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“‘[T]hey ought to mind what a woman says’: Early Cherokee Women’s 

Rhetorical Traditions and Rhetorical Education,” illustrates how Cherokee women 

reinvented a sovereign Cherokee presence in the face of colonial hostility toward their 

political authority. Late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century Cherokee women used 

oratory, and later writing, to insist that they possessed a mandate to participate in and 

help shape public debate. In chapter one, I discuss the defining features of an eighteenth-

century Cherokee women’s rhetorical tradition. Chapter two uses Deborah Brandt’s 

theories of literacy accumulation to examine Cherokee mission schools and to 

demonstrate how Cherokee women refashioned writing skills they learned to affirm 

belonging in Cherokee communities. Chapter three employs Kenneth Burke’s and Gerald 
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Vizenor’s theories of identification and consubstantiation to explore how Cherokee 

women deployed the language of American civility in print, thereby countering the image 

of the Vanishing Indian. The conclusion examines the implications of this study for 

current research in rhetoric and composition studies: Cherokee women’s English-

language literacy accumulation is analogous to contemporary literacy pedagogy debates. 
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Introduction 

“[T]hey ought to mind what a woman says”: Early Cherokee Women’s 

Rhetorical Traditions and Rhetorical Education is a gendered history of literacy 

development in the Cherokee Nation between 1781 and 1831.  I endeavor to show how 

eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century Cherokee society was structured to provide 

Cherokee women with the cultural, social, and political literacies that empowered them to 

insert themselves into public discussions about the fates of their people. This work 

concentrates on an important cultural-historical puzzle with profound and far-reaching 

contemporary implications:  how indigenous peoples appropriate and adapt outsider 

intellectual technologies to their own uses. In the early nineteenth-century, missionary 

educators told triumphalist stories of indigenous women successfully (and fully) 

converting to white Protestantism.  Later scholars used those same sources to tell a tragic 

story of extermination and genocide.1 A contemporary set of scholars describes a 

triumphalist narrative, but one of marked, if sometimes hidden, resistance.2  These 

                                                
1 See Dee Brown, Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee, and Roy Harvey Pearce’s Savagism 
and Civilization: A Study of the Indian and the American Mind. Francis Paul Prucha 
points out in a review of Bury My Hearth that this book’s popularity and especially its 
methodologies, make it appear a scholarly source. It is nothing of the kind, Prucha 
argues. 
2 For example, in her preface to Voices of American Indian Assimilation and Resistance: 
Helen Hunt Jackson, Sarah Winnemucca, and Victoria Howard, Sioban Senier explains 
that her “book seeks to locate a specific kind of resistance—that of American Indians in 
the so-called ‘Era of Assimilation’”  (ix). The problem with Senier’s theorization of the 
assimilation/resistance binary is revealed in the language she uses to describe her textual 
subjects.  Senier admits that “none of these women critiques assimilation very directly.  
Indeed one could write a book on their complicity with assimilation” (xiii).  Furthermore, 
she argues that “reading and writing, after all, can be assimilative in their own way” 
(xiii). Thus, her project must map out the “evasive” forms of resistance that these women 
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narratives present two problems. First, while it is easy to reject the missionary narrative 

as racist (and sexist), the second narrative often involves troubling narratives of child-

like, and therefore agentless, Indians who were completely exterminated—a narrative that 

obscures Cherokees’ current presence and continues to deny them political power. But, to 

focus on moments of resistance seems to suggest that the colonization policies were not 

so bad, as they could be resisted.  That is, strict “resistance” models do not adequately 

address the violence and trauma attending colonialism in their celebrations of 

“resistance,” and in doing so, they perpetuate a narrative that obscures the continuation of 

many of those imperialist war strategies. While my argument attends to the colonial 

reality of disempowerment and displacement, I complicate arguments for cultural 

assimilation by showing how early nineteenth-century Cherokee women utilized English 

language literacy to protect and maintain their communities, sometimes through the 

adaptation of outsider tools. In spite of colonizers’ efforts to circumscribe women’s 

political participation, Cherokee women’s speeches, letters, memoirs, and petitions 

continued to privilege Cherokee communities and prioritize Cherokee sovereignty, or 

Cherokees’ right to survive, persist, and flourish as an autonomously governed people. 

                                                                                                                                            
employed.  What I would like to suggest is that although her interpretation and analysis 
of these texts is revealing and insightful, the dependence on the binary of assimilation 
and resistance limits it.  In producing a book based on theorizing their resistance, Senier, 
by default, wrote “a book on their complicity with assimilation”(xiii).  The 
assimilation/resistance binary is a powerful one, and I am highly sympathetic with 
Senier’s impulse to locate resistance to hegemony in indigenous literature, but as the 
language in Senier’s introduction suggests, the binary is not one that offers dynamic 
possibilities for opening a window onto a historical master narrative. 
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As these texts show, this era is one in which the Cherokee Nation is under a set of 

threats brought on both by the Washington and Jefferson administrations’ civilization 

programs and, later, by Jacksonian Cherokee removal policies. Of particular interest to 

my project, these programs resulted in some radical reorientations in Cherokee gender 

roles.  Nevertheless, from the earliest written records of Cherokee women’s rhetorical 

engagement—speeches of Cherokee female leaders at US-Cherokee treaty meetings—to 

the 1831 petition that Cherokee women wrote to convince their own government to stop 

selling Cherokee ancestral homelands, the rhetorical traditions I describe speak to 

Cherokee cultural continuity in the context of European colonialism.  

As the eighteenth-century Cherokee women who are the focus of the following 

chapter do, Cherokee orators drew upon tropes and metaphors from Cherokee 

ceremonies, rituals, and stories to animate and authorize their involvement in public 

discourse. As such, this is a study of the knowledge bases and rhetorical 

commonplaces—or, the hidden structures of knowledge and values that most Cherokees 

accepted as real and true— that Cherokee women called upon to create their arguments.3 

Cherokee women read and interpreted the various sign-systems and signifying practices 

both from within their own culture and, because of the history of contact with European 

                                                
3 This idea resonates with how Sean Teuton, in his book Red Land, Red Power, 
characterizes Native knowledge making. Teuton theorizes a “tribal realist” approach to 
texts theorizes in which “’[o]bjectivity,’ the production of reliable knowledge, is the 
underlying pivotal point on which a growing number of scholars in and beyond Native 
studies disagree.  Indians scholars influenced by trickster theory tend to define objectivity 
in positivist terms, as achievement of pure knowledge absolutely free of theoretical 
mediation.  This book, however, redefines the pursuit of objectivity as a mediated process 
that recognizes and corrects error in the search for more accurate accounts  of the world” 
(23). 
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peoples, from Eurowestern culture.  As a result, these savvy female orators manipulated 

their audiences by playing on the assumptions that white colonists possessed about 

women.  They were readers of their worlds and their audiences as texts; as such, they 

used textual analysis to challenge colonialist efforts. My use of the phrase “Cherokee 

rhetoric,” then, has at least two mutually constitutive valences: strategies that can be used 

to read the texts that are the subject of this dissertation, and strategies that the producers 

of these texts used to understand their rhetorical situations and produce their texts. 

 

Reading Cherokee Texts: A Literacy Narrative 

Until I began graduate school, I had not encountered texts like the ones my 

dissertation discusses.  When I first read Katteuha’s 1787 letter to Benjamin Franklin (a 

text that I will discuss more completely in the first chapter of this project), I felt both 

utterly fascinated and almost entirely unable to comprehend what I was reading. I was 

struck by a line early in the text, in which Katteuha wrote that a “woman Does not pull 

Children out of Trees or Stumps nor out of old Logs, but out of our Bodies, so that they 

ought to mind what a women says, and look upon her as mother” (Hazard 182). 

Katteuha’s letter boldly confronted well-mannered, EuroAmerican misogyny with 

references to the vital and corporeal necessity of childbirth, yet it did not fit neatly into 

my idea of so-called “republican motherhood,” one predominant context by which many 

Early American critics understand women’s writing and political involvement in this 

historical period. In this way, her letter was parallel to and yet in stark contrast to another 

celebrated letter in which Abigail Adams commanded her husband to “Remember the 

Ladies” (Adams, Adams, & Shuffelton148). My knowledge of the context out of which 



5 
 

Adams’ letter emerged, however, did not really help me in understanding Katteuha’s 

bold, authoritative tone. Because I understood the Republican-era intellectual and 

political climate, I also understood the intelligence, fortitude, and bravery it took for 

Adams to write her letter. I sympathized with her feminist (or, perhaps, proto-feminist 

struggle), and lamented the forces that made it impossible for her husband John to truly 

comprehend the importance of her “Remember the Ladies” message. Although 

EuroAmerican women had been making significant contributions to nearly every field of 

employment in the Colonies—they were printers, planters, barbers, butchers, and 

blacksmiths—the new Republic’s leaders believed it necessary to safeguard government 

against what John Adams referred in his response to Abigail as “the despotism of the 

petticoat” (Adams, Adams, & Shuffelton 154). For all of his love and respect toward his 

wife, John Adams helped to strengthen a system in which Abigail Adams’ political power 

was constrained (in many ways) by the features of what historian Linda Kerber later 

labeled Republican motherhood. The epistolary exchanges between Abigail and John 

certainly affected the formation of the Republic, but because the dictates of Adams’ role 

mandated that she remain in the domestic sphere, her political participation was 

vicarious.4 

                                                
4 Amy Kaplan argues, however, that when we consider the division of the public and 
private spheres globally and racially, the domestic, private sphere becomes a powerful 
means for nation building:  

When we contrast the domestic sphere with the market or political realm, men and 
women inhabit a divided social terrain, but when we oppose the domestic to the 
foreign, men and women become national allies against the alien, and the 
determining division is not gender but racial demarcations of otherness.  Thus 
another part of the cultural work of domesticity might be to unite men and women 
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Katteuha’s letter, however, did not reflect the same sort of frustration that Adams 

must have felt while writing in the republican period. Katteuha’s was not a text I could 

neatly situate among other EuroAmerican women’s Republican-era texts. In addressing 

Franklin directly and mentioning her reproductive capacity, Katteuha made plainly 

obvious not only that she possessed the authority to insert her body into public debates, 

but also that he – either as a man or as a colonial revolutionary – had no right to 

circumscribe her power. The trope of motherhood on which Katteuha’s letter depended 

was in clear contrast to the republican motherhood that Adams symbolized. By deploying 

this trope, Katteuha gestured toward Cherokee rhetorical sovereignty, a concept that 

scholar of Native rhetorics Scott Lyons defines as “the inherent right and ability of 

peoples to determine their own communicative needs and desires in this pursuit, to decide 

for themselves the goals, modes, styles, and languages of public discourse” (Lyons 449-

450).   

At the time I encountered Katteuha’s text, I had read just enough about tribally 

centered and Native nationalist literary criticism to know that I did not know how to 

understand this letter. My own effort to develop an interpretive facility to comprehend 

texts like it relies on the enormous growth in recent years of tribally specific scholarship. 

Critical literature in Native studies, tribally-specific criticism, and Native American 

literary nationalism taught me that the keys to understanding Native writing lay in tribally 

specific historical, social, and, perhaps most importantly, political contextualization. This 

dissertation builds on the work of literary theorists Robert Allen Warrior (Osage Nation), 

                                                                                                                                            
in a national domain and to generate notions of the foreign against which the 
nation can be imagined as home.  (582) 
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and Craig Womack (Muskogee Creek-Cherokee), Jace Weaver (Cherokee), and Elizabeth 

Cook-Lynn (Crow Creek Sioux), who call for academics to root Native literary criticism 

in the social, intellectual, political histories of specific Native nations. Daniel Heath 

Justice’s (Cherokee Nation) theoretical paradigms for Cherokees-specific analysis, the 

Chickamauga consciousness of resistance and Beloved Path of engagement, also 

influence the readings in this essay. The work of Cherokee literary studies scholar 

Virginia Carney on Eastern Band Cherokee women’s literature is important here as well, 

particularly in the way she reveals the persistence of traditional cultural paradigms in 

Cherokee women’s writing from the eighteenth through the twentieth centuries. Carney’s 

Eastern Band Cherokee Women and Daniel Heath Justice’s Our Fire Survives the Storm: 

A Cherokee Literary History both provide “a Cherokee-centered intellectual and ethical 

challenge to the narratives of erasure . . .  [and argue that Cherokees] are not a doomed 

race that sacrificed Indigenousness for White civilization” (Justice 9). By “examining the 

interplay of broader social issues with lived human realties,” Justice’s work breaks down 

the binary thinking that separates Cherokee history into actors who either were 

traditionalists and assimilationists (7). His work complicates the notion of Cherokee 

cultural survivance by explaining that his interpretive methods are “not about policing the 

boundaries of ‘authentic’ Cherokeeness but about explaining some of the varied 

understandings of what it is to be Cherokee—a significant distinction rooted in careful 

attention to diversity of Cherokee social history” (Justice 9).  That is to say, a person can 

be seen as assimilated and still Cherokee, depending on how said person negotiates 

kinship ties and what Jace Weaver would call communitist priorities. Justice and Carney 

                                                                                                                                            
 



8 
 

develop Cherokee-specific terminology for talking about Cherokee literature; their 

analyses foreground the notion that the Cherokees and the Cherokee texts that they study 

inhabit a reality distinct from their Euro-western contemporaries. 

Also significant to my development of a hermeneutic to read these records is 

Christopher B. Teuton’s (Cherokee Nation) “Theorizing American Indian Literature: 

Applying Oral Concepts to Written Traditions,” which shows how concepts from 

indigenous oral traditions can (and often should) function as a hermeneutic for analyzing 

the written texts. More than simply arguing for the existence of interpretive strategies that 

are based on oral traditions, Teuton’s essay is particularly useful when thinking about the 

ways that Cherokees themselves used interpretive strategies. Teuton shows that “’textual 

analysis’ specifically has an historical precedent in the Cherokee Nation as a crucial tool 

of decolonization” (202).  While this section of Teuton’s essay discusses the how 

nineteenth-century Cherokee men used rhetorical personas in their writing to combat the 

colonial impositions of the newly formed U.S. government, my work looks at texts 

created by Cherokee women fifty years earlier, as well as in the period that Teuton 

discusses.  What is apparent is a similarly structured set of rhetorical strategies that 

Cherokee women wielded.  All of these critics emphasize that Native literary criticism 

must attend not only to specific Native cultural traditions, but most importantly to the 

politics, histories, geographies embedded within Native writing. 

However, because the Cherokee cultural, political, and historical contexts out of 

which Katteuha emerged were somewhat of a mystery to me when I first encountered this 

text, an explanation of the rhetorical strategies, use of metaphor, and writing style in this 

example of eighteenth-century women’s literary production remained out of my 
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analytical reach. Neither my knowledge of white women’s modes of written expression 

nor the interpretive methodologies offered up by traditional close reading served this text 

very well.  For all of its artistry and power, Katteuha’s text demanded serious, thorough 

engagement; however, before I could comprehend Katteuha’s letter (and other works like 

it), I had to develop the interpretive facilities to read it.5  It is for this reason that I chose 

to focus the entire dissertation on studying the Cherokee-specific contexts that affect the 

production of these women’s texts.  

What this eventually meant for me was learning about Cherokee women’s 

situated knowledge bases and literacies—that is how Cherokee women read and created 

texts—in Cherokee-specific contexts. 6  This also led to an analysis of how Cherokee 

women developed and deployed critical literacies—that is, how Cherokee women read 

their worlds as texts and were conscious of their “experience as historically constructed 

within specific power relations” (Anderson and Irvin 82)—in politicized negotiations 

with U.S. as well as Cherokee officials.  Situated literacies are, therefore, more locally-

directed, emerging from culturally-specific contexts and one’s experiences of those 

                                                
5 In American Lazarus: Religion and the Rise of African-American and Native American 
Literatures, Joanna Brooks emphasizes the importance of contextualizing early Native 
and African-American texts: “[i]t is not enough to recover those texts from the archival 
tomb.  We must also be willing to believe in and search out their meaningfulness, even if 
that search entails a reformulation of our assumptions about literature, history, race, and 
religion (11). 
6 These concepts are related to what literacy scholar Linda Flower calls situated 
knowledge, or “the process of meaning-making itself and . . . the body of powerful, 
unarticulated, experientially based interpretive resources . . . parties bring to what appear 
to be common, public topics of discussion” (39). 
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contexts and critical literacies are more outwardly directed, emerging from how one 

comes to know themselves as subjects within both local and global relations of power. 

I turned to original archival documents as well as studies of eighteenth-century 

Cherokee culture, political structure, and women’s history with a set of questions focused 

around Cherokee women’s education: How did the Cherokee world from which these 

orators and writers (like Katteuha) emerged shape their ability to authorize their public 

discourse? In essence, what situated and critical literacies did they develop as they grew 

into leadership positions in their communities and how exactly did they learn these 

literacies? 

 

Historical and Political Contexts  

Katteuha, Nanye’hi, Catherine Brown, and the collectives of Cherokee women 

who produced the speeches, letters, and petitions discussed in this project are unified by 

an allegiance to Cherokee communities; however, this is not to say that all of these 

women were unified by a single set of beliefs—their allegiances and ideas of what it 

meant to be Cherokee manifested in varied ways. Furthermore, all of these women are 

defined by the different historical eras in which they lived, which is the reason why 

honoring cultural, as well as historical, specificity is a crucial part of my project.  

While late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries represent a significant period 

in Cherokee history, to suggest that Cherokee history begins or ends here is ludicrous.  

Their exact origins as a people are uncertain, but it seems certain that migration was an 

integral part of Cherokee history.  Linguists argue based on the Iroquian roots of the 

Cherokee language that they probably lived near what is now the Great Lakes region, 
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among other Iroquian-speaking peoples.  According to Cherokee historian Robert 

Conley, some historians argue that they may have lived in some region of South America, 

as their double-weave basket tradition is fairly common to this area. Conley argues:  

Combining evidence of several of these tales and theories, it seems reasonable to 

say that the Cherokees likely came from South American migrated north through 

Central American and Mexico, eventually stopping for a time in the northeast 

along with other Iroquian-speaking tribes there. . . . Then, following a long period 

of warfare with those people and with the Delawares, they moved southward 

again, settling in “the old southeast.” (6) 

It is in this region—parts of modern-day Virginia, West Virginia, Kentucky, Tennessee, 

North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia, and Alabama—that Cherokees probably first 

encountered Spanish explorers in the 1500s, then Spanish and French colonial settlers, 

and finally English colonizers in the 1600s. During this time, they were living in 

autonomous, decentralized, and democratic towns, unified by language and by the 

matrilineal clan system. Women farmed, mostly on communally owned plots of land, and 

men hunted, though when necessary, women would accompany hunting parties and men 

would help with farm work.   

Throughout the seventeenth- and eighteenth-centuries, the egalitarian relationship 

between Cherokee men and women underwent changes that negatively affected the 

gendered balance of power. During this period, interactions with the British caused 

Cherokees to take steps towards political centralization and by the late eighteenth-

century, when the treaty negotiations discussed in the next chapter of this project took 

place, Cherokee women were beginning to feel the effects of this centralization: while the 
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matrilineal system continues to structure Cherokee relationships in many ways (well after 

Removal and even into the present day), governmental centralization causes the erosion 

of the traditional matrilineal system. 7  The “civilization” program—begun under the 

guidance of Secretary of War Henry Knox during the Washington administration and 

adopted in subsequent administrations until the election of Andrew Jackson—further 

exacerbated this erosion.8 

Jefferson hoped that conducting commerce and funding educational programs 

would encourage Natives to abandon their hunting practices and adopt Eurowestern 

agricultural traditions and relationships to private property.  Since Cherokee women were 

traditionally farmers, this program would have radically reoriented traditional gender 

roles. EuroAmericans saw matrilineal kinship systems—which held Cherokee society 

together—as evidence of Native’s savagery, as it was “according to the natural course of 

all animals” (Colden qtd. in Perdue “Native Women” 101).  Civilized peoples, believed 

Eurowesterners, would have progressed beyond this “natural” state toward laws that 

made women and children the property of husbands and fathers.  According to Perdue, as 

EuroAmericans saw it, Native people were so devoid “of any notion of property that men 

did not even have an exclusive proprietary interest in their wives, nor were they certain of 

the paternity of their wives’ offspring.  The absence of property and proprietary rights 

was at the heart of Native ‘barbarism’” (Perdue “Native Women 103).  The civilization 

program, guided by the illusion of white superiority, proposed to eliminate Natives’ 

                                                
7 For more on the influence of motherhood in contemporary Cherokee society, see Circe 
Sturm’s Blood Politics, especially page 28-40 and 153-163. 



13 
 

“barbarous” behaviors by reorienting gender relationships and perceptions of property.  

By teaching the value of patriarchal order, white missionaries and traders would “help” 

Natives adopt EuroAmerican customs of governance. 

While, the Jefferson administration justified the “civilization program” in terms of 

what positive good it would do for Native peoples, historical evidence suggests the main 

impetus for the program was the EuroAmerican desire for land. In a private letter to 

William Henry Harrison, Jefferson wrote:  

To promote this disposition to exchange lands, which they have to spare 

and we want, for necessaries, which we have to spare and they want, we 

shall push our trading uses, and be glad to see the good and influential 

individuals among them run in debt, because we observe that when these 

debts get beyond what the individuals can pay, they become willing to lop 

them off by a cession of lands. . . . In this way our settlements will 

gradually circumscribe and approach the Indians, and they will in time 

either incorporate with us as citizens or the United States, or remove 

beyond the Mississippi. (Jefferson) 

Jefferson advocates initiating a system of debt peonage between EuroAmerican and 

Native peoples.  He suggests, then, that Native peoples nations could be encouraged to 

purchase goods on credit, which would cause them to fall into debt.  They would be able 

                                                                                                                                            
8 For a summary of Knox’s policy recommendations, see McLoughlin 34-40.  For a 
critical analysis of the implications of these policies, see Konkle 14-16. 
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to relieve these unmanageable debts as the U.S government “relieved” them of their 

ancestral homelands. 9 

 Given that appetite for land was a major impetus for the civilization program, it is 

no surprise that U.S. government began introducing removal as a way to solve the 

“Indian problem” very soon after the “civilization program” got off the ground.  In 1802, 

Jefferson signed the Georgia Compact, in which he promised to acquire all of the Native 

lands lying within the boundaries of what Georgia thought of as their state, a political 

move that would eventually facilitate Jackson’s Indian Removal plan. Andrew Jackson’s 

aggressive support of Removal was evident well before he took office in 1829 and 

pushed the “Indian Removal Act” through Congress in 1830. Jackson played an 

instrumental part in the campaign to divest southeastern Natives of their ancestral land as 

the leader of the U.S. military campaign in the southeast between 1814 and 1824. 

Cherokees had allied with Jackson and facilitated a U.S. victory against the Red Stick 

Creeks in 1814 at the Battle of Horseshoe Bend. Originally, President Monroe rewarded 

Cherokees with $25,600 in damages for their help in the war and by returning four 

million acres of their land to them.  Jackson, who had claimed this land after the Battle of 

Horseshoe Bed, was angered at the U.S. government’s actions. In 1816, he betrayed the 

Cherokee population by bribing a few Cherokee leaders to cede 1.3 million acres for 

$5,000.10  Most members of the Cherokee Nation boycotted this treaty; a year later, 

Cherokee leaders formed the National Committee to prevent the creation of unsanctioned 

treaties.   

                                                
9 See Conley 81-85 and Rozema 32-34. 
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Significantly, in attendance at this treaty meeting was a missionary from the 

American Board of Foreign Mission (ABCFM). Cherokees granted the ABCFM 

representative, Cyrus Kingsbury, a small plot of land near the Cherokee town of 

Chickamauga on which to start the Brainerd Mission, where the subject of Chapter Two, 

Catherine Brown, learned English-language literacy. The ABCFM was not the first group 

to start a mission in Cherokee territory.  In 1801, Moravians started the Springplace 

Mission near the home of  James Vann, a slave-owning, wealthy planter-class Cherokee. 

By 1819, many of these missionary efforts were funded by civilization program 

initiatives. Thus, the histories of Cherokee land dispossession and the efforts of the 

civilization program were inextricably tied together. Jackson’s removal policies were a 

logical extension of the Jefferson’s civilization program. In spite of the link between the 

civilization program and the aim of Cherokee land dispossession, however, the ABCFM 

was an explicitly anti-Removal organization. Missionaries’ primary occupation was 

converting Cherokees to Christianity, which was seen by EuroAmericans as vital step on 

the road to “civilization.”  

The second and third decades of the nineteenth century was a period marked by 

the by change Cherokee country.  A Cherokee named Sequoyah created a system of 

writing and this syllabary resulted in wide spread Cherokee-language syllabaric 

literacy.11 In 1828, a Cherokee named Elias Boudinot began publishing a bilingual 

Cherokee-English newspaper, the Cherokee Phoenix. The National Committee was just 

                                                                                                                                            
10 See Rozema 32-35 
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one effort to restructure the Cherokee systems of governance (in response to underhanded 

actions like that which Jackson took in 1816).  By 1827, the Committee drafted the 

Cherokee Constitution, which clearly demarcated the boundaries of the Nation and stated 

that Cherokee land belonged to the Nation as a whole. They formed a bicameral 

legislature consisting of the National Committee, consisting mainly of elite Cherokees, as 

well as the National Council, consisting of locally elected representatives. And, while 

Cherokee leaders could not prevent voluntary movement of some Cherokees to lands 

west of the Mississippi, the Constitution made it illegal for these people to sell their lands 

and use the earnings to move.   

Meanwhile, the Georgia government pressured Jackson into enforcing the 

aforementioned 1802 Compact. Cherokee political reorganization caused land-hungry 

Georgians to retaliate with challenges to Cherokee sovereignty.  The state passed laws 

that discriminated against and isolated Cherokees, disallowed them from testifying in 

Georgia’s courts, and ordered all whites living on land that Georgia had claimed had to 

swear allegiance to the state of Georgia.  A few ABCFM missionaries refused and were 

captured and imprisoned, which resulted the landmark Supreme Court Case, Worcester v. 

Georgia (1832).  The Supreme Court ordered that Samuel Worcester and his colleague 

Elizur Butler be released from unlawful imprisonment and affirmed sovereignty of the 

Cherokee Nation; however, Jackson refused to enforce the decision.  Worcester and 

                                                                                                                                            
11 For a discussion of the affect of Sequoyah’s syllabary on Cherokee society, see 
Margaret Bender’s Signs of Cherokee Culture: Sequoyah’s Syllabary in Eastern 
Cherokee Life. 
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Butler remained in jail and Georgia continued to harass Cherokees and challenge 

Cherokee’s right to form a nation and govern themselves. 

 During this period of enormous strife, the more traditionalist Cherokee John Ross, 

who was made leader of the Cherokee leader in 1818 and Principal Chief in 1827, 

continued to encourage Cherokees to fight against removal; however some Cherokees 

began to lose faith in these efforts.  In 1835, one hundred Cherokees, among whom were 

prominent leaders such as Boudinot, the Ridge, and John Ross’s brother Andrew, 

negotiated the Treaty of New Echota, which traded eastern Cherokee lands for five 

million dollars and lands across the Mississippi.  In spite of the fact that fifteen thousand 

Cherokees signed a petition protesting this removal treaty, the U.S. Senate ratified it and 

set the deadline for removal in by May of 1838. 

European encroachment during this period helped catalyze a systematic 

transformation gender roles.  Because European interests in the Cherokees shifted from 

farmed goods (a traditionally female domain) to deerskins and military alliances (a 

traditionally male domain), women’s frequent involvement with white settlers waned 

during the last part of the eighteenth century.12  Men began to dominate Cherokee 

society and fundamentally altered egalitarian relationships.  By the early nineteenth 

century, Theda Perdue argues, there is no evidence of women’s embodied presence at 

clan or council meetings.13 However, as the third chapter of this dissertation details, 

                                                
12 See Hatley, The Dividing Paths: Cherokees and South Carolinians through the 
Revolutionary Era. 
13 See Perdue, “Cherokee Women and the Trail of Tears.” 
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women participated in National Committee and Council meetings through the use of 

English-language writing. 

In this project, I begin my the discussion in 1781 because this year marks one of 

the earliest written records of Cherokee women’s rhetorical engagement: the 1781 Treaty 

of Long Island of the Holston is one of the earliest negotiations that Cherokees make with 

the newly formed U.S. government. Also during this negotiation, Cherokee leaders—

male and female—formally requested that U.S. officials set up schools in Cherokee 

country.  This request was, to me, rather perplexing at first. U.S.-funded schools played 

an important role in the civilization program, which wrought havoc on the traditional life 

ways in Cherokee society and elsewhere.  So it seemed to me that this request by 

Cherokee officials was one that would imperil Cherokee autonomy.  However, as I 

studied the largest EuroAmerican school system in Cherokee country, begun by the 

American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions in 1817, I realized that 

Cherokees, endowed with a sophisticated history of public engagement and deliberative 

governance, made this request with the hope that they would learn more about their 

adversarial audience(s).  

As key figures in these systems of deliberative governance, women had much to 

lose with this request: civilizationist efforts sought to subvert Cherokee women to 

Cherokee men. Eighteenth-century Cherokee women developed the situated, critical 

literacies that facilitated their suasory practices through contact with orally transmitted 

stories and attendance at and participation in important political, legal, and ceremonial 

events. Cherokee women told and retold foundational stories, held and maintained 

property, performed ceremonial dances, wove intricately patterned baskets, provided 
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ceremonial feasts, represented their clans at town council meetings, tended community 

cornfields, and led councils of other women.  All of these activities required particular 

cultural, social, and political literacies and knowledge of Cherokee rhetorical modes, 

styles, and practices.  As their roles changed, historical evidence suggests that they 

maintained an important public role in Cherokee society through adopting and adapting 

English-language literacy to argue in favor of Cherokee autonomy. 

 

Defining Cherokee Literacy  

My use of the word literacy here necessitates some discussion.   Cherokee literacy 

practices have long been unrecognizable to outside observers. Whites who encountered 

Cherokees dismissed their intellectual systems because, as missionary educator Rufus 

Anderson put it, Cherokees “had no literature.  Not a book existed in the language.  The 

fountains of knowledge were unopened.  The mind made no progress” (Anderson 14). 

Anderson states here that Cherokees could not progress intellectually as a people because 

they did not possess a system of alphabetic literacy. The belief that systems of writing are 

fundamental to societal progress has been long held, in one form or another, among 

literacy scholars. Almost two hundred years after Anderson, literary scholar Walter Ong 

wrote: “By isolating thought on a written surface, detached from any interlocutors, 

making utterance in this sense autonomous and indifferent to attack, writing presents  

utterance and thought as uninvolved in all else, somehow self-contained, complete” 

(132).   Likewise, in “Writing and the Mind,” David Olson argues “that the cognitive 

processes and structures are transformed significantly by the acquisition of our best-

recognized cultural (and intellectual) tool, namely, writing . . . What follows, then, is an 
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account of how forms of writing could have altered, and indeed continue to alter, 

cognition and consciousness” (107).  In The Domestication of the Savage Mind, Jack 

Goody contends that writing leads to cognitive operations like logic and critical thinking: 

“the presence of writing, . . . alters not only the world out there but the psyche in here” 

(49). I do not mean to suggest that Olson’s and Goody’s arguments, that writing 

transforms consciousness, are the same as Anderson’s contention that writing catalyzes 

“progress.”  Nevertheless, it is these sorts of theories that cause literacy scholar Brian 

Street to argue that “Literacy, then, has come to be associated with crude and often 

ethnocentric stereotypes of ‘other cultures’ and represents a way of perpetuating the 

notion of a ‘great divide’ between ‘modern’ and ‘traditional’ societies” (Street 433).  

Street labels this model of literacy—in which literacy is a cognitive skill that catalyzes 

achievements in intellectual and technological advancement—“autonomous.” Put 

differently, it is a model in which alphabetic literacy and writing come to be seen as 

necessary signifiers of the ultimate goal for teleological progress. Street challenges these 

theories by contending that scholars need to shift from a theory of literacy as an 

autonomous process, in which alphabetic literacy is a skill set that transforms 

consciousness, to one which sees literacy as embedded in context and inextricably linked 

to social power and politics: 

[L]iteracy can no longer be addressed as a neutral technology, as in the  

reductionist “autonomous” model, but is already a social and ideological practice 

involving fundamental aspects of epistemology, power, and politics: the 

acquisition of literacy involves challenges to dominant discourses . . . shifts in 

what constitutes the agenda of proper literacy . . . and struggles for power and 
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position. . . . Challenging the great divide in favour of an oral/literate “mix” does 

not necessarily entail naïve universalism:  . . . the relation of oral and literate 

practices differs from one context to another.  In that sense the unit of study is 

best not taken as either literacy or orality in isolation, since the values associated 

with either in our own culture ten to determine the boundaries between them. 

(435-436) 

Literacy is one part of the defining framework of society and is a measure of how much 

social status an individual has. By studying literacy development and accumulation in 

context, scholars can overcome the hierarchical, ethnocentric oral-literate divide and 

better understand how literacy grants and restricts access to power.  

For example, Deborah Brandt’s analysis in Literacy in American Lives takes up 

the study of literacy in socio-political context by showing how literacy learning and 

rising expectations for literacy have been experienced in twentieth-century 

EuroAmerican society.  Individual pursuits for literacy are directly related to economic 

and social power.  While Brandt’s work is not explicitly about the oral-literate divide, her 

study does treat literacy as “a resource—economic, political, intellectual, spiritual—

which like wealth or education, or trade skill or social connections, is pursued for the 

opportunities and protections that it potentially grants its seekers” (Literacy in American 

Lives 5). Brandt’s work explicitly explores how reading and writing get tied to the 

expanding industrialized American economy throughout the twentieth century; however, 

much of what she says about the power of literacy applies to the lives of Cherokees at the 

turn of the nineteenth century.  Given their history of treaty-making with the 

EuroAmericans, Cherokees well understood “how documents become a site on which 
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struggles for rights and resources play out” (Brandt Literacy in American Lives 50).  

Cherokees saw their own acquisition of English-language literacy, therefore, as an anti-

colonial tool, which they could use to serve their communities. 

Scholars of Native texts are particularly invested in collapsing the binary between 

orality and literacy by articulating the contexts in which Native peoples used literacy.  

Craig Womack argues that scholars need to avoid “oppositional thinking that separates 

orality from literacy wherein oral constitutes authentic culture and the written 

contaminated culture” (15). Such thinking causes us to ignore the vast and complex 

history of written traditions by Native peoples. Depending on this binary also means 

reifying the assimilation-resistance binary.  As Maureen Konkle explains “[l]iterary 

scholarship begins by seeking to account for the cultural beliefs and practices through 

which Indians demonstrate their difference . . . According to the literary criticism, the 

main difference between Native peoples and Europeans is that Native peoples are ‘oral’ 

and white people write” (Konkle 28).  Thus, any Native writing can be seen as 

inauthentic or hopelessly mediated.  

It is important to note here that because imperialist logic pervaded the 

consciousnesses of those amanuenses who recorded or archived the voices of Indigenous 

people during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, any study of these texts is beset 

with substantial difficulty. All of the texts in this study are mediated in some way: our 

access to eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Cherokee women’s written expression is 

filtered through or framed by colonizers, and/or circumscribed by the constraints of a 

colonizer’s language and culture. However, we should be suspicious of any assertion that 

demands we see these texts as “inauthentic.” As Abenaki scholar Lisa Brooks argues, 



23 
 

“[t]his focus on questions of authenticity, and the maintenance of binaries that assume 

that the adoption of Christianity or literacy is concomitant with loss of Native identity, 

has obscured the complex ways in which Native communities have adopted and adapted 

foreign ideas and instruments in particular places” (xxxi). All descriptions of the past are 

refracted through the viewpoints of their authors and framed by their publishers and 

distributors.  It seems therefore unclear to me why the memoirs of Lieutenant Henry 

Timberlake, an official representative of British colonial presence, or William Bartram, 

eighteenth-century British traveler through Cherokee territory, should prove more a 

trustworthy source on Cherokee life than the records left by Katteuha in the Pennsylvania 

Archives or letters left by Cherokee convert Catherine Brown in the archives of the 

American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions. 

Recent scholarship on Native texts suggests multiple ways to collapse the oral-

literate and authentic-inauthentic binaries.  Womack offers the example of the Mayan 

codices, which were “used as a complement of oral tradition rather than a replacement . . . 

The idea, then, of books as a valid means of passing on vital cultural information is an 

ancient one, consistent with the oral tradition itself in the case of the Mayans” (16). In 

The Common Pot, Lisa Brooks also builds on this example from Womack to radically 

redefine what counts as literacy in Native culture.  While her text is not explicitly an 

example of literacy studies scholarship, her scholarship illuminates and contextualizes 

Native literacies.  The definitions of literacy that she offers transcend the oral-literate 

divide.  She points out that Abenaki peoples have a long history of employing writing in 

the form of “awikhigan, which birchbark messages, maps, and scrolls, [and eventually] . . 

. books and letters” (xxi). Brooks draws a direct lineage between birchbark messages and 
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wampum and the adapted the form of the letter by showing how Native peoples treated 

English-language writing in much the same way as the indigenous forms of literate 

expression.  Interestingly, Brooks’ analysis implies that there is a difference between 

EuroAmericans and northeastern Native peoples perceptions of their worlds, and this 

difference does have something to do with literacy, but the explanation for it does not lie 

in some lack of intellectual progress or illiteracy on the part of Native peoples.  The 

differences lie in way that northeastern Native peoples read their worlds as networks of 

geographical, spatial, and social relationships, and therefore, produced texts that must be 

understood through this context of such networks. 

My dissertation undertakes both to study Cherokee literacy in context and, in 

doing so, expand the definition of what constitutes literacy. The matrilineal authority that 

eighteenth-century women derived from Cherokee traditions and stories proved a 

powerful lens through which they read their worlds and thus constituted a situated and 

critical literacy. Many of the same conventions that authorize oratory make their ways 

into the written discourse. By showing how this happens, my analysis challenges the 

validity of the divide by showing the utility and complexity of those oratorical 

conventions for writing.  

To say that Cherokees never engaged in literate practices prior to contact with 

Eurowesterners or that their English-language records are untrustworthy sources, 

therefore, is ridiculous. It is true that Cherokees didn’t practice Cherokee-language 

alphabetic literacy until the second decade of the nineteenth century; however, what 

Rufus Anderson, the aforementioned missionary, missed when he made his assertions 

about Cherokee illiteracy and ignorance was that, like all Native North Americans, 
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Cherokees possessed systems of iconic and symbolic imagery, as well as, rich oratorical 

and ritual performance traditions. Motifs with cosmological, political, and social 

significance were expressed in carving, beading, woven baskets, pottery, mask-making, 

and bodily ornamentation.14 These aesthetic and utilitarian objects were storehouses of 

knowledge that challenge the boundaries of print culture and the narrow definitions of 

literacy on which Anderson’s, Goody’s, and Olson’s work depends. While Cherokees 

practiced nothing that EuroAmericans recognized as literacy, they absorbed situated 

interpretive skills and rhetorical invention techniques in social contexts, which facilitated 

their individual and collective communicative modes—a definition of literacy that I will 

offer here.  

