case, 

claiming not to have jurisdiction. But in the process, Marshall articulated key principles 

of Indian policy. He emphasized the peculiarity of the relationships at issue, but 

ultimately affirmed the sovereignty of the Cherokee Nation. It was "a distinct political 

society, separated from others, capable of managing its own affairs and governing itself," 

asserted Marshall, and the Cherokee "have been uniformly treated as a state from the 

settlement of our country" (30). But, Marshall continued, the Cherokee Nation was not a 

foreign state, and so had no right to sue Georgia in federal court; this is why the Supreme 

Court denied the request for injunction. It was, rather, in Marshall's words, a "domestic 

dependent nation." As Marshall described the Cherokee, "they are in a state of pupilage. 

Their relation to the United States resembles that of a ward to his guardian. They look to 
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our government for protection; rely upon its kindness and its power; appeal to it for relief 

to their wants; and address the president as their great father" (33).^ As we will see, this is 

the paternalistic language that came back to haunt Native peoples throughout the 

nineteenth century. 

Limited Indian sovereignty was also acknowledged in Worcester v. Georgia. This 

decision recognized federal, not state, jurisdiction over Indian affairs ~ and in so doing, 

affirmed Indian sovereignty. The plaintiff was a citizen of Vermont, living on the 

reservation with the Cherokee's consent but without the state of Georgia's; and so again, 

the issue was Georgia's right to annihilate the Cherokee Nation as a political entity by 

imposing state laws on tribal territory. Marshall's majority opinion began with a history 

of Indian relations that emphasized the Indians' distinct national identity. He argued that 

the doctrine of discovery didn't invalidate Indian sovereignty, but rather prohibited other 

European nations (i.e., other than Britain) from intercourse with the Indians. As Justice 

Thompson did in Cherokee Nation v. Georgia, Marshall here argued that a weak nation 

could receive the protection of a more powerful nation, as was secured by the Treaty of 

Hopewell, without "abandoning their national character, and submitting as subjects to the 

laws of a master" (86). But despite the decision in the Cherokee's favor, President 

Jackson refused to enforce it ~ in part because the recognition of Cherokee sovereignty 

would have been an obstacle to Jackson's Indian removal policy, but also because, for 

Jackson as for Marshall, what was really at issue in these cases was United States 

sovereignty in the face of the states' rights challenge. Marshall, a staunch federalist, 

upheld Cherokee sovereignty against Georgia's claims in order to sustain the right of the 
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federal government, which regulates relationships between sovereign states, to manage 

Indian affairs. 

In other words, the status of the Cherokee became a political football: a way of 

talking about federal (versus state) jurisdiction. In the context of the 1832 nullification 

crisis and Jackson's attempt to conciliate states' rightists, and simultaneously threatened 

by Jackson's commitment to Indian removal, Indian sovereignty continued to shrink. 

Even Justice McLean's concurring opinion in Worcester v. Georgia left a loophole for 

challenges to Indian sovereignty. He claimed that "The exercise of the power of self-

government by the Indians, within a state, is undoubtedly contemplated to be temporary" 

(160). In other words, the anomalous state-within-a-state structure couldn't be sustained 

indefinitely, because the existence of a "separate and independent community" within the 

state "may seriously embarrass or obstruct the operation of the state laws" (161). So for 

McLean, the time might come when a tribe was no longer independent enough to warrant 

federal jurisdiction ~ when "a tribe of Indians shall become so degraded or reduced in 

numbers, as to lose the power of self-government" (160) ~ and at that time, tribal 

territory would no longer be protected against the incursions of state legislation. 

Ultimately, this jockeying reflected the same theoretical conflict over indivisible 

sovereignty that suffragists were dealing with. Here, the threat was to the national family. 

Independent sovereign nations could not coexist within the boundaries of other sovereign 

nations, just as sovereign women could not coexist within the boundaries of the sovereign 

male household. 
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And just as the Woman Question turned on the relationship between property and 

personhood, so the Indian Problem illustrated the centrality of possessive individualism 

to the American sense of self. While women found that their inability to own property 

ultimately turned them into property, Native peoples learned that what they owned wasn't 

"property," and so what they were wasn't "persons." The crucial distinction between 

occupancy and ownership was drawn in the 1823 Supreme Court case of Johnson and 

Graham's Lessee v. M'Intosh. Chief Justice Marshall found that upon the "discovery" of 

Native lands by European conquerors, 

the rights of the original inhabitants were, in no instance, entirely disregarded; but 

were necessarily, to a considerable extent, impaired. They were admitted to be the 

rightful occupants of the soil, with a legal as well as just claim to retain 

possession of it, and to use it according to their own discretion; but their rights to 

complete sovereignty, as independent nations, were necessarily diminished, and 

their power to dispose of the soil at their own will, to whomsoever they pleased, 

was denied by the original fundamental principle, that discovery gave exclusive 

title to those who made it. (40) 

hi other words, the Indians had a natural title of occupancy to their lands, which must be 

legally acknowledged and dealt with by the European conqueror — but they did not have 

fee title to (or absolute ownership of) their lands. This interpretation registers a shift in 

the definition of property that, Barbara Ameil argues, was developed precisely to 

dispossess Native peoples. 



Until the end of the seventeenth century, when the English actually settled the 

new world, property had been defined by occupation. However, this definition 

became a problem in America when the Amerindians and their English defenders 

claimed, by virtue of their occupation, proprietorship in certain tracts of land 

coveted by the English. A new definition of property, which would allow the 

English to supersede the rights claimed by virtue of occupation, was needed. The 

Two Treatises of Government provided the answer. Labour, rather than 

occupation, would begin property, and those who tilled, enclosed, and cultivated 

the soil would be its owners. England superseded the right of occupation by the 

Amerindians by virtue of their specific form of labour. Suddenly a whole 

continent was open to English colonization, and agrarian labour became the basis 

of both English colonial claims and Locke's Two Treatises. (18) 

Property was defined in Locke's Second Treatise by the action of the individual upon the 

soil. By mixing his labor with the land, he effectively removed it from its natural state of 

collective wasteland and made it an extension of his person. Thus, he became proprietor 

of that land just as he was proprietor of his own person. 

To the colonial mind, Indians were not agriculturalists ~ even when they were. 

All tribes were assumed to be nomadic hunting cultures; and any tribal agriculture the 

colonists did encounter was seen as a collective, communal enterprise. Because the 

Native peoples were not deemed to have acted upon the soil as individuals, then, they 

could not claim by Lockean logic to have removed land from the store in common. And 
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consequently, their lands were not recognized as "property" as defined by the Anglo-

American tradition. 

In the absence of property ~ the "class of objects or resources necessary to be a 

person" — Native Americans likewise lacked what the Anglo-American tradition would 

recognize as personhood. If "persons" were finally proprietors, then mere occupancy 

could not confer civil identity in the sense understood by Anglo-American law. And this 

trick of language worked both ways. In addition to denying the Indians personhood 

because they had no property, Anglo-American law also denied them property because 

they did not conceive of personhood in the same terms that Anglo-Americans did. As 

critic Eric Cheyfitz argues. 

In traditional Native American cultures there are persons, but no 'individuals.' 

For in these cultures identity is conceived of as exclusively mutual, rather than, as 

in the West, mutually exclusive.... And because there is no notion of individuality 

in these cultures (a notion we should not confuse with autonomy), there, 

traditionally, is no notion of property. For the idea of property depends on the 

possibility of an individual relation to the land (as the basis of wealth).... Or we 

could reverse the proposition and say: there is no individuality without property, 

so inseparable are the two terms in the mixed material and metaphysical traditions 

of the West. (112) 

Taking their own seventeenth-century constructions of identity and ownership as natural 

and eternal, nineteenth-century Anglo-Americans could only see Native peoples as the 

kind of legal and political "blank" that Lucy Stone described herself to be. Because of 
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their anomalous position as "neither citizens nor aliens," as critic Priscilla Wald argues, 

Indians were "therefore not legally representable" (59). They were essentially erased, 

pushed beyond the boundary of civilized society, just as women were erased by 

coverture. As Justice Henry Baldwin declared, "there is no plaintiff in [the Cherokee 

Nation] suit" (qtd. in Wald 66): from a legal perspective, they were simply not there.^ 

Indians thus faced a set of non-altematives: to remain outside the law and thus to 

remain nonpersons, or to assimilate, and thus forfeit their own tribal notions of 

personhood in favor of a heretofore nonexisting concept of "individual," one defined by 

the ownership of private property.^'' Captain R.H. Pratt, the first superintendent of the 

Carlisle Indian Boarding School in Pennsylvania, expressed his policy for assimilation 

through education in particularly blunt terms: "Kill the Indian in him and save the man" 

(qtd. in Getches 78). But is "personhood" invested in the Indian or the man? And is 

personhood created, preserved, or destroyed by this process? 

In a sense, the persistence of unassimilated Indians was a kind of national 

haunting. The "uninhabited" bodies of Indians ~ biological persons without civil 

personhood ~ could not remain on the national landscape. Removal policy was in part an 

attempt to make those biological persons likewise invisible. But with every westward 

movement, Americans encountered the intolerable: Indian bodies would not remain 

invisible and erased. Thus, the attempt to break down tribal identity in order to address 

this anomalous condition, especially through the allotment of tribal lands into 

individually owned parcels, began early. While the General Allotment (Dawes) Act 

wasn't passed until 1887, and while allotment policy didn't become dominant until after 
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the Civil War, hidian Commissioner T. Harley Crawford insisted as early as 1838 that 

"Common property and civilization cannot co-exist" (74). An 1854 treaty with the Oto 

and Missouri tribes provided for allotment in severalty ("Treaty with the Oto" 87), and 

the Treaty of Fort Laramie in 1868 imposed both individual land ownership and United 

States citizenship on certain Sioux Indians.Similarly, an 1847 treaty stipulated that 

annuities would be paid over not to the chiefs, but to "heads of families and other 

individuals" ("Regulations Regarding Liquor and Annuities" 76). Federal agents refused 

to recognize tribal structure, insisting upon their own definitions of individual 

sovereignty. 

What increasingly replaced the idea of national sovereignty for the Indians was 

wardship status. And in this development, as historian Wilcomb Washburn observes, 

analogy became policy: When Marshall used the word "ward," he "was referring to the 

relationship between the national government and the Indian tribes which, as he asserted, 

'resembles that of a ward to his guardian.' In time the word 'ward' came to be applied to 

individual Indians, without restriction, while the word 'resembles' was interpreted to 

mean 'is'" (166). In the first case, the tribe still maintained its integrity as an entity, even 

though it was subordinated to the national government; this is the point Marshall 

emphasized in both Cherokee cases. But when individuals became wards, the collective 

had no real meaning. 

This dependent legal status was inextricably linked to dominant ideas about 

"savages" and "civilization" that conditioned the way it was possible for late-nineteenth-

century policymakers to think about Indians. Guardianship, and the increasingly 
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dominant themes of paternalism and protectiveness emerging from the ward relation, 

were ideologically justified by a set of assumptions that Roy Harvey Pearce terms 

"savagism." In the context of nineteenth-century convictions that human society evolved 

from a primitive state to its current level of civilization, and that this trajectory implied 

social, moral, and mental progress, Indians represented an earlier stage of humanity, 

existing in a state of arrested development because of their geographic isolation. "The 

idea of history as progress made it possible to fully comprehend the culturally earlier as 

the morally inferior, even as an environmental analysis of societies made it possible to 

account for the contemporaneity of that which should have been part of the past" (Pearce 

104). According to this logic, savagery naturally and necessarily gives way to 

civilization, which justified two things: white appropriation of Indian "waste" (i.e. non-

agricultural, i.e. savage) lands, and the project of "civilizing" the Indians, conceived of as 

facilitating the progress that is God's plan. The Report of the Board of Commissioners in 

1869 recommended that the treaty system be abandoned and existing treaties abrogated, 

and that "The legal status of the uncivilized Indians should be that of wards of the 

government; the duty of the latter being to protect them, to educate them in industry, the 

arts of civilization, and the principles of Christianity; elevate them to the rights of 

citizenship, and to sustain and clothe them until they can support themselves" ("Report" 

133). Accordingly, treaty relations were discontinued in 1871 in a rider to the Indian 

appropriations bill: "hereafter no Indian nation or tribe within the territory of the United 

States shall be acknowledged or recognized as an independent nation, tribe, or power 
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with whom the United States may contract by treaty" ("Abohtion of Treaty Making" 

136). 

As sovereign statehood was thereby withdrawn from hidian nations, the Anglo-

American concept of the individual, as the only available definition of sovereignty, was 

no longer denied to Indians, but rather imposed and enforced for their own good. Indian 

Commissioner .John Q. Smith's report in 1876 recommended that "provision should be 

made not only permitting, but requiring, the head of each Indian family, to accept the 

allotment of a reasonable amount of land, to be the property of himself and his lawful 

heirs, in lieu of any interest in any common tribal possession" (Smith 149, emphasis 

added). This bears out Washburn's analysis of the 

usual pattern of Indian policy as exercised throughout American history: a strong 

expression of interest by the Congress based on a hasty assumption about what 

was good for the Indian and a more calculating assumption about what was good 

for the white; the policy phrased in rhetoric evoking images of the Declaration of 

Independence and the Sermon on the Mount; instructions to the executive to carry 

out the policy on pain of financial cutbacks or administrative extinction; and an 

unspoken assumption that the Indians could be cajoled, forced, fiightened, or 

persuaded into recognizing the benevolent intent of the framers."(Washburn 85) 

These policies were "good for the white" both materially and ideologically. Literally, 

allotment policy facilitated white land-greed by shrinking tribal claims and, despite 

legislation to prevent it, obliging Indians to sell off individual holdings for their own 

survival. But more broadly, it turned the Indian into a blank slate onto which American 
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ideals could be inscribed ~ and could thus be reinforced and validated by public 

consensus. 

By 1886, Indian Commissioner J.D.C. Atkins was able to say that the theory of 

Indian sovereignty had become "utterly repugnant to the spirit and genius of our laws" 

and could not be tolerated just "to gratify this sentimentality about a separate nationality." 

He insisted that federal agents "are the supreme guardians of these mere wards, and can 

administer their affairs as any other guardian can," though "it must be done in a spirit of 

protection and not of oppression and robbery" (Atkins, "Civilized Tribes" 170-171). In 

other words, Indians were to be considered children in the national family. And indeed, 

they were treated as children under the law. As a visitor to the Allegany Reservation in 

New York State put it in 1858, "In a word, [the Indian] is an infant by statute, and has 

scarcely any political status; nay, more: he is made an alien upon his native soil... [the 

Indians are], socially and politically, mere nonentities" ("A Day with the Red Men"). 

This legal infantilization and social erasure echoed that of women, likewise 

legally classified with infants ~ and likewise disenfranchised "in a spirit of protection." 

In Woman, Church and State, Gage targeted this same pretense of protection as a thinly 

veiled mechanism of women's oppression. "The most formidable general evil under 

which woman has suffered during the Christian ages has been that of protection. A non-

recognition of her ability to care for herself [renders] watchful guardianship over her a 

recognized part of man's law" (315). Guardian status, in other words, authorized the 

wholesale penetration of church and state into every detail of women's lives, from marital 

relations to dress codes. 
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Once the Lidian's wardship status was solidified in the American legal 

imagination, it justified the state's penetration into every comer of Indian life as well. 

Here too, guardianship legitimated itself through the language of church and state. As 

Indian Commissioner Thomas J. Morgan wrote in his 1889 "Supplemental Report on 

Indian Education," "When we speak of the education of the Indians, we mean that 

comprehensive system of training and instruction which will convert them into American 

citizens, put within their reach the blessings which the rest of us enjoy, and enable them 

to compete successfully with the white man on his own ground and with his own 

methods....Education, in the broad sense in which it is here used, is the Indians only 

salvation" ("Supplemental Report" 222, 224, emphasis mine).^^ Backed by legal 

guardianship and the rhetoric of Christian America, would-be redeemers legislated every 

detail of Indian lives — again, from marital relations to dress codes. 

One of the key concepts of civilized life that was imposed on the Indian was the 

Anglo-American family. Under the logic that the family was the "little commonwealth," 

the replication of that domestic structure was the only condition under which the Indian 

could participate in the national family. And in order to become civilized in Anglo-

American terms, Indian men needed to take possession of their rightful property in wives. 

Secretary of the Interior Henry M. Teller's 1883 report devoted significant attention to 

the problem of marriage. He found "the marriage relation ... exceedingly lax," because 

"existing only by the consent of both parties, [it] is easily and readily dissolved." The 

same Lockean contract theory that underwrites the republic is here morally problematic. 

If Indian policy was the articulation of America's deepest values, then the Anglo-
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American family was clearly not based on mutual consent. Teller insisted that "Some 

system of marriage should be adopted, and the Indian compelled to conform to it ....and 

on his failure, without proper cause, to continue as the head of such family, he ought in 

some manner be punished, which should be either by confinement in the guard-house or 

agency prison, or by a reduction of his rations" (Teller 160-61). Here, then, is one means 

of "killing the Indian" — starving him into acceptance of the patriarchal model, in which 

the head of the household is indisputably male, and in which marriage operates not by 

consent, but by compulsion. As we will see, the Americanization of Indian men was 

predicated on the subordination of Indian women. 

The legal status of white women was not, it is important to remember, precisely 

the same as that of Indians. Women were citizens, while most Indians prior to the Dawes 

13 • • Act were not; and while suffragists were themselves demanding full participation in the 

nation, citizenship (and, in some cases, the franchise) was imposed upon the Indians, 

most often, at least prior to pan-Indian activism in the early twentieth century, against 

their wishes. But when early feminists found a trope for their own experience in the 

condition of slaves, they made a symbolic analogy that overrode differences in legal 

status. We might then expect suffragists to have forged a similar connection with their 

Indian "others," likewise dispossessed of civil personhood and infantilized in the sprit of 

guardianship. Despite their legal and cultural differences, the figurative parallels that 

united white women and Native peoples as political peers could have provided white 

women activists with a means of questioning in a much more fundamental way the values 

encoded in Americanness and civilization itself But images of Indiarmess as they appear 



in texts by white women tell a more complex story. For many writers, a (real or 

imagined) Indian alternative did indeed provide an imaginative context for confronting 

their own experience of nineteenth-century womanhood. But given the cultural 

constraints under which these women wrote, this kind of identification with the putative 

"savage" was often simply not available. 

In the pages that follow, I will explore the various meanings that women writers 

assigned to "Indiaimess," and how those meanings were shaped by and helped shape their 

own sense of self Chapter 2 looks at the distinctively American genre of the Indian novel 

from a gendered perspective. I begin with a reading of Lydia Maria Child's Hobomok, as 

well as her short fiction and treatises on New England history and Indian affairs, tracing 

Child's representations of Indianness in the context of her maturing political 

consciousness and increasing engagement with women's rights issues. I argue that Child 

used the figurative construct of the Indian to come to terms with her own experience of 

marginalization, but that, at the same time, she rehearsed the cultural commonplace that 

positions Indians as children in order to establish a uniquely maternal authority. I then 

turn to Catharine Maria Sedgwick, who found in the historical novel a displacement 

framework for confronting the rising individualism of Jacksonian America. In Hope 

Leslie, the dual plots of Indian relations and marital relations coalesce into a single story 

of possession and personhood, in which tribalism — as a form of collective, familial 

identity — offers an imaginative alternative to civil death. 

The tension between individual sovereignty and maternal authority provides the 

organizing framework for Chapter 3, which contextualizes constructions of the Indian 



within the two competing models for female enfranchisement: the "natural rights" 

argument and the "expediency" argument. This bifurcated feminist agenda produced two 

dominant approaches to the "Indian Problem." Suffragist Matilda Joslyn Gage 

emphasized white women's difference from "savages" in order to establish women's 

sameness with white men, while for anthropologist Alice Fletcher, maternal guardianship 

of Indian "children" functioned to validate a gendered claim to cultural authority. But 

Gage, who was adopted into the Mohawk in 1893, ultimately found in Native culture a 

way to more profoundly question the received narrative of history that put the patriarchal 

family at the center of civilization. As she came to see her Iroquois neighbors as 

"reminiscences of the Matriarchate" — living testimony to a forgotten age of female 

sovereignty — she imagined herself to be not mother to the Indian child, but the child of 

Indian mothers. 

My study concludes with Native women writers and the problem of identity — 

both Native and female — after the 1890 massacre at Wounded Knee that marked the end 

of the Indian Wars. The tension between the collective and the particular, an echo of the 

conflicting models of the national family and the sovereign individual, was particularly 

resonant in this period. As the aesthetic category of the "Vanishing Indian" increasingly 

overwrote the existence of living Native peoples, the individual Indian was once again 

erased — subsumed into the anonymity of a cultural construct. Thus, like white women's 

rights activists. Native women were obliged to negotiate the binaries of sameness and 

difference, assimilation and disenfranchisement. S. Alice Callahan's (Creek) Wynema, 

the first known novel by a Native woman, explicitly invokes the parallel between 



42 

women's rights and the Indian problem, integrating a love story with a tale of material 

dispossession. Likewise, activist Zitkala-Sa (Sioux) deliberately called upon women's 

rights activists to see their causes as fundamentally related. I argue that these Native-

authored texts are carefully constructed in the terms set out by women's rights discourse, 

inviting a readership of white women to engage with the Indian cause as an extension of 

their own agenda. 

With this interdisciplinary perspective and cross-cultural focus, my project 

attempts to develop a new understanding of nineteenth-century discourses of citizenship 

and personhood as they appear in literary and cultural history. By exploring the mutually 

constituting categories of race and gender from the vantage point of Indian policy, I hope 

to contribute to the growing body of scholarship on legal, cultural, and literary 

constructions of Americarmess and its "others." 

Notes 

^ On these different rhetorical approaches to women's rights, see Aileen Kraditor's The 
Ideas of the Woman Suffrage Movement, 1890-1920: The "justice" approach "includes 
arguments based on the principle of the 'consent of the governed,' the natural equality of 
all human beings, and other ways of setting forth the belief that women ought to have 
political equality because justice required it. Under the term expediency are subsumed 
arguments that claim that woman suffrage would benefit society" (44-45, fii 1). 
^ Macpherson argues that Locke himself was unaware of "the contradiction in his 
individualism, in which full individuality for some was produced by consuming the 
individuality of others. Locke could not have been conscious that the individuality he 
championed was at the same time a denial of individuality" (261-62). 
^ This idea shaped the rhetoric of the movement even after such legislative changes as the 
New York State property act of 1848, which did alter the status of women. As the editors 
of History of Woman Suffrage wrote, "When the State of New York gave married women 
certain rights of property [inl848], the individual existence of the wife was recognized, 
and the old idea that 'husband and wife are one, and that one the husband,' received its 
death-blow" (Stanton, Anthony and Gage, "Introduction" 14). But the "death blow" in 
this case was hardly final. As Kraditor points out, while married women were given 
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possession of property owned before marriage, they were not to profit from its sale. "If 
the property was sold, the husband owned the proceeds. Married women did not yet have 
legal custody of their own children or legal ownership of their own earnings or any 
property acquired after marriage" (Kraditor 4). Also, in 1862, this act was undermined by 
a "rescinding statute" (VanBurkleo 133). Martha Strickland, speaking at the World's 
Conference of Representative Women in 1893, observed that improvements in women's 
status were "fragmentary" because enacted through statute law, which "never applied to 
the whole body of the common law, but only to certain particular features of it, as the 
specific matters were brought from time to time to the attention of our legislators." As a 
result, "the real status of women to-day is based only upon the old common-law disability 
growing out of the theory of the unity of the family.... She still is, if married, only a part of 
an entity. She lives in a state of coverture; that is, a subject condition in which she is 
covered, or held, or protected by the stronger member of the family ~ her husband. 
Therefore, he represents her; therefore, her domicile follows his; therefore, his judgment 
as to the care, nurture, and control of her children is authoritative" (Strickland 470-71). 
Moreover, throughout the mid to later 19*'' century, "Americans steadily expanded wives' 
ability to deal in property and ignored the political implications of their actions" 
(VanBurkleo 127). In other words, the facts of the matter did not always cohere with the 
principles at issue; even after women earned the legal right to limited property ownership, 
they were still treated as property under the law, and the civil personhood of women 
continued to be limited by and described in terms of property ownership. 
^ The title is a reference to Edward Everett Hale's 1863 story, " The Man Without a 
Country," discussed in more detail in Chapter 3. 
^ As Roy Harvey Pearce puts it, tracing this idea back to the colonial period, "Looking at 
the Indian in his lack of... power, the Englishman could be sure of what he himself was; 
looking at himself, he could be sure of what the Indian should be. In America, from the 
very begirming the history of the savage is the history of the civilized" (Pearce 8). 
^ Other than Gail Landsman, whose excellent article will be discussed in more detail 
below, only Louise Newman looks specifically at interactions between women's rights 
activists and Native Americans. The central historical paradox of Newman's book is that 
"Like other white reformers, white woman's rights activists measured the (lack of) 
'social progress' of non-white races in terms of their (lack of) conformity to Anglo-
American Protestant middle-class gender relations. One of the most profound ironies of 
this history, then, is that at the very moment that the white woman's movement was 
engaged in a vigorous critique of patriarchal gender relations, it also called for the 
introduction of patriarchy into those cultures deemed 'inferior' precisely because these 
cultures did not manifest these gender practices" (7-8). As Newman explains, the 
definition of civilization hinges on sexual difference; part of the savagery of Native 
peoples was the lack of difference between Indian men and Indian women. In order to 
maintain their claim to civilized status, (white) women had to maintain their difference 
from (white) men, and, as Newman illustrates, they used the figure of the Indian to do so. 
While Newman provides an excellent analysis of evolutionist theory, she does not 
consider how natural rights feminists also used the Indian to show their sameness with 
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white men; and she leaves out writers like Gage entirely. Other critics have explored how 
missionaries, army wives, and Indian Reformers interacted with Native Americans, 
especially Native women; see, for example, Brigitte Georgi-Findlay's The Frontiers of 
Women's Writing: Women's Narratives and the Rhetoric of Westward Expansion. 
' Indeed, Macpherson calls the propertyless "almost a race apart, though within the state" 
(228), which reflects the striking parallels between the rhetoric of race and civil 
nonexistence. 
^ The range of opinions on this issue indicates that there was no consensus about how 
much — if any ~ sovereignty the Cherokee has. Justices Marshall and McLean saw the 
tribes as "domestic dependent nations"; Justices Johnson and Baldwin saw them as 
having no sovereignty at all; and Justices Thompson and Story saw the Cherokee as a 
foreign nation possessing sovereignty under international law. Thompson's opinion 
included some particularly interesting language: He defined a state as "a body of men, 
united together, to procure their mutual safety and advantage by means of their union," 
and claimed that "Such a society ... becomes a moral person, having an understanding 
and a will peculiar to itself (102). Thompson here made explicit the relationship between 
sovereignty, personhood, and will that was also central to the legal status of nineteenth-
century women. 
^ Wald claims that while Indians originally defined the geographic perimeter of the 
nation, they came to define the legal boundaries of citizenship as they were 
geographically surrounded by the nation (62). Thus "The Courts' decisions turn the 
Cherokee ... into uncanny figures who mirror the legal contingency — and the potential 
fate ~ of all subjects in the Union" (59): erasure. 

As a measure of how deeply felt these competing cultiiral constructs of identity were, 
Washburn writes, "The blow [of allotment] was less economic than psychological and 
even spiritual. A way of life had been smashed; a value system destroyed" (76). 
" The Treaty of Fort Laramie states that "any Indian or Indians receiving a patent for 
land under the foregoing provisions, shall thereby and fi-om thenceforth become and be a 
citizen of the United States, and be entitled to all the privileges and immunities of such 
citizens, and shall, at the same time, retain all his rights to benefits accruing to Indians 
under this treaty" ("Treaty of Fort Laramie" 112). This is the kind of anomaly Indian 
policymakers focused on: with both citizenship (but not the fi-anchise) and Indian treaty 
rights. Native Americans were caught between two identities. 
12 The interpenetration of legal, political, and spiritual discourse in Indian policy has a 
long history. See especially Pearce on the theological imperative of civilization: for early 
Americans, bringing order out of chaos (or civilization out of savagery) is "striving to 
imitate their God" (3). 
13 In 1924, citizenship was automatically conferred on all Indians bom in the United 
States, but they continued to be wards of the government, and they weren't automatically 
entitled to vote. "While most states allowed Indians to vote in the years following the 
passage of the Citizenship Act, some states did not. In Arizona they were disenlranchised 
until 1948 as 'persons under guardianship'" (Washburn 164). 
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2. REPUBLICAN MOTHERS AND INDIAN OTHERS: GENDER AND GENRE IN 
LYDIA MARIA CHILD AND CATHARINE MARIA SEDGWICK 

In the early decades of the nineteenth century, as America struggled to define both 

an independent identity and a course for future development, the nation underwent a 

radical transformation. The Jeffersonian ideal of the independent yeoman farmer gave 

way to an emerging capitalist ethos in an economic, political and cultural revolution that 

radically restructured American identity. Pohtical culture was convulsed by a process 

historian Charles Sellers characterizes as making democracy safe for capitalism, a 

reconciliation of an anticapitalist egahtarian spirit with the increasingly dominant market 

economy. "Claiming the Republican heritage for opportunity rather than equality," the 

market-savvy National Republicans rising to power in the early nineteenth century 

"celebrated equal rights as liberating the enterprise of free men to create a rich and 

powerful United States" (Sellers 70). The process by which the principle of equality was 

reshaped by the demands of the marketplace had wide-ranging consequences — not just 

political and economic but psychic and social as well. The "widely experienced stresses 

of capitalist transformation" registered the shift "from a use-value world permeated by 

familial/communal ties and God's everyday presence to a market world that takes the 

competitive ego for human nature and rationality for revelation" (Sellers 152). The 

market revolution, in other words, introduced radical change for both national and 

individual identity. 

One consequence of the market revolution was a crisis of paternal authority. The 

invention of a public sphere for capitalistic enterprise, and the concomitant construction 
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of the home as a carefully maintained sphere of private reconstitution, destabilized the 

structure of the eighteenth-century family. While the family had traditionally worked as 

an integrated political and economic unit under the governance of the patriarch, the 

nineteenth-century family was divided and dispersed ~ often geographically, as a 

younger generation seeking opportunity left the farms for the cities. Rising individualism, 

as Andrew Jackson biographer Michael Paul Rogin points out, also had an emotional and 

psychological impact. "The disintegrating family order liberated achieving individuals. 

But it also intensified loneliness, vengeful disappointment, and separation anxiety" (15). 

And the sense of radical social change magnified this individual alienation. As Carroll 

Smith-Rosenberg puts it, "The men of Jacksonian America experienced themselves both 

as sons loosed from the fathers' ways and as fathers increasingly troubled as to how to 

provide for, control, or even to understand the experiences of their sons" ("Disorderly 

Conduct" 88). In a world adrift, even as they celebrated the possibilities for individual 

emancipation from paternal control, Americans looked for fathers ~ for some stabilizing 

authority to link this new order to a vanishing American ideal. 

The market revolution that changed the shape of America was, for Rogin, 

inextricably linked to Indian policy. "The primitive accumulation of Indian land by force 

and fraud, I argue, initiated the market revolution that created capitalist America, the 

political revolution called Jacksonian democracy, and the cultural revolution that 

established American national identity in the myth of the West" (Rogin xvi). The various 

strategies for dispossessing the Indian - military, legal, rhetorical - made available the 

land that made possible the nineteenth-century American self. And while stolen Indian 
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lands facilitated the market revolution, the Indians themselves were likewise exploited as 

a solution to the authority crisis that cultural shift produced. Jacksonian Indian policy 

provided an opportunity to reconstitute paternal authority. "Savages," reinvented as 

children, could be imagined as the beneficiaries of policies formulated by the white father 

in Washington with their cultural advancement in view. Thus "The paternal authority 

repressed out of liberal politics returned in Indian paternalism" (Rogin 10). The fatherly 

command undermined by an increasingly individualistic marketplace found an outlet for 

expression in Indian relations. 

Jackson's approach to the Native peoples took the forms of military extirpation, in 

the Florida wars that made him famous, and the policy of exile that culminated in the 

1830 Removal Act. This rhetoric of the "great white father" in Washington provided the 

rationale for removal, the primary force of Indian policy before the Civil War.^ The 

supremacy of paternal authority justified the violation of treaties between sovereign 

nations. Fathers, that is, could not expect to be bound by their children's wishes. At the 

same time, Indian removal was a palpable demonstration of the great white father's 

authority. The power of the United States to compel the relocation of these "domestic 

dependent nations" materially reinforced the government's usurpation of fatherly 

prerogative. Significantly, Jackson adopted a three-year-old Indian boy whose parents 

had been killed by Jackson's own troops in the Creek war (Rogin 189). This gesture 

stands as a revealing dramatization of his policy: by exterminating the parents, he 

installed himself as father. His personal adoption of an Indian "ward" is an image of 

paternalistic and assimilationist Indian policy in little. 



While the crisis of paternal authority was being played out in politics, a parallel 

identity crisis shaped the emerging debate about literary Americanness. The new nation 

was suffering from a form of cultural infantilization. Political emancipation from colonial 

rule was felt to be undermined by the cultural domination of the European literary 

tradition. Americans thus sought a unique national literature to validate what they took to 

be their unique national identity, to finally outgrow their cultural adolescence. And again, 

the figure of the Indian provided a solution. As the Indian was a means for constituting 

Jacksonian political authority, so Indianness was a means for constituting literary 

authority. The North American Review's 1815 call for a national literature patterned after 

"the oral literature of its aborigines" (Channing 314) in order to establish independence 

from the European tradition pointed toward a new direction in American fiction — one 

that incorporated the figure of the Indian as the distinctive mark of Americanness. While 

Americans had to impose distance between themselves and their Indian "other" to shore 

up their own claims to civilization, this same other was useful for defining the American 

self against the European "other" - the threatening cultural parent across the Atlantic. 

This figurative relation between national identity and the indigenous population 

seemed to contradict the political imperative of Indian removal. Indian lands needed to be 

made available for white expansion, but Indianness itself was not just something to 

remove or erase. Though the removal of living Indians served to reinforce presidential 

authority, the Indian as an imaginative construct was too valuable to the emerging sense 

of distinctive American identity. However, identifying Americanness with Indianness 

was a perilous figurative process. The Indian was a distinctively American figure, and 
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was exploited as such; but the national character then risked being too closely aligned 

with savagery and the primitive.^ In order to negotiate this threat, the national 

imagination had to establish a distinction between "the Indian" and "Indianness," to 

separate the living "savage" from an aesthetic construction of Indianness that was always 

already part of the past. 

These discourses ~ of the Indian and of Indianness ~ were closely linked. As 

Lucy Maddox demonstrates, "The specific vocabulary of this literary debate on the 

'Indian question' necessarily differed from that of the civic debate, but its rhetorical 

strategies and boundaries did not" (Maddox 36). On one hand, this allows for the 

displacement of political concerns onto literary questions. The appropriation of 

Indianness was deemed justifiable even when the appropriation of Indian land was not. 

And, as many critics have noted, the aesthetic preservation of Indianness acted as a kind 

of compensation for the political failure to preserve Indian homelands. By relocating the 

Indian problem into the realm of the literary, nineteenth-century writers were able to 

'I 

avoid confronting the political realities behind the rhetoric of the Vanishing Indian. Even 

as Indians were dying on the Trail of Tears, they could be made timeless and immortal in 

verse. Indeed, the disappearance of the literal Indian served to increase the value of the 

aesthetic Indian. As the Indian was conceived of as a past inevitably slipping away, the 

need to preserve "Indianness" in words and images became more urgent. But at the same 

time, this appropriation of the figurative Indian may be said to have taken place not only 

while but by purging the literal Indian. In order to be available for figurative "adoption," 

the Indian had to be removed fi^om the present, lest his "savageness" contaminate the 
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adoptive family. Thus, the erasure of Indian bodies was a precondition for the 

Americanization of hidianness, for the incorporation of this imaginative construct into the 

national sense of self 

To put it simply, then, the Indian was a political matter, while Indianness was a 

literary matter. The Indian, as Maddox has famously observed, faced what was almost 

universally believed to be an either-or choice between civilization or extinction. These 

non-alternatives amounted to two forms of vanishing. This logic assumed that Native 

cultures, if they insisted upon their traditional lifeways, would be overwhelmed by 

contact with Euroamerican cultural superiority and eventually dwindle away. Therefore, 

Native peoples could survive only as something else entirely: a fledgling civilization 

defined in Anglo-American terms. The Indian as an Indian was doomed to extinction, and 

could escape that fatal destiny only by assimilating into the dominant culture. 

But Indianness, as a defining element of the emerging national literature, was not 

necessarily meant to be civilized. To retain its potency as an imaginative construct, 

Indianness had to remain fundamentally Indian, fundamentally different fi-om the 

civilized white self But Indianness also had to be an element of the past. The figure of 

the Indian embodied a part of national history. The stereotypical "child of the forest" 

functioned, in other words, as an image of the national "childhood." Indianness, adopted 

into the national narrative as an image of the primitive, was therefore also meant to be 

outgrown. While the Indian as a living presence in American life was thought to be 

destined to either vanish into civilization or to vanish into extinction, Indianness as an 

imaginative construct was both preserved and removed, appropriated and outgrown. This 
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double move was central to the antebellum "Indian novel." The genre of the historical 

novel provided the format for a kind of national bildungsroman. It allowed for an 

imaginative revisiting of national origins, and then dramatized the process by which that 

national childhood was left behind. The national origin story was predicated upon the 

appropriation of Indianness as the sign of America's distinct national character, but in the 

course of the national bildungsroman, Indianness was necessarily removed so that the 

nation might emerge from its primitive childhood as a mature civilization. Literature thus 

provided a way of both retaining the Indian as a symbol of American uniqueness and 

reimagining the policy of Indian removal, using a literary formula (bildungsroman) to 

reinvent a political fact (dispossesson) as natural and necessary. 

The implications of these complexities in Indian-white relations have shaped 

critical studies of how American writers of the early nation-building period used Indians 

to constitute both literary authority and the American self. To these we might add the 

further complication of gender. The transformation of the traditional family and the 

promise of egalitarian democracy also had profound effects on women's sense of self; 

and women writers, in turning to Indianness, likewise constructed an identity through the 

image of the other. With Hobomok (1824) and Hope Leslie (1827), Lydia Maria Child 

and Catharine Maria Sedgwick joined the public conversation about Indianness, 

Americanness, and literature. Recent criticism has become increasingly interested in the 

ways they revised the paternalistic tradition - how, for example, they used Indianness not 

to reinforce but to challenge patriarchal authority."^ This critical lens, however, runs the 

risk of oversimplifying these texts. Ultimately, what we see in Child and Sedgwick is a 
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disidentification - which mirrors the complexities they faced as women in a changing 

America. By engaging with these complexities, we can gain insight into the construction 

of the feminine self during a period when gender conventions were, like Americanness 

generally, being shaped and reshaped. 

I. Hobomok and The Republican Mother 

John Gorham Palfrey's 1821 review of Yamoyden, A Tale of the Wars of King 

Philip: in Six Cantos - which, according to biographer Caroline Karcher, directly 

inspired Child to write Hobomok - was one of a number of essays appearing in the North 

American Review that contributed to the emerging definition of a distinctively American 

literature. Chief among Palfrey's pleasures in James Wallis Eastbum and Robert Sands' 

narrative poem is the topic itself: "We are glad that somebody has at last found out the 

unequalled fitness of our early history for the purposes of a work of fiction" (480). He 

describes the highlights of Puritan history and a selection of exemplary Puritans as the 

appropriate subject matter for the American imagination, and notes particularly "the 

Indians, a separate and strongly marked race of men, ~ with all the bold rough lines of 

nature yet uneffaced upon them.... a nation ... identified with the hard, cold soil where 

they were found" (483). Palfrey then pronounces that "Whoever in this country first 

attains the rank of a first-rate writer of fiction, we venture to predict will lay his scene 

here. The wide field is ripe for the harvest, and scarce a sickle has yet touched it" (484-5). 

In other words, the literary pioneer should emulate the pioneering Puritan, and cultivate 
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the "hard, cold soil" with which the Indian is identified - forcing the Indian to submit to 

the writerly plow and yield a rich literary harvest. Palfrey gives to American literature an 

opportunity not only to rewrite, but to relive American origins through a figurative 

conquest of Indianness as land. The Indianness associated with the land is, for Palfrey, 

the source of literary authority. 

Palfrey's essay is representative of a cultural trend that gave rise to the American 

historical novel generally and the Indian novel in particular. That it did so at the threshold 

of the age of Jackson is no coincidence. This genre of conquest and appropriation mirrors 

the simultaneous conquest of the Indian and appropriation of Indianness that 

characterized early nineteenth-century nation-building. Literary critic George Dekker's 

anatomy of the historical romance traces its generic conventions to what he calls "the 

Waverley model," the formula embodied in Sir Walter Scott's popular and influential 

1814 narrative of the Jacobite Rebellion in 1745. Dekker finds that "the age-old contest 

between the forces of reaction and progress" (8) provides the central theme of Scott's 

narratives. According to Dekker, the tension between these forces ultimately produces a 

"dynamic and life-sustaining equilibrium" (Dekker 35) that is the essence of the genre. In 

other words, the historical romance is a genre of opposites in balance, structured to justify 

what is represented as the inevitable course of history while figuratively retaining that 

which was left behind. A product of "the mixed feelings of pride and guilt experienced by 

the beneficiaries of bourgeois revolutions and European colonial conquests" (Dekker 27), 

the historical romance registers mixed feelings by taking the form of mixedness 

generally, by incorporating a mythic past into a forward-looking present. As Dekker puts 
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it, the historical romance is a narrative of "the progress of civilization and the heroic 

founding of a new patria and a new national character," with a "somber note" registering 

the heroism of the defeated party (42). The result is imaginatively reinvigorated culture. 

By "recover[ing] some of the ancient ground of fiction ~ the heroic, the mj^hic, the 

strange ~ which seemingly had been abandoned by novelists of contemporary morals and 

manners" (Dekker 52), historical romancers were able to invest their contemporary 

national character - vulnerable to the ambivalence introduced by radical change - with 

the vitality of rediscovered origins.^ 

This model found fertile ground in America, whose national destiny was 

inextricably bound to "the heroic, the mythic, the strange" embodied by the Indian. 

Mixed feelings about the course of progress, about the destiny of the vanishing Indian, or 

about the political, economic, and cultural transformation of the early nineteenth century, 

found expression in the mixedness of historical romance. The American national 

narrative of progress found in this formula a way to both delineate the boundaries of the 

"patria" - define a distinctive Americanness - and reconcile conflicts within that 

definition by figuratively appropriating the very "savage" it removes. 

Child's Hobomok is just this kind of narrative.^ The novel focuses on the 

settlement of Salem in 1629, revisiting Puritan history in order to reimagine American 

origins. Underlying Child's treatment of savagery and civilization, like the other 

historical novels Dekker describes, is a stadialist view of history: the demarcation of 

human progress into distinct stages of development. According to this logic, humans 

begin in a state of savagery characterized by hunting, evolve through the herding culture 
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of barbarism and the agricultural society that marks civilization, and ultimately emerge as 

a commercial and manufacturing culture that might be termed "overcivilized." And as 

Dekker points out, "Although the progression was reckoned to be from lower to higher 

stages of civilization, philosophical historians observed that each stage could boast not 

merely the special skills (often very remarkable ones) necessary to its way of life but also 

certain qualities of mind or character which were deficient or atrophied at other stages." 

Beneficiaries of "civilization" (or overcivilization) may then recognize and admire the 

nobility of the savage without calling into question the ultimate advantages of progress. 

The celebration of such natural virtues as "heroic fortitude in the face of adversity" or 

"spontaneous metaphorical expressiveness" (Dekker 75) need not arrest, but rather 

redirects, the trajectory of civilization. "These acknowledgements of superior qualities in 

the first and second stages were often joined with apprehensions concerning the fourth" 

(Dekker 76), but they temper the excesses of overcivilization rather than position 

regression as an attractive alternative. In Hobomok, Child uses her noble savage to 

question the unnatural rigidity of Puritan theocracy. She constructs a series of oppositions 

- between, for example, spiritual spontaneity and "overcivilized" doctrinal excess - even 

drawing an implicit contrast between Hobomok as a natural storyteller, rendering his 

"glowing" descriptions in the "brief, figurative language of nature" (84), and the Puritan 

account from which her narrator constructs his tale as unreadable in its "antiquated and 

almost unintelligible style" (7). 

A key element of the tradition Dekker describes is a kind of mediator figure, part 

of the party of progress but still "able, as their hard-headed ... fathers are not, to respond 
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sympathetically to the moral and aesthetic excellences of the ["savage"]" (70). Child's 

protagonist, Mary Conant, fulfills this function. She is a daughter of the Puritans, but 

unlike her "hard-headed" father, she is a sympathetic audience for Hobomok's natural 

eloquence and responds to his "excellences" as she responds to the natural world: not in 

the typological Old Testament script of her father but with a kind of "savage" reverence 

(not unlike Hobomok's for her). But Hobomok, a "friendly" Indian who acts as informant 

and protector to the fledgling Puritan community, is himself not pure savage. Living 

among the white settlers in Plymouth, he becomes a kind of adoptive member of Puritan 

society by virtue of the information he transmits. As Dekker points out, "adoptive 

relationships across cultures are nearly as characteristic of the historical romance as 

protagonists who waver between the rival claims of the cultures" (70). These "wavering" 

protagonists and adoptive relationships function as figurative constructs that maintain the 

balance of opposites in a progressive equilibrium. By acknowledging and adopting 

elements of the primitive past, the larger culture can simultaneously appropriate and 

outgrow savagery - the "mythic" — as an abstraction. 

But in Child's novel, what begins as an adoptive relation ultimately takes the 

alarming form of miscegenation. In this, Child makes a radical departure fi"om the 

boundaries established by, for example, James Fenimore Cooper, the most famous 

practitioner of the Waverley model in America. In Cooper's novels, whenever cross-

racial alliances appear, they either turn out to be not cross-racial after all {The Pioneers), 

or the transgressor is punished with death {Last of the Mohicans, The Wept of Wish-ton-

Wish); and the only product of such an alliance, in The Wept of Wish-ton-Wish, simply 



57 

vanishes from the text. But Child imagines a sexual and affectionate relationship between 

her mediator figure, Mary Conant, and the Indian Hobomok. Even more, their union 

produces a son who will become the figurative future of America. This willingness to 

imagine an interracial marriage not only anticipates the spirit of racial tolerance that will 

characterize Child's career as a reformer; it also suggests a "feminization" of the 

Waverley model.^ While Cooper's fiction "left Anglo-American women on the sidelines 

- precisely the position they occupied in the political system" (Karcher, "Introduction" to 

Hobomok xvii), Child finds a way to make those margins the very site of Americanness. 

By shifting from the merely artificial amalgamation of adoptive relations to the embodied 

amalgamation of biological relations, Child puts women's bodies at the center of the 

Waverley model. With this literalized take on "Republican Motherhood," Child positions 

her heroine as the mediating influence by which the conflicting desires to appropriate and 

to outgrow Indianness are simultaneously realized. And thus the feminine, rather than 

being politically, civilly, legally erased, becomes the source of America's unique literary 

and cultural identity ~ the source of nationhood. 

HobomokhQgms. with a claim to ownership; "I never view the thriving villages of 

New England, which speak so forcibly to the heart, of happiness and prosperity, without 

feeling a glow of national pride, as I say, 'this is my own, my native land'" (5). The 

purpose of this narrative will be to justify that claim, to tell the tale of nation-building in a 

way that establishes rightful possession. But while this comes from Child's male narrator, 

the female pen suggests another claim to ownership as well. Child is claiming rightful 

Q 

possession of the national narrative itself Although the novel was signed only "By an 
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American," according to Karcher, "Child seems never to have suffered from either the 

fear of unsexing herself or the paralyzing sense of inadequacy that inhibited so many 

other nineteenth-century women writers. In keeping with her male identification, she 

looked for literary precursors among male writers, showing no discernible awareness of 

being disqualified by gender from inheriting (or appropriating) their mantle" {First 

Woman 16-17). Indeed, attributing the novel to an anonymous "American" may serve 

only incidentally to disguise Child's gender, and more importantly to put in practice her 

claim to a central role in defining Americarmess. As her narrator absorbs the text of his 

ancestor, taking "the liberty of substituting my own expressions for his antiquated and 

almost unintelligible style" (7), so Child's story absorbs and ultimately effaces the 

persona of the narrator, becoming a means of realizing her own "liberty."^ 

The story that follows puts theocratic repression and religious fanaticism in 

conflict with the natural flow of sentiment. Mary Conant's rigid Puritan father rejects her 

Episcopalian lover, Charles Brown, because he is not a Puritan, just as Roger Conant 

himself had been rejected by his aristocratic father-in-law. Earl Rivers, because of his 

humble estate. The plot revolves around the consequences of patriarchal authority. Roger 

Conant, aroused to Puritanism by the misfortunes he and his young wife encountered 

after Earl Rivers' rejection, journeys to America, and becomes the embodiment of 

repressive moral rigidity. Charles Brown, whose love for Mary had drawn him to 

America, is driven from the settlement for attempting to establish an Episcopal church in 

that unyielding Puritan community. And when patriarchal authority appears to soften, it is 

too late. Mary's mother, having dutifully followed her husband to the New World, dies in 
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the wilderness. Roger Conant promises to honor her dying wish that he not prevent 

Charles and Mary's marriage, but before he can do so, Charles is shipwrecked on his 

return passage and rumored to be drowned. In the derangement of grief, having lost both 

her mother and her lover, Mary offers herself in marriage to Hobomok. 

Mary is "not altogether [her] self," as neighbor Dame Willet says, when she 

marries Hobomok (120), but it's as if she can only become herself through this union. It 

has the force of inevitability. In Mary's mind, it reflects the prophecy of the moonlight 

ritual she had performed to learn her future husband's identity. Early in the novel, Mary 

had drawn a "magic ring" and called for "Whoe'er my bridegroom is to be,/Step in the 

circle after me" (13). To her horror, not Charles but Hobomok had leapt into the circle. 

But Mary's marriage to Hobomok not only fulfils the promise of the ritual; it also in a 

sense fulfills the logic of the Waverley model. In order to reconstitute the flawed 

authority of the repressive, unnatural Puritan fathers, she must "exchange the social band, 

stem and dark as it was, for the company of savages" (122). Only by recovering this 

uncorrupted past can the narrative of progress move forward. 

Mary's union with Hobomok is not represented as liberation. Rather, it is a form 

of death. "Mary, so pale and motionless, might have seemed like a being from another 

world" (123); and indeed, she is reported dead throughout the village (128). But while 

this may undermine overly celebratory readings of the interracial marriage, it does situate 

Mary's journey in a powerful mythological context. According to Richard Slotkin, one of 

the controlling myths of the frontier experience is that of "the heroic quest, which is 

perhaps the most important archetype underlying American cultural mythology." In this 
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archetypal narrative, the hero must journey into the underworld to "borrow" power from 

that "eternal kingdom of death and dreams from which all men emerge" (10). The realm 

of death "from which all men emerge" is here not an end but a beginning, a return to the 

source. And if the savage is, in the stadialist sense, the origin of humanity, this "eternal 

kingdom... from which all men emerge" is likewise the realm of the Indian, hi other 

words, the hero must undertake the archetypal quest in order to "borrow" the power of 

Indianness, with which he then returns to his own community as an agent of regeneration. 

An analogous structure is at work in Hobomok. But importantly, in Child's use of the 

archetype, the hero is a heroine. Mary descends into an "underworld" of figurative death, 

of derangement, and is there united with the Indian Hobomok. Mary's own return to the 

"living" ~ to the Puritan community ~ then produces a kind of rebirth for Puritan 

authority. After her self-imposed exile in Plymouth with Hobomok, she returns to Salem 

to effect a reconciliation between her father and Charles Brown, in which natural paternal 

sentiment overcomes doctrinal differences. Only then can the reconstituted Puritan family 

be claimed for the American origin story. 

For all that the novel valorizes Hobomok himself, it does not endorse the 

company of savages as a viable alternative to patriarchal repression. Unlike the narrative 

of Mary Jemison, published in the same year — or unlike Sedgwick's Faith LesHe ~ Child 

imagines interracial alliance as a temporary measure, a rupture that is resolved when 

Charles Brown, having been not drowned but captive in Africa,^® returns to claim Mary 

as his wife. There's no indication in the novel that Indianization promises a meaningful 

escape from the tyranny of patriarchal authority. Indeed, Child's 1835 History of the 
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Condition of Women, In Various Ages and Nations reveals her to be wholly persuaded by 

the conventional misconception that Native women are uniformly treated as beasts of 

burden. She quotes a "female savage on the banks of the Orinoco" who has killed her 

own daughter to prevent a life of abuse: "What kindness can we show our daughters 

equal to putting them to death?" (170-71). In this volume, she also notes that "The Indian 

bridegroom generally pays his father-in-law for his bride; and even in their primitive 

form of society, he who can offer a large price is most likely to be acceptable to parents" 

(173). According to her understanding of Indian culture, "savage" custom testifies to the 

universal commodification of women. While she commends Indians for their lack of 

"voluptuousness" (174), and notes that they are more just than Christian nations in 

blaming men more than women in cases of seduction (180), she doesn't see Indian 

culture as more empowering for women - even though she notes the political power of 

Huron and Iroquois women and female authority among the Natchez (180). She 

maintains that "The power of Indian husbands is absolute" (176). In short, Child is not 

drawn to the figure of the Indian as the representative of female emancipation or even of 

cultural difference. In the novel, the already Puritan-friendly Hobomok becomes even 

more "civilized" through his marriage. As Mary's friend Sally Oldham observes, "within 

these three years he has altered so much, that he seems almost like an Englishman" (137). 

