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Chapter 08: Matrilineal Governance and the Role
of Women in Native American Tribes
THE BIBLE OF MALE INFERIORITY

Among the rich and diverse cultures of Native American tribes, the concept of matrilineal governance stands

out as a testament to the profound roles that women played in leadership, decision-making, and social

organization. In these societies, especially within the Iroquois Confederacy (also known as the Haudenosaunee

or Six Nations), women were not only revered but were central to maintaining balance and equity. Unlike

European patriarchal structures, which fostered male dominance and led to social inequalities and

environmental exploitation, Native American matrilineal systems promoted gender harmony, sustainability, and

peace.

The Iroquois Confederacy, in particular, presents an extraordinary example of how rejecting male inferiority

and embracing female leadership can create more equitable, stable, and sustainable societies. This chapter

delves into the role of women in Native American governance, the environmental stewardship upheld by

matrilineal systems, and the lessons modern societies can learn from these ancient cultures.

The Matrilineal System of the Iroquois Confederacy

In the Iroquois Confederacy, women held significant power, both politically and socially. The clan mothers

were the heart of this matrilineal system, responsible for appointing male leaders, or sachems, and holding

them accountable. Unlike in European patriarchal monarchies, where male rulers wielded unchecked power,

Iroquois clan mothers had the authority to depose leaders who did not act in the best interest of the people.

This dynamic ensured that political leadership was balanced by female authority, preventing the corruption

and tyranny often seen in male-dominated systems.

The power and influence of women were further reflected in the inheritance of property and lineage, which

passed through the female line. This structure not only empowered women but also reinforced their role as

guardians of the family and the community’s well-being. The matrilineal system was, in many ways, a rejection

of the male inferiority complex, which in patriarchal societies often drove men to assert dominance through

violence, competition, and control. In contrast, the Iroquois Confederacy’s matrilineal governance promoted

cooperation, shared power, and long-term social stability.

Environmental Stewardship and Sustainability

Women in Iroquois society were not only political leaders but also the primary caretakers of the land. Their role

as stewards of the environment was deeply ingrained in the Confederacy’s practices, particularly in their
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sustainable agricultural methods. The cultivation of the “Three Sisters” crops—corn, beans, and squash—was a

key practice that reflected the Iroquois’ respect for ecological balance. By planting these crops together, they

ensured that the soil remained fertile, reducing the need for external resources and supporting the long-term

sustainability of their environment.

This symbiotic relationship with nature starkly contrasted with the exploitative practices of European

colonizers, who often viewed land as a commodity to be conquered and exploited. In patriarchal European

societies, the dominance over both nature and women was linked, with men seeking to assert control over

both. However, within the Iroquois Confederacy, the role of women as protectors of the earth ensured that the

community lived in harmony with their environment, cultivating practices that sustained resources for future

generations.

The matrilineal governance of the Iroquois Confederacy offers profound insights into how gender equity can

lead to more environmentally responsible practices. By placing women at the center of environmental

stewardship, the Iroquois fostered a society where sustainability and care were prioritized over short-term

exploitation and dominance.

The Role of Clan Mothers in Governance

One of the most powerful aspects of matrilineal governance in Native American tribes, especially within the

Iroquois Confederacy, was the role of clan mothers. These women were the true political backbone of their

society. Unlike patriarchal systems where male rulers were often seen as untouchable figures of authority, the

Iroquois recognized the importance of accountability—and it was the clan mothers who ensured this. Clan

mothers had the authority to select and remove male leaders (sachems) based on their actions and behavior.

This system created a delicate balance of power, where male leaders were constantly reminded of their

responsibility to the community.

Clan mothers were entrusted with upholding the values of the Great Law of Peace, the foundational law of the

Iroquois Confederacy that emphasized peace, equity, and justice. This matriarchal influence wasn’t limited to

the selection of leaders but also extended to the resolution of disputes, diplomacy, and the protection of tribal

values. Their decisions often took a long-term view, prioritizing stability and sustainability over short-term

gains, reflecting the deeper wisdom that comes with understanding the cycles of life and nature. The clan

mothers represented an authority grounded in nurturing, healing, and community welfare, rather than

conquest and aggression.

Through this system, women played an active role in shaping the future of the Iroquois Confederacy, ensuring

that the governance structure reflected the balance and harmony that defined their way of life. The respect

afforded to these female leaders challenges the dominant historical narratives that have long overlooked the
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matriarchal power structures of indigenous societies.

Women’s Influence in the Social Fabric of Native American Life

Beyond their political roles, women in matrilineal societies were also central to the social and economic fabric

of their communities. Iroquois women, in particular, were responsible for the distribution of resources such as

food, housing, and land, which were inherited through the female line. This system ensured that women

retained control over the wealth and resources necessary for the community’s survival. Women’s influence

extended into every aspect of life, from organizing the seasonal cycles of agriculture to maintaining the

spiritual practices that bound the community together.

The Iroquois worldview saw women as the givers of life, both in a literal and symbolic sense. Their role as

mothers, grandmothers, and aunts went beyond child-rearing; they were the primary teachers and transmitters

of cultural knowledge, passing down stories, songs, and traditions that held the community’s history and

values. In many ways, the matrilineal structure ensured that women were the custodians of cultural memory,

responsible for safeguarding the tribe’s identity across generations.