Expanding the definition of literacy beyond the limits of ABCFM missionary 

Rufus Anderson’s—and even Ong’s, Olson’s, and Goody’s—understanding, not only 

challenges the hierarchical oral-literate divide, but also allows us to see the complexity of 

the ways in which Cherokee women used their Cherokee-specific situated literacies as 

critical literacies to read their worlds.  As Chris Teuton argues, “Claiming oral cultures 

do not analyze their worlds portrays our oral contemporaries and ancestors as incapable 

of objective analysis and critical thought” (Teuton 195). Likewise, Robert Warrior 

contends that “few seem to understand that naming Native discourse oral privileges 

linguistic and graphic representation in a way that skews discussion towards Eurocentric 

norms” (xxix). Privileging Cherokee norms, political situations, histories, however, 

brings into focus the how many ways Cherokee women were performing critical literacy.  

                                                
14 For a discussion of these aesthetic and symbolic forms, see Rodney L. Leftwich, Arts 
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While eighteenth-century Cherokee women did not read and write as Anderson 

understood those activities, the cultural, rhetorical, intellectual, and ethical frames 

through which Cherokee women engaged the world enabled them to see the distance 

between colonial truth claims—about both themselves and their indigenous others—and 

colonial practice. Because women like Katteuha emerged within a context that allowed 

for intellectual development that was equitable between genders, they understood how to 

criticize EuroAmerican attempts at radical reorientation of Cherokee gender roles that 

would lead to their disenfranchisement in Cherokee political affairs.  

Their distance from EuroAmerican culture is what made eighteenth- and early 

nineteenth-century Cherokee women’s literacies “critical.” Their traditional, situated 

literacies facilitated how they read these attempts at governing them out of politics, as 

well as how they used English-language literacies critically. They recognized that 

English-language literacy was a mechanism for colonial control, but also understood how 

to wield Cherokee-specific literacies to reflect on what was wrong with how they were 

being defined by colonial representatives, and eventually, by elite, planter-class Cherokee 

men. They used the facilitating power of their Cherokee-specific—as well as English-

language—literacies to comprehend and refigure that world. When Cherokee women 

adopted English-language literacy, they did so not by accepting blindly all of the 

Eurocentric trappings that missionary educators brought with them into their classrooms.  

Their adoption was an adaptation.  They indigenized English-language literacy to serve 

their Cherokee communities’ needs.  

 

                                                                                                                                            
and Crafts of the Cherokee 



27 
 

Cherokee Rhetoric and Native Rhetorical Studies 

Scholars working with Native texts are beginning to examine of indigenous 

rhetorical practices. For example, Malea Powell’s work on Sarah Winnemucca Hopkins, 

Susan LaFlesche, and Charles Eastman investigates and analyzes the rhetorical tools and 

strategies these people utilized for the purposes of decolonization and in their struggles 

for tribal sovereignty. Scott Richard Lyons’ oft cited article, “Rhetorical Sovereignty: 

What Do American Indians Want From Writing?” calls for the discipline of rhetoric and 

composition to use (and further develop) indigenous-specific rhetorical practices, to trace 

the contours of Native American rhetorical traditions, and expand the rhetoric and 

composition canon to study how contemporary Native communities use writing. Lyons 

outlines some of his recommendations for expanding the canons of rhetoric and 

composition curriculum beyond their current borders in an effort to better examine what 

he refers to as “the colonized scene of writing” (453).  He suggests that we take seriously 

the efforts and writing from the Indian Law Institute and the Indian Nations At Risk Task 

Force, two key sites of Native rhetorical sovereignty. Qwo-Li Driskill’s work on 

Cherokee performance rhetorics theorizes the participatory practices of Cherokee 

performance and sees these embodied acts as modes through which Cherokees can and 

have recovered intellectual and rhetorical sovereignty. 

Rhetoric and composition scholars have dedicated a great deal of attention to 

formal rhetorical education in early America.15 Furthermore, some rhetoric and 

                                                
15 See Patricia Bizzell and Bruce Herzberg, eds. The Rhetorical Tradition: Readings 
from Classical Times to the Present; Thomas P Miller, The Formation of College 
English: Rhetoric and Belles Lettres in the British Cultural Provinces; John C. Brereton, 
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composition scholars do focus on the contributions of “Nontraditional rhetors [who] were 

sometimes ridiculed if not threatened by those who feared their suasory abilities” (Glenn 

ix). These are writers and speakers who did not attend elite Eurowestern institutions, but 

rather “denied formal rhetorical instruction [, they] successfully learned by other means 

(church, family, library, politics) to be eloquent public speakers and writers” (Glenn ix). 

Like these “nontraditional rhetors,”16 the educations for political engagement that 

eighteenth-century Cherokee women received looked nothing like that which mid-

nineteenth-century white students at Harvard received.  Cherokee women did not study 

Isocrates and Cicero whilst sitting in first-year writing classrooms. They did, however, 

possess a cultural imperative that mandated they become eloquent and knowledgeable 

public speakers, and even as the matrilineal systems that created this mandate were 

threatened, women retained the mandate by adapting English-language alphabetic writing 

and making their texts public.17  

As the available documents are products of colonial interaction, I will find it 

necessary at times to describe Eurowesterners’ constructions of these women. However, 

considerable attention has been devoted to investigating the epistemologies that 

structured Eurowestern colonizers’ perceptions of indigenous peoples and organized how 

                                                                                                                                            
The Origins of Composition Studies in the American College, 1875-1925: A 
Documentary History; Mark Garrett Longaker, Rhetoric and the Republic: Politics, Civic 
Discourse, and Education in Early America. 
16 While Glenn uses the word “nontraditional” here, a better word to describe Nanye’hi 
and Katteuha might be noncanonical, since they were traditional rhetors within their own 
societies, even though they are not in the current literary or rhetoric and composition.  
17 Likewise, while scholars have repeatedly written histories of the period preceding 
Cherokee Removal, they rarely mention the Cherokee women who were integral to the 
conflicts and controversies in these events.  
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they read the “others” they encountered.18 Scholars have dedicated considerably less 

attention to describing the ways of knowing that structured the interpretive practices and 

communication strategies of indigenous peoples in intra- and inter-cultural interaction.  

Furthermore, only a few scholars—Virginia Carney, Daniel Heath Justice, and Theda 

Perdue— have directed attention to Cherokee women’s rhetorical patterns and modes of 

communication in early America, although their involvement in colonial affairs, trade, 

and treaty-making was much more extensive than a cursory reading of written records 

might reveal.19 Historian Tom Hatley contends that 

Women appear at the edges of the paper records of commercial transactions and 

friendships, a pervasive though marginal presence. . . . Because colonial papers 

reflect the bias of a EuroAmerican culture in which women were pushed to the 

                                                
18 This body of work is, perhaps, too large to list completely in a footnote.  A few 
influential works include: Mary Louis Pratt’s Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and 
Transculturation, Robert F. Berkhofer’s The White Man’s Indian: Images of the 
American Indian from Columbus to the Present, Brian Dippie’s The Vanishing American: 
White Attitudes and U.S. Indian Policy, Richard Drinnon’s Facing West: The 
Metaphysics of Indian-Hating and Empire-Building, and Philip Deloria’s Playing Indian. 
Related works include investigations into the ideological and intellectual underpinnings 
of imperialism, such as Edward Said’s Orientalism and Culture and Imperialism and 
David Spurr’s The Rhetoric of Empire: Colonial Discourse in Journalism, Travel 
Writing, and Imperial Administration. Even many historical accounts that do describe 
indigenous agency unwittingly give greater attention to colonizers than they do to 
colonial subjects.  For example, while James Brook’s Captives and Cousins is an 
estimable work because he uses the texts available to him to generate a fragmented sense 
of how the indigenous, as well as the Spanish, are shaping the social, cultural, and 
economic landscapes of the early modern period in southwestern North America.  
However, his reliance on the written—that is, written Spanish colonial records—limits 
his ability to construct a more complete picture of the region’s indigenous people. 
19 Sandra Gustafson’s Eloquence is Power: Oratory and Performance in Early America 
also has a chapter on the oratory of indigenous people and Africans in the U.S. 
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side, the story of the economic lives of tribal women—especially elements 

women’s self-determination—can be told only in outline. (52-53)  

However, a fuller explanation is available if we pay attention to the actual texts these 

women created to combat the marginalizing power of those shifting economic, historical, 

and social forces. 

Cherokee women’s perspectives enabled them to see precisely that which 

contemporary academic studies often cannot see, and it is these perspectives that I am 

interested in locating and understanding. In this sense, my work departs from studies like 

Mary Louise Pratt’s landmark Imperial Eyes. Pratt’s contribution to conversations about 

early American contact literature is estimable and her invention of the term “contact 

zone” has changed the way that we understand our composition classrooms as spaces 

where we can nurture critical literacy.  Pratt’s argument that teachers often mistakenly 

assume “that all participants [in a contact zone classroom] are engaged in the same game 

and that the game is the same for all players “has been tremendously influential in the 

field of composition pedagogy (“Arts of the Contact Zone” 38).  For example, in “What 

is Critical Literacy?” Ira Shor states that two of Pratt’s concepts, autoethnography and 

transculturation,20 “proposed some rhetorical arts for a critical pedagogy that profiles 

differences while resisting dominant culture, including two useful alternatives to 

                                                
20 An autoethnographic text is one “in which people undertake to describe themselves in 
ways that engage with representations others have made of them” and transculturation is 
“the processes whereby members of subordinated or marginal groups select and invent 
from materials transmitted by a dominant or metropolitan culture. . . While subordinate 
peoples do not usually control what emanates from the dominant culture, they do 
determine to varying extents what gets absorbed into their own and what it gets used for” 
(Pratt “Arts of the Contact Zone” 35-36). 
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mimicking elite discourse in writing classes. These two alternatives for producing texts 

offer students and teachers options to assimilating uncritically into academic discourse” 

(15). Pratt’s work has, therefore, made invaluable contributions to the areas of critical 

literacy and resistant pedagogy. 

Pratt’s characterization of colonies as contact zone where “disparate cultures 

meet, clash, and grapple with each other often in highly asymmetrical relations of 

domination and subordination,” has also been important in studies of colonial interaction 

(Imperial Eyes 4).  Imperial Eyes describes a world much like the classroom in “Arts of 

the Contact Zone,” in which opposing forces are not equal in power, but mutually 

constitutive. But, because discussions in Imperial Eyes focus on documents produced by 

colonizers, Pratt limits her analysis to discussions of how the colonizers constitute the 

colonized, and subsequently, how those constructions are shaping the colonizer’s culture. 

Her investigation reveals the ways in which the metropole is shaped by the European 

imaginary of the imperial periphery—a worthy topic of discussion—but one that 

ironically continues to elide the actual colonized from the scholarly conversation, and 

therefore, this is not the focus or structure of the discussion in my dissertation.   

In her discussion of “transculturation,” Pratt does attempt to move beyond the 

colonized/colonizer binary and to show how the colonized subject is not just “acted 

upon” by the colonizer. This discussion is brief, however, and when she focuses on 

documents produced by colonized subjects, she centers the discussion around how they 

situate themselves in relation to white people by using traditionally European forms of 

discourse, not on how they retain their indigenous prerogatives and motivations using 

Spanish-language literacy.  
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Pratt’s contribution to scholarship on the colonial period was, and still is, 

innovative.  But, because her methods partially erase the violent material effects of 

colonialism on subjugated peoples, her analysis does not address the myriad of ways 

Native peoples maintained their cultural prerogatives in the face of genocide. In her 

analysis, colonized or neo-colonized subjects must “undertake to represent themselves in 

ways that engage with the colonizer's own terms,” but the political reasons for this are not 

clear (Pratt 7).  Colonized peoples did this and do this because their livelihoods are at 

stake.  

Native peoples write, using and adapting the colonizer’s terms, for their survival, 

their bodies, their land. Although her definition of the contact zone insists on 

“asymmetrical relations of power”—the world she describes is one that is relatively 

harmonious. As a result, her theory does not address or contextualize the material 

consequences of colonialism—she does not, perhaps because her theory cannot, account 

for the theft of native land bases. As Maureen Konkle points out, work that situates itself 

in this way  

confines Native writing to the expression of the critic's notion of the 

values or beliefs that constitute that culture and then incorporates Native 

peoples into the United States [or, in Pratt’s case, regions in South 

America] politically by making them representatives of one of the many 

ethnic cultures that constitute the multicultural United States. Employing 

concepts such as 'cultural encounters,' 'contact,' and even 'sharing' 

(between cultures), recent scholarship on representations of Indians is 

remarkable for the extent to which it downplays violence and conflict. . . . 
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Tellingly, such criticism consistently returns, often in conclusion or 

summary, to the goal of what is often called 'cross-cultural' understanding. 

(Konkle 32) 

Scholars come honestly by limitations like those that Konkle describes—as these are the 

limitations that scholars are up against by virtue of their membership in the Academy.  

Those of us who place ourselves within the overlapping disciplines of rhetoric and 

literacy studies often celebrate the analytical tools that these disciplines offer us: they 

seem limitlessly flexible in that they can be applied, in various combinations, to any text 

or situation. And, while this is true of all textual studies to an extent, scholars of Native 

texts must derive their analytical tools from the specific historical and political situations 

out of which Native texts emerged.  Malea Powell, a scholar of Native rhetorics, points 

out that, similar to other colonial practices, the discipline of rhetorical studies has 

participated in the unseeing of the particularities of tribally specific literacies and 

rhetorical discourses. Powell reminds us that our own scholarship can easily, if 

unintentionally, “be complicit with the imperial project of scholarship in the United 

States . . . rhetoric as a discipline does not see the foundation of blood and bodies upon 

which it constitutes itself” (Powell, “Blood and Scholarship”11). Likewise, according to 

Scott Lyons, much academic “work hinders rhetorical sovereignty by presenting readers 

with Indian stereotypes, cultural appropriation, and a virtual absence of discourse on 

sovereignty and the status of Indian nations” (Lyons 458). Powell explains this absence 

of Native-centered studies by arguing that imperialist logic is endemic to academic 

discourse:  
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The “rules” of scholarly discourse—the legitimizing discourse of the 

discipline of rhetoric and composition—require us to write ourselves into 

this frontier story.  Scholars are to set forth on the fringes of “the known” 

in order to stake out and define a piece of “unoccupied” scholarly territory 

that, through our skill at explicating and analyzing, will become our own 

scholarly homestead, our area of concentration. . . . In effect, we “civilize" 

unruly topics. And it is our distance from those topics, the fact of our 

displacement from the materiality of these areas of study, that lends 

legitimacy to our efforts. (Powell, “Blood and Scholarship” 3-4) 

Powell’s employment of an imperialism metaphor to explain scholarly discourse is a 

powerful caution to academics: Euro-American values and ideas have an insidious 

measure of control over the Academy. Within that Academy, there is an investment in 

what she calls an “un-seeing” of the “material Indian ‘bodies’” on which institutions of 

American education were built. Traditional academic discourse employs methods derived 

from a series of master narratives that limit what gets accepted as “truth.”   Furthermore, 

the master narratives of imperialist academia limit what stories are told and heard.   

The political implications of un-seeing are important: un-seeing is, in some sense, 

an institutionally sanctioned form of Native American holocaust denial.  Un-seeing in the 

academy makes it easy for academics to elide the legal, political, and social policies that 

led – and continue to lead – to disease, starvation, and the deaths of indigenous people all 

over the United States.  According to Powell, rhetorical studies are no different from any 

other discipline in academia—in fact, rhetoric may be worse, since it purports an 

interdisciplinary inclusiveness that is not always real. Powell’s searing critique of rhetoric 
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is important to keep in mind, especially in a study of how nineteenth century 

EuroAmerican writing and rhetoric oppressed Native women by attempting to restructure 

gender roles in their communities.  

Popular and scholarly writings are marked by a tendency to un-see Native lives, 

and consequently, misinterpret Native people’s actions and mishandle narratives of their 

lives. This is especially true of Native women's actions and experiences.  In 1892, E. 

Pauline Johnson/Tekahionwake (Mohawk) criticized depictions of the “regulation Indian 

maiden” in romance novels, who “is rarely distressed by having to belong to any tribe,” 

“is possessed with a suicidal mania,” and “is always desperately in love with the young 

white hero” (Johnson). Likewise, in “The Pocahontas Perplex,” Rayna Green shows how 

the “exotic, powerful, dangerous, and beautiful” images of Native women have been 

deployed “as representative of American liberty and European classical virtue translated 

into New World terms” (704). She urges scholars to “explore the meaning of Native 

American lives outside the boundaries of the stories, songs, and pictures given to us in 

tradition,  . . .[to] find a more humane truth” (714). In “What Would Pocahontas Think 

Now?”, Clara Sue Kidwell takes up this challenge to show how European, patriarchal 

assumptions obscure the texture of these women’s lived experience; the narratives in their 

current (often anthologized) forms reveal more about Euro-American cultural 

assumptions than they do about indigenous lives. Kidwell explains,  

History has stereotyped Indian women as the hot-blooded Indian princess, 

a la Pocahontas, . . . Pocahontas and Sacagawea become heroines because 

their actions ultimately benefited the advancement of American society. 

Explicitly, their actions contributed to the loss of Indian land and 
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destructive changes in Indian culture. Implicitly, however, their motives 

arose from their own cultural values. How, if at all, can we read their 

histories in their own terms? (Kidwell 151) 

Kidwell sets out to show how contemporary readers misconstrue Native women’s 

motivations in acting as they did. Next, she reveals how knowledge of these women’s 

traditions informs an explanation of their culturally specific motivations and depicts them 

as having power and acting with authority, often in the best interests of their people. For 

example, in foregrounding the rhetorical situation of Pocahontas’s historical moment and 

political context, Kidwell shifts the story of Pocahontas from one about a girl consumed 

with (and misled by) her desire for a man, to a woman who is fully aware of the 

rhetorical and political (as well as the economic and personal) possibilities of this 

particular moment in history.  

Within such contexts, it is impossible to read Native women as mirrors of their 

European contemporaries.  It is, however, possible to hold out hope for scholarship in the 

Academy.  Powell characterizes the transgressive work that scholarship can accomplish 

as trickster or mixed-blood rhetoric, which is based on  

the rhetor’s very relationship with oppressive discourses . . . Practicing 

this kind of relational mixed-blood rhetoric, then, means following the 

Academy’s and the discipline’s ‘rules’ by transgressing them, not just to 

oppose them but to transform them, to change utterly the grounds upon 

which our scholarship exists. . . . Such a rhetoric is based on relationality 

and movement across cultural/institutional boundaries, and pre-suppose 

that those who enact it have an experiential understanding of the 
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culture/institutions that they propose to transverse. (Powell “Blood and 

Scholarship” 9-10)   

Powell’s lofty standards for transgressive scholarship empower, but also intimidate. 

While few would question my “experiential understanding” of the Academy, many would 

rightly question my “experiential understanding” of the Cherokee culture—especially the 

eighteenth-century Cherokee culture—I study.  As I attempted to show in the beginning 

of this introduction, early Cherokee women’s literature was not familiar ground to me 

when I began this project.  

To bridge this gap in my understanding, I have listened closely to voices in the 

oral traditional and archival texts. I have researched with special attention to the material 

consequences of colonialism and have attempted to create readings that recognize the 

theft of native land bases. This violent context is just as much a part of these texts as are 

the culturally specific matrilineal tropes that the eighteenth-century women like Katteuha 

used to situate their authority.  By laying bare this political context, I hope I have been 

able to avoid that “culturalist” critical trap that Maureen Konkle describes in Writing 

Indian Nations. Throughout this dissertation, however, I have tried to recuperate rhetoric 

and literacy studies for the uses of studying Cherokee lives by pairing the contemporary 

American Indian literary critical practice with complementary models of rhetorical and 

literacy theory.  

The stories that the Cherokee women in this study tell implicitly and explicitly lay 

bare the violence going on all around them.  The eighteenth-century texts I study are 

products of colonial and imperial violence—their authors are attempting to negotiate 

treaties with U.S. military officials or Cherokee Council members to preserve communal 
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Cherokee land tenure. The violent imperialist policies that affect the scholars at Cherokee 

mission schools are ever-present in these texts, though not completely obvious to readers 

like Rufus Anderson, whose Eurocentric bias blinded him to the strategies that Cherokee 

women were using to counteract the effects of that violence on the lives of their people. 

Chapter One: “Rightly consider it that woman is the mother of All”: Re-

contextualizing Late Eighteenth-Century Cherokee Women’s Rhetorical Practices 

The first chapter of this project shows how eighteenth-century Cherokee women's 

texts constitute a distinctive and understudied history of rhetorical engagement that is 

rooted in indigenous knowledge bases. In showing how a separate Cherokee women’s 

rhetorical history exists outside of the traditional rhetorical studies canon, this chapter 

responds to Lyons and Powell. Lyon’s central argument in “Rhetorical Sovereignty,” that 

academics fail to recognize the different philosophies and ideologies that underpin the 

writing of whites and Natives, is important to think about when crafting a methodological 

approach to Cherokee texts. This chapter considers records of Cherokee women’s oratory 

and letters in political negotiations with United States officials during the late eighteenth 

century.  

Cherokee-specific political and social life informs the analysis of these primary 

texts: two speeches given by Cherokee female leader Nanye’hi (1781 and 1785), a speech 

given by a collective of five Cherokee women (1781), and a letter written by Cherokee 

female leader Katteuha to Benjamin Franklin (1787). Close readings of these texts 

emerge from analyses of Cherokee oral traditional stories and descriptions of specific 

ceremonial and political practices. My analysis reveals the significant role that matrilineal 



39 
 

kinship systems played in the preservation of Cherokee autonomy and community was 

tied to the power of Cherokee women’s rhetoric. 

 

Chapter Two: Cherokee Practice, Missionary Intentions:  Literacy Learning Among 

Early Nineteenth-Century Cherokee Women 

 My second chapter seeks to understand the contexts and effects of English-

language, Protestant education on Cherokee communities. To explore this topic, I use the 

American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions (ABCFM) archives at 

Harvard’s Houghton Library to chart how English-language literacy was defined, 

adopted, and indigenized by Cherokee female students at ABCFM schools in the context 

of the emerging Cherokee Nation, the U.S. civilization program and the threat of 

Cherokee removal.  Even as nineteenth-century missionary societies sought to assimilate 

Cherokee women into EuroAmerican culture by promoting patriarchy, Cherokee 

women’s political involvement endured into the nineteenth century, manifested through 

the writing skills they learned from missionary teachers. However, they were not using 

these skills as missionaries intended they use them. .  

Because part of missionaries’ “civilizing” project was to restructure gender roles, 

women had the most to lose in adopting the specific type of English-language literacy 

taught in mission schools.  Women produced resistance to schools where literacy was 

taught by openly protesting the activities of the school. It is in this context of open protest 

that Cherokee female students developed a command of English-language literacy. 

Therefore, missionary ideologies interacted with the matrilineal Cherokee cultural 
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moorings and continual reminders of Cherokee priorities, which resulted in the some uses 

of writing that the missionaries did not intend. 

 

Chapter Three: Cherokee Women’s Publishing, the Cherokee Phoenix, and the 

Indian Removal Debates 

Through my research I ultimately realized that, in spite of the oppressive 

pedagogical structures of the mission school, Cherokees developed a command of 

English-language literacy that afforded them an understanding of the world outside of 

their own Nation. They understood the power that EuroAmericans invested in writing and 

in literature, and this investment in writing by Europeans made it necessary for 

Cherokees to learn English-language literacies.  Cherokees sought, however, not to 

replace their Cherokee cultural and political systems through assimilation into 

EuroAmerican norms, but to modify English-language alphabetic literacy to fit Cherokee 

needs. They used the advantage of access to the mainstream EuroAmerican public 

spheres that missionaries often provided. Their efforts were directed at establishing 

themselves as a sovereign Nation of people with a separate governing body and different 

language. Even though missionaries’ ethnocentric pedagogies devalued Cherokee 

knowledge bases, English-language literacy helped Cherokees better understand the 

modes they needed to represent their interests in the U.S. public sphere.  

My third chapter contextualizes three Cherokee women’s petitions from the early 

nineteenth century within the growth of English- and Cherokee-language publishing to 

demonstrate how Cherokees, specifically these Cherokee women, were using print to 

reach audiences both within and outside of the Cherokee Nation. Euro-Americans had 
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failed over and over again to see the complexity of traditional Cherokee civilization or to 

prioritize Cherokee concerns as equal to or as pressing as their own. Instead, they saw 

cruel barbarians or vanishing races. This chapter uses Kenneth Burke’s theories of 

identification, division, and consubstantiation to explore how Cherokee women learned to 

wield the language of American civility to counter the image of the Vanishing Indian. In 

their petitions, these women construct a Cherokee identity that is just acculturated enough 

to be legible to a mainstream American public, and yet different enough to show how 

these writers were members of a Nation, existent and distinct from that of the United 

States. In doing so, these women conveyed a form of traditional power into the present of 

the 19th-century Indian Removal debates. 

 

Conclusion: Considering Cherokee Women’s Experience and Reflective Pedagogy  

In this final section, I close with a meditation on the implications of this study for 

current research in rhetoric and composition studies. Essentially, how are Cherokee 

women’s literacy accumulation experiences relevant to contemporary debates about 

literacy and composition pedagogy? I begin by speculating on how Cherokee female 

students at schools like Brainerd probably learned how to deploy the EuroAmerican trope 

of modesty in their writing.  Next, I articulate the analogous relationship between 

missionary pedagogy and contemporary pedagogy.  

Just as missionaries thought that Protestant patriarchy was a precondition to 

literacy, so to do many language arts teachers think it their duty to assimilate students 

into the linguistic and epistemological conventions, and the analytical methods of 

Eurowestern academic discourse. Instead, I suggest that we might allow our students the 
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time and opportunity to sort out how to adopt and shape new ideas, conventions, modes, 

and ways of thinking for their own communicative needs and to the benefit of their and 

communities. To complicate this analysis, I close with a possible recuperation of the 

missionizing impulse by reflecting on how and why the impulse is present in my own 

Native American literature classroom.  
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Chapter One 

“[B]y Women, you were brought forth into this World”: Cherokee Women, 

Rhetoric, and Sovereignty in the Late Eighteenth Century 

 

When Cherokee Beloved Woman Nanye’hi (or as she was known among the 

European inhabitants of her territory, Nancy Ward) addressed the U.S. Treaty 

Commissioners at the Treaty of Long Island of Holston in 1781, her words were few but 

powerful: 21 22 23 

We did never concern in the [for]mer Treaty, which has been broken, / but 

we do in this, and on our recount, who are / your Mothers, let it never be 

broken. 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 / because we are Your Mothers[.]  This Peace must last forever. / 

                                                
21 Beloved women were among “the most honored figures in Cherokee society—those 
women who interpreted the words of the spirits, spoke in council, pardoned the 
condemned, and worked toward the peaceful welfare of the people” (Justice 32). 
22 I am using a modified version David L. Vander Meulen’s and G. Thomas Tanselle’s 
“A System of Manuscript Transcription” for all of the texts from the 1781 Treaty of 
Holston.  Punctuation and capitalization remain the same as they are in the original 
manuscript, line endings are indicated with a vertical slash mark, /, conjectural 
reconstructions of words are enclosed in brackets, [ ], and text I have inserted is enclosed 
square brackets and italicized, [text missing]. 
23 A few years after her first husband, Kingfisher, died in 1755 at the Battle of Taliwa, 
Nanye’hi married an Irish trader named Bryant (also spelled Brian, Briant, or Bryan).  
This was probably when she started to be known among whites as Nancy Ward. 
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Let your women's sons be ours, and let our sons be yours. / Let your 

women hear our words. (Greene)24 

In her opening statement, Nanye’hi refers to the history of broken treaties that has 

brought the two nations together at this moment.  She them alludes to motherhood, a 

status marker that serves to underscore the authority she holds at the meeting.  

Her next statement, “You know that women are always looked upon as nothing,” 

was far from what her experiences had taught her.  Cherokee knowledge bases contained 

no theories that equated women with nothingness, absence, or lack. On the contrary, 

Cherokee people placed high value on women’s experiences and contributions to the 

public sphere, so much so that women were present at town council meetings and women 

like Nanye’hi were practiced in the arts of intra- and international political negotiation.  

                                                
24 A transcriber at the 1781 meeting took down this speech along with the other treaty 
proceedings, and these proceedings were subsequently sent to Major General Nathanael 
Greene, commander of the Southern Army during the Revolutionary War. The actual 
record of the speech in the Library of Congress Papers of Nathanael Greene in the 
Library of Congress appears to be much longer, but the lines that precede the ones above 
are on a badly torn page, and thus large portions of the text are missing. There is no 
authoritative version of this particular speech: I transcribed this version from a volume 
labeled “Cherokee Treaty, 1781” that comprises container five of the Greene papers in 
the Manuscript Division of the Library of Congress. Samuel Cole Williams published a 
portion of this speech in Tennessee During the Revolutionary War (1944), but his version 
does not include the first sentence, the non-standard capitalization, the phrase after the 
first semi-colon in the third sentence, and the brackets used to indicate missing or 
illegible text. Perdue’s Cherokee Women: Gender Culture, and Change, 1700-1835 
(1998) and Kilcup’s Native American Women’s Writing 1800-1924, An Anthology (2000) 
follow Williams’ transcription. Pat Alderman also transcribes a portion of the speech, but 
her source for the text is unclear.  Carney follows Alderman’s transcription. It is quite 
possible that Williams and Alderman were working from a different source than the one I 
transcribed; however, Williams cites “General Greene Papers in the Manuscript Division 
of the Library of Congress” as his original source text (Williams 200). I would like to 
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Given the culture from which she emerged, her declaration that equates women 

with nothing contained a double meaning. It is likely that at this historical moment she 

employed her skill and competence as an orator to Nanye’hi to play on the assumptions 

of an audience she knew (all too well) to create the impression that she fits 

EuroAmerican male conceptions of women as subservient and could, therefore, be 

trusted. As Justice argues, Nanye’hi’s speech “demonstrates her keen understanding of 

Eurowestern disdain for women” (40). Put differently, she realized, as Gerard Hauser has 

noted, that “those who enter any given arena must share a reference world for their 

discourse to produce awareness for shared interests and public opinions about them” (99). 

Her familiarity with her audience members’ beliefs about women and her ability to use 

that knowledge to establish common ground with them demonstrates Nanye’hi’s 

oratorical dexterity. When she contends that, “You know women are always looked upon 

as nothing,” she means just that:  You know that.  She knew nothing of the sort because 

her own traditions had not taught her to internalize Eurowestern misogyny; however, 

constant practice with Cherokee paradigms of persuasion had taught her to consider her 

audience.  Like previous speeches that she must have given in her life, Nanye’hi 

effectively addresses the concerns of her community by tying those concerns to her own 

matrilineal authority.  

Nanye’hi’s speech exemplifies the high degree of rhetorical efficacy—a facility 

learned through involvement in inter- and intra-national engagement—that eighteenth-

century Cherokee women possessed. Both male and female Cherokee leaders participated 

                                                                                                                                            
thank Bruce Kirby, Manuscript Librarian at the Library of Congress, who assisted with 
my work in this collection. 
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in dynamic, communal decision-making traditions and ceremonies.  The modes they used 

to negotiate kinship ties, as well as other forms of communal and political agreements, 

were employed with success in early interactions with European colonists, and with 

varying levels of success throughout the continued history of rhetorical and material 

imperialism perpetuated by violent colonial encroachment into Native lives and land 

bases.   

Interestingly, while these records of eighteenth-century Cherokee women’s 

oratory and letters show their use of Cherokee-specific tropes, terminology, and 

paradigms of interaction, they also reveal, as in the example at the beginning of this 

essay, how these women used their awareness of the patriarchal perspectives their white 

adversaries possessed. As cultural brokers, purveyors of Cherokee hospitality, and 

sustainers of Cherokee life itself, these women harvested and wielded an abundance of 

rhetorical techniques for analysis and engagement of the other. Their cultural narratives 

and socio-political experiences authorized and necessitated their involvement in socio-

political spheres, both inside and outside of the Cherokee cultural world. Cherokee stories 

and ceremonies highlighted the importance of women’s speech and action, and thus, their 

use of rhetoric was imperative. Nanye’hi and Katteuha situated themselves squarely 

within a Cherokee cultural matrix, and in so doing, they created a public space to 

announce the priorities of their people. These women used Cherokee-specific rhetorical 

devices: metaphors of motherhood, references to matrilineal clan adoption, attempts to 

establish common ground, and references to Cherokee land rights. 

Understanding the texts that Cherokee women produced, therefore, necessarily 

means trying to understand, as far as is possible, the Cherokee world out of which the 
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texts emerged and how Cherokee women produced rhetorical appeals.  Pursuant to this 

goal, I compare close readings of speeches and letters by Cherokee women between 1781 

and 1787 with analyses of stories from Cherokee oral tradition, eighteenth-century 

ethnographic descriptions of Cherokee life, and historical and political contexts to reveal 

the significant role that matrilineal kinship structure played in Cherokee political and 

social practices.  

My analysis shows that the maintenance of Cherokee community was inextricably 

tied to the political power of women’s rhetoric. The goal of this chapter is to describe the 

world in which women like Nanye’hi became powerful orators and political actors. In 

what follows, I argue for the place of these women’s texts within the discipline of 

rhetoric and composition, and then map the oral traditions and socio-political structures 

that endowed Cherokee women with authority in order to provide contextual background 

for readings of four Cherokee women’s texts. The first speech comes from a transcription 

of the 1781 Treaty of Long Island of the Holston, a talk given by Cherokee Beloved 

Woman Nanye’hi, which has been discussed in the historical scholarship of Theda 

Perdue and has been anthologized in Karen Kilcup’s Native American Women’s Writing.  

The second record is a speech by a collective body of Cherokee women; this speech is 

from the same 1781 treaty, but it has garnered almost no scholarly attention.  The third 

text is another address by Nanye’hi, given at the Treaty of Hopewell in 1785, also 

anthologized in Kilcup and which Virginia Carney has cited as an important early 

example of Cherokee women’s rhetoric.  The final text is letter from a Cherokee female 

leader, Katteuha, to Benjamin Franklin, the then-governor of Pennsylvania. Read 
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together, these works reveal the qualities and complexities of Cherokee women’s rhetoric 

in the late eighteenth century. 

 

Disciplinarity and Canonicity: Making Room for Cherokee Women’s Texts in 

Rhetoric and Composition 

Recognizing the importance of Cherokee women’s rhetorical traditions is 

important in field devoted to exploring the history of the broadest possible range of 

rhetorical techniques and practices. This chapter’s effort find a hermeneutic to understand 

Cherokee women’s rhetorical traditions responds to Malea Powell’s 2002 argument in 

College Composition and Communication that the discipline of rhetoric and composition 

must “make visible the fact that some of us read and listen from a different space, and to 

suggest that, as a discipline, it is time we all learned to hear that difference” (“Rhetorics 

of Survivance” 398). To make that difference audible, I consider four records of 

Cherokee female leaders’ engagement with United States colonial officials in the context 

of these women’s rich, Cherokee-specific rhetorical educations. The historical record has 

preserved a great deal of evidence exhibiting the culture of civic engagement into which 

these women were woven. Cherokee people cultivated participatory decision-making 

skills in their daughters from an early age and these women, in turn, practiced Cherokee 

sovereignty in inter- and intra-cultural affairs. Cherokees learned the rhetorical skills 

necessary for leadership and diplomacy through internalizing these stories and by 

observing how matrilineality governed patterns of behavior all around them. According 

to historian Sarah Hill, Cherokee women’s educations 
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[O]ccurred in household gardens and clan fields where young girls 

gradually learned about plants and crops, seeds and seasons, [sacred and 

medicinal] formulas and weather.  Becoming a Cherokee woman meant 

weaving together knowledge from and of the past with experiences and 

resources of the present.  With every decade of the 1700s came a change 

in knowledge, experiences, and resources.  With every decade women 

transformed and were transformed, weaving new worlds from old. (Hill 

34) 

Hill’s analysis not only points to the variety of ways Cherokee women learned about their 

worlds, but also shows how they cannily adapted their knowledge bases to serve the 

needs of their communities throughout the eighteenth century in response to changes 

wrought by contact with other cultures and communities of people. 

 Just as Cherokee women were skilled at shaping and transforming their 

surrounding landscapes to feed their kinspeople with corn, beans, and squash, and to heal 

their families with their knowledge of medicinal herbs, so too were they were schooled in 

Cherokee discursive strategies and situated literacies through contact with orally 

transmitted stories, observance of legal practices, and attendance at important political 

and ceremonial events. An understanding of late eighteenth-century Cherokee rhetorical 

strategies, then, requires exploration of Cherokee stories, political and legal practices and 

matrilineal clan structure as integral to the transmission of knowledge in Cherokee 

society.  
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Given the centrality of oratory within eighteenth-century Cherokee society and 

women’s revered status within that society,25 women like Nanye’hi and Katteuha were 

not “nontraditional rhetors” from a Cherokee perspective. Within the specific discipline 

of rhetoric and composition, however, Cherokee women’s texts are not canonical. The 

discipline has repeatedly ignored Nanye’hi’s request that we “hear” her words. Or 

perhaps, scholars simply cannot fully understand their complexity and historical 

importance because current definitions of rhetoric do not offer adequate interpretive 

faculties to do so. This chapter attempts to address this absence in the canon and invites 

scholars in rhetoric and composition to consider the implications of these texts for 

common understandings of the articulation between Cherokee intellectual history and 

rhetorical studies.  

Iris Marion Young’s analysis presents (yet another) reason to look at the rhetoric 

of Cherokee women.  Young has noted that culturally biased, ethnocentric models of 

deliberative discourse limit scholarly understandings of what counts as rhetoric, a claim 

that has contributed to the absence of Cherokee women’s texts in the field. Young writes, 

“The institutional forms, rules, and rhetorical and cultural styles have defined the 

meaning of reason itself in the modern world” (123).  Young proposes a corrective model 

that she labels “communicative democracy,” which “requires in addition to critical 

argument: greeting, rhetoric, and storytelling” (129).  This model not only calls attention 

                                                
25 Paula Gunn Allen describes Native societies like that of the Cherokees as a gynocracy: 
“woman-centered tribal societies in which matrilocality, matrifocality, matrilinearity, 
maternal control of household goods and resources, and female deities of the magnitude 
of the Christian God were and are present and active features of traditional tribal life” 
(Allen 3-4). 
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to the contexts and situatedness of speech, but also places importance on the linguistic 

and nonlinguistic symbolic or spiritual rituals, or “gestures that bring people together 

warmly” (129).  The model legitimizes narrative as a mode through which speakers call 

attention to their own experiences and disclose the sources of their own values and 

meanings. She explains that: 

[N]arrative can serve to explain to outsiders what practices, places, or symbols 

mean to the people who hold them.  Values, unlike norms, often cannot be 

justified through argument. But neither are they arbitrary. . . . Through narrative 

the outsiders may come to understand why the insiders value what they value and 

why they have the priorities they have. . .  Values appear as a result of a history, 

by which a group relates ‘where they are coming from.’ (131-132)   

Young encourages scholars of rhetoric to see narrative as a part of public discourse.26 

The inclusion of greetings (or other Cherokee-specific symbolic and/or spiritual rituals) 

and storytelling in a definition of rhetoric necessitates rhetorical analysis grounded in the 

context of Cherokee culture.  

