
Pre- and Post-Contact First 
Nations

Governance



Important 
Colonial 
Terminology

• Regulation: sometimes referred to as 
“subordinate legislation” it defines and 
enforces legislation

• Legislation: all of the laws, collectively

• Act: a body of law, a collection of provisions 
regarding one topic (example, Indian Act, 
Civil Rights Act, etc.)



Pre-Contact 
Law

• Indigenous people were sovereign nations, with 
deep relationship with the land. Battles and 
contests over land did happen, and resulted in 
the movement of tribes across territories

• For example, the Wendat (Iroquoian) were the 
original inhabitants of the Lake Simcoe region

• The 5 Haudenosaunee Nations (the Tuscarora 
didn’t join until after contact in the 1700s) 
attacked and pushed the Wendat north, to 
where they currently reside in the Wendake, 
Que. area, as they were allies of the French 
(whereas most of the Haudenosaunee were 
allies of the British, except the Oneida [neutral]) 
for about 50 years before the Anishnaabeg
moved in and remained to this day



Pre-Contact 
Law

• The Haudenosaunee “Great Law of Peace” 
was used as the foundation for the US 
Constitution

• The Haudenosaunee formed their 5 Nation 
democracy in 1142, under the Great 
Peacemaker, Hiawatha (Onondaga). Prior to 
this, the 5 nations warred with one another.

• “Each nation maintained its own leadership, 
but they all agreed that common causes 
would be decided in the Grand Council of 
Chiefs” –Oren Lyons, 1991

Governance: The Haudenosaunee 
Confederacy



The Haudenosaunee Confederacy Inspired 
the American Revolution 
• 1774- Onondaga leader Canassatego urged the 13 colonies to unite in the same 

manner as the Haudenosaunee confederacy had almost 600 years prior

• "We heartily recommend Union and a good Agreement between you our 
Brethren," Canassatego had said. "Never disagree, but preserve a strict 
Friendship for one another, and thereby you, as well as we, will become the 
stronger. Our wise Forefathers established Union and Amity between the Five 
Nations; this has made us formidable; this has given us great Weight and 
Authority with our neighboring Nations. We are a powerful Confederacy; and, by 
your observing the same Methods our wise Forefathers have taken, you will 
acquire fresh Strength and Power; therefore whatever befalls you, never fall out 
one with another."

• He used a metaphor that many arrows cannot be broken as easily as one. This 
inspired the bundle of 13 arrows held by an eagle in the Great Seal of the United 
States. (PBS)





13 Colonies



Haudenosaunee Confederacy and the Great Law of Peace United States Constitution

Restricts members from holding more than one office in the 
Confederacy.

Article I, Section 6, Clause 2, also known as the Ineligibility 
Clause or the Emoluments Clause bars members of serving 
members of Congress from holding offices established by 
the federal government, while also baring members of the 
executive branch or judicial branch from serving in the U.S. 
House or Senate.

Outlines processes to remove leaders within the 
Confederacy

Article II, Section 4 reads “The President, Vice President 
and all civil Officers of the United States shall be removed 
from Office on Impeachment for, and the conviction of, 
Treason, Bribery, or other High Crimes and Misdemeanors.”

Designates two branches of legislature with procedures for 
passing laws

Article I, Section 1, or the Vesting Clauses, read “All 
legislative Powers herein granted shall be vested in a 
Congress of the United States, which shall consist of a 
Senate and House of Representatives.” It goes on to outline 
their legislative powers.

Delineates who has the power to declare war

Article I, Section 8, Clause 11, also known as the War 
Powers Clause, gives Congress the power, “To declare War, 
grant Letters of Marque and Reprisal, and make Rules 
concerning Captures on Land and Water;”

Creates a balance of power between the Iroquois 
Confederacy and individual tribes

The differing duties assigned to the three branches of the 
U.S. Government: Legislative (Congress), Executive 
(President), and Judicial (Supreme Court) act to balance and 
separate power in government.



Haudenosaunee Confederacy

• With 50 Chiefs in total representing all the clans from all the nations 
they work to resolve disputes and plan for the welfare of all the 
people. As stated by the Peacemaker, Onondaga stands as the fire 
keepers for the Grand Council. Grand Council Chiefs are divided into 
Elder Brothers and Younger Brothers with the Mohawk, Onondaga 
and Seneca making up the Elder Brothers with the Cayuga and Oneida 
as the Younger Brothers.

