The Iroquois


IROQUOIS LONGHOUSES

To the Iroquois people, the longhouse meant much more than the building where they lived. The longhouse was also a symbol for many of the traditions of their society. Five nations formed the original Iroquois Confederacy. These nations shared a territory they thought of as a large longhouse. The Senecas, who lived in the western end of this territory, were the "Keepers of the Western Door" of the Longhouse. The Mohawks, who lived in the eastern end of the territory, were the "Keepers of the Eastern Door". The Onondagas held the important role of "Keepers of the Central Council Fire and Wampum". To the modern Iroquois people, the Longhouse remains a powerful symbol of the ancient union and is important to many traditions. 

The architecture and construction of the longhouse are adapted to the raw materials available, and to the tools and technology the Iroquois possessed. As well as being a home, the longhouse served as a base for ceremonial celebrations and as a symbol of the traditional Iroquois religion.
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Longhouses were built as a home for a large extended family. This extended family might include parents and children, plus grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, etc. In an Iroquois longhouse there may have been twenty or more families which were all related through the mothers’ side. All of the families belonged to the same clan, with each clan having its own longhouse. Clans were named for animals and birds; Turtle, Bear and Hawk for example.

Members of a clan are all descendants of the same person. In Iroquois clans this person was a woman. All the people in the clan traced their heritage back to her through their female ancestors. Each Iroquois person was born into a clan and remained in that clan for life. Being related, people within a clan could not intermarry; one had to marry someone in a different clan. When a young woman married, her husband came to live in her longhouse, where they would make their new home. When a young man married, he moved away from the longhouse where he'd been raised into his bride's longhouse, but he continued to have close ties with his own clan.

The extended family also worked together to make their living. The clan was the basic social and economic unit in Iroquois society and the leadership in the clans was through the women, because the kinship followed the mother's bloodline. The women managed the affairs of their longhouse, the farming, and distribution of food. They also selected the men who would represent their clan in the tribal council. 