Cherokee women knew how to use narrative rhetorically—understanding how 

they do this may help rhetoric scholars better understand these practices as legitimate 

rhetorical techniques. They understood how cultural and national narratives play a major 

role in defining everyday realities. Their records show that they used Cherokee narratives 

                                                
26 This emphasis on the importance of storytelling resonates with what Native writer 
Thomas King explores in The Truth About Stories: that is, narrative recounts “how the 
world was formed, how things came to be, for contained within creation stories are 
relationships that help to define the nature of the universe and how cultures understand 
the world in which they exist” (10). 
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for rhetorical invention. By engaging in intercultural discourse with allusions to Cherokee 

stories and ceremonial practices, Nanye’hi and Katteuha not only situate themselves 

within a larger community, they call attention to the authority of their own paradigms of 

interaction and use their Cherokee-specific situated literacies27 to critique unjust actions.  

 

Cherokee Stories as Cherokee Knowledge Bases  

Eighteenth-century Cherokee girls became Cherokee women in a social structure 

that sustained and enabled their political and cultural engagement in important 

negotiations, relationships, and ceremonies. Cherokee females were schooled in 

epistemologies and discursive strategies through contact with the stories that their 

mothers and clan uncles28 passed to them.  Mothers taught “by example, showing girls 

how to be mothers and sisters, daughters and wives, storytellers and traders” (Hill 34).  

Cherokee stories provided the community with the basic elements of and context for what  

Rhetoric scholar Scott Lyons calls rhetorical sovereignty, or the “inherent right and 

ability of peoples to determine their own communicative needs and desires in this pursuit, 

to decide for themselves the goals, modes, styles, and languages of public discourse” 

                                                
27 David Barton and Mary Hamilton write that “[l]ooking at different literacy events, it is 
clear that literacy is not the same in all contexts; rather, there are different literacies.  The 
notion of different literacies has several senses: for example, practices which involve 
different media or symbolic systems, such as film or computer, can be regarded as 
different literacies” (10). 
28 The influence a Cherokee father had on a child “was likely very minimal, as the 
matrilineal Cherokee social structure saw the relationship of uncles to their sisters’ 
children as the fundamental male-child connection, not that of fathers.  As the fathers 
were of different clans from that of their children, they weren’t related to them” (Justice 
32). 
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(Lyons 449). Nanye’hi and Katteuha were chosen by their communities as representatives 

of their people because they had shown their commitment to and understanding of 

Cherokee “goals, modes, styles, and languages of public discourse” (Lyons 449). In 

essence, they had proven themselves successful students of Cherokee ways of knowing.  

The most ubiquitous story in Cherokee culture, according to Cherokee scholars 

Jack and Anna Kilpatrick, is the story of Selu, the corn mother, and Kana’tî, the “Lucky 

Hunter.” The following story is summarized from several accounts passed from several 

informants of the Eastern Band Cherokees of North Carolina, particularly an informant 

identified as A'yun'ini/Swimmer, who gave written and oral materials to James Mooney 

at end of the 19th century. Mooney recorded two versions of The Origin of Corn and 

Game in his collection Myths of the Cherokees. The multiple versions in this volume 

suggest there are many, many more versions of this story.  Both versions Mooney 

recorded concern the children of Selu and Kana’tî, who wonder at the ease with which 

their parents are able to provide them with food.  In some versions of the myth, this story 

concerns two brothers: one, the son of Selu and Kana’tî and, the other, Wild Boy, a child 

“always wild and artful in his disposition” (Mooney 243) who is born of the blood of 

game that Selu washes into the river.  Wild Boy convinces his brother to follow first 

Kana’tî while he is hunting and then Selu as she goes to prepare corn and beans for the 

family.  They find out first that Kana’tî keeps a store of game in an underground cavern 

covered by a rock.  Everyday, he lets an animal out and kills it to provide his family with 

meat.  When the children discover this, they move the rock with the intention of killing a 

deer, but they let all of the animals out as well. Kana’tî punishes the boys by sending a 

swarm of bugs to bite and sting them.  Next, as they watch Selu prepare corn and beans, 
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they discover that she makes the food by standing over a basket and shaking the food 

from her body. They come to the conclusion that she is a witch and resolve to kill her, but 

Selu, possessing the foresight and knowledge of her sons’ plans, gives them instructions 

for how to grow their own corn: “when you have killed me, clear a large piece of ground 

in front of the house and drag my body seven times around the circle. Then drag me 

seven times over the ground inside the circle and stay up all night and watch, and in the 

morning you will have plenty of corn” (Mooney 244).  When Kana’tî returns, he is very 

angry with his sons for murdering his wife and their mother.  In some versions of the 

story, he dies and leaves the boys with the means to provide for themselves. In other 

versions, he appeals to the Wolf people to murder the boys—a fate the boys avoid. This 

version ends with Kana’tî joining Selu in the east. 

The much-repeated story provides the basis for Cherokee gender roles and is one 

source of women’s high esteem: Corn—the substance that sprang from Selu’s knowledge 

and sacrifice—was at the center of Cherokee life. 29  As nineteenth-century writer John 

Howard Payne explained, “A female, for example, is held in special honor, and identified 

with corn or maize. Most of all the night dances refer in some way to her, as did some of 

the ceremonies of the green corn festival” (Payne, vol.1 24). According to Greene and 

                                                
29 In the early eighteenth-century, Cherokees traded both deerskins and corn with South 
Carolinians (Greene and Robinson 45). Colonial military officials recognized the 
importance of corn in Cherokee society, and as such, destroyed vast fields in an effort to 
overpower and suppress Cherokees. Prior to the aforementioned Treaty of Holston in 
1781, John Sevier, a commander in American military, destroyed 50,000 bushels of corn 
(Greene and Robinson 45-48 and Calloway 198-200). While the military may not have 
understood the symbolic connection Cherokees made between women and corn, their 
attack on the corn supply was an attack on the source of sustenance and, thus, on the 
viability of the Cherokee people.  
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Robinson, “[T]he Selu myth was . . . the basis for the traditional roles of men and women 

which prevailed among the Cherokee people until the mid-1800s” (41). The care of this 

primary staple in the Cherokee diet was the responsibility of women. While male 

members of the community assisted with the cornfields several times a year, women were 

primarily responsible for their maintenance. James Adair, an eighteenth-century 

European ethnographer traveling through Cherokee country, described that it was the 

“duty of old women” to supervise the fields and “if pinching hunger should excite [a 

crow] to descend, they soon frighten him away with their screeches” (Adair 400). Just as 

Nanye’hi was a powerful and vigilant guardian of Cherokee sovereignty, so too were 

Cherokee women protectors of the food that sustained Cherokee life. 

 The Origin of Corn and Game and the ceremonies associated with Selu also 

provide insight into the position of women in Cherokee society. Corn, an important 

symbol of womanhood in Cherokee culture, was important for dietary, economic, and 

political reasons.30 In the story, corn and woman are synonymous: selu is the Cherokee 

word for corn. Fittingly, when Selu dies, corn is born, like her first child, from sustenance 

provided by her body.  The story also provides a basis for the reverence of women’s 

knowledge in Cherokee culture. The woman is a source of life-sustaining knowledge—

she provides her children with corn, especially when game has become scarce because of 

the children’s mistakes. And then, when the boys plot to kill her, she has the foresight 

and capability to pass on to them complex knowledge that will permit their future 

                                                
30 Even more than this, according to Cherokee scholar Mary C. Churchill, this story 
“serves as a useful starting point for developing a template for the interpretation of 
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survival. Ceremonies associated with Selu prescribed proper community behavior. The 

Green Corn Ceremony  

[W]as a festival of thanksgiving, but it was also much more.  It was a time 

when the people were reminded that the welfare of the community 

depended on the actions of each individual; a time when social 

relationships were readjusted—it was a new beginning.  All crimes except 

murder were pardoned, and any offenders in hiding could return without 

fear of punishment” (Greene and Robinson 42).  

The corn they farmed was at the center of Cherokee life. As nineteenth-century writer 

Agriculture and the care of Cherokee land bases were at the center of Cherokee life and 

the maintenance of the corn crop, the primary staple in the Cherokee diet, was the 

responsibility of women. I am, of course, not suggesting that Cherokees saw the 

Cherokee female leaders discussed in the chapter as Selu, but simply that the stories 

about Selu played an important role in establishing and constantly affirming in their 

telling the value of women in the Cherokee world.  

 

Matrilineal Clan Structure 

                                                                                                                                            
Cherokee religious expression” (148).  I use them here, therefore, to make assertions 
about how these stories structure thought, speech, and rhetorical practice. 
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Other Cherokee stories present images of women who protected and facilitated 

Cherokee survival. For example, the following Cherokee origin story, given to Mooney31 

and recorded in Myths of the Cherokee, taught women how to wield their power:  

Men came after the animals and plants.  At first there were only a brother 

and sister until he struck her with a fish and told her to multiply, and so it 

was.  In seven days a child was born to her and thereafter every seven days 

another, and they increased very fast until there was danger that the world 

could not keep them.  Then it was made that a woman should have only 

one child in a year, and it has been so ever since. (240) 

From these stories, young women learned that their bodies possessed a facility potentially 

so powerful (and dangerously so) that they could throw off the balance within their 

communities. Excessive reproduction would lead to overpopulation, which in turn, would 

threaten the sustainability of an entire population. Women must, therefore, use their 

regenerative power responsibly.32 Cherokees believed that menstruation and childbirth 

endowed Cherokee women with symbolic and literal power.  Female blood could 

                                                
31 Jack and Anna Kilpatrick, both Cherokees and native speakers of Cherokee, criticize 
James Mooney’s The Sacred Formulas of the Cherokees, a text that focuses on religious 
texts of the North Carolina Cherokees, for “damaging inaccuracies” and doing “violence 
to the basic structure of the Cherokee i:gawé:sdi [“to say, one”—those things that 
someone says or sings or thinks]” (“Walk in Your Soul” 7).  Although the Kilpatricks 
have made records of the Cherokee stories, Mooney was given a great many more by 
Cherokees in the early 20th century.  Nevertheless, it is important to keep the Kilpatricks’ 
caution in mind. 
32 For more on this see Hill, especially pages 26-30. 
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“overwhelm medicine, spoil crops, or incapacitate warriors” (Hill 32).33   Although 

women’s regenerative potential could be considered a negative force that could upset the 

balance of power in Cherokee communities (as it does in the Cherokee origin story), it 

was critical for the continuity and maintenance Cherokee lifeways.  

The story taught women that they were central to Cherokee life and important to 

the Cherokee clan and kinship system, and thus the story charges women with the 

ultimate responsibility of ensuring Cherokee survival. This origin story also conveyed the 

role of matrilineal clan and kinship in structuring Cherokee society. Matrilineality 

permeates this story, resulting in the formation of “a supportive tribal power structure that 

provided women a position and forum through which to exercise their abilities” (Justice 

38).34  The brother has only a minimal role in the original reproduction, which provides 

an explanation for Cherokee matrilineage. Children trace descent through the line of their 

mothers because women’s bodies populated their communities.  

                                                
33 A menstruating woman possessed such great power that she secluded herself from the 
rest of the tribe. If women did not isolate themselves from the rest of the village during 
these times they would have to “answer for every misfortune that befalls any of the 
people, as a certain effect of the divine fire” (Adair 164). Their seclusion was like that 
which warriors practiced after they returned from battle; according to Perdue, it was “a 
practical precaution and a demonstration of the elevated plane they had achieved” 
(Perdue Cherokee Women 30).  This is fitting, since, like warfare that defended Cherokee 
territory and ensured access to life-sustaining resources, regeneration enables the material 
survival of Cherokee culture.  
34 The birth of a daughter in Cherokee culture was a special event.  Alexander Longe, 
eighteenth-century British traveler, commented that “all the female relations look on the 
[newborn] child to be their proper daughter” [sic] (Longe 24). Likewise, as James Adair 
observed in the mid-eighteenth century, “The Indian women mourn three moons, for the 
death of any female of their own family or tribe” (216). 
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Moreover, the matrilineal clan membership was a central structuring device for 

social, political, and cultural interaction. Fred Gearing argues that while Cherokee 

“families were tightly knit units, a Cherokee’s clan members possessed greater 

importance in the realms of behavior regulation and social interaction” (19). Thus, a 

mother, sister, or maternal uncle possessed more influence over the public behavior of 

any individual than did a father. Sarah Hill’s analysis concurs: 

Clans embraced the entire population, weaving patterns of relationships 

and responsibilities into the fabric of kinship.  Every individual extended 

beyond households, through settlements, and across the nation. . . . The 

mother’s identity took precedence over all other ancestry . . . Identity and 

a complex of clan possessions, which ranged from land and insignia to 

customs and prayers, descended from mothers. (27)   

Marriages occurred across clans, as doing otherwise was considered incest, but in 

keeping with the matrilocal structure, husbands moved to their wives’ villages.  

Matrilineal clan structure gave eighteenth-century Cherokee women a great deal 

more social mobility and freedom than their Eurowestern female contemporaries. 

Eurowesterners who encountered Cherokee villages often commented on (and, as the 

historian Theda Perdue has pointed out, submitted as evidence of savagism) the power 

Cherokee women possessed in this kinship system. Eurowestern travelers like Adair 

maintained misogynistic ideas about women that opposed the ideals embedded in 

Cherokee culture: 

[T]hey have been a considerable while under petticoat-government, and 

allow their women full liberty to plant their brows with horns as oft as 
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they please, without fear of punishment. On this account their marriages 

are ill observed, and of a short continuance; like the Amazons, they 

divorce their sighing bed-fellows, at their pleasure, and fail not to execute 

their authority, when their fancy directs them to a more agreeable choice. 

(Adair 181-182) 

Adair’s reference to cuckoldry here illustrates not only Adair’s own itching discomfort 

with Cherokee female power, but also the Eurowestern patriarchal attitude toward women 

in general.  Adair linked sexual freedom to the general freedom he saw Cherokee women 

practicing. To Adair and others like him, Cherokee women seemed promiscuous, and 

thus, exhibited a disregard for the sanctity of marital life.  Put differently, Cherokee 

women’s public speeches and leadership roles challenged Adair’s notions of gender and 

power.  

In Eurowestern culture, women were considered property and were to be cared for 

as such. In other words, Eurowestern men who allowed women sexual freedom were 

perceived as not being able to understand how to protect their property. Thus, Cherokee 

women’s power threatened patriarchal family structure.35 Grounded in the ideology of 

patriarchy, these conceptions of Native womanhood were far from accurate.  Cherokee 

women possessed the political and social freedom to speak their minds without fear of 

censure, as well as the personal freedom to choose sexual partners. While adultery was 

prohibited, Cherokee marriage bonds were considered a “temporary state and may be 

                                                
35 For more on Eurowestern perceptions of Native women and how those perceptions 
affect nineteenth-century policy, see Theda Perdue. “Native Women in the Early 
Republic.” 
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dissolved, at will, by either party” (Rennard Strickland 23). According to historian 

William McLoughlin: “Women were not considered the private property of their 

husbands.  A husband might punish his wife for adultery but it was more common simply 

to leave her.  Likewise, a woman could put her husband out of her house for adultery, or 

for any reason, to end her relationship with him” (McLoughlin 13). When divorces 

occurred, Cherokee women possessed as much, if not more, financial and social power 

than their husbands. Matrilineal clan membership dictated that a married couple’s 

children belonged to their mother and her physical property (such as her house and land) 

remained her own, and she could count on her clan relations to help support her children. 

The matrifocal, matrilineal nature of clan membership that inheres in this societal 

framework permitted women who divorced self-sufficiency and freedom from the stigma 

that attaches to divorced women in paternalistic societies. 

 

Cherokee  Legal Structures 

Prior to 1730, Cherokee territory was a loosely organized group of villages in the 

region that included parts of North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, Georgia, and 

Alabama. Common language and the bonds of kinship unified these villages.  Because 

eighteenth-century Cherokees were unified by matrilineal clan membership, and not by 

centralized national authority, authoritarian coercion and submission were very difficult 

to enact.  Cherokee peoples, therefore, possessed a richly developed set of rhetorical and 
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diplomatic traditions.36 Cherokee village members met in the village council house when 

important political decisions were to be made—the meetings were open to all members of 

a village.  Because of the democratic nature of their culture, a village headman’s power 

was located in his persuasive speaking abilities. Furthermore, individuals and groups of 

Cherokees use epideictic rhetoric to punish wrongdoing or reward good behavior.  

Even eighteenth-century European travelers through Cherokee country, 

prejudiced as they often were against seeing the cultural complexity in the “savages” they 

encountered, remarked in the mid-eighteenth century that “[a]ll the Indian languages, are 

truly rhetorical, or figurative, assisting their speech by tropes, their hands, flexure of the 

head, the brow, in short, every member, naturally associate, and give their assistance to 

render their harangues eloquent, persuasive and effectual” (Bartram 519). William 

Bartram’s comment affirms what Cherokee female leaders already knew about 

themselves and their records reveal: these women were nurtured into leaders who fought 

for the rights of their people using the Cherokee-specific strategies they had learned from 

their Cherokee elders. In “Cherokee Rhetoric: A Forceful Weapon,” William Strickland 

argues that because of their emphases on oral storytelling and eloquence in public 

speaking, eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Cherokee rhetoric bore a resemblance to 

Ancient Greek rhetoric. In council meetings, Cherokees learned specific rules for public 

speaking. As Strickland notes, “The custom that all could speak in the councils meant 

that the speeches had to be short. This pressure resulted in a style of speaking which was 

                                                
36 See Gearing, Fred Priests and Warriors: Social Structures for Cherokee Politics in the 
18th Century and Tom Hatley The Dividing Paths: Cherokees and South Carolinians 
through the Revolutionary Era 
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compact, with every word having meaning and a definite reason for being included” 

(377). Strickland fails to note one important difference that between the Cherokee system 

and the Greek system: Cherokee women attended and spoke at important political 

meetings. 

After 1730, Cherokee village and social structures began a centralization process, 

but even by the late eighteenth-century, clan and kinship were still important organizing 

structures in the society—and, oratory was still an integral part of Cherokee town council 

meetings.37 Cherokees valued deliberation as a means to build careful consensus, but 

consensus rarely (if ever) meant unanimity. A Cherokee who disagreed with consensus 

“might be scorned for refusing to go along with the group, but he was not punished.  

There was no such concept as treason, even for those who refused to join in a war” 

(McLoughlin 11). Because Cherokees regularly met in town council houses to resolve 

local disputes, oratory and rhetoric were central to local Cherokee governance.  

The very foundations of the Cherokee governing systems allowed for, even 

required, disagreement. Holm’s, Churchill’s, and Justice’s analyses of Cherokee 

traditions point out that the Cherokees' leadership consisted of two bodies, a group that 

governed during wartime and another that governed during peacetime. Each of these 

governing bodies needed each other to “balance each others’ strengths and weaknesses . . 

. understanding Cherokee dualism is to understand its necessary complementarity; it is a 

dynamic and relational perspective, not an assumption of unitary supremacy” (Justice 

28). According to Holm, the white/peace council was composed of elderly Beloved men 

                                                
37 For more one this process, see Hatley, The Dividing Paths. 
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and women, usually former warriors who used their wisdom and life experience to 

interpret Cherokee laws, seek consensus, and facilitate peace through compromise. The 

red/war council included mostly younger warriors, and it replaced the white council 

during wartime to provide leadership for warriors in battle.38  

Power and coercion certainly existed in Cherokee communities, but power was 

not located within one centralized body. Justice argues that, “Cherokee law held that a 

leader received his or her power from the consent of the people themselves, not from an 

abstract power, and as such the best leaders with the most influence were those who 

could best argue the case for a particular course of action” (33).  The Anishinaabe scholar 

Scott Lyons echoes this point: “Cherokees found their national identity and interests in 

the concept of the people . . . reason and rationality were deployed always with an 

idealistic eye toward the betterment of the people, including but not limited to the 

individuals which constituted it, through the practices of tradition and culture” (455). 

Power existed in the pursuit of consensus through argumentation and was dispersed 

throughout different spheres of influence. In this sense, all young Cherokees were shaped 

by educations designed for civic engagement.39  

Female political authority existed in many different forms in eighteenth-century 

Cherokee society. For example, Beloved Women like Nanye’hi possessed particular 

authority and “sat with chiefs and male warriors in council and spoke with singular 

                                                
38 See Holm, especially pages 44-51. 
39 For more on Native rhetorical traditions, see: William Strickland. “Cherokee Rhetoric: 
A Forceful Weapon” and Robert Yageleski. “A Rhetoric of Contact: Tecumseh and the 
Native American Confederacy.”  
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authority” (Hill 29). Not all Cherokee women possess authority like Nanye’hi’s, but 

public political power was not gendered male as it was in Eurowestern societies: 

Matrilineal, matrilocal Indian societies such as the Cherokee offer a 

radically different model of how men and women can create relationships 

of gender equivalence. . . . In the traditional Cherokee culture the 

permeability of the public and private spheres reinforced egalitarian 

values. . . . In small-scale communities, making distinctions between 

public and private spheres simply was not meaningful. (Johnston 3) 

Cherokee social structure also allowed for a women’s council, where  “they might serve 

as a court designed to punish affronts that were offenses to them and the tribe growing 

from the regulations of women” (Strickland 26).  Eighteenth-century travelers described 

this lack of gendered differentiation between public and private.  Adair wrote of a 

Cherokee ceremony intended to make amends during a drought. The role that women 

play in this description indicates a method used to persuade wrong-doers to make amends 

for their actions: “The old women, as they go along, will exclaim loudly against the 

young people, and protest they will watch their manners very narrowly for the time to 

come, as they are sure of their own steady virtue” (Adair 132).  While Adair’s language 

likens these women to a bunch of annoying, hypocritical Harpies (so “sure of their own 

steady virtue”), this female group had an important role in Cherokee society.  As such, 

these loudly exclaiming women possessed real political power. Female community 

members were an active audience that enforced appropriate behavior through formal and 

vocal censure. 
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In fact, all married Cherokee males were subject to an audience of his matrilineal 

kin.  He had to behave appropriately toward his wife, children, wife’s parents, wife’s 

siblings, and wife’s sister’s husband.  If he failed to do so, an entire village “was ready to 

hear and repeat gossip, and his repute suffer.  This audience was not a faceless mass; for 

example, the disapproval of a sister was extremely painful” (Gearing 19). Entire villages 

would attend council meetings and sit with the other members of their matrilineal clans, 

not their immediate families: 

The physical seating arrangements in council reflected these structural 

facts. All the village—men, women, and children, some 400 in all—came 

into the council house when the white [peace] standard which announced 

councils (and ceremonials) was raised.  The priest chief and his priestly 

and secular officials sat on special benches toward the center as the seven-

man [clan-based] inner council.  Around the side of the council house 

(some were seven-sided) sat the rest of the population; each clan section 

sat together (Gearing 24).   

While male members of the clan were usually (though not always) the speakers in these 

meetings, the clan-based seating arrangement had positive consequences for Cherokee 

women’s abilities to wield power in this civic space. First, mothers would sit surrounded 

by their children, the figurative and literal symbols of their power.40 Second, because 

family units were divided at council, matrilineal lines organized the seven representative 

                                                
40 This can be read that against a common EuroAmerican conception of Native women 
as drudges who were burdened by chores and children tied to their backs.  In a Cherokee 
context, a child would be a symbol of a woman’s authority, not a burden. 
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bodies at political meetings. According to Wilma Mankiller, women  “sometimes raised 

their voices in judgment to override the authority of the chiefs when women believed the 

welfare of the tribe demanded such an action.  It was common custom among the ancient 

Cherokees that any important questions relating to war and peace were left to a vote of 

the women” (207). Perdue’s analysis concurs: “as mothers, women often had 

considerable influence on the debate: on occasion they discouraged warriors from 

pursuing an enemy who had taken children hostage, or they prodded reluctant warriors 

into taking action” (Cherokee Women 70). Therefore, male clan members were under the 

watchful eyes and attendant ears of their mothers and other matrilineal kinspeople—

women would either transmit their concerns through the male members of their clans or 

vocalize their concerns as the issue demanded.  

Throughout the eighteenth century, colonizers’ patriarchal assumptions, 

impositions, and policies presented multiple challenges to Cherokee systems of 

governance and organization that negatively affected women’s control over important 

political decisions. Starting in the early eighteenth-century, the Cherokee economy began 

to change, and certain customary behaviors shifted along with it.  For example, economic 

shifts destabilized the equitable gender balance as the necessity for trade forced 

Cherokees to deal with colonial authorities who, as Rennard Strickland argues, 

“attempted to impose their monarchical [and, hence, patriarchal] concepts in diplomatic 

relations” (47). More and more, EuroAmerican traders and colonial officials demanded to 

deal with male representatives of the Cherokee people: “The precedent for men, 

particularly warriors, to conduct negotiations long had been established” (Perdue 

Cherokee Women 104). As Cherokee women’s textual interventions evince, however, 
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during the latter part of the eighteenth century, women continued to attend, speak at, and 

surveil treaty conference proceedings. 

 

Treaty of Long Island of Holston (1781): Day Three, July 28  

Nanye’hi’s speech comes from a record of a treaty meeting between U.S. officials 

and Cherokees, which occurred in present-day eastern Tennessee at the end of the 

American Revolution. The purpose of this meeting was to end a conflict that had its 

immediate roots in fighting between Cherokees and illegal colonial settlers during the 

Revolutionary period. During this period, Nanye’hi’s cousin Tsiyu Gansini formed the 

Chickamaugas, a group that Justice labels a Cherokee “nationalist resistance movement . 

. . devoted to armed response to U.S. violence and expansion into ancestral territories” 

(30), The Chickamaugas made an alliance with the British soldiers against Revolutionary 

soldiers (Calloway 206). U.S. soldiers responded violently to the Chickamauga 

resistance, sending out soldiers to destroy the towns that surrounded Chota, an important 

political and ceremonial capitol in Cherokee country and the so-called “white” or peace 

town, a location of refuge for Cherokees who sought protection after violating laws.  

Soldiers destroyed thousands of bushels of corn and much of the Cherokees’ livestock, 

forcing those Cherokees who were not fighting with the Chickamaugas to negotiate a 

peace agreement. While Nanye’hi fought for the survival of her people through the use of 

her oratorical and peacemaking skills, Tsiyu Gansini, her cousin, led the Chickmaugas 

against the encroachment of whites through militaristic means.  The Cherokee red/white 

political system allowed for the coexistence of both paths. The leadership styles and 

motives of Nanye’hi and Tsiyu Gansini were emblems of the aforementioned red/white 
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political structure: “For all his prowess as a military leader, strategist, and freedom 

fighter, Tsiyu Gansini was above all a traditionalist, a man who loved his people and who 

honored their ancient commitment to their homeland and the spirits that inhabited it, and 

he was as much a champion for Cherokee survival as was his cousin Nanye’hi” (Justice 

36). As Cherokees saw it, both the red and white entities fought for the endurance of their 

people. Nanye’hi spoke as the Beloved woman of the Cherokees alongside another white 

path tribal leader named Kaataahee, or the Tassel. As a leader from Chota, Nanye’hi 

would have been representing white path Cherokees, but at the same time, she might have 

had some allegiances to or sympathy for her cousin’s cause; thus she was a negotiator 

among three distinct groups.  

In 1781, Nanye’hi’s stories and experiences had endowed her with the status of 

War Woman as well as Beloved Woman.  These two positions meant that she was a 

charismatic and politically-engaged tribal elder and mother of three who, in her youth, 

had demonstrated bravery in battle.  These particularly influential positions within the 

Cherokee community accentuate the deep and scathing irony of her declaration to the 

U.S. Treaty Commissioners in 1781 that women are “nothing.” Nanye’hi achieved her 

venerated position as a War Woman by crossing Cherokee gender boundaries and 

engaging in battle after her husband, Kingfisher, fell.  This act gave her a uniquely 

powerful status in her clan. Nanye’hi was one of those rare individuals who could survive 

crossing the boundary between female and male worlds. As a Cherokee woman who 

engaged in warfare, she 

was no longer merely a woman nor, of course, was she a warrior.  As an 

anomaly, she possessed extraordinary power: through war and 
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menstruation she had male and female contact with blood.  Each 

experience singly was a source of power and danger; when the two came 

together, the power was phenomenal and permitted these women to move 

between the worlds of men and women. (Perdue Cherokee Women 39)   

As someone who wielded both male and female power, Nanye’hi’s influence was clearly 

respected.  

Because the women’s authority was linked to the trope of revered motherhood, 

Nanye’hi’s rhetoric is informed by the Cherokee reverence for motherhood. She 

repeatedly reasons that the colonial officials must listen to women “because we are your 

Mothers” (Greene). Given their status within the matrilineal social structure, Cherokee 

women commonly “invoked motherhood as the source of their power and used their 

status as mothers to make public appeals” (Perdue Cherokee Women 55). The concept 

carried a great deal of cultural capital and rhetorical force among Cherokees.41 

Furthermore, by referencing motherhood—something that Eurowesterners also revered, 

though perhaps not to the extent of and from within a dramatically different context than 

Cherokees—the rest of the short 1781 speech offers up very specific evidence of 

women’s value in both Cherokee and Eurowestern cultures, a technique which serves to 

underscore Nanye’hi’s ironic declaration that women are “nothing.”  

Her demand that treaty commissioners bring her words to Eurowestern women is 

                                                
41 This concept continues to carry weight among contemporary Cherokee people: Circe 
Sturm writes that “a mother’s blood links her and her children to a complex of web 
kinship and community relations, to a custom of matrilineal clan membership and 
matrilocal residence that extends to the furthest known reaches of Cherokee history. So it 
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an assertion of the sovereignty of Cherokee ideas and concepts. She asks that the U.S. 

officials to “let your women hear our words,” because only women had lived through the 

experiences of childbirth and motherhood, which had prepared them to understand and 

properly acknowledge her references to the power of motherhood. Because the concepts 

associated with Cherokee womanhood had linguistic and rhetorical power, she pulls from 

these concepts to convey the significance of her words for mothers to the women of the 

Eurowestern world. 

U.S. Colonel William Christian’s response to Ward’s 1781 speech, saturated with 

EuroAmerican patriarchal ideology, exhibits how Cherokee women were misinterpreted 

by white colonizers. Christian delivered the following response:  

Mothers.  

We have listened well to your talk; it is humane [. . .] No man can hear it 

without being [moved by] it.  Such words and thoughts from unlearned 

Women show the world [that] human nature is the same [. . .]  Our women 

shall hear your words, and we know how they will feel and think of them.  

W[e are] all descendants of the same Woman; we will not quarrel with 

you, because you ar[e] our mothers. We will no[t] meddle with your 

People if they will be still, and quiet at home and let us live in Peace. 

(Greene) 

Even though, as Carney points out, the first part of his response indicates a reverence for 

Nanye’hi’s words and ideas, other parts of the statement expose his patriarchal, 

                                                                                                                                            
was that in this context at a Cherokee ceremonial ground on a special day of celebration . 
. . , my Cherokee companions tried to place people through their mothers” (28). 
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paternalistic assumptions about women. By labeling Cherokee women “unlearned” he 

dismisses the complexity of their systems of knowledge and he dismisses those systems 

of knowledge that rhetoric scholars are just now recognizing as significant.  Furthermore, 

Christian’s statement, directed at a woman though very likely meant for the entirety of 

the Cherokee population, assumes that people like Nanye’hi should remain “still and 

quiet” within the “home.” As Jodi Relyea points out, Christian assumes that “[w]hite men 

. . . know how white women will ‘feel and think’ of Ward’s words.  He does not grant 

white women a voice.  This attempt to silence extends to Native women and men” 

(Relyea 9). His response feminizes the entirety of Cherokee people by relegating them to 

the domestic space, a space symbolized by the pure, pious (not to mention voiceless) 

white woman.  

The attitude embodied in his response is an example of the driving attitude behind  

U.S. policy towards Native peoples in the nineteenth century. Matrilineal social structure 

was threatening to a colonizing administration in the business of nation building, which 

was constituted on the strict, gendered separation of the public and private spheres.42 

Thus, colonial officials like Christian sought to restructure Cherokee society by bringing 

women into subjection to Native men, and entire native tribes into subjugation to the 

federal government as domestic dependents. Although Christian states that peace depends 

on how “still and quiet” Cherokees can be, as Nanye’hi’s speeches (and Tsiyu Gansini’s 

armed resistance) show, Cherokee women (and men) possessed a mandate to fight 

(through debate or military might) for their life ways—thus, it is not their place to remain 

still and quiet.  Rather, her presence at the treaty meeting affirms the importance of 
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Cherokees (and more specifically, Cherokee women’s) involvement in politics at home 

and abroad. 43 

Because her culture valued women’s experiences, authority, and influence in 

decision-making processes, Nanye’hi’s definition of how to establish peace differs 

greatly from Christian’s.  By utilizing the authority of motherhood, Nanye’hi announces 

that peace will exist when a figurative reciprocal adoption takes place between the two 

societies: she explains that the Euro-Americans must “Let your women’s sons be ours; 

our sons be yours” (Greene). Matrilineal clan structure afforded women rights over 

children and war captives, and it gave women the power to replenish clan members 

through adoption after clans were decimated by tragedies such as wars, famines, or 

epidemics. In doing this, Cherokee women rebalanced the population within their 

communities and facilitated peace and harmony. According to Perdue, “[p]eace could be 

sustained, she believed, only if the Cherokees and their enemies became one people 

bound by ties of kinship.  She called for the women to respond because only women 

could accomplish this goal” (Perdue Cherokee Women 101). Her figurative adoption 

implies that unity in kinship would facilitate peace—peace comes when the nations care 

for and make compromises with one another, as family members do.  

Furthermore, this figurative adoption staged the type of power that Cherokee 

women wielded. Cherokee society endowed women with the power to make political 

                                                                                                                                            
42 For more on this, see Theda Perdue,  “Native Women in the Early Republic.” (85-122) 
43 In this context, by forewarning white settlers of her cousin’s Tsiyu Gansini’s plan to 
attack an illegal white settlement on Cherokee land, Nanye’hi is shoring up the 
boundaries of her identity in a shifting and rapidly changing world. The speech above and 
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decisions about adoption of captives that could lead to peace between tribes. According 

to Lieutenant Henry Timberlake who traveled through Cherokee territory in the mid-

eighteenth century, a Cherokee female leader could “by the wave of a swan’s wing 

deliver a wretch tied to the stake” (94). In his statement, Timberlake referred to Cherokee 

women’s traditional involvement in deciding which of the Cherokee’s war captives 

would be adopted and incorporated into the clan system, and which of the captives would 

be condemned to death. These decisions held great political and diplomatic significance 

for Cherokee people, as the adoption of an individual from another group, clan, nation, or 

tribe could right previous wrongs, thereby producing a long-lasting peace between 

enemies. Her assertion of traditional power directly challenged Christian’s patriarchal 

attitude, as well as the patriarchal ideology seeping into Cherokee culture at this point in 

time. 

 

Treaty of Long Island of Holston (1781):  The Final Day, August 2 

A few days after Nanye’hi’s presentation at the conference, a group of five 

women appeared in front of an audience of Cherokees and Eurowesterners.  This speech 

has not been, to my knowledge, the center of sustained scholarly attention, though 

Cynthia Cumfer touches upon the first part of the speech in a paragraph in a historical 

study, Separate Peoples, One Land: The Minds of Cherokees, Blacks, and Whites on the 

Tennessee Frontier.44 The reasons for this neglect remain mysterious: perhaps it is 

                                                                                                                                            
others like it exhibits, for many Cherokees, that she was a courageous orator and tribal 
leader who defended her tribe’s survival and sovereignty.   
44 See Cynthia Cumfer, especially page 38. 
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because the record of this speech is damaged by time or perhaps it is because some of the 

rhetorical conventions that these women use might be construed as disappointingly 

assimilationist and thus, the speech is not easily celebrated as an example of women’s 

authority in Cherokee women’s rhetorical history. After all, while these women did stand 

in front of an audience of treaty commissioners, the male Cherokee leader Hanging Maw 

introduces them and then speaks for them: “Here are fiv[e] / Old Women, standing nex[t] 

to m[e] [they] are to represent / the whole, but they are a[sh]amed to speak out 

themselve[s] / and have ask me to g[ive] out the Words to you as th[ey] / whisper them to 

me; and [they] will now begin.”  (Greene).  

These “Old Women” spoke through Hanging Maw, the record seems to explain, 

because they are too modest to speak in public.  It could be argued that their “shame” 

about public speaking is evidence that these women had been pressed into a narrow 

socio-political category because Cherokees had absorbed and enacted the circumscription 

of women’s agency and the relegation of women to the domestic, private sphere. This 

reading would claim that by the late eighteenth century, Cherokee women had accepted 

the notion women should be apolitical, or that women were pre-political in that their 

purpose was to inculcate values into their male children in an effort to turn them into 

ethical citizens. Therefore, this rhetorical convention could be read as evidence that 

Eurowestern patriarchal attitudes had disturbed the egalitarian gender balance among 

Cherokees. 

However, I would like to offer an alternate interpretation that honors this text by 

examining it within the specific national and cultural identities of the speakers. In having 

Hanging Maw speak for them, these women are mimicking the conventional structure of 
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a Cherokee town council meeting, and thus even the most seemingly assimilationist part 

of this speech can be explained as an expression of Cherokee rhetorical sovereignty. 

Although words of this speech were coming out of Hanging Maw’s mouth, he made it 

clear that he was not the speaker of the moment, but rather the medium through which the 

women would transmit their message. A Maw is, after all, another word for a mouth, thus 

we might say that as his name implies, his job was to be a mouthpiece. By using Hanging 

Maw as their mouthpiece, the women at the Treaty of Long Island of the Holston 

participate in a longstanding mode of Cherokee women’s political intervention. As they 

would have done at a town council meeting, they are vocalizing their approval and 

disapproval of the ideas conveyed at the meetings by transmitting their concerns through 

the male members of their clans.  

From a Euro-American perspective, Hanging Maw is speaking for a group of 

women who “know their place”; however, from a Cherokee perspective, a group of 

women are claiming ownership over Hanging Maw, whose body a woman produced, and 

using his voice for their communal purposes. Their use of town council structure, 

therefore, shows women calling attention to and honoring traditional Cherokee paradigms 

of rhetorical engagement.  

Furthermore, the fact that this is the second women’s address at this treaty 

meeting shows that women’s political involvement was not merely symbolic at this 

moment in 1781, but rather remained an essential aspect of Cherokee political procedure. 

Female political authority existed in many different forms in eighteenth-century 

Cherokee society. Not all Cherokee women possessed the great authority of Nanye’hi, 

but political power in the public arena was not specifically the domain of Cherokee 
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males. In fact, a Cherokee woman led a separate women’s council, which was seen as a 

necessary component of eighteenth-century Cherokee political structure.  According to 

Cherokee historian Rennard Strickland, the council served  “as a court designed to punish 

affronts that were offenses to them and the tribe growing from the regulations of women” 

(26). The negatively connotative phrase “Old Women” could even result from the 

practices of transcription and translation that occurred to produce this text.  This group of 

five is much less a group of modest and unassuming “Old Women,” and much more a 

women’s council of elders or clan matriarchs endeavoring to protect the land that 

Cherokee women were responsible for cultivating. 

The women’s presence also meant that they could survey the conference 

proceedings as Cherokee women had done throughout the eighteenth century at social 

and ceremonial gatherings, as well as town council meetings. Female community 

members were an active audience that enforced appropriate behavior through vocal 

censure and shaming of the younger community members. They possessed substantial 

political power.   In this context, the apparent “shame” that the group of women feel 

could be seen as directed outwards at their audience and not inwards at themselves.  That 

is, their “shame” is not about speaking in public, but about how they are ashamed at the 

imperialist actions of their audience members.  