Child's interest is not in Hobomok himself or in the actual practices of Native culture, but 

in Mary, the future mother of the republic. And though Child will continue to champion 

interracial marriage as a solution to the Indian Problem, she is here using the relationship 

to feminize structural and mythological elements of the historical romance. This 



62 

regendering of genre allows her to relocate the feminine contribution to nation-building 

from the periphery to the center without a radical revision of history or a fantastic plot 

assigning real political power to women. But if this strategy doesn't claim a politically 

significant role for women in national history ~ if, in other words, the revision is merely 

figurative ~ neither does it concede to the limited boundaries of women's sphere or the 

compensatory claim of merely moral significance. 

Hobomok is startling - indeed, was harshly criticized - for its acceptance of a 

successful, if temporary, marriage between a white woman and an Indian.'^ If she feels 

herself to be "lost and degraded" in the view of "her own nation" (135), Mary 

nevertheless grows to love Hobomok. But most critics agree that, in the end. Child 

sacrifices race to gender. Her interest in interracial alliance is overshadowed by her 

interest in Mary's role in the national narrative.^^ Thus, Child's bold challenge to 

patriarchal authority ultimately reinforces the inevitable Indian story of removal. When 

Charles Brown returns to the settlement, Hobomok prepares the ritual of divorce and 

voluntarily removes himself This naturalizes the vanishing of the Indian in the narrative 

of progress. As a voluntary vanishing, Hobomok's self-imposed exile reimagines the very 

involuntary exile of Native peoples in antebellum America. The departure of "that high-

souled child of the forest" (141) can thus be rendered as a natural development in 

America's coming of age. Rather than a carefully engineered program of dispossession, 

the vanishing of the Indian is implied to be simply part of growing up. 

Even the erasure of Hobomok's name takes a form not unlike voluntary removal. 

Indian custom itself seems to approve of the ending, in which Mary's eventual (and. 
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implicitly, rightful) marriage to Charles overwrites her relation with Hobomok, and the 

child of that earlier union becomes the first American. Because, as Mary tells Charles, 

"According to the Indian custom, he took the name of his mother" (149) and not his 

Indian father, this second disappearance of "Hobomok" can be accomplished not by 

force, but by gradual evolution, as the savage naturally gives way to the civilized: "by 

degrees his Indian appellation was silently omitted" (150). Matrilineality, one of the most 

distinctive features of Native culture, itself facilitates the erasure of the child's Indian 

identity. 

Charles not only accepts but claims Mary's half-Indian son. With a spirit meant to 

indicate broad-mindedness but likewise betraying appropriation, he assures Mary that 

"He shall be my own boy" (149). As Jackson constituted his authority by adopting the 

Indian child whose father he had literally erased, so Brown installs himself in the place of 

the removed Hobomok. But that relation can only be adoptive. And the child's name, 

significantly, remains Conant. Hobomok may be erased by Mary's second marriage, but 

Mary herself ~ and her claim to the child ~ is not. The Waverley model, a way of coming 

to terms with, appropriating, and outgrowing the past, is typically a drama of fathers and 

sons. But Child makes it a drama of mother and son. It is through Mary that Indiaimess is 

absorbed into the national genealogy; and it is under Mary's name that "Charles 

Hobomok Conant" is Americanized, outgrowing his own Indianness in the course of his 

Harvard education. Fatherhood is thus relegated to the periphery, while motherhood 

becomes figuratively central to the national future. 



The novel closes by disavowing its expulsion of the Indian: "But the devoted, 

romantic love of Hobomok was never forgotten by its object; and his faithful services to 

the 'Yengees' are still remembered with gratitude; though the tender slip which he 

protected has since become a mighty tree, and the nations of the earth seek refuge 

beneath its branches" (150). Here, Hobomok is paternal, the father of the nation, 

protecting the young settlement; but only insofar as the child is the father of the man. As 

the stadialist model imagines a relationship between savage and civilized that is "both 

filial and paternal" (Dekker 79), Hobomok is ultimately the "child of the forest" (141), 

the father who must be outgrown. But Mary, as the most consistent object of Hobomok's 

protection, is identified with the "tender slip." Mary is then likewise the "mighty tree" 

under whose branches "the nations of the earth seek refuge." The body of the mother is, 

in other words, the body of the nation, figured as the mighty tree. 

This maternal body, however, emerges from a text that is deeply preoccupied with 

the ghostly, the disembodied. The death-in-life of Mary's marriage to Hobomok is 

echoed throughout the text, taking the form of sudden fits of ghostliness. Bodies are 

repeatedly hable to "death-like paleness" (82), to a "deadly blow" that "blanche[s]" the 

"cheeks and lips" (132), to becoming "pale as a ghost" (44). And characters in the novel 

are frequently perceived as supernatural apparitions. Early in the tale, when the narrator's 

ancestor follows Mary to the scene of her moonlight ritual, her "shadow" calls to his 

mind "All that I had heard of visitants from other worlds" (12-13). Mary, in turn, is 

convinced that Hobomok is a ghost until "the tones of his voice had convinced her that he 

was real flesh and blood" (14). And when Charles Brown reappears after his captivity in 
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Africa, Hobomok's belief that it is Brown's ghost he sees renders him ghostly as well: 

"The countenance of the savage assumed at once the terrible, ashen hue of Indian 

paleness" (138). The novel presents a series of interactions in which the "other" appears 

as ghostly, in which material presence is uncertain. And this tension between the 

"mighty" maternal body and this undercurrent of ghostliness may call into question the 

optimism embodied in Mary Conant. 

For critic Renee Bergland, the recurring theme of what she calls "spectralization" 

in American literature functions as a "national uncanny," a reflection of political and 

cultural marginalization that haunts the discourse of nationhood. She finds that Native 

Americans are consistently represented in the language of ghostliness, a literary 

vanishing that registers both the various forms of Indian removal and the troubling 

persistence of Indian presence. As Bergland claims, "When America denied the civil 

existence of the disfiranchised without denying their actual existence, it constructed them 

as simultaneously there and not there, and it confined them to a spectral role in America 

politics" (18-19). That Child's novel is so peopled with ghosts, then, introduces a greater 

degree of ambivalence ~ not only about Indian affairs but about the fate of individual 

subjects generally. 

As Bergland points out, Hobomok's spectralizing removal carries other cultural 

freight. "Of course, ghostly Native Americans are allied to the ghostly African 

Americans, women, resident aliens, and poor people who haunted the nineteenth-century 

American national imagination along with them.... Many women experienced their civil 

erasure as spectralizing" (Bergland 16, 18).^^ Thus for Bergland, "Child's depiction of a 



66 

marriage between a white woman and an Indian man shows, graphically, that white 

women's alienation from the American polity unites them with those who are excluded 

from the nation because of racial difference. White women and dark men dwell together 

in an American netherworld" (69). Here, then, is another way of reading Mary's descent 

into the underworld: not as a heroic encounter with "borrowed" gods, but as a reflection 

of shared political dispossession. According to this reading, in representing Mary's union 

with Hobomok as a form of living death. Child links the institution of marriage, which 

spectralizes women through the laws of coverture, with the vanishing Indian. 

These competing readings ~ simultaneously available and irreconcilable — mark 

the fundamental tension that complicates women writers' relationship to Indianness. In 

using the figure of Hobomok to establish literary and cultural authority. Child is 

following a male model, reworking the Waverley structure of appropriation and removal 

in order to validate her own Americanness. For any writer, the use of the Indian to define 

Americanness can be a hazardous venture. When the distinction between the white self 

and the Indian other is blurred, the national character becomes intimately identified with 

the savage. But in the masculine narrative Slotkin treats, in which the hunter becomes the 

thing he hunts, this identification with the primitive is a source of manhood. The Daniel 

Boone mythology whose literary legacy Slotkin traces situates masculine identity in the 

wilderness encounter from which the hero draws savage power. For female writers, 

however, the Indian poses a very different kind of threat. The political parallels that 

identify women with Indians evoke the spectre of spectralization. The image of the Indian 

threatens to contaminate the female body with its own emptiness, rendering ghostly the 
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female claim to literary and cultural authority. The Indian is both the defining feature of 

the emerging national narrative and particularly dangerous territory for the female writer; 

and this is the tension that shapes the often conflicted relationship between women 

writers and Indianness. 

Child more fully explores the problem of spectralization ~ the separability of 

person and (civil) personhood ~ in her later writings on the Indian Problem and the 

Woman Question. In an 1843 letter, she articulates her understanding of injustice to 

Indians in terms that imply ghostliness: "We who have robbed the Indians of their lands, 

and worse still, of themselves, are very fond of proving their inferiority" ("Letter 

XXXVI" 184). She is aware, in other words, that what's at stake is Indian personhood as 

much as Indian lands. And while she will make no explicit connection between women 

and Native Americans, she is clearly sensitive to the power of linguistic constructions. In 

an 1856 letter, she is "indignant for womankind made chattels personal from the 

beginning of time, perpetually insulted by literature, law, and custom. The very phrases 

used with regard to us are abominable. 'Dead in the law,' 'Femme couverte.' How I 

detest such language!" (qtd. in First Woman 400). Perhaps most provocatively, she will 

also wonder, in her science fiction story "Hilda Silfverling" (1845), whether it is 

"possible that people may be alive, and yet not alive" (392). Throughout her long career, 

she will explore the meaning of personhood, its alienability from the physical person, and 

the strange status of those "dead in the law" and yet not dead, flesh and blood and yet not 

alive. 



She wouldn't have been thinking in these terms in 1824, but on some level she 

recognizes that to be an "other" is to be a ghost. Even as Child stakes her claim to the 

national origin story of Hobomok, her rendering of that narrative is haunted by the ghosts 

of the vanishing Indian and the "femme couverte."'"^ Considered in this context, we might 

then say that Child not only sacrifices race to gender but must do so. The female 

personhood achieved in the body of Mary Conant comes at the cost of the vanishing 

Indian, because it is predicated on disidentification with the Indian ghost. Hobomok must 

disappear in order to facilitate Mary's return from the "underworld" of civil death. Their 

shared political dispossession, their shared ghostliness, is then channeled into the familiar 

narrative of the vanishing Indian, allowing Mary to emerge with her person intact. When 

anxiety about female personhood is projected onto the body of the Indian, that anxiety 

can be made to vanish as naturally as the vanishing Indian. But the shadow that haunts 

Mary's triumphant substantiation re-emerges in Child's later fiction, in which the figure 

of the Indian becomes the site of ambivalence itself 

II. Good Wives and Indian Tales: the 20s and 30s 

Several of Child's Indian stories in the decade after Hobomok follow a pattern of 

domestic harmony - white or Indian - disrupted by outsiders. In other words, they are 

stories of imperiled domesticity, in which harmonious gender relations are thwarted by 

hostile race relations. These stories are written during a period in Child's life that Karcher 

characterizes as conflicted and repressive. Marriage to David Child in 1828 demanded 

sacrifice and compromise and introduced Child to the reality of nineteenth-century 
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wifehood described by the language of spectralization. "By the time Child published The 

Coronal, she had suffered a rude awakening.... Within three months of her marriage in 

October 1828, Child no longer enjoyed even the satisfaction of controlling her own 

income and balancing her literary and financial goals.... As a nineteenth-century wife, 

she now fell under the coverture law, which meant that all her earnings and the 

copyrights to her books belonged to her husband" {First Woman 102). But this "rude 

awakening" was not given full voice, even in fiction. The feminist consciousness 

expressed in Hobomok became "the troubling voice of the younger self she was trying so 

hard to bury as she embraced wifehood" {First Woman 119). But while Child's 

"troubling" awareness of having traded autonomy for marital coverture was forced 

beneath the surface, her "rude awakening" manifested itself in the form of tension, of 

texts divided against themselves. And interestingly, these faultlines of repression are 

most evident where the figure of the Indian appears. This suggests that Child is projecting 

gender relations onto race relations. What she can't acknowledge about her own domestic 

situation - about the limitations of nineteenth-century domesticity — appears as an 

invasion from the outside. 

"The Lone Indian" (1828) registers Child's greater involvement with and 

awareness of the Indian problem in the years following Hobomok. While that earlier 

narrative of nation-building was constrained by the rhetoric of the vanishing Indian, "The 

Lone Indian" contests the inevitability of Indian disappearance. In this story, the Indian is 

a victim not of natural progress, but of the active and implicitly unnatural intervention of 

the white man. The simplicity of the plotline suggests that this story is not meant to be 
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unique or extraordinary, but rather epitomizes Indian-white relations. It begins with the 

celebration of pre-contact simplicity. Powontonamo, known as the "Eagle of the 

Mohawks," is the Noble Savage: "When Powontonamo became a man, the fame of his 

beauty and courage reached the tribes of Illinois; and even the distant Osage showed his 

white teeth with delight, when he heard the wild deeds of the Mohawk Eagle. Yet was his 

spirit frank, chivalrous, and kind" (154). In Soonseetah, or Sunny-eye, "the fairest of the 

Oneidas," he finds a worthy partner. Powontonamo's courtship of this "coquette of the 

wilderness" results in "feasting and dancing," and "the marriage song rang merrily in 

Mohawk cabins, when the Oneida came among them" (155). Primitive though they are, 

these Indians are not the sub-human savages that so frequently appear in antebellum 

fiction. Theirs is a civilization complete in itself, with its own rituals of coquetry and 

matrimony that organize and sanctify the universal human instinct of getting together. 

But inevitably, the white man comes. Though "When the white men came to buy 

land, [Powontonamo] met them with an open palm, and spread his buffalo for the 

traveler" (154), it is clear that this candid hospitality will not be repaid in kind. "The 

prophets of his people liked it not that the strangers grew so numerous in the land. They 

shook their heads mournfully, and said, 'The moose and the beaver will not live within 

sound of the white man's gun. They will go beyond the lakes, and the Indians must 

follow their trail'" (155-56). Right away, the white man is linked to a violent intrusion 

that is at odds with the natural world. His guns cannot be integrated into the natural order, 

and his hunting practices leave the land barren of game. And right away, the Indians in 

the story recognize the consequences: they must follow their source of life further into the 
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wilderness. Powontonamo claims not to worry, but "Yet when he held his son in his 

arms, as his father had done before him, he sighed to hear the strokes of the axe levelling 

the old trees of his forests" (156). The arrival of the English settlers introduces a sense of 

genealogical rupture. Powontonamo holds his son like his father held him, but 

Powontonamo faces a radically changed world, and it is clear that this embrace will not 

be inherited by the next generation. Levelling the "old trees" with the axe, the white man 

figuratively levels the old fathers, the tribal traditions. Like the gun, the axe suggests a 

violence that cannot be integrated into the natural order: its destruction of the natural 

world, a literal mutilation of Indian homelands, is likewise the figurative destruction of 

the Indians themselves. 

Sure enough, Powontonamo eventually finds the hunt fruitless and loses heart. He 

tries to find solace in nature, but the very atmosphere is contaminated. "Two hours he 

remained in the open air; but the clear breath of heaven brought no relief to his noble and 

suffering soul. Wherever he looked abroad, the ravages of the civilized destroyer met his 

eye" (156). What the English settlers self-congratulatorily conceive of as "improving" the 

land is rather a disfiguring of the landscape. And more specifically, it is the civilized 

home that is unnatural. The felled trees "lined the English dwelling," and "the holy 

sacrifice-heaps of his people... were taken to fence in the land, which the intruder dared 

to call his own" (157). As this story makes clear, the defining feature of civilization, and 

thus the driving force of destruction, is the white man's notion of property. "Home" is 

defined not by an affinity of feeling or a tradition of attachment, but by a proprietary 

claim whose exclusivity is marked by fences. The "English dwelling" is thus a travesty of 
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the natural and the "holy," a sacrilegious fencing in of what cannot naturally be claimed 

as one's own. In contrast to pre-contact conjugal bliss in the cabin of Powontonamo and 

Soonseetah, the white man's home is founded on a false premise of ownership. 

The once-friendly Powontonamo becomes fierce and "degraded" (158), and the 

coming of the white man results in both literal and figurative deaths. Powontonamo's son 

"sickened and died, of a fever he had taken among the English," and Soonseetah dies of a 

broken heart soon after. And while Powontonamo survives in body, he suffers a spiritual 

loss of life that mirrors the literal deaths of his people: "the bereaved Mohawk stood at 

the grave of Sunny-eye, as motionless as its cold inmate" (158). With this image, the 

story pointedly suggests that when the Indian is not literally exterminated, the 

encroachment of civilization results in a kind of living death. 

Powontonamo places a tree to mark the grave of his wife and son, and "b[ids] 

farewell to the land of his fathers" (159). But the vanishing Indian returns to make the 

point one more time that the exile of his people is neither natural, nor inevitable, nor a 

form of progress. When he comes back thirty years later to "lie down and die beneath the 

broad oak, which shadowed the grave of Sunny-eye," he finds that "Alas! the white 

man's axe had been there!" (159). In this image, we see the interpenetration of public and 

private that for Nina Baym characterizes women's historical fiction: the dispossession of 

Indian lands and the destruction of nature associated with civilization are here rendered in 

deeply personal terms, as the tree that stands in for a dead wife. And we can likewise see 

the story's central concern with the emotional costs of establishing "home" — defined, in 
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Anglo-American terms, as a relation of ownership. The English dwelling is built, literally 

and metaphorically, upon the Indian grave. 

This story is notable for its acknowledgement of Indians who love "as 

passionately, as ever a white man loved" (158) and its unmitigated critique of white 

settlers. It tells a story about race that shows Child's ability to think beyond the 

limitations of her cultural moment. Imagining Indians as capable of domestic felicity 

challenges the stereotypes of the wild, roving Indian and the abused and neglected 

"squaw." But in domesticating the Indian, Child may also be telling a story about 

domesticity itself While for Soonseetah becoming a wife meant finding a husband who 

"delighted to bring her the fattest deers of the forest" (155), becoming a wife in the early 

nineteenth-century white world, as Child had learned, meant becoming the property of 

one's husband. As the usurpation of property in "The Lone Indian" results in the loss of 

both literal and figurative life for Powontonamo and his family, the usurpation of human 

"property" under coverture law results in the loss of (civil) life for the nineteenth-century 

wife. The figure of the Indian thus functions for Child as a way to explore the 

dispossession not just of Indian homelands, but of her own personhood. "The Lone 

Indian" is fundamentally a story about home; and Child's contrast of the Indians' 

conjugal cabin with the English dwelling and all it implies establishes a contrast between 

natural human emotion and the unnatural construction of the Anglo-American household. 

Implicit in her critique of a "civilization" that violates the natural order with its insistence 

upon ownership, in other words, is a latent anxiety about the "civilized" institution of 
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marriage. What Child can't explicitly acknowledge about the condition of nineteenth-

century wives is addressed obliquely, through the lens of contact and conquest. 

A similar pattern occurs in "Chocorua's Curse" (1830); but here, the structure is 

reversed. In this story, it is white domesticity that is disrupted by Indian vengeance. 

Cornelius Campbell and his wife, Caroline, fled to America following the Restoration of 

the English crown, and joined a particularly remote settlement in New Hampshire. 

Despite their isolation, "From the Indians they received neither injury nor insult. No 

cause of quarrel had ever arisen; and, although their frequent visits were sometimes 

troublesome, they never had given indications of jealousy or malice" (164). Though 

Indian hostility was an ever-present possibility, the settlement maintained at least a 

provisional sense of security. The Indian "prophet" Chocorua was "an object of peculiar 

respect....The white people knew that his hatred would be terrible; but they had never 

provoked it" (164). Like Hobomok, this story features an adoptive relationship. 

Chocorua's son is a "familiar visitant, almost an inmate of [the Campbell's] dwelling" 

(165). But here, the cross-cultural alliance is ultimately fatal for all concerned. The boy is 

accidentally killed by poison meant for a fox, and the latent threat of violence comes to 

the surface when Chocorua murders Caroline and her children in revenge. Upon 

Cornelius's return from the fields, he found his family "dead ~ all dead! and their 

disfigured bodies too cruelly showed that an Indian's hand had done the work!" (165). 

While Child found the Noble Savage most suitable to her purposes in "The Lone Indian," 

she here indulges in stereotypes from the other side of that coin; this story requires the 

Savage Savage. But Indian animosity is equaled by white vengeance. Cornelius 
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determines that "the dark-minded prophet was to be hunted Uke a wild beast to his lair." 

He follows Chocorua to a precipice, and commands him to "hear the Great Spirit speak in 

the white man's thunder." He fires, and the "white man's thunder" hits its mark. But even 

as Chocorua dies, he delivers a final blow. He puts his curse upon the settlement, and the 

curse ultimately comes to Ihiition. After suffering Indian warfare, crop failure, and 

disease, the settlement disbands. "Cornelius Campbell became a hermit, seldom seeking 

or seeing his fellow men; and two years after he was found dead in his hut" (166). Like 

the solitary end of the "Lone Indian" Powontonamo, the death of the lone white man 

testifies to the dark consequences of interracial contact. 

As in "The Lone Indian," Indianness in "Chocorua's Curse" provides a vehicle 

for telling a story about home. Much of the space in this brief story is given to describing 

the joys of Cornelius Campbell's household, and particularly the satisfaction of his happy 

helpmeet. Child is perhaps suspiciously insistent about this domestic idyll. Caroline 

Campbell has cheerfully followed her husband to the remote wilderness, as happy here as 

anywhere because "Over such a heart, and such a soul, external circumstances have little 

power; all worldly interest was concentrated in her husband and babes, and her spirit was 

satisfied with that inexhaustible fountain of joy which nature gives, and God has blessed" 

(164). Although the story goes on to prove that "external circumstances" have significant 

power indeed, resulting in a bloodbath that not a single character survives, the narrator 

continues the paean to woman's sphere. "To such a woman as Caroline Campbell, of 

what use would have been some modem doctrines of equality and independence?.. .To 

have proved marriage a tyranny, and the cares of domestic hfe a thraldom, would have 
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affected Caroline Campbell as little, as to be told that the pure, sweet atmosphere she 

breathed, was pressing upon her so many pounds to every square inch!" (164).'^ One 

looks in vain for irony; but this domestic fantasy is consistent with Child's effusions 

about the sanctified domestic space elsewhere in her writings. Even in 1843, as she writes 

that women "do not perceive the gross chattel-principle" of which flattery "is the 

utterance," and have "from long habit, become accustomed to consider themselves as 

household conveniences, or gilded toys" ("Letter 34" 361), she still insists that "much of 

the talk about Women's Rights offends both my reason and my taste" (362). Her most 

cherished ideal is "home ~ that blessed word, which opens to the human heart the most 

perfect glimpse of Heaven, and helps to carry it thither, as on an angel's wings" (363). 

In this story, the "gross chattel-principle" does not appear; the transmutation of 

female personhood into household property does not sour the "sweet atmosphere" of 

Caroline Campbell's home. Nuptial bhss is disrupted not by the legal implications of 

marriage, but by the Indian Chocorua, whose strong mind "wasted itself in dark, fierce, 

ungovernable passions" (164). The threat to conjugal perfection, in other words, is 

imagined to come from the Indian "other." But Child's exaggerated idealization of the 

Campbell household suggests that the domestic idyll contains its own destructive force ~ 

just as the Indian "other," in the figure of Chocorua's son, is a frequent "inmate" of the 

Campbell dwelling. Child pointedly rejects those "modem doctrines of equality and 

independence," but in so doing, she evokes the spectres of inequality and dependence 

implicit in marital coverture. Like the settlement itself, whose sense of security could 

only be provisional, Caroline Campbell's domestic perfection seems precariously 
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founded on disavowal and repression. The destruction that comes from the Indian "other" 

may then ultimately be an externalized projection of destruction from within. Indeed, 

Chocorua is represented as a figure for repression itself. "There was something fearful in 

the quiet haughtiness of his lip ~ it seemed so like slumbering power, too proud to be 

lightly roused, and too implacable to sleep again. In his small, black, fiery eye, 

expression lay coiled up like a beautiful snake" (164). Beneath the "quiet" visage is the 

dangerous latent energy of "ungovernable passions" barely slumbering, ready to wake, 

and strike. As the Noble Savage allowed Child to obliquely lament her own 

dispossession, the Savage Savage allows her to imagine a return of the repressed, in 

which the disavowed ~ and "ungovernable" — desire for "equality and independence" 

reappears as monstrous and destructive.'^ 

These stories suggest that the political parallels between white women and Native 

peoples provide Child with a framework for imaginative displacement. The drama of 

Indian relations carries a latent subtext about gender relations, allowing Child to confront 

the fact of dispossession in various forms. Indianness is then a flexible category. It can 

signify the uncorrupted nobility of the natural world; in this case, the loss of Indian life 

and lands to the axe of civilization evokes the loss of female personhood under the 

figurative axe of marital coverture. Or it can signify the savagery of barely repressed 

violence: both the literal violence of interracial contact and conquest, and the figurative 

violence of civil death that must be repressed out of the rhetoric of the domestic ideal. 

If such stories as "The Lone Indian" and "Chocorua's Curse" are haunted by the 

identification of women with Indians ~ if, in other words, the ghost of common 
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dispossession made to vanish in Hobomok still shadows the domestic ideal — Child's 

Indian stories for children during this period tell, or intend to tell, a much happier story 

about contact, and a much happier story about the role of women. Clearly, the imagined 

role of Republican Mother is safer ground than the conflicted experience of the 

republican wife; and Child's vision of maternal authority realized through the Indian 

becomes much more conventional than it appeared in Hobomok. In the Indian tales 

published in Child's Juvenile Miscellany, her enormously popular children's periodical, 

interracial encounters are characterized by cooperation and mutual gratitude. For 

example, in "Adventure in the Woods" (1826), two lost children are returned to their 

parents by an Indian woman who had been given food by the family. And as Karcher 

points out, "it is the female members of the community who initiate relations of 

reciprocity and trust between Indians and whites, which prove crucial to the survival of 

both" {First Woman 153). Indian children in these tales leam the same values that white 

children do, and excel without the advantages of gentlemanly manners or dancing school 

("The Indian Boy," 1827), or despite the lamentable fact that "In all ignorant, barbarous 

nations, religion consists principally of outward forms and ceremonies" ("Pol Sosef 

[1831] 279). And when they do have the advantages of white children, they prove 

themselves to be eminently civilizable. "I should not be surprised at any specimen of 

Indian writing; for I have seen letters from a young Cherokee, written in the fairest Italian 

hand I ever looked upon, and expressed in terms well chosen and elegant" ("Pol Sosef 

281). Throughout, the Republican Mother ~ the implicit editorial presence behind 



Child's Juvenile Miscellany — finds Indians suitable figures for her educational purposes. 

Child makes of these Indians a lesson in "natural" citizenship. 

Child's 1833 story "Buffalo Creek" is the most fully developed of these tales. 

Here, the Indians function as a living reward for good behavior. Henry Kirby is promised 

a visit to the "desirable spot" where "the Indians sing their strange songs" (258) if he 

fulfils a "contract" with his (Republican) mother to study his lessons (259). The Indians 

are, implicitly, a source of authority for Mrs. Kirby; it is she who controls access to the 

spectacle of Indianness. After a few false starts, Henry earns his reward: a party of family 

and friends "embarked, in a fine large boat, for the wild woodlands of Buffalo Creek" 

(263). All go off to explore; some rush off to the Indian village, some stay to fish, and 

Mrs. Kirby joins the story's narrator in a walk by the creek. They encounter an Indian 

"wigwam," which boasted "more of comfort and neatness...than any I had ever visited" 

(266). Mrs. Kirby begins to bargain with the "pleasant-looking squaw" within, asking the 

price of a basket. But negotiations between the savage mother and the Republican Mother 

clearly take place in an uneven marketplace: "We selected what we pleased, and gave her 

what money we chose in return, with which she appeared delighted" (267). Mrs. Kirby 

then showcases her authority with a lesson on Indian customs. "Mrs. Kirby, considering 

herself an intruder, rose to go" (268), but only, she later reveals to the narrator, "to be 

invited to remain; for T know the manner of these people too well, not to accept their 

invitation, if I wished, for they never urge, or repeat if (269). Complimenting herself on 

her understanding of Indian ways, she encodes the same fantasy of voluntary removal 

with which Hobomok ends, in which "the intruder" is invited to remain. If the moral is 
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ostensibly Mrs. Kirby's enlightened view of race relations - "I should be glad to show, 

by any attention in my power, that I respect the wise and good of all nations, and all 

complexions" (272) - the story says perhaps more than it means to about how the 

Republican Mother makes use of the Indian. Only incidentally a story about Indians, 

"Buffalo Creek" is primarily a study in maternal authority, here constituted by Mrs. 

Kirby's grasp of Indianness ~ in the sense both of control and of understanding — and 

implicitly recognized by the Indian "squaw" herself, who appears "delighted" with the 

invasion of her household by a pair of white women. 

The relationship between maternal authority and the figure of the Indian is more 

fully explored in Child's The First Settlers of New England (1829). This history of the 

New England Indian wars takes the form of a dialogue between an otherwise anonymous 

"Mother" and her two daughters, Caroline and Eliza (also referred to as Elizabeth). The 

text is essentially a book-length speech delivered by Mother and punctuated by 

purposefully naive questions from Caroline and Eliza. This history serves several 

purposes. As the structure suggests, the history of Indian affairs is in part an occasion for 

Mother to model her Republican Motherhood, demonstrating her knowledge of national 

affairs and implicitly educating her daughters in the meaning of citizenship. The history 

she tells is also designed as a protest against current Indian policy. Mother begins her 

recitation of injustices not with the past, but with the present. The introduction laments 

the phght of the Cherokee, who are being forced out by the state of Georgia's "craving 

rapacity" (6). In this text. Child delivers a critique of Indian relations much more scathing 

than that of Hobomok. Her increased awareness of contemporary Cherokee policy seems 
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to have prompted her to a re-reading of New England history. As Karcher writes, "The 

pro-Indian point of view Child adopts in The First Settlers reveals her maturation of 

political consciousness since publishing Hobomok. No longer does she reserve her 

sympathy for Indians like Hobomok, who side with the English against their own people" 

(First Woman 92). But the overt concern with justice for the Indians is paired to another 

agenda: validating the authority of "Mother." According to Nina Baym, women wrote 

history - whatever the subject matter - in order to break down "whatever imaginative and 

intellectual boundaries their culture may have been trying to maintain between domestic 

and public worlds. They were claiming on behalf of all women the rights to know and 

opine in the world outside the home, as well as to circulate their knowledge and opinions 

among the public" {History 1). The act of writing history offered to nineteenth-century 

women an opportunity for self-"publication" in several senses. As Baym argues, 

"Historical writing by women at once involved their drenching the private sphere with 

newly recognized public significance...and also moving women out into the sphere 

already agreed on as public" {History 5). In other words, if maternal authority is assumed 

to be by nature a moral authority, it is not necessarily a private authority. As Baym 

writes, "The First Settlers of New-England participates in the project of redefining 

motherhood as an intellectual and civic function; assigning historical and doctrinal 

expertise to the mother confirms her domestic mission while greatly extending her 

intellectual reach" {History 39). 

As Child's presumable stand-in. Mother assumes an authority in this text that is 

unquestionably public. Mother tells her story in the language of the court, and positions 
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herself as judge: she evaluates evidence, and determines whose "testimony" will be 

admissible (8). While her use of established history allows her to remain within the 

bounds of female prerogative - "I simply repeated to you the words of the historians" 

(14) - she contextualizes those words in a way that undermines their original potency. 

Mother is not a passive reader but an active interpreter, pointing out to her daughters that 

"A strong desire to possess the land, and drive out the heathen inhabitants, as they styled 

the Indians, is manifested from the earliest records" (22-23). In re-reading the 

"testimony" of historical documents. Mother is overwriting the tradition of male-

identified judicial authority with her own maternal authority - and the Indian question 

gives her an opportunity to do so. In other words, as the encounter with Hobomok was 

ultimately an opportunity for Mary Conant to realize her (embodied) Republican 

Motherhood, here a different kind of "Mother" uses Indian history to realize a more 

central role in the course of the nation. 

As the historian is feminized, so the history itself is given in gendered terms. 

Mother differs from other authorities in drawing the domestic details of Indian life, 

describing their "habitations" and refuting Caroline's suggestion that, according to 

conventional wisdom, "the Indians are a vagrant, idle race, who have no settled place of 

abode, 'here to-day, and there to-morrow" (13). Not only does this establish a universal 

domesticity — a link between the realm of women and the realm of dispossessed Indians -

but it gives Mother the occasion to pointedly remark that "men have given themselves 

little trouble to investigate the subject" (13, emphasis added). The source of her 

compassion is likewise feminized. Representing the injustice of Indian affairs in terms of 
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familial affliction, and likewise invoking the major trope of the growing abolitionist 

movement, she asks, "What can exceed the distress of those mothers, who, after 

witnessing the destruction of their fathers and husbands and brothers, saw their young 

sons forced from them, and sent to a foreign land, there to be sold for slaves" (29). Both 

humanizing the Indians and universalizing bourgeois notions of the family relation, she 

establishes feeling through shared maternity. Ultimately, the entire matter becomes a 

negotiation among women, not men. When Caroline remarks that it would "have been 

highly becoming in our sex to have succoured this unfortunate race" (35, emphasis 

added), she gives feminine compassion a public significance by making Indian affairs the 

province of women. 

Further, the Indians themselves are represented as having a feminizing influence. 

Mother contrasts repressive Puritanism - "truly unnatural and deplorable" - with the 

"pure and undefiled Christianity" which she implicitly finds in Indian spirituality (37), 

where "[divine] law hath not been darkened or corrupted by superstition" (253). These 

so-called civilized whites therefore "would have gained more than would have been lost" 

by "intermixing with the natives"^^: "The primitive simplicity, hospitality, and generosity 

of the Indians would gradually have improved and softened the stem and morose feelings 

resulting from the false views of religion" of the Puritans (65). The "softening" effect of 

Native ways on the "stem" patriarchy of Puritan "superstition" echoes the logic of 

maternal authority - the moral sense of Mother herself 

First Settlers is more willing to engage the political parallels that link women and 

Indians than Child's fiction. Mother draws an implicit analogy between Indians and 
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women by inserting stories about Puritan maltreatment of white women into her history 

of Indian affairs. Similarly, she takes the opportunity to deliver a long encomium to 

Queen Isabella, whose "superior worth" is contrasted to the men around her (177) -

particularly to her husband, whom, according to Washington Irving, she "exceeded... in 

beauty, in personal dignity, in acuteness of genius, and in grandeur of soul," and 

alongside whom "she always maintained her distinct rights as an allied prince" {First 

Settlers 180). Child revises the precedent for exploration and settlement, tracing 

Columbus' mandate to this superior woman, and (again quoting Irving) describing her 

authority in terms of "fostering and maternal care" (181). The tradition of paternalism in 

Indian affairs is thus reimagined as matemalism, and the nation that became America as a 

kind of matriarchy, the macrocosmic elaboration of "maternal care." She continues to 

return to Isabella, in order to make an explicit statement in response to Elizabeth's 

suggestion that "some may object to her acting so independently of her husband." Mother 

emphatically states that "The common notion, that women are incapable of occupying 

high and responsible stations in society, is not sustained by history or experience" (241). 

The disquisition on women's authority which follows proceeds from the claim that 

"Nothing in life requires more talent and discernment, than the proper management of 

family." Thus, according to Mother, "it is certainly essential that women should not only 

receive an enlightened education, but that they should possess a degree of independence, 

which will secure to them respect and attention" (242). Mother then notes with approval 

recent advances in women's property rights. It is certainly interesting to find, inserted 

into a history of Indian wars, so many pages articulating the logic of Republican 
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Motherhood in loving detail. And at the end of this long digression, she concludes "I trust 

that the arguments, which have been unblushingly brought forward in defence of our 

usurpation of Indian territory, and the consequent destruction of life and liberty, will 

hereafter be deemed too unjust and unsound to be tolerated" (254). This is an especially 

interesting conclusion since she hasn't mentioned Indians at all for so many pages. While 

Mother carefully avoids drawing any explicit parallel. Child implies that justice toward 

women and justice toward Indians are inextricably linked. 

Within this model of Republican Motherhood, women can identify with Indians 

as parallel objects of injustice without being contaminated by ghostliness because women 

are finally mothers to the Indians. Mother concludes her history by quoting with approval 

a suggestion in the House of Representatives that the Indians should be made "a portion 

of the great American family" (263). This is the natural conclusion to the argument she's 

been making. Having established the American family, both small and "great," as the 

province of women, the integration of the Indians - and the Indian question ~ into that 

realm solidifies the maternal authority so clearly articulated in this history. While the 

fictional Indians in such stories as "The Lone Indian" and "Chocoma's Curse" seem to 

undermine Child's attempt to idealize wifehood, the Indians she constructs for The First 

Settlers of New-England only bolster the claims of her idealized mother. 

III. Indian Wives and White Women's Rights: the 40s and Beyond 

Child's Indian fiction of the next few decades reflects her increasing engagement 

with - and public statements on - women's rights issues. Significantly, in 1843, Child 
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emancipated herself from a situation she characterized as "pump[ing] water into a sieve" 

(qtd. in First Woman 293). She separated herself financially and physically from David, 

and determined to "rebuild a professional career alone in New York" {First Woman 296). 

And as Karcher notes, "Fittingly, Child issued her first unequivocal endorsement of the 

women's rights cause the very month that she decided to set her priorities and choose her 

place of residence independently of David" {First Woman 321-22). With this new 

autonomy came an increasing willingness to contemplate — out loud ~ the implications 

of nineteenth-century gender codes. This sense of independent identity allowed her to 

make explicit the unsayable subtext of her earlier fiction, and her Indian stories of this 

period reflect that change. She now uses the figure of the Indian to explore the status of 

and possibilities for white women ~ not as a suppressed subtext, but as a structural 

analogy. 

One particularly interesting example is "A Legend of the Falls of St. Anthony" 

(1846), which is actually a retelling of her 1828 "The Indian Wife." This tale revisits the 

plot of Hobomok, but from the Indian perspective - and with disastrous consequences. 

The daughter of a powerful Sioux chief (named Startled Fawn in the 1828 version of the 

story, and Sunbeams Breaking Through a Cloud in the 1846 version) marries a 

Frenchman, named de Ranee. Like Roger Conant, the chief initially refuses to allow the 

match, but his daughter's grief moves him to relent. Her self-effacing love for the 

Frenchman, however, proves to be a fatal weakness. The duplicitous de Ranee alienates 

first his wife's lands and then their daughter, taking the girl away from the tribe to be 

educated in civilization. The Indian wife, now coldly indifferent to her husband, is 
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desperate to protect the son who remains, but she cannot break the spell of fascination 

that keeps the son in thrall to his treacherous father. With no other options, the Indian 

wife chooses death over continued dispossession, and plummets with her son over the 

falls of St. Anthony. 

The differences between the 1828 and 1846 versions of this plot are revealing. 

There is a clear shift in emphasis from Indiarmess to gender, from the dispossession of 

lands to the dispossession of children. In the first version, Startled Fawn is "all formed 

for love": "Her down-cast eye, her trembling lip, and her quiet, submissive motion, all 

spoke its language." She is the image of ideal femininity, and her physical beauty is the 

outward manifestation of her womanly qualities of dependence and self-abnegation. "Her 

figure had the flexile grace so appropriate to protected and dependant women in refined 

countries," and her "loveliness rare among Indian girls" was the product of the "habitual 

expression of timidity and fear" (163). In 1846, Sunbeams Breaking Through a Cloud is 

still timid and childlike, but she now boasts "uncommon intelligence" in addition to 

beauty (204), and her "active, buoyant, and energetic" character is more pronounced than 

her timidity (204). The change of names, from the passive "startled" to the active 

"breaking" of the sunbeams, underscores the difference. If Child's idea of a heroine in 

1828 was like Caroline Campbell, to whom doctrines of gender equality were useless, by 

1846 she has returned to a figure more like an Indianized Mary Conant. 

"The Indian Wife" encodes Indian dispossession in a love story. The contact of 

civilized and savage is rendered in terms of desire. The "subtle power" which made 

Startled Fawn "its slave" (164) is ostensibly love, but implicitly the encroachment of 
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civilization. Mesmerized by the Frenchman, Startled Fawn undergoes what is represented 

as a voluntary assimilation - learning his language, his religion, the fashions of his 

culture - in order to please him. (Significantly, in the later version, she still wants to 

please him, but merely with "moccasins ... embroidered in gayer patterns" [205].) But 

the love story does not efface the fundamental dynamic at work. Child makes plain that 

de Ranee's heart is swayed by the fact that "her father's extensive lands on the Missouri 

were daily becoming of more consequence to his ambitious nation" (164). Child's focus 

here is de Ranee's relation to the tribe as much as his relation to his wife. He is adopted 

into the tribe (which does not happen in the later version), and when his wife cries, "I am 

a poor daughter of the Sioux; oh! why did you marry me?" he bluntly replies, "For your 

father's land" (174). This is no less true in the second version, but much less emphasized. 

The 1846 story shows much more attention to the institution of marriage and the 

failure of white men to preserve it. The chiefs objection to the marriage here is not just 

that his daughter should marry the son of a king, as in the 1828 version, but that "If a 

paleface marries an Indian woman, he calls her his wife while he likes to look upon her, 

but when he desires another, he walks away and says she is not his wife. Such are not the 

customs of the red men" (205). Child has also removed a line in the original that 

compared de Ranee favorably to the men of the tribe: "there was a deference and 

courtesy in his manner, which the Indians never pay degraded woman" (164). These 

changes register her increased awareness of and respect for Indian culture; but they also 

suggest that she's developing an imagined Indian alternative through which to critique 

white patriarchal institutions with a new pointedness. 
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The wife's relation to her children is also changed. In the first version, they are 

the image of her beloved husband. In the later version, they are her rightful possessions. 

When de Ranee takes Startled Fawn's daughter away in the 1828 story, her only thought 

is that "she was so much the image of Florimond when he first said he loved her" (174). 

In the 1846 version, Child makes explicit that "According to Indian custom, the mother's 

right to her offspring amounts to unquestioned law" (208), and Sunbeams Breaking 

Through a Cloud exclaims in this parting scene, "Felicie is my child, and I will not let her 

go" (209). There is also a significant change in the Indian wife's motivation for 

committing suicide. The appeal of the Spirit Land in the first version is "He cannot come 

there to rob me!" (179). Startled Fawn, having awakened to the real nature of her 

interracial relationship, chooses death over dispossession of land. In the 1846 story, 

Sunbeams Breaking Through a Cloud tells her son, "he cannot come there to separate us" 

(211). In this case, the theft she is trying to escape is not of her land, but of her son. A 

story about Indian lands has become a story about a woman's right to her children. Both 

versions tell a story about dispossession; but while the 1828 text focuses on land rights as 

a conflict between white and Indian, the 1846 version offers a story about gender rights 

that is ultimately a conflict between man and woman. 

But the continuities are as interesting as the differences. That Child chose this 

story about Indian dispossession to tell a story about women's rights is significant. The 

link between marriage and dispossession evidently stayed on her mind, even through the 

years when she was glorifying the domestic ideal. This may offer a warrant for reading 

latent gender issues into her earlier Indian stories, and it may suggest one reason why the 



Indian question was so resonant for Child. It is, fiindamentally, a problem of property and 

personhood, of dispossession and entitlement ~ the very problems she grapples with as a 

nineteenth-century wife. 

This shift in emphasis from race to gender is underscored by another 1846 story, 

"She Waits in the Spirit Land." While her earlier stories mapped gender issues onto race 

relations, here, conjugal bliss is disrupted by intertribal warfare. The "othering" structure 

of her earlier tales is wholly absent. In this story, the idyllic love of Wah-bu-nung-o 

(Morning Star) and 0-ge-bu-no-qua (Wild Rose) is tragically disrupted when neighboring 

chieftain Big Elk captures and kills Wild Rose in revenge for his own wife's death. While 

Wild Rose waits in the Spirit Land for her husband to join her, Morning Star devotes his 

life in the material world to protecting Big Elk ~ because if Big Elk should die before 

Morning Star and thus precede him to the Spirit Land, Wild Rose would be vulnerable to 

further violence at Big Elk's hands. 

Indian romance here stands in sharp contrast to the repressive institutions of white 

civilization. "Fortunately for the free and beautiful growth of their love, they lived out of 

the pale of civilization. There was no Mrs. Smith to remark how they looked at each 

other, and no Mrs. Brown to question the propriety of their rambles in the woods. The 

simple philosophy of the Indians had never taught that nature was a sin, and therefore 

nature was troubled with no sinful consciousness" (194). And likewise, "It was the most 

natural thing in the world that they should love each other.... No marriage settlements, no 

precautions of the law, were necessary" (196). The naturalness that characterizes Indian 

relations means freedom from the constraints of social mores, and freedom from the 



91 

institution of marriage, here suggested to be inherently unnatural. And, importantly, it 

also means freedom to explore erotic expression uncontaminated by civilized prurience.'^ 

"Civilized man is little to be trusted under such circumstances; but nature, subjected to no 

false restraints, manifests her innate modesty, and even in her child-like abandonment to 

impulse, rebukes by her innocence the unclean self-consciousness of artificial society" 

(194). Natural sexuality is clean, even child-like. It is the unnatural "self-consciousness" 

engendered by repressive taboos that distorts and makes shameful the erotic impulse. 

But here. Child enters into problematic territory. An 1846 letter reflects Child's 

impassioned frustration with civilized repression: "I do not wonder that so many men are 

libertines; I had almost said, I do not blame them. Nature is so outrageously damned up, 

her strongest instincts are so repressed, her plainest laws are so violated, in the present 

structure of society, that nature will revenge herself, in spite of all we can do.... You 

cannot make men and women have a horror of each other; the impulses of nature are too 

strong." Repression, in other words, turns healthy sexuality into problematic sexuality. 

But Child is clearly conflicted about this. In the same letter, she continues, "But this is a 

subject on which I dare not speak, though I have thought more busily upon it, than upon 

any other, for the last ten years. I am, in fact, unqualified to speak, because here lies the 

weak side of my own nature. 'The strong necessity of loving' has been the great 

temptation and conflict of my life; yet I sincerely believe that few women are more pure-

minded than myself (qtd. in First Woman 320). Even as she recognizes sexual desire as 

a natural imperative, she constructs it as a weakness in herself; and even as she insists 
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mindedness. 

This ambivalence seems to point to a more fundamental preoccupation with the 

gendered body. The notion of erotic freedom evokes too plainly the female body 

consistently used against women's rights activists. As Karen Sanchez-Eppler explains, 

"Feminists and abolitionists were acutely aware of the dependence of personhood on the 

condition of the human body, since the political and legal subordination of both women 

and slaves was predicated upon biology. Medical treatises of the period consistently 

assert that a woman's psyche and intellect are determined by her reproductive organs. 

Indeed, to the political satirist, the leaders of the women's rights movement are nothing 

but wombs in constant danger of parturition" (94).^° This is an interesting contrast to 

Mary Conant and Child's construction of the embodied Republican Mother. But here, it's 

as if she's struggling not with ghostliness, but with over-embodiment. Indeed, to be "dead 

in law" but still physically alive implies an uninhabited body, too much body and nothing 

inside; the "thing" that is woman is in fact too weighty. Ultimately, the body seems to be 

a source of deep ambivalence for Child. Even as she laments "the enfeebling influence of 

repression" which is "the history of Woman's destiny; repression of her instincts, her 

feelings, her thoughts, her external motions" ("Physical Strength" 84), and even as she 

claims that "nothing would invigorate the enfeebled constitution of women like healthful 

participation in the labors of garden and field" ("Physical Strength" 84), Child seems 

keenly aware of the limitations imposed by her own female body. Significantly, it is as a 
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returning spirit that she imagines her own enfranchisement: "I shall not live to see women 

vote; but I'll come and rap at the ballot-box. Won't you?" (qtd. in First Woman 398). 

This may be why Child is drawn to the idea of the Spirit Land. As she represents 

her understanding of Indian beliefs, the Spirit Land is geographically coherent, a double 

for this world in which persons and objects remain intact. In this story, she notes 

particularly how Morning Star buries household items for Wild Rose's use, and the threat 

of Big Elk's preceding him to that other realm is real enough to drive the entire plot. If 

women in the nineteenth century were made to suffer partial personhood - uninhabited 

bodies - in the world of legal institutions, or made to suffer ambivalence about the female 

body in a world that both limits and overemphasizes it, the Spirit Land offers a promise 

of coherence, a reintegration of person and personhood. 

Several scholars have noted the powerful attraction for nineteenth-century women 

of various forms of spirituality and spiritualism. For Sanchez-Eppler, the belief in another 

realm offered a kind of compensation for the limitations of this one: "An emphasis on the 

special and discrete nature of the spiritual realm permitted to women's souls a power that 

was denied to their bodies" (112). But the Spirit Land, while likewise offering spiritual 

liberation, is not so radically distinct from the world of bodies - or the world in which 

bodies have power. "Traditional aboriginal cultures rarely separated the political world 

from the spiritual world. Political actions generally were carried out with 'spiritual 

guidance and oriented toward spiritual as well as political fulfillment'" (Wilkins 125). 

Thus, the Spirit Land offers an imaginative solution to the problem of persons and 
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personhood. Like Christianity or various forms of spirituaUsm, it offers another realm; 

but unhke Christianity, the person need not be sacrificed for the sake of personhood. 

But this imaginative solution can only function for Child on the level of fantasy. 

Like the other forms of spiritualism that attracted nineteenth-century women, the Spirit 

Land is unavailable to the living. It can offer only figurative compensation for legal 

disability in the material world. Child thus returns in her last Indian story to the theme of 

cultural contact, confronting again the problems of person and personhood in the world 

she hves in. In "Willie Wharton" (1863), she integrates a model for (maternal) "justice" 

toward Indians with a critique of civilized gender codes. That is, she uses Indian sense to 

critique civilized nonsense. But ultimately, despite her endorsement of Indian virtues, she 

comes up with no alternative to the cultural genocide of assimilation - and likewise no 

meaningful alternative to repressive gender conventions. 

"Willie Wharton" begins with six-year-old Willie's discovery on the prairies of a 

wandering Indian girl. When he brings her home to his family, "he, quite proud of the 

manliness of being a protector, stood with his arm across her brown shoulders, half 

offended at their merriment, saying, 'She's my little girl, / found her.' 'I thought he'd 

been to the land of Nod to get him a wife,' said Uncle George, smiling" (48). Given 

Child's explicit awareness that being a wife is being a possession - as she writes in 1869, 

"The radical difficulty at the basis of this whole subject is that women are considered as 

belonging to men" ("Concerning Women" 408) — this hardly seems itmocent. And to 

make sure, she has Willie repeat his claim to ownership - "She's my little girl" - three 

times. The focus then shifts instead to Willie's mother's fear of Indians. Her husband 
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reassures her that "Nothing but justice and kindness is needed to render these wild people 

firm friends to the whites." Mrs. Wharton worries that the history of Government 

corruption has damaged all Indian-white relations, but her husband claims that the 

Indians, whose "instincts are keen," will immediately recognize her maternal virtue, and 

know their child has been kept safe: "Your gentle eyes and motherly ways are a better 

defence than armies would be" (51). Child's solution to the Indian problem contrasts the 

masculine ~ government agents and armies — with a universal feminine that will be 

intelligible to the Indians across the language barrier (a consistent focus of this story). 

And in so doing, she draws an implicit contrast between the white male impulse uniting 

protection with possession and the feminine bond of sympathy. 

Indeed, the Indian mother, who appears the following day, is grateful for their 

kindness to her child. She then returns the favor several years later, after Willie himself 

wanders off and is captured by the Indians. She persuades her husband to buy Willie from 

the tribe who has captured him, and Willie thus becomes their child - an interesting 

reversal of Willie's possession of their daughter, which suggests that Child is pointing to 

the unstable boundary between possessor and possessed, captor and captive. Willie, so 

certain of his manly claim to ownership, becomes himself a commodity to be bought and 

sold. Child's reversal of the captivity narrative, in other words, allows her to imagine a 

reversal of both race and gender relations. 

As foreshadowed in the story's opening pages, Willie ends up taking the little girl 

for his wife and becomes wholly Indianized. After his disappearance, the Wharton cabin 

is "haunted by a little ghost, and the petted child became an accusing spirit" (59). Willie 
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as an Indian, like Hobomok, is ghostly - but this ghost, rather than voluntarily vanishing, 

accuses. He and his wife, Ah-lee-lah, are reunited with his family after several years, and 

"they entered the father's house like strange apparitions" (73). There is a hint that the 

vanishing Indian returns as a ghost to haunt - to "possess" - the national family. But the 

ghostly is countered by human sympathy. In a suggestive metaphor, Child claims that 

Willie's native language has remained latent and can be easily restored, "as writing with 

invisible ink reappears under the influence of warmth" (69). She implies that the ghost 

text of history - the invisible ink of the vanishing Indian - can be made legible by the 

warmth of sympathy, embedded in the model of family love into which these 

"apparitions" are integrated. 

But the story seems divided against itself in the form that integration should take. 

Civilized garments are clearly seen as confining: Willie "had lost something of the 

freedom of his motions; for the new garments sat uneasily upon him, and he wore them 

with an air of constraint" (67). Uncle George vahdates this: "I once saw an old beau at 

Saratoga, ~ a forlorn-looking mortal, creeping about in stays and tight boots; and I 

thought I should rather be the wildest Ojibbeway that ever hunted buffaloes in a ragged 

blankef (71). But at the same time, George plots to "win him, if we manage right." 

Though George cautions that "We are too apt to think our way is the only way" (71), the 

remainder of the tale is the story of the couple's assimilation into the very confinement 

they make ridiculous. While Uncle George suggests to Cousin Bessie that she'd be better 

off in Indian dress like Ah-lee-lah - "She couldn't move so like a young deer, if she had 

long petticoats to trammel her limbs" (74) - he seems not to recognize the contradiction 



in his tireless efforts to civilize the Indian girl. They succeed, at last, with a pair of 

ornamented side-combs. When Ah-lee-lah sees in her reconstructed self the image of 

white femininity, "The conquest [is] complete" (76). The Indian couple is induced to 

undergo a white marriage ceremony, to "work industriously" on a farm, and to take a 

cabin nearby where the family could "preserve an influence over them by frequent visits 

and kind attentions" This is clearly meant to be a success story. But by describing 

it in terms of "conquest," Child, perhaps unintentionally, registers the loss. And if the loss 

of Indian autonomy is a gain for the suffragist argument hinging on maternal moral 

authority and the influence of sentiment, it's also a loss for female autonomy, since the 

22 assimilation of Ah-lee-lah takes the form of assimilation into confining gender codes. 