• The Tuscarora who joined the league after the original joining have no 
voice within Grand Council and can only speak if it will help the 
nations. When they do have an issue to be discussed it is voiced 
through the Cayuga.



Kastowa of the Six Nations
• Indicates the Chief of each nation

• Kanien’kehà:ka (Mohawk): three eagle feathers upright

• Seneca: one eagle feather upright

• Onondaga: one eagle feather upright and one downward

• Cayuga: one eagle feather down in back

• Oneida: two eagle feathers upright and one out the back

• Tuscarora: no eagle feathers



Ceremonial Items

• Can’t be purchased as they are gifted to those that have earned them

• You can’t receive an item and then just display it.  The item needs to 
be used in the responsibilities you have done to earn it

• There are many examples of items like this, which did not receive the 
same exposure and appropriation as the headdress, such as Oglala 
Lakota Shirts, Condoled Kanien’Kehà:ka Chief deer antler kahstówa, 
etc.



Kanien’Kehà:ka Condoled Chief 
Deer Antlers

• A Condoled Chief is one of 50 named 
chiefs that sit in the Grand Council in the 
Haudenosaunee Great Law

• They wear Kostówa of deer antlers

• When a chief is disgraced after three 
warnings, the Clan Mothers can de-horn 
him, which is very shameful 

• Chiefs do not own headdresses, they 
often belong to the community, and are 
inherited alongside the title



• Sometimes called Hoyaneh, meaning caretakers of the peace, the 
Chief is chosen by the Clan Mother. It is she who appoints the title 
which cannot be carried hereditarily through the male line. While 
the Chief’s title belongs to the Clan Mother who installs him in his 
position he holds his title for life as long as he does not fall outside 
the guidelines set out for him upon his being raised up as Chief.

• Clan Mothers choose men who are honest, reliable, and clear 
headed, with knowledge of confederacy laws and values. They 
must not gossip, have committed adultury and must possess 
honorable qualities that make them true mentors for their people. 
Chiefs must not have committed any crimes and any Chief to 
commit a crime while in office will be stripped of his title. Because 
of the criticism which can face leaders a Chief must be tough 
skinned and immune to harsh analysis as well he must be able to 
represent his people fairly. A Chief is a married man with children 
with the thought being that he will care for his community the 
same as he would his children.



• Chiefs are to be mentors for their people. “Their hearts shall be full of 
peace and good will and their minds filled with a yearning for the welfare 
of the people of the Confederacy.” – Constitution of the Five Nations. 
During their time in power they may be called upon to remind their people 
of the will of the Creator.

• Removing Chiefs is left to the authority of the Clan Mother. If she believes 
he is not acting for the benefit of the people she will warn him to change 
his actions. If his behaviour does not change after her warning she will then 
take him asside and remove his antlers, thus removing his authority as 
Chief. When a Chief becomes sick the Clan Mother will set his antlers on 
the wall to await a time when he is better. If he does not recover the 
antlers are passed on to the next Chief through a condolence ceremony.

• Each nation has a different number of Chiefs though each has the same 
power and authority. The appointment of Chief is a sacred duty to ensure 
the future of their clan members for generations to come.



Pre-Contact Feminism
• Haudenosaunee Clan Mothers 

(Iakoiane):

• When Hiawatha came with the 
Peacemaker vision, a woman was the first 
to accept his vision, he therefore gave her 
duties as Clan Mother

• She is mother of her nation, not just her 
clan, as she selects the Hoyaneh/Chief to 
represent her in council

• If they don’t represent their clan well, the 
Clan Mother can remove them (de-
horning in the last class)

• Clan Mothers determine the timing and 
all aspects of ceremony, including naming 
the babies of her clan and ensuring they 
are raised in the customs of the clan



•
Clan Mother: a title which is passed 
down hereditarily through a clan. 
Among the five nations of the 
confederacy there are nine Mohawk 
Clan Mothers, nine Oneida, thirteen 
Onondaga, ten Cayuga and eight 
Seneca for a total of forty-nine Clan 
Mothers. It is her responsibility to 
look out for the welfare of the clan 
by overseeing the actions of the 
Chief and ensuring that he is 
performing his duties in accordance 
with the Great Law. As Clan Mother 
she will have her own wampum of 
two strings, one white and one 
purple, signifying her title within the 
Haudenosaunee. Should she pass 
on, the string will then be passed on 
to the next hereditary Clan Mother.