This record, coupled with the record of Nanye’hi’s earlier speech, evinces the 

features of a Cherokee women’s rhetorical tradition. The female speakers make known 

the priorities of their nation using allusions to motherhood similar to those that Nanye’hi 

employed.  This technique honors the source of Cherokee women’s traditional power, yet 

again calls attention to and honors traditional Cherokee forms of matrilineal clan-based 
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political and social interaction. They say:  

We the Women of the Cherokee Nation / now speak to you.  We are 

[M]others, and have many sons, / some of the Warriors, a[nd] beloved 

Men.  We call you / also our sons.  W[e] [h]ave  a [r]ight to call you so, 

because / you are the sons of Mothers, and all descended from / the same 

Woman at first.  We say you are our sons, / because by Women, you were 

brought forth into this / World, nursed, suckled, and raised up to be men 

befo[re] / you reached your present Greatness.  You are our Sons[s] / why 

should there be any Difference amongst us, we liv[e] / on the same Land 

with you, and ou[r] P[eople] [ar]e / mixed with white Blood; one third of 

our [people are] /mixed with white Bl[oo]d. why will you ga[text missing] 

/ for us.  Here is wha [one line of text missing]indled.  I placed / our elder 

Brother Col. [Martin] to take care of it for us. / There has be a little 

[disturb]ance betwixt you and us, an[d] / so has it been, betwixt[t] [you 

and] your Fathers over the / great Water: but a[ll is w]ell again. Col. 

Martin our / elder Brother will take care of it for us.  We hope although / 

there has been a sho[w] [of] [d]isturbance between us that our elde[r] / 

Brothers will not [thin]k of taking away this beloved spot / reserved to 

hold g[ran]d Talks on. / A string.  (Greene) 

Like the aforementioned group of women that James Adair describes, they are indeed 

sure of their own “steady virtue” when they position themselves as mothers to the treaty 

commissioners. Mothers, they argue, deserve respect because they endure the physical 

labor of childbirth and nurture children into adulthood.  The multiple references they 
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make to “sons” coupled with their reference to “Warriors” serve both to amplify their 

power as mothers of sons and to remind the white treaty commissions of Cherokees’ 

military prowess.   

In the midst of this reminder, however, is an attempt to establish common ground.  

The women reminded the commissioners of their common humanity by stating that we 

are “all descended from the same Woman at first.” Their language here is doubly coded: 

they are consciously appropriating the Christian language of Eve, the Judeo-Christian 

first woman, and at the same time affirming Selu, the Cherokee first woman.  This 

syncretism allows them to deploy both Christian and Cherokee discourses in a balanced, 

strategic way. In another attempt to establish common ground, the women refer to the 

communal practices between whites and Cherokees: they point out that they have lived 

on the same land for long enough that they possess a common ancestry. Furthermore, 

their reference to mixed-race Cherokees—whose fathers married into Cherokee culture—

shows how matrilineality offers an indigenous theory for how to deal with the offspring 

of intermarried peoples:  these children were Cherokees because their mothers were 

Cherokees. While intermarriage certainly brought change, some of it radical, the 

persistence of the matrilineal clan system tempered the effects of change by holding the 

nation together.   

Finally, their speech refers to Cherokee land rights, without which Cherokee 

women cannot enable the survival of their clans: “We hope although / there has been a 

sho[w of d]isturbance between us that our elde[r] / Brothers will not [thin]k of taking 

away this beloved spot / reserved to hold g[ran]d Talks on” (Greene). In referring to their 

“g[ran]d Talks” they call attention to the highly organized traditions of Cherokee 
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deliberative interaction. By delivering their speech on the spot of ground that they want 

to protect and directly referencing that spot in their speech, these women are using a 

rhetorical act to document ownership to that land; they are situating their authority on the 

land and using that authority to instantiate Cherokee claims to their ancestral meeting 

places. In this way, they indicate that they understand how the changes to Cherokee 

social and political structure threatened the status of women and (therefore) Cherokee life 

itself. 

As part of Cherokee women’s esteem derived from their roles as agriculturalists, 

their protection of the land at this moment in 1781 is key. Colonial military officials 

recognized the importance of corn in Cherokee society, and as such, destroyed vast fields 

in an effort to overpower and suppress Cherokees. Prior to the aforementioned Treaty of 

Holston in 1781, John Sevier, a commander in American military, destroyed 50,000 

bushels of corn.45 While the military may not have understood the symbolic connection 

Cherokees made between women and corn, their attack on the corn supply was an attack 

on the source of sustenance and, thus, on the viability of the Cherokee people. In 

fulfilling heir roles as protectors of the land and food that sustained Cherokee life, this 

group of “Old Women” vigilantly guarded Cherokee sovereignty. 

 

Treaty of Hopewell (1785)  

An inability of the part of the fledging Republic to keep backcountry white 

settlers from illegally encroaching into Cherokee country, however, caused the failure of 

                                                
45 See Greene and Robinson 45-48 and Calloway 198-200 
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the 1781 treaty. The weak, new U.S. government seemed not to have the power (or 

perhaps the desire)46 to stop their encroachment.47 As whites continue to invade and 

illegally lay claim to Cherokee territory, Chickamaugas continue to defend their ancestral 

homeland.   As a result, thirty-six Cherokee leaders and about nine hundred Cherokee 

people met on the Keowee river in present-day South Carolina at Hopewell to agree upon 

a treaty in 1785 Nanye’hi was among them.48  

Until this moment in the 1785, intertribal diplomacy with Eurowesterners was a 

viable option to Cherokees. Rennard Strickland argues that it is not until after the Treaty 

of Hopewell that Cherokees begin “adapting Indian culture to meet the demands of white 

civilization” (5). Cherokee villages are under assault from land-hungry whites and their 

economies are changing some Cherokee lifeways, but their fate as a tribe is still not 

hurtling toward as the Treaty of New Echota and Cherokee Removal. 

The major male Cherokee speaker at this treaty negotiation, Onitositaii (Old 

Tassel) was “experienced in debating legal issues” (Carney 25). However, deliberation is 

only an option if parties on both sides are willing and able to work together to reach 

consensus. What is clear from the treaty records is that at this particular historical 

moment, U.S. representatives either were not willing or able to be open to deliberative 

rhetorical engagement.  

                                                
46 According to Calloway, the federal government is not focusing any energy into 
upholding their end of the 1781 treaty.  Rather, the new national government is busy 
selling Indian lands in Ohio to fill federal coffers. As a result, there is an upwelling of 
Cherokee support for the Chickamauga warriors. (Calloway 207-209) 
47 See McLoughlin 23 
48 See Calloway 207-209 
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Ironically, given that the cause of recent fighting was an American inability to 

abide by the written agreement of 1781, the commissioners at the 1785 negotiations 

appeal to the authority of a written bill of sale that was probably a forgery. Onitositaii, a 

prominent Cherokee spokesman, made repeated attempts to convince whites at the treaty 

meeting that the documents they had proving the sale of Cherokee lands to a Kentuckian 

were forgeries. The commissioners attempt to invalidate his claims by appealing to the 

authority of written text: 

Your memory may fail you; this is on record, and will remain forever.  

The parties being dead, and so much time elapsed since the date of the 

deed, and the country being settled, on the faith of the deed, puts it out of 

our power to do any thing respecting it; you must therefore be content 

with it, as if you had actually sold it. (American State Papers 42)  

However, Onitositaii’s words matter little to whites. The commissioners remain invested 

in the authority of this particular written deed, showing that Americans’ investment in 

written agreements is varied to the extent that it served their interests and their desire for 

land at the cost of Cherokee rights. And thus, “following well-established European 

traditions, commissioners used the ‘law’ to ‘legally’ dispossess the indigenous peoples of 

much of their territory and diminish their sovereignty” (Carney 25). 

 On the second day of the meeting, the irritated Onitositaii concludes his speeches 

by introducing Nanye’hi, “I have no more to say, but one of our beloved women has, who 

has born and raised up warriors” (American State Papers 41).  According to Carney, 

Onitositaii realizes at this moment “that nothing he said would influence the 

commissioners to rescind their government’s actions [and] . . . [he] turned to the War 
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Woman, Nanye’hi, whose reputation commanded respect—even among the Americans” 

(25).  With his attempts to dispute written textual authority using deliberative rhetoric 

repeatedly frustrated, he defers to Nanye’hi, whose oratorical authority was well 

established.  Nanye’hi then addresses the commissioners: 

I am fond of hearing that there is 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.  Your having determined on peace is most pleasing to me, for 

I have seen much trouble during the late war.  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.—[A string, little old pipe, and some tobacco.]   

The talk I have given is from the young warriors I have raised in my town, 

as well as myself.  They rejoice we have peace, and we hope the chain of 

friendship will never more be broke.—[A string of beads.] (American 

State Papers  41). 49 

Here, Nanye’hi again makes multiple references to motherhood to authorize her speech.  

She assumes the position of a mother over children in this speech, but like the women at 

the 1781 meeting, she presumes authority over the commissioners by calling them her 

children, thereby using matrilineality to weaken patriarchal authority.  In addressing her 

audience this way, “she parallels the paternal role of the president while at the same time 
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asserting her own power among the Cherokee and the autonomy of the Cherokee nation” 

(Relyea 12-13).  Then, by calling attention to her own regenerative potential, she reminds 

her audience that human survival depends on women’s bodies.   

Finally, she declares that she speaks not only for herself, but in a strong assertion 

of her matriarchal authority, she speaks for the male Cherokee warriors.  Strategically, 

her claim to speak for warriors serves to highlight the fact that the elder Cherokees who 

are willing to make compromises at the Treaty of Hopewell have enough influence over 

the Chickamaugas to guide them into peaceable relationships with American colonists, as 

long as the colonists hold fast to their end of the treaty agreement. Publicly, she claims to 

speak for male warriors, and in doing so, reminds the commissioners and military 

officials of the various powers that mothers wield: they give birth to warriors who fight to 

ensure the survival of the people.  

Still, as an expert Cherokee orator and diplomat, Nanye’hi invites the 

commissioners to take part in a tobacco ceremony, a sacred Cherokee ritual that seals 

promises of peace and friendship. For Nanye’hi, the agreement between the two entities 

had a sacred dimension—it was binding on both the spirit and the material worlds. At this 

point in time, “Most Cherokees still subscribed to an ideology that located power in 

relationships with the spirits controlling the natural world, subsistence, health, and the 

future.  Women, as well as men, had access to this spiritual power” (Perdue Cherokee 

                                                                                                                                            
49 Here, I am following the transcription methods used by the editors of the American 
State Papers for the 1785 Treaty of Hopewell. 
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Women 63).50 She is “wiping the slate clean of all disagreements and to seeking 

harmony with the spirits who governed the universe” (McLoughlin 12). This is evident in 

the rituals Nanye’hi invokes through her participation in the 1785 negotiation: she seals 

her personal pledges with sacred gifts of tobacco and beads. In a sense, she still has faith 

that the words they use to negotiate this agreement “have the power to bring about 

physical change in the universe” (Carney 11).  The language she uses is more than words; 

it can induce change and action. 

Given how Nanye’hi joins with her Cherokee brethren and interacts with the 

treaty commissioners, it is clear that she believes this compromise will restore peace and 

end violent conflict in the region. Nevertheless, when Nanye’hi expresses relief in this 

1785 speech that her people are “now under the protection of Congress, and shall have no 

more disturbance” (American State Papers 41), this is not an admission that U.S. 

government possesses sovereignty over her people.  On the contrary, the 1785 treaty 

established clear boundaries, for which the Cherokees paid dearly in some of their 

ancestral lands (Calloway 209).  She expects that the Eurowestern colonists will enforce 

the agreement with their people, thereby putting an end to illegal white settlements in 

Cherokee country.   

In the terms of Cherokee legal systems, hers is simply a declaration that she and 

her people are willing to co-exist in a world with Congress and these officials as separate, 

                                                
50 Craig Womack underscores this in his discussion of treaty stories in “Theorizing 
American Indian Experience”: “People who have worked or lived in treaty-based tribal 
communities know that treaties, in fact, are part of sacred discourse in which spiritually 
based beliefs cannot be separated from a complicated legal history. . . .Treaty stories 
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but harmoniously balanced entities. The Beloved path binds Nanye’hi to make the 

compromises: Cherokee people cannot live with the continual encroachment and 

disturbance of illegal settlers into Cherokee territory. Onitositaii (Old Tassel) invokes his 

belief in the sovereignty of all the region’s indigenous nations when commissioners 

assure him that the Chickasaws have verbally agreed to the commissioners’ terms and tell 

him he “must mark a line for them” (American State Papers 41), symbolizing their 

agreement with the Treaty of Hopewell.  He replies to this request by stating that the 

Cherokees “wish to postpone this matter if the Chickasaws would come; it is a kind of 

common right in all the Indians” (American State Papers 42). In the history prior to this 

treaty, Cherokees were often able to establish a custom of mutual respect with other tribal 

peoples (as well as other Cherokee clans), and in that way, let each group retain its own 

sovereignty.  It may be implicit that each community will influence the other, but neither 

entity is sovereign over the other. 

Nanye’hi’s work at this meeting is to maintain the health of a community by 

asserting her power as a Cherokee woman, thereby restoring peace and ensuring cultural 

continuity. While the compromises she engages in, some might say, led to an ultimate 

dismantling of Cherokee sovereignty that culminated in Removal, from the perspective of 

someone on the Beloved Path, her decision was emphatically traditional and 

conservative.51 She was maintaining her position as a leader in a culture that saw 

                                                                                                                                            
often have a sense of the sacred about them as strong as that surrounding any creation 
account” (368-69). 
51 In her loyalty to her community, people argue, she was resistant to the colonial 
project.  As Carney has pointed out, however, a gravesite marker in Tennessee erected by 
the Chattanooga chapter of the Daughters of the American Revolution tells a different 
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women’s traditional leadership as essential to life itself. Justice clarifies her actions, 

explaining that on the Cherokee Beloved/white Path, she “fought for peace, using any 

available means . . . [and] was not betraying her people, but serving the functions of her 

office as Beloved Woman” (Justice 33). In other words, her office charged her with the 

maintenance of cultural continuity. 

The political path that she chose in 1785 is certainly that of someone who is not 

afraid of change and compromise: by attempting to prevent the further death of the white 

settlers at the hands of Chickamauga warriors, she is acknowledging that Cherokee life is 

changing and that women must weave “new worlds from old.”  Her act might be 

compared to the Cherokee water beetle Dayunisi, who, as Christopher Teuton (Cherokee) 

points out, searched out the deep waters for new land for his people, thus creating “new 

terrain upon which the community may continue to grow” (Teuton 197). Cherokee civic 

and communal engagement requires the accommodation of the individual to the common 

good and the search for common ground where it seems there is none. 

 

Katteuha to Benjamin Franklin (1787)  

                                                                                                                                            
story.  This marker, which calls her “The Constant Friend of the American Pioneer,” 
specifically refers to an event during which she warned white settlers in Cherokee 
country of her cousin’s impending attack on them.  The gravesite marker indicates that to 
many white Southerners, she is a Cherokee princess and “Pocahontas of Tennessee,” who 
put the priorities of EuroAmericans before those of her own people and eventually 
assimilated into EuroAmerican culture when she married a white man. The historian 
Robert Conley (Cherokee) argues “[s]ome Cherokees and historians, [reacting to the 
whites’ valorization of Nanye’hi] . . . have said that Dragging Canoe was a patriot and 
Nancy Ward a traitor” (69). 
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In spite of the emphasis placed on the legality of written documents by white 

American government representatives, what was and was not legally binding did not 

really matter.  In spite of the fact the treaty commissioners were present as 

representatives of the citizenry of the United States (and they required that the Cherokees 

present represent all Cherokees, and in many senses, all of the region’s indigenous 

people) the young Republic did not have the military power to enforce the treaty that 

would stop illegal white settlers from continually encroaching on Cherokee lands.52  

These encroachments prompted Cherokee leaders to seek an audience with a U.S. 

representative who they may have perceived as more sympathetic to their causes. In a 

1787 letter to the governor of Pennsylvania, Benjamin Franklin, another powerful 

Cherokee woman, Katteuha, uses references to women’s regenerative power to fight for 

the sovereignty of her people. In this letter, there is no humble—or even ironically 

humble--invocation suggesting that women are “nothing.”  She begins her letter by 

addressing Franklin as “Brother,” perhaps a reference to her sisterly disapproval of 

Americans’ actions. Like Nanye’hi did in 1781, Katteuha indexes her awareness of 

EuroAmerican patriarchy: “tho’ I am a woman giving you this Talk, I am in hopes that 

you and all the Beloved men in Congress will pay particular Attention to it” (Hazard 

181).  She reminds Franklin of the source of her authority by arguing that a “woman 

Does not pull Children out of Trees or Stumps nor out of Logs, but out of our Bodies, so 

that they ought to mind what a women says, and look upon her as mother” (Hazard 181). 

Katteuha’s use of the word “ought” indicates her authoritative, maternalistic, and almost 

                                                
52 See McLoughlin, p. 21 and Calloway, p. 209. 
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shaming tone. As a woman, she regards that it is her “privelage [sic] to Speak to you as 

my own Children, & the same as if you had sucked my Breast” (Hazard 181). And, in this 

role, she tells Franklin that he and his colleagues are not living up to their responsibilities 

as leaders, and she hopes for their sakes and hers that they “have a beloved woman 

amongst you who will help to put her Children Right if they do wrong” (Hazard 181).  

More than simply legitimizing her letter with the notion that all men, even the governor 

of the Pennsylvania, should listen to their mothers, Katteuha’s language references the 

core of Cherokee women’s power.  

Her rhetorical move here is authorized as a common Cherokee women’s practice. 

Like the women that Adair describes, Katteuha is indeed sure of her own “steady virtue” 

when she positions herself as a mother to Franklin: “I have Taken the privelage to Speak 

to you as my own Children, & the same as if you had sucked my Breast” (Hazard 181).  

In this statement, she simultaneously uses concepts associated with motherhood and 

adoption, and legitimates her authority as an elder with a responsibility “to put her 

Children Right if they do wrong” (Hazard 181). Her “letter could be construed as an 

action resistance to being treated as a child, always forced to listen to the words of the 

white “fathers” in Congress” (Carney 30). Katteuha’s suggestion that the Congressmen 

are her children might have seemed presumptuous to them, but in Cherokee terms it 

originated from both frustration that the white men have failed to abide by the 1785 treaty 

as well as a desire for peace.  By calling the men her children, she does not imply a 

biological tie, but one of kinship. Like Nanye’hi, her words invoke the concept of 

adoption. 

Mothers, she argues, deserve respect because they endure the physical labor of 
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childbirth—and act that is parallel to an act in battle and authorizes women’s public 

discourse—and nurture children into warriors. She makes multiple references in this 

speech to her “Children,” the nation’s warriors: “my Children shall keep the path clear & 

white53,” “The Talk you sent to me was to talk to my Children,” “I keep my Children in 

piece [sic]” (Hazard 181).  This repetition serves both to amplify her power and to remind 

the white Congressmen of military might her children possess. She conveys to the eighty-

one year old Franklin, over whom she has presumed the authority of a Cherokee mother, 

that “the old people is [sic] never done Talking to their Children” (Hazard 181).  A 

Cherokee mother, she explains, will continue to “put her Children Right” even after they 

have reached adulthood. Her references to motherhood, adoption, and the power that 

women wielded in decisions about armed resistance here show that Katteuha was on the 

front lines, combating her nation’s greatest challenges with tools very similar to the ones 

that her ancestors used.  

 

The Conflicting Rhetorics of Cherokee Motherhood and EuroAmerican Domesticity 

Cherokee women’s addresses to U.S. officials (and these officials’ replies) bring 

the differences between Euro-American Republican motherhood and Cherokee maternity 

into sharp relief. Perhaps Katteuha’s letter seemed absurd to the congressional 

authorities, but what is clear is her formulation of herself as a woman who had a right, as 

well as a cultural mandate, to participate in their debates.  Conversely, Eurowestern 

                                                
53 Carney point out that Katteuha’s references to the word “white” are “symbolic, 
denoting peace and happiness. . . . As Alan Kilpatrick notes, ‘to the Cherokee psyche the 
color of white celebrates a condition of tranquility and felicity’” (29). 
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women, though respected in certain ways, wielded none of the political power that 

Cherokee women did.  

Central to the Euro-American family structure was the pure, pious, and virtuous 

mother, who was endowed with the responsibility for inculcating republican values and, 

therefore, instrumental to the republic. Native customs (under which women seemed to 

be the primary source of support) defied the burgeoning republican ideology of separate 

spheres.54 As many scholars such as Linda Kerber have argued, Euro-American women 

possessed venerated status during the Republican period; however, the terms of that 

higher status diverged from those of the Cherokee women.  Arguably, Cherokee women 

in Cherokee socio-political spheres possessed more tangible power.   

In some respects, the trope of republican motherhood resembled the Cherokee 

women’s trope of maternity. Republican motherhood endowed white women of the 

Republic with the authority “to direct the moral development of the male citizens of the 

Republic” (Kerber 229). A mother’s goal was to create virtuous republican (male) 

citizens, thus “the influence women had on children, especially sons, gave them ultimate 

responsibility for the future of the new nation” (Kerber 229).    This Euro-American trope 

also insisted that women remain in the domestic sphere.  Although their influence on sons 

and husbands affected the formation of the Republic, their political participation was 

vicarious at best.55  A republican mother was to be educated, but only so that she could 

inculcate values into her children and observe political action from a distance. 

                                                
54 See Perdue “Native Women and the Early Republic” 85-90 
55 Republican motherhood was an ideal, a construction described by Linda Kerber to 
properly honor the lived experience of white women in the early American era. Kerber’s 
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Cherokee women, like Euro-American women, were traditionally in charge of the 

households; however, as Carney argues, “to equate this particular form of [Cherokee] 

female power with the Euro-American principles of domesticity is to misinterpret 

traditional Cherokee views of women altogether” (Carney 32). As Cherokee women’s 

letters to the U.S. congressmen show, their culture placed priority on education for 

Cherokee women that endorsed their political engagement.  In contrast, it was their 

obligation as women to engage in politics.  In fact, their maintenance of households and 

hospitality rituals were seen as important political events: “Each meal and every visit [of 

their Clan members] reinforced the strands of the relationship and responsibilities that 

bound Cherokees to one another.  The common thread throughout was the identity and 

work of women” (Hill 28).  Perhaps a key difference lay in the fact that their authority 

derived not simply from their role as maintainers of value, but from reverence for their 

literal and metaphorical reproductive facility and respect for (or fear of) their public 

(dis)approval. 

A Cherokee-centric understanding of how Cherokee women learned to read both 

themselves and the foreign interlopers in their homeland, as well as how they practiced 

the qualities of leadership, reveals that while colonialist strategies were catalyzing some 

social and economic changes in Cherokee country, the strategies held little ideological 

sway over the gendered relationship among Cherokees. Nanye’hi and Katteuha worked 

within Cherokee cultural paradigms and, in so doing, they fiercely protected Cherokee 

ancestral land bases.   

                                                                                                                                            
conception emphasizes the value of women's activities: that is, women were performing 
important historical actions.  Those actions were certainly significant, but they were not 
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These women were simply uninterested in participating in the structures of Euro-

American femininity, but to say that is not the same as saying they were resistant to all 

forms Eurowestern culture and imperialism.  Of course, Nanye’hi’s adoption of the 

practices of slaveholding and marriage to the English trader Bryant Ward, a marriage that 

was part of the reason that white settlers must have thought of her as assimilated into 

Eurowestern culture and accorded her with greater respect, does complicate this point 

about her orientation towards Eurowestern cultural norms. However, historical evidence 

shows that eighteenth-century Cherokee women occupied “A confident, somewhat 

critical stance toward the colonial rules of liaison with white men” (Hatley 554-555).  

The historian Tom Hatley describes one of the accounts in James Adair’s History in 

which a white man attempted to solidify his hold on his new Cherokee wife, Dark-

lanthorn:  

The attempt to overcome the rules of female government failed when the minister 

at the Congaree post attempted to instruct the woman on marital fidelity and the 

proper subjugation of women by “urging her to use a proper care in domestic 

life.”  “You Evil-Spirit,” Dark-lanthorn replied, “when was I ever careless at 

home?” “Tell him his speech is troublesome and light,” she instructed her new 

husband.  Far from being intimidated by colonial attempts to put Cherokee 

women in a proper, colonial place, Cherokee women such as Dark-lanthorn were 

willing to attend to the rituals of white society but rejected the cultural instruction 

of white men. (Hatley 55) 

                                                                                                                                            
taking place at the level of political legislation and action. 
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Moreover, women like Dark-lanthorn maintained their view of women’s natural authority 

and, while they continued to intermarry with whites, they rejected the notion that their 

own behavior would comport with patriarchal expectations.56 

 

Conclusion 

An understanding of the eighteenth century oratory and letters of Cherokee 

women forces us to engage with and understand how women like Nanye’hi and Katteuha 

came into being, how they learned empowerment through Cherokee traditions, and how 

the pedagogical methods used by Eurowesterners in the latter part of Nanye’hi’s life 

attempted to further the colonial project by counteracting the power that Cherokee 

women learned through stories and maintained in political interactions.   By not 

acknowledging the operations of the power women like Nanye’hi possessed, we 

perpetuate the structures of colonialism that threatened their societies.  And, erasing those 

operations of power in the stories we tell negatively affects the lives of contemporary 

indigenous women.  

With European encroachment, Cherokee women’s lives did change.  The changes 

were visible in the formation of a Cherokee constitution, laws that enabled Cherokees to 

practice Black slavery, and laws that slowly eroded the traditions of matrilineal 

                                                
56 Nanye’hi, like many Cherokee women in the mid- and late eighteenth-century her 
time, did not reject the freedom they possessed in the colonial trading marketplace. Nor 
did many Cherokees reject the practices of slavery—Nanye’hi is reportedly one of the 
first Cherokees to have owned Africa slaves.   
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descent.57 By the early nineteenth century, there is no apparent evidence of women’s 

presence at clan or council meetings (Perdue “Cherokee Women and the Trail of Tears” 

23-25). Many native women especially were targets of reactionary colonialist policies 

that attempted to resist against the traditional power and status that Cherokee women 

wielded. Nanye’hi and Katteuha, in turn, used their Cherokee knowledge bases to 

maintain, sometimes through transformation, their Cherokee world. In spite of missionary 

efforts, the intellectual descendants of Nanye’hi and Katteuha continue to use their 

knowledge and skill to practice custodianship of communal land bases and struggle 

against circumscriptions of their sovereignty. 

                                                
57 For more on Cherokee legal changes, see Fay Yarbrough. “Legislating Women’s 
Sexuality: Cherokee Marriage Laws in the Nineteenth Century,” Journal of Social 
History.  
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Chapter Two 

Cherokee Practice, Missionary Intentions:  Literacy Learning Among Early 

Nineteenth-Century Cherokee Women 

 

This chapter explores Cherokee women’s English-language literacy acquisition in 

the mission school context during the early nineteenth-century. Many of the writings by 

Cherokee women were specifically concerned with the fate of the Cherokee Nation and 

people, which makes sense given that representatives of Cherokee national concerns 

asked—as early a 1781—that representatives of the U.S. set up schools in their territory.  

As I will argue in this chapter, it is the struggle for Cherokee self-determination in the 

face the EuroAmerican incursions into their territory that produced this Cherokee demand 

for English-language literacy. And, by inviting missionaries into Cherokee territory, 

Cherokees insured that this particular group of EuroAmericans would remain continually 

answerable to the Cherokee leaders and communities for their actions at their first school 

and subsequent institutions.  

In spite of the fact that the Cherokees invited whites into their midst in order to 

maintain Cherokee ways of life, missionaries attempted to restructure Cherokee society 

by imposing patriarchy and domesticity; in essence, they attempted to de-politicize 

women’s roles. Women’s status in Cherokee society became a contested site. Colonial 

authorities and missionaries recognized (as evidence of savagism) the political and 

cultural agency that Cherokee women possessed, and thus sought to assimilate Cherokee 

people not just by teaching them to read and write, but by containing and controlling 

indigenous women’s socio-political authority.  They saw this containment as a necessary 
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precondition of literacy instruction. In reaction, some Cherokee women produced 

resistance to schools where literacy was taught by openly protesting the activities of the 

school or by withdrawing their children from enrollment.  The pressures that missionary 

teachers exerted affected the constitution of Cherokee students’ literacy, but it is just as 

true to say that the pressure of the Cherokee community and students’ exposure to the 

discourse and formation of Cherokee nationhood had equal effect on this English-

language literacy accumulation process.   

However, the missionaries who wrote and published about Cherokee women 

often misrepresent the extent of assimilationist change in all Cherokee women’s lives. 

Their writings emphasized how gender and familial dynamics were shifting from within 

the nation, they told the stories of women who had decided to give up conjuring, how 

Cherokee females were happily leaving off their traditional roles as agriculturalists and 

taking up the domestic labors of sewing and spinning.  My analysis shows that 

missionary efforts had some (but not all) of the desired effects. Seemingly, it is true that 

emerging English-language literacy among Cherokees followed the genre patterns—

letters and diaries—that missionaries sought, but the ideas that these writings expressed 

were not always what missionaries intended.  Even as eighteenth and early nineteenth-

century missionaries and schoolteachers sought to assimilate Cherokee women into 

EuroAmerican culture by promoting patriarchy in their curricula and sermons, Cherokee 

women’s political involvement endured into the nineteenth century, manifested through 

the writing skills they learned in mission schools.  

Early American literacy scholar, Hilary Wyss, makes somewhat similar 

arguments regarding writing by and about Native converts in the northeast during 
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seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in Writing Indians: Literacy, Christianity, and 

Native Community in Early America. Wyss analyzes archives of mission-related 

documents, contending that scholars need to stop insisting on a definition of Native 

literature as that which is untainted by white influence. Her work reveals how the writing 

of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Native converts to Christianity–even though it 

was filtered through the English-language and missionary efforts to contain it—tells us a 

great deal both about the lived experience and worldviews of the Native peoples who 

produced it.58 Wyss argues that these filtered documents are a precious resource for 

scholars of early American literacy contexts. Moreover, the reality of many early 

American archives is that these are the types of documents available to scholars.   

This chapter builds on the work that Wyss does by reframing archival 

documents—produced by American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions 

(ABCFM) employees and currently housed in Harvard’s Houghton Library—as rooted in 

pre-Removal Cherokee territory and socio-political contexts. This re-situation is not 

without problems as the existing documents are productions of the colonialist operations 

that ABCFM missionaries helped to buttress. ABCFM missionaries kept painstakingly 

                                                
58 For example, Wyss’s analysis reveals that missionaries like John Eliot attempted to 
erase all vestiges of Native cultural values so that they could create English-style 
communities of Indians.  What Eliot’s writing reveals, though, is the slippage between 
Native socio-cultural meaning and the Anglo-American structures in which he wanted to 
contain those meanings.  Whether he realized it or not, Eliot’s project is circumscribed by 
his inability to erase an established language and culture so that he can replace it with one 
that he deemed more civilized.  Furthermore, the Indian quotations that Eliot records in 
his narratives sometimes betray “a Native worldview that is distinct” from a European 
perspective (27).  Wyss’s sources exhibit the positions of Native culture-crossers and 
show how the cultural pressures on Praying Indians catalyzed the formation of new 
subjectivities that made Eurowesterners in the surrounding communities uneasy.     
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detailed daily journals, and the ABCFM created publications that articulated their success 

in catalyzing the assimilation of Natives into EuroAmerican culture. These texts are 

filtered through the words (and ideas) of missionaries who often misunderstood who 

Cherokees were, what they wanted, what they were saying, and why they were saying it. 

But, for the most part, these documents were produced about Cherokees in Cherokee 

territory—and as such, this is a Cherokee archive. This chapter re-imagines this 

Massachusetts-based ABCFM archive by re-locating it geographically, politically, and 

culturally within Cherokee territory, portions of modern-day Tennessee, Georgia, 

Alabama, and North Carolina, the original space of this archive’s construction. I describe 

the Cherokee contexts and communities of Cherokee bodies to which these documents 

refer.59 

These documents were used both for the purposes of record-keeping and 

fundraising, and as such, they highlight increased evidence of Christianity and English-

language literacy among Cherokees.  However, the archive also houses textual 

productions of Cherokee citizens in the form of descriptions of events all taking place in 

Cherokee towns and on Cherokee land, excerpts from letters written by students at the 

                                                
59 By re-framing this Protestant missionary archive as distinctly Cherokee, my work also 
builds on and riffs off of Diana Taylor’s The Archive and the Repertoire. Taylor aligns 
the archive with writing, which “from the beginning, sustains power” (19).  The 
repertoire, or “embodied practice/knowledge (i.e., spoken language, dance, sports, 
ritual),” is also a location for analysis, and Taylor contends that the repertoire “expands 
the traditional archive used by academic departments in the humanities” (20). By re-
valorizing embodied performance, the repertoire, Taylor argues that we can challenge the 
authority of the archive.  Taylor’s work also explicitly challenges the mythic conceptions 
of an archive as “unmediated, that objects located there might mean something outside 
the framing of the archival impetus itself. What makes an object archival is the process 
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mission stations, and letters written between Cherokee leaders and ABCFM or U.S. 

federal government entities. Careful commentary by ABCFM missionaries frames much 

of the writing by Cherokees to assure EuroAmerican audiences that the authors have 

embraced Christianity and that female students have acquiesced to EuroAmerican 

domesticity. Nevertheless, some records document how English-language literacy was 

defined, adopted, and indigenized by Cherokees in the context of the emerging Cherokee 

Nation.  

The body of this chapter begins with a theoretical explanation of literacy 

accumulation, a process that occurs through what literacy scholar Deborah Brandt calls 

literacy sponsors, or entities that teach literacy.  This discussion is followed by an 

exploration of missionary ideologies in the period, an important background for 

understanding how missionary literacy sponsors taught Cherokees English-language 

literacy in the early nineteenth century. Next, I discuss a text framed and published by an 

ABCFM member, Rufus Anderson, about a Cherokee covert to Christianity, Catharine 

Brown. My investigation of this text demonstrates—in miniature—the tension between a 

missionaries’ desire to completely assimilate a Cherokee woman into EuroAmerican 

norms, and that woman’s continued dedication to her local Cherokee community. 

Following this, I discuss how ABCFM archival documents reveal Cherokee purposes for 

English-language literacy.  Finally, I analyze how missionaries’ literacy sponsorship, in 

combination with the protests that Cherokee traditionalists voiced against the activities of 

the school, resulted, in the case of Cherokee female students, in the formation of critical 

                                                                                                                                            
whereby it is selected classified, and presented for analysis”(19). My own work also 
challenges this myth, albeit in a different way than Taylor’s. 
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literacies reminiscent of those that Nanye’hi and Katteuha practiced before them.  This 

final section is a prelude to my next chapter, which explores the literacies that enabled 

Cherokee women to openly critique injustices both within and outside of their 

communities.  

 

Literacy Sponsorship: Theorizing Cherokee Literacy Accumulation 

As literacy scholar Deborah Brandt argues, literacy accumulation processes are 

indeterminate because literacy learning does not take place in a vacuum, but is always 

dependent upon the context out of which it emerges: 

Contextual perspectives have developed in challenge to views that equate 

literacy only with the technical matter of decoding or encoding of written 

language, a literacy lodged merely in discrete linguistic and scribal skills 

such as sounding out, spelling, or semantic fluency.  This narrower 

approach has been faulted for treating literacy as if it were a 

decontextualized skill, neutral, self-contained, portable, a skill that can be 

acquired once and for all and used and measured transparently without 

regard to contextual conditions. (Literacy in American Lives 3-4)  

According to Brandt’s analysis, this definition of literacy acquisition implies that no 

matter how a teacher might try to choreograph literacy adoption, the process is always 

one of adaptation, or for the purposes of my work, indigenization.60  

                                                
60 Brandt also argues that “[l]earning to read is learning that you are being written to , and 
learning to write is learning that our words are being read” (5).  This idea is fundamental 
to understanding how the growth of literacy functioned within Cherokee culture, and as 
my next chapter on Cherokee women’s use of written public argument will show, it is 
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While Brandt’s work shows that twentieth-century Americans sought literacy for 

economic opportunity, my work shows how nineteenth-century Cherokees sought and 

used literacy for self-determination and sovereignty.  In both cases, however, literacy is a 

resource meted out by what Brandt calls a “sponsor”:  

Sponsors . . . are any agents, local or distant, concrete or abstract, who 

enable, support, teach, model, as well as recruit, regulate, suppress, or 

withhold literacy and gain advantage by it in some way. Although the 

interests of the sponsor and the sponsored do not have to converge (and, in 

fact, may conflict) sponsors nevertheless set the terms for access to 

literacy and wield powerful incentives for compliance and loyalty. 

Sponsors are a tangible reminder that literacy learning throughout history 

has always required permission, sanction, assistance, coercion, or, at 

minimum, contact with existing trade routes. They also represent the 

causes into which people's literacy usually gets recruited. (“Sponsors of 

Literacy” 167) 

In most cases, Brandt argues, “literacy takes its shape from the interests of the sponsors” 

(Literacy in American Lives 20).  However, she mentions exceptions to this principle: 

“These studies underscore the fact that reading and writing serve many functions, appear 

in many places, take many forms.  They demonstrate how people achieve literacy by 

various avenues, how reading and writing and learning about them go on in many 

                                                                                                                                            
fundamental to comprehending how Cherokees used writing to argue for self-
determination.  Literacy accumulation scholarship also breaks down the divide between 
oral and literate learning.  This analysis simultaneously honors oral language learning and 
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contexts beyond formal schooling” (Literacy in American Lives 7).  The sponsors of 

formal literacy in this chapter are the ABCFM missionaries; however, as Brandt’s 

analysis implies, these formal literacy sponsors were not the only group that influenced 

Cherokee students’ literacy acquisition processes. Cherokee parents, communities 

surrounding the schools, and leaders who promoted Cherokee national priorities 

variously influenced the literacy accumulation processes of Cherokee students.  

Cherokees who sought literacy did so for various reasons.  Some used literacy as 

tool to prevent the impending threat of Cherokee Removal and to shore up Cherokee 

National sovereignty. Also, in the tradition of Cherokee female leaders like those I 

discussed in the previous chapter, mission school students and Cherokee women who 

converted to Christianity realized a need to create bridges across the barriers of cultural 

difference.  However, unlike many racially and economically marginalized people in the 

United States who sought literacy at this time and throughout the 19th century, they did 

not seek full participation in American society, but rather self-determination, sovereignty, 

and freedom from the trouble of United States citizen-squatters in Cherokee territory, 

which by the time the ABCFM establishes its first mission station in 1817, has been 

considerably circumscribed by illegal incursions of whites, but still includes parts of 

modern-day Tennessee, northern Georgia and Alabama, and eastern North Carolina. 

 

Sponsors of Literacy: ABCFM Missionary Rhetoric and Ideology 

                                                                                                                                            
shows how Cherokees, who came from an oral language-learning context, used that body 
of knowledge to shape their own the uses of English writing. 
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Understanding the conditions in which the archival texts were produced requires 

not only studying the Cherokee-specific political history of the era—which I detail in the 

Introduction, as well as in sections of this chapter—but also the ideologies inherent in the 

literacy sponsors who taught students at ABCFM schools. Missionaries fancied 

themselves pedagogues who liberated Cherokees from their heathenish enslavement by 

supplying the basic necessities of civilized existence.  Women were in the cross hairs of 

this “liberatory” project. In the previous chapter, I discuss how women in eighteenth-

century Cherokee society were empowered by their association with corn and agricultural 

work, as this role authorized their participation in Cherokee politics. EuroAmerican 

missionaries denigrated these activities as forms of enslavement.61 Missionaries’ 

“liberatory” pedagogy, therefore, sought to reorient and restructure Cherokee gender 

roles. By attempting to recruit Cherokee women into what historian Barbara Welter has 

called the cult of true womanhood, a middle-class conception of EuroAmerican 

femininity, they believed they were freeing Cherokee females from the drudgery of farm 

work and the responsibilities of political action, both of which were inappropriate 

occupations for women according to the dictates of EuroAmerican social mores.  