The troubling issue of possession raised in the beginning of the story is never resolved, 

and the alternative model of Indian culture is finally erased by the sentimental model of 

the national family. 

Child's 1868 An Appeal for the Indians comes to the same conclusion. This 

pamphlet was written in response to a report fi-om the Indian Peace Commission that, in 

Child's words, "manifests something like a right spirit toward the poor Indians!" As she 

wryly observes, "Really, this encourages a hope that the Anglo-Saxon race are capable of 

civilization" (216). She quotes extensively fi-om the official document, which details the 

violence, injustice, and corruption that perpetuate the Indian wars. The report reflects 

post-Civil War assessments of the Indian Problem in its judgment that isolating the 

Indians retarded the necessary process of civilizing them, and that assimilating the 

Indians is both safer and cheaper than killing them. The underlying assumption of the 
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report is still that the Indians face only two alternatives: civilization or extinction. It 

differs from the prevailing logic of Indian policy of decades past only in its preference for 

the former. 

Though Child professes to "dissent from [the report] in a few particulars" (219), 

she quarrels not with its objectives, but with its methods of weaning the Indians from 

their traditional practices. While vehemently opposed to exterminating the Indians, Child 

worries much less about exterminating Indianness. Her primary concern is the motherly 

means by which this might best be accomplished. Indeed, her suggestions for changing 

behavior through "the Angel Attraction," rather than "the Demon Penalty," echo the 

liberal logic of her domestic and childrearing advice manuals.^^ Rather than punishing 

polygamy, she "would rather say let it be discountenaced, and reasoned against, and 

privileges conferred on those who live with one wife" (219). The resemblance to such 

volumes as her Mother's Book is not coincidental: "How ought we to view the peoples 

who are less advanced than ourselves? Simply as younger members of the same great 

human family, who need to be protected, instructed and encouraged, till they are capable 

of appreciating and sharing all our advantages" (220). Throughout the Appeal, Child is so 

eager to show that the Indians can be civilized that she never stops to wonder whether 

they should be. Her assumption that these "younger members of the same great human 

family" are naturally in need of maternal care prevents her from seeing as a political 

possibility the cultural differences that proved so figuratively valuable in her fiction. 

Child is quick to identify many instances of barbarity in the history of Western 

civilization, from the Greeks and Romans to America's Puritan ancestry to the Indian 
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massacres of her own historical moment. And she readily acknowledges what she sees as 

Indian virtues: they are consistent, faithful in agreements, never "offend the modesty of 

female captives" (unlike "the brutal treatment that Indian women receive from United 

States soldiers, agents, gold-diggers, fur-traders, and other lawless adventurers!" [229]), 

and, despite their seeming "stoicism," they are deeply sentimental (230). But 

nevertheless, she can only imagine one form of "progress," and that is assimilation. And 

if certain white men need to be civilized just as urgently as the Indians do, civilization is 

still defined in clear opposition to traditional Native practices. While Child finds in the 

Indians a "capability for moral and intellectual culture," that potential is only manifested 

in what Anglo-American society would recognize as "lady-like manners" and "domestic 

virtues," which she praises in such exemplary Indian women as "Miss Brandt, daughter 

of a Mohawk Chief," and Mrs. Johnson, mother-in-law to noted anthropologist Henry 

Schoolcraft (230). As in "Willie Wharton," her inability to radically rethink the terms of 

the Indian problem ultimately leads her to reinforce the gender codes she elsewhere 

resists. 

Despite the changes in her fiction over this forty-year period, her views of the 

Indian Problem as a political matter seem to have remained constant since the publication 

of The First Settlers in 1829. Child's fiction engages tensions between the embodied 

Republican Mother and the disembodied "Mother," between the Republican Mother and 

the republican wife. But despite provocative glimpses of an Indian alternative, she seems 

finally committed to the model of maternal authority. She concludes the Appeal with the 

certainty that "every nation and tribe on earth is capable of being softened and refined if 
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brought under the right influences" (225) - imphcitly the right feminine and feminizing 

influences. 

Ultimately, Child seems limited by the same conflict over female identity that 

shaped the perspective of her later nineteenth-century followers. Like "natural rights" 

suffragists, who based their claim to the franchise on a gender-neutral principle of 

equaUty, she claimed not to "believe in classes. I believe only in individuals" (qtd. in 

First Woman 570). But the notion of "individual," though ostensibly gender and race 

neutral, emerges from a system of definitions that mark it both white and male -

particularly in the context of early nineteenth-century debates over what constitutes a 

citizen. Therefore, like those suffragists who predicated their claim to the franchise on 

the uniquely feminine gift of maternal moral sense. Child "also espoused what can only 

be called a familial ideal" (Karcher, First Woman 570). But while this model offers to 

women an identity that is not always already claimed as essentially male, the familial 

ideal also limits women to the (dangerously convertible) roles of child or mother. Thus, 

in order to avoid their own infantilization, women were obliged to play "Mother" to the 

Indians, the children in the national family. 

IV. The National Family and the Indian Tribe: Hope Leslie 

This conflict between individualism and the familial ideal was just as resonant for 

Catharine Maria Sedgwick, emerging in her writings as a tension between independent 

identity and an alternative selfhood predicated on connectedness. These conflicting 

modes of understanding the female self — and the shifting back and forth that shaped 
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women's rights discourse throughout the nineteenth century ~ can be traced to the 

poUtical and cultural sea change of Sedgwick's historical moment. The market revolution 

didn't introduce possessive individualism, but we might say it unleashed it. The 

generation of surplus for a capitalist economy expanded the definition of property, and 

more things to be owned meant the potential for more owning persons. In the rising 

egalitarianism of Jacksonian America and the breakdown of the familial economic unit, 

both sons and daughters saw an opportunity for independent identity. But women found 

themselves excluded Irom the promise of political independence. As those without 

property were liable to become property, the intensification of property-based 

personhood resulted not in the liberation of women from premarket patriarchy, but in the 

persistence of the chattel relation targeted by women's rights activists. As historian 

Charles Sellers observes, "The potential dangers of unlimited property rights under 

market conditions were obscured by Americans' premarket experience with private 

property under a person/land ratio sustaining family security and equality" (33). Those 

dangers, which were to be more fully elaborated as the nineteenth century wore on, were 

particularly resonant for women. 

If rising individualism implied expanded personal sovereignty, individuality 

turned out to be a distinctively masculine "property." Indeed, "individual" and "male" 

were to some degree convertible terms, given the dependence of that individual identity 

on property ownership. As Linda Kerber writes, "To be alone, in fact, was to be male; 

women were invariably described... in relationship to others" (27). Women thus 

developed an alternative sense of self through the familial ideal, in which women drew 
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their identity from a network of alliances. If women who aspired to autonomous selflhood 

found themselves reduced to the ghostliness of coverture, they sought compensation in an 

alternative model that valorized an identity emerging from relatedness over the individual 

self Sedgwick thus gloried in her extensive family relationships. She wrote to her brother 

Charles that she loved his children "as if they were a part of my own body and soul" {Life 

and Letters 111). Her body, rather than housing an exclusive personhood, is a shared site. 

But at the same time, Sedgwick repeatedly expressed two other desires: for a 

home of her own, and to be first in someone's heart - or, we might say, not to lose her 

identity in a network of equivalences. Interestingly, she used a political metaphor to 

express this latter need: "I am like Themistocles second to a great many" {Power 123). 

By evoking the Athenian statesman who unsuccessfully sought leadership positions 

throughout his career ~ by putting the issue in terms of poUtical power — Sedgwick 

implied that the price of the familial model was a sacrifice of sovereignty. Thus, though 

she elsewhere insisted upon the happiness of her own experience, she wrote in her 

journal, "I would advise every woman who can, by any effort, secure an independent 

home to have [one]" {Power 156). She wrote to her niece's husband William that because 

she had " 'boarded round' so much, had my home in so many houses and so many 

hearts," her life had become completely "woven into the fabric of others." Consequently, 

she seemed "to have had no separate individual existence" (qtd. in Kelley 3). While 

individual isolation is, Sedgwick claimed, "an unnatural state" {Power 123), without a 

home of one's own, there can be "no separate individual existence" ~ because without 

property, there can be no individual. 



103 

To historicize this dilemma, what we find in Sedgwick's private writings is 

another form of, in Dekker's phrase, "the age-old contest between the forces of reaction 

and progress." Progress is the market revolution, intensifying capitalistic individualism, 

and the promise of egalitarian democracy. But progress is also the transformation of the 

traditional family structure. The precapitalistic family functioned as an integrated unit. 

"Discouraging individuality and competitive striving, the subsistence culture socialized 

its young to a familism of all-for-one and one-for-all" (Sellers 11). "While abundantly 

meeting human needs for security, sociability, and trust, however," this social structure 

"inflicted costs — in patriarchy, conformity, and circumscribed horizons" (Sellers 17). 

The market revolution promised a better way of life, expanding "horizons" by rendering 

obsolete the patriarchal model of social aggregation — both national and familial. But 

progress likewise exacted a price. "Where traditional workways had been relaxed, varied, 

geared to felt needs, and interwoven with sociability and family life, competition 

compelled people to objectify themselves and others as abstract labor power" (Sellers 

153). Rather than making possible the full realization of personhood, marketplace 

individualism tended toward radical dehumanization. The increasing dominance of what 

Sellers terms "life by reckoning" "alienated people not only from their labor but fi-om the 

organic matrix of the natural world....The land itself became units of capital" (Sellers 

153-4). The promise of revolution, in other words, was shadowed by the transmutation of 

the natural into the ownable ~ of land and personhood alike into property. 

This tension between an ideal of benevolent extended patriarchy and the 

liberation of the enterprising individual provides a context for reading Sedgwick's 1827 
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Hope Leslie. In her novel about Puritans and Indians, Sedgwick displaces this 

contemporary conflict between a vanishing agrarian familism and rising marketplace 

egoism onto the past. Like Child, she finds in historical fiction - in the Waverley model -

a way of exploring and reconciling the competing forces of reaction and progress. But in 

so doing, Sedgwick is also exploring a more fundamental question about female identity. 

If individualism is the province of masculinity, then this historical conflict is also 

gendered. The forces of reaction and progress appear, in other words, as a tension 

between a feminine model of relatedness and an individualism marked masculine. 

Sedgwick was neither the reformer nor the feminist Child was. She opposed 

slavery, but was never an active abolitionist; and she never engaged with the Indian 

cause. From her Federalist father, Theodore Sedgwick, she inherited a "lingering elitism" 

(Kelley 31). This culturally and politically aristocratic model cohered with her familial 

ideal. Not only was Federalism linked to her own father's benign paternal authority, but 

the party generally was for Sedgwick fatherhood writ large. She wrote in her 

autobiography that her father's "Federal party loved their country, and were devoted to it, 

as virtuous parents are to their children" {Power 64). But, importantly, her familial ideal 

did not revolve around the conjugal relation. She was struck by the dynamic of 

possession and permission introduced by her sister's marriage. "I loved her dearly and I 

think her marriage gave me very early the impression that a wedding was rather a 

sundering than a forming of ties." When the groom, to quiet her tears, "whispered 'Your 

sister may stay with you this summer!'" she was outraged: "May! How my whole being 

revolted at the word. He had power to bind or loose my sister!" {Power 84).^^ Though she 
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didn't express her own decision to remain unmarried in terms of female autonomy, her 

sisters' marriages "made tangible a gender hierarchy in which women were relatively 

powerless" (Kelley 23). And if she didn't explicitly challenge gender codes, she was 

certainly aware of their legal and political implications. 

Like Child, Sedgwick was inspired to write an Indian novel by the current literary 

climate. William Cullen Bryant's review Redwood, Sedgwick's second novel, 

explicitly hoped she would turn to that subject (Karcher, "Introduction" to Hope Leslie 

xvii). In doing so, she had family history to draw on. Her ancestor, Eunice Williams, had 

been captured during King Philip's War, and had "refused to be 'redeemed,' choosing 

rather to marry into her captors' people and convert, like them, to Catholicism" (Karcher, 

"Introduction" to Hope Leslie xii). But if Sedgwick turned to Indians only to satisfy her 

reading public - if, in other words, she didn't set out to project gender issues onto race 

• • 27 relations ~ her choices in Hope Leslie are nonetheless significant. 

Sedgwick's conflicted sense of identity - the uneasy relation between feminine 

relatedness and male-identified individualism - evokes as well the cultural antagonism at 

the core of the Indian Problem. As we have seen, Indian policy debates over property 

rights and tribal sovereignty ultimately turn on two radically different models of identity. 

The Anglo-American concept of the individual as an owning self defined in opposition to 

other owning selves was wholly foreign to Native cultures. As critic Eric Cheyfitz 

articulates the distinction, "In traditional Native American cultures there are persons, but 

no 'individuals.' For in these cultures identity is conceived of as exclusively mutual, 

rather than, as in the West, mutually exclusive" (112). Tribal culture, in other words, 
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provides a model in which the self may be defined in terms of connectedness rather than 

exclusion, but without the sense of self-abnegation that haunted the definition of ideal 

womanhood. The figure of the Indian thus functions as an imaginative alternative to the 

aggressive individualism of the emerging American culture. 

28 This may provide a key to Sedgwick's use of Indianness in Hope Leslie, hi this 

tale of early Puritan settlers and Indian relations just after the Pequot war, Sedgwick 

explores the interaction of cultures through two interrelated story lines. One traces the 

establishment of Puritan society in Massachusetts Bay under Governor John Winthrop, 

focusing on William Fletcher and his son, Everell, after his long-suffering wife, the aptly 

named Martha, is killed by Indians. Fletcher had emigrated to the New World after his 

intended marriage to his cousin Alice was forbidden by the tyrannical Sir William. Just 

before her death, Alice entrusted her daughters, Hope and Faith Leslie, product of a 

loveless union arranged by her father, to Fletcher's care. The other plot focuses on the 

Indian Magawisca, who is first taken into the Fletcher household as a servant after her 

capture, and then becomes an adoptive member of the family. In the attack that kills 

Martha Fletcher, Magawisca's father, Pequot chief Mononotto, "liberates" his daughter 

from the Fletcher household and takes both Everell and Faith Leslie captive. Everell 

escapes through Magawisca's intervention, returning to the Puritan community and 

developing ties of deepening affection with both Hope Leslie and the Winthrops' niece, 

Esther. Situating this romance plot in its seventeenth-century context, Sedgwick 

represents Indian relations as simultaneously political and personal. Magawisca remains 

linked to Hope Leslie and the Puritan settlement through her vow to arrange a meeting 
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between Hope and her now-Indianized sister, but her fulfillment of that vow leads to 

Magawisca's capture and imprisonment as an agent of Indian hostility. 

This series of cultural contacts allows Sedgwick to dramatize relations not just 

between races, but between two different modes of viewing the world and the self 

Throughout the novel, Magawisca is torn between conflicting attachments - to her father 

and her people on the one hand, and to childhood friend Everell Fletcher and her friends 

among his people on the other. We could likewise see this as a conflict between two 

cultural definitions of personhood. Sedgwick's Indians, like nineteenth-century women, 

draw their identity from the tribe.^^ As Magawisca says of Pequot chief Sassacus, when 

Everell asks if he "abandoned his people," "No - his hfe was in theirs" (53-4). 

Magawisca's conflicted loyalties to "her people" and her adoptive family reflect, then, a 

tension between the communal identity of the tribe and a sense of herself as an individual 

in Anglo-American terms. 

Accordingly, Sedgwick rewrites the conventional literary image of the solitary 

savage. Her attention to Mononotto's family as a family both humanizes the "savage" and 

underscores the potency of tribal relationships. Where the stereotypical Indian warrior 

skulks through the forest alone, Mononotto almost always appears with his children in 

tow. And if the Puritans "saw, with sublime joy, a multitude of people where the solitary 

savage roamed the forest" (75), Magawisca is later allowed to correct this vision: "Hope 

Leslie, there is no solitude in me" (351). As Slotkin emphasizes, the "central qualities of 

Indian tribalism" are "a psychology of tribal solidarity which pervaded the universe, 

converting beasts and deities into kinfolk, and an ethic of sacrifice for the tribe .... What 



was solitude to a white observer was a peopled dwelling to the Indian" (367). Sedgwick's 

novel functions not only as a corrective to one-sided Puritan history; it redresses the 

limited vision available to the gaze of Anglo-American individualism. 

Different notions of self are also manifested in relations to the natural world. 

Sedgwick evokes the rhetoric of progress in her contrast of "enterprising proprietors" 

with "the indolent hidian" (16), but, as in her distinction between "natural justice" and 

"our artificial codes of laws" (95), that venturesome initiative is qualified. The spirit of 

enterprise is, finally, destructive, a violation of natural — and, significantly, feudal ~ 

order. "The savage was rather the vassal, than the master of nature; obeying her laws, but 

never usurping her dominion.... He did not presume to hew down her trees, the proud 

crest of her uplands, and convert them into 'russet lawns and fallows grey.' The axman's 

stroke, that music to the settler's ear, never then violated the peace of nature, or made 

discord in her music" (86). Turning nature into property - the defining gesture of the 

Anglo-American individual ~ introduces "discord" by treating as a possession that 

which, for Indians, wasn't meant to be owned. And, as we have seen, the act that turns 

nature into property is inextricably linked to the system that turns married women into 

property. Masculine identity realized through territorial conquest is likewise realized 

through the possession of women, codified in nineteenth-century coverture laws. Thus, 

what appear to be the two plots of Hope Leslie - Indian relations and marital relations -

are, in their basic form, a single story of possession and personhood. 

But despite her revisionist perspective, Sedgwick's larger project is more 

complicated than valorizing the Indians at the expense of the Puritans, or contrasting 
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natural freedom with civilized repression. If Child's Puritans represent a rigidity that 

must be corrected through an infusion of Indianized nature, Sedgwick's Puritans, for all 

their limitations, represent the "hope" of progress. The elder Sir William tries to 

demonize the Puritans through association with the "savages" in whom he finds "that 

primitive equality, about which they make such a pother" (6). With this rendering of the 

difference between Old and New England, Sedgwick draws a sharp contrast between the 

class-bound, hierarchical, titled English nobility represented by Sir William (and Sir 

Philip, an English evil-doer who has infiltrated the Puritan settlement) and the non-

hierarchical, untitled, proto-American Puritan society represented by the younger 

Fletcher. 

Sedgwick then further emphasizes the link between Puritanism and progress by 

drawing a different kind of contrast between Puritan settlers and Indians. For Sedgwick's 

"savages" are not in fact primitive democrats. They are, rather, natural aristocrats. 

Magawisca is described in terms of the "freedom and loftiness in her movement which, 

though tempered with modesty, expressed a consciousness of high birth," and her 

"leggins" are like "those worn by the ladies of Queen Elizabeth's court" (23). This innate 

superiority is so pronounced as to be identifiable even in disguise, even to someone 

who's never met her: Hope "was struck with the singular dignity and grace of her 

demeanor, a certain air indicating an 'inborn royalty of soul,' that even the ugly envelope 

of a blanket did not conceal" (190).^' While the fatal flaw of Old England was its 

adherence to an artificial aristocracy of title and lineage, Magawisca reveals an 

aristocracy of "soul": superiority of character without the trappings of social hierarchy. In 
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making this distinction, Sedgwick is drawing on a Jeffersonian ideal which saw in 

agrarian republicanism the promise of a natural aristocracy. Writers like J. Hector St. 

John de Crevecoeur, whose 1782 Letters from an American Farmer articulated the 

uniquely American virtues of the New World yeoman, believed that men who profited by 

their own labor in a free society might ultimately form such an aristocracy of character 

rather than title. And when early American writers admired anything about Indians, they 

frequently characterized them in these terms of natural nobility. But this ideal represented 

a way of life that was already becoming outmoded in market revolution America. The 

rising egalitarian capitalism of Jacksonian democracy had begun to replace the rhetoric of 

Jeffersonian republicanism. The natural nobility of the Indian was, like the precapitalistic 

eighteenth-century familism Sellers describes, rapidly becoming an image of the past. 

Thus, while the Indian relationship with the natural world is contrasted favorably 

with the "usurpation" of nature's dominion by the Puritans, the Indian model is likewise 

patriarchal in a way the Puritan social contract ostensibly is not. The doubling of Hope 

and Magawisca doesn't function only to point up the limitations of Puritan social 

structure. While Mononotto is unmoved by Magawisca's pleas for mercy, for example, 

Hope writes to Everell, "Your father acquiesced (as my conscience tells me, Everell, he 

does too easily) in my wishes" (103). Both Hope and Magawisca are governed by father 

figures; but paternalistic governance takes noticeably different forms. 

Indeed, Sedgwick's Puritans, unlike Child's, are associated more with civil liberty 

than with rigid moral excess. Sedgwick acknowledges that it's an "age of undisputed 

masculine supremacy" (15), and she offers Mrs. Winthrop as a pattern of wifely 
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unqualified obedience from the wife to the husband, her appointed lord and master; a 

duty that it was left to modem heresy to dispute" (151). But even as Sedgwick ironizes 

the Puritan sense of true womanhood, she also offers William Fletcher, who "never 

requires submission" (189). Fletcher certainly recognizes the basic premise of that 

"modem heresy": when Winthrop asserts that "passiveness, next to godliness, is a 

woman's best virtue," Fletcher responds that "a property of soulless matter" is not "a 

virtue" (160). Fletcher is not, to be sure, an exemplary Puritan in this regard, but nor is he 

exactly a renegade. And, more importantly, Sedgwick represents this stmggle to define 

such terms as virtue as taking place within Puritan culture - between Winthrop and 

Fletcher - not as an external corrective. Even Winthrop, when he demands that Hope 

"render an account of thyself to thy ralers," does so "in a tone of kindness rather than 

authority" (182). The Puritan Sedgwick is claiming for her American lineage is the one 

who, as Sedgwick describes her own Puritan ancestor, is characterized by "a love of 

freedom, a habit of doing their own thinking" {Power 45). While Mary Conant develops 

in spite of her household, Hope Leslie is more a product of it. Hope is forever "having 

[her] own way," which, as Digby says, is "the privilege we came to this wildemess world 

for" (235). While Hope's liberty is perhaps an exaggeration of the Puritan vision, it's not 

a rebellion against it. 

The trope of Indian nobility thus seems to function here as it often does in the 

Indian novel genre. His or her "inborn royalty" may be admirable, but it is a virtue that 

must be outgrown in the natural course of social evolution. From Sedgwick's nineteenth-



112 

century perspective, the outmoded model of natural aristocracy has no place in market 

revolution America. Making the Indian a figure for this eighteenth-century ideal, she 

projects the cultural shift of her own historical moment onto the conflict between Indians 

and Puritans. As Indian patriarchal authority gives way to Puritan civil liberty, 

Jeffersonian republicanism gives way to Jacksonian democracy. While the Indian's 

natural nobility registers Sedgwick's attraction to this fading ideal, the obvious 

obsolescence of the Indian serves to reinforce the rightness of progress. 

But at the same time, Sedgwick's ambivalence toward progress as it is manifested 

in nineteenth-century America collapses the boundary between Old and New England. 

Patriarchal misogyny is putatively linked to Sir William and the old order. In another 

attempt to demonize the Puritan cause. Sir William equates the Puritan principle of 

liberty with the convention of the bad woman: "Daughter of disloyalty and mother of all 

misrule - who, from the hour that she tempted our first parents to forfeit paradise, hath 

ever worked mischief to our race" (6). And Sir William's vow that "no daughter or 

guinea of mine shall ever go to one who is infected with this spreading plague" (7) marks 

the equivalency of daughters and guineas as possessions in his patriarchal logic. But as 

•JO 

several critics have noted, Sedgwick's Puritans do have the tendency to end up 

replicating the repression they rebelled against. And as proto-possessive individualists, 

the Puritans will establish a legacy likewise reproducing the equivalence of daughters and 

guineas as possessions, which is fully articulated in coverture laws. 

We might then say that Sedgwick is imagining a seventeenth-century conflict of 

cultures that both registers the impact of the market revolution and resonates with the 



nineteenth-century discourses of Indian relations and gender conventions. In other words, 

Sedgwick is working with three sets of conflated binaries: agrarian familism in conflict 

with marketplace individualism; feminine familism against male-identified 

individualism; and Indian familism ~ or tribalism ~ opposed to Anglo-American 

individualism. Given her investment in the progressive nineteenth-century civilization 

that she traces to a Puritan spirit of civil liberty, she invents Hope as the exemplar of that 

tradition, in which the "property" of virtue - an ownable thing upon which personhood is 

predicated - is not "lifeless," but gives life. But given her awareness of a nineteenth-

century civilization that, by preventing married women from owning property, excludes 

them from personhood, she invents in Magawisca a double who remains outside the 

tradition of individualism, in whom she can explore an alternative identity. 

When Mononotto prepares to execute Everell, Magawisca heroically interposes 

herself between her father's hatchet and his intended victim, and "the stroke aimed at 

Everell's neck, severed his defender's arm, and left him unharmed" (97). That 

Magawisca is mutilated ~ is made a disfigured person ~ when she aligns herself with 

Everell registers the fate of female personhood in male culture, a fate that echoes the 

cultural disfigurement of the assimilated Indian.^"^ Magawisca's claim, "I have bought his 

life with my own" (97), reflects what Cheyfitz calls the "mutually exclusive" model of 

identity, in which one realizes his personhood at the expense of another. The wholeness 

of Everell's person thus marks the essential whiteness and maleness of the American self, 

while Magawisca's "deformity" dramatizes the consequences of "progress" for both the 

Indian and the female other. The figure of the prison functions in much the same way.^^ 
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With Magawisca's capture and confinement, Sedgwick reverses the captivity narrative. 

Here, it is not the white woman but the Indian who faces the ordeal of captivity. But 

Magawisca's "mutilated person" in the "grave of the living, feeling, thinking soul" (309) 

is also a suggestive image of disenfranchised women in the nineteenth century. As we 

have seen, both women and Native Americans were paired with felons in political status 

and experienced a civil erasure often expressed in tropes of living death. Magawisca, 

entombed in the jailhouse, evokes the figurative crime and punishment associated with 

women in the nineteenth century.^® 

While Sedgwick allows Hope, the embodiment of female autonomy and agency, 

to escape this fate, she channels her ambivalence about that "hope" into her 

representation of desire. Romantic love individuates, as suggested by Sedgwick's own 

regret about a lifetime of second place. And because romantic love implies marriage, 

which in turn implies coverture, the consequences of heterosexual desire in the novel 

reflect the consequences for female personhood in an individualistic society. In other 

words, marriage, as the institution by which women enter into the full implications of 

possessive individualism, is then another form of what Magawisca experiences, another 

form of the cultural genocide that transforms Indian personhood into civil death. If 

marriage in Hobomok is a trope for cultural contact, here cultural contact is likewise a 

trope for marriage.^' 

Sedgwick uses the ill-fated attraction between Fletcher and Alice to establish a 

relationship between heterosexual desire and imperiled selfhood. Fletcher's 

"independence" "awed the inferior mind of the uncle" with its "unknown mysterious 



power," which he "almost despaired of subduing" (7). But when Fletcher falls in love 

with Sir William's daughter, he loses that "mysterious power" of independence. 

Fletcher's attachment to Sir William's daughter "reduced his nephew to dependence on 

his will and whims." In his desire for Alice, Fletcher becomes subject to the authority of 

the man whose permission he needs to marry her. Indeed, Sir William encourages the 

attachment, in the hope that the "fire" of Fletcher's "passion" will "subdue the principles 

of civil and religious liberty" in Fletcher's Puritanism (8). Passion, in other words, results 

in a loss of sovereignty - or worse. When Sir William ultimately forbids the match 

because Fletcher will not renounce his Puritanism, the thwarting of passion leads to 

Alice's mental alienation. Alice "in the imbecility of utter despair" succumbs to her 

father's control, and it was said that "she had suffered a total alienation of mind" (12). 

Alice becomes, in other words, like an uninhabited body — like the physically alive made 

figuratively empty by civil death. Similarly, Esther's love for Everell produces "that 

meek and pleased dependence, which it is natural for woman to feel, and which men like 

to inspire, because - perhaps - it seems to them an instinctive tribute to their natural 

superiority" (219). As Sedgwick implies, an idealized sense of romance makes the 

decidedly unnatural subordination of women the "natural" outcome of desire. And in 

acquiescing with "meek and pleased dependence" to the myth of male "natural 

superiority," women contribute to their own infantilization. As Esther remarks, "I have 

been treated as a child" (290). Or, in the extreme case of Rosa, Sir Philip's mistress (who 

is masquerading as his servant), passionate desire for Sir Philip makes her his "slave" 

(175). Sir Philip, in his confident expectation of winning Hope's affections, indirectly 
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makes the same point by evoking the image of Cleopatra, who ultimately finds herself 

"no longer a sovereign but a woman commanded by passion."^^ In other words, the 

consequences of desire in this text reflect the legal and political status of women in the 

nineteenth century: dispossessed of personhood, they are made legally equivalent to 

idiots, children, and slaves. 

This cautionary tale of the consequences of desire reflects, in part, the educational 

agenda of nineteenth-century women's fiction. Through vicarious experience of romantic 

catastrophe, readers learn to reject "false" forms of love, like ungovernable passion and 

over-idealized romance, and to internalize a model of "true" love, which might be a union 

of like-minded equals, or might take the form of noble self-sacrifice. But in Hope Leslie, 

even Magawisca's "true" love for Everell, another manifestation of her natural nobility, 

results in the disfigurement of her person. Only Hope is unscathed by desire. And, as we 

will see, Hope's true love for Everell seems to engage Sedgwick's imagination far less 

than Esther's truer love for mankind. Ultimately, like Child, Sedgwick seems to find 

desire inherently dangerous. For Sedgwick, the desire for another makes one vulnerable 

to the loss of self 

"Civilizing the Indian" has similar consequences in Hope Leslie. There is an 

implicit parallel between the loss of personhood that results from romantic love ~ the 

exclusive desire of one individual for another — and the effect of imposing what Cheyfitz 

describes as an Anglo-American ideology of "mutual exclusivity" on the tribal self Faith 

Leslie embodies the link between white women and Native Americans by participating in 

both categories; though white by blood, she is clearly Indianized by her life with Oneco. 
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It's almost as if her Indianness is revealed rather than acquired. As Susanne Opfermann 

observes, "What Hope considers her captivity [among the Indians], Faith regards as her 

liberation" (43). And Faith, in her ostensibly benign imprisormient in the Winthrop 

household, illustrates again the consequences of individualism, both for the tribal self and 

for the female person. Hope, seeing only through the lens of progress, finds her "pale and 

spiritless" (240), "in a state of vacancy" (318), and "a soulless body" (359).^^ The full 

personhood Faith enjoys in her tribal life exists only beyond that civilized gaze. 

Tellingly, Hope tries to win Faith's affection with jewels - as Magawisca says, "to barter 

truth and love, the jewels of the soul, that grow brighter and brighter in the land of spirits, 

for these poor perishing trifles" (240). From Hope's civilized perspective, personhood 

and property are interchangeable. As daughters are made equivalent to guineas, so sisters 

can be made equivalent to jewels. But for Magawisca and Faith, there can be no 

equivalent in trinkets for sisterhood. The family relation, like the tribal relation, is outside 

the system of exchange. 

To further underscore the association of marriage, captivity, and the civilization 

of the Indian as analogous assaults on personhood, Sedgwick repeatedly returns to the 

image of a bird. When Winthrop proposes to Fletcher the idea of arranging a marriage for 

Hope, he puts it in these terms: "I am impatient to put jesses on this wild bird of yours" 

(162). Similarly, Magawisca in prison refers to herself as the "imprisoned bird" who 

wants to "return to its nestlings" (269). And Faith in captivity at the Winthrops is "like an 

imprisoned bird fluttering against the bars of its cage" (279). Captive birds evoke both 

captive Indians and women "captivated" by the institution of marriage. On the other 
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hand, when Hope is trying to "expel every selfish feeling from her heart, and to live for 

the happiness of others" by renouncing Everell, Sedgwick remarks "how difficult the 

ascent to the heights of disinterestedness," but notes that "the wing is strengthened by 

use," and the bird "may yet soar to the sky" (222-23). Free birds, that is, have ascended to 

the ideal feminine realm of "disinterestedness," a sense of self that escapes the bonds of 

marriage and the limitations of individualism. 

It is important to recognize that Sedgwick is dealing in cultural stereotypes and 

literary conventions. Both her Puritans and her Indians more closely reflect the novel's 

agenda than New England history or Puritan beliefs. Indeed, insofar as Indians are 

Indians in this text, Sedgwick is trapped in her cultural moment. She enthusiastically 

endorses Puritan missionary John Eliot's labors among the "Praying Indians," and 

promotes in her footnotes the ongoing enterprise of civilizing the Indians through 

missionary work. She celebrates Eliot's desire to "convert these strangers and aliens, to 

servants and children of the most High" (298); a revealing remark, since servants and 

"children" - nonentities in Anglo-American law ~ they were made to be. Like Child, 

Sedgwick manifests her sense of historical injustice by valorizing an alternative, 

feminized model of Indian relations. While the men in Hope Leslie deal only in violence 

and prison, Hope doesn't violate her agreement with Magwisca to keep secret the 

meeting with Faith Leslie — a pact pointedly referred to as a "treaty" (199). But Sedgwick 

neither questions the conventional assumption that the Indians are doomed to extinction 

nor unsettles the hierarchy of civilization and savagery in any meaningful way. In the 

end, Magawisca declines Hope and Everell's invitation to remain with them and 
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disappears into the west ~ and as in Hobomok, this departure is represented as not 

coerced but chosen. However, that Sedgwick concludes her tale with the traditional self-

imposed exile of the Indian may not only mean that she too is implicated in the rhetoric 

of the vanishing Indian. That she sends Magawisca back to her tribal home insisting on 

the incompatibility of races implies not so much doubt that Indians can be civilized as 

latent doubt that they should ~ or, perhaps, projected concern about what "civilization" in 

the form of marriage would mean for her."^^ 

Hope Leslie is, finally, a deeply ambivalent text. Sedgwick is using Puritan 

history to imagine a nineteenth-century America characterized by civil liberty, individual 

freedom, and the promise of female autonomy, and Hope registers Sedgwick's desire for 

personhood in market revolution America. But despite Hope's heroics in the novel, her 

agency is ultimately circumscribed. Critics remember that she helps Magawisca escape 

from prison, undermining the Puritan patriarchs by putting individual conscience at the 

center of public morality. As Suzanne Gossett and Barbara Ann Bardes claim, "Despite 

its historical setting and overt patriotism, Hope Leslie is inherently seditious in its 

meaning, since it sets conscience, innocence, and individual liberty against the needs of 

the community or the state" (23). But Sedgwick also points out, in a passage that is not as 

well remembered, that Winthrop himself found it expedient for Magawisca to be released 

— for reasons not of conscience, but of state. "Governor Winthrop perceived that 

Magawisca's escape relieved them from much and dangerous perplexity" by obviating 

the choice between "provok[ing] the universal Indian sentiment against the English" if 

Magawisca were convicted, or violating "the [Puritan] principle, that good must be done. 
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though evil ensue" by ignoring the law and setting her free (362). Hope's personal 

motivations conveniently coincide with reasons of state, but do not influence public 

justice. At the same time, Magawisca's loyalty to her father and what Sedgwick 

repeatedly calls "national pride" are represented as interchangeable. While family and 

state are firmly separated in Sedgwick's America, the tribal family is the state. So despite 

the text's obvious endorsement of Hope, Magawisca registers Sedgwick's connection to a 

different model, in which the self need not be so radically individuated, and in which 

female identity need not be predicated upon and then erased by marriage. 

Figurative Indianness is retained in the novel through the unlikely figure of 

Esther.'^' She is clearly not the heroine; and she shows a pointed failure to become one in 

her repeated submission to Puritan authority. But it is through Esther that the feminized ~ 

and Indianized ~ familial ideal persists. Her sisterly relationship with Hope offers a 

promise of self-abnegation through which the self ultimately gains rather than loses: 

"they melted into each other, like light and shade, each enhancing the beauty and effect 

of the other" (145). And Esther, significantly, has the last word in the novel. Her "sister's 

love" for Hope and expectation of "a brother's kindness" from Everell (367) triumph 

over the threat of marriage. Hope and Everell's wedding is dispatched in a dismissive 

sentence, and the last lines of the novel celebrate "a truth, which, if more generally 

received by her sex, might save a vast deal of misery: that marriage is not essential to the 

contentment, the dignity, or the happiness of woman" (371). Here, then, is another set of 

doubles: not the conventionally recognized pairing of Magawisca and Hope, but 

Magawisca and Esther, who both testify to the possibility of an alternative sense of self 
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Watching Magawisca embark on her westward removal, Everell and Hope think of her as 

a "bright witness to the beauty, the independence, and the immortality of virtue" (354). 

Esther, who also chooses voluntary removal ~ returning to England to facilitate the 

rightful marriage of Hope and Everell ~ is in some sense Indianized by this parallel. 

Esther's virtue - her familial rather than romantic love - becomes not oppressively self-

negating, but a form of Magawisca's nobility. In other words, though tribalism ~ like 

agrarian familism ~ must be outgrown, and though Hope represents the "hope" for the 

future, Sedgwick retains through Esther an echo of Magawisca, who achieves 

independence without individuahsm — identity that is exclusively mutual, not mutually 

exclusive. So while Sedgwick, like Child, may appropriate the Indian to establish literary 

authority,she also appropriates a different kind of Indianness to validate an alternative 

model of personhood. If Indian relations were, for Jackson and for Jacksonian America, a 

way of responding to the transformation of the family and the crisis of authority, 

Sedgwick shows her own conflicted response to that unsettling change in her 

representation of the Indian. 

V: Conclusion 

The figure of the Indian in antebellum literature provides a vehicle for different 

responses to radical cultural change. The tropes of Indianness for both Child and 

Sedgwick fundamentally reflect an exploration of the meaning of personhood ~ an 

awareness that there are different definitions, that the self in civil society may be partial, 

ghostly, or dismembered. If Indianness appeals to writers of this period for reasons of 
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cultural currency, it may appeal to women writers particularly because the questions of 

hidian policy are the questions they too face in nineteenth-century America: what is 

identity or personhood, and how can it be maintained in a context of (male-identified, 

Anglo-American) individualism? 

These questions get worked out in various ways. Disidentification with Indians 

will be an explicit political strategy for later nineteenth-century suffragists. Likewise, 

here, Indians are frequently a means for constituting female authority rather than a way 

for understanding shared marginalization. In other words, as Indian reform later in the 

century will provide women with an opportunity for public action, the literary Indian 

fulfills an analogous function by providing white women writers with an opportunity to 

help shape the emerging national literature and to dramatize the feminine contribution to 

national life. But at the same time, the various subtexts of these Indian stories suggest 

that the historical novel provides for a double displacement — onto the past, and onto the 

Indian "other" - that allows these writers to say the unsayable about their own 

experiences in nineteenth-century America. While writers like Child and Sedgwick have 

difficulty thinking beyond the ideological parameters of the Indian Problem as a political 

issue, they find in the imaginative construct of Indianness a figurative vehicle for 

confi-onting the Woman Question. 

Notes 

' The policy of forcing Native peoples from their homelands did provoke a voice of 
opposition, especially among Boston literati like Ralph Waldo Emerson, Lydia Maria 
Child, and Child's husband, David. But the logic of the anti-removal position tended 
merely to anticipate the assimilationist assumptions of the postwar period, in the sense 
that only Indians who seemed "civilizable" were seen to have a legitimate claim to their 
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homelands. Those who protested Cherokee removal based their arguments upon the 
Cherokee's amenability to "progress," evidenced by their adoption of such Anglo-
American cultural practices as agriculture and written language. 
^ For a detailed elaboration of this dilemma, see Richard Slotkin's Regeneration Through 
Violence. 
^ For an excellent discussion of this relationship between the political and the aesthetic, 
see Aimette Kolodny's "Margaret Fuller's First Depiction of Indians and the Limits on 
Social Protest: An Exercise in Women's Studies Pedagogy." 

For variations on this dominant critical theme, see especially Karcher, who argues that 
Child valorizes an Indian alternative as part of a radical critique of patriarchal repression: 
"What dictates the plot of Hobomok is not its author's awareness of racial issues, but her 
rebellion against patriarchy. Nevertheless, the result is a revolutionary insight into the 
connection between male dominance and white supremacy" (First Woman 22). Several 
other critics find parallels between Indians and women in both literature and culture. 
Annette Kolodny, in The Land Before Her, considers the relationship between gender and 
wilderness, comparing Mary Jemison's nonfiction narrative of "a white woman 
contentedly adopted into Indian society and happily adapted to a life in the wilderness" 
(71) to the more limited possibilities imagined in Hobomok and Hope Leslie. Sandra 
Zagarell, who argues that Hope Leslie "casts light on the collusion between established 
narrative structures and racist, patriarchal definitions of the nation" (233), finds a link 
between women and Indians as "threats to the social order" who "must be forcibly 
controlled" (236). Sabina Matter-Seibel claims that Child's and Sedgwick's Native 
Americans stand in for women (by way of various linkages, including nature, witchcraft, 
and civil disobedience, as well as a form of universalized sentimentalism), allowing them 
to critique patriarchy in a way that they couldn't without the displacement of one other 
onto another. Susanne Opfermann, putting Child and Sedgwick in dialogue with Cooper, 
also finds that "both women employed [the topic of interracial relations] for a critique of 
gendered structures of power" (31). Maddox observes, "As in the case of the arguments 
about race, the discourse generated by 'the woman question' established the kinds of 
binary categories that were rhetorically consistent with the distinctions between savagery 
and civilization and that therefore invited a rhetorical merging of the two issues" (33); 
she claims that as Child treats them, Indians provided a feminized "corrective" to Puritan 
rigidity (101); but as children themselves, they were made to be outgrown. Renee 
Bergland, discussed in more detail below, finds both Native Americans and women to be 
"spectralized," in literature as in political life. Similarly, Deborah Gussman claims that 
both women and Indians "found themselves, literally and/or metaphorically, aliens within 
the early republic" ("Inalienable Rights" 60). And Mark G. Vasquez describes the 
parallel between women and Native Americans in terms of a mediating, connective 
power. 

Nina Baym, on the other hand, sees Indians not mirroring the feminine but 
testifying to white female superiority (see History 156-60). She also finds that Indian 
tales written by both men and women cast women as representations of civilization; 
women writers merely gave their protagonists a more active role, while male writers 
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portrayed "men as active defenders, women as passive representations of that which was 
defended" ("How Men and Women Wrote" 67). Similarly, Ezra F. Tawil looks at how 
the frontier romance constitutes the category of whiteness in terms of sentiment - i.e., as 
a feminine category. 

For an excellent reading of an earlier text, Susanna Rowson's Reuben and Rachel, 
see Carroll Smith-Rosenberg's "Subject Female: Authorizing American Identity," which 
compares Rowson's text to Mary Rowlandson's captivity narrative and Charles Brockden 
Brown's Edgar Huntley. She argues that "Euro-American women played a tripartite role" 
in the process of New World imperiahsm "by assuming the role of innocent victims of 
barbarous savagery, by assuming the role of authoritative writers, by authorizing 
themselves as an alternative white icon for America," but that texts such as Rowson's 
manifested internal divisions (486). This insight may be applied to writers like Child and 
Sedgwick as well. 
^ Dekker's analysis of the historical romance stems from Scott's essay, "Romance," in 
which he argues that history and romance did not develop in opposition, but rather share 
a common origin in the tale of the patriarch. "The father of an isolated family, destined 
one day to rise into a tribe, and in farther progress of time to expand into a nation, may, 
indeed, narrate to his descendents the circumstances which detached him from the society 
of his brethren, and drove him to form a solitary settlement in the wilderness, with no 
other deviation from truth, on the part of the narrator, than arises from the infidelity of 
memory, or the exaggerations of vanity" (436). In subsequent retellings of this narrative, 
the "vanity of the tribe," the "love of the marvellous," and the "interest in casting a holy 
and sacred gloom and mystery over the early period" transmute history into romance 
(436). Romance thus originated in "the pure font of History" (440); rather than a species 
of lying, romance was a particular way of telling the truth. The historical romance as 
Scott developed it reflected this intertwining of fact and fiction, this incorporation of the 
"marvellous" into the narrative of history. This generic admixture is the foundation of the 
Waverley model. 
^ Dekker himself doesn't take Child very seriously, and sees Hobomok as "inept," though 
"highly suggestive" (65). However, I would argue that Child's reworking of the model 
Dekker delineates contributes in important ways to the question of gender and genre, and 
is therefore eminently worthy of consideration. 
^ Critics are divided on the implications of this interracial alliance. Some note the racial 
tolerance it indicates, and see this in gendered terms; Annette Kolodny notes "women's 
novelists' willingness to contemplate intermarriage between the Indian and the white 
women in their fictions," which represents a "radical departure from the often racist 
reticences of their male contemporaries" {Land Before Her xv). Several critics focus on 
its implications for the feminine sense of self; Gussman finds that "Mary has gained 
somewhat more than she has lost from her 'transgressions'"; marriage with Hobomok and 
separation from Puritan society "offer her more autonomy and authority" ("Inalienable 
Rights 68). Leland Person argues that in Child and Sedgwick, in contrast to male-
authored treatments of interracial alliance, "the successful marriages between white 
women and Indian men ... suggest terms for an alternative, female, frontier fantasy ~ a 
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pact between Indians and women, an Eden from which Adam rather than Eve has been 
excluded" (670). Others see a negative outcome that isn't differentiated by gender. Harry 
Brown notes that boundary-crossing is punished in Cooper, Child, and Sedgwick, in that 
it's represented as a form of madness or death (or punished with the latter), and contrasts 
this with Mary Jemison's nonfiction narrative. Several see the theme of miscegenation 
dramatizing a textual miscegenation; see Ian Marshall, who considers the split in 
women's roles (between Indian naturalness and Puritan morality) in terms of a feminine 
heteroglossia, and Domhnall Mitchell, who finds a literary "synthesis" which is fatal to 
Indianness (131, 135). 
^ As Baym argues, although "the novel would seem to pose little threat to the male 
version of Indian-white relations.. ..the very fact that the book was organized as a female-
centered narrative about the progress of civilization could be perceived as a challenge to 
white male ownership of the Indian-white narrative, which is to say white male 
ownership of history itself ("How Men and Women Wrote" 71). 
^ Ironically, Child was sent in adolescence to her married sister in Norridgewock, Maine, 
to be "cure[d] of her notions and initiate[d] ... into the domestic avocations befitting a 
woman" {First Woman 8); but she seems rather to have translated her experience with the 
Native peoples of Maine into a redefinition of "avocations befitting a woman." 

In his imprisonment in Africa, Charles also undergoes what might be seen as a journey 
into an "underworld" of the "savage." 
' ̂ As Maddox points out, intermarriage between white men and Indian women was far 
less problematic (39); but as white women were upheld as figures for civilization itself, 
the national sense of self could not tolerate their contamination by Indianness. 

There's some difference of critical opinion regarding how successful the marriage 
in Hobomok really is. Kolodny observes that it is "an act of desperation rather than an 
assertion of love or desire" {Land Before Her 70). Maddox notes that the marriage is 
ultimately "rejected" in favor of her second one (171). And Brown and Mitchell point to 
the fatality of contact. But Gussman ("Inalienable Rights"), Person, and Karcher give 
more emphasis to its success. 
12 For Karcher, "despite its daring revisions of patriarchal script," the novel "does not 
succeed in resolving the central contradictions of the American novel, nor those of 
American history itself; that white Americans win their political freedom at the expense 
of the Indians they exterminate and the Africans they enslave, and that they achieve their 
cultural independence by expropriating the cultures of the peoples they have 
systematically debased, devalorized, and deprived of an independent identity" {First 
Woman 32). And Baym adds that the novel is "finally less about Indians versus whites 
than about white women versus white men, and especially about white women's desire to 
be recognized and empowered within male-dominated society" ("How Men and Women 
Wrote" 71). In Maddox's view, both Child and Sedgwick "manage only to tinker" with 
"racist stereotypes." "Their new versions of colonial history may successfully revise the 
Puritans' image of women as passive and inferior beings who have been relegated to the 
sidelines of history because that is their predestined place, but the changes they are 
willing to make in the images of Indians are, finally, only cosmetic" (110). 
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See also Priscilla Wald, whose analysis of various forms of erasure provides the legal 
context for this reading. 

Bergland argues that the ghost of the slave is also represented through Charles Brown, 
whose captivity in Africa evokes the spectre of American slavery (79). 

Interestingly, Child uses this identical trope for very different purposes in her 1869 
article "Concerning Women": "The truth is that the social atmosphere has pressed so 
heavily upon women, from the beginning of time, that the full development of their 
faculties and feelings has been impossible" (402). 

As Karcher argues, "Child's pessimism about staving off another crime against the 
Indians under Andrew Jackson's presidency" is made darker still by "a subtext about the 
uncontrollable self-destructiveness of a husband whose failures would blight Child's 
literary career and the couple's marriage" {First Woman 120). I would add that this 
subtext not only accompanies, but is inextricably linked to, the theme of the Indian other. 
17 . • • • • When Caroline objects that "it would not have been very agreeable, I think, for white 
people to marry Indians," Mother counters with the reminder that "our heavenly Father" 
"has made of one blood all the nations of men, that they may dwell together" (66), and 
allows that "notions" about racial inferiority "are adopted by such only as have not 
impartially investigated the subject"(67). See Wald for a reading of miscegenation laws 
that impose strict boundaries around the "family of nations," as Justice Johnson phrases it 
in Cherokee Nation v. Georgia (Wald 64). 
18 • • As Gussman argues, the rhetorical strategies of this text "were partially successful in 
redefining the public sphere to include white women, but.. .those efforts failed to 
recognize or to resolve the specific material, cultural, and national concerns of American 
Indians" ("Republican Rhetoric" 37). 

For Karcher, particularly in this story. Child's critique of repression encompasses 
sexual repression, and her celebration of nature includes a celebration of erotic freedom. 
"What engaged her imagination was the possibility not of redemption fi-om sin, but of 
liberation fi-om sexual taboos. She explored this possibility in "Hilda Silfverling" and 
"She Waits in the Spirit Land." Significantly, Child had to abandon the mode of realism 
and travel beyond the boundaries of her culture before she could envision a sexual order 
in harmony with nature" (First Woman 346). 
20 See also Carolyn Sorisio (particularly her chapter "The Body in the Body Politic," on 
biological essentialism and scientific racism, which points to provocative links between 
female bodies and Indian bodies). She argues that the nineteenth century was a period of 
intensifying embodiment: "The theoretically disembodied citizen was forced figuratively 
into flesh in part by the combination of abolitionism, the women's rights movement, and 
scientific investigations of the body. As reform activity intensified, distinctions had to be 
made between the bodies of American citizens and the bodies of those subjugated within 
a society purporting individual liberty" (42). 

As Karcher concludes, "Even as it reaches for a more sophisticated and reciprocal 
concept of assimilation," this story reveals the limitations of Hobomoh. though Ah-lee-
lah hasn't vanished or become wholly whitened, "she has ceased to be an Indian" {First 
Woman 552). 
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Elsewhere, Child implicitly links the assimilation of the Indian with gender relations, 
but much more positively. In an 1843 letter, she expresses the mingling of races as "flutes 
on different notes" that "harmonize the better" ("Letter XXXVI" 186). She uses a similar 
metaphor for men and women in "Concerning Woman Suffrage": "Every tune in the 
human race, whether it be waltz or hymn, lullaby or battle-song, should have its every 
note harmoniously uttered by base and treble" (204). But in her 1869 "Women and 
Minors," she expresses the implicit parallel in far less optimistic terms. She counters the 
conventional link between women and minors with the argument that women have been 
made childlike by a long history of dependence, which has prevented them from 
developing mental and moral faculties. Likewise, "Even rum itself does not do so much 
mischief to our Indian tribes, as the fact that they are pensioners on the government. They 
have no stimulus to enterprise or energy. Their state of enforced dependence takes all the 
manhood out of them" (2). The use of the word "manhood" is particularly interesting 
given the primary topic of the article; by implying that dependence has a feminizing 
effect, she suggests that independence is a male prerogative. And she also doesn't seem 
to see the connection between the infantilization of Indians as pensioners and the 
infantilization of Indians in her own version of the national family. 
23 • Karcher doesn't draw so direct a comparison, but she notes that "The ideology 
discernible between the lines of The Mother's Book is not the cult of domesticity, but the 
democratic humanitarianism that lies at the heart of the movements for social justice to 
which Child would shortly dedicate her life" {First Woman 142). 

For another reading of Child's Appeal for the Indians, see Lucy Maddox's "American 
Indians, Civilized Performance and the Question of Rights." Maddox compares Child's 
conceptualization of Indian rights to that of reformer Lyman Abbott in the early twentieth 
century, finding in the differences between them an index of the changing meaning of 
citizenship. "To compare Child's and Abbott's statements is to be aware of the way that 
Child's conception of the duty of the American family to its weaker children has been 
replaced by Abbott's question about whether the American civilization in fact has any 
duties at all to the remnants of barbarism within its borders" (Maddox 320). As the 
concept of the national family gave way to a construction of the nation as a civilization. 
Child's formulation of human rights, "which are assignable to any member of the'human 
family' without regard to his or her participation in any cultural, social or legal 
frameworks," was replaced by the conviction that rights must be earned through the 
performance of civilized values (Maddox 318). Thus, while Child was concerned with 
"the duties of the majority in a democracy," according to Maddox, "Abbott took quite a 
different tack, finding that the questions in fact required an inquiry into 'the rights of the 
majority over the minority in a free community'" (319). 

