
Iroquois Influence On Early Feminists
The Matriarchal Legacy: A Source of Inspiration

In the annals of history, the Iroquois Confederacy stands as a beacon of
gender equality and enlightenment. This powerful alliance of six Native
American nations, nestled within the verdant forests of present-day upstate
New York, fostered a matriarchal society that defied the patriarchal norms
prevalent in most of the world. Women held positions of power and
influence within their clans, playing a pivotal role in decision-making,
property ownership, and the education of their children.
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The Iroquois matriarchy did not simply stem from biological determinism or
a lack of male dominance. Rather, it was deeply rooted in spiritual beliefs
and a profound understanding of the natural world. The Iroquois revered
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the Creator as both male and female, recognizing the inherent duality and
balance of all things. They believed that women, with their close connection
to the earth and the ability to give birth, held a sacred power that was
essential for the well-being of the community.

Elizabeth Cady Stanton: A Champion Inspired by Native Matriarchs

In the mid-19th century, as the seeds of feminism began to take root in the
United States, the ideas of the Iroquois Confederacy found fertile ground in
the hearts and minds of influential women's rights activists. One such
pioneer was Elizabeth Cady Stanton, a tireless advocate for suffrage,
property rights, and equality for women.

Stanton's first encounter with the Iroquois came through the writings of
Lewis Henry Morgan, an anthropologist who had studied their society
extensively. Morgan's work revealed the remarkable gender equality and
autonomy enjoyed by Iroquois women, a stark contrast to the oppressive
conditions faced by women in her time. Stanton was deeply moved by this
revelation and began incorporating Iroquois principles into her feminist
ideology.

Stanton recognized that the Iroquois matriarchy was not merely a historical
curiosity but a living testament to the potential for transformative social
change. She believed that by emulating the Iroquois model, women could
break free from the chains of male dominance and achieve their full
potential.

Susan B. Anthony: A Pathfinder Guided by Iroquois Wisdom

Susan B. Anthony, another towering figure of the early feminist movement,
was similarly inspired by the Iroquois legacy. As a traveling lecturer and



organizer, Anthony spread the message of women's rights across the
country, often drawing upon Iroquois examples to support her arguments.

Anthony was particularly drawn to the Iroquois belief in the equal
distribution of power and resources. She saw in this principle a model for a
society where women would have equal access to education, employment,
and political representation.

Anthony also admired the Iroquois emphasis on female leadership. She
believed that women were naturally capable of holding positions of
authority and that their voices deserved to be heard in all aspects of public
life.

Matilda Joslyn Gage: A Radical Visionary Influenced by Iroquois
Spirituality

Matilda Joslyn Gage, a prolific writer and activist, took Iroquois influence a
step further. She saw in the Iroquois matriarchy a reflection of a more
ancient and egalitarian society that had existed before the rise of
patriarchy.

Gage believed that the Iroquois Confederacy represented a spiritual utopia,
a society where women were not only equal to men but also revered as
symbols of the divine feminine. She argued that it was this spiritual
foundation that had allowed the Iroquois to achieve such remarkable social
harmony and progress.

Gage's radical vision challenged not only the prevailing gender roles of her
time but also the dominant religious narratives that had justified the



subordination of women. She saw in the Iroquois example a path towards a
more just and sustainable society.

The Enduring Legacy: Iroquois Influence on the Modern Feminist
Movement

The impact of the Iroquois matriarchy on early feminists was profound and
far-reaching. Stanton, Anthony, Gage, and countless other pioneers drew
inspiration from this Native American society, shaping their understanding
of gender equality, leadership, and social change.

Even today, the Iroquois legacy continues to resonate with feminist thinkers
and activists. The principles of gender equality, female leadership, and
spiritual balance that were so central to Iroquois society continue to guide
the work of those who seek to create a more just and equitable world for
all.

The story of the Iroquois influence on early feminists is a testament to the
power of cross-cultural exchange and the enduring search for a better
world. It is a reminder that inspiration can be found in the most unexpected
of places, and that the seeds of progress are often planted in the past.
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