As I will discuss later, while literacy was not a necessary component of 

patriarchy, patriarchy was, from a missionary’s viewpoint, a necessary precondition to 

any other work missionaries wanted to accomplish.  Their school curricula, therefore, 

coupled access to literacy learning with lessons in the righteousness of patriarchal social 

structure.  Just as they could not imagine that a Cherokee woman was free unless she has 

                                                
61 For more on this topic, see: Theda Perdue Gender Culture Change; Carolyn Johnston 
“Burning Beds”. 
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been indoctrinated into the cult of true womanhood, so too could they not imagine 

teaching literacy without imposing patriarchy.62 

As I referenced in the Introduction, during the early nineteenth century, the 

government enacted two programs to solve the so-called “Indian Problem,” one 

immediately following the other: the “civilization” program and the removal policy.  The 

former sought to assimilate the Native population by reorienting Natives’ life ways by 

encouraging men to leave off hunting and adopt farming and animal husbandry and 

women to adopt domestic labors, promoted trade between Native nations and the U.S., 

and eventually promoted the initiation of English-language schools in Cherokee territory. 

The latter proposed to move the Eastern populations of Natives West of the Mississippi 

River so that the Natives might “continue their ‘savage’ life and adjust more slowly to 

‘civilization’” (Perdue, “Native Women in the Early Republic” 87).  This policy would 

“legalize” the settlement of these lands by the groups of whites who had already illegally 

encroached into Native territory and allow white settlement on newly vacated lands.  

Just as every Cherokee student reacted differently to the context of the mission 

school, so too did every missionary.  Even as the ABCFM officially supported 

                                                
62 While some of ABCFM missionaries epitomized the stereotype of the smug, self-
important, paternalistic schoolteacher, others did not. One missionary, Daniel Butrick, 
begged for permission from the ABCFM’s Prudential Committee to leave his post so that 
he could have time to study Cherokee language and culture.  Later, Butrick wrote to the 
Board of his great admiration for the Cherokee language and he helped some Cherokee 
students translate English-language texts into Cherokee.  Butrick also supported the 
Cherokee Elias Boudinot’s quest for the funding to buy a printing press capable of 
printing in Cherokee and English and he indicted the Board’s decision against officially 
sanctioning Boudinot’s marriage to a white northerner.  And, in the years immediately 
preceding Removal, Butrick voiced vehement protest against the ABCFM’s decision to 
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Cherokees’ rights to maintain sovereignty on their lands, they did so to catalyze shifts 

toward Christian patriarchy. They favored some types of Cherokee political sovereignty, 

but these did not include the exercise of female political authority.  Their positions as 

missionaries in Indian country depended upon their being able to convey specific 

evidence of typologically sound conversions to Christianity occurring among Cherokees 

in this period, as much of their funding came in the form of grants that the U.S. 

government made to organizations attempting to assimilate Native populations into 

mainstream EuroAmerican culture.  

Funded in part by the federal government’s “civilization program,” the ABCFM 

was an organization formed in 1810 mainly by Presbyterians and Congregationalists 

whose mission it was to spread Christianity around the world. The ABCFM was one of 

the missionary societies that emerged out of the upwelling of religious fervor during the 

Second Great Awakening. These evangelicals witnessed, read about, and wrote narratives 

of conversion in the tradition of well-known people like John Bunyan and Jonathan 

Edwards, texts that were in active publication during and after the Second Great 

Awakening.63 Strengthened by their beliefs in the possibility of total conversion, the 

ABCFM set up missions in Hawaii, Palestine, North America, India, Ceylon, Turkey, and 

China.  They established one centralized boarding school institution in 1817, the Foreign 

Mission School in Cornwall, CT, for the higher education of North American indigenous 

males, and that same year, set up a mission station in Cherokee territory in modern-day 

                                                                                                                                            
stop defending Cherokee National interests in the 1830s and he subsequently removed 
with Cherokees during the latter part of that decade.  
63 For more about the literature of conversion, see Brereton, From Sin to Salvation. 
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southeastern Tennessee for the education of male and female Cherokee children and the 

conversion of Cherokees to Christianity.  This station, called Brainerd after the 

eighteenth-century missionary David Brainerd, was the first of seven schools that the 

Cherokee National Council permitted the ABCFM to set up on Cherokee land in the 

southeastern region of the modern-day United States. In the years following 1817, the 

ABCFM got permission from the Cherokee National Council to set up stations at Carmel 

in 1820  (in between modern-day Nashville and Augusta), Creek Path in 1820 (southeast 

of modern-day Huntsville, AL), Etowah (or Hightower, southwest of Carmel in modern-

day Georgia), Willstown in 1823 (in modern-day Alabama, near the Alabama-Georgia 

border), Haweis in 1823 (south of Brainerd in modern-day Georgia), and Candy’s Creek 

in 1824 (in modern-day northeast Tennessee near the Hiwassee river).64 

These schools were established, according to the ABCFM,  “for the instruction of 

the rising generation [of Cherokees] in common school learning, in useful arts of life, and 

in Christianity, so as gradually, with the divine blessing to make the whole tribe English 

in the language, civilized in their habits, and Christian in their religion” (qtd. in Phillips 

and Phillips 3). Missionaries sought to assimilate Native populations into mainstream 

American culture. Assimilation, as some Cherokee leaders as well as missionaries saw it, 

would stave off the full-scale relocation of the Cherokee people to lands west of the 

Mississippi River by showing Cherokee civility and capability to govern to the American 

people. They believed that what Cherokees needed was a deposit of Protestantism. 

                                                
64 See “Survey of the Mission Stations,” Missionary Herald, 8-10. 
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White missionaries “were drenched in the language of conversion from birth.  

They heard [conversion] narratives recited in worship services, prayer meetings, revivals, 

and in their own family circles.  They read the narratives in books, newspapers, 

magazines, and in personal letters” (Brereton 16). The narratives detailed a stepwise 

process toward conversion. Virginia Brereton describes the structure of one of the most 

influential narratives, Philip Doddridge’s On the Rise and Progress of Religion in the 

Soul, with the following:  

[O]ne third of the book was devoted to impressing upon readers their utter 

sinfulness and depravity—and the consequent certainty of their ‘eternal 

ruin’ unless they availed themselves of God’s grace. . . . [He] explained 

what conversion entailed—abandonment of ‘self-dependence’ for 

dependence on God; then he went on to characterize what he referred to as 

the ‘Christian temper’. . . [He] described periods of backsliding and how 

to cope with them; finally he closed with a ‘serious view of death’. (11) 

Conversion narratives and the Biblical language used to tell them were pervasive among 

white Christians in the era. Furthermore, as Brereton’s work shows, conversion was 

dramatic and complete in the narratives that people told.  

These narratives were so much a part of the fabric of who Christian converts 

were, that it is no wonder that the ABCFM missionaries believed in the power of 

Christianity to “transform an idle, dissolute, ignorant wanderer of the forest into a 

laborious, prudent and exemplary citizen” (“Annual Report 1823”). The central issue 

with their evangelical campaign was its ethnocentrism: historian Robert Berkhofer has 

observed the “failure of the missionary enterprise was inevitable given the participants’ 
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cultural assumptions” (152). Accordingly, it is not so far fetched to say that the 

conversion narrative, a fundamental element of Protestantism, was a driving ideology 

behind the “civilization program.” Accordingly, the conversion narrative also was 

fundamental to the efforts of the ABCFM in the literacy sponsorship of Cherokee 

students. 

 

The Case of Catharine Brown: A Cherokee and a Convert 

One such conversion narrative was the Memoir of Catherine Brown, A Christian 

Indian of the Cherokee Nation, 1825.  As this memoir shows, however, missionaries’ 

attempts to represent the complete and utter conversion of Cherokee women are undercut 

precisely because they used the converts’ writings to represent the conversion, which 

betrays the great extent to which Cherokee culture had not been eradicated. Editor/co-

author and missionary Rufus Anderson explains that his explicit purpose in publishing 

the text is to “augment the courage, animate zeal, and invigorate the efforts of the friends 

of the missions, in their benevolent attempts to send the Gospel of Jesus Christ to all 

nations” (Anderson iv).  By employing his own language to summarize and frame the 

details of Brown’s conversion, he attempts to convey the success of the ABCFM project 

by telling a triumphalist story of a Cherokee woman who successfully resisted the 

temptations to remain sinful barbarians, and fully assimilated into white Protestant 

culture. For Anderson, Brown is the quintessential symbol of a Cherokee woman 

conforming to the image of piety that ABCFM missionaries wanted to promote. 

Yet Anderson also uses large excerpts from Brown’s diary and letters to convince 

his audience of ABCFM sympathizers of her typologically sound conversion to 
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Christianity. Like most of the material published by the ABCFM in the early part of the 

nineteenth century, this work attempts to convince potential contributors of the success 

and value of missionary work, in this case, the work of the Brainerd Mission School 

among Cherokee people during the second and third decade of the nineteenth century. 

Because this is a composite text, Anderson does not maintain authoritative control over 

the story of Brown’s life. While readers never see Catharine Brown openly protest 

missionaries’ efforts to “civilize” her, she is also attentive to the needs of her family and 

the local Cherokee community into which she was born. It is clear that she considers 

herself a devout Christian, but it is also clear that the missionaries have not re-created her 

in the image of themselves.  In other words, they have not accomplished their ultimate 

goal: the full assimilation of Brown, and eventually all Natives, into Anglicized, 

Christian culture. 

Anderson begins his book by offering evidence of the complete conversion of his 

subject, a Cherokee named Catharine Brown, and connecting that conversion to literacy 

formation. He explains that, upon her arrival at the mission school in 1817, her 

intellectual condition had languished in the presence of her Cherokee brethren, as “not a 

book existed in the [Cherokee] language. The fountains of knowledge were unopened.  

The mind made no progress” (14).  His statement links progress towards “civilization” 

with the development of alphabetic literacy. Although she was a diligent student, Brown 

was resistant to conversion at first, but within a few weeks of her tenure at the school, 

Anderson argues that the missionaries’ work begins to take effect.  When her father and 

mother decide that the family will move to Arkansas to escape the molestations of white 
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squatters invading their ancestral homelands, they come to Brainerd with the intention of 

taking their daughter with them, but she does not wish to go.  

Anderson describes a tearful scene upon her parents’ arrival and follows this 

description with two beautifully written letters from Brown addressed to entities at 

Brainerd that reveal her torment at being forced to leave the school.  As Carney points 

out about her writing, “Catharine Brown’s letter demonstrates remarkable competence in 

grammar, vocabulary, and orthography for a student, who only a year earlier, could read 

only a few words in English” (50). Anderson includes her letters as evidence of her 

assimilation into Protestant patriarchy and her successful accumulation of English-

language literacy, which will “open” “the fountains of knowledge.” 

Presumably, Anderson would have readers believe that the missionaries’ triumph 

over Brown’s soul is complete: although excerpts from her letters reveal a tension 

between her desire to stay at the school and her feelings of obligation to her family and 

community, she repeatedly states her strong wish to remain with her Christian brethren, 

her religious rather than biological kin.  Nevertheless, she decides to leave with her 

family. In Anderson’s estimation, this incident shows Brown “submitting to the authority 

of the father” (52). However, given the matrilineal context out of which Catharine Brown 

emerged, it is unlikely that this incident simply shows her patriarchal indoctrination.  

Theda Perdue offers the interpretation that Brown’s conversion results in the 

syncretic mixing of Cherokee and Christian belief systems.  Perdue contends that “[t]he 

only source of information that we have about Catharine is from the missionaries, and 

there are no clear examples of apostasy. Instead, we have ambiguous practices that 

probably represent a blending of Cherokee and Christian beliefs” (Sifters 86).  Perdue 
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represents a more nuanced interpretation of Catharine Brown than does Anderson, but 

does not go far enough to detail the ways in which Brown’s narrative exceeds Anderson’s 

frame. It is of course, difficult to argue that Brown directly critiques patriarchy, but I 

speculatively claim here that she has not been completely incorporated into patriarchal 

norms. 

By adopting Christianity and English-language literacy in Cherokee territory and 

using what they learn at the mission school to serve the needs of their communities, 

Cherokee female students at ABCFM schools did not just blend Christian and Cherokee 

beliefs, but rather indigenized Christian beliefs and English-language writing.  Seeing 

this interpretation, however, requires foregrounding the Cherokee historical, political, and 

social contexts of literacy formation, against the background of missionaries’ re-

gendering agendas and pedagogical efforts, in Cherokee country.  

Brown uses English-language writing to make known the distress of Cherokees 

during this period. Her letters reveal not only a repetitive attention to the fate of her 

Cherokee neighbors’ souls, but also the political situation they are in: “My heart bleeds 

for my people, who are on the brink of destruction” (54). Anderson might read this line in 

one of Catharine’s letters to the missionaries Mr. and Mrs. Moody Hall as evidence that 

she wants to convert her heathen Cherokee brethren, thereby helping them to avoid the 

destruction of eternal damnation.   

However, put into the context of Cherokee politics in the period, it is more likely 

that the words “brink of destruction” refer to the threat of Cherokee Removal.  She wrote 

this letter in March of 1819, a few months after John Ross’ visit to Brainerd in January 

1819, in which he helped to create contingency plans for the land that the Brainerd 
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Mission School was on if the Nation was unable to avoid Removal. This letter was also 

written a month after the Treaty of March 1819, which ceded large portions of Cherokee 

territory in modern-day Tennessee to the U.S., an effort of Cherokee leaders to appease 

the U.S. government and stave off Removal. Between 1817 and 1819 Cherokees ceded a 

total of four million of their fourteen million acres.65  These efforts “would require 

almost two hundred Cherokee families, or more precisely, 870 persons to move from 

their homes and crowd into what was left of the nation” (McLoughlin 256). The treaty, 

however, stipulates that the concession Cherokees made during this period should 

actually prevent total Cherokee Removal: 

WHEREAS a greater part of the Cherokee nation have expressed an 

earnest desire to remain on this side of the Mississippi, and being desirous, 

in order to commence those measures which they deem necessary to the 

civilization and preservation of their nation, that the treaty between the 

United States and them, signed the eighth of July, eighteen hundred and 

seventeen, might, . . . have offered to cede to the United States a tract of 

country at least as extensive as that which they probably are entitled to 

under its provisions. (“Treaty with the Cherokee February 27, 1819”)  

In their cession of land, the leaders of the Cherokee Nation threw many families into 

chaos, and it very well could be this context that Ross’s visit would have brought to 

Brown’s attention and that her letter’s phrasing “brink of destruction” signals.  

                                                
65 See McLoughlin, especially page 253-257. 
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Like the language of the aforementioned treaty, Brown’s letters also equate 

“civilization” efforts with anti-Removal efforts. She frets over her desire to convert her 

parents. She wishes that her mother “would be willing to give me, and all she had, up to 

Christ” (56).   Catharine’s mother protests her daughter’s attendance at the school and 

absence from her home in Creek Path (modern-day northern Alabama).  She wishes “she 

had never sent [Catharine] to this school” (56) and wants to take her back home, but 

Catharine wants to stay not “on account of my own pleasure; but that I wished to get 

more instruction, so that it might be for her good” (56).  There is a double meaning in the 

word “good” here.  Catharine the convert, of course, wants to convert her mother to the 

truth that she now sees, but conversion, as ABCFM missionaries and Catharine would 

have seen it, would also prevent Removal, as it was evidence of “civilization.” 

When her parents come to take her back home with them so that the family can 

remove to territory in Arkansas, one of the letters she writes to an ABCFM benefactor 

signals her devotion to her family:  

I feel grieved when I think of leaving my Christian friends, and of going 

far from religious people, into a wild howling wilderness, where no star 

shines to guide my wandering feet to the Babe of Bethlehem; where no 

warning voice is heard to keep me in the straight path that leads to heaven.  

When I look to that dark region, I start back; but when I think of my two 

brothers there, and my dear parents, who are soon to go, I feel reluctant to 

stay behind and leave them to perish alone. (Anderson 45-46) 

Brown does want to stay at the school, but her loyalty to her family prevails. As 

Cherokee literary critic Virginia Carney argues,  
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she still clings tenaciously to the Cherokee tradition of putting the needs of 

the family and community above her own desires . . . she uses every 

opportunity to share her newfound faith with the family and friends, 

consistently reminding missionaries and supporters of the ABCFM of her 

deep concern for the spiritual welfare of the Cherokees (50-52).  

Her dedication to her own family is matched by her dedication to her Cherokee 

community.  Although she loves the community at Brainerd and says believes that her 

education is not yet complete, when the ABCFM organization makes plans for a school 

in her hometown of Creek Path, she agrees to go home to become the teacher at this 

school. She teaches at Creek Path for a few years, until another missionary family comes 

to take over for her so that she can continue her education. But when her brother John 

grows ill, she returns home to care for him and to accompany John and his wife to a 

sulfur spring, healing waters. As Perdue points out, “the responsibility for treating illness 

lay with a person’s [Cherokee] clan.  Clans were matrilineal, and Cherokees did not 

marry members of their own clans.  Therefore, John needed a clan member to accompany 

him and his wife to the medicinal spring” (Sifters 87). What Perdue implies, then, is that 

shape of Brown’s dedication to her brother is still governed by Cherokee matrilineal 

kinship structures. 

Her use of the phrase “howling wilderness” in the previous excerpt may signify 

that her relationship to Cherokee territory has undergone change; yet, we might read the 

Puritanical language Brown expertly employs as a form of code switching. In writing this 

letter, this excellent student of composition has fully considered her audience.  

Understandably, she wants the opportunity to continue her education, and as she said to 



116 
 

her mother, so that she can better serve her family—many Cherokees at this time 

embraced schooling by whites.  So, she feels the need to show this ABCFM missionary 

that her education has had the appropriate effects on what Anderson called her 

“deportment.” Furthermore, a few months prior to the writing of this letter, Anderson 

describes how after her conversion 

her desires for the salvation of her people, were strong and ardent. She 

wept and prayed for them, in secret places as well as in the company of 

her female friend at their weekly prayer-meetings. Among the rest, the 

case of her dear brother David, then on the Arkansas river was [e]specially 

interesting. One morning, having retired to the neighboring woods for 

devotion, she became so deeply engaged in prayer for [her] dear brother, 

that the time passed insensibly, and she remained at this sacred retreat till 

the sun was near setting. (26) 

Not only is she thinking about her Cherokee brother David, but she is doing so on the 

edge of the Cherokee town of Chickamauga—a town that was associated with a 

Cherokee nationalist resistance movement during the eighteenth century.   

It is in Cherokee towns, not only on mission school grounds, that she finds herself 

“favored with unusual nearness of the heavenly Father” (26).  A few years after writing 

the letter, she travels to this so-called “howling wilderness” with her unconverted ailing 

brother John and sister Susannah to seek the healing properties of a sulfur spring. Clearly, 

her views of Cherokee land bases are not really the Puritanical disgust and fear that the 

expression “howling wilderness” figures. Catharine Brown’s rhetorical facility shows that 

in spite of ABCFM missionaries’ attempts to eradicate the parts of Native culture that 
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they associated with savagery, this piece of early nineteenth-century Cherokee women’s 

writing reveals a rootedness in Cherokee communities.  

Even her desire to convert her people to Christianity could be evidence that she 

was carving out space to influence local Cherokee politics, but, as Joshua David Bellin 

argues,  

Brown finds it possible to influence other male leaders through her 

example and advocacy of Christian domesticity.  The “efforts of 

Catharine” (30) to convince her father of the value of Christian education, 

Anderson notes, led to the following resolution: “We, the headmen, chiefs 

of the Creek-Path town, Cherokee nation, have this day assembled 

ourselves together for the purpose of devising some plan for the education 

of our children.” (120) 

In Bellin’s estimation, Brown had acquiesced to the mission school designs and had 

accepted patriarchy as a social structure, and yet she still saw herself on equal footing 

with the leaders in her local community.  While Bellin claims that Catharine Brown was 

acculturated into EuroAmerican domesticity, paradoxically, he shows that she still retains 

the will to power and influence reminiscent of Cherokee women fifty year earlier. It is 

through her concern for the welfare of her Cherokee community at Creek Path and 

confidence in her right to voice those concerns to a large public that she embeds herself 

in Cherokee local politics. Moreover, while most of her devotion to family and 

community is expressed in and controlled by the language of the Christian spiritual 

conversion narrative, it signifies her unwillingness to put herself before her family and 

local Cherokee community at Creek Path. Her service to this community, of course, will 
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take the form of converting her Cherokee students to Protestantism, but it will also mean 

teaching students to read and write, tools that they might, in turn, use to serve their own 

communities.   

Adoption of English-language writing is not patently a sign of Cherokee 

assimilation into Eurowestern cultural norms. In spite of colonizers’ attempts to eradicate 

Native culture and women’s political authority, early nineteenth-century Cherokee 

women’s writing conveys a rhetorical power connected to the same eighteenth-century 

Cherokee rhetorical traditions that I discuss in chapter one. Brown’s writing reveals a 

woman who strategically utilized what she learned at Brainerd. Through her dedication to 

the school at Creek Path, Brown used her substantial literacy skills to help the students at 

this school, and in some small sense thereby, augment the strength of her people. In this 

way, she was like her more famous Native contemporaries, William Apess and Jane 

Johnston Schoolcraft. Catharine Brown was a Cherokee; through his narrativizing of her 

life, Anderson could not erase that history. Anderson could only give us one, myopic 

window into a single part of this school, but he could not change that Brown existed 

within a Cherokee family and a community at Creek Path, both of which had influence on 

how she understood herself.  

Interestingly, an 1819 play entitled Catharine Brown, The Converted Cherokee: A 

Missionary Drama, Founded on Fact written by an anonymous author known simply as 

“a Lady” articulates the complete conversion that Rufus Anderson’s Memoir attempts to 

convey, but cannot because the Memoir includes Catharine Brown’s writing and details 

of her life. The play begins by stating the ABCFM’s position against Cherokee Removal. 

When the character of Mr. Thornton learns of the rather crass Mr. Olmstead’s plan to 
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move from New England to the southeast because Olmstead believes that southeastern 

Natives will soon have “to take up their residence on the other side of the Mississippi,” 

Thornton replies: “Then the plan is to cut off the savages, and take possession of their 

lands by violence. I had much rather hear you say you intend to civilize the wild 

licentious savage; to tame his ferocious nature, and teach him the principles of 

Christianity” (Lady). 

From the very beginning of the play, Thornton succeeds in linking his anti-

Removal stance with the importance of converting “the heathen.” He goes on to explain 

his belief in the ignorance of Cherokees: “No wonder that while smarting under injuries, 

they have sought revenge. What else can you expect of a people who have never been 

taught to forgive injuries?” (Lady).  Thornton, of course, is ignorant of the fact that 

Cherokees had a very complex annual ceremony devoted to forgiveness, which 

ethnocentrism will not allow the likes of Thornton to recognize. 

Later in the play, Mr. Chamberlain shows how simple, complete, and efficient 

conversion can be when he first encounters the unconverted Catharine Brown.  He 

declares: 

How vain that young creature appears.  If I did not believe there was a 

Supreme ruler of the universe, who has the hearts of all men in his hands, 

and who can turn them as the rivers of waters are turned; I should have no 

hope, that she would ever love any thing but Indian finery. But who knows 

what may take place. If the Almighty should see fit to snatch her as a 

brand, from the burning; she may even in the course of a few weeks, 
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become so altered, that one would hardly take her to be the same person.  

(Lady) 

Complete with the stock Biblical language that described Catharine as a brand snatched 

“from the burning,” this speech conforms both to the conventions of the conversion 

narrative and also shows how complete and efficient the process is.  

The belief in the authenticity of the conversion process is underscored in other 

ABCFM documents.  For example, passages from the Brainerd Journal, a narrative of 

the daily events at Brainerd kept by missionaries, contains similar sentiments.  One 

missionary wrote: “Such a difference does the blessed gospel make even in the time of 

one generation: & . . . within a very few years” (Phillips and Phillips 270).  This play, 

more than articulating a Cherokee woman’s conversion and assimilation, articulates the 

ideology of the school and an argument for the continued work of the ABCFM among 

southeastern Natives. According to Rufus Anderson’s explicit purpose, Catharine 

Brown’s Memoir is meant to function this way, but because Brown’s editor includes 

entire texts from her letters to other missionaries and her family members, her actual 

narrative is not as neat as the one the play tells. 

Missionaries argue that it was possible to completely assimilate Cherokees to 

justify their mission, but just as many documents reveal their frustrations at Cherokee 

cultural and political persistence.  Paradoxically, even when their documents reveal these 

frustrations, they are also arguing for the continuance of their mission. If all Cherokees 

converted “completely,” there wouldn’t be a need for any more missionaries.66 Thus, 

                                                
66 George Tinker makes this point in Missionary Conquest. 
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while they contended that the wholesale conversion of individuals, indeed entire tribes, to 

Christianity through (often-abusive) boarding school indoctrination was possible, their 

writings also betray their frustrations and indicate the laborious nature of their re-

gendering, assimilating project.  

History tells us that the ABCFM failed to achieve the mission that Catharine 

Brown, The Converted Cherokee: A Missionary Drama outlines: the total assimilation of 

Cherokees, which would—theoretically, at least according to the “civilization” 

program—allow Cherokees to remain on their ancestral homelands. To the protests of 

southeastern Natives and ABCFM missionaries, the U.S. government, under Andrew 

Jackson, ended missionary efforts in southeastern Indian territory by violently stripping 

southeastern Native tribes of their ancestral landholdings and forcing Natives on a death 

march known today as the Trail of Tears.  Interestingly, however, the failure of the school 

does not begin with the Jackson administration.  In and of itself, the very goal of making 

“the whole tribe English in the language, civilized in their habits, and Christian in their 

religion” predicts another type of failure. This vision of education—one that purports to 

remake Cherokee students wholly different—was a fantasy.  

Because many missionaries could not imagine a world in which someone could be 

both Christian and Cherokee, they could not see how their newly Christianized students 

like Brown were strategically deploying the tools of literacy to prevent the removal of 

their Cherokee families and communities. ABCFM documents indicate a fundamental 

misunderstanding on the part of missionaries, and in comparison Cherokees display a 

greater cognitive dexterity than missionaries. What the ABCFM defines as 
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EuroAmerican superiority is actually evidence of Cherokee superiority in terms of 

cultural understanding and political savvy. 

 

Literacy Accumulation in Context: Cherokee Politics and the Origin of the ABCFM 

School System  

Since 1781, Cherokee leaders had asked for EuroAmericans to set up schools in 

their territory. The context in which this happened and Cherokees’ goals for these schools 

are significant.  In what follows, I describe the Cherokee political context in which the 

ABCFM school system originated. The missionary who initiated the ABCFM project in 

Cherokee territory, Cyrus Kingsbury, exemplified this Eurocentric misunderstanding 

towards the complexity of Cherokee cosmologies and systems of governance in a letter to 

his employers at the ABCFM.  In this letter he describes the Cherokee families he saw in 

Cherokee territory on his way to a meeting where he would pitch the idea of setting up an 

ABCFM mission station.  Kingsbury wrote, “It was truly affecting to see so many people  

& large families of children, entirely destitute of instruction, & living without hope & 

without God in the world” (Kingsbury). By labeling the Cherokees “entirely destitute of 

instruction,” he figures the Cherokees as lacking in culture and religion and demonstrates 

that he has no understanding of their knowledge bases. Likewise, a year later a 

missionary revealed in a record he kept for his employer that he believed the Cherokees 

“have not, as in the case with most heathen nations, a system of false religion, handed 

down from their fathers, which must be overturned in order to make way for the Gospel” 



123 
 

(Kingsbury). These missionaries believed that Cherokee culture had little or no content 

and that Cherokees were, therefore, imprisoned by heathenish ignorance.67  

Given that these attitudes were manifest, it is slightly surprising that  when 

Kingsbury appeared at the aforementioned meeting so that he might “lay before 

[Cherokees] the business of the school,” Cherokees reply that “they wished to have the 

school established & hoped they would be of great advantage to the nation.  They had 

appointed, the Glass, one of their headmen to go with me when I should wish to select a 

suitable place” (Kingsbury).    

The context of this meeting is important: Kingsbury’s letter to his employers at 

the ABCFM points to the pressure of U.S. military campaigns aimed at divesting 

Cherokees of their ancestral lands. The original purpose of the meeting that Kingsbury 

was traveling to was to ratify a “treaty lately made between the latter & the United States.   

After the treaty was ratified, Gen. [Andrew] Jackson very politely introduced the subject 

of the schools & urged the importance of educating their children” (Kingsbury). 68  

                                                
67 James H. Cox’s description of the “absence of Native people” in EuroAmerican 
novels describes how this Eurocentric attitude manifests: “For these authors, individual 
Native identity is ‘savage.’ They define native communities as places where both the 
younger and the older generations see no Native future, and where representatives of the 
older generations value European American children over their own.  In addition, 
sovereignty applies only to European Americans, and any resistance to the invasion of 
Native-occupied land is an affirmation of “savagery” rather than an equal assertion of 
sovereignty” (208). 
68 As I mention in the Introduction, Jackson’s support of Indian Removal was evident 
well before he pushed the “Indian Removal Act” through Congress in 1831. He helped to 
divest southeastern Natives of their land as the leader of the U.S. military campaign in the 
southeast between 1814 and 1824.  His military action resulted in treaties that divested 
southeastern Natives of massive portions of their ancestral lands. This 1816 Treaty was 
an underhanded tactic on the part of Andrew Jackson. Cherokees had allied with Jackson 
and facilitated a U.S. victory against the Red Stick Creeks in 1816 at the Battle of 
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Jackson’s presence at the meeting and his call for assimilation through education are 

significant here, since he later became an architect of Indian Removal. Although the 

military-enforced Cherokee Removal under Jackson did not begin until 1838, the 

government’s earliest implementation of this particular phase of the “removal plan,” was 

initiated with the Compact of 1802, in which Georgia agreed to cede western territory in 

exchange for the federal government’s promise to purchase Native lands within the 

chartered limits of modern-day Georgia.69  

The Glass, a former Chickamauga warrior, oversaw this fraudulent Treaty of 

1816, at which Jackson bribed a few Cherokees to illegally cede back the land that was 

returned to them after their support in the U.S. war against the Creeks, the Red Stick 

War.70  The Glass led Kingsbury to the location in Cherokee territory, very near the 

Cherokee town of Chickamauga, on which he would start the school. As I explained in 

this chapter and the previous one, Chickamauga was formerly a site of Cherokee 

resistance, one of a few towns settled by Dragging Canoe and the Cherokee 

revolutionaries who between 1776 and 1794 militarily defended their land and people 

against the encroachments of white squatters. Since 1794, however, this area of the 

Cherokee Nation had received considerable funding for farming equipment through the 

civilization program to create large-scale plantations. McLoughlin argues that the 

Cherokee people (more specifically, I would add, Cherokee males) in this area (the 

                                                                                                                                            
Horseshoe Bend. President Monroe awarded Cherokees with $25,600 in damages for 
their military help and returned four million acres of their land to them, but Jackson, was 
angered at the U.S. government’s actions. For more, see Rozema 32-34. 
69 For more information on this, see McLoughlin. Cherokee Renascence in a New 
Republic. 



125 
 

border region between modern-day Tennessee, Alabama, and Georgia) were the primary 

beneficiaries of this civilization program effort because of the arable condition of the soil 

and were, therefore, becoming an elite planter-class of Cherokee males.71  This faction 

of Cherokees was both more willing to conduct business with whites, and Cherokee 

males were probably more amenable to the kinds of gendered changes that organizations 

like the ABCFM sought to make.  

So, on the one hand, the origins of the ABCFM school system violated the 

premium that most Cherokees at the time placed on consensus-based decision making.  

On the other hand, as early as the 1781 Treaty of Holston, many more Cherokee 

leaders—including the women at the 1781 treaty—had sanctioned the possibility of U.S.-

sponsored schools.72 While it is likely that even the leaders at the 1781 treaty realized the 

potential harm that establishing a relationship with EuroAmerican missionaries would 

cause to traditional structures of Cherokee governance and gender roles, the Cherokee 

leaders in 1781 supported the possibility of a school as a potential asset to Cherokees.  

Those who granted the white missionaries permission to set up a school on Cherokee land 

in 1816 violated Cherokee sovereignty by agreeing to the terms that Jackson set, but 

perhaps not when they agreed to allow the ABCFM to start a school, since earlier leaders 

had requested EuroAmerican schooling for Cherokee children. Many Cherokee leaders 

understood that letting the missionaries have access to their territories and build 

                                                                                                                                            
70 See Rozema 32-34 
71 See McLoughlin Cherokee Renascence 20-32 
72 On the last day of this meeting, after the collective of Cherokee women make their 
speech, the record of the treaty says: “This Day a great deal of Con[vers]ation was had 
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permanent EuroAmerican-style mission stations was one possible way to maintain a 

presence on the United States political scene and to foster the growth of anti-Removal 

sentiment among citizens of the United States.  

The context of this fraudulent treaty may also signal why Kingsbury never 

mentions that any women are in attendance at this meeting.  Although he mentions seeing 

many Cherokee families on his way to the meeting, it is likely that there was no female 

representative present.73  As the previous chapter discusses, Cherokee women who held 

political positions spoke at the 1781 and 1785 treaty negotiations; however, as U.S. 

officials demanded more and more to deal with male representatives of the Cherokee 

people, many of the efforts that the Cherokee Nation made to shore up sovereignty came 

with circumscriptions of women’s involvement in the political affairs of the Cherokee 

people. Interaction with whites was undoubtedly one cause of the erosion of women’s 

embodied presence in the Cherokee public sphere.   

Kingsbury’s letter, therefore, could point to how repeated de-prioritization of 

women’s voices on the part of whites had resulted in the loss of women’s involvement in 

Council affairs. On the other hand, a large portion of the nation did not endorse this treaty 

with Jackson. The meeting would not have a large number of attendees by Jackson’s 

                                                                                                                                            
about fixing [a] school in this Island for the [edu]cation of the Young Indians.” (Greene 
Papers) 
73 It is possible that the ethnocentric Kingsbury simply did not register the presence of 
women’s leadership. It could be that Kingsbury does not see women’s involvement as 
worthy of any remark. The Nation was not without the influence of a Beloved woman at 
this point, as Nanye’hi was still alive and active in the Women’s Council until 1822. It is 
clear that interaction with whites did disrupt Cherokee women’s sovereignty within their 
systems of governance. But, because of the chauvinistic biases in extant documents, the 
extent of this disruption is unclear.  
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design—and it certainly would not have had Cherokee women, members of the 

community who historically had been against land cession. While this meeting would 

affect the entire Cherokee population, it was not a treaty that saw the kind of audience 

like that of the 1785 Treaty of Hopewell, which entire families attended.  

 

Literacy Accumulation in Context: Gendered Resistance and School Accountability 

While some Cherokees sanctioned the mission schools, others were not so happy 

about their activities. In spite of the fact that many Cherokee elite leaders wanted the 

schools, by the mid-1820s, the established ABCFM missions did meet with considerable 

protest.  These protests were reactions against the reorientations of gender roles that the 

schools were promoting and missionaries’ vocal indictments of Cherokee ceremonial and 

religious practices. It is in this context of open protest to missionary activities that 

ABCFM students’ English-language literacy accumulation at schools occurred.  

The ABCFM missionaries made efforts to threaten the practices of important 

Cherokee customs and ceremonies; nevertheless, as historian Wilma Dunaway has 

shown, converted and unconverted Cherokees alike—that is, those individuals who lived 

in the neighboring Cherokee towns—continued to practice sacred Cherokee rituals.74 

Missionaries even noted that converted Cherokees “in all their wants applied only to their 

[Cherokee] conjurers” (qtd. in Dunaway 71).75 These protests would have served as 

                                                                                                                                            
 
74 Dunaway, especially pages 70-73.  
75 Dunaway gives this citation for the quotation: “ABCFM Papers, HUL, 28 Nov. 1828.”  
The ABCFM collection is not organized by date, but by volume number; volumes usually 
correlate to a particular missionary’s papers or a mission’s official journals.  Because the 
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continual reminders of conservative objections to the changes the civilization program 

wrought, and of the Cherokee communities in which the Cherokee students at ABCFM 

schools were raised and, therefore, of their responsibilities to those communities. 

Unconverted Cherokees vocally rejected missionaries’ efforts to suppress their 

ceremonies—at one point, while listening to one Brainerd minister’s sermon, “women 

began to taunt him about his ignorance of the healing arts” (qtd. in Dunaway 71).  These 

details reveal not only how ABCFM’s efforts failed to catalyze large-scale conversion, 

but they also reveal a type of strategic resistance to their ideas. Women refuse to give up 

their medicinal practices because of the continued belief that these practices worked. 

They took what they needed of EuroAmerican culture and left the rest. Also, repeatedly, 

ABCFM documents reference the trouble that missionaries have in retaining their 

students, as parents would take their children out when they pleased.  And, as 

McLoughlin points out, only about 3.2 percent of Cherokee children ever attended any of 

the boarding schools in Cherokee territory.76 While the missions were powerful with an 

elite, more acculturated faction of the Nation, they were not nearly as influential with the 

more conservative traditionalists.   

While many missionaries’ letters and journals, as well as publications like the 

ABCFM’s Missionary Herald, proclaim the civilizing influences of missionary work in 

Cherokee territories, some of the more private ABCFM letters do focus on Cherokees’ 

resistance to their plans for assimilation. In an 1827 letter to ABCFM treasurer Jeremiah 

                                                                                                                                            
collection is vast, I was not able to locate the document with this particular quotation 
while I was in the collection, and am, therefore, depending on Dunaway’s authority. 
76 See McLoughlin, Cherokee Renasance, pages 378-379/ 
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Evarts, the missionary Isaiah Proctor lamented that work at the Carmel mission station, 

one of the seven missionary stations, had not produced the effects he desired after a 

decade work in the region. Proctor regrets that Cherokees continue to maintain Cherokee 

cultural, ceremonial, and religious practices: “it seems exceedingly difficult for them to 

forsake en-/ tirely their heathenish habits. Many of their old practices / will be resorted to 

in time of sickness and I have known / but one instance where a native Christian was 

unyield-/ing when requested to employ a Cherokee doctor” (Proctor). Because many 

Cherokee conjurers and doctors were women,77 Proctor’s objection to this practice could 

be an objection to the employment of a tradition in which women held power. More 

importantly, it is when Cherokee locality—the practices of feeding one’s family, getting 

healthy, a use of the situated literacies that emerge from Cherokee knowledge bases—

arise, that his frustration with his mission is most apparent because these are moments 

that imply a different end to the narrative than the one of conversion he would like to 

convey to his supervising organization. In other words, moments of Cherokee politics, 

history, and investment in Cherokee community, are moments that are inassimilable for 

missionaries like Proctor.  