As Mary Kelley notes, Sedgwick's autobiography itself defies the convention "in 
which the self moved inexorably toward separation and individuation," emphasizing 
instead "reciprocal commitment" ("Introduction" 5). 

Sedgwick tells this story of the "cruel usurper" {Power 87) twice, which, as Kelley 
notes, "underscores its impact upon her" {Power 87 note 50). 



128 

As with Child, there is much to be said about the use of the Indian to constitute 
narrative authority; see for example Philip Gould on the "performativity" of history, 
Vasquez, cited above, and Dana Nelson, who sees the "bonds of sympathy" as a strategy 
for challenging male historical authority (70). Critics have also repeatedly noticed the 
doubling of Hope and Magawisca, and identified a link between women and Native 
Americans; the conventional reading, as with Child, sees this link as a challenge to 
patriarchal authority, including patriarchal history, and finds in the valorization of the 
marginalized a moral alternative. In addition to those critics cited above (Baym, Brown, 
Maddox, Matter-Seibel, Opfermann, Person, and Zagarell), see Karen Richardson Gee, 
who finds the link to be nature, and Cheri Louise Ross, who sees both Hope and 
Magawisca defying patriarchal authority, and notes Sedgwick's rewriting of racist 
generic conventions. For Carol J. Singley as well, Sedgwick allows generic conventions 
to undermine themselves (112); Singley sees the Hope-Magawisca bond as a rewriting of 
Cooper's Natty and Chingachgook, but rather than retreating into the wilderness, "they 
participate in society," bringing "feminine healing" to the violence of men (118-19). 
Most critics are primarily interested in gender and authority; Suzaime Gossett and 
Barbara Ann Bardes see both maintenance of dominant values and implicit subversion, 
noting Sedgwick's emphasis on "individual judgment and personal liberty rather than the 
common good" (15); T. Gregory Garvey argues that "Sedgwick establishes conscience 
as a structuring principle in the moral economies of both the Puritan and the Pequod 
communities," thus "modeling] the terms on which women might legitimately enter the 
political arena" (290) to correct the political expediency of male authority; Gustavus 
Stadler reads the issue of public and private spheres as figured in/on/by Magawisca's 
body as an (illegible) text. Judith Fetterley argues that Sedgwick replaces Republican 
Motherhood with a model of "Republican sisterhood," erasing gender boundaries through 
the "rhetoric of identity between brother and sister"(498), but the threat of sisterhood 
between Magawisca and Hope (i.e., the racialization of Hope which would prevent her 
identification with her brother) must be resolved by instituting differences between sisters 
(especially Hope and Faith). 

Several critics focus on the conflict between communal and individual values in the 
novel, but not in terms of Indianness. For Maria Karafilis, Sedgwick redefines 
individualism in a way that links it to communal good, which she does through the figure 
of Hope; Zagarell, on the other hand, sees Hope not as a figure for individualism, but as a 
representation of "principled action on behalf of others who are, like oneself, enchained" 
(238). 
29 It may then be worth noting that Sedgwick used this term to describe her own family, 
writing her autobiography in the hope that "my individual experience may perhaps 
benefit some one of all my tribe" {Life and Letters 199). 

On these contrasting views of nature, see especially Gee, Singley, and Person, who 
recognizes one of Sedgwick's crucial revisions of generic convention: the threat of 
assault in this novel comes more often fi-om whites than Indians, and that threat "inheres 
in cultural attitudes of possession and authority - in a view of women as objects" (681). 
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Baym argues that the female protagonist in historical fiction by women stood for "the 
cultural refinement of America, which preserved the good aspects of aristocracy" 
{History 155); the function of Indians was to recognize this natural nobility. Here, 
however, it's the Native American who manifests an innate aristocratic quality, and Hope 
who recognizes it. 

hideed, Gould argues that this is exactly what representations of Puritanism are about -
that historical fiction didn't represent Puritanism itself, but rather used Puritanism as an 
opportunity to "debate the protean, gendered meanings of republican 'virtue'" (64). 

See Gossett and Bardes and Gee. 
Interestingly, this scene is foreshadowed earlier when Magawisca "plant[s] herself as a 

shield" in front of Mrs. Fletcher (66); here, she is unharmed. Perhaps Sedgwick uses the 
distinction to emphasize the link between heterosexual desire, interracial contact, and 
disfigurement. 
•3 c 

Gossett and Bardes also see disfigurement and imprisonment as images of female 
disempowerment (21, 23); and they note that prison reform was the only movement that 
Sedgwick was actively involved with (27). Karcher, on the other hand, sees the 
disfigurement as "defeminiz[ing]," but suggests that "phallic overtones" make her "more 
than a woman" ("Introduction" to Hope Leslie xxiv-v). 

Incidentally, Sedgwick's characters seem never to get out of prison by way of justice 
and the law. In both Hope Leslie and in The Linwoods, Sedgwick's tale of the American 
Revolution, they get out, provocatively enough, by cross-dressing. 

Fetterley makes a related point in the context of her argument that the novel breaks 
down the gender distinctions of citizen: "Romantic love stands between women and the 
possibility of becoming 'men' in part because it reifies the separation of public and 
private by gender, thus supporting a model of the civic in which events in the private 
sphere cannot or need not have any effect on the public sphere" (495). 
•J o 

The phrase is Karcher's (Hope Leslie 396 note 2). 
TQ 

For Fetterley, "In Mary's 'vacantness' Hope confronts the terror of non-identity - that 
absence of and from self she hopes to escape through identification with her brother - to 
which her identification with her sister inevitably leads" (510-11). To put this another 
way, Hope's desire for male-identified individualism is undermined by her identification 
with the Indian non-entity; as in Hobomok, the Indian body threatens to contaminate the 
white woman with its emptiness. 

For Maddox, Magawisca has invalidated herself by "choosing self-sacrifice over 
rebellion against patriarchal authority," which means she therefore "can play no further 
part in the narrative of American progress" (107). I think there's truth to this, but that 
Sedgwick is more ambivalent about what progress means. 

Like most of the character names in this text, most obviously "Hope" and "Faith," the 
name "Esther" comes fi-om the Judeo-Christian tradition. Her story appears in the Book 
of Esther in the Hebrew Bible. Esther was the second wife of the Persian king Ahasuerus, 
whose first wife was banished after an episode of insubordination that, the King's 
advisors warned, threatened to destabilize the proper power relation between husbands 
and wives throughout the kingdom. Esther, a Jewish orphan, found favor with 
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Ahasuersus, and took the place of the banished queen. With her cousin and guardian 
Mordecai, she saved the King from an assassination plot. King Ahasuersus's new prime 
minister, Haman, then determined to punish Mordecai's refusal to bow to him by 
executing all the Jewish people in the Persian empire, but Esther used her influence with 
the King to save her people and destroy their enemies. 

This story was evidently particularly resonant for nineteenth-century American 
women. The Women's Home Missionary Society established a number of Queen Esther 
Societies in the late nineteenth century, apparently naming these young women's 
organizations after the biblical Queen Esther to evoke the power of women to save the 
nation. In choosing the name for her character in Hope Leslie, Sedgwick was presumably 
associating her Esther with this same image of feminized heroism. 

Interestingly, there was also an Iroquois Queen Esther: Esther Montour, bom 
approximately 1720, who appears in historical legend as the chief perpetrator of a brutal 
massacre in Permsylvania during the American Revolution, in July 1778. For a retelling 
of this tale of the fiendish Queen Esther Montour, see Max M. Mintz, Seeds of Empire: 
The American Revolutionary Conquest of the Iroquois (New York and London: New 
York University Press, 1999). For the view that this story is completely apocryphal, see 
Barbara Graymont, The Iroquois in the American Revolution (Syracuse, N.Y.: Syracuse 
University Press, 1972). Whether fact or fiction, the tale of Queen Esther Montour was 
certainly part of Revolutionary lore, and Sedgwick, perhaps in the course of writing her 
novel of the American Revolution, The Linwoods, may have encountered the story. While 
the profile of this particular Queen Esther seems unrelated to Sedgwick's character in 
Hope Leslie, the existence of an Indian Queen Esther adds an interesting dimension to 
Sedgwick's use of the name for her figuratively Indianized "Esther" in the novel. 

Stadler also notes that Esther "comes to serve as heir to Magawisca" (53), although 
with different emphasis. 

Indeed, Sedgwick might be said to dramatize this process, including at least two 
women writing about Indians with whom she shares the narrative voice. Both Mrs. 
Fletcher and Hope narratively constitute themselves in this way: Martha describes her 
wifely fortitude in the face of Indian hostility in her letter to her husband, and Hope 
reveals her own moral superiority in her letter to Everell about aiding her old Indian 
neighbor, Nelema, who had been persecuted by Puritan authorities. 



3. OTHER INTO ORIGIN: SUFFRAGISTS, SAVAGES, AND CIVILIZATION 

In the late nineteenth century, as Indian policy debates and Indian reform activity 

were commanding an increasing share of the public's attention, women's rights activists 

began to take notice of the Indian as a potentially useful figure in the cause for woman 

suffrage. The question of Indian entitlement in the post-Civil War period alerted 

suffragists to the ways in which the Indian Problem was to some degree a debate not just 

about savagery and civilization, but about citizenship as well. "Citizenship" and 

"civilization" were closely aligned terms in late-nineteenth-century discourses of national 

progress. As suffragists were well aware, "manhood" was often a third term in this 

equation; and "whiteness" was a fourth. Critic Gail Bederman examines the interweaving 

of race and gender in late-nineteenth-century constructions of civilization, identifying as 

fundamental the assumption that "Men alone ... were the agents who lifted their race 

toward the millennial perfection God and evolution intended for them" (Bederman 32). 

white women thus found that to achieve their own full citizenship they had to write 

themselves into the definition of civilization. The Indian Problem provided them with just 

such an opportunity. 

The specific rhetorical uses to which the figure of the Indian was put tended to 

reflect how those women's rights activists thought about themselves and the nation. 

Those who conceived of the nation in the sentimentalized terms of the familial model, 

often known as "expediency" suffragists, positioned Indians as children in the national 

family. In this way, white women reformers were able to construct their efforts to 

"civilize the savage" as a form of mothering, a demonstration of their uniquely feminine 
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contribution to the public weal. For these thinkers, the hidian problem was effectively a 

sentimental drama of mothers and children. 

Other women's rights activists, known as "natural rights" suffragists, more often 

described the nation not in the sentimental language of familial relations but in the 

contractual language of rightsholders. In their view, women's participation in national 

life was justified not by the value of their uniquely maternal qualities, but by the claim to 

individual sovereignty that they shared with men. This assumption conditioned their uses 

of "savage" and "civilized" in the struggle for women's rights. Like the "expediency" 

suffragists, these activists also gendered civilization female. But they did so with a rights 

discourse predicated on exposing the absurdity of savage entitlement in the context of 

female disenfranchisement. As we will explore in the writings of Matilda Joslyn Gage 

below, they disidentified with hidians not as children, but as savages, foreigners, and 

potential voters. In their writings, white men could occasionally be savages ~ it was a 

flexible category, and not wholly racialized ~ so that civilization could be disassociated 

from masculinity. But in the end, the category of "savage" functioned to maintain a 

definition of civilization (and citizen) that crossed the line of gender and rested instead on 

the line of race. 

In other words, "natural rights" suffragists used the figure of the savage in part to 

illustrate white women's "sameness" with white men, while "expediency" feminists 

found in the Indian Problem an opportunity to underscore gender difference' — and 

female advantage. Rather than challenging the metaphor of the paternalistic state, they 

tried to exploit it. In an attempt to politicize the social role assigned to women. 
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"expediency" suffragists argued that women were uniquely qualified by their innate 

maternal virtues to do the work of civilization. But even as they developed a solid 

rhetorical basis for public action in the "feminization" of civilization, these women were 

often prevented by their own abstractions and assumptions ~ by the limitations of the 

"national family" metaphor ~ from making sense of the reality they faced. 

Although the virtues of individualism have consistently been central to America's 

sense of itself, the Filmerian claim that the family was the basis of the state never lost its 

potency. Thus Orestes Brownson claimed in 1869 and again in 1873 that woman suffrage 

would "weaken and finally break up and destroy the Christian family. The social unit is 

the family, not the individual; and the greatest danger to American society is, that we are 

rapidly becoming a nation of isolated individuals, without family ties or affections. The 

family has already been much weakened, and is fast disappearing." Brownson then 

warned that when the "family goes, the nation goes too" (qtd. in VanBurkleo 169). This 

sentimental appeal was particularly powerful in the context of late-nineteenth-century 

anxieties about national unity. The recent fratricidal conflict had sensitized post-Civil 

War Americans to the need for a kind of family reunion. Moreover, concerns about the 

increasing rapaciousness of individualism under industrial capitalism, combined with the 

sense of entropic dislocation of an increasingly urban, increasingly technological nation, 

contributed to a more intense emphasis on the family as a political unit and as the 

foundation for national cohesion. 

Recognizing the rhetorical power of this familial ideal, "expediency" feminists 

used the nation-as-family metaphor to redefine their position within the national 
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household. As Elizabeth Boynton Harbert proclaimed to the Committee on Privileges and 

Elections in 1878, "the new truth, electrifying, glorifying American womanhood to-day, 

is the discovery that the State is but the larger family, the nation the old homestead, and 

that in this national home there is a room and a comer and a duty for 'mother'" (qtd. in 

"National Conventions" 78-9). By defining womanhood as motherhood and assigning a 

national "duty" to that role, Harbert and others like her were able to maintain the stability 

of the family while making an argument for political rights. As Harbert constructed it, 

female enfranchisement was not a threat to but the full realization of the maternal role. 

This agenda conditioned what white women could see and say about Indians. The 

argument for motherhood as a political function was linked to a construction of the 

feminine as a civilizing force. Lucilia W. Learned made this explicit in an address at the 

1893 World's Congress of Representative Women, entitled "Results of Club Life Among 

Women Upon the Home." Learned proclaimed that 

...it is woman that civilizes and educates man. Who, in the home, receives earliest 

her love and care? The new-bom child. Who trains him ~ 'young savage in his 

age of flint' ~ if not the mother? So that, when as husband he begins a home of 

his own, his wife receives him civilized or barbarous, according as some woman 

has made him the one or the other. From that time forth no growth into higher 

civilization is possible that does not come to each in and through that of the other. 

Love and equity, those infinite, omnipotent forces, are the great civilizers that 

should work in every home. (Learned 797) 
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Here, the language of savagery and civilization functions metaphorically, describing not 

cultural but gender difference. But this same construction of women as "the great 

civilizers" defined their relationship to the Native peoples perceived to be literal 

"savages." Savagery was woman's special workshop, and her "successes" there justified 

her claim to the franchise. Suffragists therefore frequently pointed to the "elevating" 

effect of female activity: "As the influence of woman has been uniformly elevating in 

new civilizations, in missionary work in heathen nations, in schools, colleges, literature, 

and in general society, it is fair to suppose that politics would prove no exception" 

(Stanton, Anthony and Gage, "Introduction" 19). Likewise, it was resolved at the 

National Woman Suffrage Association (NWSA) Convention in 1879 "That laboring men, 

as an act of justice and humanity, should demand the ballot for woman, the unpaid 

laborer of the whole world, that she may with it compel reform and industrial schools to 

be opened, the outcast redeemed, the dramshop closed, the savage civilized, to make 

honest work and fair wages for women and to save the life of the people" ("Resolutions" 

6). "Civilizing the savage" was linked to saving the "life of the people." Woman as the 

great redeemer thus depended upon that category of the savage in order to keep in view 

her special contributions to the enterprise of civilization. If there were no savages to 

civilize — if that category ceased to exist ~ white women would lose that opportunity to 

demonstrate their particular "civilizedness." 

In order to further underscore the feminization of civilization, suffragists 

contrasted the womanly solution to the Indian problem with male bungling ~ and male 

savagery. As one suffragist claimed, "The Indian question would have been peacefully 
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and righteously settled long ago without any standing arniy, if Lucretia Mott could have 

led in the councils of the nation, and the millions spent in fighting the Indians might have 

been used in kindergartens for the poor, to some lasting benefit" (qtd. in "National 

Conventions" 105). Because of their own barbarous tendency to violence, so the 

argument went, men were incapable of being the agents of civilization. As a result, the 

Indian problem became a woman's question, a field of domestic activity outside the 

home. 

Like abolition activity in the antebellum period, post-war Indian reform had both 

a literal and a figurative impact on women's lives. Through such organizations as the 

Woman's National Indian Association, activists transcended the boundaries of domestic 

life and claimed the right to a public voice. At the same time, activists used the figurative 

construct of the Indians as "children of the forest" to legitimate the politicized vision of 

national maternity that underwrote their claim to the fi-anchise. 

I. Alice Fletcher: Mothering the Indian Child 

The case of anthropologist-cum-Indian Reformer Alice Fletcher illustrates how 

women used Indians in the abstract to testify to their own "civilizedness" while using 

literal Indians to extend the appropriate boundaries of woman's sphere. When Fletcher 

became the allotting agent to the Omahas, "She was to be a special agent of the Office of 

Indian Affairs and would be paid five dollars a day plus expenses, the same as for men in 

an equivalent position" (Mark 88). Imposing the Anglo-American value system on the 
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Indians was for Fletcher a way of participating in it — with the same agency and 

economic value as a man. 

Fletcher approached her task believing that Indian society might reveal something 

about her own society. As she wrote to fellow anthropologist Lucien Carr in 1881, "I 

know that what I am toward [field work among the Indians] is difficult, fraught with 

hardship to mind and body, but there is something to be learned in the line of woman's 

life in the social state represented by the Indians that. . . will be of value not only 

ethnologically but help toward the historical solution of 'the woman question' in our 

midst. Is it not so?" (qtd. in Mark 42). And indeed, she saw and wrote about women's 

rights among the Indians. She broke down the "beast of burden" stereotype and described 

the activities of Native women as central to their own culture. Contrary to conventional, 

self-serving white assumptions about the degradation of the Indian "squaw," Fletcher 

found an equitable distribution of labor and a harmonious arrangement of gender roles 

among the Indians she observed. 

She shared some of her findings with suffragists at the International Council of 

Women in 1888, in an address on "The Legal Conditions of Indian Women." Begiiming 

with the "popular impression concerning Indian women" ~ that they were "slaves, 

possessing neither place, property, nor respect in the tribe," that "upon them falls all the 

drudgery of life," and that they were "bought and sold as wives, and their life is without 

honor or happiness" (237) ~ Fletcher proceeded to offer her own firsthand perspective as 

a counter to these misconceptions. She described tribal organization as a civilization of its 

own. "The Indian tribe is not a mere collection of men and women; it is a completely 



organized body, girt about by laws, unwritten, it is true, but rooted in the religion and 

time-honored customs of the people" (237). If law was the hallmark of civilization, she 

stresses not the savagery but the legitimacy ~ in Anglo-American terms ~ of the tribe. 

In her analysis of Native women's roles, Fletcher carefully avoided confronting 

the legal conditions of white women. If tribal customs did in fact offer any insight into 

her own society, she didn't acknowledge it. When she explained that according to Indian 

law "the husband and wife represent two distinct political bodies, so to speak, which can 

never coalesce, for neither the man nor the woman by marrying lose or change any of 

their rights in their respective clans" (238), she didn't make explicit the contrast that 

would have immediately presented itself to her audience: under Anglo-American law, 

husband and wife were one, and that one was the husband. Fletcher described the 

traditions of matrilineal descent and the sovereignty of wives, pointing out that "The gifts 

made by the man to the family of his wife are not a price paid for her, but the recognition 

of certain claims and demands upon him. The equivalent of these gifts is returned to the 

wife, within a few months after her marriage, by her father or near of kin" (238-9). In 

other words. Native wives ~ unlike white women ~ were not commodities, and nor was 

marriage a commercial transaction between owners of woman-as-property. And though 

Indian society, like nineteenth-century American culture, assigned separate spheres to 

men and women. Native women were not legally disabled by those gender distinctions in 

the way that white women were. "The Indian man was the sole provider and protector, 

and the Indian woman the conservor, of the home....and, as a logical consequence, all the 

property belonged to the woman" (239). This "logical consequence" cannot have failed to 
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the "logical consequence" of Anglo-American law . But even so, Fletcher was not able to 

see in the status of Indian women a legitimate alternative to, or even a lesson about, the 

condition of nineteenth-century white women. Her investment in the category of 

"Indianness" as fundamentally "other" obscured the possibility of identification. 

Tellingly, Fletcher's address to the International Council of Women was followed by 

Susan B. Anthony's introduction of "one of the race about which Miss Fletcher has been 

talking — an Indian — Princess Viroqua. She is here on the platform, and, since we are 

representatives of all nationalities and all people, I want her to step forward and let you 

look at a native-bom Indian" (Fletcher, "Legal Conditions" 241). Even after a talk on 

women's rights among the Indians, these white women saw a living Indian woman as a 

curiosity to put on display, a relic of the primitive. This "native-bom Indian" was not 

someone to engage with or leam from ~ she was rather something to "look at."'^ 

Fletcher repeated much of this material in an essay for the May 1899 Southern 

Workman, a journal linked to the Hampton Normal and Agricultural Institute in Virginia, 

which was designed to train America's non-white labor force (both Indians and African 

Americans). In this essay, entitled "The Indian Woman and Her Problems," she gives 

even more emphasis to the "feminization" of civilization. In her description of separate 

spheres among the Indians, she explains that male warriors were charged with preserving 

the peace so that women might do the work of building civilization. For Fletcher, Indian 

women's labor was not the dmdgery of a subordinated class. Rather, "All this work of 

woman's brain and hands ... has since developed into industries that are now controlling 



forces in civilization" (174). Having established that the Indians have a civilization, she 

clearly genders it female. In other words, she reads her own agenda (gendering American 

civilization female) into Indian culture. 

But rather than calling on her readers to take this model for their own, Fletcher 

proceeds to ask that they "take pity on the Indian woman" (241). "It has been my task to 

explain to the Indian woman her legal conditions under the law. In bringing our legal 

lines down upon her independent life I have been led to realize how much woman has 

given of her own freedom to make the strong foundation of the family and to preserve the 

accumulation and descent of property" (240). She speaks of the Indian woman having 

"fallen under the edge of our laws" (241), a figuratively violent image that suggests 

mutilation of this formerly "distinct political bod[y]." Recognizing that the Anglo-

American civilization she was bringing so insistently to the Indians imperiled the very 

system of equality she has been describing for her white readers, Fletcher acknowledges 

that the "one response" she has gotten from Indian women is "As an Indian woman I was 

free. I owned my home, my person, the work of my own hands, and my children could 

never forget me. I was better as an Indian woman than under white law." Likewise, 

Indian men have consistently remarked to Fletcher that "Your laws show how little your 

men care for their women. The wife is nothing of herself." Fletcher repeats over and over 

again, here and elsewhere in her writings, an anecdote in which Sitting Bull implored her 

to spare a thought for Indian women: " 'You are a woman,' he said. 'You have come to 

me as a friend. Pity my women. We men owe what we have to them. They have worked 

for us ... but in the new life their work is taken away. For my men I see a future; for my 



women I see nothing. Pity them; help them, if you can.'" ("Legal Conditions" 240; 

"Among the Omahas" 46; "The Indian Woman and Her Problems" 175). According to 

Fletcher's biographer Joan Mark, "She had come to study the lives of Indian women, 

hoping to find some answer to 'the woman question' that plagued her own society. She 

was beginning to glimpse a way of life in which the woman's role was perhaps more 

satisfying than it was for herself and her contemporaries," but she was persuaded that 

"the Indians were caught in a political and economic situation in which this way of life 

was doomed" (Mark 62). Fletcher acknowledges that the position of women in tribal 

culture "had always been one of honor rather than one of slavery and degradation" 

("Indian Woman and Her Problems" 174). She likewise admits that, under the changes 

that she herself had helped to introduce, "There is now no possible reward for her work." 

Not only are there no rituals of honor, but "The picturesque has gone out of her life, the 

black cooking stove, the wash-tub, the glinting needle are her silent and inexorable 

companions" ("Indian Woman and Her Problems" 176). However, Fletcher caimot see 

Indian women's rights as something to preserve. The loss of the fi"eedom, self-possession, 

and meaningful labor she associates with Native women's lives is, like the vanishing 

"pictureseque" of traditional Indianness generally, an inevitable dying out that may be 

lamented, but should not be arrested. According to the cultural construct of the Vanishing 

Indian that assumed the inevitable extinction of the Indian as Indian, this kind of loss was 

an unfortunate but necessary sign of the inexorable march of progress. 

The source of this blind spot was also, in part, the ideology of her own white 

women's rights agenda. Fletcher was constrained by the need to maintain the boundary 



between savage and civilized so that white women had a forum for demonstrating their 

uniquely feminine authority. Pity sustained that boundary. As long as the Indian remained 

an object of pity, the Indian Problem was a matter of sentiment: according to nineteenth-

century gender codes, a feminine matter. But because the Indian had to be constructed as 

an object of emotion, Fletcher seemed unable to think in clear political terms — that is, in 

terms of rights. In the view of the Indian Problem forwarded by certain white women's 

rights activists, the discourse of rights was overwhelmed by the discourse of sentiment. 

The entitlement of Indian women was thus obscured by white women's self-serving 

"compassion" for the Indian "squaw." 

Thus, while she is fully aware of the enormity of the "sacrifice" Indian women 

must make, Fletcher nevertheless insists upon its necessity. "All this was necessary, that 

the pressure of want should be removed, time for mental culture secured, and the 

development of civilization made possible to the race" ("Legal Conditions" 240). And 

she was so invested in not just the necessity but the fundamental value of civilization that 

she couldn't fully make sense of what she was seeing. When Fletcher administered the 

allotment of lands to the Omahas, "wives were counted in the census but not given their 

own allotments" (Mark 93). Fletcher saw nothing amiss, and she couldn't fathom why the 

Omahas did. "She spent much time trying to explain Nebraska laws of property and 

inheritance to the Omahas, who could not understand why ... wives did not have as much 

right to the land as husbands. In 1893, in response to the complaints of the Omahas, 

Congress amended the act of August 7, 1882, granting wives eighty acres of land in their 

own right" (Mark 94). Even with the Woman Question on her mind, Fletcher couldn't 
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seem to see the implications of her own poUcy until the Omahas themselves resisted the 

system of female dispossession. And when called to the Winnebagos in 1887 to again 

allot individual holdings, this time under legislation of her own creation,^ Fletcher 

observed, "Women have some queer privileges here I don't yet get at" (qtd. in Mark 

160). According to Mark, she thought these "queer privileges" contributed to "weak 

family ties" (Mark 161).^ Ironically, the very conception of the family that was forwarded 

in defense of white women's rights was here thought to be weakened by Indian women's 

rights. 

Fletcher had glimpses of the fact that she was dealing with a radically different 

value system ~ which could have indicated to her that her own was a cultural construct, 

but seemed not to. As she wrote to her Peabody Museum mentor in 1882, "The family 

relation is very hard for a white person to understand without imposing his own heredity 

and trained thought upon it. I've worked hard at that and have sometimes succeeded in 

twisting [my] mind to the Indian view." She continued: "I have taken much pains to get 

at the Indian ideas of property, of the use and occupation of land. Owning it, they never 

dreamed of, save as they have now been taught by removals. They would as soon thought 

of owning air or rain" (qtd. in Mark 66). But she could not see in these "Indian ideas of 

property" a meaningful alternative to the Anglo-American tradition of possessive 

individualism. The Indians' very different conceptions of property and personhood could 

have suggested to Fletcher that the principles of her own civilization, by which women 

were clearly subordinated, might not be natural or necessary. Imposing Anglo-American 

beliefs about ownership and individuality on tribal culture in her capacity as allotting 



agent, she might have gained new insight into her own core values as she witnessed the 

consequences for Indian women. But rather than finding an opportunity to reflect on her 

own condition in her experience with tribal difference, she could only commit herself 

with redoubled persistence to "civilizing" this Indian view. 

Fletcher attempted to reconcile the conflict in her own thinking by imposing an 

unbridgeable gap between past and present. As Mark explains, "Alice Fletcher came to 

have a dual view of Indians. In their old way of life they were adults — they worked, they 

worshiped, they governed themselves ~ but in the new way of life which was unfamiliar 

to them they were children, not knowing what to do." This view of the Indians as 

childlike both justified Fletcher's own complicity in the subordination of Indian women 

and glorified her status within white civilization. Rather than contributing to the 

dispossession of Indian sisters, she could understand herself to be facilitating the growth 

of Indian children. And in so doing, she embodied the civilizing force of white 

womanhood. "She, who had brought them the new way, became in effect their 

mother.... She had brought them forth out of the womb of barbarism into the harsh light of 

civilization where they stood blinking and confused" (Mark 107). This is the language 

Fletcher — unmarried and childless ~ herself uses: "In January 1889 she told the Board of 

Indian Commissioners that they must 'push on the work of severalty,' adding, 'It is like 

the birth, a dangerous time, but it is the only chance for life'" (Mark 107). From 

Fletcher's perspective, the Indians' only chance for survival was the difficult but 

necessary birth into civil life by way of possessive individualism. The only alternative 

was a double vanishing: the literal extermination of the Indians, and the figurative civil 
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death of the dispossessed, who could not claim personhood without owning "property" in 

Anglo-American terms. But she applied this conviction ~ and her role in carrying it out ~ 

in the matemalist terms set out by segments of contemporary suffrage discourse. In this 

way, she was able to reinforce both the appropriateness of public activity for women and 

the appropriateness of the policies she advocated. The metaphor of mothering the Indian 

child ~ of being midwife to the Indian as what Commissioner J.D.C. Atkins' 1887 report 

called an "embryo citizen" (Atkins, "English Language" 201) ~ reinforced the "justice" 

of paternalistic (or matemalistic) Indian policy. That is: mother knows best. 

Paradoxically, this matemalist approach both legitimated and undermined the 

cause of white women's rights. As the sentimental discourse of "pitying" the Indian 

woman obscured Fletcher's view of Indian women's rights, so the sentimental discourse 

of mothering the Indian child had potentially negative consequences for white women's 

own rights discourse. Constructing womanhood in the essentialist terms of the 

"expediency" argument potentially undercut claims to equality by natural right and risked 

validating a separate sphere characterized by something other than rationality. As Mark 

writes, one male Indian Reformer "warned .. . that Alice Fletcher was 'enthusiastic, 

unconventional and very emotional. She has fallen into a wretched sentimental way of 

calling the Omahas her children -- her babies ~ and such pet names'" (Mark 107). The 

sentimentalization of Indian reform is what permitted women to engage in it and 

positioned such public activity as the force holding the national family together. But this 

same "wretched" sentimentalism left white women vulnerable to the charge of 

"enthusiasm" and irrationality, which ultimately translated into political incompetence. In 
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other words, the suffragist argument predicated on women's innate maternal virtues 

hinged on the sentimentalization of a nation as a family, rather than on a view of the 

nation as a contractual arrangement among rightsholders. In the context of deep-rooted 

cultural skepticism about sentiment as an apolitical domestic function, the rights of both 

white women and Native peoples may have been threatened by white women activists' 

commitment to a sentimental model. 

Fletcher's mothering of the Indians clearly had something to do with her sense of 

infantalization in her relationship with her professional mentor, Peabody Museum 

director Frederic Ward Putnam. She wrote to him in 1887, "After I left you I felt sort of 

wicked. I felt as though I had been like a child that gathers up all its broken playthings 

and pours them at her father's feet for care and mending.... I am only as a child to you 

in ability... .The world is a cold place, and the Museum my only home" (qtd. in Mark 

147). If her own status as "ward" ~ both politically, as a woman, and professionally, in 

her ongoing apprenticeship to Putnam ~ was not entirely comprehensible to her, she 

could more clearly see the consequences of otherness for "her" Native "children." From 

her perspective, the maintenance of cultural difference could only lead to extinction for 

Native peoples. The Indians had to be allotted ~ to own property — so that they didn't 

become property. But in the process, they became her children. In light of this rhetoric, 

the relationship between Fletcher and Francis La Flesche (Omaha) is particularly 

revealing. Fletcher informally adopted La Flesche, a promising anthropologist in his own 

right, as her son. Mark's biography includes a thorough discussion of this relationship, 

and of Fletcher's struggle to maintain the a mother-child dynamic even in professional 



collaboration. But more significantly, as her children, La Flesche specifically and Indians 

generally became her property ~ the means by which Fletcher was able to realize her 

own professional personhood. Ultimately, Indians functioned not to mirror her own 

condition of wardship or professional infantilization, but as a tool for overcoming it. 

It was therefore neither possible nor expedient for Fletcher to recognize a 

common condition. But in her limited vision, she ultimately undercut her own agenda. In 

"The Indian and the Prisoner," published in the April 1888 Southern Workman, she 

remarks upon "the startling and fundamental resemblance between prison and reservation 

life" (45). Among other similarities, she notes the simultaneously literal and figurative 

criminalization of Indianness: "The Indians have been considered a troublesome and 

dangerous class. They have been imprisoned within reservation lines, beyond which the 

law or the sympathy of human kind found no open roadway" (45). This is certainly a 

metaphor by which women understood their own legal conditions. Classed with felons in 

the political hierarchy, suffragists claimed that this status figuratively criminalized 

womanhood itself. Fletcher writes that "No one who has not stood beside the Indian, and 

with him faced his legal condition, can understand the dwarfing power of being governed 

in mind, body, and estate by a strong, unsympathetic race. I have often marvelled that so 

much manhood remains among the Indians after years of this treatment" (45). Women 

have in a sense stood beside the Indian and faced just this legal condition, but Fletcher 

here represents legal status as a function of manhood. What is imperiled (though 

remarkably resilient) is masculinity. Fletcher reports with pleasure that being told of the 

meaning of citizenship makes one Indian feel "more like a man" (45). Manhood in this 



sense implies both adulthood ~ the status the Indian achieves under Fletcher's attentive 

mothering ~ and, importantly, masculinity. In this essay, there is an implicit set of very 

revealing oppositions. The Indian success story is told in the language of masculinity, 

adulthood, freedom, and citizenship. On the other side of that binary, then, is the familiar 

catalogue of nineteenth-century nonpersons: female, child, felon, noncitizen. In her 

attempt to glorify her own status as national mother, Fletcher ends up reinforcing the link 

between masculinity and citizenship by which women were disenfranchised in the first 

place. 

Toward the end of her career, according to Mark, Fletcher became increasingly 

aware of the implications of her policy. Two articles for the Southern Workman, written 

about two months apart, evince a distinct shift in tone. "The Indian at the Trans-

Mississippi Exposition," published in November 1898, echoes Fletcher's other writings 

in its emphasis on the Indians' rebirth into American life, which is predicated on their 

rejection of their own primitive past. Fletcher then wrote "Flotsam and Jetsam from 

Aboriginal America," published in January 1899, after re-reading Edward Everett Hale's 

"The Man Without a Country." This second essay takes a very different approach, 

reflecting Fletcher's reading of that story's central theme ~ exile ~ in the context of 

Indian affairs. 

"The Man Without a Country," first published in The Atlantic Monthly in 

December 1863, resonated powerfiilly in the American imagination for many decades. 

Published at a moment when the friture of the Union itself was in question, the story is 

based on a historical supporter of Aaron Burr, a man called "Nolan" who was tried for 
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treason. Hale's fictional Philip Nolan, after wishing "that I may never hear of the United 

States again" (4) at his court martial, is granted his wish. He is permanently disowned by 

his country, exiled at sea, where by special arrangement (including censored newspapers, 

scissorsed maps, and carefully monitored conversation) he lives out his days without 

hearing anything of the United States. The point of the story is the agony of exile. Nolan 

is repeatedly moved to pallor and tears by any mention of homes or homelessness. Of 

especial note is a scene in which Nolan's ship liberates the kidnapped Africans on an 

illegal slave ship. The captain of the liberating vessel offers to take the freed prisoners to 

nearby Las Palmas. Nolan, acting as translator, relays the response: 

He says, 'Not Palmas.' He says, 'Take us home, take us to our own country, take 

us to our own house, take us to our own pickaninnies and our own women.' He 

says he has an old father and mother, who will die, if they do not see him. And 

this one says he left his people all sick, and paddled down to Fernando to beg the 

white doctor to come and help them, and that these devils caught him in the bay 

just in sight of home, and this one says,' choked out Nolan, 'that he has not heard 

a word from his home in six months, while he has been locked up in an infernal 

barracoon.'" (19) 

This link between an exiled American and kidnapped Africans offered American readers 

new insight into the condition of diaspora. Drawing a parallel between Nolan and the 

Africans on the slave ship, the story indicates that exile takes many forms. The 

dispossession of the kidnapped Africans' literal homelands is echoed not only by Nolan's 

physical exile from America, but by the deprivation of his cultural at-homeness, of his 



birthright of citizenship. These less literal effects of physical exile allowed late-

nineteenth-century readers to make a further connection between Nolan's story and the 

experience offigurative alienation from one's home. As an emblem for dispossession 

generally, the "man without a country" became a resonant image for various forms of 

political and cultural marginalization. 

For Fletcher, Nolan's exile functioned as a figure for alienation from one's own 

past. She begins "Flotsam and Jetsam from Aboriginal America" by recounting the plot 

of Hale's story, observing that "One rises from its perusal with a fresh realization of how 

essential it is to a healthy, useful and well rounded life to feel one's self a vital part of a 

nation, having a claim to its past history, a right to build one's life into its present, and to 

gain a share in its future greatness" (12). Identity as a citizen, in other words, is derived 

from continuity, from the ongoing experience of oneself as part of a larger national 

whole. She then considers this idea in the context of Indian policy. "Recently as I was re

reading this classic, after a lapse of more than a score of years, a startling resemblance 

suddenly rose before me, between the carrying out of the sentence upon Phillip Nolan, 

and our frequent dealings with the Indian youth of this land." She is quick to disavow too 

close a connection, claiming with an astonishing failure of memory that "the resemblance 

is not in the literal conditions of the two cases, for we have not yet deported the Indian 

bodily" (12-13). The previous decades of Indian removal are not in her mind related to 

what she sees as the Indians' figurative exile. Rather, she targets "the feeling somewhat 

current among us that the Indian must be cut loose from his past, encouraged to despise 



indiscriminately all that his fathers held sacred, and to regard his race as one of 

degradation and savagery" (13). 

Having come to see traditional Native practices as a crucial source of cultural 

identity for the Indians rather than merely an obstacle to their survival within a 

Euroamerican nation, she insists upon the importance of preserving some record of these 

disappearing aboriginal rituals and songs. This position represents a significant departure 

from the conventional view. The need to preserve Indian customs as relics of a vanishing 

past had become a cultural commonplace, but Fletcher, rather than appropriating the 

Indian past as American history, considers the preservation of Indian custom in the 

context of the Indians' own sense of self And in using "The Man Without a Country," a 

story about national identity, to make this point, Fletcher suggests that the continuity of 

Indian tradition is the basis not just for a cultural sense of self, but for a national sense of 

self 

Fletcher is certainly relatively unique among her peers in asserting that Indians 

should or do have a national identity. This, however, is as far as she is able to go. She 

insists that the Indian "is now a part of the new America," and she "would not encourage 

false estimates of ideas bom under conditions of limited knowledge." In other words, she 

does not advocate a distinct Indian future emerging from that distinct Indian past. Nor 

does she question her program for Americanizing the Indian. She only desires "a just 

appreciation of those ethical teachings, and that reverent attitude of mind, which I have 

found to have been in the past, as a priceless heritage not to be swept away with so much 

that is worthless, but which should foster a noble pride in the Indian, and be as a 



contribution to the enlightenment of the future" (13). By the end of this short article, she 

has retreated from the association of Indian culture with national identity, concluding 

with a more conventional point about the Indian's "priceless" cultural "heritage." Still, 

this essay reflects a step away from her earlier insistence upon erasing the Indian past as a 

necessary condition of Americanization. And it is particularly interesting that she uses a 

story about nationhood and exile to make this point about Native identity. 

Fletcher's contemporaries in the woman suffrage movement also found in this 

popular story a useful vehicle for expressing their own sense of homelessness. After 

Susan B. Anthony's trial for illegal voting in 1872, a writer for the Albany Law Review 

sneered, "If Mrs. Gage and Miss Anthony are not pleased with our laws, they had better 

emigrate." The suffragists responded, "This would make real, in case of woman, Edward 

Everett Hale's story of the 'Man Without a Country.' Women are, by this advice, 

assumed to have no country; to be living in the United States upon sufferance, a species 

of useful aliens, which possesses no rights that man is boimd to respect, which are not to 

be permitted to vote, nor even to protest when the dearest rights are trampled upon" 

("Trials and Decisions" 691).' For white women activists, political disenfranchisement 

was experienced as a form of exile. Ultimately, Nolan's story mirrors what Wald 

describes as "the potential fate of all subjects in the Union": a legal erasure that creates, 

as the History of Woman Suffrage puts it, "a species of useful aliens." 

That the same story offered to Fletcher a reflection on the Indian Problem while it 

offered to her suffragist peers a reflection on the Woman Question suggests an 

opportunity for identifjdng one condition of exile with the other. But despite Fletcher's 
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participation in both circles,^ she seemed to make no connection. If contemplation of the 

Indian Problem influenced her reflections on her own position as a woman, she made no 

explicit admission of that. But the figure of the "man without a country" seemed to 

resonate for Fletcher in provocative ways. The repetition of a particular telling phrase 

may suggest an implicit identification. A line from the preface to Fletcher's Indian 

Games and Dances (1915), which appears on the plaque behind which her remains are 

stored, evokes Fletcher's own sense of being a "woman without a country": "Living with 

my Indian friends I found I was a stranger in my native land" (qtd. in Mark 354). 

Interestingly, Fletcher says the same thing about the Indian. In an essay describing the 

condition of contemporary Native peoples, she writes, "The sudden overwhelming of his 

environment, which he had believed to be fixed and unchangeable, has left him dazed and 

a stranger in the land of his nativity" ("The Indian Woman and Her Problems" 173). In 

other words, Fletcher was beginning to see that contact with Euroamerican civilization 

was not, from the Indians' perspective, an opportunity for cultural advancement. Rather, 

it was the beginning of a long series of dislocations and dispossessions, culminating in 

Fletcher's own project for civilizing her Indian children. And, on some level, she was 

beginning to identify that condition with her own — to see that "natural" and "necessary" 

were not nearly so "fixed and unchangeable" as she had assumed. But the rhetoric of 

matemalism prevented someone like Fletcher — who moved between the discourses of 

the woman question and the Indian problem ~ from seeing those discourses as linked in 

any meaningful way. 
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II. Matilda Joslyn Gage and the Indian Citizen 

Matilda Joslyn Gage's involvement with the suffrage movement began with the 

Syracuse, New York, NWSA convention in 1852 and continued until her death in 1898. 

Gage, Susan B. Anthony, and Elizabeth Cady Stanton have come to be known as the 

suffrage activism "triumvirate." Together, they edited the first three volumes of the 

compendious History of Woman Suffrage and dominated the leadership of woman's 

rights activism for nearly half a century. Gage's primary focus is most fully elaborated in 

her 1893 Woman, Church and State, an exhaustively researched history of female 

dispossession under canon law. This scathing indictment of institutionalized religion 

reveals the radicalism for which she was essentially shut out of the movement by the end 

of her career and virtually erased from suffrage history.^ 

Gage was restored to the feminist record largely through the efforts of historian 

Sally Roesch Wagner, who developed a personal acquaintance with a Gage descendent 

and helped prepare the Gage papers for scholarly examination.'" Wagner came to see 

Gage's relationship to the nearby Iroquois Indians as perhaps her most distinctive 

contribution to the cause. As Wagner writes in Sisters in Spirit: Haudenosaunee 

(Iroquois) Influence on Early American Feminists, "For twenty years I had immersed 

myself in the writings of early United States women's-rights activists...yet I could not 

fathom how they dared to dream their revolutionary dream .... Then it dawned on me. I 

had been skimming over the source of their vision without even noticing it....They 

believed women's liberation was possible because they knew liberated women, women 



who possessed rights beyond their wildest imagination: Haudenosaunee women" (37, 

41). 

Indeed, Gage was clearly aware of her Iroquois neighbors, reporting on their 

festivals and lifeways ~ including the status of women in tribal culture ~ for nearly 

twenty years. But her thinking about these Native peoples was complicated and 

sometimes contradictory, and her relationship to them was not one of simple emulation or 

validation. What Gage saw on the New York State reservations was necessarily filtered 

through the lenses of her contemporary culture, lenses that conditioned both what she 

could see and what she could say about Indians. And in the complex process of coming to 

terms with those conflicting reahties. Gage mirrored how many women thought about 

themselves, their "others," and the essence of civilization in late-nineteenth-century 

America. 

In order to understand political power, women had to understand the basic unit of 

society ~ the person — and how the person as a legal and political construct was shaped 

and understood. Gage's exploration of this question culminated in Woman, Church and 

State, which is ultimately a study of the relationship between property and personhood: 

how not owning property leaves women vulnerable to becoming property. But though this 

issue was also central to nineteenth-century Indian policy. Gage, like Fletcher, was for 

many years resistant to finding in the "Indian Problem" a mirror for the "Woman 

Question." Rather than seeing Indians as likewise victimized by the American value 

system. Gage saw Indian policy as the clearest illustration of universal male privilege. 

Above all else, Indian policy demonstrated for Gage the link between citizenship and 
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masculinity/^ In rhetoric that is echoed repeatedly in late-nineteenth-century Indian 

pohcy debates, Commissioner Edward P. Smith called for "qualified citizenship" in 1874 

as a way to recognize "the essential manhood ... of the Indian" (146). If Indian policy was 

an opportunity to define "citizen" and "civilization" in the process of imposing both on 

"savages," one clear meaning of these concepts here defined is "man." 

As a result, Gage and others like her viewed the Indians as competitors for a 

seemingly finite set of rights. Much of the documentary history of women's rights 

activism after the Civil War reveals a markedly adversarial tone. Many women felt that 

they had dutifully given the freed slave his hour in the 14^^ and 15*^ Amendment debates, 

12 and now justice for white women was long overdue. Indian reform was viewed as yet 

another distraction. For example, the NWS A resolutions of 1879 include the observation, 

"In President Hayes' last message, he makes a truly paternal review of the interests of 

this republic, both great and small, from the army, the navy, and our foreign relations, to 

the ten little Indians in Hampton, Va.,... —yet forgets to mention twenty million women 

robbed of their social, civil and political rights" ("Eleventh Annual" 3). Not only is this 

dismissive of the "ten little Indians," but it suggests children ~ infantilized by law ~ 

competing for their father's "paternal" attention. 

Women's rights activists were certainly aware of egregious mismanagement in 

Indian affairs, and were occasionally able to see injustice toward the Indian as yet another 

manifestation of the patriarchal power that oppressed white women. The tenth resolution 

at this same 1879 NWS A convention states "That the policy of this government in 

appointing agents to educate and civilize the Indians, to obtain calico dresses for squaws 
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and aprons for pappooses and a comfortable salary for their own pockets out of money 

justly due the Indian tribes, is in harmony with man's treatment of women in 

appropriating her property, talents, time and labors, and using the proceeds as he pleases 

in the name of protection" ("Eleventh Annual" 3). In other words, Gage and other NWSA 

activists recognized common abuses under the name of "protection." But at the same 

time, they were outraged by the greater attention to the Indian Problem. In the NWSA 

convention coverage published in Gage's suffragist newspaper, the National Citizen and 

Ballot Box, this resolution is tellingly described as "relative to the protection of Indian 

squaws and ignoring the white women of the land, etc." ("Eleventh Annual" 3). Rather 

than confronting the wardship status itself, Gage^^ here challenges only the great white 

father's preference for his Indian daughters. This symbolic family dynamic illustrates the 

limited vision available to women in the paternalistic state. 

A brief note in the September 1879 issue of the National Citizen and Ballot Box 

clarifies the source of Gage's resentment of the "ten little Indians." She refers to a N.Y. 

Tribune article advocating citizenship for the Comanche, Kiowa, Cheyenne, and 

Onondaga, and responds: "What the Tribune means by making the Indians 'citizens,' is 

to endow them with the ballot. The Republicans are ready for all classes of 'males,' black 

men, red men, lunatics, idiots, ~ every human being rejoicing in the appellation, 'male,' 

but not for woman." Gage sees this same principle demonstrated in the parallel cases of 

Susan B. Anthony and two Oneida Indians, all arrested after voting in presidential 

elections (Anthony in 1872, the Oneida men in 1876). In her January 1878 National 

Citizen and Ballot Box report on the cases, subtitled "Two Pictures 'Look on This Picture 
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and on That,'"Gage concludes: "In both cases the judge took the question of law into his 

own hands, in the woman's case deciding adversely, and that she was a criminal because 

in voting she knew she was a woman. In case of the Indians deciding favorably and that 

they did right because in voting they knew they were men. Once more we have a grand 

illustration of the fact that in the United States it is deemed a crime to be a woman" ("The 

Right of Indians to Vote").^'' The enfranchisement of the Indian — bringing the formerly 

"legally unrepresentable" within the realm of civil society ~ reaffirms for Gage that her 

own experience of civil erasure or legal exile is written into the definition of citizenship. 

Gage then attempts to deconstruct that definition. Given this threatened solidarity 

of manhood (defined against womanhood), Gage counterposes an equally potent binary: a 

solidarity of the civilized defined against the savage. She observes that "It seems the aim 

of the United States to admit every form and condition of 'male' humanity to a share in 

the government, no matter how ignorant and degraded, from the Mexican greaser of 

Southern Colorado who cannot speak a word of English, and who turns over the soil with 

a stick, to the Indians with whom we are constantly at war" ("Right of Indians").If she 

sees the possibility of Indian citizenship testifying to a (deracialized) link between 

civilization and manhood, she emphasizes the savagery of Indian men in order to 

destabilize that link. As Gage relates the facts of the Oneida case, the two Oneida men 

were found guilty at first by a jury under the direction of Judge Wallace of Syracuse. But 

after a second set of arguments (an opportunity denied to Anthony), Judge Wallace 

returned a new decision in favor of the Indians. Newly armed with the ballot, "at the last 

election several more Oneida Indians voted." This, Gage implies, opened the floodgates: 
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"It was immediately seen that if Oneida Indians could vote, the Onondoga could also 

demand the right of suffrage. Some of these Onondoga Indians though living in the center 

of the Empire state cannot speak a word of English, a portion of them are christianized 

members of the Episcopal and Methodist churches; others are entire pagant [sic], 

strangling and burning a white dog is their highest religious ceremony." She imagines 

here a chaos of savagery flooding the orderly political process, a mockery of progress 

that makes Indian citizenship intolerable ~ and, by implication, makes a universal 

valorization of manhood an insupportable basis for citizenship. 

Gage exposes what she constructs as the catastrophic implications of universal 

manhood suffrage from the outsider position of a disenfranchised woman. She then 

doubly distances the Indian in order to claim an insider status. According to Gage, 

following Wallace's decision, a bill was introduced into Congress providing for Indian 

suffrage, including the provision "The Indian shall belong to a tribe having treaty 

relations with the United States." Gage calls the attention of women to this provision 

because it demonstrates Indians to be "held by our government as foreigners." She's 

conflating two oppositional logics in this essay: savagism, which underlies the ward 

relation, and sovereignty, implied by the treaty relation. But in this thematic shift from 

paganism to foreignness, she maps the civilized/savage distinction onto an 

American/foreigner structure in order to legitimate her own claim to national identity. 

She can then insist, "they are not part and parcel of us" (emphasis added). The concept of 

"citizen," from which she found herself excluded at the beginning of this article, has been 

redefined in opposition to the savages whose exclusion is now the proper source of the 
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definition. That is: when civihzed/savage and American/foreign are woven together, a 

new definition of citizen emerges that is not gendered, but rather cast in cultural or racial 

terms. She then further reinforces this shift by imagining a geographic boundary onto 

what is effectively a temporal one. The Indian in his primitive state was conventionally 

thought to represent an earlier stage in human development, a period of savagery that 

predated the emergence of civilization. But here, she suggests that the Indian is like "A 

Sandwich Islander," who "might as justly be allowed to vote upon 'taking the oath of 

allegiance to the United States' though still remaining in his own country." She implicitly 

represents the Indian as a species of invader, a foreign national from "elsewhere" 

demanding American political rights; but that elsewhere, according to the evolutionary 

assumptions that construct the idea of the savage, is the past, the earlier stages of the 

human race. In this way, she makes the Indian doubly dangerous. He represents the threat 

to national sovereignty of foreign invasion and the threat to civilization itself of savagery: 

the ever-present threat against which civilization-as-progress is defined. In the course of 

this article. Gage redraws the boundaries of civil society, keeping women and their Indian 

"others" firmly on opposite sides. 

Again in "Indian Citizenship," published a few months later in the May 1878 

National Citizen and Ballot Box, Gage draws two pictures: the Indian council opposing 

citizenship and the women's rights convention demanding it. Showing little 

understanding of the Indians' position, she represents them as haughty and disdainful. 

"Can woman's political degradation reach much lower depth? She, educated, 

enlightened. Christian, in vain begs for the crumbs cast contemptuously aside by savages. 
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While some of these red men are educated Christians, others still cling to their pagan 

rites, yearly celebrating the Green Com Dance, yearly burning the White Dog." And 

again, she links savagery to foreignness, a double-othering that reinforces her own claim 

to national participation. But here, she represents Indians not as foreign aggressors but as 

victims of government injustice. Her pity for the Indian provides another link between 

savage and foreigner. She is drawing on the rhetoric of savagism (of which pity is an 

important part); but she's pitying the Indians as foreigners, not as savages. "That the 

Indians have been oppressed ~ are now, is true," but since they exist as "foreign powers, 

though living among us," "duty towards them demands not an enforced citizenship but a 

faithful living up to its [treaty] obligations on the part of the Government." What is 

interesting here is the fluidity of her terms. In this context, she identifies Indianness not 

with savage rituals but with "their olden spirit of independence." Thus, the enforced 

citizenship of the Indian would be "like the forcible annexation of Cuba, Mexico, or 

Canada to our government, and as unjust." In the same short article, Indianness means 

both savagery (burning the white dog) and sovereignty (their "olden spirit of 

independence"). And these two forms of "them" work together to create an oppositional 

"us," an American identity in which Gage includes herself by excluding the Indian other. 