• The Clan Mothers title is usually passed 
on to her female relatives, first to her 
eldest sister or other sisters and if an 
appropriate person isn’t found she will 
then look to her eldest daughter and 
other daughters. If an appropriate 
person is still not found a candidate will 
be sought out in the rest of the clan.

• Like the Chiefs they choose, Clan 
Mothers must also live up to their 
duties and be good mothers to their 
children, knowledgeable of the Great 
Law and political structure of the Grand 
Council, honest and truthful and be a 
role model to the members of her clan.

• As well as selecting and deposing 
Chiefs, Clan Mothers are also 
responsible for naming children from 
their own list of clan names and 
approving marriages to ensure that a 
bride and groom do not belong to the 
same clan and thus to the same family.



Hiawatha and the 
Great Law of Peace

• Hiawatha was given a vision by the Creator

• He taught these laws to the Haudenosaunee to make 
peace

• He asked the Clan Mothers he appointed to place 
deer antlers on the heads of the men they chose to 
be chiefs of the 5 nations

• Mohawk have nine chiefs of 3 clans (bear, wolf, 
turtle)

• Oneida have nine of the same 3 clans

• Onondaga have 14 with 8 clans (turtle, snipe, bear, 
hawk, deer, wolf, eel, and beaver)

• Cayuga have 10 from 5 clans (heron, deer, turtle, 
bear, snipe)

• Seneca have 8 chiefs from 5 clans (bear, snipe, turtle, 
wolf, and hawk)



• Hiawatha planted a tree in the Onondaga territory and named it the 
Great Tree of Peace

• They must deliberate under this tree

• Above the tree is an eagle to see far and alert the confederacy of any 
issues

• All the weapons were thrown into the ground and the tree was 
planted on top of it

• He then took one arrow from each of the 5 nations and bound them 
to show their union was unbreakable

• He then built their wampum





Nswi- 
Mshkodewinan
| Three Fires 
Confederacy

• Began in 796 AD in Michilimackinac 

• Ojibwe are the older brother/keepers of the 
faith, Odawa are the middle brother/keepers 
of the trade, and Potawatomi are the youngest 
brother/keepers of the council fire

• Ojibwe = Ozhibiige (writers), Odawa = Dawe 
(traders), Potawatomi = Boodewaadmii (fire 
keepers)

• Generally considered enemies of the 
Haudenosaunee, although there was times of 
peace and trade (Dish with One Spoon 
Wampum)

• The Three Fires Confederacy were considered 
to be one of the most powerful and wealthy 
political and military alliances on Turtle Island 
(North America)



Territory controlled by the 
Three Fires Confederacy

• Midewiwin Birch bark scrolls depicting the 
Three Fires’ Nations







Anishnaabeg Governance: Clan System

• Dodemaag (clan system) is based off seven clans; Crane, Loon, Bear, 
Fish, Bird, Turtle, Marten (and sub-clans under those)

• Each clan is responsible for specific roles within community

• Crane (ajijaak) – external governance, internal relations, 
communications

• Loon (maang)- internal governance and administration

• Bear (mkwa)- health, security, policing

• Deer (waawaashkeshi)- culture, citizenship

• Bird (migizii)- teachers, language, education

• Turtle (mshiikenh)- lawmaker, decision-maker, judges

• Marten (waabizheshii)- economic development, land, resources



•Other examples of pre-contact confederacies include; 
the Blackfoot Confederacy and the Powhatan 
Confederacy
•Post-contact include the Grand Indian Council of 

Ontario and Quebec and the Allied Tribes of B.C.
• The National Indian Council was formed in 1961, 

which represented First Nations (status and non) and 
Metis. It ended in 1967 due to in-fighting
•National Indian Brotherhood was founded in 1970
•Metis and Non-Status created the Native Council of 