His emphatic opposition to Cherokee ball games and ceremonial dances are also 

significant for what they reveal about missionaries’ obsession with imposing 

EuroAmerican gender roles:  

Some of them the other day assembled / in plain sight of the Mission 

house, stripped themselves /  entirely naked and for some time played 

                                                
77 For more on Cherokee women’s conjuring practices, see Wilma Dunaway. Women, 
Work, and the Family in the Antebellum South 
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Ball. . . . I am sorry to add, that they still retain their grossest / vices.  

Those that are the most heathenish are their /  “Ball Plays”- “All-night 

Dances” & “Eagle Dances.” These are of-/ten held & well attended by 

both full & mi[x]ed Cherokees / especially their Ball-plays.  These are 

purely heathenish / sports.  At their Ball-plays the players are literally 

naked and yet a large proportion of the spectators / are females.  The All-

night dances are attended / by wives without their husbands and husbands 

without their wives, and as they are held during /  the night, we may safely 

infer, that all the / deeds of darkness are committed. (Proctor, October 27, 

1827) 

His fixation with the separation of wives from husbands and husbands from wives is 

particularly interesting here, given the fact that Proctor came from a culture that 

possessed clear demarcations between gender roles.  Here, his objection seems to center 

on both on the “deeds of darkness,” which presumably means that he thinks adulterous 

sexual activities took place at the “Ball Plays.”  Furthermore, he objects to the “large 

proportion” of spectators who are females: women’s appearance in public, where betting 

might occur, without a patriarchal chaperone (whether that of a husband or father). 

Perhaps he also objects to a husband’s appearance at a ball game without the sobering, 

moralizing influence of a genteel and thoroughly domesticated wife.   

As it often does in letters of this type, Proctor’s ethnocentricity causes him to 

misunderstand Cherokee games and ceremonies. While marriages were important 

relationships to Cherokee individuals, they were not the central organizing unit as they 

were in patriarchal Puritan and post-Puritan societies. Proctor’s anxiety here is clearly in 
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regards both to sexual taboos and the authority Cherokee women continued to possess.  

Because matrilineality continued to structure Cherokee society during the first part of the 

nineteenth century, though to a less powerful degree than in the eighteenth century, it was 

not taboo for women to take part in public ceremonies or attend and bet on ball games.  

Furthermore, depending on which ceremony or dance was to take place, women and men 

had separate parts to play. In not abiding by these separations, Cherokees would have 

been breaching their customs and committing taboo acts.78   

 This letter also reveals, much to Proctor’s horror, that the most acculturated 

faction of Cherokee society, the upper class leadership made up mostly of, in Proctor’s 

words, “mixed Cherokees,” sanction these “heathenish” ball games: 

Perhaps it will not be improper to mention / here that there was a 

“National Ball-Play” last summer / near New Echota at a time when there 

was a / called Council in session & it was considered of / so much 

importance that the Council adjourn/ed for a day to give an opportunity to 

the mem- / bers to attend it, and nearly all attended. / The first men in 

council it is said were present—Old Mr. / George Sanders with his 

daughter were also present there.” (Proctor, October 27, 1827) 

Throughout the letter, as in the two previous excerpts, Proctor’s rhetoric returns to 

violations of “proper” (read: EuroAmerican) gender roles, and he links these violations 

with what he sees as the Cherokees’ failure to follow the teleological “civilization” 

process.  The fact that the mixed-gender ball game is not only attended by but also 

                                                
78 For more on gender divisions in Cherokee ceremonies, see Speck, Broom, and Long’s 
Cherokee Dance and Drama. 
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endorsed by the male leaders of the Cherokee Nation is evidence that even the most 

acculturated members of the Nation continued to practice and revere Cherokee customs 

and Cherokee gender norms, though perhaps to a lesser extent with the latter.  

Furthermore, by delaying official governmental business for the ball game, they 

sanctioned these practices for the entirety of the Cherokee population, exemplifying that 

despite the Cherokee leadership’s acculturation, at least in this example, they respect 

Cherokee traditionalists’ modes of operation. Furthermore, Rennard Strickland notes that 

in the eighteenth century “some evidence suggests that the Green Corn Ceremony and the 

National Ball Play provided the setting for these national councils” (56).  These 

ceremonies, therefore, were not just subsidiary to governance, but were a central location 

of politicized discourse in a traditionalist context. Perhaps this event that Proctor refers to 

in 1827 is evidence of the continuation of this governmental paradigm. 

During the decade previous to Proctor’s letter, Cherokees witnessed radical 

changes in Cherokee culture, society, gender roles, and modes of governance.  While 

Proctor expresses skepticism about the magnitude of these changes, his letter does admit 

to some of them:  

The mixed Cherokee, no doubt, are fast / improving in their manners and 

every year becoming more / civilized.  As a class of people they are now 

quite indus-/ trious.  They imitate the whites in the managing of their / 

domestick [sic] affairs and the cultivating of their fields. / Among the full 

Cherokees, also more industrious / habits are perceivable.  They now are 

beginning to feel / that the raising of corn and otherwise managing / the 

plantation belongs to the male sex. (Proctor)   
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In this short excerpt, Proctor manages to note one of the most drastic reorientations 

occurring in Cherokee society: the reorientation of Cherokee women’s relationship to the 

land, which (as I mentioned before) authorized their participation in public life.79  

Even Proctor was conflicted about the possibility of complete assimilation. By 

attempting to make Cherokees like themselves, missionaries would not be able to 

maintain their supposed superiority (as well as their salaries as missionaries to the 

“heathen”), and thus, it might be argued that they never really intended to catalyze total 

conversion and assimilation. From the perspective of this reading, Proctor’s letter was an 

attempt to shore-up the boundaries of his own culture and religion by listing those 

practices and qualities of Cherokee culture that seem not to conform to the image of 

Christian piety many of the other letters about Cherokee converts reported. Within this 

context, there were divergent narratives – Cherokees can completely assimilate and 

Cherokees can’t completely assimilate are two of those narratives. 80  

                                                
79 This specific character of Cherokee women’s relationship to the land should not be 
confused, however, with an essentialist notion of Indian women’s connection to the earth.  
See John Philip Reid, A Law of Blood for more on this distinction. 
80 Homi Bhabha would call this missionary rhetoric ambivalent:  

The discourse of post-Enlightenment English colonialism often speaks in a tongue 
that is forked, not false. If colonialism takes power in the name of history, it 
repeatedly exercises its authority through the figures of farce. For the epic 
intention of the civilizing mission, 'human and not wholly human' in the famous 
words of Lord Rosebery, 'writ by the finger of the Divine' often produces a text 
rich in the traditions of trompe-l'oeil, irony, mimicry and repetition.. . . colonial 
mimicry is the desire for a reformed, recognizable Other, as a subject of a 
difference that is almost the same, but not quite. Which is to say, that the 
discourse of mimicry is constructed around an ambivalence; in order to be 
effective, mimicry must continually produce its slippage, its excess, its difference. 
The authority of that mode of colonial discourse that I have called mimicry is 
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While ABCFM missionaries voiced ardent protests against Indian Removal, they 

did so because they wanted to continue their evangelism in Cherokee territory. 

Consequently, Cherokee and missionary priorities were out of sync.  The Cherokee 

National Council wanted Cherokee children to learn how to negotiate with 

EuroAmericans, not how to submit to EuroAmerican authority. 

ABCFM archives also show how the Cherokee Council had a great deal of say in 

the affairs of the school. Throughout the early part of the nineteenth century, Cherokees 

consistently dictated the terms under which they would allow the encroachment of white 

institutions. For example, between 1798 and 1803 the U.S. Government repeatedly 

requested that they be allowed to build a road through Cherokee territory. Until a treaty 

negotiated in October of 1803, the council granted permission.81 Likewise, Cherokee 

communities had leverage with regards to the events of the ABCFM school system. Just 

as ABCFM missionaries often complained about the parents withdrawing their children 

from the schools, one letter also noted that a Cherokee community surrounding a school 

expressed concern about the presence of ABCFM mission schools.  In 1822, the 

missionary Moody Hall wrote to Jeremiah Evarts that  

Some of the neighbors [at Taloney near Carmel] were a little offended that 

they could not see our beloved Chief, (as they call Mr. Evarts) and hear a 

talk from him.  Yet, I think I have satisfied them by telling them that I 

thought you would send them a talk in writing.  With this they appear 

                                                                                                                                            
therefore stricken by an indeterminacy: mimicry emerges as the representation of 
a difference that is itself a process of disavowal. (122) 

81 See Phillips and Phillips, 10. 
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highly pleased.  We do think, dear sir, that at this time a few words from 

you explaining the object of the school, the manner in / which it is 

supported, & what is expected of those who /  can understand the designs 

of the Board, would be a / means of laying a foundation for something 

generous to / be done hereafter by the natives. (Hall)  

Hall’s belief in the righteousness of the ABCFM mission does not cloud the knowledge 

that he must remain accountable to the population surrounding the school. Furthermore, it 

is clear from these types of anecdotes in letters and journal that the Cherokee leaders are 

using the missionaries in other ways, too. For example, in an 1824 letter to Jeremiah 

Evarts, the missionary Daniel Butrick explains that Cherokee leader John Ridge is 

displeased with the military posts near the mission stations and “the expediency of the / 

United States in mak[ing] certain laws and regulations for the Indians” (Butrick).  The 

very fact that Ridge felt the need to discuss this matter with a missionary shows Cherokee 

reasons for inviting missionaries into their world.  It is likely that they saw this 

relationship as one that could help them influence U.S. policy, or at the very least, 

maintain a political voice with regards to the affairs of their own Nation vis-à-vis the 

United States. 

In his 1824 journal, the missionary William Chamberlain wrote that Charles 

Hicks (Second Principal Chief) and PathKiller (Principal Chief) have said “it was our 

understanding that no more schools / were to be established without consulting the 

Council / but that the same liberty was allowed the [ABCFM Prudential] Com[mittee] to 

replenish the stations already established that / they ever had” (Chamberlain). In other 

words, the leaders of the Nation had forbidden the ABCFM from establishing any more 
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schools, and they were now very frustrated that the mission stations were bringing new 

missionaries into existing stations in Cherokee territory.  This created “a very powerful 

opposition / to Missions among the Chiefs, [Hicks] thought it would be more prudent to 

lay the business [that is, the installation of any new missionaries] before the Council / this 

fall.  I told him Mr. Evarts would by no means do / any thing contrary to what he 

supposed was the / understanding of the chiefs at Brainerd” (Chamberlain).  Chamberlain 

explains to the Board that while Hicks understands the ABCFM’s point of view—that is, 

the ABCFM should be allowed to replenish and install new missionaries at existing 

mission stations—other Cherokee leaders object to any signs of ABCFM expansion or 

the introduction of any new, unknown whites into the Nation. Chamberlain goes on to 

explain that, as he told Hicks, he 

thought it very likely that he would send a missionary to Brainerd / this 

fall.  [Hicks] said there was no doubt that the chiefs / would think strange 

of it and perhaps be dissatisfied. /  . . . Pathkiller and the Speaker are 

violently opposed. / And as they have great influence among the common 

people, and the unenlightened chiefs it is very / probable that there will be 

a very powerful opposition / to missions in the next Council. 

(Chamberlain) 

Cherokee leaders’ objections make sense, considering that not all missionaries had 

worked well with surrounding Cherokee communities and, furthermore, Cherokees’ 

interactions with communities in Georgia were growing more and more violent.   

In 1827, the missionary William Potter recorded a speech given to a Cherokee 

community of ABCFM students by a Cherokee leader, the Speaker, which points to the 
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growing hostilities between Cherokees and whites as a reason for Cherokees to acquire 

English-language literacy:  

Remember that the whites are near us. With them we / have constant 

intercourse, and you must be sensible, that unless / you can speak their 

language, read & write as they / do, they will be able to cheat you, and 

trample upon your rights. / Be diligent therefore in your studies, and let 

nothing / hinder you from them.  Do not quarrel with each other. / Aid one 

another in your useful employ, obey your teach-/ers, and walk in the way 

they tell you. (Potter) 

The Speaker references how whites were “near” Cherokees and likely to cheat them and 

“trample upon” their rights—as did Andrew Jackson in 1816—this speech makes clear 

the Cherokee motivation for inviting missionaries into their territory in the first place: to 

learn the communicative discourses that whites use so that they can avoid being cheated 

by whites and also, so that they can “[a]id one another.”  The adoption of the skills and 

discourses that the ABCFM teaches is, therefore, clearly cited here as something that 

should help Cherokees remain autonomous by keeping whites like Jackson from cheating 

them. 

Moreover, Cherokees made specific requests that the ABCFM use print to 

publicize the injustices wrought upon the Cherokees by the illegal Georgian settlements 

in Cherokee territory.  In 1822, Charles Hicks, second in command to the Principal Chief 

Pathkiller, sent a copy of a letter that he wrote to the governor of Georgia to Moody Hall 

with the request that Hall publish his “letter in some publick print” (Hall): 
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I have no doubt but that what there are a few disaffected unprincipled 

Cherokees who regard of their own honor and happiness and destitute of 

patriotism would be willing for a small compensati^on^ to sell the land of 

their fathers, and thereby deprive their whole nation of the high privileges 

we now enjoy, but sir it is not so with the majority of my nation we have 

love for our country and desire to have our bones moulder by the side of 

our fathers. In our country a man that will act against the sense of the 

majority of the people in their common property is liable to lose his own 

life, and should here not entrust from your enlightened nation a law to 

restrain any unjust unmoralizing proceedings.  I wish you sir to understand 

that we are unwilling to sell one foot more of our much circumscribed 

country. (Hall) 

Hall, like the other ABCFM officials, was against Cherokee Removal, but his position 

did not give him much influence with the United States government. However, the 

Cherokee leadership was savvy enough to understand how people like Hall might use the 

ABCFM publishing resources to the advantage of the Cherokees. Even though his letter 

was addressed to an individual, Hicks understood the power of the printed word on the 

U.S. political scene, and therefore he sent it to a liaison who might be able to help him 

publicize Cherokee concerns. 

 

Gendered Resistance and Gendered Writing in the ABCFM Mission School Context 

In spite of the maintenance of older forms of Cherokee life that Proctor’s letter 

describes, there is no doubt that the pedagogical and religious priorities at the ABCFM 
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school promoted change in Cherokee society. It is mostly the Cherokee elites who 

embrace education, and this group is the same group that sidelines Cherokee women in 

the Cherokee public, political sphere. Boarding schools promoted the reorientation of 

gender roles in Cherokee country are, therefore, linked to the erosion of Cherokee 

women’s status. However, the missionary teachings interacted with the Cherokee social 

cultural moorings of the female students and continual reminders of the political priorities 

of the Cherokee Nation.  This resulted in the frustrations of missionary efforts that 

Proctor describes and the development of Cherokee females critical uses of English-

language literacy. As Brown’s writing shows, women’s letters and diary entries follow 

some of the genre conventions of white writing.  Yet, these letters also simultaneously 

signal how Cherokee women prioritize the political concerns of their communities and 

work—as Brown did at Creek Path—to be of benefit to their people.  

Scholars have offered up convincing evidence that colonial and missionary 

educations were, in many respects, disempowering for Native school children.82 In their 

analyses of Indian education in the latter part of the nineteenth century during the “Era of 

Assimilation,” many scholars have agreed with Scott Lyons’ assertion that the United 

States Indian “boarding school stands out as the ultimate symbol of white domination, 

even genocide, through assimilation in the American Indian experience” (449). The 

ABCFM mission schools were similar to many Indian boarding schools established later 

in the nineteenth century, but because these schools were situated within Cherokee 

                                                
82 For more on this topic, see: David Wallace Adams. Education for Extinction: 
American Indians and the Boarding School Experience, 1875–1928; Scott Lyons. 
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communities and remained accountable to the Cherokee Council, school officials could 

not systematically strip away Cherokee culture in the same way that, for example, 

officials at the Carlisle Indian School did between 1879 and 1918.  

ABCFM missionaries wanted to assimilate Cherokees into Christianized culture, 

and they certainly were not afraid of employing oppressive pedagogical methods to do so. 

They did not, however, transport pupils hundreds or thousands of miles away from their 

communities, as was common practice in many institutions of Indian education later in 

the nineteenth century. Moreover, ABCFM missionaries in Cherokee territory, such as 

Samuel Worcester of the Worcester v. Georgia court case, publicly voiced opposition to 

Indian Removal. Worcester was imprisoned in Georgia for sixteen months for supporting 

the Cherokee fight against removal.  Because the missionaries believed that they could 

facilitate the assimilation of the Cherokee populace, they argued that Cherokees should 

remain in their ancestral homeland. In some sense, their position opposing Cherokee 

Removal threatened the success of their own “civilization” program. But, more 

importantly, their belief in the possibility of total and complete assimilation of the 

southeastern indigenous populations and the methods they used to achieve this 

assimilation were even more threatening to their prospects for success.  

Both male and female students were taught reading, writing, arithmetic, and 

geography using this system, and other parts of their schooling were dedicated to 

instruction in EuroAmerican gender-appropriate menial labor in a effort to reorient 

gender roles: agricultural and mechanical instruction for boys and sewing and 

                                                                                                                                            
“Rhetorical Sovereignty: What Do American Indians Want From Writing?”; Michael C. 
Coleman. American Indian Children at School, 1850-1930. 
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housekeeping for women.  One missionary wrote the following list as evidence of 

Cherokee female accomplishment at Brainerd: 

since monday [sic] of last week, viz. they have made fifty hunting frocks, 

besides hemming a number of handkerchiefs & some other sewing, in 

addition to their usual work in other branches of labor which is assisting in 

the dining room, in the milking & in all the washings, doing the whole of 

their own washings & ironing, most of the ironing for the mission family 

& boys, & mending boys clothes. (qtd. in Phillips and Phillips 13) 

However, students at ABCFM schools were taught using the Monitorial System, 

sometimes called the Lancasterian System, of Joseph Lancaster.  This meant that students 

were grouped according to level and more advanced students taught less advanced ones, 

which enabled a small number of teachers to educate large numbers of students. As 

Coleman argues, “the Lancastrian monitorial system and the need for interpreters allowed 

older pupils to wield a degree of influence or even power over younger children” 

(“American Indian School Pupils as Brokers” 134).  Furthermore, this influence, when 

conducted in Cherokee or outside of the immediate sightline of a mission school teacher, 

would have avoided the panoptic potential inherent in some styles of pedagogy, which 

may have eroded teachers abilities to inculcate properly gendered behavior in their 

students. 

In many respects, ABCFM missionaries were much like the instructors, both 

religious and secular, at schools in the latter half of the nineteenth century.  Scholars have 

focused much attention on the government’s off-reservation Indian boarding school 

experiments post-1850.  Using very different approaches, the historians Tsiana 
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Lomawaima, David Wallace Adams, and Michael Coleman and literary critics Ruth 

Spack and Amelia Katanski examine the federal Indian education institutions of this 

period and their effects on Native attendees.83 These works about off-reservation 

boarding schools and pedagogies are valuable for the stories they tell outlining the 

missionary and federal policies, the overarching concerns of how parents from various 

different tribes responded to their children’s indoctrination, and how the attempts to strip 

students of tribal traditions catalyzed the formation of a pan-Indian consciousness 

between students from many different indigenous nations. However, none of these 

treatments of schools focuses on gender as a measure of colonial incursion into Native 

people’s lives.  Doing so serves to highlight how women’s roles bore the brunt of 

attempts at social restructuring.  

Because women were among the main objectors to the “designs of the Board,” 

they form an important public worthy of critical analysis. Cherokee women and mothers, 

as historian Wilma Dunaway argues,  

resented the denigration of their indigenous dialect . . .[and] blamed 

missionaries for influencing mestizo leaders to implement such regulations 

[which eroded the traditions of matrilineality], and their antimission 

sentiment fueled a second cultural revitalization movement . . . Because of 

the animosity toward missionary ethnocentrism, women conjurors kept 

                                                
83 While these scholars explore the social ideologies that shaped relationships between 
students and white teachers and show the destruction wreaked upon the minds and bodies 
of the students at the schools, they also focus on students’ experiences and find that 
students used their educations in unexpected ways.  Lomawaima, for example, shows 
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Cherokee cultural resistance simmering . . . Because missionaries 

threatened these traditional customs that were pivotal to women’s lives, 

females organized public expressions in defiance.  The missionaries 

reported frequent incidents in which women and teenagers ‘on the 

outskirts of the congregation were inclined to make disturbances” (69-70).  

The surrounding communities “on the outskirts” of mission station activity may have 

affected the adoption of English-language literacy by Cherokee school children. While 

the emergence of English-language literacy among the Cherokee elite is significant, it is 

also significant that there were many Cherokees in the areas surrounding the schools who 

fostered Cherokee community in a way that was probably more similar to that described 

in chapter one of my project.  The existence of this body of people, some of whom (as 

Dunaway points out) resisted missionary efforts by making fun of Eurowestern religious 

concepts, is a presence that haunts the ABCFM efforts.  The records of this group exist in 

the interstices of letters written about missionaries’ struggles to convert the heathen.  

Nevertheless, just because the extant records of outright resistance are few and far 

between does not mean that this group was not influential.  

Proctor noted the power of surrounding communities to affect a Cherokee student 

when he wrote about a Cherokee female whom teachers at the Carmel mission expelled 

for confessing that she and the unconverted Cherokee Robert Sanders “were guilty of 

criminal conduct”: 

                                                                                                                                            
how students at Chilocco students lives were “severely regimented in many ways, 
astonishingly free in others” (30). 
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Mary C. Gregorie, for who so much has been done, we / have been 

obliged to dismiss for lewdness. She could write / a handsome hand, read 

fluently, spell readily and / was returned to her grand Parents and unless 

she is /  specially preserved, she undoubtedly will become a / most 

abandoned character as her connexions are / very poor & very dissipated. 

(Proctor) 

While Proctor sees Gregorie’s extended Cherokee family in a negative light, his text 

nevertheless marks the impotence of his own project.  Moreover, by clearly connecting 

violations of EuroAmerican gender norms with an inability to teach, Proctor underscores 

his belief that purity, piety, submissiveness, and domesticity were necessary 

preconditions to women’s literacy.   

In an article on letters that some female ABCFM students wrote in the mid-1820s, 

Michael Coleman argues that “much of the [cultural] mediation these girls [provided] 

was a one-way promotion of the Christian civilization among their own people” 

(“American Indian School Pupils as Brokers”132).  However, I suggest that this 

relationship was far from one-way: those who resisted missionary efforts in the 

communities surrounding the schools mediated the female students’ experience of school.   

For young students at ABCFM school, being able to serve their nation at this point in 

time, meant cultivating a set of literacies that they could then convey to the people in 

their own towns. As Brainerd student Susan Taylor wrote: “We ought to strive to learn 

very fast so we can teach our brothers and sisters and other heath[e]n children” (Payne 

Papers v.8 55) . “Success” for Taylor is tied to using her knowledge to teach other 

Cherokees. Learning to write in English meant bringing home a strategic knowledge that 
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would help their families and local communities. And, as the previous letter suggests, 

sometimes literacy accumulation meant bringing this knowledge to their people by 

encouraging them to reject important parts of Cherokee culture.  As Susan’s sister 

Elizabeth reasoned: “I have learned that the white people were once as degraded as this 

people and that encourages me to think that this nation will soon become enlightened” 

(Payne Papers v.8 14). While Elizabeth does imply that most Cherokees are “degraded,” 

Coleman argues that in this sort of statement, Cherokee female students “declared 

potential of all the nation” (“American Indian School Pupils as Brokers”128). Brainerd 

student Nancy Reece expressed similar sentiments to those of Elizabeth Taylor: “When 

Miss Ames tells the two white girls they have done well, we often say that they can do 

well because they are white girls, though she says people of the North think that the 

Cherokees have as good a genius to learn if it was only cultivated” (Payne Papers v.8 

101). Reece and Taylor’s writing affirmed Cherokees’ inherent intellectual abilities in the 

face of blatant racism and also pointed to a larger context in which the Cherokee Nation 

existed.  Furthermore, because of the looming threat of Cherokee Removal, ABCFM 

students’ references to Cherokee people’s “potential” were inextricably tied to Cherokees 

retaining political autonomy and control over their ancestral homelands.  

Rarely yet significantly, writing gave young Cherokee female students the 

political wherewithal to voice the offenses committed against Cherokees during the era, 

even in the context of a mission school. In 1828, Reece wrote to Reverend Fayette 

Shepherd:  

I do not think that all people are friends to the Cherokees.  Miss Ames has 

been reading a part of the Presid. message. Perhaps he does not like the 
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laws of the Indian tribes for he says ‘This state of things requires that a 

remedy should be provided.’  Miss Ames has been talking to the scholars 

and she felt bad . . . I have been talking to the children about it and one 

says ‘if the white people want more land let them go back to the country 

they came from,’ another says ‘they have got more land than they use, 

what do they want to get ours for?’ (Payne Papers v.8 21-22) 

Her letter shows that Cherokee females were well aware of how whites’ insulting 

perceptions of Native cultures threatened life as they knew it. Like John Ridge, Nancy 

Reece is displeased with “the expediency of the / United States in make certain laws and 

regulations for the Indians” because she knows that her own Nation has its own laws and 

should have the right to enforce those separate laws as it sees fit (Butrick). Like Katteuha 

did before her, Reece uses writing to indict the unjustified public declarations and actions 

of U.S. political leaders and to make known the public voice of a group of Cherokee 

females, the students of Miss Ames’ classroom at the Brainerd Mission School. 

It is also important to mention that although their teacher, Miss Ames, outwardly 

encouraged students to believe that “if God suffers it to be, we ought not to complain” 

(Payne Papers v.8 21-22), it is clear here that in exposing students to the views of the 

president, she allowed them to make up their own minds—and making up her own mind 

is exactly what Reece did.  While Cherokee girls were not often encouraged to critique 

injustice in this way, it did happen. These small efforts, in combination with their 

knowledge of the political efforts of the Nation’s leaders, catalyzed the formation of a 

critical literacy in students like Reece. 
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Conclusion 

Given the more common missionary attitudes toward Cherokee lifeways, it is 

surprising that Cherokees would repeatedly agree to give missionaries land for setting up 

schools. Yet, scholarship on literacy accumulation clarifies how Cherokees were well 

aware of what they were doing when they agreed to allow the ABCFM to build schools. 

In hindsight, it is easy to judge the ABCFM missionaries as at best misguided, at worst 

unforgivably injurious to Cherokee ways of life.   Many missionaries repeatedly situate 

themselves as culturally superior and their ideas about cultural assimilation and 

civilization seem so wrongheaded as to be ridiculous, especially from the perspectives of 

the many Native people who did not acquiesce to notions of European superiority.   

Cherokee women not only adapted English-language alphabetic literacy to suit the 

ends of their people, they also offer a road through educational curricula that does not 

rely on complete submission. Thus, the missionary project has implications for how we 

see contemporary pedagogy.  In our own classrooms, we can and should try to implement 

liberatory pedagogies and cultivate freedom of expression in our own students, but our 

aims and efforts may be just as misdirected as those in the early 19th-century. As I’ll 

discuss in the conclusion to this dissertation, we might do well to be aware of the 

instability of our own classroom practices by carefully and continuously questioning our 

methods. 
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Chapter Three: Cherokee Women’s Publishing, the Cherokee Phoenix, 

and the Indian Removal Debates 

On November 12, 1831, a petition opposing Cherokee Removal authored by a 

collective of Cherokee Women appeared in the newspaper the Cherokee Phoenix.84  The 

women who authored this particular petition authorize their position in a mode that 

contrasts plainly with the modes that eighteenth-century Cherokee female leaders—like 

Nanye’hi and Katteuha—had used previously in their public declarations.  This group 

stated that “Although it is not common for our sex to take part in public measures, we 

nevertheless feel justified in expressing our sentiments on any subject where our interest 

is as much at stake as any other part of the community” (Cherokee Women, “To the 

Committee and Council” 2).  Whereas previous speeches, as well as two other women’s 

petitions to the Cherokee National Council from 1817 and 1818, demonstrated Cherokee 

                                                
84 The Cherokee Phoenix gives October 17, 1821 as the date of composition for the 
petition.  Perdue and Green think this must be a typographical error and that the petition 
was probably composed in October of 1831, making it available for publication a month 
later: “In 1821, the Cherokees were not under any particular pressure from Georgia or the 
‘general government’ to remove; by 1831, they were indeed in a ‘deplorable 
situation’”(Perdue and Green 131).  The opposite could be argued, however.  Since 
Jackson signed the Indian Removal Act in 1830, the Nation’s future was certainly not 
inevitable, but was much more bleak than in 1821, a period during which some groups of 
Cherokees were removing the areas west of the Mississippi.  Therefore, the exigency for 
writing a petition might have been stronger in 1831.  On the other hand, if, as Perdue and 
Green argue, the petition was written in 1821, just a few years after the composition of 
the 1817 and 1818 women’s petitions, which did not draw on the same “civilizationist” 
rhetoric but on Cherokee matrilineality, it makes sense that the 1821 petition is merely a 
shift in rhetoric.  In other words, a composition date of 1821 would not be an indication 
that Cherokee women have assimilated, but that they are adapting their modes of 
discourse.  Either theory is speculation, though what is certain is that a much wider 
audience was addressed with the petition’s publication in the Phoenix. For the purposes 
of this chapter, the actual composition date does not matter as much as the publication 
date, though the differences are interesting to explore.   
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women’s rhetorical insistence on their right to participate in public debate, this petition, 

published a decade later, explicitly states that Cherokee women did not see themselves as 

public figures, but rather, took part in the public discussion only because their interests 

were at stake. As the earlier petitions, letters, and speeches exhibited, taking “part in 

public measures” was once the domain of Cherokee women, a right that this collective of 

women explicitly disavow. There are no matrilineal tropes in this petition, no references 

to their “sons” in the Council. In many ways this petition, published almost ten years 

after Nanye’hi’s death, seems to register Cherokee assimilation into EuroAmerican 

gender and discursive norms.   

This interpretation is supported by the historian Carolyn Ross Johnston, who 

argues that interaction with whites and the struggle to maintain autonomy in the face of 

colonial violence actually catalyzed a shift in the egalitarian balance of power among 

Cherokee men and women. Johnston argues that in the fifty-year period represented by 

the writings my dissertation analyzes, women were struggling against allowing their 

traditional status slip away.85 The changes to Cherokee culture were visible in the 

formation of a Cherokee Constitution in 1827, laws that enabled Cherokees to practice 

Black slavery, and customs of representative governance that explicitly disenfranchised 

women.86 Without a doubt, colonial policies presented multiple challenges to Cherokee 

systems of governance and matrilineal patterns of organization that negatively affected 

                                                
85 See Johnston Cherokee Women in Crisis, especially pages 36-55 
86 For more on Cherokee legal changes, see Fay Yarbrough, “Legislating Women’s 
Sexuality: Cherokee Marriage Laws in the Nineteenth Century” 
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women’s control over important political decisions. The 1831 petition, according to this 

narrative of Cherokee history, shows the decline of women’s status. 

In this chapter, however, I contend that the 1831 petition does not accurately 

represent women’s status and lived experience in the Cherokee Nation as a whole. 

Instead, it exemplifies a group of Cherokee women appropriating audience expectations 

and creating discourse that grants them rhetorical authority, albeit of a different sort than 

that which they were granted from within eighteenth-century Cherokee culture. What I 

am suggesting, then, is that we can read the apparent assimilationism that pervades this 

document as Cherokee women working rhetorically with the white civilizationist trope of 

modesty to challenge representations of Cherokees as savages.  In other words, these 

women are using the most suitable rhetoric to serve their end, that is, to convince a wide 

audience that they were representatives of a “civilized” nation, which would, they hoped, 

stave off the wholesale relocation of their people. The women who wrote this petition and 

the editors who published it in the newspaper wanted to emphasize to an audience outside 

of the Cherokee Nation that Cherokees had a legitimate claim to their land bases because 

of their history, their lengthy tenure on that land, and their “civilized” ability to govern 

themselves autonomously.   

By contextualizing Cherokee women’s collectively authored petitions from the 

early nineteenth century within the growth of English- and Cherokee-language 

publishing, I demonstrate how Cherokees—more specifically these Cherokee women—

were using print to reach audiences both within and outside of the Cherokee Nation. 

Cherokee women writers of the Cherokee Phoenix petition wielded the discourse of 

American civility to counter the image of the Vanishing Indian and interject Cherokee 
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political priorities into the mainstream U.S. public scene where debates about the “Indian 

problem” are taking place. To make my case, I offer a theoretical explanation of the 1831 

petition’s rhetoric based on the communicative theories of Kenneth Burke and Gerald 

Vizenor.  Next, I explore historian Theda Perdue’s and literary critics Lori Merish’s and 

Maureen Konkle’s work on the Cherokee Phoenix and the newspaper’s editor, Elias 

Boudinot, and offer my own interpretation that—like the women who wrote the 1831 

petition—Boudinot wielded civilizationist rhetoric strategically. I follow this argument 

with close readings of two women’s petitions that were written more than a decade before 

the publication of the 1831 petition. Both of these earlier petitions depend on the 

matrilineal rhetorical tropes like those Nanye’hi and Katteuha used, yet neither the 1817 

nor the 1818 petition was published until very recently; this fact, I argue, supports my 

contention that the 1831 petition’s publication status affected its rhetoric.  Finally, I give 

an interpretation of the 1831 petition and account both for its similarities to and 

differences from articles adjacent to it in the November 12, 1831 edition of the Cherokee 

Phoenix. 

 

Burkean and Vizenorian Tricksterism: The Cherokee Phoenix as Simulated White 

Civility 

The 1831 petition constructs a Cherokee identity that is just acculturated enough 

to be legible to a white American public, and yet different enough to show how the 

newspaper’s contributors were members of a Nation, with a distinct history and origins 

from that of the United States. EuroAmericans had failed over and over again to see the 

complexity of pre-contact Cherokee civilizations or to prioritize Cherokee concerns as 
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equal to or as pressing as their own. Instead, they saw cruel barbarians or vanishing races. 

As Konkle argues, Henry Knox’s recommendations for Washington’s civilization 

program were partially based on the ideas about “Indians” conveyed in William 

Robertson’s History and Settlement of North America,  

which holds that Indians cannot rise out o their state of nature because of their 

inherent traits that exclude them from the universal human . . .  Knox’s Indian 

policy attempt to accommodate the theory of Indian difference, but . . . . Knox 

hypothesizes that if Indians could be persuaded to change their practices to 

EuroAmerican ones, fundamentally with regard to the issue of property, they 

would willingly submit—consent—to EuroAmerican authority” (10).   

As a whole, the Cherokee Phoenix was a rhetorical attempt to counter those stereotypical 

images by overstating the acculturation within the Cherokee Nation in an attempt to 

convince the white public outside of the Nation that the small number of Cherokee elite 

males—who were in the process of consolidating power around the patriarchal nuclear 

family unit—were both an influential and representative sample of Cherokees.  And yet 

the newspaper also repeatedly delineates and legitimates the borders of the Cherokee 

Nation as a sovereign entity, and to draw a distinct division between the United States of 

American and the Cherokee Nation, indicating that Cherokees are unwilling to submit to 

U.S. authority.  

The 1831 women’s petition is an example of women’s participation in a 

constructed rhetorical identity that the newspaper adopted throughout its six-year run, and 

it thus shows how women have conveyed a form of their traditional power and status as 

political actors into the present of the 19th-century Indian Removal debates.  Essentially, 
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the lived experience of many Cherokee women did not match the degree of cultural and 

political assimilation that they embody in this petition—and it is for this reason that I 

argue that their rhetorical operations are purposive. Nevertheless, the petition deserves 

nuanced analysis because it is one of the few existing artifacts showing Cherokee 

women’s rhetorical engagement. 

The rhetorical strategy in this petition is clarified by Kenneth Burke, who argues 

that any persuasive act is an act of identification:  

You persuade a man only insofar as you can talk his language by speech, gesture, 

tonality, order, image, attitude, idea, identifying your ways with his . . . True, the 

rhetorician may have to change an audience’s opinions in one respect; but he can 

succeed only insofar as he yields to that audience’s opinions in other respects” 

(Burke 55-56).87  

In other words, in using rhetoric similar to that used by white women, the Cherokee 

female rhetors attempt to create a tacit understanding that they share common values and 

that they “have common sensations, concepts, images, ideas, attitudes that make them 

consubstantial” (Burke 21). In Burkean terms, then, they persuade by trying to produce 

consubstantiation with an outside group—that is, convincing an Other that they are of one 

                                                
87 Earlier in A Rhetoric of Motives, Burke makes a similar argument:  

As for the relation between “identification” and “persuasion,” we might well keep  
in mind that a speaker persuades an audience by the use of stylistic 
identifications; his act of persuasion may be for the purpose of causing the 
audience to identify itself with the speaker’s interests; and the speaker draws on 
identification of interests to establish rapport between himself and his audience. 
So there is no chance of our keeping apart the meanings of persuasion, 
identification and communication (Burke 46). 
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substance—while simultaneously, dividing themselves from a different group. The 

contributors to this paper,  purposefully distanced themselves from the stereotype of the 

savage Indian that white audiences understood, and thereby replacing the idea of the 

savage Indian with the idea of the civilized Cherokee. According to historian William 

McLoughlin, “By 1827, the Cherokees had learned so well the ideology of their 

conquerors that they were able to use it against them” (xviii).  These women have 

assessed their audience and adapted their discursive choices to that group. Their use of 

signs of civility and modesty are ones white audiences respect and understand as opposite 

of pre-contact Indian culture, in which Cherokees would have been seen as without 

governance and morally inferior.   

Their attempt at Burkean consubstantiation here is merely momentary, however.  

These women allow consubstantial Cherokeeness to be consumed by white audiences 

briefly, even as they simultaneously divide themselves from the citizens of the United 

States, in order to more permanently establish Cherokee autonomy.  In doing this, the 

female rhetors accomplish what the Anishnaabe literary critic and theorist Gerald 

Vizenor would call a fugitive pose, or the anti-colonial operation by which a colonized 

person momentarily appropriates the tools of the colonizer to gain the upper hand in a 

rhetorical situation.  Vizenor explains that “in earlier journals the indian was an absence 

in histories.  That absence has become a theme of tragedy. Many natives have turned that 

absence into a fugitive pose” (Vizenor Fugitive Poses 11). Vizenor treats identities as an 

inherently unstable set of constructed fictions, to be treated ironically rather than merely 

accepted and to be deployed strategically when possible.  The fugitive poser makes 

stereotyped personas created by colonialist ethnographic discourse work for her: “The 
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trick, in seven words, is to elude historicism, racial representations, and remain 

historical” (Vizenor Trickster of Liberty xi). Paradoxically, by appropriating the 

discourses of “civilization” and modesty, and switching between those discourses and the 

discourses that more “traditional” women like Nanye’hi used, these women broke free 

from the identities into which whites attempted to confine them.  In a sense, they insisted 

in writing that Cherokees were not just relics of history, but contemporary presences with 

complex histories.  

In assuming this momentary “fugitive pose” as mirror images of white women, 

these Cherokee women stay one step ahead of the group with whom Cherokees were 

negotiating for their land and their lives.  Vizenor stresses these fugitive posers always 

prepare for the next negotiation by not letting colonizers understand exactly who they are. 

Instead, these women repeatedly refigured their stance by sometimes addressing white 

audiences, and other times addressing the members of the Cherokee National Council 

who have sidelined them in political meetings. They never stay in one place, but instead 

create momentary identification in order to shift into a new place rhetorically and bring 

their multiple audiences with them in that shift.   