Only by way of this double-othering can Gage ultimately recognize a common 

condition. She reports that a "delegation of Indians called at the White House on New 

Year's Day. As a sarcasm of justice, on their 'Happy New Year' cards were inscribed 

extracts from various treaties made with them, and disregarded rights guaranteed them in 

treaty, by the Government. The women of the nation might take hint from the Indians" by 
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sending "cards inscribed with such sentiments as 'Governments derive their just powers 

from the consent of the governed.' 'Taxation without representation is tyranny,' and 

others of Uke character." She can draw this structural parallel only after she has severed 

the link between citizenship and manhood. Moreover, it's a parallel that maintains 

difference rather than collapsing it: unlike the Indians, whose complaint comes under the 

purview of international law, women are speaking in the American tradition. 

In her reading of this piece, Wagner emphasizes Gage's defense of Indian 

national sovereignty, which she sees as an instance of Gage's commitment to Indian 

rights ("Afterword" 333). But, given the section of this article that Wagner doesn't quote, 

this seems more like an expedient position for suffragists. In other words. Gage defends 

Indian sovereignty not because of a moral or legal imperative (she contradicts this 

position elsewhere), but because it reinforces one kind of difference (between nations) in 

order to de-emphasize another (between genders). 

There were pro-Indian Rights statements issued by the activists with whom Gage 

was associated, but they seem to have existed only as they served suffragist purposes. It 

was resolved at the 1878 NWS A conference "that the national effort to force citizenship 

on the Indians, the decision of Judge Sawyer in the United States Circuit Court of 

California against the naturalization of the Chinese, and the refusal of congress to secure 

the right of suffrage to women, are class legislation, dangerous to the stability of our 

institutions" ("National Conventions" 124). At issue here was the treatment of women as 

a class needing special protections, which suffragists like Gage saw as an outrage to 

individual natural rights. In this case, white women and Indians shared the common 
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experience of being victimized by class legislation. But women's rights activists 

championed Indian sovereignty insofar as doing so reinforced "true" civilized values ~ 

here, the defining American value of individualism. We can see in the NWSA resolutions 

the same kind of contradictory logic we find in Gage's writings. Suffragists didn't mind 

so much if Indians were treated as a class of foreigners ~ just if they were treated as a 

class of citizens. 

Suffragists were necessarily resistant to identifying the Indian's cause with their 

own because they were attempting to counter dominant notions about gender by targeting 

an even more fundamental cultural nervousness about savagery. If civilization was 

defined by its difference from savagery, any conflation of those categories imperiled the 

ideological structure on which the nation rested. When suffragists like Gage pointed out 

the common condition of women and Indians, it was not to challenge the political erasure 

itself, but to illustrate that the very commonality jeopardized the definition of civilization. 

For example, the author of the Dakota Territory report for the History of Woman Suffrage 

wrote, "The inhabitants denied the right of suffrage by their territorial constitution are, 

the Indians not taxed (a hint that those who pay taxes vote), idiots, convicts and women" 

("Dakota" 662). This both suggests that civilized women were contaminated by 

association with savages and felons through their common disenfranchisement, and hints 

at the outrage that there were Indians who voted when women could not. In both cases, 

the outrage was not just against women. Given the assumptions of savagism, it was an 

outrage against civilization itself 
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This strategy informed feminist historiography as well. Suffragists frequently 

included narratives of national origins in their writings, imaginatively re-living the 

colonial struggle to throw the civil-savage distinction into starkest relief. Interestingly, 

this strategy represented the inevitability of progress as, for a moment at least, not at all 

inevitable, but rather fiercely contested. In telling the history of woman suffrage in 

Indiana and Wisconsin, one suffragist wrote: "When the terrible war-whoop was heard, 

the heroism of these hundred women [in General Arthur St. Clair's 1791 army in the 

Northwest Territory] rose equal to the emergency.... with pale, set faces, they joined in 

the defense, and the records say, were most of them killed fighting bravely. They died a 

soldier's death upon the field of battle in defense of home and country.... They were the 

true pioneers of the Northwest, the advance-guard of civilization, giving their lives in 

battle against a terrible enemy" ("Indiana and Wisconsin" 290-91). Not only is 

civilization defined by its enemy (savageness/savages), but it is made more valuable by 

being imperiled as opposed to inevitable. This involves (white) women and (white) men 

in a shared national enterprise, defending a fragile civilization against a common enemy. 

In other words, the concept "savage" is used to forge a community of whiteness that 

crosses the line of gender. 

And when white women pioneers are not as civilized as white men, they are more 

so. Gage reprinted a selection cited as "From Brant and Red Jacket, by Edward Eggleston 

and Lillie Eggleston Seelye," in order to make this point for her readers. "How a Girl 

Defended A Fort: A Story for Girls," appearing in the October 1881 National Citizen and 

Ballot Box, tells of a young girl named Madeline showing valor in the fight against the 
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Iroquois (while the "cowardly soldiers" would have lost the day). Not only does this both 

renew the value of civilization and gender it female, but the contrast between girlish 

bravery'^ and soldierly cowardice essentially writes white manhood out of the script. The 

would-be protectors of the civilized household are impotent. As this story suggests, the 

fate of civilization hinges on the feminine. 

In all this, it's crucial to note that these were abstractions. Savagism was a moral 

language, having little to do with actual Indian practices. So even as the definition of 

civilization hinged on its difference from savagery, the moral language of savagery was 

used to describe "civilized" white men. While anthropologists made careful distinctions 

between savage (nomadic hunting) and barbaric (hunter-gathering) cultures, in this 

moral-metaphorical usage, savagery and barbarism were interchangeable. Both signified 

the inconsistency of "uncivilized" practices in "civilized" society. For example, as Gage 

wrote: "A mother is denied the custody of her own child; a most barbarous and unjust 

law, which robs her of the child placed in her care by the great Creator himself (qtd. in 

"New York" 579). Because it was an abstraction, "savage" could be fluid, allowing 

women to distance themselves both from Indians and from the moral savagery of male 

civilization. This reinforced the invaluable role white women played in the symbolic 

construction of America — were it not for their difference from savages, the difference 

between savage and civilization would collapse — while leaving fundamental ideas about 

Indians intact 

Thus, few white women questioned the myth that Indian women were beasts of 

burden who would immeasurably benefit from progress toward civilization. Temperance 
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advocate Hannah Whitehall Smith related an illustrative anecdote to a Philadelphia 

suffrage convention in 1882: 

Even among the Indians a better feeling is begiiming to prevail. It is Indian 

etiquette for the man to kill the deer or bear, and leave it on the spot where it is 

struck down for the woman to carry home. She must drag it over the ground or 

carry it on her back as best she may, while he quietly awaits her coming in the 

family wigwam. A certain Indian, after observing that white folks did differently 

by their women, once resolved to follow their example. But such was the force of 

public opinion that, when it was discovered that he brought home his own game, 

both he and his wife were murdered. This shows what fearful results prejudice 

may bring about; and the only difference between the prejudice which ruled his 

tribe in regard to woman and that which rules white American men to-day, is a 

difference in degree, dependent upon the difference in enlightenment. The 

principle is the same. The result would be the same were each equally ignorant, 

(qtd. in "Congressional Debates" 230) 

Here, the suffragist argument has it both ways: Smith imagines that white example 

improves the condition of Indian women, because civilization must necessarily be 

progress. Particularly in the nineteenth century, the measure of a civilized society was 

thought to be its treatment of women. As evidenced by the potency of the beast of burden 

stereotype, white civilization insisted that it treated women better than savages did. But 

here. Smith also finds savagery in civilized men. White men differ from savages in the 

"degree" of their "prejudice" against women, but the "principle" behind the Indian wife's 
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a moral language allows these writers to first delink masculinity from civilization, and 

then forge a new link between masculinity and (moral) savagery by collapsing the 

difference between civilized and savage man. Thus, once again, the meaning of 

civilization hinges on the "civilizedness" of white women. 

In a similar vein, Gage uses what she constructs as the savage treatment of 

women as property to reflect on the so-called civilized treatment of women as property. 

Under the heading "His Property," an August 1878 National Citizen and Ballot Box piece 

relates that "A Piute Indian killed his wife, not long ago, and our government officials 

took no notice of the matter, because by Indian law the wife belongs to the husband, ~ is 

'his horse, his dog, his ox, his ass, his anything,' and therefore Mr. Indian had a right to 

• 17 • • 
do what he pleased with his wife, even to killmg her." This opemng suggests a 

distancing of white from savage. Gage emphasizes that "Mr. Indian's" action was 

justified hy Indian law. But then she continues, "Had this Piute ~ one of the most 

degraded of the Indian tribes ~ killed a negro man, held a slave, by Piute law, think you 

our government officials would not have arrested and punished him? Most certainly they 

would. A negro! that is quite a different thing, since he has the ballot. Woman, now, is 

the being who has no rights man is bound to respect." Her reference to the ballot 

implicitly evokes the white women who don't have it. What's at stake here is the (absurd 

and unjust) hierarchy in which freed slaves have more voice than white women. 

(Ultimately, what this piece is really about is "a Columbia Professor" amusing his 

students with the idea that now that freed slaves have been enfranchised "the Democrats 
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would, in time, find it to their advantage to reach down farther and elevate even women 

to the rights of citizenship.") Rather than making a distinction between savage and 

civilized treatment of women, she's using this case to make a point about the savage 

treatment of civilized women. "Woman" is here universalized; the being who has no 

rights is both the Indian woman killed by her husband and ~ more importantly, for Gage 

~ the white woman who is governed by black men. By universalizing gender, Gage is 

able to make the "savage" murder of the Indian wife the manifestation of a principle that 

is equally central to civilized law: "the wife belongs to the husband." By implicitly 

positioning herself as a figurative victim of the savage murder. Gage makes the white 

men who are never explicitly mentioned equally culpable figurative aggressors. But even 

as she universalizes gender, she racializes masculinity. The male rightsholders who 

appear in this piece are the savage murderer and the enfranchised black man. This allows 

Gage to underscore the outrage of masculinity trumping whiteness as a basis for political 

rights. In other words: masculine power is here explicitly represented only by Indians and 

blacks, while female subordination is the subordination of both Indian and white women. 

In this way, she represents the domination of women by men as the rule of "savages" 

over the civilized. The strategy challenges none of the dominant notions about progress 

and savagism ~ it just redefines the terms. 

III. The Multiple Meanings of Indianness 

But the abstractions of savagism depend for their coherence on unexamined 

assumptions and literary conventions as opposed to knowledge of real tribal cultures. The 
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late-century rise of anthropology and ethnology introduced a problem: "savages" were 

18 not categorically savage in their treatment of women. And Gage, for one, knew that. In 

"The Mother of His Children," Gage contrasts the slave status of women in civilized 

society with that of the Iroquois: "The white men of New York," whose laws make "the 

wife the irresponsible slave of the husband," "are this very moment lower in the scale of 

humanitarian civilization than were the Iroquois, who had their seat here before 

Columbus discovered America; for, says Bancroft, it was the unwritten law of the red 

man, that if for any cause the husband and wife separated, the child should go with her 

who had borne and nursed it. Is this not the law of nature, too?" Gage's awareness of the 

greater entitlement of women in "savage" society posed a complex rhetorical challenge: 

How to account for what appears as a reversal of progress (for women) while still 

maintaining the trajectory of progress upon which the notion of civilization depends? 

What to do when white men are more savage than Indians? 

There was, of course, a long literary tradition for making sense of primitive 

nobility. Primitivism — the celebration of the savage's closer relation to "the law of 

nature" ~ is, according to Pearce, the attempt to "recover that portion of the primitive 

self which civilization had corrupted and, in the process, to lay bare the faults of 

civilization" (136). Gage is clearly working within the model Pearce calls "a primitivistic 

mode of social criticism" (136), which aims "to make man live up to his truly civilized 

nature" (138). But, as Pearce explains, the "natural virtues" of savage life could not be 

taken seriously as a model for civilized people, because "the Indian was the remnant of a 

savage past away fi-om which civilized men had struggled to grow. To study him was to 
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study the past. To civihze him was to triumph over the past" (Pearce 49). One may 

wholeheartedly appreciate the assumed simplicity of primitive life, but only as a form of 

nostalgia. "The Indian's nobility was something which existed not for white men to 

aspire to, but rather something for white men to outgrow. Thinking about it, one was 

thinking about his childhood; and one could afford to sentimentalize, even to celebrate, 

childhood.... One would be returned to the reality of adulthood, of growth, of progress — 

to the actuality of the westward course of civilization" (Pearce 195). 

For Pearce, the problem with primitivism was "the facts of savage life" and their 

failure to cohere with "theorizing and wishful thinking" (138). He finds writers 

consistently being frustrated by the genuine "savageness" of Indian life, which belies the 

fantasy of primitivism. Gage's problem was somewhat different. The facts of savage life 

as she saw it did indeed reveal higher status for women than in civilized society. Her 

challenge was to develop a theory that didn't make this form of savagery something to 

outgrow or overcome. In order to rewrite the twin codes of civilization and citizenship in 

a way that didn't put the subordination of women at the center, she needed to re-think her 

representations of Indian culture. 

It is tempting to read a timeline into Gage's thought: a strategic deployment of 

stereotypes of savagery that, following her recognition of women's rights among the 

Indians, she found no longer tenable. But all we can read at this point is cognitive 

dissonance. All of these essays ~ showing white masculinity to be contaminated by its 

association with Indianness, while also showing Indianness to mean not savagery but 

justice to women — appeared at more or less the same time in the 1870s. Gage was 
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assumptions about savagism. 

At least in part, Gage's contradictory thinking reflects regional variations in 

cultural attitudes toward Indianness. She was writing at the height of the United States' 

wars with the Plains Indians, and spent much of her time in South Dakota, where the 

popular press was unremitting in its portrayals of Indian savagery. Iroquois tribes, on the 

other hand, were no longer a military threat, and so seemed fundamentally different from 

Plains Indians to many observers. They could more readily be evoked to signify both 

ancient nobility and female enfranchisement. Likewise, while the Indian Problem in the 

West was conceived of in military terms, "Friends of the Indian" in the East increasingly 

described their agenda in the language of humanitarian reform, emphasizing not the 

savagery but the "civilizeability" of the Indian. But at the same time, "Indian" continued 

to be a monolithic concept for much of the American imagination, which lacked both the 

interest and the information to draw distinctions between tribes (and to understand the 

historical contexts behind different tribes' relationships with the United States). Failing to 

recognize Sioux hostilities as in any way legitimately motivated, many white observers 

concluded that Plains warfare evinced the true essence of Indianness as such. Gage's 

representations of Iroquois civilization may have been destabilized by this paradoxically 

simultaneous awareness and erasure of tribal and regional distinctions. The conventional 

insistence upon Sioux savagery seems to have colored Gage's perception of the Iroquois, 

and made it difficult for her to see through the obstruction of her cultural conditioning. 



And even when writers hke Gage were aware of Iroquois women's enviable 

political position within tribal society, they couldn't see it as having anj^hing to do with 

nineteenth-century white women's rights. In her 1875 "The Remnant of the Five 

Nations," Gage includes a section on "women's rights among the Indians," in which she 

asserts that "Division of power between the sexes in this Indian republic was nearly 

equal. Although the principal chief of the confederacy was a man, descent ran through the 

female line, the sister of the chief possessing the power of nominating his successor." It is 

interesting that she uses the word "republic" rather than "tribe." When describing the 

enfranchisement of women, she uses the language of civilization, not savagery. The 

article begins, "When America first became known to white men as the New World, 

within the limits of what is now called New York state existed one of the oldest known 

republics in the world, a confederacy of Five Nations when first formed, which added 

tribes to its numbers as its successor, the American republic, adds states to its Union." To 

underscore the republican genealogy she is constructing. Gage cites Iroquois chief Dr. 

Peter Wilson's claim that "Jefferson borrowed the Declaration of Independence from the 

Constitution of the Five Nations." That she emphasizes the influence of the Iroquois on 

the Founding Fathers suggests genuine respect, and perhaps an appeal to consistency — 

the "successor" of this first republic should accord the same measure of power to its 

female citizens. And, of course, "successor" tends to naturalize the "progress" from 

Indian to white ownership of New York State. But she seems then to turn away from the 

identification between these repubhcs ~ and, more to the point, from any identification 

between this noble nation and its current "remnants." She must cleanse the Iroquois of 
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their association with savagery, because Indians who give women equal rights must be 

civilized. But she can only do so insofar as these Indians remain in the past. Civilization 

needs the idea of the savage, or it would collapse; so the degraded Indian of the present 

fulfils this function of defining civilization by performing its antithesis. 

Gage (like most of "sympathetic" white America) here sees contemporary Indians 

as debased "remnants" of an ancient nobility. "Their tradition of permanence and 

supremacy as long as burned the council fire, was rudely destroyed when General 

Sullivan, in command of Revolutionary forces, laid waste their settlements and 

extinguished that sacred fire in 1779." The rude destruction of that sacred fire, she 

implies, marked the end of Indian nobility and the beginning of degradation — the process 

that will result in the "savages" she needs to uphold her own sense of civilization. She 

likewise represents the Indians themselves as having lost connection to their tribal past. 

"A young Indian boy, Ha-ya-no (Track in the Water), who visited in my family for a day 

and a night last week, told us he had in vain asked both the old men and the interpreter as 

to the meaning of the Green-Com Festival, which had its annual celebration last Sunday." 

Gage's representation of Iroquois history, however, reflects either 

misunderstanding or deliberate mwrepresentation. Though the Onondaga, keepers of the 

Iroquois League's council fire, had indeed extinguished it in 1777 when the League's 

members formed antagonistic alliances in the American Revolutionary War, the council 

fire had since been rekindled by two branches of the Iroquois, one on the Six Nations 

Reserve at Grand River, Ontario, and one at Buffalo Creek in New York. Furthermore, 

following a spiritual vision. Handsome Lake (Seneca) had founded the revivalist 
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Longhouse Religion in 1799, which advocated a return to traditional Native practices. It 

is, therefore, difficult to imagine that this Indian boy would have been unable to learn, 

even from tribal elders, the meaning of so central a ritual as the Green Com Dance. 

But this representation of Indian youth ~ the present and future of the tribe ~ as 

having no knowledge of or connection to the "Indian republic" destroyed in the 

eighteenth century allows Gage to sustain two competing characterizations of the 

Iroquois. The Iroquois of the past manifested the egalitarian spirit that was absorbed into 

the American Declaration of Independence, while the Iroquois of the present exhibit the 

savagery that disqualifies them for the franchise. Moreover, Gage traces the Indian's 

present degradation and savagery to his own forgetting, which maintains the superiority 

of civilized society by making it to some degree blameless. Furthermore, her take on the 

legacy of contact shows white civilization borrowing the best of Indian culture, while the 

savages ~ lacking, presumably, the evolutionary instinct for self-preservation that defines 

civilized peoples ~ took only the worst of white vices. "If we have borrowed our liking 

for com, pumpkins and tobacco from the Indian, he has no less adopted the Anglo-Saxon 

love of strong drink and money. Having forgotten the origin and signification of his 

festivals, the Indian has learned to make of them a means for the indulgence of his 

acquired tastes. There is said to be but one Indian on this reservation who does not drink; 

all want money, but they wish to gain it without systematic work." These Indians, far 

from representing a noble egalitarian republic, are manifesting their tme savageness. 

Also, there's no evidence here of the vimlent critique of Christianity for which 

Gage was erased from suffrage history. In "The Remnant of the Five Nations," she 
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equates "Christian" with "civihzed" and questions neither. She contrasts "Christian 

spectators" with the "hideous" ceremonial dancers who "still attempt to conciliate the 

Evil Spirit, even if they are not absolutely 'devil worshippers."' And though she observes 

that the ceremony she's watching is a link between ancient nobility and the modem tribe 

~ "the light of old ancestral triumph shone for a moment around the circle" ~ she 

concludes her article by chastising "the modem Jellabies'^ of the neighborhood, of both 

sexes, [who] give no thought to the ignorant and sunken savages of their own Christian 

country while engaged in making and sending abroad flannel shirts and woollen socks to 

Africa, Asia and the Fiji Islands." In fact, the ostensible negligence of Christian 

"reformers" was a sign of Iroquois resistance. Practitioners of the Longhouse Religion 

actively opposed the intmsion of Christian missionaries. But Gage could not see the signs 

of self-determination in these "ignorant and sunken savages." 

Ultimately, the Iroquois as Gage described them have a shifting status amid the 

poles of savage and civilized, which again reflects the tension between Eastern 

humanitarian reform and Westem militarism in conceptions of the Indian problem. In 

"The Onondaga Indians," published in the New York Evening Post in 1875, she notes, 

"From the organization of the Iroquois confederacy, its nations have possessed fixed 

habitations and paid attention to agriculture ~ two important steps in the progress of 

primitive men toward civilization." However, in "Remnants," which had appeared only 

two months earlier in the same newspaper, she had seen these same Indians through 

Westem lenses: "No wild Apaches or scalping Sioux Indians of the westem plains can 

present a more hideous appearance than do these [ceremonial dancers]." Gage was unable 
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to recognize that these ceremonial dancers, who were practicing the traditionalist 

Longhouse Religion, were a present manifestation of the past nobility she saw as "rudely 

destroyed" in the eighteenth century. Like most of her contemporaries, Gage was so 

invested in cultural assumptions about savagery and civilization that she could only value 

nineteenth-century Indians when they were being the most white. This is a critical flaw in 

her thinking. Within her evolutionary assumptions, she couldn't make sense of the fact 

that Indians at their least white ~ before the destruction of their ancient nobility by 

contact with whites ~ gave equal power to women. Because they accorded equal rights to 

women, they must have been civilized; so she emphasized that they were agriculturists. 

But because they were Indians, they must have been savage. 

And further, she contrasts Iroquois farming methods with so-called civilized 

practices. "In olden Iroquois tillage there was no turning the sod with a plough to which 

were harnessed a cow and a woman, as is seen today in Christian Germany; but the 

ground was literally 'tickled with a hoe' and it 'laughed with a harvest'" ("The Onondaga 

Indians"). Here again. Gage represents the savage as more civilized than the Christian in 

his treatment of women. While the European claims both the land and female labor as his 

property, the Indian's cultivation of the soil is in harmony with the spirit of the land itself 

But, importantly, she is remarking on ''olden Iroquois tillage." Her reflections on 

contemporary Iroquois practices take a very different tone. Surveying the scene at the 

annual tribal fair she's reporting on. Gage finds that "Not many articles illustrative of 

olden Indian life were on exhibition," chiefly because "the Indians are very dilatory in all 

they do." 
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But then, in a contradictory move, she defines the present savageness of the 

degraded Indians as a clinging to the past — even though it's those "olden" Indians who 

were in fact civilized in their treatment of women, and even though she has just traced 

present savagery to forgetting the past. She can't shake loose the conventional wisdom of 

her culture in which there is a necessary progression from savage to civilized. "About 

one-third of the number are still pagan, still clinging to old customs; and while the deer, 

the bear, the wolf, have been driven far away, and both their habits of war and the chase 

broken up, they are but slowly accustoming themselves to the change." In this sense, the 

absence of "articles illustrative of olden Indian life" at this exhibition is an auspicious 

sign. She observes that "The promises of this annual fair are great," and "The progress of 

their women in household comforts and refinement is quite wonderful." Gage's 

enthusiasm for the "progress" of women shows a striking disassociation of Indian life 

from her own contemporary culture. She celebrates the fact that "The women are growing 

more cleanly; they see, in these fairs, what others do, and desire to do the same." But in 

congratulating Indian women on their homemaking improvements, Gage seems not to 

take into account that "progress" for the Indian means the introduction of the Anglo-

American patriarchal family she has spent her career fighting. She notes that "Old 

Dinah," who also makes an appearance in the National Citizen and Ballot Box's "Woman 

Past and Present" column in July 1878, is "still strong after a life of savage freedom and 

exposure," and "although lame from rheumatism manages to go where she will." This 

bodily strength and the existence of a will under "savage freedom" contrasts pointedly 

with the condition of women under civilized constraint, weakened physically by their 
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fashions and inactivity, and deprived of will by their legal system. But Gage is blinded to 

this by her assumptions about progress. She's pleased to see civilized Indians exchanging 

their "wild dances and screaming war-whoops of their most barbarous days" for 

"melodeons or pianos." Ultimately, the traditional Indian is "but a savage child," and 

"such as he stand between their advanced brethren and further progress." 

Caught in this contradiction, she finally distances herself from the whole matter. 

"It is conceded by those who have given thought to the subject that our Indians are too 

much governed." Because "Everything is done for them," "their motives for advancement 

are few. Self-control and self-reliance, which build up character, are taken from them." 

Gage has used this language before to describe the legal and social limitations of white 

women, who are themselves "protected" from the means of building individual character; 

but she appears to be unaware of any common condition. She reports that "It is the desire 

of the most intelligent among them to be admitted to citizenship, and those of the white 

people about them who have given the subject most thought see in their admission as 

members of the nation the solution of a great part of our Indian problem." She also notes 

with approval an 1873 petition by "the more advanced Indians" to the Legislature "for a 

division of lands that would give to each family more direct control over its own 

portion." But perhaps surprisingly, she remarks on no parallel between Indian and 

women; and she makes no reference to what she's said elsewhere about Indian suffrage. 

Rather, she distances herself from the Indian question by relying on "those who have 

given the subject the most thought." 



But perhaps the most telhng comment is the P o s f s  brief mention of this essay on 

"The Onondaga Indians" elsewhere in the same November 1875 edition. 

Mrs Gage, with an exhibition of ardent devotion to the cause of women's rights 

which is very proper in the president of the National Woman Suffrage 

Association, gives prominence to the fact that in the old days when the glory of 

the famous confederation of savages was at its height, the power and importance 

of women were recognized by the allied tribes. It is pleasant to learn that, 

although the descendents of Hiawatha have not been Christianized, some of the 

women among them have become civilized enough to imitate their Caucasian 

sisters in the fashion of their garments. 

The singularly unpleasant fact that these Indian women who "imitate their Caucasian 

sisters" must sacrifice their traditional "power and importance" to do so goes unremarked 

here, and in Gage's essay. As in Lydia Maria Child's "Willie Wharton," the assimilation 

of Native women into American life takes the form of assimilation into confining gender 

conventions. The "fashion" of white women's "garments," a primary target for women's 

rights activists throughout the nineteenth century, implicitly represents the gender codes 

from which Gage and her peers hope to emancipate themselves. But neither Gage nor the 

editors of the Post take notice of any contrast between the entitlement of "savage" 

women and the disenfranchisement of their "Caucasian sisters." It's as if there is simply 

no relationship between historical Indians, who exist only as characters in a narrative, and 

contemporary, living Indians, who exist only to play the role of "savage" in the 

traditional American script. 



180 

IV. Matilda Joslyn Gage: Child of Indian Mothers 

While Fletcher never found a way to reconcile the conflict in her thinking, Gage 

ultimately found a solution in evolutionary anthropology. Ironically, this same 

evolutionary logic had prevented her from identifying with Iroquois women because of 

its assumption that the savage necessarily gives way to the civilized. But as she continued 

to research the topic, she discovered what anthropologists described as the 

"matriarchate," an ancient period of female rule whose legacy was still discernible in 

contemporary savage custom. Lewis Henry Morgan described a pre-civilized matrilineal 

stage in human development in his 1877 Ancient Society, in order to account for his own 

observations of gender practices among the Indians.^'^ But while Morgan himself never 

questioned the natural and necessary trajectory of progress, the insights of Morgan's 

school of anthropology provided Gage with a way to strip "savage" of its moral 

connotations — or, rather, to replace "savage" with "ancient," and revalue the idea of 

21 evolution. Rather than playing mother to Indian "children," white women could 

understand themselves to be the children of Indian mothers. 

Underlying Morgan's research (and evolutionary anthropology in general) was 

the assumed "unity of origin of mankind" (18). In contrast to the nineteenth-century 

anthropologists who attempted to account for racial and cultural differences by positing 

separate origins and separate lines of development for different human populations, the 

"unity of origin" theory was derived from the Biblical tradition in which Adam and Eve 

were the original parents of all humanity. As Morgan wrote in Ancient Society, "The 
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mental history of the human race, which is revealed in institutions inventions and 

discoveries, is presumptively the history of a single species, perpetuated through 

individuals, and developed through experience" (61). Within this conceptual framework, 

the hidian "other" was not necessarily so radically other to the Anglo-American self As 

Morgan put it, "However little we may be interested in the American Indians personally, 

their experience touches us more nearly, as an exemplification of the experience of our 

own ancestors" (148). This "unity of origin" theory seemed to give Gage a fresh 

perspective on her tribal neighbors. Iroquois practices became significant for her not just 

as an unflattering standard of comparison for civilized society, but as the origins of 

civilization itself With this new understanding of savagery. Gage redefined the terms of 

civilization, calling into question the notion that "progress" necessarily culminates in the 

oppression of women. And by making over the "other" into the origin, she found a way 

to write herself into the national narrative. 

Morgan details the process by which a group of people evolves into a political 

society, both presenting Lockean political theory from an anthropological perspective and 

explicitly linking political society to patriarchy. According to Morgan, all forms of 

government can be described according to one of two plans: "The first, in the order of 

time, is founded upon persons, and upon relations purely personal, and may be 

distinguished as a society (societas) .... The second is founded upon territory and upon 

property, and may be distinguished as a state (civitas)" (6-7). The distinction between 

ancient and modem society is also the distinction between merely social and political 

organization — which Morgan, like Locke, defines as a function of property ownership. 
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According to Morgan, "A state must rest upon territory and not upon persons, upon the 

township as the unit of a pohtical system, and not upon the gens which is the unit of a 

social system" (121). Or, to put it another way, the development of political society 

hinges on the redefinition of personhood in a way that is linked to property. 

This redefinition is facilitated by the shift fi"om matrilineality to patrilineality that, 

for Morgan, is a necessary element of progress. What Gage will read as rule by women is 

for Morgan implicitly linked to female promiscuity. In Morgan's view, the matrilineal 

system indicates not female authority but merely the absence of verifiable paternity. 

According to Morgan, only with the rise of the patrilineal, monogamous family could 

political society begin to emerge, because only patrilineality secures the individual 

property right upon which political society ~ or civilization ~ depends (Morgan 345-6). 

In making this claim, Morgan assumes first of all that offspring is a form of property, and 

secondly that offspring constitutes a property right to which only fathers are entitled. 

Morgan's civitas begins with patrilineality because, according to this view, mothers 

cannot be proprietors. As the means through which the father realizes his rightful 

property in offspring, then, wives likewise become a form of property. Their bodies, and 

the bodies they produce, provide the basis for the male proprietorship that is the essence 

of political society. That is, civilization and (sexual) property ~ the proprietary interest 

man has in his family ~ are mutually constituting. 

But Gage's understanding of the "matriarchate" does not follow fi-om Morgan's 

implicit claim that civilization begins with the regulation and commodification of the 

female body as a reproductive force. Rather, she argues that "Monogamy had its birth 



under the matriarchate," and that "Neither promiscuity nor polygamy was extant." 

According to Gage, both polygamy and infanticide, of which "primitive" women were 

regularly accused, were a function of the devaluation of women under the patriarchate 

("Matriarchate" 1481). This is a crucial move, because "Americans associated both 

monogamy and beniflcent male headship with republicanism itself; all else was unnatural 

and pernicious" (VanBurkleo 165). Gage envisions the matriarchate as a way to 

disassociate monogamy from patriarchy, and thereby to question the naturalness of male 

headship. 

Gage's source for these ideas was nineteenth-century German philosopher-

anthropologist J. J. Bachofen, who was much more expansive than Morgan on the topic 

• • 22 of the matriarchate (and much less invested in the worth of the patriarchal family). Like 

Morgan, Bachofen describes "motherright" as a "cultural stage," not "restricted to any 

particular ethnic family" (71). But unlike Morgan, he describes this stage as the origin of 

civilization, predicated on the primal mother-child relation. "The relationship which 

stands at the origin of all culture, of every virtue, of every nobler aspect of existence, is 

that between mother and child." Because woman through this relationship learns to 

"extend her loving care beyond the limits of the ego," she is "the repository of all culture, 

of all benevolence, of all devotion, of all concern for the living and grief for the dead" 

(Bachofen 79). The "universal fraternity" that emerges "dies with the development of 

paternity," because "The family based on father right is a closed individual organism" 

(Bachofen 80). As Bachofen represents the course of human history, the closely linked 
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concepts of matriarchy and community gave way to the (Anglo-American) core values 

of patriarchy, property, and individualism. 

Bachofen's way of thinking obviously lent itself to essentialist conceptions of 

gender. For Bachofen, woman is more "steadfast" in religion, and opposes her moral 

strength to man's physical power. And she is therefore more civilized: "she guides the 

wild, lawless existence of the earliest period toward a milder, friendlier culture, in whose 

center she sits enthroned as the embodiment of a higher principle, as the manifestation of 

the divine commandment" (86). As we have seen, many nineteenth-century women based 

their claim to the franchise on this vision of the feminine. But perhaps the key for Gage is 

that Bachofen historicizes this essentialism in a way that validates what she knows about 

both pre-Christian women and women's rights among the Iroquois. And in his claim that 

"mythical tradition" is a "highly reliable historical source" (73), Bachofen establishes 

legends about prehistory as reliable history. 

This allows Gage to mend what had been for her a broken trajectory. Indians of 

the past now have everything to do with Indians of the present; and the law of nature ~ of 

the matriarchate ~ can be the true law of nations. Gage understood the idea of 

motherright to mean that "The mother and child constituted the home, the father at first 

having no part in it; he remained a wanderer held in no esteem" ("Matriarchate" 1481). In 

other words, man himself was the original "Man Without a Country." If she can trace the 

origins of civilization to the "outlawing" of men. Gage can counter the contemporary 

marginalization of womanhood by writing woman herself back into the definition of 

civilization.^^ 
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The matriarchate is then not merely the mythical trace of a forgotten past. As 

Gage argues, "Under the matriarchate, even in its most degenerate forms, the 

governmental and marital rights of woman are even now more fully recognized than 

under any phase of Christian civilization" ("Matriarchate" 1481, emphasis added). The 

"even now" is important here. What for Morgan appear as "outcrops of barbarism" and 

"a species of mental atavism" (61) are for Gage "reminiscences of the Matriarchate" ~ 

neither an anomaly nor a momentary devolution, but an ineradicable persistence of 

woman's natural right. And this presentness of the past means that "savage" women are 

no longer merely relics of an ancient civilization. They become for Gage a form of 

evidence. In Woman, Church and State, Gage claims that "Every part of the world today 

gives evidence of the system. Reminiscences of the Matriarchate everywhere abound. 

Livingstone found African tribes swearing by the mother and tracing descent through her, 

Marco Polo discovered similar customs in his Asiatic voyages, and the same customs are 

extant among the Indians of our own continent" (3). With this living testimony. Gage can 

more profoundly question the received narrative of history that puts the patriarchal family 

at the center of civilization. 

Indeed, this is a cultural moment characterized by keen interest in archeology and 

anthropology — by the search for origins, enabled by the theoretical premises of 

evolutionary anthropology and by new technology for scientific research. In the latter 

half of the nineteenth century, Darwin's theories of biological and species evolution 

provided a scientific language for theorizing human social, cultural, and historical 

evolution. Darwin's discoveries seemed to validate conventional assumptions about 
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"progress" through the scientific language of "evolution," and spurred both 

anthropologists and laypersons to probe the mysteries of human development with 

increasing intensity. German amateur archeologist Heinrich Schliemann, credited with 

both the discovery of Troy and the development of modem archeological techniques in 

the 1870s (despite later scholars' challenges to his credibility), is a figure for the late-

nineteenth-century popularity of researches into the ancient world. The arcane realm of 

"science" was becoming more accessible to amateurs like Schliemann, and the perceived 

objectivity of scientific research re-energized the ongoing search for answers to the great 

questions of life. This age of discovery offered new explanations of human origins that 

were no longer reserved for experts. In part, what these growing fields of archeology and 

anthropology offered was an examination of the way (hi)stories get told, the way 

traditions are constructed. Likewise, by uncovering and discovering, historians like Gage 

were able to re-tell history from the beginning. 

Suffragist Elizabeth Cady Stanton was similarly struck by the idea of "The 

Matriarchate, or Mother-Age," the title of a speech she delivered at the National Council 

of Women in 1891. Like Gage, Stanton recognizes how history is told to serve certain 

purposes. And for Stanton, the most important implication of Morgan's research is that it 

denaturalizes the traditional family unit. "Thus Morgan flatly contradicts modem 

historians who assert that the social system of the early Greeks 'was the home, the hearth, 

or family.' Like our modem opponents, they cling to the idea of 'the family unit' because 

on that is based the absolute power of the father over the property, children, and the civil 

and political rights of wives" ("Matriarchate" 219). If the fraudulent myth of the Greek 
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hearth legitimates nineteenth-century notions of domesticity by naturaUzing the 

patriarchal family, Morgan's discoveries allow Stanton to claim that the supposed God-

given sovereignty of the father is a merely artificial sense of property. "As men naturally 

have no sense of paternal responsibility, no one knew nor cared about the father of the 

child." On the contrary, "The necessities of motherhood were the real source of all the 

earhest attempts at civilization""(221). 

Though Stanton doesn't mention it, the uses to which she puts Morgan's research 

do not necessarily reflect his own conclusions. In fact, she repeats several of his case 

studies without attribution, perhaps to avoid engaging his rather different interpretations. 

While Morgan insists that political society, and the property interest upon which it is 

founded, began only with the emergence of the patriarchate, much of Stanton's address is 

focused on property rights under the matriarchate. Stanton finds in Morgan's data a 

wealth of evidence that "the children belonged to the mother, not to the father" (220), and 

that in this primal claim to her offspring is the basis of maternal proprietorship itself hi 

order to protect herself and her children, the matriarchal mother developed the "first 

home" and the "first attempts at agriculture" (221). The creation of a private domestic 

space and the cultivation of land ~ the creation of "property" itself ~ was, in other words, 

a natural function of maternity, and not the hallmark of the patriarchate. By this logic, 

mothers have a natural right to the household and everything in it; their property interest 

exceeds that of fathers. Thus, she implies, the political rights of women, hinging on 

property, are legitimated by this natural law of ownership. "Having no paternal instinct, 

no natural love for children, the devices of men to establish the rights of paternity were as 
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varied as ridiculous" (225). This conclusion, deduced from the practices of "primitives," 

makes the contemporary status of these false fathers "ridiculous."^'' 

Like Gage, Stanton finds Christianity at the root of women's relatively recent 

oppression. And she claims that the subordination of women introduced by Pauline 

doctrine was not the source of civilization, but the source of its breakdown. With the 

introduction of the "religious weapon," woman was "driven from the home, an outlaw 

and a wanderer everywhere, ostracized by the State, condemned by the courts, crucified 

by the Church....It was this wholesale, violent suppression of the feminine element, in the 

effort to establish the Patriarchate, that, more than any other one cause, produced the 

Dark Ages" (227). The history of human society is thus not a tale of inexorable progress 

toward enlightenment, but of an unnatural descent into darkness. 

Gage offers a much more thoroughly developed analysis of these same factors in 

Woman, Church and State. She examines how the matriarchate, the highest form of 

civilization, was destroyed by priestcraft and the greed of the church. She concludes that 

"the church has ever obstructed the progress of humanity, delaying civilization and 

condemning the world to a moral barbarism from which there is no escape, except 

through repudiation of its teaching" (35). Here, it's Christianity, not pagan savagery, that 

is "barbaric." Gage relates how canon law was then absorbed by the common law, which 

in turn provided the foundation for Anglo-American legal thought (71). For Gage, the 

commodification of women under the law of marital coverture, which she and her 

suffragist colleagues had long targeted as the basis of political disenfranchisement, is thus 

traceable to the emergence of the patriarchate ~ of the "civitas," in Morgan's terms. 
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based on property. "Not until the Patriarchate were wives regarded as property, the sale 

of daughters as a legitimate means of family income or their destruction at birth looked 

upon as a justifiable act" {Woman, Church and State 20). The unnatural disruption of 

"mother right" by canon law is then the source of women's legal disabilities in the 

nineteenth century. As Gage makes plain, "The wife, under canon law, belonged to her 

husband. And as a [consequence of] not owning herself, she could not own property and, 

in her condition of servitude, could possess no control over either her present or her 

future actions.... hi losing control, upon marriage, of her person and her property, 

woman's condition became that of an infant. No act of hers was of legal value" (74-75). 

A full chapter of Woman, Church and State is given to an examination of the 

church's persecution of witchcraft, which Gage readily sees as a form of social control. 

What is being punished is knowledge outside the boundaries of the patriarchal church ~ 

dangerous mystery, and for Gage, dangerous feminine mystery. Gage then links this 

distinctly gendered threat to the practices of Indians. "Proof that knowledge of the 

mysterious laws governing ordinary natural phenomena still exists even among civilized 

people is indubitable. Our American Indians in various portions of the continent, 

according to authorities, also possess power to produce storms of thunder, lightning and 

rain" (129). Likewise, "Among the women of savage races, to much greater extent than 

among the men, a knowledge of the healing powers of plants and herbs is to this day 

found." But even though "many discoveries in science are due to" these "wise women," 

"yet an acquaintance of herbs, soothing to pain or healing in their qualities, was then 

looked upon as having been acquired through diabolical agency" (132). According to 
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Gage, witchcraft persecutions in early American history were an attempt to control the 

unknown, which manifested itself in the feminine and the Indian. She points out that 

among those accused alongside "women of superior intelligence" under Cotton Mather 

were "an Indian woman" and "an insane man" (135). Significantly, this is also a partial 

catalog of legal nonpersons in nineteenth-century America. 

Gage consistently finds the practices of so-called civilized white colonists "more 

barbarous than those of the savages whose home they had invaded" (158). And more than 

two and a half centuries of national "progress" had not righted the wrong. Ultimately, 

"Savagery instead of civilization is still the predominant power in Christendom." The 

status of nineteenth-century women is for Gage an index of this unnatural reversal. "In 

comparison with the treatment many wives receive in Christian lands, that of women 

among the American Indians, or the most savage races of the Old World, is far more 

humane" (220). No longer bound by the cultural assumptions of savagism. Gage can now 

recognize what it means to Americanize the Indian. "Until the customs of civilization 

reached the Indians, their wives (according to Catlin, Schoolcraft and others) were not 

called upon to work with half the severity of the women of today....Those kinds of labor 

pointed to as showing the hardships of an Indian woman's life, Schoolcraft dismisses 

very lightly" (265). It is only under the "customs of civilization" that Indian women 

suffer the exploitation of the Patriarchate. 

In short, Woman, Church and State is a repeated retelling of one central plot. This 

"plot," in the dual sense of narrative and conspiracy, is the story of the church fathers 

and their various "others," whether "savage" or female (and these are convertible terms). 
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Canon law contains and controls the danger of the "other." And by virtue of the church's 

spiritual authority, its strategies of containment come to be culturally internalized as God-

given and natural. In this narrative, Indians, as "reminiscences of the Matriarchate," to 

some degree stand in for powerful women generally. That is. Gage uses the figure of the 

Indian to tell a story about the dispossession of women. 

To prove her point, Gage includes a partial list of laws governing Christianized 

Indians in 1886. These laws are clearly derived from the canonical tradition: "No woman 

who is separated from her husband shall be admitted to the sacrament or to any place in 

the church," "Any woman who admits men into her house by night shall be treated as a 

criminal and delivered to the courts," and "Any woman who is disobedient to her 

husband, any common scold or drunkard, shall not be permitted to enter the church, 

except by permission of the priest" (307). This subordination of women among the 

Christianized Passamaquoddy in Maine, in pointed contrast to the rights of Indian women 

elsewhere described, encapsulates for Gage the whole history of woman, church and 

state. In other words: Indian affairs provide a history-in-little of the long centuries of 

female dispossession. The change in Indian women's status within living memory makes 

a forgotten age of female sovereignty visible and verifiable, and exposes patriarchal 

Christianity as an unnatural construct. And with this new understanding of Native 

peoples comes the long-delayed symbolic identification of the Woman Question with the 

Indian Problem. She writes in an 1890 piece for the Liberal Thinker, the journal of her 

Women's National Liberal Union, "Again! this government of the people, by the people, 

and for the people, seems to be very much limited in the interpretation of the word 
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people; the poor, the women, both married and single, the children, the Indians and other 

unfortunate inhabitants are not people; the phrase should be changed to read, a 

government of rich men, by rich men, for rich men" ("Public Defenders" 3). In contrast 

to her earlier complaints that Indian men are given priority over white women, she now 

25 recognizes their common infantilization. 

Gage would certainly have been aware of a controversy early in 1884 over a 

proposed renegotiated treaty with the Onondaga Indians, which was reported extensively 

in the Syracuse papers. The reports emphasize a civil war between the "pagan" element 

and Christianized Indians. The New York State commission pushed for allotment in 

severalty, and the final version of the treaty, heartily supported by the Christianized 

faction, stipulated in Article 6 that "the Onondaga Nation shall make laws regulating 

marriage and divorce." The treaty also stated that "All the rulers and officers of the 

Onondaga nation shall hereafter be elected and chosen only by the male members of the 

nation over twenty-one years of age" ("The Treaty with Indians").^^ She would also have 

read about the civilizing mission of the Society of Friends to the Seneca Nation, and their 

untiring efforts to "improve" the Indians - especially Indian women. Part of the "wise 

system of municipal government" that had been "provided for [the Seneca]," according to 

one of the Friends addressing the Council of the Seneca Nation, is the recommendation to 

"change your system as regards the employment of your females, and elevate them by a 

suitable education and treatment to the position they ought to occupy" — which means 

"that you will withdraw your females from the labors of the field and other employments 

not adapted to the delicacy of their sex" ("Council of the Seneca"). The "plot" of Woman, 
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Church and State was regularly re-enacted in Gage's own backyard - but now she had 

the theoretical tools to make sense of it. 

Indeed, one key difference between Gage's and Stanton's use of the matriarchate 

is immediacy. While Stanton deals chiefly in abstractions, heavily dependent upon her 

sources, Gage is much more aware of the existing Iroquois. For Stanton, these scholarly 

studies should give women "a new sense of dignity and self-respect, feeling that our 

mothers, during some periods in the long past, have been the ruling power, and that they 

used that power for the best interests of humanity" (227). But while she includes 

Morgan's ethnological data about the existing Indian tribes, Stanton still sees them as 

existing "during some periods in the long past." For Gage, firsthand experience with the 

27 New York State Indians makes the long past visible and present. 

In 1893, the year of Woman, Church and State's publication. Gage's newfound 

abstract relation to the Indians became literal. Her letter that year to "My Dear Helen" 

describes Gage's meeting with Harriet Maxwell Converse, a reform-minded white 

28 woman who was both a political activist and a collector of Indian tales and ntuals. 

Converse showed Gage a Seneca "Matron's Belt," which is "indicative of the authority of 

the women in the election and deposition of chiefs." According to Gage, Converse, 

herself an adoptive Seneca, "proposed our visiting a Mohawk family of women, living in 

New York, and getting from them an Indian name for me." Gage was given the name of 

"'Sky Carrier,' or as Mrs. Converse said the Senecas would express it 'She who holds the 

sky.'" The letter shows Gage's enthusiastic identification with her adopted people. She 

writes, "[Converse] said she held the Western door and I guarded the Eastern,''' in 
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reference to the traditional roles of each tribe, the Western Seneca and Eastern Mohawk, 

in the Six Nations confederacy. Gage describes the ceremony of her ritual adoption into 

the Mohawk, in which she was led around the room several times while "the rest sang a 

refrain, to the effect 'There she is, see her!'" She then observes that "this name would 

admit me to the Council of Matrons, where a vote would be taken, as to my having a 

voice in the chieftainship." Her reference in this letter to "my Mohawk sister" confirms 

that Gage now takes an insider position. Interestingly, the difference between Gage's and 

Fletcher's representations of the Indian is troped by the difference in adoptive relations. 

Fletcher unofficially adopted Omaha Indian Francis La Flesche, becoming by implication 

an adoptive mother to the Indians, while Gage was adopted by and into the Mohawk as a 

sister (and, by implication, daughter). In the former case, adoption is a means of 

becoming a mother; in the latter, of claiming a mother. 

Ultimately, her discovery of the matriarchate allows Gage to re-gender the 

Indians: to think of them not as men (political competitors) but as women (founding 

mothers). The stereotypes she had freely rehearsed of the "men of the tribe who, letting 

their untaxed lands at nominal rent to white men, lounge about in rags and dirt, working 

just enough to keep themselves from starvation, yet obtaining money somewhere to buy 

the forbidden 'fire water'" ("The Onondaga Indians") implicitly link "Indian" to 

masculinity. The idea of Indianness in nineteenth-century discourse was almost 

exclusively represented by the male Indian But when she finds in Indian policy an analog 

for the experience of white women, her language changes. While her earlier 

representations emphasized the military prowess of the Iroquois, in Woman, Church and 
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State she claims that "Ahhough the reputation of the Iroquois as warriors appears most 

prominent in history, we nevertheless find their real principles to have been the true 

matriarchal [ones] of peace and industry" (6). If the Indian in the nineteenth century was 

a slate upon which civilization could be written. Gage has now found a way to rewrite the 

Indian 

But the story she tells about the Indian is necessarily conditioned by her own 

agenda. And ultimately, she can't fully escape the reality of Anglo-American law. So 

even while she questions civilization's basis in masculinity or in the patriarchal family, 

she doesn't question its basis in property. And even while the program of civilizing the 

Indians reveals for her the trajectory of church-state oppression, she doesn't finally 

question the basic terms of the Indian Problem. She only shifts the focus of 

Americanization fi"om Indian men to Indian women, advocating property rights for 

Native women as the necessary next step. "It is through the Indian women that the 

problem of their civilization must be answered. The titles in fee simple to lands should be 

in the hands of the women" {Woman, Church and State 271). Because she traced her own 

political disenfi-anchisement to her legal limitations as a property owner, she was unable 

to imagine a meaningful alternative to Anglo-American conceptions of property and 

personhood. For all her radicalism. Gage remained trapped in possessive individualism.^^ 

Notes 

' Another important context here is the assumption that sex differentiation was part of the 
definition of civilization. According to the prevailing Anglo misperception, " 'Savage' 
(that is, nonwhite) races had not yet evolved pronounced sexual differences ~ and, to 
some extent, this was precisely what made them savage" (Bederman 28; this is also the 
primary cultural context for Newman's study). 
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^ Anna Garlin Spencer's "Women Citizens," published in 1898 in the fourth volume of 
the History of Woman Suffrage, made this argument for enfranchising the nation's 
mothers by claiming that government itself had grown increasingly maternal. 
Acknowledging that women had no natural place in a government whose role was 
primarily military and penal, she then highlighted the government's increasing 
involvement in humanitarian concerns in the post-Civil War era. And, she argued, 

The instant... the State took upon itself any form of educative, charitable or 
personally helpful work, it entered the area of distinctive feminine training and 
power, and therefore became in need of the service of woman. Wherever the State 
touches the personal life of the infant, the child, the youth, or the aged, helpless, 
defective in mind, body or moral nature, there the State enters the 'woman's 
peculiar sphere,' her sphere of motherly succor and training, her sphere of 
sympathetic and self-sacrificing ministration to individual lives. If the service of 
women is not won to such governmental action (not only through 'influence or 
the shaping of public opinion,' but through definite and authoritative exercise), 
the mother-office of the State, now so widely adopted, will be too often planned 
and administered as though it were an external, mechanical and abstract function, 
instead of the personal, organized and practical service which all right helping of 
individuals must be. (Spencer 152-53). 

^ As Newman shows, women like Alice Fletcher assumed the role of patriarchy in 
inventing a woman's sphere for Indians, and "the main beneficiaries of this civilizing 
work were white women themselves," as it brought them an appropriate public role and 
political power (Newman 119). 