Canada in 1971, which has since become the Congress 
of Aboriginal People



Oceti Sakowin (Great Sioux 
Nation)
• 7 groups with three language dialects 

(Lakota, Dakota, and Nakota)

• Sičháŋǧu (Brulé, Burned Thighs)

• Oglála ("They Scatter Their Own")

• Itázipčho (Sans Arc, Without Bows)

• Húŋkpapȟa (Hunkpapa, "End Village", 
Camps at the End of the Camp Circle)

• Mnikȟówožu (Miniconjou, "Plant 
Near Water", Planters by the Water)

• Sihásapa ("Blackfeet" or "Blackfoot")

• Oóhenuŋpa (Two Kettles)

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brul%C3%A9
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brul%C3%A9
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oglala_Lakota
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oglala_Lakota
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sans_Arc
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sans_Arc
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hunkpapa
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hunkpapa
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Miniconjou
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Miniconjou
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sihasapa
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sihasapa
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Two_Kettles
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Two_Kettles


• “Shirt Wearers” a small highly respected 
group of community leaders, to whom the 
community looked for guidance in all 
aspects

• Shirt Wearers were counselors to the tribal 
councils and wore painted shirts with human 
hair, beadwork, and quillwork

• After a Shirt Wearer was granted a shirt, he 
would add a lock of his own hair to the 
garment, thereby adding his power to it

• Tȟašúŋke Witkó (Crazy Horse) was a Shirt 
Wearer, but was de-shirted when he eloped 
with a married tribal member

• Shirts did not belong to the individual, they 
were owned by the community

Oglala Lakota Shirt 
Society



Why include the Oceti Sakowin?
• Pre-contact, the Lakota lived along the lower 

area of the Great Lakes, below what would 
become Upper and Lower Canada

• As we know, colonization moved East-to-
West, so during the American Western 
expansion, colonizers had to move through 
Lakota territory

• This is what created the notion that all 
Indians must look like the Lakota, as it was 
the tribe most encountered in the 1800s by 
American settlers

• This is all connected to Wounded Knee 
Massacre,  Custer’s Last Stand, the Indian 
wars, And President Jackson’s Indian Removal 
Program, etc.



Pre-Contact Feminism
• Anishnaabeg (Ojibwe) Kwewag (Women)

• Were the life-givers and caretakers of life and 
responsible for the early socialization of 
children

• In our mythology, it is Sky Woman who 
created Turtle Island and also Nokomis 
(grandmother) who taught Nanaboozhoo 
(Original Man) about the earth medicines. 
Our earth is our mother, and her hair is the 
sweetgrass we braid

• It is only in Western society that child-care 
has become viewed as lesser, whereas in 
Anishnaabe tradition, there is no greater 
responsibility than to raise our people from 
birth into healthy citizens



Gender 
Complementarity 
• In Feminist psychological 

research, defined as “a co-
constructed pairing of traditional 
femininity and masculinity” 
(Tolman, Striepe, and Harmon 
2010)

• Indigenous pre-contact 
Indigenous communities, the 
gender roles were equally as 
important to ensure survival. 
Each gender had equal value to 
the group and were the key to a 
healthy society



Decolonial Love 

• Decolonial love is the notion of loving someone without the 
lens of colonial beauty and attraction

• “We’re never gonna get anywhere as long as our economies 
of attraction continue to resemble more or less the 
economies of attraction of white supremacy.” (Junot Diaz)

• “If we cannot change the thinking around who and how 
we love, as a society, we’ll stay stuck in the ideology of 
colonialism.