  

Cherokee Phoenix, the Cherokee Editor, and the Imagined Power Of Print 

When soon-to-be editor of the Cherokee Phoenix, Elias Boudinot, returned from a 

speaking tour of the northeastern United States to his home in Cherokee territory in 1826, 

he had encountered multiple rhetorical situations in which he practiced this sort of 

Vizenorian rhetorical shifting.  One this tour, he had secured funds to publish a 

newspaper “in an Indian territory, under proper and judicious regulations” (Perdue 77). 
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The first issue of the bilingual Cherokee-English Cherokee Phoenix was published on 

February 21, 1828.  While on his tour, his speech emphasized the recent changes that 

Cherokees had undergone.  He noted in An Address to the Whites: “There are three things 

of late occurrence, which must certainly place the Cherokee Nation in a fair light, and act 

as a powerful argument in favor of Indian improvement. First. The invention of letters. 

Second. The translation of the New Testament into Cherokee.  And Third.  The 

organization of a Government” (Boudinot and Perdue 74).  The newspaper that he 

ushered into publication years later demonstrated these “improvements” in the Cherokee 

Nation. The paper became a testament to the success of the civilizing influences of 

missionary work, the benefits of written legal codes, and the general respectability of the 

Cherokee Nation in its effort to discard all remnants of pre-contact Cherokee life ways. 

It is perhaps for this reason that Perdue cautions scholars against using the 

Cherokee Phoenix newspaper as an ethnohistorical source.  Perdue argues that that the 

Phoenix contains a slew of “testaments to the remarkable success of the Cherokees in 

abandoning their traditional practices and belief” (210), but  “it does not give an accurate 

picture of Cherokee society nor did the contents reach and affect most Cherokee people” 

(207).  Historical evidence, Perdue argues, suggests that Boudinot and the paper’s 

contributors misrepresented the degree to which the Cherokee people were acculturated 

into EuroAmerican norms.  Specifically, she even contends that “much of the [legislative] 

change in Cherokee society [during the early nineteenth century] was superficial, limited, 

perhaps to the Cherokee elite who sought to emulate white southern planters”  (Perdue 

“Clan and Court” 566). Perdue all but dismisses the ideas conveyed in the paper as 

inauthentic, and perhaps unethical, representations of Cherokee acculturation. 



157 
 

The implication here, then, is that we should dismiss the 1831 women’s petition 

as unrepresentative of Cherokee women’s status, and take comfort in the fact that the 

majority of Cherokee women retained their political and social status within their smaller, 

more local Cherokee communities, as opposed to the national arenas where power was 

being consolidated around the patriarchal nuclear family. Perhaps this published 

document reflects only superficial—and not deep ideological—change. With European 

encroachment, Cherokee women’s lives did change.  But, because historical evidence 

suggests that the newspaper’s authors and editors misrepresented the degree to which the 

majority of Cherokee people were acculturated, this last petition does not truly represent 

all (or even most) of Cherokee women’s lived experiences in the early part of the 

nineteenth century. Given historical context and the various intended audiences of the 

Cherokee Phoenix, perhaps print culture in Cherokee society did not have the same 

representational status that it held in mainstream American society.88  Scholars must ask, 

therefore, what was being represented and for whom were the representations in the paper 

meant?  

Centrally, what is at issue here is the definition of what was (and is) distinctly 

Cherokee.  Even if the legislative changes that the paper published only affected the lives 

                                                
88 For more on the arguments that favor the emergence of print culture as the 
fundamental determinant that facilitates U.S. nation-building, see Benedict Anderson’s 
Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism and 
Michael Warner’s The Letters of the Republic: Publication and the Public Sphere in 
Eighteenth-Century America. Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1990. In contrast to this 
argument, Trish Loughran argues that while “print continues to dominate our national 
narratives about early nation founding . . . . this account [is] ahistorical, a postindustrial 
fantasy  of preindustrial print’s efficacy as a cross-regional agent and of federalism itself 
as an inevitable outcome” (xviii-xix). 
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of the Cherokee elite, it is also true that the debate about removal—whether or not to 

remove voluntarily, how exactly to fight against it, etc.—was thoroughly Cherokee.  The 

paper, it is clear to historians like Perdue, does not express Cherokee cultural and social 

organization as it actually was lived by many of the men and women who called 

themselves Cherokees, but even the attempt to define what is culturally “Cherokee” is an 

ideological trap, as culture is not some static thing that we can apply to people. The 

politics embedded in this newspaper might not be legibly Cherokee—depending entirely 

on a scholar’s criteria defining what that is—but the newspaper emerged out of a 

distinctly Cherokee historical and political context.  

The scholarly tendency to dismiss writing like that in the Cherokee Phoenix as 

inauthentic or assimilationist can, according to Maureen Konkle,  “preclude an 

examination of the politics of the representation of Indians and the historicity of Native 

writing because it is largely driven by a fixation on determining, describing, and 

analyzing cultural difference of Native peoples and Native writing” (27).  While the 

newspaper may not present tropes and paradigms that are distinctly and culturally 

“Cherokee,” it accomplished the goal of using rhetorical strategies to divide the Cherokee 

Nation from the U.S. and shows how women were retaining a political presence in a 

different form than they did twenty years earlier.  

I take no issue with Perdue’s assertions that the newspaper does not reflect the 

lived experience of most Cherokees and that the assimilationist change in Cherokee 

society was limited to a Cherokee elite, a small group that would have attended 

missionary schools and adopted EuroAmerican ways of life, at least in part.  As the 

previous chapter shows, however, this Cherokee elite honored and permitted the more 
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traditional practices in the Cherokee Nation and made repeated efforts to protect those 

Cherokees who participated in Cherokee dances, ball games, and other more traditional 

ceremonies.  Consider the example in the previous chapter of how the Cherokee 

Constitutional government suspended congressional meetings to attend a Cherokee ball 

game, a cultural as well as political practice that was explicitly condemned as an act of 

savagery by white missionaries because of the ways that it violated EuroAmerican gender 

and social norms. 89  Likewise, I am not contending that Perdue implies that we should 

dismiss the Cherokee Phoenix for all purposes, only that historians looking for 

ethnohistorical sources need to understand the rhetorical situation in which the newspaper 

existed and not perceive the ideas expressed in the paper as typical of all Cherokees. 

What Perdue’s analysis does invite, therefore, is an exploration of the rhetorical situation 

in which the newspaper existed.  

Perdue’s dismissal of the newspaper as an inaccurate reflection of early 

nineteenth-century Cherokee society may be connected to her interpretation of Boudinot 

as completely assimilated into EuroAmerican culture, even to the point that he seems 

himself and his people as subservient to whites. It is true that Boudinot was integral to the 

newspaper’s development in the early years, and thus, it is important to consider how his 

ideas shaped the paper’s institutionalization. According to Perdue, Boudinot’s education 

and marriage had caused him to internalize European ideas about Cherokee savagery.  

Perdue cites the following Boudinot editorial as evidence that “he apparently could 

                                                
 89 As I mentioned in the previous chapter, Strickland notes that during the eighteenth 
century, traditional ceremonies like ball games were central to governance. (Strickland 
Fire and Spirits 56) 



160 
 

conceive only of the incorporation of the Cherokees as a unit into a political system 

dominated by whites” (Cherokee Editor 10): 

We do not expect ever to be a great nation, in the common sense of the word, for  

our population is too trifling to entitle us to that appellation.  We may, 

nevertheless, by our improvement in the various departments of life, gain the 

respect and esteem of other nations.  Or, should we blended with the United 

States, (which perhaps may be the case,) we shall enjoy the privileges of her 

citizens, and receive in common, the regard due to her from abroad. (Cherokee 

Phoenix June 4, 1828) 

Boudinot’s stance here, Perdue argues, presents his internalized racism against Indians. 

On the other hand, we could read his rhetoric here as an attempt to draw a division 

between the whites and Cherokees, thereby drawing a distinction between the two 

nations.  Read this way, his editorial is an effort to strengthen the boundaries of the 

Cherokee Nation. 

But, more importantly, because the editorial was intended for multiple audiences, 

we could read also read the deferential tone in this excerpt as Boudinot’s attempt to use a 

rhetorical technique that Burke calls the “rhetoric of courtship” to his advantage with 

white audiences, and to affirm Cherokee equality for Cherokee audiences. 90  The last 

line is most certainly Boudinot’s affirmation that Cherokees and whites are political and 

social equals, but he couches this point in a rhetoric of “obeisance” for white audiences 

so as to slowly but surely move white audiences from their position of superiority to 
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agreement that Cherokees were racially, socially, and politically equal.  To begin, he 

plainly affirms that Cherokees lack “greatness,” and in doing so seems to legitimate a 

white superiority. According to Burke, however, when a rhetor highlights hierarchical 

difference and subverts him or herself into the lower position on the hierarchy—even 

momentarily—the rhetor generates audience member’s desire to transcend the 

hierarchical differences. In this situation, “you get, as a rhetorical situation, the 

proposition that in any social inequality there is awkwardness” (Burke 126).  Put 

differently, when Boudinot points out hierarchy, he creates both awkwardness and the 

audience’s immediate desire to do away with awkwardness. Like a Vizenorian poser, 

Boudinot uses the rhetoric of courtship to generate the white audiences’ desire to 

transcend the hierarchy that he supposes, and then swiftly undercuts this hierarchy by 

qualifying the definition of greatness.  Cherokees supposed lack of greatness is not due to 

the inherent inabilities of Cherokee peoples, but rather to the small size of their 

“population”—a population that, as Cherokee audiences understood it, had been 

decimated by hundreds of years of savage white colonial impositions.  

The literary critic Lori Merish maintains that Boudinot was “committed to the 

political independence and integrity of the Cherokee Nation, and . . . saw print as a means 

to maintain cultural and political connection and community among a displaced and 

dispersed Native population” (34).  He used the paper to  

name and constitute a common national body among the Cherokee, 

addressing his readers as rights-bearing citizens with common interests, 

                                                                                                                                            
90 For more on the “rhetoric of courtship,” see Burke’s Rhetoric of Motives, 114-127 and 
137-142. 
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and appealing to universalist rhetorics that would resonate, albeit 

differently, for Native American and EuroAmerican readers . . . the 

Phoenix thus comprises a textual site around which two distinct but 

overlapping communities and national ‘publics’ might form. (Merish 37-

38)  

In this sense, the Cherokee Phoenix facilitated the constitution of what Benedict 

Anderson would call “an imagined political community [that is] imagined as both 

inherently limited and sovereign” (Anderson 6-7).  According to this theory, print had 

legitimizing power among the EuroAmericans who were threatening Cherokee 

autonomy. It exemplified the sort of “civilized” accomplishments that, Cherokee elites 

believed, would convince EuroAmerican leaders that the United States efforts to civilize 

the Natives had worked and that Cherokees should, therefore, not be subjected to 

removal.  

I contend here that the entire rhetorical world that the Cherokee Phoenix created 

was an example of Burkean and Vizenorian performance—it emphasized the ability of 

written text to produce and distribute truth.  As Merish has pointed out, the Cherokee 

Phoenix editor Elias Boudinot, used “print to challenge white misrepresentations of 

Indian culture and economic and political prospects, [by] exploiting dominant discourses 

. . . [and] challenging the ethnic connotations of political rationality in republican print 

culture” (Merish 38-39). Boudinot was a member of the Cherokee’s economic elite and 

educated at the ABCFM’s Foreign Mission School in Cornwall, CT.  Through his 

marriage to a white woman and his formal education, he had intimate knowledge of one 

sector of the audience for which the Cherokee Phoenix publication was meant.  
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According to Konkle, while he was on the speaking tour he initiated to collect 

donations for a printing press, 

[t]he two main points that Boudinot as a Cherokee spokesman tried to get 

across to whites were, first, that the Cherokees formed a political entity 

that was separate from and not subordinate to U.S. authority, and second, 

that the Cherokees and other Native peoples had been misrepresented by 

whites as static primitives locked in time, when they in fact had changed 

over time like whites themselves. (50)  

Boudinot spoke to the potential financiers using paradigms of white civilization that they 

could understand. In petitioning EuroAmericans for funding, Boudinot proposed 

publishing a bilingual Cherokee-English newspaper that included Cherokee laws and 

public documents, accounts of Cherokee customs and their progress as a civilization, 

news of current events, and literary material for the general edification of Cherokees.  

Although Boudinot framed his arguments to white financiers in terms of what the 

act of publishing and reading a newspaper could do for the “progress” of the Cherokee 

people, the paper’s distribution exceeded the boundaries of Cherokee territory. 

Periodically, the paper would print a list of subscription agents for the newspaper; the 

June 4,1831 edition of the paper reveals that the Cherokee Phoenix had subscription 

agents in Boston; New York City; Canandaigua, NY; Utica, NY; Mayhew, Choctaw 

Nation; Charleston, SC; Statesville, Western Territory; Augusta, GA; and Bellefonte, AL 

(Cherokee Phoenix June 4, 1831). Thus Cherokees intended the paper, or at least the 

English parts of this bilingual publication, for a wider United States citizenry. The 

Cherokee Phoenix situated itself as a document that participated in the United States 



164 
 

national conversation about Indian Removal. An explicitly anti-Indian Removal source, 

the English columns in the paper exhibited to whites, through the legitimizing power of 

law and the written word, how the Cherokee were “civilized” in a EuroAmerican sense of 

that word.  Therefore, they possessed a justifiable claim to their ancestral lands. 

Significantly, as Removal threats intensified, the number of Cherokee-language columns 

in the paper dwindled and were replaced by more English-language columns.  

Throughout the paper’s run, however, each edition ended with a note about where one 

might obtain a copy of the Cherokee syllabary, an explicit promotion of Cherokee-

language literacy. 

In the first edition of the newspaper, published on February 21, 1828, Boudinot 

remained true to his promise that part of paper’s function was to promulgate the 

Cherokees’ new laws.  The paper published the first part of “Constitution of the Cherokee 

Nation,” a document in many ways based on the U.S. Constitution.  In this way, the 

Cherokee Phoenix showed a Cherokee Nation modeled on the same founding ideologies 

of EuroAmericans, framed by laws, which were enforced by an impartial, bicameral 

legislature.  

To illustrate this aspect of Cherokee society, Boudinot and other contributors to 

the Phoenix obscured the fact that the Christian missions, churches, and schools had 

failed to fully acculturate the majority of Cherokee people. For example, by 1831, after 

thirty years of proselytizing, missionaries declared that they had 1150 converts; however, 

the Cherokee population totaled about 16,500 people (Perdue, “Rising from the Ashes” 

211). Accordingly, because the aforementioned  “civilization” program promised that the 

Native nations would maintain traditional land bases, it was essential that this explicitly 
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anti-Removal publication display that gender norms among Cherokees that mirrored 

those of EuroAmericans.91  It makes some sense, therefore, that the paper’s contributors 

would downplay that women retained equality and some of their former prominent status. 

Recognizing not only the legitimizing power of print, but also the potential of the 

Cherokee Phoenix to unite Cherokees in sovereign nationhood, Boudinot made the 

Phoenix’s explicit focus topics of Cherokee national significance.  He explained in his 

first editorial in February of 1828 that “As the Phoenix is a national paper, we shall feel 

ourselves bound to devote it to national purposes.  ‘The laws and public documents of the 

Nation,’ and matters relating to the welfare and condition of the Cherokees as a people, 

will be faithfully published in English and Cherokee.”   The paper would be “open to free 

and temperate discussions on matters of politics, religion, &c.” (Boudinot, “To the 

Public,” 1).  The newspaper explicitly valued journalistic impartiality, and because of 

this, as Merish points out:  

Boudinot engaged with, and reformulated, conventions of EuroAmerican 

print discourse, . . . he depicts rationality as the currency of civic debate . . 

.[while] challenging the ethnic connotations of political rationality in 

republican print culture . . . In other words,  the rhetorical force of 

Boudinot’s Phoenix derived from its performance of rationality as well as 

its public definition and articulation of Cherokee interests. (38)   

Paradoxically, Boudinot performed rationality and objectivity both to point out white 

hypocrisy and to affirm the anti-removal position of Cherokee communities.  The paper 

                                                
91 A more complete explanation of this program is in the Introduction and Chapter Two.   
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was not impartial, Boudinot pointed out, on issues that issues that affected the lives of 

Cherokees: 

In regard to the controversy with Georgia, and the present policy of the 

General Government, in removing, and concentrating the Indians, out of 

the limits of any state, which, by the way, appears to be gaining strength, 

we will invariably and faithfully state the feelings of the majority of our 

people.  Our views, as a people, on this subject, have been most sadly 

misrepresented.  These views we do not wish to conceal, but are willing 

that the public should know what we think of this policy, which, in our 

opinion, if carried into effect, will prove pernicious to us. (“To the Public” 

1) 

With the newspaper, Boudinot had accessed a public format in which to correct racist 

depictions of Cherokees, to make known the priorities of the Nation, and to make clear 

their opposition to removal. In the last role, the Cherokee Phoenix did represent the 

majority of the Nation. However, in publishing the laws of the Cherokee Constitution 

(1827) in the first and subsequent issues, the paper did not represent the interests of the 

Cherokee Nation as a whole.  In doing so, the paper was an attempt to characterize 

Cherokee communities as represented by the interests of a small, elite planter class to 

which Boudinot belonged.   

This was an effort not only to misrepresent the degree of acculturation in 

Cherokee society, but also to catalyze a large-scale shift in Cherokee society by forming 

a national identity around a Christian, patriarchal family.  According to Rennard 

Strickland, the Constitutional laws were specifically designed to strengthen the family 
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unit, thereby weakening the matrilineal clan organization that had traditionally authorized 

women’s voices in public deliberation:  

The problems associated with inheritance reflect a much deeper clan-

oriented structure, with relationships growing from clan ties, to a nuclear 

family-oriented system was not easy.  Members of the tribe had to 

restructure their thinking.  Priorities had to be reassigned.  In essence, the 

matrilineal social structure was supplanted. (97)   

In printing the laws that that helped to facilitate this transition, the paper did not represent 

the majority of the people in the Nation, but rather one faction of elite leadership.  These 

efforts to reorganize the Nation were done under pressure from the forces that threatened 

Cherokee sovereignty, such as the “civilization” program, land-hungry whites, and the 

state government of Georgia.   

As Boudinot pointed out in an 1829 editorial: “While he possesses a national 

character, there is hope for the Indians. . . There is hope for the Cherokees as long as they 

continue in their present situation, but disorganize them, either by removing them beyond 

the Mississippi, or imposing on them ‘heavy burdens,’ you cut a vital string in their 

national existence” (Untitled Editorial 1).  The constitutional government provided a 

defense against white Georgians, who hoped that their ally, President Andrew Jackson, 

would force Cherokees into compliance with the Compact of 1802, in which Georgians 

exchanged western land holdings for the federal government’s promise to remove 

Cherokees from within what Georgians perceived as their borders.  

But, as I will discuss later, the women in the 1831 petition indict not only the 

imposition that the state of Georgia and the federal government placed on Cherokees, but 
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they also challenge the Cherokee response to this “heavy burden” by calling into question 

the authority of the patriarchal nuclear family unit. Even still, although the Constitutional 

government was weakening women’s authority in the Cherokee public sphere, Strickland 

points out that the early nineteenth-century legislative changes “indicated that equality of 

women was still a basic social goal.  Cherokee women were free to own, manage, sell, 

and devise property in the same manner as Cherokee men.  In fact, Cherokee women had 

complete control of their property, and this property could not be managed without 

consent” (Fire and the Spirits 100).  Female members of the Cherokee elite—perhaps 

those who authored the 1831 petition—then, would have witnessed the evolution of their 

status as elite-initiated legal measures were consolidating power around the patriarchal 

family unit, but would not necessarily have seen themselves devalued when they 

compared themselves to their female counterparts in white society.  Instead, the 1831 

petition shows these women calling out abuses of (white and Cherokee) male power and 

attaching themselves to Cherokee ancestral land bases at the very moment when this new 

era is ushered in. 

This elite leadership, like the less acculturated members of the Nation, were 

strengthened by hundreds of years of a complex rhetorical history.  They had long 

understood how to use rhetoric to work an audience and, more specifically for this 

situation, they understood the rhetorical power of feigning assimilation.92 By 

recognizing this, scholars can reduce their desire to narrate this period in Cherokee 

history as one strictly characterized by total assimilation or resistance to EuroAmerican 
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norms.  We should not elide the fact that much writing by indigenous Americans was an 

outcome of the struggle to maintain autonomous political nations in the face of colonial 

attempts to contain or destroy them and is, therefore, concerned with a response to those 

violent efforts. Nevertheless, these responses are also products of multifaceted rhetorical 

understanding.  

American studies scholar Tiya Miles’ recent essay affirms this complex rhetorical 

understanding in her discussions of early nineteenth-century Cherokee women’s writing.  

Miles argues that “Cherokee women’s organized action against removal predate[d] white 

women’s activism” against Indian Removal (“Circular” 222).  Miles highlights the work 

of Margaret-Anne Scott, a Cherokee female convert to Christianity and student of the 

Moravian Springplace Missionary station whose letters to U.S. entities draw on Christian 

tropes and ideas of fatherland so that Scott can argue “against Indian removal in terms 

white officials can understand” (“Circular” 229).  Miles also points out that Scott, the 

niece of second principle chief Charles Hicks, explicitly works to strengthen her 

matrilineal uncle’s platform against removal.  While Scott’s rhetoric is overtly Christian 

and patriarchal, her familial connection to her uncle (instead of her father) underscores 

that matrilineality remains a structuring mechanism in Cherokee society. Scott is a 

Christian convert, and yet her role as leader derives from matrilineal organization.  This 

was also the case with eighteenth-century Cherokee Beloved woman Nanye’hi, whose 

matrilineal uncle, Five Killer, certainly played a part in her rise to leadership in the 

Nation.  Miles even goes as far as saying that by 1818, Scott has inherited Nanye’hi’s 

                                                                                                                                            
92 This feigning, or double-talk, is similar to what Henry Louis Gates labels “signifyin” 
in The Signifying Monkey: A Theory of African-American Literary Criticism. 
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role as a female leader, even though the Nation seems to have dispensed with explicitly 

naming a Beloved Woman to the National Council. 

 

From Motherhood To Modesty: Women’s Petitions Between 1817 and 1818 

Two earlier petitions from 1817 and 1818, the latter of which (Miles compellingly 

argues) Scott had a prominent role in writing, present a different, slightly more traditional 

ethos than that in aforementioned 1831 petition, in that they both rely heavily of the trope 

of motherhood as an authorizing mechanism. Nevertheless, these two petitions are the a 

lineage of Cherokee women’s writing to which the 1831 petition belongs. They appeared 

after the Treaty of 1816, in which a few self-serving Cherokee leaders sold land without 

the consent of the majority of the people. This treaty event led to one of the many periods 

in the early nineteenth century during which Cherokees intensely debated whether to cede 

more land and remove to an area west of the Mississippi River.  And, it is immediately 

after this period that Cherokee leaders clearly established who possessed the authority to 

cede Cherokee land.   

These manuscripts were presented to the Council and subsequently preserved in 

the Jackson Presidential Papers (1817) and the ABCFM archives at Harvard’s Houghton 

Library (1818), and had remained unpublished until recently.93 These Cherokee women 

wrote petitions to what was then a more centralized and male governing body than ever 

before: the Cherokee National Council. The petitions are brief, at fewer than five hundred 

                                                
93 For published versions of the 1817, 1818, and 1831 women’s petitions, see Theda 
Perdue’s and Michael D. Green’s The Cherokee Removal: A Brief History with 
Documents Karen Kilcup’s Native American Women’s Writing: 1800-1924, pp. 29-30  
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words each.  In that both petitions’ main purpose was to prevent members of the Council 

from signing a removal treaty, they lament previous sales of Cherokee land.  They also 

make references to the powerful trope of Cherokee motherhood and the concessions—

such as the reorientation of Cherokee gender roles—that Cherokees have made to prevent 

removal. The petitions also demonstrated the ways in which women had been sidelined in 

political negotiations among the Nation’s male leaders. Women’s status has been 

circumscribed by the growing desire of the aforementioned small, elite-but-powerful 

group of Cherokee men to restructure Cherokee society around the nuclear family unit; 

nevertheless, both of these texts problematize the social transformation that the elites 

were trying to facilitate through legal means.  

The hand of Nanye’hi is ever present in the 1817 text: Nancy Ward (Nanye’hi’s 

Anglicized name) signed this petition along with twelve other women.  And, although the 

elderly Nanye’hi did not attend the council in person, a few of the other twelve 

signatories did—which is significant given that Cherokee women’s embodied presence 

was no longer a requirement of Cherokee public deliberation.  The appearance of these 

women illustrated that these women continued to believe that their presence at political 

meetings was necessary.  They write: 

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. . . . We have raised all of you on the land, which we now 

have, which God gave us to inhabit and raise provisions. We do not wish to go 

over the Mississippi, but this act of our children would be like destroying your 

mothers. (Presidential Papers Microfilm) 
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This first section indicates that though women’s status has been circumscribed, women’s 

embodied presence at political meetings where land bases might change hands was 

respected, though seemingly not required as it was in the eighteenth century.  

It is difficult to account for the next line, as it seems to mirror the line from the 

1831 petition, which was cited at the beginning of this chapter as evidence of the erosion 

of women’s status: “We know that our country has once been extensive, but by repeated 

sales have become circumscribed to a small track, and [we] never have thought it our 

duty to interfere in the disposition of it till now” (Presidential Papers Microfilm).  

Nanye’hi—this petition’s leading signatory—was involved in many previous treaty 

negotiations where Cherokee lands changed hands; perhaps the key to understanding the 

meaning of this line lies in the word “interfere.”  During the eighteenth century, women 

like Nanye’hi were never “interfering” in public affairs because their status as protectors 

of ancestral land bases necessitated their presences. They were implicitly and explicitly 

authorized and invited to take part in negotiations.  By using the word “interfere” here, 

these women may be highlighting how the Council members have (rather insultingly) 

overlooked the role that women once played in these political affairs, making it necessary 

that they must now intervene without invitation.  

Nanye’hi’s personal postscript to the petition supports this interpretation. She 

writes, “Although I am very old yet [I] cannot but pity the situation in which you will 

here [sic] of their minds” (Presidential Papers Microfilm).  When she was young, the 

“situations” in which women made known their “minds” was very different.  Throughout 

her adulthood, she had been repeatedly required to present her ideas and positions.  She 

must pity this rhetorical situation at the Council meeting, therefore, since it signifies how 
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Cherokee women embodied presence is no longer a requirement in Cherokee public 

discourse. 

As if to remind the council of the period and circumstances in which women’s 

ideas held great authority, the third section of the main text reminds this body of the 

historical basis for women’s authority: 

Your mothers, your sisters ask and beg of you not to part with any more of 

our lands.  We say ours.  You are our descendents; take pity on our 

request.  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 children to take our country away. (Presidential Papers 

Microfilm) 

Repeatedly, the women underscore their role as custodians of the land, use that authority 

to explicitly remind the councilmen that the land is common to all Cherokees—men and 

women, rich and poor—and is, therefore, not the Council’s to sell off as they please.  

These references to motherhood and women’s roles as custodians evince how respect for 

matrilineality was likely present among their audience members. Cherokee women here 

are reminding their Cherokee male audience of the continuance of these older ideas of 

womanhood. 

Next, the petition refers to the power literacy and writing have had in their 

community, foretelling the political impetus for the development both of the Cherokee 

syllabary—a Cherokee-language system of writing invented by Sequoyah in the 1810s 

and widely distributed in 1824—as well as the Cherokee Phoenix:   
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Only keep your hands off of paper talks for it is our own country.  For [if] 

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 

another in our arms, for such is our situation, & [missing] will consider 

our circumstances. (Presidential Papers Microfilm) 

By this point, Cherokee women’s faith in treaty making was understandably lost. As 

Carney points out, female authors of the 1817 petition urge Council members to “‘keep 

your hands off of the paper talks’—an admonition suggesting the folly of forsaking a 

strong oral tradition, for inherent in their survival was the belief that language is sacred” 

(11).  The U.S. government, with its string of broken treaties, had proven that it did not 

share this belief in the sacredness of language.  Clearly, given the form in which these 

women present their ideas, they understand the shift that Cherokees have made to 

writing, but they are understandably wary of ways in which writing will affect the 

governmental re-organization that the Cherokee National Council is undertaking at this 

moment. 

By pointing out that these women have “raised all of you on the land which we 

now have, which God gave us to inhabit,” they legitimate Cherokee land tenure and 

emphasize the importance of communal land bases by tying metaphors of matrilineality 

to land.  The petition does not sentimentalize motherhood, but rather invokes the concept 

to attest to Cherokee women’s power and to remind the members of the Cherokee 

National Council that women have traditionally possessed a significant role in the 

custodianship of both central values and land bases.  Furthermore, the statement likening 

removal to the destruction of motherhood had a literal dimension: since farming 
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traditionally was the domain of women, leaving the land that they had tended for 

centuries would, in fact, destroy life as they knew it.  

Finally, as women and mothers, they argue that their regenerative power will 

make it impossible to remove all the Cherokees from their communal land bases: “For as 

soon as one child is raised, we have another in our arms, for such is our situation & [they] 

will consider our circumstances” (Presidential Papers Microfilm).  The statement 

exemplifies that a Cherokee woman’s authority derived from her corporeal facility to 

create life, and from the duties involved in amassing and unifying family members 

through birth and adoption. Ultimately, this petition argues that Cherokee women’s 

political practice ultimately relies on the Cherokee kinship system, which allows women 

to legitimate members of their communities and they use that status within the system to 

state their opposition to land allotment and sale. 

Although the 1817 petition marks the changes that European encroachment and 

Cherokee elites brought to Cherokee society, the women’s rhetoric of unsentimentalized 

Cherokee motherhood persists throughout their texts. According to Miles,  

This first petition submitted to the National Council by the Cherokee 

women’s group employs a double-voiced strategy that reflects two 

culturally grounded, operational forms of Cherokee women’s political 

involvement.  By naming Nancy Ward [Nanye’hi] as its main speaker in 

the closing phrase  “Nancy Ward to her children,” even as it claims 

collective female authorship, the petition rests both on the authority of the 

War Woman/Beloved Woman’s status and on the tradition of the women’s 

council.  They urge men not to sign a removal treaty, and they ground 
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their argument and the authority to make it both in the kinship relationship 

between themselves and their listeners and in the sacred relationship 

between themselves and the land. (“Circular” 226) 

In the final section of the letter, these Cherokee women assert that they “make clothing 

for you which our father president have recommended to us all” (Presidential Papers 

Microfilm), their letter cites the concessions that Cherokee people have made in order to 

stave off spatial and geographical reorganization of the tribe. These savvy female 

politicians realize that the tribe has undergone severe and often violent changes, and they 

point out those changes so that the Cherokee National Council will understand how hard 

they have worked to maintain their communal land bases.  

Interestingly, this section of the petition also registers a level of sarcasm that 

demeans EuroAmerican leaders.  The repeated references to “Our Father the President,” a 

seemingly respectful epithet, were probably nothing of the sort. Consider the example in 

Chapter One of the way that Katteuha’s text models the kinship system by shaming 

Benjamin Franklin, a so-called “founding father,” by calling him her son. Her reaction to 

Franklin reveals how a Cherokee woman views a male leader who has journeyed down 

the wrong path. Similarly, the 1817 petition claims, “you know our father, the great 

president, will not allow his white children to take our country away” (Presidential Papers 

Microfilm). Clearly, “our father, the great president” has not been a powerful or 

legitimate enough leader to quell previous circumscriptions of Cherokee land bases or, 

more explicitly, enforce the long string of treaties that his representatives have made with 

the Cherokees. Furthermore, in matrilineal terms, fathers were not even authorized to 

bestow claims to land ownership—therefore, this expression could be an attempt to 
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subvert the male president’s authority, at least in the eyes of the Cherokee audience. 

Given this context, it is entirely plausible that the women use the expression “our father 

the president” ironically to signify their distaste for the actions of the U.S. federal 

government.  

In addition, as is the case with both the 1817 and 1818 petitions, their collective 

authorship can be read as the use of a traditional Cherokee paradigm. This form of 

Cherokee women’s argument is embedded in a longstanding tradition of Cherokee 

consensus-building, and thus is evidence of women’s continued use of Cherokee 

rhetorical sovereignty. As a gender-exclusive collective reminiscent of the Cherokee 

Women’s Council, they point out offenses that were particularly harmful to Cherokee 

women. Even their references to concessions and adaptations are part and parcel of the 

older paradigms: what Daniel Heath Justice calls the Beloved Path.94  

The socio-political climate in which the 1817 petition originated clarifies that 

these women are continuing to use traditional Cherokee structures of political 

engagement.  According to Carney, the 1817 petition was authored two weeks after a 

Cherokee man had murdered his wife and children over a dispute regarding Removal 

(11).  This murder, perhaps an isolated incident or perhaps not, was symbolic of the 

literal erosion of Cherokee women’s power within their households and a tragic violation 

of balance in the greater Cherokee world. These women met in a council, argued, and 

reached a degree of consensus to collectively endorse this letter to the tribal (or really, 

                                                
94 As I mention in chapter one, Justice argues Nanye’hi was on the Beloved Path, as she 
“fought for peace, using any available means . . . [and] was not betraying her people [by 



178 
 

now the Cherokee National) Council.  In so doing, the women were using writing to 

bring to light “affronts that were offenses to them” as Rennard Strickland argues that the 

Cherokee women’s councils did in the eighteenth century (Fire and the Spirits 26).   

The following year, Cherokee women met in a council and wrote a petition 

authorized by the same notions of collective authority. While it seems that their power of 

enforcement is considerably damaged in 1818, their collective voice is strong. They say:  

We have called a meeting among ourselves to consult on the different 

points now before the council, relating to our national affairs.  We have 

heard with painful feelings that the bounds of the land we now possess are 

to be drawn into very narrow limits.  The land was given to us by the 

Great Spirit above as our common right, to raise our children upon. 

(Cherokee Women, 1818 Petition) 

By using the pronoun “our,” they unambiguously claim national affairs as in common 

across genders, thereby reminding the Cherokee political elite, who are slowly but surely 

excluding women from political negotiations, that their roles are political.  They continue 

by delineating the sacrifices they have made to remain a nation on their territory: “Our 

Father the President advised us to become farmers, to manufacture our own clothes, & to 

have our children instructed.  To this advice we have attended in every thing as far as we 

are able” (Cherokee Women, 1818 Petition).    Here, while they emphasize sacrifice and 

compromise, they again sardonically invoke “Our Father the President,” whose 

                                                                                                                                            
facilitating compromise], but serving the functions of her office as Beloved Woman” 
(33). 
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seemingly ineffectual urgings—though followed—have yet to secure their land against 

the encroachments of white squatters. 

 In the next section of the letter, their rhetoric employs Miles’ “double-voiced” 

strategy: 

Now the thought of being compelled to remove [to] the other side of the 

Mississippi is dreadful to us, because it appears to us that we, by this 

removal, shall be brought to a savage state again.  Some of our children 

have become Christians.  We have missionary schools among us.  We 

have the gospel in our nation.  We have become civilized and enlightened. 

(Cherokee Women, 1818 Petition) 

This point in the text represents a shift in rhetoric comparable to that of the 

aforementioned 1831 petition.  Miles argues that “In contrast to the first, the second 

petition focuses not on women’s priority, but on Christian authority.  It invokes Christian 

morality and civilized pursuits, rather than indigenous motherhood” (“Circular” 231).  

The petition, unlike the 1831 petition, however, does not use Christianity as an 

authorizing strategy throughout. Instead, in the next section, the authors switch back into 

a Cherokee Women’s Council whose authority is based in singling out an offending 

group to directly shame its members.  The 1818 petition deliberately places blame on the  

white men among us who have been raised in this country from their 

youth, are connected with us by marriage, & have considerable families, 

who are very active in encouraging the emigration of our nation.  These 

ought to be our truest friends but prove our worst enemies.  They seem to 

be only concerned how to increase their riches, but do not care what 



180 
 

becomes of our Nation, nor even of their own wives and children” 

(Cherokee Women, 1818 Petition).   

At this moment, this group of petitioners appears (again) as a Cherokee women’s council 

whose job it was to address affronts against women and shame the offenders.  In a sense, 

this collective was working through the same paradigm that the group of women at the 

1781 Treaty of Holston used.  These women mark out clearly how certain white men 

have been adopted and are, according to the matrilineal kinship system, linked to the 

Nation. As a women’s council, they signal out these adopted white members of the 

Cherokee community, whose ideas and relationship to property have resulted in women’s 

losses of agency.  And yet, because of matrilineal adoption practices, these men are still 

members of a clan.  Because they have behaved in ways that deviate from accepted 

societal norms and they offended community expectations, this women’s council 

castigates them for behavior that does not serve the needs of the Nation.   

This particular paradigm of women’s agency derived from an older conception of 

nationhood, in which kinship, not citizenship, was the principal organizing mode.  By 

1808, in an effort to prevent whites from obtaining more Cherokee land, the Cherokee 

elite began drafting laws to prevent white men who had married into Cherokee families 

from maintaining the benefits of citizenship:  intermarried whites were not allowed to 

inherit property if widowed by their Cherokee wives.95  Thus, these women were 

reinforcing the kinship system as foundational to nationhood, honoring a system in which 

they had greater agency, and de-prioritizing the system that was based on written legal 

                                                
95 See Strickland 58-59. 



181 
 

authority.  Their lives may have changed in some respects, but the fact that these women 

are still making references to the power of motherhood, as well as matrilineal adoption 

and kinship, in their petitions shows that the reverence of women’s regenerative power is 

still maintained in Cherokee culture by 1818.  

 

Rhetorical Parallels: The 1831 Anti-Removal Petition and Catherine Beecher’s 1829 

Anti-Removal Petition 

The sharp shift in tone between the two earlier petitions and that of the 1831 

petition is significant. Read together in a lineage, these three petitions could be read as a 

declension narrative, as evidence of the evolutionary erosion of Cherokee women’s 

status. However, I suggest here that the methods through which women’s petitions were 

disseminated account for the differences in tone and subject matter.  

The 1831 Cherokee women’s petition mimics the tone and, to some extent, the 

style of contemporaneous documents produced by EuroAmerican women.   The 

Cherokee women’s statement that “it is not common for our sex to take part in public 

measures” is remarkably similar to one made in Catherine Beecher’s “Circular Addressed 

to Benevolent Ladies of the U. States.”  Beecher called for white women to respond to 

the crisis of Indian Removal in the December 25, 1829 edition of Christian Advocate and 

Journal and Zion’s Herald.  In the circular, Beecher explained that women  

are protected from the binding influence of the party spirit, and the asperities of 

political violence.  They have nothing to do with any struggle for power, nor any 

right to dictate the decisions of those that rule over them. –But they may feel for 
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the distressed; they may stretch out the supplicating hand for them, and by their 

prayers strive to avert the calamities that are impending over them. (Beecher)96  

There are some important differences between the sentiments expressed in both petitions.  

For example, Beecher authorizes her involvement in the issue of Indian Removal by 

framing it as one of religion, not politics. Beecher’s public voice is authorized through 

what Barbara Welter has called “The Cult of True Womanhood,” a set of feminine values 

characterized by piety, purity, submissiveness, and domesticity.  Although this petition is 

clearly political, Beecher makes a great effort to show how the writing could be 

considered the appropriate domain of white women. By explicitly stating that her 

intended audience is the “Benevolent Ladies of the U. States,” not the general voting 

population of the U.S., she narrows her “intended” audience.  