At the same International Council in 1888, Amelia S. Quinton, President of the 
Woman's National Indian Association, also gave an address. Her text reflects the 
differences between representations of Indian women by those who were also invested in 
the women's movement and the approach to Indian reform of those who weren't. 
Quinton, unlike Fletcher, makes no mention of Indian women having any rights under 
tribal organization. Rather, she repeats the conventional wisdom that Fletcher has 
dismissed about women being "bought, sold, and given away, with little if any voice in 
the transaction," and Indian women being "wrinkled and haggard at thirty and old at 
thirty-five" (Quinton 9). She emphasizes the "crises of helplessness" (9) that it is the 
responsibility of white women to address. She notes that her audience has "long and 
devotedly pleaded and labored for legally-oppressed, intellectually-pinioned, and hand-
tied women" (9), and asks that they extend that work to "a race of native American 
women who, whatever their ability, not only have no voice in the governments over 
them, and no legal control of their property and children, but, with insignificant 
exceptions, no legal power to defend their homes, their own persons or lives even; in 
short, who have no law" (9). She's making an even stronger appeal to the motherly 
instinct, and repeatedly emphasizes that this is woman's work, the "duty" of "every good 
woman in our land" (10). 
^ According to Mark, Fletcher was largely responsible for what was known as the Dawes 
Act: "The form the act finally took was due more to Alice Fletcher than to any other 
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single person. Henry Dawes recognized that when he said of Alice Fletcher's 
contributions to the Dawes Act, 'I stand in reference to that very much as Americus 
Vespuscious stands to Columbus'" (Mark 119). 
^ See also Wendy Wall's "Gender and the 'Citizen Indian'" for a case study of the Round 
Valley Reservation in Mendocino County, California, which examines the "centrality of 
Euro-American gender norms to the assimilation program" and the resistance of Native 
peoples to them. 
^ Similarly, a National Citizen and Ballot Box piece in September 1878 reflects on the 
strange status of Jeff Davis, the former President of the Confederacy, who was 
temporarily disenfranchised after the Civil War. "But if he is not a citizen of the United 
States simply because he is not a voter, pray what country is he a citizen of? And what 
country are the 20,000,000 of women who are disenfranchised, — who cannot vote ~ 
citizens of? Or are they all women 'without a country?"' ("Drift of Thought" 1). 
^ Fletcher was active in the Association for the Advancement of Women and the 
Woman's Congress through the early 1880s (see Mark 16-29), and she continued to 
publish regularly in the Woman's Journal. 
^ This latter point is the chief interest of most critics who are aware of Gage. She broke 
with the more conciliatory Anthony, and even with fellow radical Stanton, who was 
absorbed by the increasingly conservative movement and given a leadership role in the 
controversial National Woman Suffrage Association/American Woman Suffrage 
Association merger. Gage went on to found the Women's National Liberal Union, whose 
primary target was institutionalized religion; she also became increasingly interested in 
theosophy. Other than historian Sally Roesch Wagner (see below), only Leila R. 
Brammer has published a book-length study of Gage {Excluded from Suffrage History: 
Matilda Joslyn Gage, Nineteenth-Century American Feminist)', this is a well-researched 
biography rich with historical context and primary Gage material. Gage scholarship also 
includes two dissertations: Mary E. Paddock Corey's Matilda Joslyn Gage: Woman 
Suffrage Historian, 1852-1898, which is primarily concerned with restoring Gage to 
history (by undermining Anthony and, to some degree, Stanton); and Lucia Patrick's 
Religion and Revolution in the Thought of Matilda Joslyn Gage (1826-1898), which 
offers a thoughtful analysis of Gage's position on the church. Gage also gets brief 
mention in several studies: Maria J. Selvidge, Notorious Voices: Feminist Biblical 
Interpretation, 1500-1920", Dale Spender, Women of Ideas and What Men Have Done to 
Them-, and Lynne Spender, Feminist Thinkers: Three Centuries of Key Women Thinkers. 
Mary Daly's Gyn/Ecology gives more space to Gage's writings about women and the 
church, and laments that Gage's erasure from feminist history set second-wave feminism 
back nearly a hundred years. It's not surprising that most Gage critics are preoccupied 
with that issue. Aileen Kraditor's study of early feminism, for example, mentions Gage 
only in a footnote, and makes no mention of Woman, Church and State', her chapter on 
women and religion is focused almost exclusively on Elizabeth Cady Stanton. 

Wagner's studies of Gage began with her Ph.D. dissertation. That Word is Liberty: A 
Biography of Matilda Joslyn Gage\ this material was later re-worked for publication in 
Matilda Joslyn Gage: She Who Holds The Sky. Several years after writing her 
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dissertation, Wagner identified Gage's link to the Iroquois as an important element in her 
thinking; see especially Sisters in Spirit: Haudenosaunee (Iroquois) Influence on Early 
American Feminists. Wagner has since taken up residence in Gage's former home in 
Fayetteville, New York, and has devoted her career to raising awareness of and money 
for the Gage legacy. Among her many initiatives are the "Spirit Awards," which 
recognize contemporary women whose lives reflect Gage's commitment to women's 
rights, religious freedom, and Native Americans. 

The only other critic to take notice of Gage's writings on the Indians is Gail H. 
Landsman, in her excellent article "The 'Other' as Political Symbol: Images of Indians in 
the Woman Suffrage Movement." Landsman's essay examines "how the narrative that 
woman suffragists told about American women affected the story they told about 
Indians," and "how the narrative that suffragists told about Indians affected the story they 
told about American women." She concludes, "In either case, the data suggest that 
images of the 'other' were formed not through the discovery of objective truth but in the 
context of validating and/or advancing the story of woman suffrage" (252). Landsman 
contextualizes her analysis in the tension between "natural rights" and "expediency" 
feminisms, but she touches only briefly on Gage's disidentification with "savages," 
which I see as crucial to understanding these parallel stories. 

On this link, see especially Bederman. She traces the etymological distinctions between 
"manly," which "had what we would now term a moral dimension" ~ connoting the 
sense of honor and "strong character" associated with the admirability of Victorian man -
- and "masculine," which began as a relatively neutral term suggesting "things pertaining 
to men versus women" and came to encompass the sense of virility with which male 
power was increasingly associated (Bederman 18). Late nineteenth-century discourses of 
manhood and masculinity asserted a relationship between white supremacy, manhood, 
and civilization (Bederman 22-23). To illustrate her analysis of gender and the discourse 
of civilization, Bederman looks at the 1893 World's Columbian Exposition in Chicago, 
which reflected the deeply held conviction that "by celebrating civilization, the 
organizers celebrated the power of white manhood" (Bederman 32). As Bederman 
argues, "Even the location of the Woman's Building underlined white women's 
marginality to civilization. Not only did the commissioners place the Woman's Building 
at the very edge of the civilized White City, far from the manly Court of Honor, they also 
situated it directly opposite the only exit to the uncivilized section of the fair, the 
Midway" (Bederman 34). Women, for their part, also insisted on a distinction between 
white womanhood and savage women; while they did organize an exhibit of "Woman's 
Work in Savagery," these "artifacts" were acceptable "only because they seemed 
historic" (Bederman 38). 
12 This competitive resentment was particularly pronounced in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries. Not only did suffragists refuse to link any other causes with 
their own, but ~ particularly in the South ~ they made racism the centerpiece of 
suffragist strategy; see Kraditor, especially her chapter on "The 'Southern Question.'" As 
Kraditor demonstrates, "The suffrage movement was essentially from begirming to end a 
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Struggle of white, native-bom, middle-class women for the right to participate more fully 
in the public affairs of a society the basic structure of which they accepted" (xiv). 

Because Gage was the sole editor of the National Citizen and Ballot Box, I am 
assuming that she authorized, if she did not directly author, all published pieces not 
specifically attributed to someone else. Internal evidence suggests that certain articles 
were indeed written by Gage, and I assume that she was also responsible for all editorials. 
In other cases, for purposes of clarity, I will attribute at least the viewpoint expressed to 
Gage. 

On the other hand, see also Elk v. Wilkins, 1884: John Elk, who was not living in tribal 
territory, was denied the right to vote because he was not a citizen. The decision 
maintains that an Indian tribe is "an alien, though dependent, power," so Elk is no more a 
citizen than children of foreign nationals bom in the U.S. The 14"^ Amendment still 
excludes "Indians not taxed" from the count for representation, so Indians must not be 
citizens ("Elk v. Wilkins" 166-67). This case doesn't address the question of whether, if 
Elk were a citizen, he would necessarily be allowed to vote; but it implies so, since the 
decision hinges on his lack of citizenship. 

A report on this debate in a Utica, New York, paper makes the point that "If the 
Fourteenth amendment makes citizens of Indians, it does so by accident.... In the same 
way, it can be argued that the fourteenth amendment confers citizenship upon women, 
and annuls that provision of the Constitution of the States of New York, by which the 
right to vote is confined to 'male citizens.' It certainly was not one of the purposes of the 
fourteenth amendmenth [sic] to enact female suffrage; but the believers in that movement 
insist that the right omitted in the design is secured by accident, and their reasoning is the 
same as that by which Judge Wallace makes the Oneida Indian a citizen" ("The Indian as 
a Citizen"). Interestingly, this accidental enfranchisement argument is not the one Gage is 
making; her purpose is not to show the similarity in their cases, but to insist upon 
difference. 

According to this article, Indians who have "severed tribal relations" and are 
"freeholders to the value of one hundred dollars" are eligible to vote. The author points 
out that the Oneida were authorized in 1843 to distribute their lands in severalty, and 
"Thus the last distinctive evidence of their nationality ~ once so famous — disappeared, 
unless we except the color of their skins, and a few Indian customs to which they still 
cling." Here we see the self-erasure Wald identifies as the condition of political subjects. 

The figure of the girl also implies American innocence; rather than wars of aggression, 
these conflicts become wars of defense. 
17 It's worth noting here that this episode predates the Major Crimes Act 1885, which 
gave the federal government jurisdiction over seven major crimes (including homicide) 
on the reservation. That is, the issue here is not so much the government's disregard for 
Indian women but rather its legal noninterference in reservation affairs ~ one of the last 
vestiges of Indian sovereignty, eradicated by the 1885 legislation. 

For others who were also aware of women's rights among the Iroquois, see Iroquois 
Women: An Anthology, edited by Wm. Guy Spittal. This collection includes essays by 
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several nineteenth-century anthropologists ~ among them William Beauchamp, with 
whom, according to Wagner, Gage enjoyed a close relationship. 

The reference is to Dickens' Bleak House-, Mrs. Jellaby is so preoccupied with foreign 
missionary work that her own household is in shambles. 

It is almost certain that Gage was familiar with Morgan's Society. Although 
the theory he articulates was derived from German philosopher J.J. Bachofen, Morgan 
was largely responsible for popularizing this theory in the United States. Elizabeth Cady 
Stanton relied heavily on Ancient Society for her address on "The Matriarchate, or 
Mother-Age," discussed below. Given Gage's interest in and exhaustive research on this 
topic, it seems improbable that she would not have encountered such a well-known text. 
Gage cites Bachofen rather than Morgan as her source for the idea of the matriarchate, 
but this is not surprising. Not only was Bachofen Morgan's own source, but, more to the 
point, Bachofen, unlike Morgan, celebrated the ancient period of "motherrule" rather than 
celebrating the triumph of the patriarchy. 

Even though Morgan himself was wholly persuaded that "evolution" meant 
"improvement," his methods did make Gage's moral re-evaluation possible. As Pearce 
claims, Morgan's scientific neutrality "removed an essential prop from under the earlier 
tradition which identified historical analysis with moral-theological evaluation" (133). 

Morgan does acknowledge "the unfavorable influence upon the position of women 
which was produced by a change of descent from the female line to the male, and by the 
rise of the monogamian family" (350). But though Morgan was friendly to women's 
rights, he doesn't express particular concern about this "unfavorable" development in 
Ancient Society. 

Gage makes clear that she thinks of civilization in political terms. As Gage was aware, 
the Iroquois were credited with providing a model for American democracy; see Morgan 
66, 67, 117, 132. Likewise, Gage claims in Woman, Church and State'. "But the most 
notable fact connected with woman's participation in governmental affairs among the 
Iroquois is the statement of [the] Honorable George Bancroft that the form of government 
of the United States was borrowed from that of the Six Nations. Thus to the Matriarchate, 
or Mother-rule, is the modem world indebted for its first conception of inherent rights, 
natural equality of condition and the establishment of a civilized government upon this 
basis" (6). As Landsman puts it, "Through the Iroquois, then. Gage attempted to 
demonstrate not only historical validation of the notion that women's abilities were equal 
to those of men, but also the irony of women's disenfranchisement in a democracy whose 
origin, she claimed, lay in that same Indian society in which women ruled" (263). 

Gage approaches this somewhat differently; despite her rejection elsewhere of the 
family as the basis for the state, here she does find that the family "was also the political 
unit." However, what she means by family is likewise woman-centered; woman was the 
head of the household and thus by extension the head of the political unit ~ "And never 
was justice more perfect, never civilization higher than under the Matriarchate" {Woman, 
Church and State 3-4). 

Landsman comes to a somewhat different conclusion: "Gage's work thus exhibits a 
tension between the view of traditional Indian culture as the more beneficial for women. 
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as natural rights suffragists argued, and a belief in the unique superiority of women, as 
evidenced by Indian women adopting civilized white domestic skills and giving aid to 
white expansionist goals....Their use of the Iroquois in support of a natural rights 
argument for suffrage was an abstract linkage of matriarchal rights and natural rights; the 
Iroquois matriarchy represented a condition they believed existed in the past. 
Contemporary Indian women, on the other hand, who were generally dependent and 
confined by reservations, could not provide such role models in any concrete way; their 
lives lent themselves instead to essentialist arguments for suffrage that in turn were 
consistent with, and served the purposes of, assimilationist government policies and 
white middle-class values" (269). While Gage's earlier essays did seem to insist on this 
distinction between past and present Indian women, I would argue that Woman, Church 
and State offers a different perspective on the presentness of the past ~ and that 
contemporary Indian women allow Gage to make a point about the fate of women 
generally under church-state oppression. 

The "pagan element" won the day; the treaty was not ratified, and women's rights were 
preserved. 

Gage was writing about "reminiscences of the matriarchate" from South Dakota in 
1889, so she must have been aware of the building Ghost Dance movement leading up to 
the Wounded Knee massacre. In Woman, Church and State, she clearly reads spiritual 
rebeUion as political rebellion (see especially 142). However, not only does she not seem 
to comment on the Ghost Dance movement anywhere, but her son-in-law, L. Frank Baum 
(of Wizard of Oz fame), was at that moment writing editorials championing the 
extermination of the Indians (see Bruce E. Johansen's entry on Baum in Shapers of the 
Great Debate on Native Americans: Land, Spirit, and Power, and "Looking Back at 
Wounded Knee 1890" by Robert Venables); she doesn't seem to have commented on 
Baum's virulent Indian-hating either. Ultimately, Gage still needs distance: she can write 
approvingly about the New York Indians when she is far away in South Dakota, but 
evidently can't feel the same way about the anti-Christian tribalism down the road. 

Converse worked to defeat the Whipple Bill, which "would have encroached upon the 
national rights and personal liberties of the New York Indians" ("Reds Reunited"). But 
she opposed the measure, which would have imposed citizenship, because "They are not 
ready for it.... The Indians, she declares, need more education, need to be taught trades 
and some means of support before they are fit to become citizens" ("She is a Chief). 
According to "She is a Chief," Converse was adopted into RedJacket's (Seneca) family in 
1880 and made an honorary chief in 1886, "the first time that a woman ever held the 
position." Her Indian name is given variously as Ya-ie-wah-noh (the watcher; see "Reds 
Reunited"); Ga-Ya-Wis-Ha-Oh (the bearer of the law; see "Electing a Chief); and Ga-ie-
na-nola (a bird who flies above her brood; see "She is a Chief). But even Converse 
could not escape the figurative infantilization of "her people." She is quoted in a 
Syracuse paper as saying: "Whenever I feel languid and tired fi"om overwork in a 
newspaper office and the dread fear of a nervous prostration overhangs me," she says, 
"my husband always tells me, 'Dear, you had better go and visit among your people for a 
while,' and I pack up for the Cattaraugus Reservation. There I stay, away from the noise 
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and the bustle of civilization, near to nature's heart and nature's children until I am rested 
and invigorated to return to my work again" ("She is a Chief). Despite her efforts to 
secure Indian rights, Converse still conceives of Native peoples as "nature's children." 

Gage's contemporaries in both the women's rights movement and Indian reform tended 
to arrive at the same conclusion. VanBurkleo writes that "many scholars think that 
women's best hope ~ at least into very modem times ~ lay with natural rights theory and 
the concept of possessive individualism" (VanBurkleo 50). Likewise, Washburn points 
out that Indian haters and Indian friends tended to be in alignment because "Those who 
uphold the Indian values reason that the prevalent power relationships require that the 
Indian be able to utilize the white legal, political and economic machinery to maintain his 
land base and (where it still exists) his tribal identity" (Washburn 77). 
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4. MOTHER TONGUE: WORDS AND WORDLESSNESS IN S. ALICE CALLAHAN 
AND ZITKALA-SA 

As we have seen, the imaginative construct of the Indian woman ~ squaw, 

princess, or proto-suffragist ~ has been employed by white women both as a rhetorical 

strategy and as a means to self-discovery. But this study would be only partial if it 

considered the Indian woman merely as an object of representation. In the figurative 

territory of exchange between white and Native women, Native women also found in the 

image of their white others a figurative means of constituting selfhood. And Native 

women did not merely receive, but actively shaped the language in which the Indian 

Problem was defined in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Having 

considered various constructions of Indianness in texts by white women, then, I will 

conclude this study by focusing on how Native American women constructed their 

stories for an audience of white women. 

As white women writers used the figure of the Indian to tell a story about their 

gendered experience of personal or national life, their sense of Indian policy — and their 

solutions to the Indian Problem — tended to be conditioned by their own agenda for white 

women's rights. Matilda Joslyn Gage, for example, was blinded to the possibilities of a 

tribal alternative by her own investment in possessive individualism. Despite her critique 

of patriarchal Anglo-American values, Gage did not finally contest private property 

ownership as the basis of political enfranchisement. As a result, she saw individual 

property rights for women, both white and Native, as the answer to both the Woman 

Question and the Indian Problem. Likewise, the suffragist logic of maternal moral 
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authority hinged on the infantilization of Native peoples, whose status as children in the 

national family validated a policy of motherhood writ large. As Laura F. Klein and 

Lillian A. Ackerman observe, "As seen by non-Native readers, the image of American 

Indian women becomes a reflection of self, according to the standards of the times" (3).' 

That same white female self is reflected in texts by early Native writers S. Alice 

Callahan and Zitkala-Sa - but with a difference. For these Native writers, white 

feminism conditioned the articulation of the Indian Problem because white women 

reformers constituted a primary audience. Late nineteenth-century constructions of white 

womanhood are central to Callahan's and Zitkala-Sa's narratives, providing white 

women readers with an opportunity to find themselves in the story of their Indian sisters. 

The profound influence of white women's rights discourse on Callahan's Wynema 

and Zitkala-Sa's American Indian Stories is seen by many readers as having silenced 

authentic Indian voices. For many critics, the shape of these texts reflects the 

internalization of white values, and thus a further victimization of the Indian and a further 

sign of cultural genocide. According to this reading, as critic Laura Wexler writes of 

American Indian Stories, "Zitkala-Sa 's self-conception had been so effectively ensnared 

within the codes of sentiment that there was no Indian in them that was left untouched by 

Western codes" (32-33). In this sense, the story of the Indian is thought to have been 

overwritten by the story of white women's rights. 

The aggressively assimilationist reform agenda of the post-Civil War dominant 

culture undeniably resulted in cultural loss for Native peoples. However, the self-

positioning we find in these texts might also be read as a form of agency: not merely a 
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sign of but a response to victimization. For most of nineteenth-century white America, 

Indianness was assumed to represent a static past. The Indian who adapted to modernity 

was thought, with varying degrees of regret, to be no longer Indian. But as Laura 

Cornelius pronounced at the founding conference of the Society of American Indians 

(SAI) in 1911, "I am not the new Indian, I am the old Indian adjusted to new conditions" 

(qtd. in Hertzberg 65). If white reformers drew a sharp distinction between past and 

present, Indian and American, Native people were themselves able to see cultural identity 

in the fluid terms of change and negotiation. In texts like Wynema and American Indian 

Stories, Native women writers show an engagement with circumstances ~ a rhetorical 

savvy ~ that may be seen as a new form of power, a reflection of traditional feminine 

authority "adjusted to new conditions," and adjusted to new opportunities for public 

action.^ 

I. The Wordless Indian 

At the 1891 National American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA) 

convention in Washington, suffragist Rev. Anna Shaw delivered an address entitled 

"Indians versus Women" that helps to clarify what it meant for Alice Callahan and 

Zitkala-Sa to engage with the fight for white women's rights. As we saw in Matilda 

Joslyn Gage's writings, one suffragist impulse was to see Native peoples as competitors 

for political attention, appallingly privileged above the white women whose whiteness 

underwrote their natural claim to entitlement. Shaw made this assertion of Indian 

privilege the centerpiece of her NAWSA address: 
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In the Dakota campaign we met with two questions which were confronting the 

people, ~ the status of the women of Dakota and the status of the Indian of South 

Dakota....There were no speeches made and no newspaper articles written against 

the admission of the Indians into all the rights and privileges of citizenship. There 

were speeches made and there were elaborate newspaper articles written against 

permitting women to enter into the rights of citizenship. While the Indian had not 

to meet a single obstacle in his way, women had to meet the greatest obstacles, 

and the most difficult obstacles of which you can conceive. (146) 

Shaw goes on to construct a series of contrasts between white women, embodying all the 

ideals of the political process, and the Indian, who embodies only radical otherness. 

"While they were dancing their ghost dance, we were out in the Black Hills riding day 

after day, and speaking and trying to arouse the American citizen of South Dakota to such 

a high sense of his responsibility as a citizen, and his duty to womanhood to recognize 

the right of women to some voice in the Government, in the State in which they live" 

(146). The language of rights, responsibility, and citizenship coupled with the energy and 

purpose of those "riding day after day," in contrast to the implicit frivolity and idleness of 

those with no more pressing concerns than "dancing their ghost dance," renders ludicrous 

the notion of Indian citizenship. And significantly, Shaw delivered this address just after 

the December 1890 massacre at Wounded Knee that marked the end of the Ghost Dance 

movement and the end of the Indian wars. In deliberately misconstruing the import of 

"dancing their ghost dance," Shaw may be attempting to bolster her argument by 

capitalizing on sensationalized reports of the Ghost Dance threat in the popular press. 
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These reports emphasized the "primitiveness" of what they represented as Indian 

delusions, such as the belief that practitioners of the Ghost Dance wore special shirts that 

made them impervious to the bullets of white aggressors. 

Shaw then reports with bitter irony that the men of the state "cast their ballots, and 

when the vote was counted, it was discovered that the men of the South Dakota so much 

preferred the intelligent and wise, and conscientious vote of Young-Man-Afraid-of-His-

Horse, Leaping-Wolf, and Two-Squaws, that the Indians received 45 per cent, of the 

votes cast in the state; while the women of South Dakota received only 37 per cent, of the 

vote cast" (146). The names Shaw chooses to describe the "intelligent and wise, and 

conscientious" Indian vote seem designed to underscore her sarcasm, while her reference 

to "Two-Squaws" subtly evokes the stereotype of savage polygamy that white America 

advanced as evidence of its own superior treatment of women. 

Shaw concludes her address with the same sense of outrage Gage expressed in her 

1878 essay picturing Susan B. Anthony, disenfranchised exemplary citizen, in contrast to 

the Oneida "savages" at the ballot box. Shaw constructs a similar argument for her 

suffragist peers at the 1891 convention. Like Gage, she sees the threat of Indian 

citizenship as the threat of universal exclusively male suffrage, a further codification of 

gender difference obscuring what, from her perspective, should be of more grave 

concern: the collapse of racial, ethnic, or cultural difference. 

Now I do not wish to be understood as saying that Indians should not have rights, 

and ought not to have recognition; but it is exceedingly marvellous how little an 

Indian, or any other kind of a man, needs to know before he may be regarded as a 
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valuable citizen, and how much a woman needs to know before she becomes any 

kind of a citizen whatever. We need to realize first, that any kind of a man under 

the sun passes as an American citizen, and second, that no kind of woman under 

the sun can be coimted an American citizen. (146) 

This structure allows Shaw to back away from the implicit racism of her argument while 

still making plain the greater validity of white women's claims. It is not, she implies, that 

Indians don't deserve justice. But if white women, represented as the embodiment of 

ideal citizenship, can be subordinated to "any kind of man under the sun," justice cannot 

be said to have been served. 

This rhetorical structure is, of course, nothing new ~ but this particular address 

was given only two months after the massacre at Wounded Knee. This fact seems to 

generate a peculiar turn in Shaw's argument by upsetting her contrast between Indian 

privilege and female disenfranchisement. She attempts to contrast two forms of 

government protection, setting up an opposition between dispossessed white women and 

Indian wards on the dole. The white woman of Dakota, after doing the real work of 

nation building, "finds that she has neither property nor children. But she is well 

protected by the law — so well protected that she is protected out of everything she has, 

and has nothing left that needs protection. What does she get for it? Nothing." But when 

Shaw asks, "What does the Indian get?," she cannot follow through on her own structure 

of contrasts. Government injustice toward the Plains Indians, culminating in the brutal 

murders of scores of men, women, and children at Wounded Knee, was too pointed a 

violation of the spirit of "protection," as the rest of Shaw's text makes plain. Thus, she 
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can only offer weakly, "He gets something, though he does not get half that belongs to 

him." Even in her mockery of the "intelligent and wise, and conscientious" Indian, she 

can't bring herself to say that the wardship status of Native peoples offers a real 

advantage over the "protective" dispossession of women. In order to maintain the 

structure of "Indians versus Women," then ~ in order to avoid any dangerous 

identification of causes ~ she evokes the Indian wars. Since "he does not get half that 

belongs to him," 

He goes on the war-path. Then what does the Indian get? He gets what our 

Government takes to him. And those of us who were in South Dakota when this 

last unholy, unrighteous war was waged on those plains, know that the war was 

never begun by the Indians, never dreamed of by them. Then our great rich, and 

powerful government sent its armed forces, and its cannons out there to subdue a 

handful of half-starved Indians who were dancing about a pole. (146) 

With this construction, she is able to qualify her assault on the citizen-Indian without 

legitimating his citizenship. She exchanges the image of unconscionable Indian 

entitlement for one of unconscionable victimization. But she retains the element of 

"dancing their ghost dance" as the mark of radical otherness disqualifying them for the 

franchise. 

But interestingly, in shifting from the Indian as citizen to the Indian as victim, she 

likewise re-genders her construct of Indiaimess. While the Indian citizen is necessarily 

male, she feminizes the Indian victim by focusing on the women killed at Wounded 

Knee. "These brave men did their duty so bravely that in a little camp of 150 Indians, 
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squaws and children they succeeded in shooting down, not only the men, but the squaws 

and children and babies ... that is what women get from war, and yet we have United 

States senators up here in our capitol who say women ought not to vote because they 

cannot fight" (146). This figure of the Indian helps restore Shaw's oppositional structure. 

Shaw's imagined Indian here becomes more woman than Indian. What begins as a 

statement about "a little camp of 150 Indians" evolves into a statement about women ~ 

and not specifically Indian women. The experience of the Indian women at Wounded 

Knee thus testifies again to female disenfranchisement, a cross-cultural phenomenon of 

gender. But even more significantly, the military targeting of Indian women becomes the 

basis for Shaw's own claim to the franchise. "If the United States Government may shoot 

down women in war...then the United States Government ought to provide women with 

the means of saying whether or not they desire to be shot down, whether they desire to be 

robbed of their children, and whether they desire to be robbed of their property, and yet it 

does not do it" (146). The women being shot down in war are Native. But this claim is 

made by a white suffragist to other white suffragists at the NAWSA convention. In this 

context, the women who really ought be provided with a means of registering their 

"desire" are undoubtedly white. Indianness, as Shaw's address consistently emphasizes, 

means "dancing about a pole." Insofar as Indian women are Indian, they are necessarily 

foreign to the political process. It is only insofar as Indian women are women that their 

experience has bearing on the question uppermost in Shaw's mind: the Woman Question. 

"Indians versus women" finally means Indian men versus white women. And Native 



women, appropriated by the latter, are effectively erased from the equation, except as 

sister victims of gender injustice. 

What these competing constructions of Indianness — the feminized victim and the 

masculinized citizen — have in common, ultimately, is the absence of language. Not only 

do the women and children shot down at Wounded Knee have no voice with which to 

protest, but the would-be Indian citizen is silenced as well ~ overwhelmed by the 

wordiness of white women's discourse. While suffragists make speeches, Indians are 

merely dancing bodies. And, in one particularly revealing moment of Shaw's speech, she 

dramatizes an ostensible "dialogue" with "a gentleman who will be a voter next year": 

I went up to him, he had feathers on, his hair was braided in two braids and tied 

with a white string, and he had a blanket over his shoulders for which the women 

of the United States were taxed to pay the making of and the getting it there to 

him. After we women had paid our share of that blanket, it was expensive to us, 

but not expensive to the Indian. He had leggings on and mocassins, and then he 

was smoking away at a big pipe. I said to him, 'My dear sir, I would like to 

inquire, if I may, something in regard to your knowledge of political economy. I 

am informed that before the right of suffrage can be extended to any people in 

South Dakota they must be a people who are thoroughly instructed in regard to 

the institutions of our National Government, who are well informed as to the 

constitutions of our States; they must be men who understand the underlying 

principles of a great nation like this. My dear Sir, can you tell me whether or not 
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you are well posted in regard to these great and weighty matters?' 'My dear sir' 

looked down at me, and said 'Ugh.' (146) 

In this exchange, Shaw is all voice ~ all words ~ while the Indian is all images, an 

essence of Indianness represented by braids, pipe, and blanket (courtesy, she can't resist 

adding, of white women, taxed without representation). The mute Indian citizen, like the 

mute Indian victim, is utterly inarticulate ~ another sign of his primitiveness. He may be 

spoken about, or spoken for — by wordy white women ~ but he cannot speak for himself. 

This is what is at stake for Native American writers: their own language is 

perceived by the dominant linguistic culture as an absence of language. Callahan and 

Zitkala-Sa are unique among early Native writers in that there is no translator, no 

friendly white editor to "midwife" their stories. Their acts of self-construction are acts of 

resistance to the "ugh." Resistance is, above all, a phenomenon of language. In this sense, 

these texts are anti-sentimental (even when, like Callahan's Wynema, they adopt the plot 

of the sentimental novel). Rather than establishing sisterhood through shared sentiment, 

they establish sentiment through shared language, a common vocabulary. Interestingly, a 

key assumption of boarding school policy, as articulated by Indian Commissioner Atkins 

in his 1887 report to the Secretary of the Interior, is that "No unity or community of 

feeling can be established among different peoples unless they are brought to speak the 

same language, and thus become imbued with like ideas of duty" (Atkins, "English 

Language" 201). For these writers, as we will see, that common language is the 

vocabulary of sovereignty, of rights, of representation. Only when white women are 

brought to speak that language can there be a "community of feeling." 
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II. Wynema and (Mis)representation 

Wynema: A Child of the Forest, by mixed-blood Muscogee/Creek writer S. Alice 

Callahan, is currently thought to be the first novel written by a Native American woman. 

Published in 1891, it reflects the Callahan family's privileged position as "members of 

the Muscogee aristocracy" (Ruoff, "Introduction" xv), Callahan's profound commitment 

to the Methodist Church, and her somewhat problematic notions about "savages" and 

"civilization."^ Indeed, the novel is troubling for several reasons. It is generically and 

artistically awkward, a patchwork of conventional plots, improbable dialogue, and staged 

political debates. It doesn't offer a detailed picture of Creek culture ~ and, in fact, 

frequently misrepresents tribal customs. And Callahan chooses problematic spokespeople 

for the novel's most radical positions, casting the Indian Wynema as foolishly naive, and 

absorbing the long history of Creek resistance into the voice of sympathetic whiteness. 

Creek scholar Craig S. Womack is particularly pointed in his indictment. While he 

recognizes that its status as the first female-authored Native text gives Wynema an 

important place in Native literary history, he argues that 

the novel needs to be problematized because of its failure to engage Creek culture, 

history, and politics. I make this claim based on the novel's erasure of Creek 

voices, the characters' rejection of Creek culture, the many instances of cultural 

misrepresentation throughout, the lack of any depictions of the nuances of Creek 

life, the protagonist's repudiation of Muskogean matrilinearity, and the author's 

choice of a non-Creek and non-Indian viewpoint. (107) 
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While acknowledging the aptness of Womack's description, I nevertheless propose that 

the novel develops a complex rhetorical relationship to its presumed readership of white 

women. As A. LaVonne Brown Ruoff points out, "An acculturated, well-read, and 

independent daughter of a father actively involved in tribal affairs, Callahan was well 

aware of the injustices endured by both Indians and women" ("Introduction" xix). While 

the novel may not stand as a model of cultural integrity, Callahan's awareness of her 

audience's gendered concerns shapes her rendering of parallel injustices. While Callahan 

at first glance seems to have silenced her tribal identity ~ to have been alienated from 

herself by the late-nineteenth-century dominant discourse of assimilation ~ we may find 

a source of agency in the way she makes use of available conceptual frameworks. 

Exploring Callahan's construction of the "Indian Problem" in terms of the "Woman 

Question" helps to reveal the ways in which this novel takes a more radical position than 

it seems at first to do.'' 

The Indian in the late nineteenth century was — or seemed to be ~ vanishing in a 

number of ways. As Brian Dippie details in his historical survey of The Vanishing 

American, the myth of Indian disappearance served a crucial psychic function for the 

dominant culture. While Indian relations in the West were predicated on the need to 

remove the actual Indians obstructing American expansion, the fantasy of inevitable 

Indian extermination provided the East with a potent source of imaginative gratification. 

Lamenting the disappearance of the Indian, assumed to be an accomplished fact, allowed 

the dominant culture both to mourn its various losses — of the frontier, of an earlier 

simplicity — and to reassure itself that "the savage" naturally and necessarily gives way to 
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the forward march of civilization. "The Vanishing American, in short, represented a 

perfect fusion of the nostalgic with the progressive impulse" (Dippie xii). To be sure, the 

military arm of Indian policy took its toll. Starved by government corruption, 

exterminated in massacres like the tragedy at Wounded Knee, Native peoples felt keenly 

the United States' attempt to make the myth of the vanishing American a reality. Yet as 

Dippie argues, America in the 1870s and 1880s "was left to deal with the unprecedented 

problem of the Non-vanishing American" (78). Actual Indians refused to inhabit the 

imaginative construct; rather than faint voices from the past. Native resistance persisted 

in voices of the present. 

If the Indian would not vanish into the mists of time, the assimilation agenda 

offered the alternative of vanishing into invisibility through incorporation into the 

mainstream. While Indian policy before the Civil War tended toward removal and 

isolation, after 1865, the allotment of tribal lands in severalty as the defining feature of 

Americanization dominated Indian policy. Under the guise of humanitarian reform, 

policymakers attempted to, in Carlisle Boarding School Superintendent Captain R.H. 

Pratt's memorable motto, "kill the Indian and save the man." If the Indian would not 

literally vanish, he might culturally vanish. But here, too, the Indian failed to disappear. 

As Frances Campbell Sparhawk observed in 1906, "What concerns us to-day... is to find 

out what is the matter with the Indian, what keeps him from assimilating with his 

surroundings, why we cannot absorb two hundred and fifty thousand Indians into all our 

millions and never know where they are" (qtd. in Dippie 180). 
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At the same time, the cultural assault on Indian survival was enacted on the level 

of the aesthetic. As Dippie details, the Vanishing American became a popular artistic 

theme ~ a way for Americans to imaginatively insist upon the fact of Indian 

disappearance. Solon H. Borglum's sculpture of an Indian woman mourning at her 

husband's burial, Desolation, seemed to one observer "to be invested with a something 

larger and more tragic than personal grief, and to symbolize rather the mourning of a 

dying race conscious of its doom. Its appeal is that of a sorrowing people rather than of 

an individual" (qtd. in Dippie 217). Cyrus E. Dallin's The Appeal to the Great Spirit, 

exhibited in 1908, dramatized a similar narrative: "More than a statue of a lone Indian...it 

is the story of a race" (qtd. in Dippie 217). Not only do these artistic productions assume 

Indian disappearance as an inevitability, but they also overwrite the existence of living, 

individual Indians with the romanticized "story of a race." The individual Indian who 

engages with change and adapts to circumstances vanishes into the aesthetic construct of 

"the Indian," an unchanging archetype that can only have one story: the doom of a culture 

locked into a static past. 

Against all this, Callahan offers a novel that, in its own way, both testifies to 

survival and calls for justice. That this might be so is not especially clear from the plot 

outline of what appears to be a radically assimilationist text. The story focuses on 

Genevieve Weir and Gerald Keithly, white teachers among the Indians whose eager 

student, Wynema, provides a model for Indian educability and progress. As Womack 

observes, Wynema is the "star pupil with straight As in whiteness, miraculously 

transformed under Genevieve's tutelage from inarticulate full-blood to Victorian lady" 
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(108). The novel moves episodically through Wynema's "education." The early part of 

the novel consists of quasi-ethnological moments in which Genevieve is exposed to the 

"weird" and "strange" foods and ceremonies of the Creek Indians. As Wynema matures, 

the plot turns to the arrangement of marital relations, intermingled with staged 

discussions of allotment policy and corrupt land deals, and climaxes with an account of 

the Wounded Knee massacre before returning to the closing scene of multiple domestic 

felicities. What begins as a novel about the "teepee Indians" and becomes for a while a 

treatise on Indian policy concludes with the conventional pairing off of the major 

characters: Genevieve with Gerald; Wjoiema with Genevieve's brother, Robin; and 

Genevieve's sisters, Winnie and Bessie, with a Dr. Bradford and fellow reformer Carl 

Peterson, respectively. This variety of material - sentimental, ethnographic, polemical ~ 

seems to many readers to coexist uneasily. Indeed, Ruoff suggests that "The third section, 

on Sioux hostilities, the murder of Sitting Bull, and the massacre at Wounded Knee, is 

such an abrupt departure from the earlier romance plot that it was probably added to an 

almost completed novel" ("Introduction" xxvi). But despite their incoherence as a plot, 

the loosely connected scenes are ultimately held together by a thematic thread that 

engages the notion of tribal sovereignty in the terms set out by women's rights activism.^ 

From the first page, the novel consistently validates the model of feminine moral 

authority that undergirds the Indian reform movement. As we have seen, white women in 

the late nineteenth century found "the Indian" useful to their own self-construction in a 

number of ways. Through such organizations as the Women's National Indian 

Association, reform-minded white women were able to extend their unique moral 
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authority into the public domain, hidian Reform provided an opportunity for legitimate 

public action. And by playing "mother" to the Indians, conventionally constructed as 

"children" in the national family, white women could assert a claim to the franchise 

without destabilizing dominant assumptions about the nature of womanhood. As agents 

of Americanization, these women constructed themselves as the very essence of 

civilization, a notion that emerged with particular intensity in the arena of Indian reform. 

The savagery of the savage testified to the "civilizedness" of a decidedly matemalistic 

reform movement. Accordingly, Wynema opens with a representation of Genevieve as 

the embodiment of civilization itself Genevieve explains to her worrying mother that 

"God has called me and I dare not refuse to do his bidding," and, the narrative voice 

pronounces, "Thus came civilization among the Tepee Indians" (5): civilization comes to 

the savage in the person of Genevieve Weir.^ 

Similarly, the most frequent response of white characters to Indian "antics" is one 

of detached amusement. Genevieve at the "busk" ~ the Green Com ceremony — is 

"amused at the M.D.'s proceedings" (15). The profound otherness of the tribal medicine 

man is rendered comical with her ironic "M.D.," and his "proceedings" become an 

entertainment for the white spectator. This both reinforces the superior status of the white 

woman and, importantly, defuses the potential threat of tribalism. The Ghost Dance 

religion (or, as it was typically referred to in the Anglo press, the "Messiah craze") 

galvanized the West in the late 1880s and 1890 with the promise of tribal revival. 

Wovoka (Paiute), the movement's leader, promised a renaissance of traditionalism 

heralded by the return of the buffalo and the disappearance of the white man. For anxious 



white readers, the Ghost Dance evoked the spectre of violent resistance. As Robert Allen 

Warrior writes, "non-Native reaction to the Ghost Dance movement, both in its original 

nonviolent form and in its South Dakota offshoot that threatened armed struggle, sent a 

message to all American Indian people that any attempt at unity and protection of 

tradition, language, culture, religion, and political integrity would be met with violence 

and repressive legislation from Washington" (11). Here, Genevieve models a response of 

comfortable condescension, reassuring Callahan's readers that traditional tribal culture is 

merely a curiosity, not a threat. 

But having situated itself within the ideology of reform, the novel then implicitly 

asks its white female readers to contemplate their own privilege ~ and, ultimately, to see 

it as imperiled. Genevieve muses on Wynema's adoration, "Dear child; would that I were 

as perfect as she believes me to be!" (23). On the surface, the worshipful Indian girl 

validates the assumption of white female superiority. Wynema's function is to testify to 

the "perfection" of civilization in the form of her beloved teacher, or "Mihia."^ But 

Genevieve's self-reflection also models a reflective pose for white readers, an invitation 

to consider that the very activity of reform, particularly in the field of women's rights, 

registers a signification imperfection. Taking the link between Indian reform and female 

self-construction as a starting point, Wynema subtly redefines the agenda for justice to the 

Indians. 

It does so through the related ideas of (mis)representation and 

(mis)communication. In other words, this novel is keenly interested in the Word and 

words generally, in translation and understanding, and in the relationship between 
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representation in print and representation in politics. As Genevieve says, "It is truly a pity 

the Indian has not more champions such as you, Mr. Keithly; for then they would not be 

so grossly misrepresented as they now are" (22). This theme of gross misrepresentation, 

with its multivalent implications, functions as a subversive subtext throughout the novel. 

One form of misrepresenting Indianness is the construction of the Vanishing 

American in both popular and scientific culture. Genevieve's perception of the medicine 

man illustrates the flattening effect of the ethnographic-aesthetic gaze: "With his leggins, 

his loose, fringed, many-colored hunting-shirt, his beaded moccasins, his long, colored 

blanket sweeping the ground, and his head-dress with the fringe touching his eyebrows, 

he was both picturesque and weird." More a "picture" than a living individual, the 

medicine man is in some sense an aesthetic representation of himself When Callahan 

goes on to describe his healing ritual as a "performance" (12-13), she evokes the late-

nineteenth-century appetite for staged presentations of Indianness, "representations" of 

the Indian in painting, sculpture, and the Wild West shows that render the Indian 

nonthreatening ~ merely "picturesque," and decidedly vanishing. Indeed, a dialogue at 

the end of the novel refers to Buffalo Bill, "the man who went about everywhere, taking a 

crowd of Indians with him and showing them," and "thus gaining means for subsistence 

for himself (96).^ As an artistic topic, the Indian is rendered as the false representative of 

a doomed race. As a spectacle, Indians are made to misrepresent themselves. And, as 

Callahan pointedly observes, the showman profits by it. 

But the misrepresentation with which this novel is concerned is not merely 

aesthetic. Callahan also asks her readers to contemplate the representation of the Indian 
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as a political phenomenon. With her emphasis on the tribe's delegates to Washington, she 

directs attention to the status of a people whose interests must be "represented" by others. 

The "old, gray-haired Indian" who orates with the eloquence of "Cicero himself 

recounts the treachery by which the Muscogee lost their homelands, remembering that "a 

delegate was sent from our tribe to represent us, and to watch our interests in the great 

capital" (31). The reference is to the 1824 violation of the Muscogee Council's decision 

to sell no more land. This particular act of "misrepresentation" ultimately led to the 

Muscogee's removal from Alabama and a death sentence for the treacherous delegate. 

This is a familiar plotline in the history of Indian affairs: through deliberate 

mistranslation of treaties, corruptible delegates, and the repeated failure of Indian proxies 

to accurately "represent" Indian interests. Native peoples were "grossly misrepresented" 

out of their tribal lands. And just as Buffalo Bill profited from his form of 

misrepresenting Indianness, misrepresentation of the Indians in the political arena worked 

to the material benefit of a land-hungry United States by making those coveted Indian 

territories available for American expansion. 

As a critical examination of the idea of representation, the novel is keenly 

interested in language and understanding. Representation is at base a linguistic 

phenomenon, a form of "translation" in which a person, a tribe, a truth is replaced by an 

equivalent — a copy, a painting, a delegate — just as translation is a form of 

representation, a substitution of ostensible equivalents. Callahan further questions the 

fraught exercise of representation through her emphasis in the novel on the language 

barrier. The narrative voice observes that "To many persons the difficulty of teaching our 
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language to any foreigner seems almost insurmountable" (8). In keeping with her 

consistent use of "them" when describing Indians, Callahan's reference to "owr language" 

both prioritizes the white woman's perspective and validates English as the normative 

language. By defining Indians as "foreigners," she underscores difference and otherness. 

And the problem of the word goes both ways. Genevieve's trouble is not only making 

herself understood, but also comprehending the "foreign" language surrounding her. At 

the Green Com Ceremony, she is relieved to find a translator in Gerald Keithly. "Why is 

this gathering called a busk? I have wanted to ask this question ever since I heard the 

word, but could find no one to explain so that I could understand" (17). In her consistent 

attention to mutual incomprehensibility, Callahan suggests that language itself is a site of 

failed representation. 

But she also implies that women like Genevieve can overcome this 

"insurmountable" difference by setting an example. On her first day in the classroom, 

Genevieve determines to "begin the exercises with the reading of the Word, and prayer, 

and perhaps they will understand by my expression and attitude." Sure enough, "the 

pupils understood no word of it" (6) ~ but Wynema "clasped her hands and raised her 

eyes, imitating Genevieve's attitude" (7). Words generally and the Word in particular are 

incomprehensible, but imitation functions as a model for assimilation. Behavior becomes 

a form of language, "expression and attitude" a form of the Word. And behavior 

seemingly transcends the language barrier. While Genevieve's words fail, she can 

nevertheless make of Wynema a copy, a representation, of herself — precisely the object 

of Indian reform. 
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If the novel seems to validate Atkins' claim that this common "language" ~ this 

shared Word of sorts — establishes a community of feeling, however, Callahan promptly 

calls this form of copying into question. In a reversal of the classroom scene, Gerald too 

advocates a policy of imitation: "If you dwell among the Romans, you must abide by 

their laws and follow their customs whenever practicable" (18). But in this case, mimicry 

is merely going through the motions, not a form of education. While the novel seems 

committed to the then-current model for Indian education — learning through imitation of 

normative whiteness ~ it subtly undermines the meaning of this by pointing to the gap 

between practice and belief, performance and truth, representation and the real. Gerald 

explains away Genevieve's horror at his participation in "barbaric" customs by 

disavowing any meaningful acculturation. "I don't mean to say that I believe the 

sprinkling of water, as I did just now, will have any effect, either good or bad, on the 

human system; but it is declared in Holy Writ that 'Cleanliness is next to godliness,' and 

truly a clean body is almost proof against disease" (28). In this mirror image of 

assimilation, adopting cultural practices is only skin deep. The copy of Genevieve that is 

Wynema, then, may likewise be merely a performance, yet another gross 

misrepresentation of the Indians. 

In short, the novel makes several related points about language. Words 

themselves are empty, as when Wynema "thanks [Gerald] only in words" (20). And 

words can have gaps and breakdowns; Wynema "always spoke brokenly when she was 

touched." When asked for "the meaning of the death-chant," she replies, "How can I tell 

you, Mihia?" (24). As Siobhan Senier details, miscommunication is a primary theme of 
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interest in cross-cultural communication, "there is an emphasis on what cannot be told" 

(Senier 431).^ The problem of translation makes clear that any given word can have 

multiple, contextual meanings. As Callahan remarks in trying to "translate" tribal culture 

into Anglo-American terms, "Danced? Well, not as you understand the word, my reader" 

(20). If Callahan seems to reinforce the notion that reform-minded white women ~ as 

representations of civilization — can generate copies of themselves, her attention to the 

insufficiency of both words themselves and behavior as a form of language undermines 

this agenda. 

Mary Dearborn addresses the issue of Native female authorship in terms that are 

useful here. She argues that Native women are frequently positioned as mediators who 

bridge cultural difference, which has the dual effect of both voicing and silencing Native 

authority. 

If the ethnic woman is a mediator or ambassador, her writing is legitimized but 

also to some extent defused. Her mission is peaceable, and the dominant culture 

can understand ethnic female identity in a way that is not threatening if it is 

presented in a work written with a mediating purpose. In such a context, the 

ethnic woman's voice and identity are ultimately compromised, and as I will 

argue, her writing is more interesting when it struggles against the concept of 

mediation than when it succumbs to it. (23) 

For Dearborn, the Native American female author can more productively function as a 

trickster figure, "playing a trick within language," and "subverting authority while 
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seemingly endorsing it" (28). While Callahan's overtly assimilationist text seems to 

fulfill the mediating function, she "plays a trick within language" by situating her critique 

on the level of language itself She uses her own representation of the Indian Problem to 

call into question the enterprise of representation itself. 

Even as she implicitly undermines the optimism of Indian reform, however, she 

does so in terms that would resonate for women's rights activists. Like the 

misrepresented Indians, nineteenth-century suffragists were keenly aware of what it 

meant to be (mis)represented by others. As we have seen, nineteenth-century American 

law followed Blackstone's hoary assumption that husband and wife were one single 

entity — and that "one" was the husband. Like the Indians, women experienced 

representation (of wives by husbands) as erasure rather than representation (of political 

subjects by elected officials) as political voice. By defining the Indian Problem as one of 

"gross misrepresentation," Callahan is able to draw a structural analogy between Indian 

dispossession and the disenfranchisement of white women. The language of 

misrepresentation, in other words, is itself not vulnerable to the misrepresentation of 

translation. It is a common vocabulary, a language that transcends the language barrier. 

Callahan pointedly evokes this context in the novel, staging a series of dialogues 

on women's rights between Genevieve and her first suitor, Maurice, and Wynema and 

her suitor, Genevieve's brother Robin. She makes enlightened attitudes toward women's 

rights a precondition for domestic bliss. Genevieve rejects the reactionary Maurice after 

he fails this test. The inclusion of this material in a novel otherwise devoted to Indian 

affairs evokes the shared wardship status of Indians and women. The parallel to some 
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degree is implicit, as when Wynema's reference to the Women's Christian Temperance 

Union as "a little band of women" subtly anticipates later attention to the "little band of 

Indians" attempting to "battle with the great United States" (82)/'' She refrains from too 

directly associating female disenfranchisement with the plight of the dispossessed Indian 

in order to keep the civilized/savage distinction intact; but her emphasis on issues of 

representation makes this an available parallel for her readers. 

In order to give this parallel potency, Callahan offers to white women a flattering 

reflection of themselves. While insisting that "the idea of freedom and liberty was bom in 

me," Wynema acknowledges, "It is tme that the women of my country have no voice in 

the councils; we do not speak in any public gathering, not even in our churches; but we 

are waiting for our more civilized white sisters to gain their liberty, and thus set us an 

example which we shall not be slow to follow" (45). Womack finds this particularly 

insulting,'^ but it seems like such a deliberate appeal to her white female audience that it 

is indeed a purposeful distortion. If these readers inhabit the identity Callahan constmcts 

for them ~ if they engage with the novel as activists working "to gain their liberty" — the 

Indian problem as a problem of misrepresentation may take on a new immediacy. Put in 

these terms, the Indian problem becomes a reflection of white women's own stmggle 

with "misrepresentation" as a consequence of political disenfranchisement. 

If Callahan is on some level seeking to deliberately identify the Indian Problem 

with the Woman Question, then neither the marriage plot nor the allotment plot is 

gratuitous. The scenes of matchmaking are integrated with material debating the 

allotment question: whether the division of communally owned tribal lands into 
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individual parcels is the key to Indian survival ~ as Americans ~ or an assault on tribal 

sovereignty that benefits only United States westward expansion. The rendering may be 

awkward from a narrative point of view, but the juxtaposition serves an important 

purpose. The marriage plot focuses, as it often does in women's fiction, on female choice 

(of appropriate suitors). The novel provides guidelines for choosing the right partner: he 

must be disposed toward fair dealings with Indians and enfranchisement for women. But 

the novel is equally focused on defining the partnership itself as an agreement between 

equals. In so doing, it appeals to the audience's anxieties about a marriage market that 

commodifies women. As we have seen, the idea that women were treated as "property" 

had a consistent rhetorical force in suffragist discourse. When Genevieve rejects Maurice, 

what she is rejecting, Callahan emphasizes, is "his long-cherished hope of'owning' this 

girl" (56). The novel rescues the idea of marriage from the marketplace, disassociating it 

from the dynamic of possession. And by imaginatively reasserting the power to choose, 

the novel restores the idea of contract — mutual consent ~ to the marriage relation. 

This reassertion of the conjugal contract has larger political consequences. As we 

have seen, national organization is rhetorically bound up with domestic organization. If 

the nation is the family writ large, then Callahan is resuscitating America's Lockean 

origins. The republic, like the household, must be predicated upon the mutual consent of 

equal parties enjoying the natural right to personal sovereignty. If the patriarchal model 

of marital relations is invalidated, so too is the paternalistic model of the national family 

that imagines the Indian as, in the words of the novel's subtitle, the "child of the forest." 
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By integrating the allotment plot into her romance, then, Callahan links female 

sovereignty to tribal sovereignty, marital choice to the Indians' choice. Genevieve's right 

to refuse Maurice sets up the Indians' right to refuse allotment policy ~ the right to 

likewise reject a relation predicated on "ownership," and the right to define "progress" in 

their own terms. Indian resistance to allotment, considered in this context of women's 

rights, implicitly becomes an extension of the same gesture. 

What makes this argument possible is the role Callahan offers for white women 

readers. Even as she validates their "civilizedness" by inviting disidentification with the 

savage, she brings about a redefinition of civilization by inviting a certain structural 

identification. Importantly, it is Genevieve who is the primary mouthpiece for the anti-

allotment position. She explains the likelihood of wholesale dispossession to the 

ingenuous Wynema, who admits, "What a superficial thinker I am not to have understood 

this!" (52). But giving this position to the white woman, while it erases the voice of 

Creek resistance, is strategic. Senier observes that Callahan "may have found Genevieve 

the safest vehicle for voicing an anti-allotment position." And it's also "something of a 

subversive move. Historically, white women teachers were visible agents of 

assimilation....That Genevieve contests such absorption is, for her, in her position, a 

moment of unruliness" (427). To take this logic even further: Genevieve is the 

embodiment of civilization itself, and if she herself rejects allotment, then private 

1 ' y  

property is no longer the sole basis for civilization. The program for Americanizing the 

Indian, a program Callahan seems to have no ideological objection to in general, need not 



then take the division of tribal lands, the imposition of possessive individualism, as its 

starting point. 

