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American Studies 228

Tribal Differences in Eastern Regions

The Iroquois and the Cherokee

The Iroquois Confederacy

Land and History:

· known as the Haudenosaunee or the “People of the Longhouse”

· the Iroquois Confederacy, or the Five Nations of the Iroquois consisted of the Cayugas, Mohawks, Oneidas, Onodongas and the Senecas

· in 1724, following their defeat in the war of 1711-12, the Tuscarora tribe moved north to New York and were accepted into the Confederacy, which became known as the Six Nations

· 16th C – south of Lake Ontario, New York State 

· prior to contact with whites, estimated to be between 12-16,000 in the Five Nations

· 17th C – moved westwards to control fur trade and from incoming white settlers in the east

· during the French & Indian War, and the Revolution – sided with the British, some were forced out of NY into Pennsylvania, Ohio and Canada

Political Organisation:

· Tribes were divided into clans, usually named for animals

· Intermarriage between clans was commonplace

· The representation for each clan was determined by the oldest and most respected women

Founding the Confederacy:

· Founder of the Iroquois Confederacy: Deganawidah (12th Century AD) spoken for by Hiawatha
· unified the Iroquois tribes into a nation

· date subject to debate – Oral histories 900 AD, anthropologists – 16th C, genealogical – 1145?

· The Great Law - written on wampum belts and recited at the Iroquois Grand Council (can take a week)

· Idea to replace blood feuds with peaceful discussion

· A system of checks and balances between tribes and sexes

The Grand Council:

· Sachems representing each tribe, lesser sachems representing clans in tribal councils

· Grand council assembly to declare war – meeting at Onodonga

· Tribes debate issues at different stages – encourage unity at each step

· Freedom of religion, people can propose laws

· Separation of powers – noted by John Adams

· The Council continues to meet to present day

Lifestyle:

Women:

· combining agriculture and child care

· economic resources controlled by women – position of high status

· co-operation for the benefit of large social units – not individual competition

· women in charge of distribution of food – affected councils and war parties

· nominated Council Elders – highest governing body within the tribe

The Longhouse:

· represented organisational structure of tribes

· a place of residence, ceremonial celebrations, symbol of the traditional religion

· matrilineal extended family, directed by an older woman

· men moved to the longhouse of their wices

Food and Clothing:

· village location determined by agricultural needs – 15-20 years in one place before moving

· introduced maize to the region successfully

· corn, beans, squash – the ‘Three Sisters’ (grew on same land) –staple diet, with venison and fish in season

· clothes made of animal skins – moccasins, leggings, etc – furs in cold weather, removed clothes in warmer weather

Scalping:

· could possess the strength of another person through their hair – decapitation or scalping

· prior to white contact – decapitation preferred method

· prices of rewards for scalps set by colonies – encouraged scalping on a larger scale for profit – easier to carry

Arts and Culture:

· no written language, oral tradition prevailed

· wampum – white beads, used a money among Indians, personal adornment, historical records

· influence of dreams on religious outlook

· should do in waking world what they had done in dreams

The False Faces:

· carved wooden sculptures important for Iroquois – faces on posts and masks

· sacred art worn by select individuals

· part of ancient oral traditions – involving the Creator

· a medicine society to comfort and heal the people of the Six Nations

· tending to ill or people near death – songs, prayers, tobacco, ashes, rattles filled with power

Other:

· plaited baskets, bowls, trays

· silverworking

· music – water drums and hoof rattles for social dances, turtle rattles in sacred ceremonies

The Cherokee

· Land and History:

· south eastern tribe, the Appalachian Mountains, SC, NC, Tennessee

· 17th C – sixty independent towns in five regions

· sense of cohesiveness absent, town-centred life, three dialects, little interaction

· kinship ties – blood law by matrilineal clan structure – blood spilt paid for in blood

· importance of matrilineal uncle over father as mentor and protector

· Revolutionary Era:

· proclaimed allegiance to George III during Revolution

· attacks on American settlers, unity among Cherokee, Choctaw and Muscogee

· surrendered land after military defeats

· could not defeat Americans militarily – new methods of resistance needed

· Political Organisation:

· relationship to clan central

· seven matrilineal clans – allocation of garden plots, regulation of marriage, revenge for injuries the responsibility of clan section

· blood revenge for murder

· designation of certain towns as refuges or places of safety

· village council – decisions concerning intertribal relations, Europeans

· the ‘beloved men’ – elders from the seven clans

· separate bodies to deal with war

· peace the normal state, war abnormal

· traditional enemies with the Creeks

· Impact of Whites:

· imposition of whites forced creation of a tribal state – confederacy of separate villages on the model of the council

· basis on US Constitution

· accommodated their structure to European demands – an ‘emperor’ for the Cherokee

· Cherokee Treaty, 1817 – 6,000 moved to Arkansas, ceded one third of land in East

· 20,000 remained in the East – farmers and merchants

· whitelike in lifestyle but retaining Cherokee identity 

· owned 1300 slaves by 1820, 120 in 1810

· penalty of death for murder - even for killing a white

Lifestyle:

· Traditional:

· subsistence agriculture, fishing and hunting in Appalachians

· divided by household, farmed communally, ritualised sharing

· communal grain storage – able to support a leisure class of chiefs, warriors, myth tellers, conjurors

· ‘slaves’ gained through warfare, by-product of vengeance conflicts

· some adopted into clans, others not – no legal status or right to live

· enemy’s death more important that his capture

· story of bears – did not avenge their own kind, humans left free to hunt them

· clothing – skins, furs, more in winter, less in summer, tattooing common for warriors

· Women:

· sexual freedom equal for men and women

· pregnant women – should not eat squirrel – baby might go up like a frightened squirrel, speckled trout – birth marks, rabbit – ridiculously large eyes

· Impact of Whites:

· commodity based trade developed, mixed marriages

· white agricultural structure adopted with more formal political structure, 1800s

· adopted European and American technologies – spinning wheels, textile looms, wagons, farm equipment

· continued to preserve and perpetuate selected elements of their own culture

· cash replaced blood in compensation for harmful acts

· adoption of white customs – log cabins, peaches, cows, Christianity

· Art and Culture:

· important deities – Sun, Moon, Thunder – part of the Upper World

· written language developed by Sequoyah in 1800s

· own newspaper, translating the Bible

· importance of the numbers 4 and 7 – in songs, seven phrases repeated four times

· well-known for pottery, difficulty in continuing with good traded with colonists

· snake effigy pots, tobacco pipes, water jars, cooking pots

· plaited cane and oak splint baskets – double weave

· Green Corn Ceremonies:

· important celebration of ripening corn

· late summer, celebrating harvest

· similar ceremonies for south eastern tribes

· period of fasting and purification ceremonies before warfare

· mortuaries – mounds for the dead

· architecture – small, heavily insulated houses for winter, summer houses

· harmony essential

· cedar – sacred wood, used for making litter to carry honoured dead

