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How did Indigenous women demonstrate their agency through resistance and resilience 
before, during, and after the Trail of Tears? 
This inquiry focuses solely on the perspectives and experiences of Indigenous women in the United States. 
As a precursor to this lesson, teachers can use the Smithsonian National Museum of the American 
Indians’ lesson on American Indian Removal to introduce students to the history and events surrounding 
the Trail of Tears. This inquiry uses the term “Indigenous” to address the broader population but will also 
refer to specific Indigenous communities by their tribal names, like the Cherokee. For more information on 
these terms see the Smithsonian’s National Museum of the American Indian. 
 
Document A: The ‘Threat’ of Indigenous Women 

In the case of Iroquois or Haudenosaunee peoples (the peoples who signal North 
America’s first “new world” democracy) this move to make Indian women white, to remove 
their status as Indians was a blow to the knees, if not a strangulation of Indigenous governance 
and political order, as Iroquois women appointed Chiefs, held property, counseled chiefs and 
de-horned them if necessary (removed them from their position of Chief). They divorced their 
men by placing their belongings outside of the Longhouse. They were the inverse of the settler 
colonial woman, they had legally mandated authority and power, and so, they represented an 
alternative political order to that which was in play or was starting to be in play in the late 19th 
Century. They embodied and signaled something radically different to Euro Canadian 
governance and this meant that part of dispossession…had to target their bodies… So they had 
to be killed, or, at the very least subjected because what they were signaling or symbolizing 
was a direct threat to settlement. 
 
Simpson, Audra. "The State is a Man: Theresa Spence, Loretta Saunders and the Gender of Settler Sovereignty." 

Theory & Event 19, no. 4 (2016) muse.jhu.edu/article/633280. 
 
Guiding Questions: 

1. According to Dr. Simpson, what do Indigenous women symbolize?  
 

 
2. How does the status of Indigenous women compare to the status of settler, white 

women? 
 
 
Hypothesis 1: Based on this document, and in the eyes of the settler state (the United States), 
why did Indigenous women ‘need’ to be eliminated? 
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Document B: Nanyehi’s Address to US Treaty Commissioners at the Long Island Negotiations 
of 1781  

You know that women are always looked upon as nothing; but we are your mothers; you 
are our sons. Our cry is all for peace; let it continue. This peace must last forever. Let your 
women’s sons be ours; our sons are yours. Let your women hear our words. 
 
Quoted in Virginia Carney. Eastern Band Cherokee Women: Cultural Persistence in Their Letters and Speeches. 

United States: University of Tennessee Press, 2005, 36. 
 
 
Document C: Colonel William Christian’s Response to Nanyehi at the 1781 Negotiations  
 

“Mothers, we have listened well to your talk… Our women shall hear your words… We 
will not quarrel with you, because you are our mothers. 
 

Quoted in Virginia Carney, “‘Women Is the Mother of All’ : Nanye’hi and Kitteuha: War Women of the 
Cherokees,” in Native American Speakers of the Eastern Woodlands, ed. Barbara Alice Mann (Westport, 
Connecticut and London: Greenwood Press, 2001), 134. 

 
 
Document D: Nanyehi’s Address to US Treaty Commissioners at the Hopewell Negotiations 
of 1785 

I am fond of hearing that there is a peace, and I hope you have now taken us by the hand 
in real friendship. I have a pipe and a little tobacco to give the commissioners to smoke in 
friendship. I look on you and the red people as my children… I am old, but I hope yet to bear 
children, who will grow up and people our nation, as we are now to be under the protection of 
Congress, and shall have no more disturbance. The talk I have given is from the young warriors I 
have raised in my town, as well as myself. They rejoice that we have peace, and we hope the 
chain of friendship will never more be broke. 
 
Quoted in Virginia Carney, “‘Women Is the Mother of All’ : Nanye’hi and Kitteuha: War Women of the Cherokees,” 

in Native American Speakers of the Eastern Woodlands, ed. Barbara Alice Mann (Westport, Connecticut 
and London: Greenwood Press, 2001), 127. 

 
 
Document E: Nanyehi’s Final Address to the Cherokee Chiefs and Warriors in 1817 

The Cherokee ladys now being present at the meeting of the Chiefs and warriors in 
council have thought it their duty as mothers to address their beloved chiefs and warriors now 
assembled. 