While Creek resistance is consistently absorbed by the voice of white reform, 

Callahan does allow at least a limited self-representation for the Sioux when her focus 

shifts to Wounded Knee. As Senier observes, the novel "systematically transfers the 

representation (or misrepresentation) of Indian culture from sympathetic but misguided 

white characters to Indian characters" (424). As we saw in Anna Shaw's address to the 

1891 NAWSA convention, the wordless Indian is perpetually spoken about or spoken for, 

an act of silencing that Callahan challenges through her emphasis on the problem of 

translation. As the novel ~ itself a form of speaking ~ progresses, she insists with 

increasing intensity on the primacy of Indian voice. In her discussion of the Wounded 

Knee massacre, Callahan presents an Indian story with a truth value that the Anglo-

American narrative doesn't have. When Sioux warrior Wildfire recounts the murder of a 

hunting party. Few Tails' wife, who was critically wounded in the attack, "could barely 

tell what had occurred; but we saw the bodies of the slaughtered braves about three 

hundred yards away, and they told their own story" (81). Here, there is no gap between 

1 ^ 
the thing and its representation; this narrative consists of embodied words. And, 

significantly, this is a story that only an Indian can translate: 

Yes, those bleeding, gaping wounds, those eyes glaring in death, those stiff bodies 

lying where they fell, told a story — a story far more eloquent and impressive than 

human lips could have uttered. Do you want to know what that story was, Carl 
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Peterson? — you who come here and warmly talk of peace? Well, it was this: they 

told me we had suffered long enough at the hands of the white man. (82) 

The Indian bodies "grossly misrepresented" in the popular press, in Wild West shows, in 

Washington, are here properly understood. Wildfire gives voice to an Indian narrative 

that the well-meaning Carl Peterson cannot interpret for himself 

In the end, the problem of miscommunication ~ the inadequacy of translation ~ is 

emphasized, but with a difference. Wildfire tells Carl Peterson, "You are kind, and you 

mean well, but you can never understand these things as I do. You have never been 

oppressed" (85). In the context of the women's rights argument preceding this section of 

the text. Wildfire's claim acts as a reminder not just of white privilege, but of male 

privilege. Implicitly, those who have been oppressed can understand. By evoking female 

disenfranchisement, Callahan asks her readers to recall their own forms of resistance, to 

recognize oppression as a language they too might speak. Here, then, is an invitation to 

cross the language barrier, an opportunity to see the Indian cause as fundamentally 

related to the "misrepresentation" of women. 

We should be careful not to overstate the case. The novel cannot be said to 

imagine a meaningful triumph of cross-cultural sisterhood. As Womack points out, "If 

this is a novel about strong, independent women expressing political viewpoints, it works 

only for the white women characters" (108). Womack argues that Wynema is 

progressively "whitened" in the course of the novel, becoming effectively no longer 

Indian by the novel's end. Thus, the political voice she ultimately achieves is not the 

voice of an Indian woman: "to gain the right to speak, [Wynema] pays a price the other 



231 

non-Indian women do not ~ complete cultural loss" (116). But if the novel fails to create 

a model Indian woman as Indian, it may be more effective as an appeal to an audience of 

white women. Callahan offers to white female readers an image of themselves that makes 

an understanding of tribal claims more readily available. Thus, for all its limitations, 

Wynema need not be read as mere assimilationist propaganda. 

III. Zitkala-Sa and the Problem of Identity 

Zitkala-Sa, bom on the Yankton Sioux reservation in 1876 as Gertrude Simmons, 

attended White's Manual Technical Institute in Wabash, Indiana, in the 1880s and 1890s. 

She went on to attend Earlham College in Richmond, Indiana, joining the faculty of the 

notorious Carlisle Indian Industrial School in Pennsylvania following her graduation 

from college in 1897. She left Carhsle in 1899 to study music at the New England 

Conservatory in Boston, and there took on a new identity. Though she had written poems 

and articles for her college newspaper, she began her career as a nationally published 

writer in 1900 with a three-part autobiographical narrative of boarding school education 

(later republished as American Indian Stories), which was followed the next year by a 

collection of traditional tales. Old Indian Legends. She married childhood friend 

Raymond Bonnin (Sioux) in 1902, and moved with him to the Uintah Reservation in 

Utah to assist in his work among the Ute Indians for the controversial United States 

Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA). She became active in the Society of American Indians 

soon after its founding in 1911, becoming editor of the Society's American Indian 

Magazine in 1916. In 1926, she founded her own activist organization, the National 
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Council of American Indians. She continued to work for justice for Indians until her 

death in 1938, aligning herself with such "friends of the Indian" as the General 

Federation of Women's Clubs (GFWC). In her long career, Gertrude Simmons Boimin, 

who renamed herself Zitkala-Sa in adulthood, seemed to inhabit several often conflicting 

identities: reservation Indian, literary exotic for the white world, unofficial BIA 

bureaucrat, Indian rights activist, anti-peyote activist, accomplished violinist. But Cathy 

N. Davidson and Ada Norris insist that "She did not live a dual or fractured life. Rather, 

she moved in, out, around, and between worlds" (xiii). In her travels in and between 

worlds, Zitkala-Sa provides a valuable perspective on the relationship between Indian 

self-construction and white women's rights. 

In Zitkala-Sa's autobiographical narrative, as in Callahan's novel, we again find a 

tension between assimilation and subversion. If the dominant rhetorical model was that 

Indians were children who must be Americanized into adulthood, Zitkala-Sa provides an 

exemplary tale of the process ~ but one which ultimately undermines those terms. In one 

sense, she validates the Anglo-American model in which adulthood means independence 

from the mother (tongue): the emergence from orality into literacy, from a tribal sense of 

self into Anglo-American individualism. As critic Laura Wexler claims, the text reflects 

"the self-congratulatory myth that modem Western culture has been telling itself about 

language since its inception: that educated speech begins when the bond with the mother 

is broken" (31). In other words, American Indian Stories, as the construction of an 

individual self through written language, testifies to a "successful" conversion fi-om tribal 

to individual identity and from orality into literacy. But like Callahan, Zitkala-Sa writes 



this self into being while paradoxically evoking a common language of loss and erasure: 

her writing is in some sense an unwriting, a deconstruction, a charting of disappearance. 

Originally published as a three-part Atlantic Monthly series in 1900 ~ 

"Impressions of an Indian Childhood," "School days of an Indian Girl," and "An Indian 

Teacher Among the Indians" ~ and republished in 1921 with other material as American 

Indian Stories, the narrative offers a radical critique of boarding school education, the 

centerpiece of the late nineteenth-century strategy for civilizing the Indian. As the 1880 

Annual Report of the Board of Indian Commissioners asserted, "The nation learned by 

costly experience that 'it was cheaper to feed than to fight the Indian,' and the same 

common sense teaches 'it is cheaper to teach than to feed them'" ("Indian Education" 

194). As this language suggests, Indian policy was consistently dictated by national self-

interest. Rather than an awakening of conscience, the reform impulse signaled a changing 

sense of economy. And the interest in Native self-sufficiency had far less to do with tribal 

sovereignty than it did with the expense of both military and agency relationships. If 

Indianness could be neither eradicated nor contained, it had to be neutralized: "As we 

must have him among us, self-interest, humanity, and Christianity require that we should 

accept the situation, and go resolutely at work to make him a safe and useful factor in our 

body politic" ("Indian Education" 193-4). The "self-interest" upon which both 

"humanity" and "Christianity" were based targeted this contaminant in the "body politic" 

in terms of a secular conversion: "the educational problem of the Indian race" was 

constructed as, in Indian reformer Lyman Abbott's words, "converting them from groups 

of tramps, beggars, thieves, and sometimes robbers and murderers, into communities of 
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intelligent, industrious, and self-supporting citizens" (Abbott 208). This program was 

underwritten by a simple binary logic that imagined Americanization as a coming to life. 

As Indian Commissioner Thomas J Morgan put it, 

In the camp, they know but an alien language; in the school, they leam to 

understand and speak English. In the camp, they form habits of idleness; in the 

school, they acquire habits of industry. In the camp, they listen only to stories of 

war, rapine, bloodshed; in the school they become familiar with the great and 

good characters of history. In the camp, life is without meaning and labor without 

system; in the school, noble purposes are awakened, ambition aroused, and time 

and labor are systematized. (Morgan, "Plea" 243-44) 

The boarding school is here endowed with a figurative divinity; Godlike, it recreates the 

world, bringing the Indian from chaos into order, from a Babylon of incomprehensibility 

into linguistic coherence. And in this vision of what it means to be fully "awakened," 

"aroused," and alive (that is, fully American), Morgan reveals the values of an 

increasingly industrialized, increasingly profit-conscious nation. The "alien" becomes 

American through "industry" and "system," through incorporation into the vast machine 

of modem life. 

Zitkala-Sa's narrative reads almost as a direct response to this self-congratulatory 

rhetoric. By replacing the white perspective with an Indian one, she reverses this 

proposition entirely. It is English that proves both alien and alienating. Meaningful 

"industry" happens at home, while the school is associated with the deadening "iron 

routine" ("School Days" 96) of "systematized" labor. At home, the stories are of Dakota 
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culture hero Iktomi, with no mention of "war, rapine, bloodshed" other than that visited 

upon the tribe by white aggression. And Anglo-American education involves neither 

heroics nor nobility, but rather various forms of violence. Indeed, Zitkala-Sa represents 

the boarding school experience as one of systematic deprivation. And she does so in 

terms that would be particularly pointed for a Christian audience. In her narrative, the 

protagonist's^"^ idyllic childhood is followed by a fall ~ whose Judeo-Christian resonance 

is marked by the "big red apples" ("Impressions" 83) of temptation - as she is torn from 

her mother, deprived of hair and culture, and forcibly assimilated into the Anglo-

American value system. 

However, this narrative goes beyond the simple binary logic of reform ideology. 

As Zitkala-Sa recognizes, the question is more complicated than tribalism versus 

Americanization. Through she may long for her prelapsarian childhood, there is no 

possibility of return.'^ So despite her unrelenting resistance to boarding school education 

as it appears in American Indian Stories, she ultimately became a teacher in the 

institution that exemplifies this process, the Carlisle Indian Industrial School. And despite 

her profound questioning of Anglo-American civilization, as a reformer, she insisted that 

United States citizenship was key to the Indian future. 

Zitkala-Sa's investment in American citizenship for Native peoples was not 

simply the product of assimilationist indoctrination. Without citizenship, she understood, 

the Indian was a ward of the state, effectively a child governed by, as Richard I. Dodge 

put it, "a powerful but henpecked father, and an indulgent, weak mother" (qtd. in Dippie 

147), caught between the military policy of the west and the sentimental agenda of 
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eastern reform. And in this position, Native peoples were not fully people in the Anglo-

American legal and political sense. White women were thus a natural audience for 

Zitkala-Sa in the 1920s, since the strange status of people without full civil personhood 

had so recently been their own. As Oklahoma suffragist Myrtle Archer McDougal noted 

in 1920, "It has been so short a time since I even became 'people!'" (qtd. in Hoder-

Salmon 339). 

But unlike Callahan, Zitkala-Sa does not construct an idealized image of white 

women readers. Instead, she undermines the central notion of maternal moral authority 

and challenges the association of white womanhood with civilization itself "Impressions 

of an Indian Childhood," which describes the protagonist's early life on the reservation, 

recounts an education administered by a properly maternal moral authority: her own 

mother. She represents tribal authority as almost exclusively feminine, the protagonist's 

father and uncle both having fallen victim to the "paleface." Even the landscape has a 

maternal function, providing the "lap" in which she played as a child ("Impressions" 75). 

Interestingly, in some of her political writings, Zitkala-Sa uses language not 

unlike that of Republican Motherhood to describe the appropriate role for Native women 

in the SAI movement, which she characterizes, suggestively, as a "national teepee" 

("Address" 216). In her 1919 address to the SAI convention, her call to Indian women 

echoes the terms in which early nineteenth-century white women understood their own 

participation in national affairs. 

My brother officers and brothers and sisters of this great country, members of this 

organization, it fills my heart with joy to hear these encouraging words from my 



brothers and as they have spoken of their high regard for an Indian sister I know 

that it extends to all the Indian women in this country and I hope my brothers that 

at the next meeting you will invite your wife to come with you and you will invite 

your sister to come with you because you realize that in the home, in the Indian 

home, the mother teaches the children these very principles we are talking about -

- we teach our children as they play about our knees and that is why the Indian 

woman must come to these gatherings, she must listen with her mind open and 

her heart open that she may gather the truths to take home to our little ones ~ they 

are our future hope.^^ ("Address" 213) 

The Indian future is in the hands of Indian mothers ~ not the would-be mothers of white 

women's reform. Zitkala-Sa's narrative of reservation life in "Impressions of an Indian 

Childhood" bears out this assertion of maternal influence. "We delighted in 

impersonating our own mothers. We talked of things we had heard them say in their 

conversations" ("Impressions" 75). And if maternal modeling is central to the proper 

development of the child, an assumption that Zitkala-iSa's sentimental readers would be 

quick to acknowledge, then forcible removal from the Indian home, as Susan Bemardin 

argues, must be seen to undermine rather than fulfill the ideology of domesticity. 

"Sentimentality, writ large as federal educational policy, guided the domestication of 

Native Americans as well as African Americans in schools such as Carlisle and 

Hampton" (Bemardin, "Lessons" 218). But "Schooled in sentimentality, Zitkala-Sa 

constructed a life story that appropriates the domestic vocabulary of home, family, and 

the mother-child bond to show that Indian reform violates these values" (Bemardin 220). 
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In contrast to her construction of maternal authority on the reservation, the white 

mothers in American Indian Stories manifest none of the qualities rhetorically associated 

with ideal womanhood. While the protagonist's mother carefiilly educates her in the 

conventions of Indian social courtesy, the first white women she encounters do not 

"reprov[e the] rude curiosity" of their own children, but rather "attracted their children's 

further notice to my blanket. This embarrassed me, and kept me constantly on the verge 

of tears" ("School Days" 87). The tears of sentimentalism, a standard feature of the 

genre, are here produced by the ostensible source of sentimental compassion: (white) 

mothers. Rather than signifying shared feeling, they here testify to mutual 

incomprehensibility. When one of these "paleface" mothers tosses her in the air, "I was 

both frightened and insulted by such trifling. I stared into her eyes, wishing her to let me 

stand on my own feet, but she jumped me up and down with increasing enthusiasm. My 

mother had never made a plaything of her wee daughter" ("School Days" 88). The white 

women's reform that treats Indians as children — as playthings in their own drama of self-

realization ~ rather than affording them the sovereignty of "standing on their own two 

feet" is here a violation of the true maternity embodied by her own mother. Ultimately, 

the reflection of themselves Zitkala-Sa offers to her readers is embodied by the boarding 

school teacher, whom she describes as "the hard-working, well-meaning, ignorant 

woman who was inculcating in our hearts her superstitious ideas" ("School Days" 97). 

While she acknowledges the good intentions of the women whose cooperation she will 

continue to solicit throughout the 20s and 30s, she makes abundantly clear that the 

existing model ~ of a national family whose "'national housekeeping' problems," as Mrs. 
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A.O. Granger puts it in "The Effect of Club Work in the South" (256), are supervised by 

white women ~ is fundamentally flawed. 

Indeed, she implies that the ostensible distinction between western militarism and 

eastern humanitarian reform is no distinction at all. As she writes in the concluding 

section, "I slowly comprehended that the large army of white teachers in Indian schools 

had a larger missionary creed than I had suspected" ("Indian Teacher" 111, emphasis 

added).In so doing, she calls attention to the disavowed foundation of the reform 

agenda. Indian Commissioner Thomas J. Morgan asks in his 1889 report to the Secretary 

of the Interior, "Where in human history has there been a brighter example of the humane 

and just spirit which ought to characterize the actions of a Christian nation superior in 

numbers, intelligence, riches, and power, in dealing with those whom it might easily 

crush, but whom it is far nobler to adopt as part of its great family?" ("Supplemental 

Report" 238). On the one hand, this statement attempts to obscure the reality that this 

"Christian nation" found Native resistance to be not quite so easily crushed. But at the 

same time, it reveals the spectre of brute force behind the benign language of adoption. 

Even more revealing, Morgan elsewhere describes in detail the relationship between the 

military and the humanitarian: 

I would first make the schools as attractive as they can be made, and would win 

these children, so far as possible, by kindness and persuasion.... I would bring to 

bear upon them such influences as would secure their acceptance voluntarily 

wherever it could be done. I would then use the Indian police if necessary. I 

would withhold from them rations and supplies where those are furnished, if that 
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were needed; and when every other means was exhausted, when I could not 

accomplish the work in any other way, I would send a troop of United States 

soldiers, not to seize them, but simply to be present as an expression of the power 

of the government. Then I would say to these people, 'Put your children in 

school'; and they would do it. ("Compulsory Education" 255-56) 

Beneath the language of "kindness and persuasion," the violent power of the state is the 

basis of would-be humanitarian reform. Accordingly, Zitkala-Sa's narrative is 

punctuated by episodes of various kinds of violence. A schoolmate is beaten because the 

one word of English she knows is not the one word the "paleface woman" is looking for; 

the systematization of time and labor produces not industry but "a dull headache or the 

painful cough of slow consumption" ("School Days" 96). Other forms of violence are no 

less menacing for being figurative rather than literal. The cutting of the protagonist's hair 

is clearly an assault upon her person. And the lessons of Christianity, rather than 

fortifying her soul, instead conjure the devil, who torments her dreams. Significantly, "He 

did not speak to my mother, because he did not know the Indian language, but his 

glittering yellow eyes were fastened upon me" ("School Days" 95). The only defense 

against the evil of sin is the true mother tongue. The acquisition of English associated 

with the false mother of the boarding school is a source of vulnerability. 

But despite this seeming disidentification with white women, the narrative does 

appeal to this audience on a more subtle but more fundamental level. She rejects the 

model of white maternal authority as dangerously misguided and misleading. But like 
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Callahan, she implicitly asks her readers to remember a different construction of the 

woman question, one more directly hinging on personhood and natural rights. 

One way to approach Zitkala-Sa's narrative is to consider the issue of 

individualism as an important linkage between the hidian problem and the woman 

question. As we have seen, nineteenth-century suffrage activism took two primary forms. 

One claimed that women ~ like men - were sovereign individuals, and therefore 

deserving of political enfranchisement. The other claimed that women — unlike men ~ 

merited the franchise because of their unique contribution to the national family, which 

was predicated on an assumption of certain essential female qualities (maternity, 

morality, compassion). This latter position, which also characterized women's position in 

Indian reform, hinged on categorical rather than individual identity; it absorbed 

individual women into an archetype of "woman," or "mother." In other words, 

nineteenth-century women's rights discourse offered two primary ways to think about the 

female self: as an individual, equivalent in theory if not in practice to other individuals, or 

as the manifestation of a special group whose identity has meaning only in terms of the 

definitions of that collective. In the struggle to articulate the rationale for female 

enfi-anchisement, gender-neutral individualism competed with a fundamentally gendered 

essentialism. 

An analogous tension between tribal identity and what Vine Deloria called "a 

chaotic and extreme individualism" (qtd. in Warrior 7) characterized the Indian problem. 

To be an individual in Anglo-American terms was, for the Indian, to vanish ~ as Frances 

Campbell Sparhawk put it, to be "absorbed" into all the "millions" of Americans so that 
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America need "never know where they are." But to retain a tribal sense of self was to be 

a ward, a nonperson under the law. This, I think, is the tension that shapes Zitkala-Sa 's 

narrative. And this is a tension that would resonate for white women readers. For white 

women, the sameness argument ~ that women are endowed with the same natural rights 

as men — was found to be less potent than the difference argument. In order to be 

politically viable ~ politically visible ~ women had to insist upon an essential difference. 

Similarly, Indians had to perform Indianness to be taken seriously. As Hazel Hertzberg 

writes of assimilated Seneca Arthur C. Parker, "Being an Indian was to Parker an inner 

quality rather than an outward show. He himself dressed quietly and conservatively like 

the middle-class New Yorker which, in part, he was. A few years before his death [in 

1955], he wrote on the back of a photograph ... 'Dressed in Sioux costume at 500**^ 

anniversary of the founding of the League of the Iroquois. Indians to be recognized as 

1 8 
such must "play" Indian!'" (Hertzberg 57). But just as white women playing mother 

were absorbed into an idealized and essentialized womanhood, so too Indians performing 

Indianness were not perceived as individuals. Instead, they were taken to be, as in the 

sculpture of The Appeal to the Great Spirit, "the story of a race." 

In short, the nation in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries offered to 

women and Native Americans only various ways to vanish. As individuals, women were 

citizens without full citizenship ~ which, as Lillie Devereux Blake pointed out in her 

address to the New York State Woman Suffrage Convention in 1879, is "only the 

difference of a ship, but it puts us women in a very bad boat" (qtd. in "New York State" 

1). As mothers, they were the heart but never the head of the national family, and 
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individual personhood was subsumed into the story of a gender. Likewise, the Indian in 

America might be whitened into invisibility, or, as hidian, permanently infantilized by 

wardship and subsumed into the story of a race. Both faced the gap between the lived 

experience of personhood and the abstract fact of civil death. 

Given all this, the generic implications of Zitkala-Sa 's narrative are particularly 

interesting. Autobiography is the genre of individualism, a record of the process of 

individuation by which a person becomes a person ~ or, more accurately, a deliberate 

construction of an individual identity. This form in itself represents a departure from 

traditional tribal values. As Gretchen M. Bataille and Kathleen Mullen Sands write in 

their study of the subgenre, 

Indian women's autobiography has two models; the oral tradition of American 

Indian literature and the written tradition of Euro-American autobiography.... [I]t 

shares with oral forms some basic characteristics: emphasis on event, attention to 

the sacredness of language, concern with landscape, affirmation of cultural values 

and tribal solidarity.... Such concepts are not the material of autobiography in the 

Euro-American tradition, with its celebration of individuality and originality. 

Paradoxically, it is the element of individualism in American Indian women's 

autobiography that is innovative: the conservative roots of the Euro-American 

literary tradition provide the tribal narrator with a new element essential to the 

process of personal narration ~ egocentric individualism.^^ 

In one sense, Zitkala-Sa 's narrative reflects this element of "egocentric individualism." 

She is removed from the tribe, from the mother, and ultimately emerges as "author": an 



individual whose personhood is constituted by her sole ownership of her text. However, 

Zitkala-Sa represents the process of individuation as one of loss. Formal education is not 

gain, but deprivation. In other words, rather than culminating in personhood, the process 

of individuation is one of losing personhood in order to gain "individuality" in Anglo-

American terms. This distinction between "person" and "individual" reflects an 

opposition between the Native and the Anglo-American understanding of identity. As we 

have seen, Eric Cheyfitz describes tribal identity as "exclusively mutual," in contrast to 

the Anglo-American sense of "mutually exclusive" individualism. Or, as Daniel Maltz 

and JoAllyn Archambault put it, 

[I]n Western thought, the individual and society tend to be seen in opposition to 

one another. The assertion of individual autonomy is seen as opposed to social 

commitment, and social relations are seen as inherently threatening to one's 

autonomy. In Native North American thought, in contrast, individual autonomy is 

not threatened by social relations; relationships between people do not imply that 

one is in any sense controlled by the other. Whereas autonomy in contemporary 

Western thought is equated with independence, in Native North American thought 

it is compatible with interdependence. (247) 

Where Anglo-American individuality means the assertion of the self at the expense of 

others, tribal personhood means the kind of integration into social codes we see in the 

first section of Zitkala-Sa 's narrative. This section details the protagonist's 

internalization of tribal values, a process represented as an "easy, natural flow" 

("Impressions" 83) in contrast to the ruptures and disfigurement associated with the 
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boarding school. And while coming to adulthood in America means developing an 

individual ego, education at home means learning one's place in the order of things. "[My 

mother] taught me no fear save that of intruding myself upon others" ("hnpressions" 68). 

The point is not that there is no coherent sense of self in a tribal context; it is that this self 

exists as part of ~ not in opposition to ~ a communal whole. As Zitkala-Sa writes of the 

Indian mother's teachings, "The quietness of her oversight made me feel strongly 

responsible and dependent upon my own judgment. She treated me as a dignified little 

individual as long as I was on my good behavior" ("Impressions" 74). Autonomous 

functions like judgment and responsibility, the foundation for the dignity of the 

individual self, are forms not of separation from but of integration into the community. In 

contrast, the protagonist finds her "individuality" "bound... like a mummy for burial" 

("School Days" 97) in the boarding school. This is a particularly suggestive image 

because of its implication of burial alive, a trope often used in women's rights discourse 

as well to express the sense of being a person, a living being, effectively erased by civil 

death. Removed from the tribal context, the "dignified little individual" becomes a 

nonperson. 

The Americanization process begins when two "paleface missionaries" 

("Impressions" 83) come to the reservation to recruit new inmates for the boarding 

school. This is the famous scene of the Fall: the missionaries tempt the young protagonist 

with the promise of "nice red apples.Interestingly, this scene is anticipated by an 

earlier encounter with "forbidden fruit." On the way to a tribal celebration, the 

protagonist goes to pick a plum, but her mother tells her it marks the burial place of an 
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Indian. "Eyeing the forbidden fhiit, I trod hghtly on the sacred ground, and dared to 

speak only in whispers until we had gone many paces from it" ("Impressions" 80). Here, 

she respects authority and the sacred. But with the apples, she dares contravene her 

mother's word. Significantly, "This was the first time I had ever been so unwilling to 

give up my own desire that I refused to hearken to my mother's voice." This is the 

beginning of individuation: the assertion of "my own desire." But this gesture of 

ostensible autonomy is followed almost immediately by the loss of self: "I was in the 

hands of strangers whom my mother did not fully trust. I no longer felt free to be myself, 

or to voice my own feelings" ("Impressions" 86). Then, soon after her arrival at the 

school, comes the loss of her hair. The shorn hair that signifies civilization is, she 

stresses, tribally associated with cowardice or mourning. And there is indeed a symbolic 

death: her own. "I felt the cold blades of the scissors against my neck, and heard them 

gnaw off one of my thick braids...Then I lost my spirit" ("School Days" 91). The loss she 

is mourning is herself 

This figurative death is ultimately followed by a kind of rebirth. As the 

protagonist chooses to go to college, disobeying her mother's wishes, again we see the 

assertion of "my own desire," the exercise of individual choice that is the hallmark of 

Americanness. She "began anew my life among strangers," implicitly "dead" as an 

Indian, but reborn as an American. However, this sense of new life ~ the rebirth that Pratt 

promises will come from "killing the Indian" ~ is radically undercut by the language of 

the concluding pages. As she begins her career as a teacher in what she identifies as "an 

Eastern Indian school," she writes, "Thus I found myself, tired and hot, in a black veiling 



of car smoke, as I stood wearily on a street comer of an old-fashioned town, waiting for a 

car" to take her to the campus of what is presumably the Carlisle school in Pennsylvania 

("Indian Teacher" 104). This is a suggestive image, the black veil of smoke acting as a 

kind of funeral shroud - and signifying erasure, a self veiled and invisible. Her room in 

what is presumably a campus dormitory is likewise tomblike, small with "ghastly walls 

and ceiling" ("Indian Teacher" 105), and described as well as a "small white-walled 

prison" ("Indian Teacher" 112). These tropes of imprisonment and burial alive register 

the status of civil death and the attendant legal parallels to convicted felons. In other 

words, these images provide a visual dramatization of the political vanishings of the 

Indian in civilization. 

This final section is called "Retrospection" and, according to generic 

expectations, should conclude on a note of coherence, of individuality realized. In the 

course of her "evolution," however, she has lost the tribal sense of communal self, of an 

91 
integrated world. "In the process of my education I had lost all consciousness of the 

nature world around me. Thus, when a hidden rage took me to the small white-walled 

prison which I then called my room, I unknowingly turned away from my one salvation" 

("Indian Teacher" 111-12). The Anglo-American individual realizes his selfhood in 

opposition to ~ indeed, through conquest of — the natural world. Her would-be 

achievement of this selfhood is, then, an alienation, represented in terms of progressive 

disembodiment. "Like a slender tree, I had been uprooted from my mother, nature, and 

God. I was shorn of my branches, which had waved in sympathy and love for home and 

friends. The natural coat of bark which had protected my oversensitive nature was 
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scraped off to the very quick" ("Indian Teacher" 112). Uprooted, shorn, divested of 

natural protection, this person ~ the person of the Indian in an aggressively Anglo 

22 context ~ is, finally, naked and disfigured. 

The narrative ends with the dilemma facing Native peoples in the late nineteenth 

century: "Alone in my room, I sat like the petrified Indian woman of whom my mother 

used to tell me. I wished my heart's burdens would turn me to unfeeling stone. But alive, 

in my tomb, I was destitute!" ("Indian Teacher" 1 \2)?^ According to the cultural 

construct of Indianness she is petrified, a relic, a sculpture, a piece of the past only, dead 

and vanished. But yet, she is incontrovertibly alive, needing to find a solution to what she 

calls "the problem of my inner self: how to be Indian and yet alive, in the present. 

In other words, Zitkala-Sa constructs the Indian problem thus: tribal life offered 

personhood, but this is no longer accessible. It would be a form of petrification to resist 

change, to remain isolated. But the promise of new personhood through participation in 

Anglo society is ultimately false. The closing line of her text reveals a lingering 

ambivalence: "Few there are who have paused to question whether real life or long-

lasting death lies beneath this semblance of civilization" ("Indian Teacher" 115). These 

images of living death, which also appeared with some frequency in women's rights 

discourse, do not add up to a solution to the Indian Problem, at least when originally 

published in 1900. But they implicitly link the Indian Problem to the Woman Question in 

terms not of national housekeeping but of shared erasure. Thus they may suggest to 

Zitkala-Sa's sentimental readers that the rhetoric of "civilizing the savage" obscures a 

more profound engagement with what Americanization really means. And by 



constructing the relationship between white women and Native peoples in these terms, 

Zitkala-Sa's narrative may provoke a more meaningful confrontation of what she calls 

"the civilizing machine." 

By 1921, when she re-publishes this material in book form, Zitkala-Sa 's agenda 

is more clearly articulated. She calls for American citizenship ~ full Anglo-American 

personhood — as the only safeguard against the repeated violation of Native rights. Her 

autobiographical narrative of boarding school education takes on additional resonance 

because of the other texts appearing with it. These texts range from brief imaginative 

musings on "The Great Spirit" to fully developed short stories like those discussed below 

to a scathing critique of government corruption in "America's Indian Problem." Taken 

together, the pieces collected as American Indian Stories offer a further meditation on 

personhood and individuality, on the different meanings these have in a tribal context, 

and on various forms of Indian erasure under Anglo law and culture. 

With "The Soft-Hearted Sioux," she underscores the perils of education in 

starkest terms. The protagonist, having learned "at the mission school" that "it was wrong 

to kill," has been made totally unfit for tribal life, "hunt[ing] for the soft heart of Christ" 

(119) rather than procuring food for survival. As a result, his father ultimately dies of 

starvation, the protagonist's eleventh-hour decision to hunt for game coming too late. The 

meat he does get comes from "the white man's cattle" (124). When he takes it, he is 

pursued, and ends up killing the white man. The story ends with the protagonist in prison, 

awaiting the gallows. This makes literal the implication of figurative violence associated 

with boarding school education. The series of deaths, including his own, are directly 
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traceable to what proves a false education. But interestingly, his execution is represented 

as a kind of rebirth. In his final moments, "My heart is strong. My face is calm. My eyes 

are dry and eager for new scenes. My hands hang quietly at my side. Serene and brave, 

my soul awaits the men to perch me on the gallows for another flight. I go" (126). As 

Pratt insisted upon "killing the Indian" to facilitate a rebirth as white, the implication here 

is that the soft-hearted Christian must be killed so that the Indian may be rebom.^"^ 

The tale in American Indian Stories that most explicitly addresses the status of the 

Indian is "The Widespread Enigma Concerning Blue-Star Woman." Like Zitkala-Sa's 

autobiographical narrative, this story confronts the problem of identity posed by Anglo-

American law. Unable to establish her identity for the allotment rolls, Blue-Star Woman 

embodies the gap between the lived experience of personhood and the abstract construct 

of personhood. 

In deep abstraction Blue-Star Woman prepared her morning meal. 'Who am I?' 

had become the obsessing riddle of her life. She was no longer a young woman, 

being in her fifty-third year. In the eyes of the white man's law, it was required of 

her to give proof of her membership in the Sioux tribe. The unwritten law of her 

heart prompted her naturally to say, 'I am a being. I am Blue-Star Woman. A 

piece of earth is my birthright." (143) 

Her own sense of identity — that she is "a being" according to "the unwritten law of her 

heart" — is not enough to endow her with civil life. The written personhood of Anglo-

American law is both more of a fiction and yet more real than her lived experience of 

self 



The self-named Zitkala-Sa pays a lot of attention to naming in this text. 

According to Bemardin, Gertrude Bonnin re-named herself Zitkala-Sa in response to 

alienation from her family. As Bemardin claims, the name reflects her attempt to 

"construct an identity that was both independent from and anchored in Sioux culture" 

("Lessons" 230): "independent from" because Zitkala-Sa was not her birth name, but 

"anchored in" because it was a Lakota name. In "Blue-Star Woman," naming seems to 

function for Zitkala-Sa as a way of thinking about individuality. And here, she addresses 

the question in terms that evoke her readers' own gendered sense of self "Blue-Star 

Woman was her individual name. For untold ages the Indian race had not used family 

names. A new-bom child was given a brand-new name. Blue-Star Woman was proud to 

write her name for which she would not be required to substitute another's upon her 

marriage, as is the custom of civilized peoples" (145). With this reference to the forms of 

marital erasure that white women's rights activists had long been confronting, she 

implicitly asks her readers to remember their own stmggle to validate individual 

selfhood. And that this comparison reflects favorably upon tribal culture — that it is only 

in so-called civilization that women are systematically deprived of identity — undermines 

the conventional dynamic of power between white women and their Indian "children." 

But if Blue-Star Woman's individual name testified to fully reahzed selfhood in a tribal 

context, under Anglo-American law she finds that "'My individual name seems to mean 

nothing'....How futile had been all these winters to secure her a share in tribal lands" 

(145). By linking coverture to Indian dispossession as analogous forms of erasure, in 

which the individual name "means nothing," Zitkala-Sa makes the call for Indian civil 
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life an extension of white women's long-standing claim to the sovereign rights of 

individuals. 

In her quest for official existence, Blue-Star Woman falls victim to two 

"pretenders" (148): Indian men capitalizing on government corruption by promising to 

secure an allotment in exchange for half of it. They tell her, "We use crooks, and crooks 

use us in the skirmish over Indian lands" (149). She gains her allotment through their 

fraudulent claim, but the story's point of view then shifts to Chief High Flier in order to 

illustrate how Indian policy sets Indians against Indians. Chief High Flier reflects that 

"The Indian's guardian had got into a way of usurping autocratic power in disposing of 

the wards' property. It was growing intolerable. 'No doubt this Indian woman is entitled 

to allotment, but where? Certainly not here,' he thought to himself (149). 

The call to the women of America to address the tangle of Indian policy, which 

appears repeatedly in Zitkala-Sa 's writings, is particularly explicit in this story. Chief 

High Flier dictates a letter to his granddaughter "addressed to a prominent American 

woman," and begins the ten-mile trip to the post office. "In his shirt pocket, he carried the 

letter destined, in due season, to reach the heart of American people" (150). If the 

"autocratic power" of policymakers is inaccessible, he appeals to a feminized sentimental 

authority. But as he walks, he is forced to acknowledge to himself that this letter would 

be no more effective than the others he has sent. "He built a fire, and crying aloud, for his 

sorrow was greater than he could bear, he cast the letter into the flames. The fire 

consumed it. He sent his message on the wings of fire and he believed she would get it" 

(151). He is then promptly arrested and incarcerated for ostensibly trying to set fire to a 
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government building, becoming the very embodiment of "the voiceless man of America" 

(152). 

While in prison, he has a vision of feminine sympathy writ large, a vision that 

offers an imaginative opportunity for white women readers to rethink the form of their 

relation to the Indian problem. 

Lo, his good friend, the American woman to whom he had sent his messages by 

fire, now stood there a legion! A vast multitude of women, with uplifted hands, 

gazed upon a huge stone image. Their upturned faces were eager and very earnest. 

The stone figure was that of a woman upon the brink of the Great Waters, facing 

eastward. The myriad living hands remained uplifted till the stone woman began 

to show signs of life. Very magestically she turned around, and, lo, she smiled 

upon this great galaxy of American women. She was the Statue of Liberty! It was 

she, who, though representing human liberty, formerly turned her back upon the 

American aborigine. Her face was aglow with compassion. Her eyes swept across 

the outspread continent of America, the home of the red man. (153) 

The prominent American woman blends into the multitude of women blends into the 

Statue of Liberty. If civilization is feminized, its clear meaning is liberty, not maternity, 

not moral authority. The story does not, however, end happily. Though Chief High Flier's 

vision suggests the possibility of a feminine solution to the Indian problem created by a 

corrupt government of men, "All too soon the picture was gone" (153). Chief High Fher 

serves his sentence and is released, only to find that the corrupt Indians have again made 

an agreement — for half his land if they get him out of jail. "The old chieftain sighed, but 
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made no comment. Words were vain. He pressed his indeUble thumb mark, his signature 

it was, upon the deed, and drove home with his son" (154). Ultimately, the story suggests 

that white women's compassion is as illusory as Chief High Flier's vision. With this 

conclusion, Zitkala-Sa implies that the white women who claim to embody civilization 

itself are failing to achieve an ideal of liberty given female form in the statue in New 

York harbor. 

The sentiment implicit in Chief High Flier's vision seems to echo one of Matilda 

Joslyn Gage's most famous epigrams: "There is a word sweeter than mother, home or 

heaven; that word is liberty." Indeed, some of Zitkala-Sa 's work reads almost as a direct 

response to Gage, though there's no particular reason to believe that she was familiar 

with Gage's writings. One essay in particular, published in the Suffragist, seems 

especially to echo the logic of Woman, Church and State, in which Gage saw in hidian 

women the hope for an Indian future. While, as Deborah Welch notes, Zitkala-Sa failed 

to include Indian women in her SAI activities, this emphasis on gender emerges in her 

writings targeting white women. A June 1918 notice in the Suffragist announced that 

Gertrude Bonnin "will speak at the National headquarters in Washington" on "the Indian 

woman of today." The piece calls her "a gifted speaker" who "is devoting her life to the 

welfare of her own people," and promises that "She will wear the costume of her tribe 

when she speaks." Later in June, the Suffragist published "The Indian Woman" by 

Zitkala-Sa , which, though not identified as such, is presumably the content of her 

address. 
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The essay begins with a focus on women's roles in tribal life, which Zitkala-Sa 

defines as not only central to tribal culture but also mediative and forward-looking. 

Zitkala-Sa evokes ~ in order to reimagine ~ the familiar display of Indian relics. These 

artifacts are, she writes, of interest "for a fleeting moment" to the "roving eye of the 

sight-seer" at the Smithsonian Institute because they "conjur[e] up the vivid pictures of 

the past." Here again is the problem of the "petrified Indian" with which Zitkala-Sa's 

autobiographical narrative concluded. Living Indians become replaced by artifacts of 

Indianness, and so are reduced to mere "pictures of the past." Further, she argues, that 

past entombed in the Smithsonian reflects not scientific objectivity, but a particular 

narrative of history. She writes, "Too often a scant knowledge of real history detracts 

from the proportions of the pictures, for the eye becomes congealed upon the stone axe 

and the tomahawk." This picture of the past is not only static, but false, or incomplete. 

She directs her readers, then, to re-focus on the true essence of Indianness: "The very 

next time you visit the museum, observe the Indian relics with a new light upon it. At this 

instant, dwell particularly upon the work of the Indian woman." As we have seen, the 

multiple meanings of "Indian" in white women's discourse are to some degree founded in 

gender difference. In Anna Shaw's "Indians versus Women," for example, the male 

Indian represents universal masculine supremacy and a threat to white women's rights, 

while the feminized Indian can be used to illustrate government corruption and masculine 

aggression. Here, Zitkala-Sa offers a feminized construct of Indianness ~ but one that 

resists the assumption of victimization. Like Gage in Woman, Church and State, Zitkala-

Sa identifies Indian women as the key to the future. "Our Navajo sister" weaving her 
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blanket becomes "a patient historian weaving mythological references, religious 

ceremonial symbols with occasional new ideas thrown in. Of recent years, the stars and 

stripes have appeared in the Indian art work. It is a record of a transitional period." Not 

only are Indian women historians ~ storytellers using various forms of language to 

construct an alternative narrative ~ but they are historians of progress, agents of 

transition. 

Zitkala-Sa further disassociates Indian women from victim status, and exposes 

the fraudulence of the squaw stereotype, by implicitly contrasting female power in a pre-

contact tribal context with the still-subordinate status of twentieth-century white women. 

Writing at the close of World War I, when white women had been using various forms of 

auxiliary war work to establish their own claim to national significance, Zitkala-Sa 

pointedly observes that the Indian warrior "won his victories because he had an equal 

partner in the Indian woman. Naturally the glory of battles won belongs in part to the 

Indian woman. No Indian warrior has ever denied it." Not only does this illustrate the 

pre-contact status of Native women, but it also raises the question whether white warriors 

are equally prepared to recognize the full partnership of white women. In other words, 

while Callahan represents her white female readers as empowered leaders for red sisters, 

Zitkala-Sa implicitly constructs "savage" women as more fully entitled than her 

disenfranchised white women readers. And Zitkala-Sa , like Gage, finds in Iroquois 

women her best model for Native enfranchisement: "In the ancient councils, the Indian 

woman's voice was heard and heeded. In the Iroquois Confederacy, she nominated the 

chiefs, later confirmed by popular vote."^^ 



While Gage found in Native women a way to argue against the "natural" 

subordination of white women to white men ~ in other words, while for Gage the history 

of the Indian is ultimately a story about white women ~ Zitkala-Sa then broadens her 

scope to include Indian men as well. She uses this story about gender to engage her 

readers in what remains for her a question of racial and cultural difference. "When 

Columbus stumbled upon this continent a paradoxical thing happened. He spotted the 

home of world democracy, but for a time upset the equal suffrage of the Indian. Not only 

did the Indian woman lose caste, but her better half was swept off his feet also. Both 

passed into non-entity under our constitution. During a long period of misunderstandings, 

bloodsheds and wardship for the Indian, we had much to leam, both the Red and White 

American." At a time when, as she writes, "we are fighting for world democracy," her 

insistence that "the wampum belt spelled democracy" is particularly resonant; and she 

• • 26 puts her claim in practice by using "our" to describe the U.S. constitution. She then 

points out that "Approximately three-fourths of the present Indian race is non-citizen. 

Those called citizens are restricted, camouflage citizens, yet this fact fails to strike the 

heart and conscience of America." The white women who form the heart and conscience 

of America are, of course, all too familiar with this language of partial citizenship. This 

shared awareness sets up her conclusion, in which she unites the two causes. 

The American soldiers, among whom are the cream of the Indian race, are giving 

their lives that the blessings of a world-democracy may be enjoyed in our own 

land, a democracy that will not exclude their own mothers, sisters, wives and 

sweethearts. American woman and the Indian race love America no less than 
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those enjoying full citizenship. Has not the time now come in America to 

enfranchise women and the Indian race, en masse? 

She collapses all forms of difference here: the fight for world democracy engages both 

soldiers and their mothers, sisters, wives and sweethearts. And because the solders 

fighting in World War I include "the cream of the Indian race," their Indian mothers, 

sisters, wives and sweethearts are likewise engaged in the fight for world democracy. 

Men and women, Anglo and Native Americans meet under the broad umbrella of 

patriotism. Enfranchisement is not then a question of "Indians versus women," but rather 

one single issue: the participation "en masse" in world democracy. 

In the year that American Indian Stories was published, Zitkala-Sa appeared at 

the Salt Lake City council meeting of the General Federation of Women's Clubs, an 

event that seems to mark the beginning of her association with the Federation. The 

GFWC, which was founded as an outgrowth of Sorosis in April 1890, exemplified the 

ideals of feminine moral authority, of public action legitimated as domesticity magnified. 

"In a message to Congress, President Roosevelt had said, 'Successful homemaking is but 

another name for the upbuilding of the nation.' The clubwomen were ready to interpret 

the scope of homemaking most broadly" (Houde 100). Under the banner of "That 

97 • 
meaningful and timeless phrase, 'Unity In Diversity,"' (Houde 27), the organization 

brought together a variety of women's clubs whose interests ranged from literature and 

culture to uplift and reform. GFWC efforts were particularly focused on education, a 

"central point of interest" (Houde 80) as the national practice of child-rearing. Although 

the GFWC agenda had long included Indians, the organization had never shown 
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particular interest in Native peoples as rightsholders. The April 1901 Club Woman, for 

example, reports on a letter from Mrs. Sara Webb Eagle of Michigan, who "has 

introduced her idea of having an 'Indian Day' in various clubs and societies in the West 

and it seems to be working admirably. The plan of having an annual 'Indian Day,' with 

papers, Indian sketches, sale of Indian goods and perhaps some distinctively Indian 

28 entertainment strikes us as practicable and promising of good results" ("Notes" 1). 

As reported in the November 1921 issue of the Young Woman's Journal, "One of 

the most dramatic moments of the convention of the Intermountain and Coast States 

Federation was after a suggestion that a department of Indian welfare be added to the 

federation had been made by Mrs. H.A. Atwood of California" ("Federation to Work" 

631). The Journal records Zitkala-Sa's Salt Lake City appearance in the language not of 

politics, but of sentiment: "Mrs. Gertrude Bonnin of Washington, D.C., a full blooded 

Sioux Indian, arose to speak. She was so overcome with emotion that it was some time 

before she could tell how deeply she appreciated the action taken for the benefit of her 

people." This is a suggestive image. The speaker is wordless, still more spoken for than 

herself a speaker. Indeed, we might suggest that the sentimental model itself is a way to 

make wordless, to overcome with emotion. Rather than uniting in cross-cultural 

sisterhood, the abundance of emotion is a way to preserve the putative "ugh" of Indian 

discourse. As the "full blooded Sioux," she is silenced. But then, as an "educated 

woman," she becomes an interpreter. According to the Journal report: 

She said, "The Great Spirit knows my heart is full. Words are so deep in my heart 

that I carmot utter them without tears. As an educated woman I have tried as 
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interpreter to make a better condition for my people. Children they are of the 

Great Spirit, the same as you, and worthy of some recognition. 

"Our dear friend, Mrs. Atwood, has asked you to establish an Indian 

department in your federation. O sisters, work to that end; work in co-operation 

that a stain upon our country in the way my people have been treated may be 

wiped out. 

"Have a department to look after their welfare and ask that such a 

department be established in the general federation." 

The motion that a department be established was carried by unanimous 

vote. (631) 

Her role as she represents it seems to some degree limited. She is merely the interpreter, 

the go-between, the mediator between her people and these "sisters." Like the Navajo 

weavers, it is she who will unite traditional designs with the stars and stripes. 

But despite the implications of non-agency associated with the role of interpreter, 

Zitkala-Sa nonetheless actively participates in the construction of Indianness for a non-

Indian audience. And there is a distinct shift in the GFWC approach to Indian affairs after 

her involvement with the organization, which may have something to do with the 

"interpreter's" interpretation of the Indian Problem. Unlike the traditional GFWC 

approach to Native peoples, the GFWC's Indian Welfare Committee does not focus on 

Indian hygiene, aboriginal curiosities, or coercive Americanization through boarding 

school. Rather, its first major achievement is the defeat of the 1921 Bursum Bill, which 

would have violated Pueblo land rights by granting Pueblo territories in New Mexico to 
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non-Indian settlers.The activities of the Indian Welfare Committee are defined by the 

language of rights — not by the appetite for "Indian entertainments" or by the 

commitment to civilizing the savage. 

One General Federation Clubwoman report describing the work of the Indian 

Welfare Committee mentions an article by Charles Selden, scheduled to appear in the 

Ladies Home Journal, which attempts to re-direct the focus of women's activities in 

Indian reform away from the issue of Indian rights. Selden writes, "The Federation's 

Indian Welfare Committee is out to reform the Indian Bureau. But there is another angle 

to be considered, aside from the question of injustice, aside from the humanitarian aspect. 

These Indians, with their age-old civilization, can bring a direct influence to a drama, art, 

poetry and literature that is purely American" (qtd. in "Moral Support" 4). Implicit in 

Selden's words is a return to the picturesque Indian, a continuing appropriation of the 

Indian as the sign of original and authentic Americanness. A full century after the "Indian 

novel" emerged in response to the call for a distinctively American literature, the 

preservation of aboriginal poetry still to some degree takes precedence over reforming the 

T 1 

Indian Bureau. It would be too much, in other words, to say that the white woman's 

Indian has been wholly reinvented. But when Atwood is accused of "exhibiting" Indians 

for money, the report reads, "She is proud to say that we did take these Indians with us in 

their ceremonial robes: they asked however, that we make the statement that they were 

not there as a show but to appeal to the people and to let them see what real Indians were 

like" ("Moral Support" 5). If Indianness is still a form of spectacle, it is apparently staged 

by Native peoples themselves. Rather than a "show," it is an "appeal" ~ a conscious 
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rhetorical strategy. And if the Indian must still be spoken for, we might say that white 

women reformers function not merely to silence, but to offer a vehicle for, Indian voices. 

As white women made the transition from political nonpersons to voters, in other 

words, a new dimension entered white women's perspective on the Indian Problem. But 

even as Indians began to be seen as not just objects of white reform but agents in the 

articulation of their own rights, the sentimentalized perspective on the Indian victim 

persisted. This is reflected in the dual-voicedness of some of Zitkala-Sa's own writings. 

She speaks as both Indian and woman, and those voices occasionally work in 

counterpoint. 

In the early 1920s, Zitkala-Sa represented the GFWC Indian Welfare Committee 

in the Indian Rights Association study of the Five Civilized Tribes in Oklahoma. She is 

listed as co-author of the 1924 report, Oklahoma's Poor Rich Indians: An Orgy of Graft 

and Exploitation of the Five Civilized Tribes — Legalized Robbery. The report's primary 

objective is to expose the fallacy of "protection" underwriting the wardship status of the 

Indian. "The professional guardian is a class that seems to be indigenous to the soil of but 

one State ~ Oklahoma.... it is believed that the professional guardianship game is a very 

profitable one; and we learned of one instance where a man said to be a 'King of the 

Bootleggers' gave up that supposedly lucrative business to join the ranks of the 

Guardians. It may be that he considered the latter trade to be more lucrative and safer" 

(14-15). If the role of the guardian is revealed to be not a moral obligation but a racket, 

then the model of the national family might be recognized as merely the rhetorical cover 

for a form of bootlegging. 
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Interestingly, Zitkala-Sa 's contribution to the study is registered not in terms of 

Indianness, but in terms of gender. Her authority ~ her mandate for writing — is her 

unique female perspective. Under the heading "Regardless of Sex or Age," the report 

reads: "There are some phases of our investigation that can be presented best by a 

feminine mind, and we leave it to Mrs. Bonnin to describe the following three cases" 

(23). The narratives that follow show a distinct shift in tone. She described the 

"professional guardian" in the language of irony. But when she turns to the victimized 

Indian woman, she employs the language of sentiment. She describes the case of Millie 

Neharkey, who was kidnapped, "plied with intoxicating liquors, [and] kept in a state of 

fear" in order to compel her signature on the allotment papers (24). Zitkala-Sa 's 

encounter with the girl is, once again, wordless: "There was nothing I could say. Mutely I 

put my arms around her, whose great wealth had made her a victim of an unscrupulous, 

lawless party, and whose little body was mutilated by a drunken fiend who assaulted her 

night after night" (26). The Indian girl cannot effectively speak for herself Not only do 

her "terrified screams" bring her "no help," but she has no words ~ only screams. And 

identification with the wordless Indian girl renders Zitkala-Sa herself "mute." But 

Zitkala-Sa as the agent of the "feminine mind" can speak. She can be sure that "this tale 

of horror reaches the friends of humanity," and that "swift action must be taken to punish 

those guilty of such heinous cruelty against helpless little Millie Neharkey, an Indian girl 

of Oklahoma" (26). As in Anna Shaw's address, "Indian" is subsumed by "women." 

Zitkala-Sa is able to speak insofar as she represents not Indianness, but her own and 

Millie Neharkey's gender. But while in Shaw's text this amounted to the appropriation of 
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Indianness to serve the rhetorical agenda of white women's rights, here Zitkala-Sa is 

able to exploit gender in order to tell an Indian story. 

Ultimately, the relationship between the Indian problem and white women's 

reform in the 1920s takes several different forms at once. The moral authority of 

womanhood persists, even, ironically, underwriting Zitkala-Sa's participation in Indian 

reform. But at the same time, the Indian Welfare Committee agenda validates the 

language of rights. These rhetorical strategies were often in tension. Because the 

construction of white women as a maternal force necessitated the construction of Indians 

as children, the civilizing agenda of white womanhood tended to obscure the possibility 

of Indian rights. But as the effectiveness of the GFWC's Indian Welfare Committee 

suggests, these positions need not always be in competition. And Zitkala-Sa herself 

found a way to strategically deploy the language of essentialized womanhood in order to 

reinforce her argument for Indian rights. 

The language of Indian rights also began to penetrate the construction of the 

Indian as an aesthetic phenomenon. Indianness in the twentieth century continued to 

evoke the exotic, the primitive, the petrified. A 1929 letter to the editor of the Woman's 

Journal from Elva Dorr of Maine asks, "Why not save all that is best in the race, their art, 

songs, symbolical dances? We are preserving the Negro spirituals — why not the Indian 

folk lore?" (Dorr 49). The writer still seems to see the Indian more as an ethnographic-

aesthetic object than as a living person. And now that the Ghost Dance is safely in the 

past, such "symbolical dances" have become artifacts to preserve. But in the same letter. 



265 

Dorr raises the question of sovereignty, demonstrating a very different understanding of 

the Mdian Problem. 

Is the Indian a citizen? When President Coolidge signed the Indian Citizenship 

Bill in 1924 the writer thought this act gave the right to liberty and the pursuit of 

happiness to all Indians. Yet, how can they be citizens if they are still our Federal 

wards subject to the Indian Bureau? If they are citizens, should they not have the 

freedom of speech and action that they are entitled to, and all of the advantages 

which such citizenship gives in these United States? (Dorr 49) 

Here, the Indian is not a maker of songs, but a holder of rights. That these two 

constructions of Indianness should appear in the same short letter suggests that this 

Woman's Journal reader is struggling to reconcile the longstanding "misrepresentation" 

of the Indian as a relic of the past with an emerging appreciation for Indian rights in the 

present. And importantly, the same line of reasoning she applies to the Indian Problem 

characterized the Woman Question only a few years before, when the meaning of female 

citizenship was in question. This rhetorical echo may at least suggest that women's 

organizations had come to see Indian reform as an extension of their own agenda rather 

than merely a forum for it. And insofar as this is so, it is a shift that may register the 

unintended truth of Indian Commissioner Atkins' proposition: that only through a 

common language — a shared vocabulary of dispossession ~ could white women 

reformers and Native American activists establish a "community of feeling" and "like 

ideas of duty." In other words, any meaningful affinity between white women and Native 
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peoples must be a sentiment that emerges from rather than overwriting the fact of shared 

marginalization. 