• Making our love decolonial is a necessary step to a 
completely decolonial self, because if we don’t let go of our 
privileges and closely examine how the forces of 
oppression play out in our love lives, we are powering the 
existing injustices of the world.” 
(https://everydayfeminism.com/2014/12/decolonial-love/)

• Recommended reading: Leanne Simpson’s “Islands of 
Decolonial Love” 

https://everydayfeminism.com/2014/12/decolonial-love/
https://everydayfeminism.com/2014/12/decolonial-love/
https://everydayfeminism.com/2014/12/decolonial-love/


Pre-Contact Indigenous Gender 
Fluidity
• The notion of a two-gender binary identity is 

entirely European (false binaries: read Jacques 
Derrida)

• Niizh Mnidoo- Two Spirit- is an Indigenous 
notion of an individual who hosts both genders 
in their spirit

• Most two spirited people were considered 
gifted, and most 2S men were Medicine Men

• Two Spiritedness could involve cross dressing, 
partaking in the gender roles of the opposite 
sex, and others

• Gender DOES NOT correlate to sexuality



Two-Spirit
Leaders

(Images L-R: We’wha, Osh-Tisch, and Dahteste)
Osh-Tisch (Apsáalooke/Crow) a male-bodied person who lived in a female role, 
named ”Finds them and Kills Them All” due to battle savvy in a fight against the 
Lakota, shown with his wife
We’wha (Zuni) called Lhamana (2S), performed and dressed in cross-gender 
fashion, weaver/potter/warrior/hunter/spiritual leader, They traveled to 
Washington DC and met President Cleveland in 1886, imprisoned by Americans 
for homosexuality then released, walked 40 miles to community and returned to 
lifestyle



Con’t

• Hastiin Klah (Diné) master artist and healer, 
was one of what the Diné called Nádleehi 
(one who changes), Klah is believed to 
have been intersex, singlehandedly saved 
the Navajo weaving tradition under 
religious persecution, co-founded the 
Wheelwright Museum of the American 
Indian in Santa Fe



Con’t
• Lozen and Dahteste (Chiricahua 

Apache)

• Fought with Goyaalé (Geronimo) who 
was Apache leader and Medicine Man

• Lozen was sister to Geronimo’s right-
hand-man Victorio, she was the fiercest 
of his warriors and had visions

• Dahteste fought alongside her husband 
and Lozen, she was a scout, messenger, 
and mediator. She was a POW for 27 
years, upon release, she hired a man to 
keep her sheep and was a baseball 
player

• (https://www.kqed.org/arts/13845330/
5-two-spirit-heroes-who-paved-the-
way-for-todays-native-lgbtq-
community)



Terms in Indigenous 
Languages for 
LGBTQIA2S+
• Nádleehí “One who is transformed” in 

Navajo/Diné

• Winkté “Male with compulsion to be 
female” in Lakota

• Niizh Manidoogwag “Two Spirits” or 
Agokwa “Man-woman” or Ogichidaakwe 
“Warrior woman” in 
Anishnaabemowin/Ojibwe

• Hemaneh “Half man-Half Woman” in 
Cheyenne

• Male-assigned: napêw iskwêwisêhot 
Female-assigned: iskwêw ka napêwayat 
Male-assigned: ayahkwêw Female-
assigned: înahpîkasoht Male-assigned: 
Iskwêhkân Female-assigned: napêhkân in 
Nehiyaw



Pre-contact 
Gender Roles
• Gender roles were based on procreation, 

but were not rigid

• Women would stay home and tend to the 
needs of children and the family, but those 
who identified as women/female gendered 
were also welcome to take on the roles

• Men were typically warriors and hunters, 
but male-identifying individuals would also 
be able to participate 

• Many Two Spirited individuals were 
considered special and were revered, 
leading to many becoming medicine people



Traditional Roles 
of 2 Spirits

• 2 Spirit people were considered 
special with gifts; therefore, they 
were often asked to perform 
certain roles in society

• Mediators

• Name givers

• Match makers

• Medicine people

• Peace makers

• Warriors

• Adoptive parents

• Shaman



Gender versus Sexuality

• Gender roles have nothing to do with sexual 
preferences

• Many people chose to perform, dress, or adopt the 
mannerisms of another gender, but it does not define 
their sexuality

• Indigenous cultures held intersex, androgynous, 
feminine men, and masculine women in high regard

• They were considered to have spiritual gifts, as they 
were gifted



Post-Contact 
Prejudices

• When colonizers came, they brought with 
them patriarchal structures and prejudices

• This painting is called “Dance to the 
Berdache” by George Catlin

• Berdache is a Gallicization of bardaj meaning 
“intimate male friend” or “slave” but became 
a derogatory slang term for anyone non-
heteronormative

• Catlin said, that the gender fluidity of the 
Indigenous people “must be extinguished 
before it can be more fully recorded.”

