Howard Zinn’s A People’s History of the United States, Chapter 1: Columbus, the Indians, and Human Progress

Native Americans were Feminists, Not
One of the themes woven through out Zinn's opening chapters is that of the noble savage. The
Native Americans lived, in Zinn’s view, free of the corrupting influences of civilization. They
were pacifists, egalitarians, even progressives. This portrait fits into Zinn's broader historical
narrative of white Westerners as uniquely anti-progressive in the history of mankind.
As part of this narrative, Zinn draws a picture of the tribes of North America as gender
egalitarians. He writes that “women were important and respected in Iroquois society,”1 which,
he claims, “was in sharp contrast to European values as brought over by the first colonists.”2
He writes that the “power was shared between the sexes.” The women “took general charge of
village affairs,” while the men were responsible for “hunting or fishing.”3
Women also “had some control over military matters.”4 According to Zinn, “the women attended
clan meetings, stood behind the circle of men who spoke and voted, and removed the men from
office if they strayed too far from the wishes of the women.”5
“The senior women in the village named the men who represented the clans at village and tribal
councils,” 6 where matters of war might be discussed and decided upon.
Where in other parts of the book Zinn – being too shy to stake his claims openly – lets readers
make their own inferences about the meaning and implications of such leading passages, here he
is more explicit. Quoting UCLA Historian Gary B. Nash, Zinn concludes “thus power was
shared between the sexes and the European idea of male dominancy and female subordination in
all things was conspicuously absent.”7
As a quick aside before going further, it’s worth pointing out one area where even through the
lens’ of Zinn’s rose-tinted glasses, there was a significant power imbalance between the sexes –
divorce proceedings. Yes, despite being otherwise free of the corrupting influences of
civilization, the Iroquois did have divorce, at least according to Zinn.
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Don’t worry though, because divorce always favored the wife. So it’s still progressive.
According to Zinn, Iroquois society was matrilineal, and so when men got married, they “joined
their wives’ families.” This meant that if a woman grew tired of her husband, she could throw
him out on the street without the patriarchy standing in her way. Or, as Zinn puts it, “when a
woman wanted a divorce, she set her husband’s things outside the door.”8
Women were important and respected in Iroquois society. Families were matrilineal. That is, the family line went down through
the female members, whose husbands joined the family, while sons who married then joined their wives’ families. Each extended
family lived in a “long house.” When a woman wanted a divorce, she set her husband’s things outside the door.
Families were grouped in clans, and a dozen or more clans might make up a village. The senior women in the village named the
men who represented the clans at village and tribal councils. They also named the forty-nine chiefs who were the ruling council
for the Five Nation confederacy of the Iroquois. The women attended clan meetings, stood behind the circle of men who spoke
and voted, and removed the men from office if they strayed too far from the wishes of the women.
The women tended the crops and took general charge of village affairs while the men were always hunting or fishing. And since
they supplied the moccasins and food for warring expeditions, they had some control over military matters. As Gary B. Nash
notes in his fascinating study of early America, Red, White, and Black: “Thus power was shared between the sexes and the
European idea of male dominancy and female subordination in all things was conspicuously absent in Iroquois society.”
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Now let’s compare Zinn’s fable of the Native Americans’ feminist egalitarianism to some
writings on the subject by Edmund Morgan in his book American Slavery, American Freedom.
Regarding the Native Americans near present-day Virginia, which was at one time Iroquois
nation territory, Morgan tells a somewhat different story than the one we get from Zinn.
Morgan writes that “nearly any activity that could be designated as work at all was left to the
women. They were the principal means of production in Indian Virginia, Having acquired a wife
(for whom he may have had to pay a bride price), a man counted on her to support him.”9
According to Morgan, “building [houses and the furniture for it] was women’s work.”10 With
primitive tools, the women also did the back-breaking farm work, which was often a principal
source of food. “The women worked the ground between the trees, using a crooked stick as a hoe
and planting corn, beans, squash, and melons all together in little hills.” 11
While it is true that the men did most of the hunting and fishing, these activities were neither a
principal source of food – as noted already – nor were they considered “work” in the traditional
sense. In Morgan’s words, “Indians, like well-to-do Englishmen, apparently regarded hunting as
sport.”12
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Edmund Morgan is not some consensus historian whom a radical leftist such as Howard Zinn
would dismiss.13 Zinn himself quotes Morgan repeatedly in A People's History.14 What's more,
Zinn and Morgan do not appear to disagree on the facts of the matter - the men primarily
hunting, while the women did the domestic work and the farming.
Where they diverge is in their interpretations of the significance of these gender roles. For Zinn,
it's a sign of the progressive gender egalitarianism of the Native Americans. Morgan is clearly
skeptical of such an interpretation. He even writes that if a man from those tribes were perceived
as working too hard, he risked “losing his dignity,” 15 which could presumably have led to
“divorce proceedings” against him.
When we remove Zinn’s Commie-loving, blood-soaked, rose-tinted glasses, the gender roles of
the Native Americans start to look a lot less like “gender equality” and a lot more like “male
privilege.”
House and furniture alike could be put together without heavy labor. Building them was women’s work.
Men provided clothing in the form of skins taken in the hunt. But Indians, like well-to-do Englishmen, apparently regarded
hunting as sport. Hunting grounds might be some distance from the village; and when hunting season came round, the whole
tribe picked up and moved, the women preceding the men in order to build temporary housing. The hunt itself was a cooperative
venture among the men, in which they set fire to an area, enclosing a group of deer or driving them into the water, where they
could be killed from canoes. The men were also in charge of fishing, which they did with weirs and nets, as well as with spears
and hooks. But the Virginia Indians did not rely on hunting or fishing for most of their food. They relied principally on the nuts
and fruits they gathered and on the corn, beans, and squashes or melons that they grew. Tending the crops was also women’s
work.
Indeed, nearly any activity that could be designated as work at all was left to the women. They were the principal means of
production in Indian Virginia, Having acquired a wife (for whom he may have had to pay a bride price), a man counted on
her to support him. He could make canoes, weapons, and weirs without losing his dignity, but the only other labor he ordinarily
engaged in was clearing fields for planting, and the method employed made this less than arduous. Clearing consisted merely of
girdling the trees and burning brush around them to hasten their death. The next year the women worked the ground between
the trees, using a crooked stick as a hoe and planting corn, beans, squash, and melons all together in little hills.
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