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Women’s History Month

Native American Women
Before and after the Europeans arrived in the Americas, there were many different indigenous 
tribes. Each of these tribes had their own unique culture. Some were similar to each other, 
while others were different. When the Europeans arrived, they looked at Native American tribes 
through European eyes. They found that many Native American cultures were much different than 
their own. One of the ways these cultures were different was the role women played.

In several tribes, indigenous women held a lot of power and respect. Women could own property, vote in 
tribal councils, become chiefs, and even go to war. Several tribes had a clan system that was based on a 
woman’s parentage. This meant that in some cases, men would move to be with their wives’ clan. And if their 
marriage did not work, they would return back to their clan. In other tribes, women did not have such important 
roles. Duties were more strongly divided by gender or whether a person was a male or female. In many 
Native American cultures, a man could participate in women’s work, such as planting, weaving, and sewing. 
However, it was less likely that a woman could participate in men’s work, such as hunting and fighting.

Many Native American tribes believed women had a strong connection to the land. Several Native American myths 
tell stories about women who created the earth. For example, the Navajo Changing Woman was said to have 
created the earth and taught the first Navajo about the land. Other tribes have similar stories. Some eastern tribes 
have stories about the Woman of the Sky who created the earth. She had two sons who brought good and evil into 
the world. Each of these stories in some way taught the tribe about the people’s spiritual relationship to the earth.

You will read passages from two different texts. The first passage talks about the role that women and men 
played in the home in the Hidatsa, a Great Plains tribe. The second passage is a translation of a Cherokee 
myth. As you read, think about the ways community and family are important to Native American tribes.

Secondary Source—Janet D. Spector, “Male/Female Task Differentiation Among the Hidatsa: 
Toward the Development of an Archaeological Approach to the Study of Gender,” 1983

Women:

. . . Women of individual households—sisters, mothers and daughters—constituted the 
major unit of female labor, with most tasks performed by one to three women. . . .

. . . Women’s activities took place primarily in gardens. . . .

Men:

Male activities, in contrast, do not appear to have followed this household pattern. . 
. . Male task groups tended to be larger . . . with labor commonly divided by age. . . . 
for example, younger men performed tasks concerned with scouting for buffalo.

Though men spend some time inside the lodges visiting with other men or planning hunts 
and raids, many more of their activities took them outside the boundaries of the villages. . . .
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Primary Source—“The Huhu Gets Married,” translated by James Blythe, 1887–1890

A widow who had an only a daughter, but no son, found it very hard to make a living 
and was constantly urging upon the young woman that they ought to have a man in 
the family, who would be a good hunter and able to help in the field. One evening a 
stranger lover came courting to the house, and when the girl told him that she could 
marry only one who was a good worker, he declared that he was exactly that sort 
of man; so the girl talked to her mother, and on her advice they were married.

The next morning the widow gave her new son-in-law a hoe and sent him out to the 
cornfield. When breakfast was ready she went to call him, following a sound as of some one 
hoeing on stony soil, but when she came to the spot she found only a small circle of hoed 
ground and no sign of her son-in-law. Away over in the thicket she heard a huhu calling.

He did not come in for dinner, either, and when he returned home in the 
evening the old woman asked him where he had been all day.

“Hard at work,” said he.

“But I didn’t see you when I came to call you to breakfast.”

“I was down in the thicket cutting sticks to mark off the field,” said he.

“But why didn’t you come in to dinner?”

“I was too busy working,” said he.

So the old woman was satisfied, and they had their supper together.

Early next morning he started off with his hoe over his shoulder. When 
breakfast was ready the old woman went again to call him, but found 
no sign of him, only the hoe lying there and no work done.

And away over in the thicket a huhu was calling, “Sau-h! sau-h! 
sau-h! hu! hu! hu! hu! hu! hu! chi! chi! chi!—whew!”

She went back to the house, and when at last he came home in the 
evening she asked him again what he had been doing all day.

“Working hard,” said he.

“But you were not there when I came after you.”

“O, I just went over in the thicket a while to see some of my kinsfolk,” said he.
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EXPLORE MORE PRIMARY SOURCES:

This activity is part of a complete lesson available online to TCI users in Social Studies Alive! America’s Past, 
Lesson 3, Native American Cultural Regions. More primary source activities are available online at www.teachtci.com.

Then the old woman said, “I have lived here a long time and there 
is nothing living in the swamp but huhus. My daughter wants a 
husband that can work and not a lazy huhu; so you may go.”

And she drove him from the house.

“Male/Female Task Differentiation Among the Hidatsa: Toward the Development of an Archaeological 
Approach to the Study of Gender” by Janet D. Spector in The Hidden Half: Studies of Plains Indian Women 
edited by Patricia Albers and Beatrice Medicine. New York: University Press of America, 1983, p. 89.
Entire Selection: https://books.google.com/books?id=5MwHcZPCYjEC&pg=PA77&lpg
Accessed March, 2017

“The Huhu Gets Married” in “Myths of the Cherokee” by James Mooney in Nineteenth Annual Report of the Bureau of 
American Ethnology to the Secretary of the Smithsonian Institution, 1897–8, Part 1, Washington, 1900, pp. 292-293.
Entire Selection: https://books.google.com/books?id=q0oSAAAAYAAJ&pg=PA292&
Accessed March, 2017

Reflect:

1. A citation is information that helps you find a source. There are citations for the 
two sources you read at the end of the lesson. Which words in the citation for 
the first source might give you clues that it is a secondary source, not a primary 
source? (You can use a dictionary to look up any words you don’t know.)

2. Are women’s responsibilities similar or different in these two sources? Explain your answer.

3. Are the men’s responsibilities similar or different in these two sources? Explain your answer.

4. In Source 2, why do you think it is important that the old woman choses to 
kick her son-in-law out? What does this say about women’s power?

https://www.teachtci.com/