• Spanish “explorer” Cabeza de Vaca wrote in 
his 1503 diary that he has seen “soft” Native 
men in Florida tribes dressing and working as 
women 



Children

• Children in Indigenous 
communities were not typically 
gendered in terms of dress or 
roles

• Children were not pressured or 
trained into roles, but instead 
gravitated to them naturally



Belief Systems of 2S 
Women

• In Siouan tribes (Sioux, Crow, Dakota, Hidatsa, 
Lakota, Mandan, Omaha, and Yankton) they 
believed that before a child was born, they would 
stand in front of the Creator and be asked to 
choose either a bow and arrows or a basket. Either 
choosing to be a male or female, respectively. They 
believed that sometimes, the Creator would switch 
their hands and let the child be born with the 
opposite gender’s role. Therefore, believing that 
the Creator chose when people would be born 2 
Spirited.



Belief Systems
• The Mohave hwame dreamt of 

being Two Spirited in the womb 
and refused dolls and feminine 
tasks in childhood

• The Maricopa kwiraxame 
dreamed as a child and changed 
as an adult

• The Klamath tw!nnaek fasted 
and dreamt in adolescence and 
changed

• The Cocopa warrhameh played 
with boys with bows and arrows 
as a child and hunted. When 
they were 5, their parents would 
tie dried bear ovaries to her belt 
to to protect against conception 
through their life



Belief Systems
• The Mohave hwame were 

unmarriageable when they 
reached puberty

• Therefore, they performed role 
transfers to enter the marriage 
market and underwent an 
initiation ceremony and were 
given a name for a man and was 
given marriage rights

• The Cocopa warrhameh dressed 
like a man and pierced their 
nose like them, instead of 
receiving a female chin tattoo, 
and went to war

• All of these traditions validated 
the 2S person as a member of 
the community in their chosen 
gender role



Belief System

• Mohave hwame were powerful Shamans, 
along with many others in other tribes

• 2S would ignore their moon times and 
other physiological functions but support 
those of their wives



Gender Roles 
and Society

• Indigenous people did 
not take gender 
identification into 
consideration when 
determining status or 
social standing

• Social standing and 
morality were based on 
contributions to others 
and how much they had 
given away

• See Potlatch and the 
Siksika Maslow slides



Osh-Tisch: Finds 
and Kills Them 
All

• Crow Badé (2S) 

• Crow Elders told ethnohistorian Walter 
Williams, “The Badé were a respected 
social group among the Crow. They 
spent their time with the women or 
among themselves, setting up their 
tipis in a separate area of the village. 
They called each other ‘sister’ and saw 
Osh-Tisch as their leader.” (1876)

• The Badé were very badly mistreated 
by the missionaries and Indian Agents, 
it is believed that Osh-Tisch was the 
last Badé, as no one claimed the title 
out of fear after he died



Tuscarora 2S Warriors

• In 1712, Colonel Barnwell attacked the Tuscarora 
in North Carolina, he reported that the fiercest 
warriors were women who would not surrender 
”until most of them are put to the sword”

• It was a Haudenosaunee tradition to put Two 
Spirit warriors on the front line to scare the 
enemy, as they saw that warrior women in men’s 
clothing frightened the colonizers

• Lawson wrote of the Tuscarora, “During their 
move to winter hunting quarters, women carried 
grain and other provisions. After arriving, most of 
their time was spent in getting firewood, cooking 
and making craft items. Men who were poor 
hunters, possibly berdaches, procured bark for the 
cabins, ran errands back to the town where the 
old people were left, made wooden bowls and 
dishes and clay tobacco pipes.”



American Indian 
Movement

Russell Means, founding member 
of the American Indian Movement 
and Lakota said, “In my culture we 
have people who dress half-man, 
half-woman. Winkte, we call them 
in our language. If you are Winkte, 
that is an honorable term and you 
are a special human being and 
among my nation and all Plains 
people, we consider you a teacher 
of our children and are proud of 
what and who you are.”



Vogue Article on 
Indigenous Two Spirits 
(2S)

• https://www.vogue.com/article/i
ndigenous-two-spirit-pride-
month
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