This centrality of women in the social structure also fostered stronger bonds of kinship, as family ties were

traced through the mother’s line. This reinforced a sense of belonging and interdependence, where both men

and women worked together to sustain the community. In contrast to patriarchal systems, where power is often

consolidated in the hands of a few male leaders, matrilineal governance emphasized the collective well-being

and cohesion of the group.

Environmental Stewardship as a Core Value

In addition to their roles in governance and social life, women in Native American tribes were key figures in

environmental stewardship. The responsibility for cultivating crops, managing the land, and ensuring that the

community’s resources were used sustainably often fell to women. This connection between women and the

earth was deeply spiritual, as the cycles of fertility and harvest were closely tied to the feminine principle.

The Iroquois practice of planting the Three Sisters—corn, beans, and squash—symbolized the interdependence

of humans and the natural world. Each crop complemented the other: corn provided structure for the beans to

climb, beans enriched the soil with nitrogen, and squash spread along the ground, protecting the crops from

weeds. This agricultural technique, passed down through the generations by women, exemplifies the

sustainable practices that matrilineal societies nurtured.

Women’s deep connection to the land fostered a culture of care rather than exploitation, contrasting sharply

with the European colonizers’ approach to land as something to be dominated and extracted. The Iroquois

belief in environmental reciprocity—that humans are stewards of the earth and must protect it for future
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generations—was at the core of their social system. By placing women at the forefront of environmental

management, the Iroquois Confederacy embodied a gender-balanced approach to governance and

sustainability.

The Sacred Role of Women in Spiritual Practices

In many Native American tribes, particularly those with matrilineal structures, women were not only the

stewards of the earth but also central to spiritual life. Their role as givers of life extended beyond the physical

realm, deeply intertwining with the spiritual practices that sustained the community’s connection to the natural

and supernatural worlds. In the Iroquois Confederacy, for example, women were believed to possess a special

connection to the spirit world and were often entrusted with the performance of ceremonial rituals that

honored the earth, the ancestors, and the Great Spirit.

In some tribes, the relationship between women and spirituality was represented in the worship of feminine

deities or mother goddesses, who were seen as the protectors of fertility, the land, and the cycle of life and

death. The Corn Mother, for instance, was a sacred figure in many Native American cultures, symbolizing the

fertility of the earth and the life-giving properties of the corn crops. Women, as the caretakers of these sacred

crops, were seen as the earthly counterparts of the Corn Mother, embodying her nurturing and life-sustaining

qualities.

In these matrilineal societies, the idea that spiritual power could reside within women challenged the male-

dominated structures seen in patriarchal societies, where religious authority was typically reserved for men.

Women were not only the keepers of cultural memory and tradition but also the ones who ensured the

community remained in harmony with the spiritual forces of nature. Their ability to mediate between the

physical and spiritual worlds through their roles in agriculture, motherhood, and ritual placed them at the

center of both earthly and cosmic governance.

This emphasis on spirituality and nurturing aligned perfectly with the matrilineal systems of governance,

where the values of cooperation, equity, and sustainability were paramount. The sacred role of women

reinforced their authority in the community, ensuring that their voices were heard not only in political matters

but in guiding the moral and spiritual direction of their society. This balance of power between the sexes, with

women holding positions of influence in both the spiritual and material worlds, created a holistic form of

governance that respected both the feminine and masculine forces.

Challenging Western Patriarchal Narratives

The matrilineal governance of Native American tribes like the Iroquois stands in stark contrast to the

patriarchal structures of Western societies, which often placed women in subordinate roles. When European
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settlers first encountered Native American matrilineal systems, they struggled to understand how women could

hold such significant political and spiritual power. To them, these systems seemed primitive or backward,

reinforcing their own belief in the superiority of patriarchy and male dominance.

However, matrilineal systems offered a more egalitarian model of governance—one that modern societies could

learn from. By giving women equal authority in decision-making, Native American tribes like the Iroquois

avoided the hierarchical power struggles and gender inequalities that often plagued European systems. In

matrilineal governance, power was shared and distributed more equitably, fostering a sense of community and

mutual respect.

This challenges the Western narrative that women are inherently less capable of leadership or decision-

making. The history of Native American tribes, particularly the Iroquois Confederacy, shows that women can

and do thrive in leadership roles, bringing a different but equally valuable perspective to governance. The

matrilineal systems of the Iroquois offer a powerful counter-narrative to the patriarchal models that have long

dominated Western thought, proving that societies can function harmoniously when women are given the

respect and authority they deserve.

Lessons for Modern Governance

In an age where inequality, environmental degradation, and political strife seem ever-present, the governance

structures of Native American matrilineal societies offer valuable lessons for modern systems. At the core of

these lessons is the importance of balance—between genders, between the human and natural worlds, and

between short-term gains and long-term sustainability.

The Iroquois Confederacy’s focus on accountability, where male leaders could be deposed by female clan

mothers, ensured that governance remained aligned with the well-being of the people and the earth. This

accountability prevented the rise of tyranny and corruption, issues that often plague male-dominated systems.

By valuing collaboration over competition and placing women at the center of decision-making, the Iroquois

created a society that was not only more equitable but more sustainable.

The emphasis on environmental stewardship also offers crucial insights for today’s world, where the

exploitation of natural resources has led to a global ecological crisis. The matrilineal values of the Iroquois,

which respected the land as a living entity to be nurtured rather than dominated, provide a blueprint for how

societies can live in harmony with nature. These values, upheld by the women who managed the land and its

resources, remind us that governance is not just about managing people—it’s about ensuring the health and

sustainability of the entire ecosystem.