Our beloved children and head men of the Cherokee nation we address you warriors in 
council we have raised all of you on the land which we now have, which God gave us to inhabit 
and raise provisions we know that our country has once been extensive but by repeated ales has 
become circumscribed to a small tract, and never have thought it our duty to interfere in the 
disposition of it till now, if a father or mother was to sell all their lands which they had to 
depend on which their children had to raise their living on which would be indeed bad and to be 
removed to another country we not wish to go to an unknown country which we have 
understood some of our children wish to go over the Mississippi but this act of our children 
would be like destroying your mothers. Your mothers and sisters ask and beg of you not to part 
with any more of our lands, we say ours and you are descendants and take pity on our request, 
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but keep it for our growing children for it was the good will of our creator to place us here and 
you know our father the great president will not allow his white children to take our country 
away, only keep your hands off of paper talks for it is our own country for it was not they would 
not ask you to put your hands to paper for it would be impossible to remove us all, for as soon as 
one child is raised we have others in our arms for such is our situation and will consider our 
circumstance.  

Therefore children don’t part with any more of our lands but continue on it and enlarge 
your farms and cultivate and raise corn and cotton and we your mothers and sisters will make 
clothing for you which our father the president has recommended to us all we don’t charge 
anybody for selling any lands, but we have heard such intentions of our children but your talks 
become true at last and it was our desire top forewarn you all not to part with our lands. 

[Nanye’hi] to her children Warriors to take pity and listen to the talks of your sisters, 
although I am very old yet cannot but pity the situation in which you will hear of their minds, I 
have great many grandchildren which I wish them to do well on our land. 
 

Quoted in Virginia Carney. Eastern Band Cherokee Women: Cultural Persistence in Their Letters and 
Speeches. United States: University of Tennessee Press, 2005, 38. 

 
Guiding Questions: 

3. Throughout her three addresses, what does Nanyehi consistently advocate for? 
 
 
 

4. Why is it significant that Nanyehi tells the U.S. Treaty Commissioners to “let your 
women hear our words”? Did settler (white) women have a voice in American politics 
at this point?  

 
 
 
Hypothesis 2: Based on these documents, how have Indigenous women demonstrated their 
agency through resistance and resilience before the Trail of Tears? 
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Document F: Wahnenauhi’s Recollection of the Trail of Tears 
[P]erish or remove! It might be,-—remove and perish! [A] long journey through the 

Wilderness,—-could the little ones endure? [A]nd how about the sick? [T]he old people and 
infirm, could they possibly endure the long tedious journey; Should they leave? This had been 
the home of their Ancestors from time out of mind. Everything they held dear on earth was here, 
must they leave? 

The graves of their kindred forsaken would be desecrated by the hand of the White Man. 
The very air seemed filled with an undercurrent of inexpressible sadness and regret.... Some of 
the Cherokees, remained in their homes, and determined not to leave. 

For these soldiers were sent, by Gorgia [sic], and they were gathered up and driven, at 
the point of the bayonet, into camp with the others. [T]hey were not allowed to take any of their 
household stuff, but were compelled to leave as they were, with only the clothes which they had 
on. One old, very old man, asked the soldiers to allow him time to pray once more, with his 
family in the dear old home, beforehe left it forever. The answer was, with a brutal oath, “No! no 
time for prayers. Go!” at the same time giving him a rude push toward the door. Indians were 
evicted, the whites entered, taking full possession of every thing left. 
 
Wahnenauhi (Cherokee). “A Witness Remembers the Removal,” 1889. 

https://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/disp_textbook.cfm?smtID=3&psid=1147.  
 
 
Document G: Rachel Dodge’s Recollection of the Trail of Tears 

Aggie Silk was my grandmother and she has told me of the many hardships of the trip to 
this country. Many had chills and fever from the exposure, change of country and they didn't 
have too much to eat. When they would get too sick to walk or ride, they were put in the wagons 
and taken along until they died. The Indian doctors couldn't find the herbs they were used to 
and didn't know the ones they did find, so they couldn't doctor them as they would have at 
home. Some rode in wagons, some rode horses and some had to walk. There was a large bunch 
when she came; she was sixteen years old. They were Cherokees and stopped close to Muldrow 
where they built log houses or cabins but they didn't like this country at first as everything was 
so strange. She married at twenty years of age. 
 
Dodge, Rachel. Trail of Tears, May 14, 1937. American Native Press Archives Sequoyah Research Center. 

https://ualrexhibits.org/tribalwriters/artifacts/Family-Stories-Trail-of-Tears.html#AgnewMaryCobb.  
 