Notes 

^ Cheryl Walker adds that literary critics often perpetuate this tendency to find the white 
self in the story of the Indian other. She points out that the foundational critical texts ~ 
for example, those by Pearce, Slotkin, and Rogin ~ treat Indians as "the objects of Euro-
American needs: psychological, political, economic, and nationaUstic" (Walker 37). 
^ Because I am focusing on how Native women constructed their lives for an audience of 
white women, I have not attempted to make any claims about the actual status of Indian 
women in traditional Native cultures. It is, however, worth noting the interesting critical 
debate provoked by this line of inquiry. On the one hand, scholars are eager to find 
evidence of Native women's enfranchisement. Perhaps the most eloquent statement of 
this position may be found in The Sacred Hoop: Recovering the Feminine in American 
Indian Traditions by Paula Gunn Allen (Laguna Pueblo/Sioux). Allen argues in this 
collection of essays that "Traditional tribal lifestyles are more often gynocratic than not, 
and they are never patriarchal" (2). She further claims that "The physical and cultural 
genocide of American Indian tribes is and was mostly about patriarchal fear of 
gynocracy" (3). Other scholars, however, caution against a romanticized reading of tribal 
culture, arguing that 

These images of a Utopian past in which everything was peaceful, beautifiil, and 
harmonious until contact with whites destroyed this pristine perfection can be as 
problematic as negative images. Despite their apparent anti-European bias, these 
fantasies about the past are as much a product of Euro-American imaginings as 
are notions of slavelike squaws and noble Indian princesses, and they are at least 
as dangerous to Indian self-conceptions and probably more important. (Maltz and 
Archambault 242) 

Women and Power in Native North America, a collection of essays edited by Laura F. 
Klein and Lillian A. Ackerman, records the findings of anthropologists working toward a 
tribally specific, concrete examination of gender roles in pre-contact social structures. 
This is, these writers acknowledge, a fraught enterprise, given weaknesses in the data. As 
ethnographic study has traditionally been a conversation between male researchers and 
male subjects, the truth value of any narrative about tribal gender relations is finally 
difficult, if not impossible, to ascertain. Therefore, I am considering various narratives of 
tribal life as narratives. From this perspective, the central question is not what life was 
like for tribal women, but what purposes it served to represent tribal life in certain ways. 
^ Caroljoi Thomas Foreman published an account of her discovery of the novel in 1955; 
for a general introduction to the novel and its author, see Foreman's "S. Alice Callahan: 
Author of Wynema: A Child of the Forest," as well as Annette Van Dyke's "An 
Introduction to Wynema, a Child of the Forest" and Ruoff s introduction. 
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^ Both Susan Bemardin and Ruoff emphasize the significance of this relationship. 
RuofP s "Justice for Indians and Women: The Protest Fiction of Alice Callahan and 
Pauline Johnson" notes that the novel links the Indian cause to equality for women, and 
Bemardin's "On the Meeting Grounds of Sentiment" argues that the conventions of 
sentimentality offer a generic code for cross-cultural understanding. 
^ Devon Abbott Mihesuah's Indigenous American Women provides an important 
cautionary perspective on the complex relation between Native and female identity. 
While she focuses primarily on contemporary contexts, her analysis acts as a crucial 
reminder not to conflate carelessly. "Many of these Indigenous women argue that white 
women have enjoyed the power privileges that come with being white at the expense of 
women of color. Why, they might ask, should Native women align themselves with white 
feminists to denigrate men, when many white women denigrate Natives? Many of these 
Native women prefer the labels 'tribalist' or 'activist,' terms that describe their struggles 
for racial equality and tribal rights. Imparting this bit of reality into an American Indian 
Women in History class composed mostly of white women usually results in looks of 
indignation. After all, many of these young women believe that all females are on the 
same side of the feminist fence" (xx). This is particularly resonant in a discussion of 
Wynema. To position the novel as a "feminist" text is to run the risk of neglecting the 
racial implications of "feminism." My point is not that Callahan offers a cross-cultural 
feminism but rather that she takes rhetorical advantage of the (white) feminist agenda in 
defining justice for the Indians. 
^ This image of "Tepee Indians" is one Womack singles out for criticism. He notes that 
Callahan's representation of Creek culture is so wrong "that she has to be purposefully, 
not accidentally, misrepresenting culture" (115), and suggests that she is pandering to "a 
white audience hungry for heathens" (120). This would be consistent with the rhetorical 
strategy I am identifying; she deliberately intensifies the "savagery" of her savages in 
order to emphasize the ostensible "civilizedness" that defines her readers' self-image. 
n 

"Mihia" is apparently Callahan's rendering of the Creek word for teacher. The 
traditional spelling of the Creek word appears in Jack B. Martin and Margaret McKane 
Mauldin's A Dictionary of Creek/Muskogee as mvhayv (on the orthography developed by 
early nineteenth-century missionaries to the Creek nation, see Martin and Mauldin xvii-
xix). In the phonemic system Martin and Mauldin use, the word appears as 'mahd:y-a, 
which would be pronounced muh-ha-ya. 
o 

As the novel also reminds us, Buffalo Bill was present at the confrontation that ended in 
Sitting Bull's murder. As Dippie describes it, that scene is a chilling emblem of the 
strange relation between performative Indiannness and the Indian real: "Near daybreak 
on December 15, 1890, outside his cabin on Standing Rock Reservation, Sitting Bull was 
shot to death by Sioux policemen garbed in cavalry blue. As the guns went off, a circus 
horse presented to Sitting Bull at the conclusion of his tour with the Wild West responded 
to its cue, sitting down on its haunches and offering a hoof to 'shake hands,' an eerie 
counterpoint to tragedy" (Dippie 201). 
^ Senier claims that the novel is "nervous about" communication and translation as a form 
of assimilation that "renders Indian practices intelligible in terms only acceptable or 
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nonthreatening to Euro-Americans"; thus, the novel "seems to oscillate between 
rendering Indian practice intelligible and keeping it veiled, between showing that Indians 
are 'just like us' and wanting to insist that they are not like us" (431). 

In what would become Oklahoma, "the movement for woman suffrage began on March 
10, 1890, with the founding, by Mrs. Margaret O. Rhodes, of Oklahoma Territory's 
charter chapter of the Women's Christian Temperance Union at Guthrie, the territorial 
capital" (Wright 423). According to Ruoff, Callahan would have been well aware of the 
WCTU's activities due to extensive coverage in Our Brother in Red, a Methodist journal 
she edited in 1891 ("Introduction" xvi). 

Womack argues that Callahan overstates the subordination of women in Creek culture. 
"Generally, Wynema is correct in asserting that historically women did not speak in the 
councils"; but "What is more important here is that Wynema has been so thoroughly 
brainwashed that she fails to see that she has erased at least half the culture. Creek 
traditional culture involves a delicate balance of women and men wherein clan is based 
on matrilineal descent and town membership of one's mother's town" (117). Richard 
Sattler, on the other hand, suggests that Creek women were indeed disenfranchised, 
though he cautions that the data typically were passed from male Indians to male 
ethnographers. "Women were expressly excluded from participation in political affairs. 
They held no exclusive offices and were eligible for none of those held by males....Any 
man who was known to listen to the opinions or advice of a woman became subject to 
ridicule and accusations of being either 'henpecked' or effeminate, effectively excluding 
women from information participation as well" (220). As most anthropologists 
acknowledge, however, it is difficult to determine the pre-contact status of women in 
Native cultures. Early missionaries, in introducing the biblical Eve as a model for wifely 
subordination, disrupted traditional social roles, and may have brought about the 
inequality Sattler finds in Creek culture. 

It must be pointed out, however, that the anti-allotment argument does not fully rest on 
assumptions of Indian sovereignty; there is an internal conflict within the novel. Keithly 
writes to Genevieve of his opposition to allotment based on the vulnerability of "these 
poor savages" who "have so little providence or shrewdness" that they would be cheated 
by "their sharper white brothers." Wynema herself, in her exaggerated naivete, provides 
the best evidence for this argument. In the same letter, however, Keithly records the 
words of Little Fox: "But the United States Government cannot take our lands and divide 
them, for they are ours. They made a treaty with us to the effect that this land should be 
ours and our children's so long as grass grows and water runs; if it be ours, what right has 
congress to take it and divide it?" (57). That these are two distinct positions goes 
unremarked, perhaps so that Callahan can have it both ways. She gives primary 
expression to the reasoning that did have currency in the public debate; but she allows the 
Indian voice to be heard as well. 

While this notion of embodied narrative does not appear in the novel in a Creek 
context, Womack's history of the tribe offers a warrant for reading it as a Creek principle. 
In traditional Creek elections, "people would stand around the nominee they wanted to 
vote for, and there was an important notion of taking responsibility for language, uniting 
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word and deed, making physically evident what one stood for." The introduction of the 
secret ballot method of voting in the 1867 Creek Constitution "caused a revolt by Creek 
traditionals in 1871 known as the Sands Rebellion" (Womack 36). 

Although the narrative is considered by most critics to be autobiographical, I use "the 
protagonist" rather than the author's name in order to acknowledge Zitkala-Sa's acts of 
deliberate construction in creating this narrative. Moreover, she did not present the text as 
an accurate autobiography, and it departs in some cases from the facts of her life as 
recorded by various biographers. For example, Zitkala-Sa 's actual father was purported 
to be a white man (see Davidson and Norris, "Introduction"), although there is no 
mention of this in American Indian Stories. 

It is this awareness that distinguishes Zitkala-Sa from an activist like John Collier, 
who, as Dippie points out, was likewise trapped in binarism: "Still under the spell of the 
Southwest, Collier assumed that inside every Indian, no matter how assimilated, there 
lurked a Pueblo waiting to be freed, a communal being eager to shuck off the trappings of 
individualistic, materialistic white civilization in order to recapture a long-lost communal 
past. It was the assimilationist's error in reverse" (Dippie 312). 

Deborah Welch argues that Zitkala-Sa 's lack of support among SAI members was in 
part due to her relative indifference to Indian women. She describes this address as an 
eleventh-hour attempt to engage this audience: "Well aware of her weak position, 
Zitkala-Sa made a final appeal for support among women members present in 
Miimeapolis. Taking up at last a responsibility to her gender, she called for increased 
female involvement and leadership in an address before the Society. Her oratory 
convinced no one" (Welch 162). 
17 • 

As Bemardm writes, "The first literary response to the era's Indian education system, 
Zitkala-Sa 's stories selectively use the language of domesticity to scrutinize sentimental 
ideology's foundational role in compulsory Indian education as well as its related 
participation in national efforts to 'Americanize' the Indian. At the same time, her 
autobiographical fiction reveals how two seemingly competing discourses involving 
Indians, eastern-based humanitarian reform and literary Westerns, entwined in their 
efforts to include the 'Vanishing Indian' in a triumphant national story of progress and 
expansion" ("Lessons" 213-14). 
18 ' • This IS a common phenomenon in Native American activism. "Quite often, women 
such as Paiute Sarah Winnemucca and the LaFlesche sisters of the Omaha tribe had to 
'dress the part,' that is, look like a Native to get attention. These women had to be well 
versed in the ways of white society before they gained Americans' respect and certainly 
before whites bothered to listen to them. Sarah Winnemucca (c. 1844-91) dressed as an 
'Indian Princess' to lecture to white Americans about the injustices against her tribe, 
including their removal from Nevada to Oregon and Washington" (Mihesuah 46). 

Arnold Krupat also sees this Euroamerican conception of written autobiography in 
conflict with tribal values. "In European and Euroamerican culture, the rise of the author 
parallels the rise of the individual. Homologous with the bourgeois conceptualization of 
an opposition between the individual and society appears the corollary opposition 
between individual (private) and collective (public) production and composition.... This 
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particular mythology never developed in Native American culture, where the individual 
who spoke only for himself spoke, therefore, for no one else; where the individual could 
not in any positive way be imagined to stand outside or against his society; where, as 
generations of whites lamented, there was an utterly deficient appreciation of the virtues 
of private property; and where, of course, there was no writing — and so no authors" 
(Krupat 10-11). 

She is also promised "a ride on the iron horse" (85). With this reference to the 
"machine in the garden," in Leo Marx's famous phrase, she constructs what we might 
take to be a dual image of the Fall. 

As Martha J. Cutter observes, "The retrospective reconstruction of events ~ so 
important to autobiography as a genre ~ is present....But the final chapter, ironically titled 
'Retrospection,' is a catalogue of loss, rather than a record of achievement" (35). 

By describing this process of alienation in tropes of landscape, she also implicitly 
renders as interchangeable the loss of Indian homelands and the loss of Indian self, twin 
victims of what she calls the "civilizing machine" ("School Days" 96). This and other 
instances of the language of industrialization, like the chapter heading "Iron Routine," 
suggest a pointed appeal to tum-of-the-century anxieties about mechanized life, which 
were an important source for the celebration of primitivism as an antidote to 
overcivilization. It's an appeal that must be approached with care, because primitivism 
does not imply citizenship; but it may certainly help to probe the sense of loss ~ of 
spirituality, natural plenitude ~ associated with dominant culture change. Dippie observes 
that the rise of conservationism in the same cultural moment in which a certain kind of 
primitivism flourished was no coincidence: "The one fed on the vanishing wilderness, the 
other on the Vanishing American, and a sense of great urgency was the common 
denominator" (Dippie 228). 

This reference to the "petrified" woman also evokes the story of Lot's wife, who was 
turned into a pillar of salt when she looked back upon the destruction of Sodom and 
Gomorrah. For both Lot's wife and Zitkala-Sa , the implication is that the inability to let 
go of the past results in a form of petrification. 

This story is followed in the collection by another tale of murder; but in "The Trial 
Path," the context is exclusively tribal. One man "slew his most intimate friend" in a 
"heated frenzy" — which amounts to fratricide, "for long had their affection made them 
kin" (128). This story stands in sharp contrast to the preceding tale, for rather than ending 
in capital punishment, it ends in the reintegration of the offender into the community. 
This ritual of justice dictates that if the guilty man is able to remain astride his horse 
throughout the trial, he will be adopted into the family of his dead friend. The social 
rupture caused by the murder is resolved not by the vengeance of civilization — punishing 
one death with another — but by filling rather than doubling the absence. "The old warrior 
father rises. Stepping forward two long strides, he grasps the hand of the murderer of his 
only son. Holding it so the people can see, he cries, with compassionate voice, 'My 
son!"' (130). Because tribal community is centered not on isolated individuals, but on 
relationships, the individual need not be erased for the community to function. 
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Alison Bernstein, in her essay on Native women's rights under Indian New Deal 
policies, finds the influence working in the opposite direction. She sees female 
enfranchisement as a white, not Indian, phenomenon, and claims that it exists among the 
tribes only insofar as they have been assimilated to a white value system. "In summary, 
the Indian woman's freedom to explore new roles in the majority culture during the 
Indian New Deal was only as great as the opportunities offered to white women" 
(Bernstein 18). 

This rhetorical strategy also appears in "America's Indian Problem," the final piece in 
American Indian Stories. Vanessa Holford Diana examines her carefully constructed 
appeal to a white female readership: "First, the threat of a 'stain upon America's fair 
name' is a familiar appeal among nineteenth-century women writers to their female 
audiences ~ that it is women's duty to uphold the moral integrity of the country, which is 
threatened by the unChristian treatment of oppressed people that results from an 
institutionalized evil, be it slavery, lynch law, or Indian policy. Second, Zitkala-Sa 
switches from the first to the second persons in this passage — 'we' must solve the 
problem, but it is 'you' (read white women) who need to invite the voiceless people to 
'your dinner tables.' When she speaks for the voiceless (Native) people, she does so in 
the third person, and when she speaks for the activists who must help them, Zitkala-Sa 
uses the inclusive first person plural: 'we seek his enfranchisement'" (Diana 187). "It is 
when she needs to evoke the white audience's transgression that she switches to the 
second person pronoun" (Diana 169). 

In actual practice, the celebrated "diversity" of the GFWC motto tended to be 
somewhat limited. One reporter described Sorosis, from which the GFWC emerged, as 
"composed of charming women representing the best aristocracy of the metropolis" 
(Houde 7); in later years, the women's club movement continued to be marked by this 
sense of elitism. Although "One clubwoman, referring to the club movement as a 'great 
leveler,' commented that it raised 'all women out of the old rut of prejudice and 
superstitions of race and birth and condition of hfe'" (Houde 87), the persistence of 
"prejudice and superstitions of race" were brought into particularly sharp focus when 
African American women's clubs applied for GFWC membership in 1899. "Debate over 
what was called the 'color question' continued at the fifth biennial convention, held 
during 1900 in Milwaukee, Wisconsin; the problem was finally resolved, not without 
pain and frustration, during the sixth biennial convention in 1902 at Los Angeles, 
California" (Houde 97). The compromise plan provided for individual state decisions 
regarding the membership of "colored" women in the national organization: "Whereas, 
We recognize the principle of 'States Rights' in the controversy with regard to the color 
questions, and Whereas, We desire a full exemplification of the General Federation's 
basic principle of 'Unity in Diversity'; therefore be it Resolved, That clubs containing 
colored women shall be eligible to the General Federation in those states and territories in 
which they are eligible to membership in their state or territorial federation, and That 
where these organizations do not exist, race eligibility shall be declared by a three-fifths 
vote of the clubs" (Houde 98). 
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The GFWC did include several clubs for Indian women among its members. According 
to Mary Jean Houde's history of the GFWC, the Oklahoma and Indian Territories 
Federation was organized in May 1898.17 clubs, whose members were mostly Indian 
women, withdrew to form a new Federation for Indian Territory; as Mrs. Michael Conlan 
(Choctaw), president of the Oklahoma and Indian Territory Federation of Women's 
Clubs, observed in 1904; "...we fully realized 'with our own wings we fly'" (qtd. in 
Houde 108). As president, Conlan stated,"One of my principal objectives was to build an 
organization in which women of Indian blood should be recognized by women of all 
clubs of the United States as their equals in every line of work" (qtd. in Rainey 44). 
Luretta Rainey's history of the Oklahoma State Federation of Women's Clubs identifies 
several clubs for Indian women formed in the 1930s, including the De-Co-Tah Indian 
Club of Muskogee, the Mahaiya Indian Club, and several branches of the Ohoyohoma 
Club. These organizations' purposes included "the promotion of Indian welfare" (Rainey 
251), in which Indians of privilege work for "the less fortunate Indians" (Rainey 253), as 
well as "preserving the traditions and customs for a true history of the Indian, who is not 
a vanishing race but a returning people of America today" (Rainey 275). 

Wexler makes a related point when she argues that the critical debate about the cultural 
work of sentimentalism has "tended to elide...the expansive, imperial project of 
sentimentalism. In this aspect sentimentalization was an externalized aggression that was 
sadistic, not masochistic, in flavor. The energies it developed were intended as a tool for 
the control of others, not merely as aid in the conquest of the self This element of the 
enterprise was not oriented toward white, middle-class readers and their fictional alter 
egos at all, either deluded and hypocritical or conscious and seriously committed 'to an 
ethic of social love,' as Nina Baym characterizes the theme of domestic fiction. Rather, it 
aimed at the subjection of different classes and even races who were compelled to play 
not the leading roles but the human scenery before which the melodrama of middle-class 
redemption could be enacted, for the enlightenment of an audience that was not even 
themselves" (Wexler 15). 

A 1923 report of the GFWC council meeting is headlined "Moral Support Voted to 
Mrs. Atwood in Indian Welfare Work," referring to a resolution adopted at the recent 
meeting. "It was generally agreed that but for her timely efforts, the Bursum bill...would 
have become a law. Her efforts will now be devoted to defeating another bill thought to 
be equally unfair to the Puebloes and to the passage of one drafted with the idea of 
guaranteeing to them continued holding of their ancestral lands" (4). John Collier 
recognizes the contributions of the GFWC in a piece published in the Woman's Journal 
in 1924. "It was the organized women of the country who saved the Pueblo Indians last 
year from irreparable hurt through confiscatory legislation. It was largely the organized 
women who also defeated the Indian Omnibus Bill, which would have made it easier to 
deprive of their birthright most of the Indians living under the trusteeship of the United 
States. The Pueblo struggle has been resumed.... Again the organized women are the 
main reliance for the Indians and for the preservation of American honor" ("Room for the 
Indians!" 9). 
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A 1919 piece in the Woman's Journal takes a similar approach, celebrating the "vers 
libre of the Indians" as having "a simple realism, more heart-searching than the subtle 
Verlainesque verses of the twentieth century vers librists" ("Vers Libre" 1083). But this 
piece also feminizes the literature, focusing on an Indian poem about "woman's eternal 
problem," and noting that "American women have done a large part in preserving these 
Indian poems from oblivion" (1083). In literature as in reform, the Indian provides a way 
for white women to establish their legitimacy. 
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5. CONCLUSION: WHITE WOMEN AND INDIAN OTHERS REVISITED 

In many ways, this has been a study of blindnesses and obstacles to 

understanding. Both the Woman Question and the Indian Problem were constructed in 

terms of the same core Anglo-American values, and nineteenth-century women's rights 

activists targeted the same assumptions ~ about property and personhood, wardship and 

"protection" ~ that shaped Indian policy. However, rather than providing insight into the 

experience of marginalization shared by white women and Native peoples, the primary 

suffragist arguments in the nineteenth century seem more often to have established 

rhetorical frameworks for misunderstanding or misrepresenting Indianness. Rather than 

seeing in Native resistance to Anglo-American colonialism a model for their own 

challenge to patriarchal authority, white women's rights activists positioned themselves 

in opposition to their Indian others. Constructing Native peoples variously as children in 

the national family or as competitors for the rights of citizenship, white women had 

difficulty seeing beyond the assumptions of their contemporary culture and their own 

struggle for enfranchisement. But while these signs of limited vision reinforce the now 

conventional critique of suffrage activism as the exclusive domain of white middle-class 

women, looking at all of this material together allows us to more fully understand those 

cultural assumptions. And a careful examination of the various tensions that conditioned 

the relationship between white women and Native peoples in the nineteenth century not 

only contributes to our understanding of American cultural history, but also provides a 

context for reading the intersecting discourses of race, gender, and culture in twenty-first 

century America. 
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I. Limited Vision: Gender and Civilization in tlie Nineteenth Century 

Many factors conditioned the nineteenth-century perspective on Native peoples. 

Perhaps chief among them was the stadialist assumption that human society naturally and 

necessarily evolved from savagery into civilization. For most nineteenth-century thinkers, 

this notion of progress was not value-neutral, but reflected positive moral and intellectual 

improvement. As a result, in the view that dominated nineteenth-century America, it 

would have been inconceivable for the status of white women in Euroamerican society to 

be anything but superior to that of hidian women. The inability to imagine otherwise, 

which led even someone like Alice Fletcher to view traditional Indian gender practices 

with bewilderment, was manifest in Indian policy. Indian Commissioner Thomas J. 

Morgan took for granted that Indian women would benefit from the example of civilized 

gender conventions. In an 1889 report on Indian education, he argued, "Co-education of 

the sexes is the surest and perhaps only way in which the Indian women can be lifted out 

of that position of servility and degradation which most of them now occupy, on to a 

plane where their husbands and the men generally will treat them with the same gallantry 

and respect which is accorded to their more favored white sisters" ("Supplemental 

Report" 226). Committed to the idea that Indian women occupied a "position of servility 

and degradation," even white women attuned to questions of women's status were not 

able to make sense of traditional Native gender roles. 

Equally potent was the cultural investment in possessive individualism, the 

combination of two fundamental Anglo-American beliefs: that personhood was defined 
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in opposition to the social whole, and that personhood was realized through the 

possession of property. Finding themselves turned into property by the laws of marital 

coverture, white women's rights activists were persuaded that they needed to own 

property in order to become political persons. In the context of this conviction, white 

women who were concerned about Native rights were equally persuaded of the necessity 

for Native peoples to own what Anglo-Americans would recognize as property. This 

meant the imposition of an Anglo-American sense of individuality, for "property" 

according to Lockean logic was necessarily private property. 

For Matilda Joslyn Gage, individualism was the best defense against the 

debilitating effects of "protection" ~ the rhetoric of guardianship by which both women 

and Native Americans were subordinated. The same rhetoric of self-reliance drove the 

late-nineteenth-century policy of assimilating the Indian. The assxxmed degeneration of 

the tribes was attributed to the so-called protectionism of wardship and earlier reservation 

pohcy. Most reformers believed that only allotment and citizenship could engender that 

spirit of individual enterprise through which the Indian would be redeemed. Fletcher 

actively pursued this agenda, both contributing to the development of allotment 

legislation and putting it into practice in the field. And even after Gage had come to 

recognize the consequences of Americanization for Native women, she too seemed 

unable to imagine an alternative. The tribal model of selfhood, which defined personhood 

in terms of integration rather than separation, was, for Gage as for Fletcher, effectively 

incomprehensible. As Gage wrote in Woman, Church and State, "The political doctrine 

of the sovereignty of the individual ~ although but partially recognized even in the 
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United States - has been most efficacious in destroying that protective spirit which has 

so greatly interfered with the progress of humanity" (316). For Gage, the problem was 

not individualism as such, but the incomplete realization of individual sovereignty. And 

the "sovereignty of the individual," as Gage was well aware, was predicated upon the 

individual's self-ownership. She found evidence for this in the post-war experience of 

former slaves: "As soon as a colored slave in the United States was permitted to hire his 

time, the door of freedom began to open for him" {Woman, Church and State 76). In 

other words, the slave became a sovereign individual once he was able to claim his right 

to property in his own person. By selling that primary commodity ~ his own labor ~ he 

was able to acquire the property in things that would ultimately justify his participation in 

a political society conceived as a relationship among proprietors. Elsewhere in Woman, 

Church and State, Gage commends Frederick Douglass for encouraging freed slaves to 

acquire property: "He had not failed to learn the connection between property and 

personal rights" (199). Thus, it comes as no surprise that Gage was committed to making 

the same process available to women. If woman could become the legal owner of her 

own person, she might then achieve the status of "proprietor" necessary to her 

participation in civil society. As Gage observes in Woman, Church and State, "It is 

remarkable what effect the ownership of property by woman has ever had in ameliorating 

her legal condition" (207). Living in a system where personhood was defined by 

property. Gage was trapped in a choice between owning property and becoming property, 

between possessive individualism and legal nonpersonhood. In this sense, she confronted 

her own version of the "civilization or extinction" dilemma that Indians were believed to 
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be facing. Consequently, she could only see survival ~ for women as political beings, and 

for Native peoples ~ in terms of possessive individualism. And so, for all her radicalism, 

she was unable to see the ways in which she was complicit in the ideology of Anglo-

American imperialism. 

If political realities enforced a certain limited vision, the imaginative freedom of 

fiction offered an opportunity to explore alternatives. The "Indian novel" of the early 

nineteenth century provided writers like Lydia Maria Child and Catharine Maria 

Sedgwick with a figurative forum for working through questions of gender. Just as the 

suffi*agists' Indian had more to do with white women's rights than with Indianness, these 

Indian stories were not about Indians so much as they were about white women's sense 

of self In creating Magawisca, for example, Sedgwick was able to explore different 

meanings of personhood, cultural change, and gender identity. Likewise, for Child, 

Indian tales functioned as a vehicle for confronting the unconfrontable about her own life. 

But even as fiction offered a structure for displacement, for obliquely addressing 

what could not be stated directly, imaginative writing was also constrained by the cultural 

contexts in which it was produced. To write historical novels was to stake a claim to the 

national narrative itself For women who felt themselves to have been erased fi^om that 

narrative ~ and, if married, subsumed into the persons of their husbands ~ that claim to 

authority must be carefully guarded. To identify too closely with the Indian was to risk a 

form of contamination that did not threaten male writers. In the masculine tradition of 

American literature, as Richard Slotkin has detailed, figurative identification with the 

savage provided a form of power. Indeed, by the end of the nineteenth century, an 
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appropriated "primitiveness" became a positive element of masculinity. As Gail 

Bederman demonstrates, late-nineteenth-century discourses of manhood and masculinity 

asserted a relationship between white supremacy, manhood, and civilization. But at the 

same time, these "civilized" white men appropriated a kind of savage or primitive 

masculinity, in part by joining fraternal organizations "to perform elaborate weekly 

rituals imitating their fantasies of American Indian adventures" (Bederman 22-23). When 

the Mdian was no longer a practical threat, he offered a model for white men to "play 

Indian." But throughout the nineteenth century, white men were secure in their claim to 

civilization and citizenship. In fiction as in public life, women were still required to 

justify themselves as active participants in the national experience. In other words, even 

women in the imaginative world of the novel were haunted by the ghosts of civil death. 

Women writers were thus more constrained by the categories of "civilized" and "savage" 

than were their male counterparts. And so, despite the provisional use of the Indian as a 

challenge to patriarchal rule, white women writers like Child and Sedgwick could not 

finally imagine an alternative to the Vanishing Indian. The personal and cultural conflicts 

they projected onto the figure of the Indian were as disruptive to the national narrative as 

the Indian himself was to imperialist expansion. Ultimately, both the Indian and 

Indianness had to be removed. 

II. Sentimentalizing the Indian Problem 

One tension that has emerged in the course of this study is that between the 

language of sentiment and the language of rights. We have seen how one segment of the 
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suffragist movement conceived of the nation in the affectional language of family 

relations. This had dangerous consequences for the Native peoples they constructed as 

"children" in the national family. In this position, Indians were not rightsholders, but 

wards of the government, and subject to the abuses of that "guardian" relation by corrupt 

government agents. The metaphor of the nation as a family in some sense made this 

continuing infantilization of Native peoples possible. The stadialist assumption that 

Indians represented an earlier period in human development was conceptualized in terms 

of childhood, which made "parenting" the Indian a moral obligation. In other words, the 

legal status of Indians as wards was justified by a sentimental narrative forwarded by 

late-nineteenth-century reformers, many of whom were women seeking their own 

recognition as political beings. 

In critiquing this sentimentalized position, represented in these pages largely by 

participants in the women's club movement, we should not lose sight of its subversive 

quality. Former President Grover Cleveland ~ whose boyhood home, incidentally, was 

across the street from the Fayetteville, New York, house in which Gage spent her adult 

life ~ delivered a scathing indictment of the club movement in the 1905 Ladies Home 

Journal. Casting clubs as a "menace" to "the integrity of our homes and the benign 

disposition and character of our wifehood and motherhood," he warns against the "club 

habit" (118) — a dangerous addiction no less stupifying than other forms of antisocial 

addiction. Like any intoxicant, the "club habit" alienates the addict from the human 

community rather than contributing to the general social welfare. Thus, Cleveland 

concludes, "I believe it should be boldly declared that the best and safest club for women 
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to patronize is her home" (119). Cleveland's remarks are illuminating. Such 

organizations as the General Federation of Women's Clubs seemed to rely on a 

dangerously essentialized conception of feminine roles. In emphasizing maternal 

authority to the exclusion of other bases for women's enfranchisement, this position 

seems in some ways to have impeded rather than advanced the cause of women's rights. 

The sentimentalization of politics left women vulnerable to the charge of irrationality, 

and hence political incapacity. The focus on women as separate from men did not 

necessarily cohere with the claim that women were equal to men. However, the vitriol of 

Cleveland's critique reminds us that the rhetorical move by which motherhood was 

transmuted into a political principle was still fairly radical in its context, and ultimately 

proved to be an effective strategy in the campaign for woman suffrage. 

Nevertheless, it is important to examine the implications of sentimental discourse 

not just for white women, but for the Native people who were caught up in its effects. To 

begin with, sentimentalizing is a way of humanizing: "children" are more human than 

"savages." To think of the Indian problem in the affectional language of family 

relationships is to invest the "savage" with the capacity for family feeling. Likewise, to 

be "overcome with emotion" as we have seen Zitkala-Sa represented to be ~ indeed, to 

be capable of emotion ~ is a sign that the stereotypically stoic Native actually possesses 

interiority and is thus recognizably human. In this sense, the language of sentiment is a 

sign of empathy and a form of connection. 

White women reformers relocated the Indian problem to the realm of sentiment 

both by filtering it through the model of the national family and by foregrounding the 
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emotion produced by the contemplation of injustice. And indeed, the latter was made 

possible by the former. The victimization of the Indian "child" produced an emotional 

response that would not follow from the conquest of the brutal savage. Thus, it was 

possible for novelist-reformer Helen Hunt Jackson to "[stir] many hearts by the first 

appeals of her inspired pen," as Woman's National Indian Association president Amelia 

Quinton put it (Quinton 10). In A Century of Dishonor, Jackson's history of government 

injustice toward the Indians, she writes, "There is but one hope of righting this wrong. It 

lies in appeal to the heart and the conscience of the American people" (30). While this 

indictment of Indian policy is legally informed and historically precise, her real story 

exists in opposition to those official forms of narrative. "The story of the military 

campaign against these hostile Sioux in 1876 and 1877 is to be read in the official records 

of the War Department, so far as statistics can tell it. Another history, which can never be 

read, is written in the hearts of the widowed women in the Sioux nation and in the nation 

of the United States" (179). If the more resonant history is a history of the heart, it is not 

surprising that Jackson turned to romance as a vehicle for telling the real story of "a 

century of dishonor," publishing Ramona in 1884. With this novel, which details the 

dispossession and martyrdom of her half-Indian protagonist, Ramona, and her full-blood 

husband, Alessandro, Jackson is able to further humanize the plight of the Indian. As 

John R. Byers shows in "The Indian Matter of Helen Hunt Jackson's Ramona: From Fact 

to Fiction," her protagonists "are made to represent not simply individuals or even tribes 

of Indians, but all Indians. ...By placing the suffering on an individual basis, however, 

Mrs. Jackson has succeeded in making the action more intense and more condemnatory" 
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(Byers 345). As the individual human face intensifies the "action" of history, the 

emotional response the narrative elicits is then likewise more "intense."^ 

But at the same time, sentimentalizing the Indian problem relocates it to a realm 

that tends to exist in opposition to language. The story "written in the hearts," as Jackson 

herself admits, can "never be read." To be "overcome with emotion" is to be incapable of 

speech. And as we have seen, the Indian victim, as an object of emotion, cannot speak for 

herself. 

This focus on sentimental discourse in Indian reform is different from, but may 

have bearing on, the current debate about the ideological causes and effects of nineteenth-

century sentimental literature. Critic June Howard delineates the terms of this debate in 

her 1999 essay, "What is Sentimentality?" In an attempt to restore some of the lost 

nuances of the word, she argues, "Many readers will agree that it is time for American 

literary historians to vacate, once and for all, the discourse of judgment that has 

characterized so much work on sentimentality" (Howard 63). Howard finds that while 

they come to different conclusions, most essays on the topic "still argue the question of 

whether the form is complicit with or subversive of dominant ideology" (Howard 64). 

Participants in this critical debate tend to take one of two dominant positions. Some 

critics, following Ann Douglas's 1977 The Feminization of American Culture, fault 

sentimental literature as an inauthentic performance of emotion that results in "a debased 

mass consumer culture" (Howard 63-4). Others, following Jane Tompkins's 1985 

Sensational Designs: The Cultural Work of American Fiction, 1790-1860, find a "grass 

roots antipatriarchal politics" at the center of the genre (Howard 64). Critiquing the 



284 

implicit politicization of a criticism that constructs a distinction between sentiment and 

emotion in terms of "an opposition between the social and the natural" (66), Howard 

argues for a critical approach that goes beyond the issue of authenticity. She restores 

eighteenth-century understandings of sentiment to the theoretical lens. In traditional 

usage, sentiment "coordinates complex recognitions of the power of bodily sensations 

(including emotions), the possibilities of feeling distant from or cormected with other 

human beings, and benevolence as a defining human virtue" (Howard 70). In other 

words, sentiment was a means of connecting body with interiority, of providing isolated 

individuals with access to a human community defined by feeling. By historicizing the 

use of sentimentality and the terms of antisentimentalism, and by recognizing the 

flexibility of both sentimental and antisentimental discourses, Howard argues, critics can 

develop an analytic rather than evaluative framework. 

However, Howard's important focus on historicizing sentiment should not 

produce an irresponsible criticism that fails to account for the specific and local effects of 

this discourse. While sentiment as a category should indeed be liberated fi-om the 

"discourse of judgment," analyzing specific articulations of sentiment may properly lead 

to just this sort of evaluative perspective. Howard notes that "In the late nineteenth 

century [sentimentalism's] legitimating conventions and capacity for engendering 

solidarities were particularly important for writers with minimal print access, such as the 

first African-American and Native American novelists" (74). But to understand more 

fully what writers like S. Alice Callahan and Zitkala-Sa were attempting to accomplish, 

we must be able to see how the conventions of sentimentalism both "legitimated" and 
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blocked Native American women's voices. We have seen how speaking the language of 

sentiment might require the "complete cultural loss" Craig Womack sees in Wynema, and 

how the sentimental discourse of white women in Indian reform had the effect of 

silencing the Indian victim. As Howard observes, the conventions of sentimentalism 

provided early Native writers with a point of entry, a rhetorical platform. But we need 

also to see the potentially damaging effects of these same conventions in order to 

understand how and why Callahan and Zitkala-Sa deployed the rhetoric of sentiment. 

For these writers, sentiment did not provide a source of understanding in itself Rather, it 

was a means of restoring the discourse of rights. From the doubly marginalized 

perspective of Callahan and Zitkala-Sa , meaningful "solidarities" with white women 

readers could only emerge from that discourse of rights, not from shared emotion alone. 

Even while the language of sentiment underwrote the participation of a Native 

American activist like Zitkala-Sa in public life, women who were marginalized by both 

race and gender seem to have been more readily aware of the dangers of 

sentimentalization. African American women had likewise seen the pernicious effects of 

a sentimental narrative about the slaveholding South, which reimagined the 

dehumanization of slaves as benign paternalism. Thus, African American activist Aima 

Julia Cooper was particularly sensitive to the necessity of rights discourse and the 

slippery slope of essentialism. In a stunning chapter of A Voice from the South, Cooper 

responds to white women's rights activist Anna Shaw's 1891 address on "Indians versus 

Women." In this chapter, entitled "Woman vs. The Indian," Cooper satirizes the 
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suffragist strategy of pitting one marginalized group against another. Her response to 

Shaw's address is worth quoting at length: 

The great burly black man, ignorant and gross and depraved, is allowed to vote; 

while the franchise is withheld from the intelligent and refined, the pure-minded 

and lofty souled white woman. Even the untamed and untamable Indian of the 

prairie, who can answer nothing but 'ugh' to great economic and civic questions 

is thought by some worthy to wield the ballot which is still denied the Puritan 

maid and the first lady of Virginia. 

Is not this hitching our wagon to something much lower than a star? Is not 

woman's cause broader, and deeper, and grander, than a blue stocking debate or 

an aristocratic pink tea? Why should woman become plaintiff in a suit versus the 

Indian, or the Negro or any other race or class who have been crushed under the 

iron heel of Anglo-Saxon power and selfishness? (123) 

Like Callahan and Zitkala-Sa, Cooper urges her readers to recognize that the real 

foundation for women's rights is not the uniquely feminine contribution to national life, 

but the natural rights of sovereign individuals: 

Let her rest her plea, not on Indian inferiority, nor on Negro depravity, but on the 

obligation of legislators to do for her as they would have others do for them were 

relations reversed. Let her try to teach her country that every interest in this world 

is entitled at least to a respectful hearing, that every sentiency is worthy of its own 

gratification, that a helpless cause should not be trampled down, nor a bruised 

reed broken; and when the right of the individual is made sacred...— when race. 
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color, sex, condition, are realized to be the accidents, not the substance of life, and 

consequently as not obscuring or modifying the inalienable title to life, liberty, 

and pursuit of happiness ~ ...then woman's lesson is taught and woman's cause is 

won — not the white woman nor the black woman nor the red woman, but the 

cause of every man or woman who has writhed silently under a mighty wrong. 

The pleading of the American woman for the right and the opportunity to employ 

the American method of influencing the disposal to be made of herself, her 

property, her children in civil, economic, or domestic relations is thus seen to be 

based on a principle as broad as the human race and as old as human society. 

(125) 

Cooper was writing at a time when, as Aileen Kraditor claims, women "found that the 

'best' argument of native-bom, white, middle-class women was one which would prove 

their own capacity but not that of men or women of other sections of the population" 

(52). In valorizing white matemity as a political function, some late-nineteenth-century 

suffragists implicitly promised to neutralize the "black vote" and the potential "red vote." 

Against this, Cooper restores the language of rights, opportunities, and individual 

"interests" to the debate. 

We saw a similar move in Callahan and Zitkala-Sa , but with a difference. Instead 

of explicitly rejecting the assumptions of sentimentalism, they strategically deployed 

those rhetorical conventions while subtly redefining the terms of the debate. Callahan's 

Wynema seems to reflect the wholesale adoption of Anglo-American values, offering to 

white readers a flattering reflection of themselves. But while her characterization of 
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Genevieve seems to validate the model of "expediency" feminism, Callahan figuratively 

restores the discourse of rights and contract to the suffragist argument. Similarly, Zitkala-

Sa is fundamentally concerned with personhood and citizenship, but she renders her 

stories in the language of sentimentalism that her readers speak. In Zitkala-Sa's writings, 

the discourse of rights is deliberately saturated with essentialist conceptions of "the 

feminine mind." 

In other words, Callahan and Zitkala-Sa purposefully engaged an ideology that 

Cooper soundly rejected. This difference may be traceable to distinct differences in the 

ways white women approached antislavery work as opposed to Indian reform. While late-

nineteenth-century white women asserted a sense of self predicated on disidentification 

with the Indian, antislavery feminists earlier in the century more readily saw in slavery a 

trope for their own experience. Jean Fagan Yellin points to the complexities of cross-

racial identification in Women and Sisters, her analysis of antislavery feminists. On the 

one hand, the "assertion of gender identity challenges racist ideologies and the 

privileging of a white skin." The rhetoric of sisterhood, in other words, is a recognition of 

the common humanity of women both black and white. But at the same time, 

identification as women "makes it possible to ignore the crucial differences between the 

situation of white free women and black slave women, to conflate the condition of free 

women and slaves" (Yellin 24). Thus, when black women's voices began to be heard, 

they tended to de-emphasize sameness and call attention to the very real differences 

between literal and figurative bondage. As Yellin writes, "The speeches and writings of 

black women who had been held in slavery testify that they did not, however, confuse the 
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experience of free women with their experience as female slaves. Nor did they confuse 

the free women's struggle for self-liberation from a metaphorical slavery with their own 

struggle for self-liberation from slavery" (79). To further complicate this dynamic, Yellin 

observes that when white women did acknowledge those differences, they did so in a way 

that cast the white woman as the liberator of her oppressed sister. "These distinctions, 

which suggest the superiority of the liberator and the inferiority of the slave, reinforce 

patriarchal ideas about the moral superiority of women who adhere to gender patterns 

mandated by the patriarchy; and they reinforce racist ideas about the moral superiority of 

whites" (Yellin 25). This is structurally similar to but rhetorically different from what we 

find in Native women writers like Callahan and Zitkala-Sa . Because they don't have the 

problem of facile identification undermining the seriousness of their condition, they can 

invite a "sameness" reading. Indeed, both Callahan and Zitkala-Sa positioned Indian 

rights as an extension of the white women's rights agenda. When they did emphasize 

distinctions between white women and Indians, they often did so purposefully, to engage 

precisely the dynamic Yellin identifies of liberator-victim. When Callahan has Wynema 

pledge to follow the example of her self-emancipating white sisters, she does so in order 

to define the role she wants her readers to inhabit. Working within the rhetorical 

conventions established by white women, in other words, these Native writers attempted 

to transmute the silencing effect of sentiment into a vehicle for an Indian voice. 

III. Women's Problems and Indian Questions in the Twenty-first Century 



Later in the twentieth century, when cultural constructions of gender began to 

shift under the influence of emerging feminist theories, the relationship between white 

women and Indianness was likewise transformed. As women came to identify the 

feminine with nature rather than with civilization, and as the relative value of these terms 

underwent increasing scrutiny, the Indian became a positive figure in women's rights 

discourse. 

This is not to say that white feminists came immediately to see the Indian other as 

having a meaningful identity independent of the narrative about white women. The 

Indian in the 1970s and 80s continued to be perceived by the dominant culture as a 

character in the story of white America. In an extension of the primitivism that drew so 

many writers and artists to the Southwest in the 1930s, the New Age movement later in 

the century again featured appropriations of indigeneity. The New Age attraction to 

Indian healing practices, for example, expected "Indianness" to provide restorative power 

for the overcivilized. While this represents a valuable departure fr-om the crusade to 

"civilize the savage," "[Rayna] Green points out that such expectations are embedded in 

colonial histories; they keep the 'sick' Western subject at the center to be tended by the 

Native 'other'" (Udel 49). 

Gail Landsman provides a revealing example of such appropriations in her 

analysis of the Women's Encampment for a Future of Peace and Justice, a feminist anti-

nuclear protest staged near the Seneca Army Depot in the summer of 1983. Landsman 

reproduces the cover for the accompanying Resource Handbook, which features a 

feminist timeline of Seneca, New York. The cover design attempts to establish a thematic 
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continuity underlying key events in the region's history, from Iroquois women 

demanding "an end to war among the nations" in 1590, to abolitionists in the 1800s 

establishing an underground railroad stop, to the first Women's Rights convention in 

1848, to "Today," when "urban and rural women join together in Seneca County to 

challenge the nuclear threat to life itself (see Landsman 251). As Landsman concludes, 

"The predominantly white women of the Peace Encampment...draw from the history of 

currently oppressed groups (Indian, black, and other white women) and thereby inject 

themselves into a long history of resistance to male power and the dominant society" 

(249). 

The tension between respect for and appropriation of Indian practices continues to 

manifest itself in twenty-first-century relationships between white women and Native 

peoples. As Indianness has come to mean resistance to male-identified colonialism, it has 

likewise come to represent an orientation toward gender roles that Matilda Joslyn Gage 

was beginning to recognize in 1893. While Gage found "reminiscences of the 

Matriarchate" among her Iroquois neighbors, contemporary observers valorize what Lisa 

J. Udel terms "motherwork" as a Native principle uniting ecological survival with respect 

for maternal authority. According to this logic, "mother Earth" and earthly mothers are 

made interchangeable by the characterization of the natural world as a femininized 

presence. As Mary Gopher (Ojibway) puts it, "In our religion, we look at this planet as a 

woman. She is the most important female to us because she keeps us alive. We are 

nursing off of her" (qtd. in Udel 44). Thus, many Native American activists connect 
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"women's authority as procreators with their larger responsibilities to a personified, 

feminized Earth" (Udel 44). 

With this concept, activists link Native peoples' traditional respect for land with 

their traditional respect for female authority, putting both in opposition to what M. A. 

James*Guerrero terms "patriarchal colonialism" (65); the Anglo-American imperialism 

that links conquest of land to conquest of women. James*Guerrero's call for a "Native 

Womanism" unites land, spirit, and woman in a "female principle." She sees 

a connection between the denigration and subordination of women and the 

corresponding degradation and subjugation of nature through acts of ecocide (the 

erosion of the natural environment or ecosystem). Each aspect of this feminized 

subordination of nature, Natives, and women is a manifestation of the denigration 

of the female principle....This denigration of the female principle is the result of 

the patriarchal colonialism that has been imposed on Native peoples and others in 

the process of conquest as part of an imperialist agenda. This intersection among 

nature, Natives, and women, therefore, also serves as a means of illustrating 

advancing genocidal agendas. (68) 

But even as increasing respect for Native principles has also helped white women to 

identify "patriarchal colonialism" and to redefine their own conceptions of gender. Native 

women continue to find — and resist ~ misconceptions of Indian women in white 

feminism. As Udel details, "Such academics as Paula Gunn Allen, Rayna Green, and 

Patricia Monture-Angus, as well as Native activists Wilma Mankiller, Mary Brave Bird, 

and Yet Si Blue (Janet McCloud) have problematized the reformative role white 
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feminism can play for Indigenous groups, arguing that non-Native women's participation 

in various forms of Western imperialism have often made them complicit in the 

oppression of Native peoples." Certainly, we have seen this dynamic in nineteenth-

century suffragists' construction of the Indian savage, which reinforced Western 

imperialism in service of an argument for white women's rights. But in a contemporary 

context, Udel adds that "More important. Native women contend that their agendas for 

reform differ from those they identify with mainstream white feminist movements" (Udel 

43). Native women often see white feminism as self-universalizing, imposing a 

monolithic conception of gender on the experience of all women and failing to recognize 

how cultural context shapes gender concerns. 

One revealing distinction between white and Indigenous feminisms can be seen in 

the struggle for reproductive freedom. Udel tells of the appalling frequency with which 

Native women endured enforced sterilization. As a result, "Native women emphasize 

women's ability, sometimes 'privilege,' to bear children," while white feminism tends to 

value in birth control the right to not have children (Udel 47). Similarly, "Brave Bird, for 

instance, points out the irrelevance of abortion rights to Indian women who see tribal 

repopulation as one of their primary goals. A self-identified Indian feminist, Brave Bird 

recognizes the value of reproductive rights for women whose bodies have been controlled 

by others; however, she objects to white feminists who would dictate an Indian feminist 

agenda to her" (Udel 48). 

Critics also claim that liberal feminism's commitment to individualism continues 

to obscure understanding of Native cultures. "The deemphasis on individual autonomy 
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proves troubling to white feminists who have sought to extricate the individual woman's 

identity from the debilitating influences of social expectation in order to articulate and 

celebrate her emergence into what has generally been viewed as a more liberated 

individual. Once again we experience the fallout of conflicting ideas between Western 

liberalism and Native collectivism" (Udel 50-51). As nineteenth-century white women 

could only see personhood through the lens of possessive individualism, segments of 

twentieth-century feminism see individual autonomy as essential to women's sense of 

self This contrast between the individualism of liberal feminism and the tribal orientation 

of Indigenous activists likewise results in differing conceptions of women's roles. As 

Renee Senogles (Red Lake Chippewa) puts it, "The difference between Native American 

women and white feminists is that the feminists talk about their rights and we talk about 

our responsibilities. There is a profound difference. Our responsibility is to take care of 

our natural place in the world" (qtd. in Udel 54). Likewise, while white feminists tend to 

define those rights against the domain of white male power. Native women resist defining 

themselves in opposition to the Native men who share in their marginalization. As Udel 

writes, "Native women repeatedly fault white feminists for the devaluation of men in 

their revisionary tactics." Because "Native men have suffered a loss of status and 

traditional self-sufficiency even more extensive than their female counterparts," many 

Native women define their responsibilities to include "the restoration of traditional male 

roles, along with the selection and training of appropriate male leaders" (Udel 54-55). 

In short, the relationship between white women and Native peoples remained as 

complex through the twentieth century as it was in the nineteenth century. This continues 
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to be true as we begin the twenty-first century. Native women still see in white feminism 

a tendency to impose a culturally specific ideology as if it were universal, and a tendency 

to value Native cultures insofar as they contribute to a narrative about white women. 

Thus, as Udel concludes, 

In any discussion of possible coalition between contemporary Indigenous groups 

and white feminist groups. Native women insist that their prospective partners 

recognize Indigenous traditions of female autonomy and prestige, traditions that 

can provide models of social reform in white, as well as Native, America. This 

proposed coalition suggests a move beyond idealized appropriation, to a shared 

vision of political and cultural reform. In their eagerness to coalesce, white 

feminists have been rightly accused of ignoring or eliding differences between 

and among women. Native women resist reductionist impulses inherent in 

Western feminism, insisting that we examine the varying historical contingencies 

of each group that continue to shape feminist discourses into the next century. 

(Udel 56) 

This growing attention to the varied and various experiences of women of color as 

distinct from white women's experience, coupled with the recognition that differences of 

class and ethnicity make any monolithic conception of "white women's experience" 

untenable, necessitates continued attention to white women's rights in the nineteenth 

century. James*Guerrero claims, "Native American women perceived this early 

feminism as a reaction to an existing patriarchal sociopolitical system not concerned with 

the racialized oppression ~ as a result of Euroamerican racism ~ of other marginalized 
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women and subcultural groups of 'ethnic minorities,' such as Native Americans as tribal 

peoples, or with the impact of U.S. colonialism on their traditional ways of life" 

(James*Guerrero 59). Recovering suffrage history indeed helps to show how "feminists 

of these earlier and more exclusive times" (James*Guerrero 59) contributed to the 

oppression of Native women. But to understand more fully how white women's sense of 

self conditioned their relationships with Native peoples, particularly with a view toward 

the kind of contemporary "coalition" Udel describes, we need also to recognize the 

interplay of complex cultural factors beyond lack of "concern." Likewise, a fuller 

appreciation of these cultural contexts may help to clarify the complexities faced by early 

Native women writers. A more nuanced view of the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries can help defend writers like Callahan and Zitkala-Sa from the simplistic charge 

of assimiliationism. If we can see assimilation and resistance not as mutually exclusive 

alternatives but as coexisting positions, we can continue to recover valuable elements of 

resistance in the early tradition of Native American literature. 

Notes 

^ In ways that are too complex to explore fully here, the sentimental discourse of Indian 
reform, particularly as Jackson employs it, is also deeply Christian. The long-suffering 
Indian is meant not only to produce an emotional response, but to evoke the Christian 
valorization of suffering, emblematized by Christ's ordeal on the cross. 
^ For an earlier reading of this kind of intersection in the masculine mind as it manifested 
itself in American literature, see especially Annette Kolodny's The Lay of the Land: 
Metaphor as Experience and History in American Life and Letters. 
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