 
Document H: The Migration to the West of the Muskogee 

Many years ago, my grandmother, Sallie Farney, who was among those, that made the 
trip to the West from Alabama, often told of the trip as follows: 

"In every way we were abundantly blessed in our every day life in the old country. We 
had our hunting grounds and all the things that are dear to the heart or interest of an Indian. A 
council meeting was mostly composed of men, but there were times when every member of a 
town (tulwa) was requested to attend the meetings. Many of the leaders, when unrest was felt in 
the homes, visited the different homes and gave encouragement to believe that Alabama was to 
be the permanent home of the Muskogee tribe. But many different rumors of a removal to the far 
west was often heard. 

The command for a removal came unexpectedly upon most of us. There was the time that 
we noticed that several overloaded wagons were passing our home, yet we did not grasp the 
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meaning. However, it was not long until we found out the reason. Wagons stopped at our home 
and the men in charge commanded us to gather what few belongings could be crowded into the 
wagons. We were to be taken away and leave our homes never to return. This was just the 
beginning of much weeping and heartaches. 

We were taken to a crudely built stockade and joined others of our tribe. We were kept 
penned up until everything was ready before we started on the march. Even here, there was the 
awful silence that showed the heartaches and sorrow at being taken from the homes and even 
separation from loved ones. Most of us had not foreseen such a move in this fashion or at this 
time. We were not prepared, but times became more horrible after the real journey was begun. 
Many fell by the wayside, too faint with hunger or too weak to keep up with the rest. The aged, 
feeble, and sick were left to perish by the wayside. A crude bed was quickly prepared for these 
sick and weary people. Only a bowl of water was left within reach, thus they were left to suffer 
and die alone. 

The little children piteously cried day after day from weariness, hunger, and illness. 
Many of the men, women, and even the children were forced to walk. They were once happy 
children - left without mother and father - crying could not bring consolation to those children. 
The sick and the births required attention, yet there was no time or no one was prepared. Death 
stalked at all hours, but there was no time for proper burying of ceremonies. My grandfather 
died on this trip. A hastily cut piece of cotton wood contained his body. The open ends were 
closed up and this was placed along a creek. This was not the only time this manner of burying 
was held nor the only way. Some of the dead were placed between two logs and quickly covered 
with shrubs, some were shoved under the thickets, and some were not even buried but left by 
the wayside. 

There were several men carrying reeds with eagle feathers attached to the end. These 
men continually circled around the wagon trains or during the night around the camps. These 
men said the reeds with feathers had been treated by the medicine men. Their purpose was to 
encourage the Indians not to be heavy hearted nor to think of the homes that had been left. Some 
of the older women sang songs that meant, "We are going to our homes and land; there is One 
who is above and ever watches over us; He will care for us." This song was to encourage the ever 
downhearted Muskogees. 

 
Hill, Mary. The Migration to the West of the Muskogee, April 19, 1937. American Native Press Archives 
Sequoyah Research Center. https://ualrexhibits.org/tribalwriters/artifacts/Family-Stories-Trail-of-
Tears.html#AgnewMaryCobb.  

 
Guiding Questions: 

5. What did the Trail of Tears look like for Indigenous women? 
 
 
 

6. Despite the terrible conditions, how did Indigenous women resist and persevere? 
 
 
 
 
Hypothesis 3: Based on these documents, how did Indigenous women demonstrate their 
agency through resistance and resilience during the Trail of Tears? 
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Document G: The Story of Cherokee Women 

The reemergence of Cherokee women onto a public stage at the end of the twentieth 
century is testimony to the endurance of that culture. Service to community rather than 
individual achievement still distinguishes Cherokee women and brings them acclaim. In 1985 
Wilma Mankiller succeeded a male banker as principal chief of the Cherokee Nation of 
Oklahoma. She rose to prominence as a community organizer who worked with isolated and 
impoverished Cherokees. In 1995 the Eastern Band of Cherokees in North Carolina impeached 
an allegedly corrupt chief who had used the office for personal gain and replaced him with Joyce 
Dugan, a teacher who had served as superintendent of schools. These women did not become 
chiefs by succeeding in business or law; they became chiefs because they embodied the values of 
generations of Cherokee women, values still honored and respected by men and women alike. 
The story of Cherokee women, therefore, is not one of declining status and lost culture, but one 
of persistence and change, conservatism and adaptation, tragedy and survival. 
 

Perdue, Theda. Cherokee Women: Gender and Culture Change, 1700-1835. Lincoln & London: University 
of Nebraska Press, 1998, 195. 

 
Guiding Question: 
 

7. What does Dr. Perdue believe the story of Cherokee women is? How can her argument 
inform our reading of historical sources? 
 

 
 
Hypothesis 3: Based on these documents, how have Indigenous women demonstrated their 
agency through resistance and resilience after the Trail of Tears? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