Instead of addressing other women, as Beecher does, the Cherokee women 

explicitly address a governing body, the Cherokee National Council. Yet there is a 

remarkable similarity of genre and conventions in the two petitions.  The only way 

readers know that these petitions express trepidation over their participation in public 

debates is because they are participating publicly in debates. For example, the publication 

of Beecher’s circular in a nationally distributed religious newspaper renders empty her 

explicitly intended audience and invocation of modesty, and likewise, the publication of 

the petition in the Cherokee Phoenix immediately changes the rhetorical situation in 

which the petition exists.  

                                                
96 For more on white women’s participation in anti-removal efforts, see Alisa Portnoy’s 
Their Right to Speak: Women’s Activism in the Indian and Slave Debates 
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The 1831 petition is yet another of what Miles might call a double-voiced 

strategy:  it simultaneously speaks to white audiences who question Cherokees status as 

members of civilized, rational society and, to Cherokee elite men like Boudinot who are 

working to replace the matrilineal kinship system with patriarchal nuclear familial 

structure. In the face of the interests and ideals of the elite landowning class who had 

increasingly assumed control over Cherokee political affairs through the construction of 

the Cherokee Constitution in 1827, these women re-inscribe Cherokee motherhood and 

matrilineal clan maintenance as enlightened and civilized. 

After years of living among white missionaries, these women know how to wield 

the rhetorical paradigms of white “civility”: for women, this meant illustrating their piety, 

purity, submissiveness, and domesticity.  Cherokee women are purposefully using the 

same rhetorical conventions that women like Beecher used. There is no way to know if 

the original intended audience was solely the Cherokee National Council, if this explicit 

address is a rhetorical convention which makes the publication of women’s writing more 

palatable for white audiences, or if this is a rhetorical convention which is explicitly 

meant to feign the sovereignty of the Council over women of the Cherokee Nation. 

However, what is certain is that the moment this text appeared in the newspaper, the 

women’s writing targeted both Cherokee and white audiences.  And, it is not so difficult 

to imagine that these Cherokee women were active agents in the publication process, as a 

distinguished history of Cherokee women’s agency supported and encouraged them.  

Their rhetorical strategy is Burkean: in using rhetoric similar to the white women, 

the Cherokee female rhetors create a tacit understanding that they share common values, 

beliefs, and behaviors with their white audience members; they “have common 
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sensations, concepts, images, ideas, attitudes that make them consubstantial” (Burke 21). 

By explicitly disavowing the status accorded to them within matrilineal socio-political 

structure, this group proceeds to powerfully indict any actions on the part of the Council 

or the U.S. federal government that would lead to Removal: 

We believe the present plan of the General Government to effect our 

removal West of the Mississippi, and thus obtain our lands for the use of 

the State of Georgia, to be highly oppressive, cruel and unjust.  And we 

sincerely hope there is no consideration which can induce our citizens to 

forsake the land of our father of which they have been in possession from 

time immemorial, and thus compel us, against our will, to undergo toils 

and difficulties of removing our helpless families hundreds of miles to 

unhealthy and unproductive country.  We hope therefore the Committee 

and Council will take into deep consideration our deplorable situation, and 

do everything in their power to avert such a state of things.  And we trust 

by a prudent course their transactions with the General Government will 

enlist in our behalf the sympathies of the good people of the United States. 

(“To the Committee and Council”) 

Their discourse strategically exemplifies abandonment of a matriarchal, matrifocal 

worldview; they no longer authorize their intervention by calling upon rhetorical tropes 

related to mothers.  Like it had done for Elias Boudinot in the issues of the paper 

preceding this one, their assumption of a deferential position permits them momentarily 

to assume the “lower” position of women in patriarchy, through which they “can impart 
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unpalatable truths” (Burke 67) to their audience and appeal to their audience’s 

sympathies for their “helpless families” and “deplorable situation.”  

With these statements, Cherokee women targeted the “emerging middle class of 

U.S. citizens in the early nineteenth century [who] learned to feel badly for Indians, as 

their confrontation with a superior civilization would inevitably destroy [Indians]” 

(Konkle 43).  Instead of allowing this audience to maintain the idea that Cherokees were 

doomed to extinction or relics of a time long past, however, they insert a reference to 

Cherokee history: “the land of our father of which they have been in possession  from 

time immemorial.” While women’s authority is no longer identified with motherhood and 

women’s roles as custodians of the land, their shift to a fatherland trope would have been 

legible to a EuroAmerican audience, and would have symbolized Cherokees’ “progress” 

towards Protestant patriarchy.  Their reference to the “time immemorial” of their land 

tenure legitimated Cherokees’ claims to land as a separate Nation of people. Here, the 

women limit the identificatory potential for their audience.  The Cherokee women depend 

on Burkean division here: they did not want their white audience to identify too fully, as 

it was vital that Cherokees be seen as a distinct Nation.  Recognition of Cherokee 

autonomy is the foremost goal in all printed anti-Removal efforts.  

 

The Radical Rhetoric of the 1831 Petition 

Although the 1831 petition abandons matrilineal tropes and seems more 

assimilationist that either the 1817 or 1818 petitions, it is also important to note  that in 

comparison to other articles in the paper,  the 1831 petition is less deferential. In other 

words, accompanying articles make clear just how radical is the rhetoric in the 1831. In 
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this issue of the newspaper, the petition is just one of many articles that proclaim the anti-

removal cause, but some of other articles make their cases using a rhetoric that is at the 

expense of other Native peoples and sometimes implies superiority of EuroAmerican 

ideas of private property.  Juxtaposed with this article is a story of how  

Civilization and education have done much and may do more to soften the 

wretchedness and make the existence of the Indian tribes less intolerable 

and degraded, but the insidious venality and grasping selfishness of 

vicious white men have done incalculable evils in contributing to their 

debasement and counteracting the efforts of the philanthropist. (“Lo, The 

Poor Indian”) 

The Cherokee women who speak through the 1831 petition never refer to the inherent 

savagery of pre-contact Cherokee civilization, presumably because within the older 

paradigms they possessed greater agency.  The women’s petition is certainly a part of the 

effort, along with the other articles in the paper, to convince readers of the disastrous 

consequences that removal portends.   

 The articles juxtaposed against the women’s petitions, however, give evidentiary 

proof—from whites as well as Cherokee—that missionary work has accomplished the 

nearly impossible feat of civilizing the heathen Cherokees, that Cherokees are grateful to 

be good Christians, that Cherokees perceive and practice the appropriate relationships of 

men to women and/as men to property, that Cherokees were more civilized than other 

Native nations, and finally, that removal threatens this entire system in that it will cause 

civilization to disappear.  While the women’s petition merely references the changes that 
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Cherokees have made to avoid removal, other articles in this issue portray all Indians as 

in need of “improvement” and capable of such.   

 One such example participates very clearly in the missionary discourse of 

civilization and blames dishonest white men for any failures of missionary work.  This 

article closes with an anecdote of a “Penobscot Indian . . . burthened with an infant child 

upon his shoulders, scantily fed, miserably clothes and exposed to the taunt and ribaldry” 

(“Lo, the Poor Indian”). The anecdote about the Penobscot not only further proves the 

thesis that greedy white men are to blame for Indians’ downfall, but its inclusion serves 

Cherokee ends at the expense of other indigenous nations by underscoring how 

Cherokees, unlike Penobscots, are one of the more civilized—and civilizable—tribes.   

The rest of the paper presents more evidence of the state of “civilization” 

Cherokees have reached. For example, in a column adjacent to the women’s petition lies 

a thank-you note of sorts from Ann Worcester, wife of Samuel Worcester, an ABCFM 

missionary in Cherokee country who was imprisoned for refusing to take a oath of loyalty 

to the state of Georgia: “The subscriber acknowledges the receipt of $40.06 1-4 cts 

contributed by a few citizens of the Cherokee Nation, for the purpose of visiting her 

husband in prison” (Worcester).  In this moment, the paper’s editors show Cherokee 

magnanimity and gratitude, and acknowledge the work that missionaries have done in 

Cherokee country.  Given that many of the non-Cherokee subscribers to the newspaper 

probably were associated with missionary organizations, this textual moment encourages 

non-Cherokee readers to feel the good of their own work.   

Another article states Cherokees’ “unshaken determination firmly, but peaceably, 

to resist every attempt to deprive us of our possessions and our rights, as derived to us 
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from our ancestors and secured to us by Treaties with the United States” (“For the 

Phoenix”).  This line very clearly participates in an Enlightenment discourse on the rights 

of property.   Given that the removal plan proposes not just to remove Cherokees from 

their homes, but more importantly, from their land, the line shows audiences that 

Cherokees perceive their land as a possession. In contrast, the story of the Penobscot 

describes him as a child of the forest.  He has no care for property save that which might 

help him to buy alcohol and he “wanders” into town to obtain rum.  The story describes 

him as though he’s a wild animal who mistakenly appears in a civilized New England 

village.  In this way, the newspaper works on the minds of white readers to convince 

them implicitly of Cherokee superiority to other natives and of the success of missionary 

efforts among in catalyzing Cherokee progress from a state of savagery.  It also allows 

missionary sympathizers momentary satisfaction for a job well done.  Finally, it forecasts 

what might happen if removal should be instituted by highlighting how removal will 

breed more removal. A story written by “an intelligent Gentleman who has lately been 

travelling [sic] in Texas and Arkansas” discusses  a group of Chickasaws and Choctaws 

who have removed to territory in Arkansas, and been granted land that was previously 

inhabited by whites.  It states:  

[N]o doubt, whenever the population [of Arkansas territory] admits the 

territory to become a state, will instantly serve the Choctaws as the 

Georgians are doing you . . . it is true that you may have some respite 

given you on the other side of the Mississippi for a few years from the 

encroachment of the whites, during which time you may make further 

advances in civilization, but ultimately I do not see what is to prevent your 
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expulsion thence also, on the same principle which you are threatened to 

be driven from your own country. (“For the Phoenix”) 

Like the 1831 petition, this text persuades readers by uniting them against a common 

enemy: removal and all of it proponents. The message of this petition quite simply argues 

that removal has hurt or will hurt people, regardless of background. Yet, different from 

the 1831 petition, it uses a teleological civilizationist progress narrative as an authorizing 

mechanism.  Instead of situating the adjustments that Cherokees have made as 

concessions, it situates these changes as natural advances that the universal man makes 

given the right set of circumstances (such as Christianity and ideas of private property). 

The rhetorical differences in the articles surrounding the 1831 petition make clear 

that there is a limit to how well Burkean identification can help us understand what is 

going on in the women’s petition, however. These women are asserting their own 

separate brand of sovereignty using language that is legible to white audiences. They are 

not, however, just asserting the right to speak as underlings in a hierarchy when they 

address the Cherokee elite planter class, which has attempted to advance their agenda of 

restructuring society around the patriarchal family. For white audiences, they confront 

infantilizing removal efforts by performing rhetorical assimilation to serve Cherokee 

nationalist ends. But, for the Cherokee elite, they effectively insert Cherokee women’s 

priorities and women’s voices into the public sphere that the newspaper created and 

reveal how the new constitutional system is not meeting their needs. It seems as though 

Cherokee men like Boudinot have moved firmly onto the ground of posing as 

assimilationists to reach white audiences.  In their petition, Cherokee women meet the 

Cherokee male audiences on that ground and effectively pose as assimilationists, but only 
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in an attempt to pull them back on to their own ground. Women’s “double-voiced 

strategy” shows white audiences that women understand their place within the private 

sphere and that they have the appropriate relationship to public appearance, and at the 

same time, it is coded in such a way that it challenges elite male Cherokee authority. 

Strickland argues the Cherokee Constitution provided for protections of private property 

and of inheritances, both of which were consolidated under masculine dominion over the 

nuclear family unit. At the very moment when this consolidation is taking place, women 

chose to represent their interests through the language of Christian domesticity, both to 

signal to a white public that Cherokees were a civilized tribe and to remind male 

Cherokee elites of the prominent historical role that women played in land negotiations.   

 

Conclusion 

If we accept Perdue’s assertion that the Cherokee Phoenix publicly overstated the 

degree of EuroAmerican assimilation in Cherokee country, then what also must be true is 

the other women in the Nation were drawing on older forms of rhetoric to participate in 

public debate.  The archival record does not offer up copious evidence of these activities, 

though the previous chapter articulates some possibilities of women’s vocal expression, 

such as their objections to missionaries’ indictments of Cherokee cultural practices. Also, 

in Ties that Bind Tiya Miles recounts the Shoe Boots family history, a story that indicates 

at least one way in which matrilineal kinship structure played a key role in authorizing 

women’s public participation.  When the familial patriarch, Shoe Boots, died in 1829 he 

left two young children, whose mother was both black and the family’s slave. Miles 

explains how that under contemporaneous Cherokee law, these children would have been 
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considered slaves and, therefore, property of the Shoe Boots estate at the patriarch’s 

death.  Consequently, Shoe Boots’ sisters (probably with the help of Shoe Boots’ slave 

and consort, Doll) banded together to approach the Cherokee National Council and then 

the National Committee and petition for the boys’ freedom:  

The kinship responsibilities between paternal aunts and their nieces and 

nephews were  . . . strong; in the absence of the father, it became the duty 

of his sister to protect his children.  . . . Peggy and Takesteskee [Shoe 

Boots’ sisters] must have taken this cultural prescription to heart, leading 

them to intervene on their nephews’ behalf. (Miles Ties that Bind 131)   

The three women succeeded at the local level: the National Council, a body comprised of 

local town-elected officials, voted to free the two boys; however, the Cherokee National 

Committee, a small, elite body, refused to ratify the National Council’s decision. This 

historical event is remarkable not just because “three women cross[ed]  boundaries of 

race and caste to work together” for the good of their family, but also because it shows 

the diversity of ways that women continued to locate avenues for public address, and how 

women—even those of the elite planter class—continued to understand their political 

mandate within matrilineal kinship structure (Miles 131). 

Regardless of the type of rhetoric they use, all three of the women’s petitions 

reflect a specific political exigency: colonial administrators encouraged policies that 

targeted and negatively affected Native women's power and status. Missionary educators 

(with Presidents’ endorsements) sought to instill patriarchal values in Cherokee students, 

and as such, Cherokee women's embodied public presence seems to be waning at the 

beginning of the nineteenth century.  These petitions mark the concessions Cherokees 
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have made to prevent geographic reorganization of their people.  They also show the 

ways that those concessions were not necessarily beneficial to women. The audience of 

the letters is an indication of one such concession: the Cherokee National Council is the 

result of a political shift from decentralized kinship-based governance to more centralized 

nation-based governance in Cherokee country.     

However, in spite of the strategic assimilation performed in the last petition, all 

three of the petitions mark the emergence of a new Cherokee tradition, writing, and 

incorporate two older Cherokee paradigms, gender-exclusive political engagement and 

collective decision-making. As I discussed in the previous chapter, beginning in 1801, 

missionaries moved into Cherokee territory, and missionary work and schools began to 

take root.  In some ways, these three petitions to the Council are products of the 

Moravian, Congregationalist, Presbyterian, Baptist, and Methodist schools that some 

Cherokees attended: they are written in English.  But the multiple ways in which writing 

is used in Cherokee society during this period shows that writing has been adapted as a 

thoroughly Cherokee form.  For example, the composition of these petitions was roughly 

contemporaneous with Sequoyah’s development of a Cherokee language syllabary (1821-

1824), which allowed Cherokees to communicate with one another to the exclusion of 

people who relied on English-language literacy, was one of the languages that the 

Cherokee Phoenix was printed in, and certainly complicates the linguistic situation of 

these texts.97 Like the invention of the syllabary, the governance reorientations and the 

                                                
97 For a discussion of how Sequoyah’s invention affected the Cherokee Nation, see 
Margaret Bender’s Signs of Cherokee Culture: Sequoyah's Syllabary in Eastern  
Cherokee Life 
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consolidation of Cherokee male power can be seen as modes through which Cherokee 

people maintained rhetorical sovereignty. Yet, this consolidation of power eroded 

women’s public status and, therefore, hurt Cherokee sovereignty as it was understood in 

the eighteenth century.  

The story this chapter tells, therefore, is not one of the clear victory of Cherokee 

women’s rhetorical interventions.  The women who produced these texts did not prevent 

Cherokee Removal.  They did, however, make canny efforts to ward it off by articulating 

and condemning Cherokee National efforts to catalyze a decline in their public status and 

showing how these efforts threatened Cherokee sovereignty. To buttress Cherokee 

sovereignty, these Cherokee women insisted, explicitly or implicitly, that they had the 

right to participate in public debate and the Cherokee National Council had the 

responsibility to listen to them.  
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Conclusion  

Cherokee Women’s Experience and Reflective Pedagogy 

 

Throughout this dissertation, I have explored the development of Cherokee 

women’s writing as an outgrowth of both eighteenth-century Cherokee women’s situated 

literacies and various types of colonial interaction with which Cherokees contended. 

Eighteenth-century Cherokee women understood the power relationships between whites 

and Cherokees as historically contingent and constructed. From Nanye’hi to the 1831 

petition, Cherokee women used their Cherokee-specific literacies and, at times, the tools 

of English-language writing to critique the power differentials and politics embedded in 

their rhetorical situations.  Later on, Cherokee women learned to intervene in colonialist 

policy and the imposition of patriarchy, though, not really because they went to mission 

schools. What they did learn in school was how to adapt the written word for their own 

purposes. Those purposes were rooted in matrilineal power that the 1817, 1818, and 1831 

petition writers possessed but, nevertheless, saw eroding. The petitions they produced 

were certainly products of English-language education, but were just as much if not 

more, products of the situated and culturally- and politically-derived literacies that 

Cherokee women historically used to authorize their discourses. 

These critical literacies resulted, in part, from Cherokee women’s recognition of 

the incongruities in U.S. diplomatic and missionary rhetoric at multiple points between 

1781 and 1831. The promoters of the civilization program dictated that “Indians were to 

be considered owners of the land on which they currently lived,” even as those same 

advocates sought to strip them of these lands (McLoughlin 35). Missionaries publicly 
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upheld the conviction that Cherokees could completely assimilate into Protestant 

patriarchal culture, but were constantly having to reckon with incomplete adoption and 

adaptation of the conventions they taught.  Paradoxically, it was in the missionaries’ own 

interest for Cherokees to resist complete assimilation, as their jobs depended upon 

incomplete conversion. The critical literacies that Cherokee women deployed in colonial 

encounters derived from their creative ability to exploit the inconsistencies between 

whites’ ideology and action.  

Cherokee leaders invited EuroAmericans into their territory because they 

understood the value of the tools the newcomers offered. Some Cherokees embraced 

literacy education, but historical evidence suggests that the politics embedded in the 

lessons by the white teachers caused few Cherokees to attend, mothers to withdraw their 

students from school, and traditionalists to protest the activities of the mission station 

with a tactics such as a “naked” ball game. In the previous chapter, I argued? Cherokee 

women had learned how to skillfully deploy the gendered language of modesty to 

convince their white audiences of Cherokee civility. The 1831 petition—like other 

writings—shows Cherokee women’s critical literacies; it shows how they became 

conscious of their “experience as historically constructed within specific power relations” 

(Anderson and Irvin 82). But, arguably, Cherokee students learned only of the priority 

whites placed on female modesty in school; they did not learn how to deploy modesty as 

a persuasive technique as the result of the teacher’s lesson plans. They probably did learn 

it as a condition of meeting their teacher’s expectations, since a main goal of 

missionizing goal was to “liberate” Cherokee students from their savagery by imposing 

patriarchy.  
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Despite the oppressive and largely vocational educations at mission schools, some 

Cherokee female students maintained contact with local communities in which 

matrilineal leadership was still significant. The combination of English-language literacy 

instruction and Cherokee frameworks of matrilineal power produced literacies that 

facilitated a critique of patriarchal forms of government at the Cherokee and U.S. 

national levels. Mission school teachers, in attempting to erase students’ Cherokee 

cultural, social, and political habits, weren’t purposefully creating the potential for the 

kinds of women’s writing that appeared in the 1817, 1818, and 1831 petitions; 

nevertheless, what women learned about the particular modes of writing that white 

audiences expected was vital to the creation of the last petition. As the authors of the 

1831 petition point out, the relative success of the effort at the Cherokee National level to 

reorient gender roles and place the patriarchal nuclear family at the center of Cherokee 

social structure caused damage to the entire Cherokee system of governance. 

Just for a moment, I want to speculate on what might have resulted if the 

missionary teachers at the ABCFM schools had been encouraged by their supervisory 

organization to respect the gender ideals that constructed Cherokee women’s realities. I 

do this purposefully, as I think present pedagogies can resemble the missionary 

classrooms of the ABCFM school. Writing teachers’ jobs often require, as rhetoric 

scholar Bronwyn T. Williams points out, “forcing assimilation into the epistemological 

and rhetorical conventions of the culture” (588). As writing teachers, we reward our 

students when they submit certain discursive norms, and we rarely give them the 

opportunity to critique or change these norms. 
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This paradigm is similar to the missionizing impulse that ABCFM educators 

exhibited. Instead of attempting to assimilate students, what if missionary educators in 

Cherokee territory had recognized the validity of Cherokee gender norms, while, at the 

same time, consciously taught Cherokee students that strategically deploying 

EuroAmerican discursive norms was one possible way to reach an audience? Missionary 

pedagogy probably provided the writers of the 1831 petition with one understanding of 

how to fight for their land and lifeways in the face of attempts at radically reorientation of 

Cherokee culture and subordination of Cherokee women. But, would these women have 

made more successful rhetorical interventions if missionary educators not been so 

twitchy about the matrilineal-based situated literacies that Cherokee women possessed?  

Perhaps the writing Cherokee women produced in this hypothetical situation 

would have provided U.S. politicians and citizens not only with a clear sense of what 

Cherokee women wanted in 1831, but also with an explanation of why they were entitled 

to have their needs met, how it was that they saw their place in history, and the 

inconsistency between their past power and present predicament. Or, perhaps these are 

ridiculous speculations. After all, people are embedded in their cultures. Ideological 

systems guide what we value and devalue. So, perhaps the results of a more progressive 

missionary pedagogy wasn’t possible. The very ideas that underpin the civilization 

program (i.e., EuroAmerican superiority, patriarchy) may have made critiquing such a 

program unthinkable. Cherokee women were able to do so for, as I show, very culturally- 

and politically-specific reasons. Cherokee women remained embedded in Cherokee 

matrilineal structures enough to see the Eurocentric biases inherent in U.S. cultural values 

and to strategically deploy these cultural values (i.e., “You know women are always 
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looked upon as nothing”) when the rhetorical situation required they do so. Perhaps the 

same applies to the missionaries: they remained embedded in notions of superiority that 

would have determined (and, to some extent, limited) how they saw the world. 

Discussions that questioned EuroAmerican superiority were certainly antithetical 

to the boarding school education system in the latter nineteenth century.98 They were 

probably also antithetical to the ABCFM system. And arguably, Cherokee students at 

ABCFM schools were contending with the issues that threatened their Nation and 

developing critical literacies in their home communities when they were not at school, so 

perhaps they did not need these discussions to take place inside the classroom.   

We can, of course, imagine a more just outcome for Cherokees than what was 

thrust upon them in 1838, but it seems just as likely that Andrew Jackson would have 

ignored any rhetorical pleas on the part of Cherokees because he couldn’t hear them over 

his insatiable thirst for Native land. While certainly situated in and justified by a rhetoric, 

Indian removal policies begin at the limits of rhetorical intervention: coercion. Moreover, 

I don’t mean to unnecessarily chastise the missionaries. They were an intensely devout 

group of people who believed that they were working with the best of intentions, many of 

them made great sacrifices in the fight against Cherokee Removal, and they brought to 

Cherokee country unbounded zeal for helping Cherokee people.   

We might, however, ask a set of questions similar to those above about the events 

inside our own classrooms. Missionary tactics, admittedly myopic, points us towards 

                                                
98 This is one reason why Scott Lyons does not hold out hope for contemporary 
classrooms.  Lyons argues that “all talk on rhetorical sovereignty will likely happen away 
from the university” and not inside the classroom (Lyons 466). 
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important questions about our own pedagogical methods.  As I implied earlier in this 

chapter, the missionizing impulse that Cherokee students experienced inside ABCFM 

schools has its analogue in contemporary pedagogy. In “Speak for Yourself? Power and 

Hybridity in the Cross-Cultural Classroom,” Williams reflects on how he has, throughout 

his career as a writing teacher, had to question the pedagogical purpose of the papers he 

assigned. Williams discusses how the prescribed curriculum at the British campus of an 

American university—where he taught a culturally-diverse population—required that his 

courses  

assimilate the students into what the faculty considered mainstream 

academic discourse. For the students not from the U.S., it also meant 

forcing assimilation into the epistemological and rhetorical conventions of 

the culture. Students from all cultures were to be drilled and practiced in 

the conventions of Western mainstream academic discourse and rewarded 

or punished based on their ability to adapt to this new cultural sensibility. 

(588) 

Williams cautions against teaching strategies that attempt to assimilate students into the 

dominant culture’s discourse: “To teach in a cross-cultural classroom with such terms as 

originality and analysis as an unexamined foundation perpetuates a disruptive epistemic 

violence for the students trying to come to terms with these unstated assumptions of 

power and the dominant culture” (589). Instead, the role of the teacher could be to 

recognize his or her privileged status and the power structures in which he or she is 

embedded.  Not doing so risks the teacher taking  “on a ‘civilizing’ role not unlike the 

colonial authority’s, making sure that the postcolonial subjects adopt the values of the 
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center and adapt themselves to the norms of the dominant culture” (590).  As he reflected 

on the papers he assigned, he had to admit that he was requiring his students to translate 

their “experiences through the individualistic-Christian-psychoanalytic framework of the 

Western personal essay [so they] would seem  . . . complete and authentic experience[s] 

to” him (595).  As a corrective to this pedagogy he made it his goal to help  

students recognize how their cultural assumptions shaped their senses of 

knowledge, education, and the discourses used to transmit ideas, and to 

see how that was done in the Western academic world as well. This 

would, I hoped, give them the knowledge they would need to negotiate 

their own choices based on the various and shifting discursive situations 

they would be encountering. (597) 

By replacing his own sense of what makes good writing with what makes successful 

communication in a given rhetorical situation, Willams’ argues that he was better able to 

help his students reach their own communicative goals. Instead of training his students 

out of their bad habits and wrong-headed ideas, he put his students on the path towards 

recognizing their inherent right “to determine their own communicative needs and desires 

in this pursuit, to decide for themselves the goals, modes, styles, and languages of public 

discourse,” something that missionary pedagogues failed to do for Native students (Lyons 

449-450).  

It’s not just the writing assignment, but the very language required when writing 

that can oppress students. Many students experience attempts by teachers to wipe away 

their “bad writing habits” and inculcate them into academic discourse. This writing 

instruction-as-missionizing is present in grammar pedagogy and has been debated at least 
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since the 1970s. The recent backlash against Anne Curzan’s PMLA article, “Says Who?  

Teaching and Questioning the Rules of Grammar,” shows just how strong the missionary 

impulse in language arts pedagogy debates is. Last summer, Curzan proposed that 

English language teachers “transform [the teaching of grammar] from behavior 

modification to engaged learning, not only about language but about everything else that 

gets wrapped up in attitudes toward language” (877).  She explains that the language and 

grammatical choices we make are only sort of choices: “We grow up speaking the way 

those in our home community speak” (873).  

The premise on which Curzan’s recommendation is based is not new.  As early as 

1974, the journal College Composition and Communication published the resolution on 

language adopted by members of the Conference on Composition and Communication 

(CCCC) earlier in the decade. “Students’ Rights to Their Own Language” stated: 

We affirm the students' right to their own patterns and varieties of 

language -- the dialects of their nurture or whatever dialects in which they 

find their own identity and style. Language scholars long ago denied that 

the myth of a standard American dialect has any validity. The claim that 

any one dialect is unacceptable amounts to an attempt of one social group 

to exert its dominance over another. Such a claim leads to false advice for 

speakers and writers, and immoral advice for humans. A nation proud of 

its diverse heritage and its cultural and racial variety will preserve its 

heritage of dialects. We affirm strongly that teachers must have the 

experiences and training that will enable them to respect diversity and 

uphold the right of students to their own language. (qtd. in Butler 1) 
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In 1988, the Executive Committee of CCCC amended this resolution with another 

entitled the “National Language Policy”: 

Be it resolved that CCCC members promote the National Language Policy 

adopted at the Executive Committee meeting on March 16, 1988. This 

policy has three inseparable parts:  

1. To provide resources to enable native and nonnative speakers to 

achieve oral and literate competence in English, the language of wider 

communication. 

2. To support programs that assert the legitimacy of native languages and 

dialects and ensure that proficiency in one's mother tongue will not be 

lost.  

3. To foster the teaching of languages other than English so that native 

speakers of English can rediscover the language of their heritage or 

learn a second language.  (Executive Committee) 

 What these resolutions recognized was that while students can choose to learn different 

language variations, the first language they learn will always shape their cognition and 

identity. Grammatical choices exhibit a writer’s or performer’s understanding of 

audience, an understanding shaped by language acquisition.  That’s all well and good, 

except for one thing: though all Englishes are governed by equally complex rules, 

standard English has been elevated above non-standard Englishes so that the latter are 

now considered substandard. Essentially, the resolution writers (and Curzan three 

decades later) argued that there’s a politics embedded in our language choices. This is not 
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breaking news: writing and speaking are grounded in a rhetorical situation that is based 

on topic, purpose, and audience.  

Yet, one of Curzan’s respondents patently rejects this thesis. English professor 

Jeff Zorn calls Curzan’s “commitment to critical pedagogy” a ”skewed priority” and 

argues, “[n]o students are empowered by following their English teacher’s lead in 

challenging standards for punctuation, syntactic alignment, and word usage. In supposing 

otherwise, Curzan seems merely to be confusing privileged United States teenagers with 

Paulo Freire’s destitute, illiterate, passive Brazilians” (214).   I won’t dispute the fact that 

that the students Paolo Freire worked with and wrote about were considerably less 

privileged than most of the students that Curzan and Zorn teach. (However, I’m not 

certain that Zorn understands the material reality of all college-age students, many of 

whom struggle to get to college because they have been systematically denied the 

benefits to which they are entitled.) But his analysis misses the point of Curzan’s essay. 

Curzan is not saying that questioning the rules of grammar is more important than 

learning them, just that it is as equally important to question them as it is to learn them. 

She’s also not saying that we shouldn’t teach the language known as Standard English, 

simply that we should encourage students to question the origins of the grammatical 

conventions we require them to abide by and, furthermore, think about how different 

conventions will persuade different audiences. 

The example that Zorn uses to prove his point actually proves Curzan’s case. Zorn 

points out that “black female communist” Angela Davis uses “hegemonic” English 

because she is “serious about getting complex matters right and reaching out to a serious-

minded audience whose assent and support she is eager to win. Unlike Curzan, Davis 
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does not romanticize educational deficit, and she is simply above mispunctuating and 

miswording her sentences” (214).  Of course, what Zorn points out is that the language 

that Davis uses in this particular rhetorical situation is the written language that will 

appeal to her intended audience(s). Zorn’s ignorance about the distinctive and rule-

governed structure of African American Vernacular English (AAVE) and AAVE’s status 

in communities outside of the Academy aside, however, I’m not quite sure he can rightly 

argue that Davis is always “above” using a non-standard dialect of English. Has he read 

everything she’s ever written?  Her letters?  Her journal entries?  

Geneva Smitherman, writing in the wake of the Ebonics debates of the late 1990s, 

was, evidently, not “above mispunctuating and miswording her sentences” when she 

wrote “See, when you lambast the home language that kids bring to school, you ain just 

dissin dem, you talking about they mommas!” (151) and “Now, don’t nobody go trippin 

cause an none of dese proposals suggesting that schools shouldn’t teach ‘standard 

English,’ or more precisely, the US Language of Wider Communication—note I said 

‘wider’ and not ‘whiter’” (161). Smitherman’s frequent uses of AAVE in published 

academic writing are both literary and legitimating: they serve to show a wide audience 

that AAVE is used regularly by exceptionally intelligent people, that they—as 

Smitherman did—learn to code-switch between different types of English given their 

rhetorical situations, and that they are not deficient nor disabled. Against the AAVE-as-

deficit model that Zorn embraces, Smitherman contends that the language spoken in 

many African American households does not set students up for this deficit, but rather 

sets up Black youth to  
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bring a rich oral tradition, knowledge, and linguistic skills into the 

classroom. . . . students have a wealth of ‘lived experience’ that we can 

capitalize on.  Linguistic competence in their Mother Tongue—Ebonics—

is a fundamental aspect of this experience.  That competence can be 

tapped into in the teaching of language and literacy. (159)   

Like the authors of “Students’ Rights to their Own Language” and Curzan, Smitherman is 

not instructing teachers to avoid teaching Standard English nor is she arguing that 

teachers should allow students to write in any particular way they choose all of the time. 

On the contrary, her essay argues in favor of the Oakland School Board’s decision to 

implement bilingual/bicultural educational policies in classrooms where many students’ 

home language is AAVE.  This policy was intended to help Oakland teachers promote a 

higher level of academic achievement among African American students by training 

teachers to teach Standard English to AAVE speakers.  

Inherent in students’ background languages are tools for teaching them how to use 

different Englishes, as well as embedded knowledge bases that may allow them to make 

inventive contributions to the classroom and the world.  These contributions, however, 

are much less likely if “the powerless internalize the linguistic and cultural norms of the 

powerful and denigrate their own native language and culture.  In the case of Ebonics, 

ambivalent and/or negative attitudes toward the language reflect deep generational and 

class conflicts in the national Black community” (Smitherman 153). In contrast to Zorn, 

Smitherman argues that the attitude that Standard English is superior to all other types of 

English actually does disempower students.  What follows then, is that “following their 

English teacher’s lead in challenging standards for punctuation, syntactic alignment, and 
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word usage” will empower students (Zorn 214).  But, following their teacher’s lead in 

truly challenging these standards does also mean that they will become familiar with the 

standards they are challenging.  

When teachers encourage students to question the validity of the “accepted” 

linguistic conventions, they help students lay bare the politics behind those conventions.  

Doing so may provide them with the tools they need to evaluate the relationship between 

their home language and Standard English “as historically constructed within specific 

power relations” (Anderson and Irvin 82).   Like the Cherokee women who I discuss in 

the previous chapters of this dissertation, these students’ situated literacies provide them 

with a standpoint from which to critique the way dominant culture privileges one set of 

discursive norms over another and to see the injustices inherent in this process.  

Encouraging such critiques means helping students see language and culture as 

multivalent.  It does not mean, however, that we should see all ideas as equal or that 

students need not question the validity of their own ideas within the space of the 

classroom. What Williams, Curzan, and Smitherman point out here is that the “standard” 

discursive and linguistic  conventions we teach—and in some sense, assimilate our 

students into—are not inherently bad, but simply that we need to understand why we 

teach them.  What are the purposes of these conventions?  Do they facilitate cognitive 

development? Or, will they make our students better prepared for the “real” world?  Will 

they make help them to gain the confidence they need to make substantial contributions 

to their local and global communities?  Will they make them more empathetic human 

beings?  
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There are, I think, good ends and purposes of “missionizing” when it is done in a 

way that allows students to critically question the conventions and methods of study into 

which teachers are acculturating them.  In my experience, teaching Native American 

literature requires a measure of “missionizing.” Though it is hardly their fault, students 

often come in to Native American literature classes with a lot of stereotyped and outright 

false conceptions that they “know” about Native peoples, or perhaps more to the point, 

Indianness. Our classes require that we train our students (and ourselves) out of these bad 

habits and wrong-headed ideas.  If our classrooms are, to use Lyons’ term, “Indian-free,” 

this also means that our students’ perceptions of Native lives, cultures, politics, and 

histories are probably laden with narratives justifying cultural appropriation and 

imperialism.  Native histories—especially those narrated by Native peoples—rarely make 

it into the primary and secondary classrooms in the United States. Celebrations of 

genocide—like the annual first grade Thanksgiving play—however, are still fairly 

common. From primary levels to higher education, U.S. schooling has made invisible the 

histories, cultures, and political concerns of contemporary Native communities. As Malea 

Powell points out, our narratives of American history are constituted on the elision of 

Native bodies and Native rights.99 

Therefore, Native literature curricula must focus on changing and expanding non-

Natives’ perceptions of Native writings, histories, and peoples. In this sense, teaching 

Native texts requires a certain level of “missionizing.”  It’s a particular type of 

missionizing, and one that not everyone would agree is missionary work: this work 

                                                
99 See Powell, “Blood and Scholarship.” 
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doesn’t necessarily mean turning the classroom into a coercive space, as I have argued 

that ABCFM missionaries often did. For students to understand Native American 

literature they must critically challenge mainstream stereotypes of Native peoples that 

they probably believe are true, recognize the contemporary presence of Native 

communities, and acknowledge the diversity of Native nations.  

Native literature teachers, therefore, are bound to rely on their own authority to 

introduce important-yet-elided critical perspectives. In this sense, teachers may simply be 

creating a classroom that has more perspectives, but in an “Indian-free” classroom, they 

would be centering their own authority to challenge students’ stereotyped conceptions.  

Doing this well actually can mean creating a deliberative community where conflicting 

perspectives are welcome, though some perspectives are necessarily better than others. In 

this classroom space, students are not just expected to accept what the teacher says about 

Native peoples, but rather are encouraged to interrogate their own stereotypical 

assumptions of Native peoples using the new ideas that the teacher offers. 100 But, if 

teachers do not interrogate their own power—as well as the possibility that their 

knowledge might also be wrong or incomplete—in the process of relying on their 

authority to interject narratives of Native lived experience into the discussion, the 

classroom can become coercive space.  

                                                
100As Patricia Roberts-Miller has explained, “No community has absolute freedom of 
expression either in the sense that the discourse is equally open to all points of view nor 
in the sense that the discourse has equal costs for all participants . . . It is naive to think 
that students negotiate as equals with communities of discourse or even that students 
have equal power when negotiating with one another” (538-555). Nevertheless, “[w]e 
need to imagine a public space in which people do not simply speak to each other but one 
in which they listen. And one in which they argue” (Roberts-Miller 555). 
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Of course, teachers in U.S. classrooms need to find methods to engage the 

specific histories that attend the study of any body of literature, but this task is made 

more difficult by our task of challenging non-Native students’ perceptions of Native 

peoples as relics of a time long past or as simple-yet-spiritual people. As Andrew Wiget 

argues, this is a nearly impossible task: “[t]o open a discussion of any single Native 

American text is to immediately invoke in one’s students and one’s self a tangled web of 

issues that, in fact, will never become entirely sorted out in the limited time available in 

the classroom.” Many university students in the United States do possess a deficit when it 

comes to the literacies they need to read Native American texts.   

I was one of those students. As I mentioned at the beginning of this dissertation 

when I attempted to situate myself in relation to the texts I study, I knew just enough 

about tribally centered literary criticism when I first started this journey into Cherokee 

rhetorical history to know that I didn’t have the tools I needed to understand Katteuha’s 

rhetoric. When I was an undergraduate, there was one Native American literature class 

offered at my college, taught by a philosophy and religion professor.  I can’t speak to 

how it was taught, nor to whether or not the professor helped the class understand the 

multiple tribally specific political and historical contexts in which the texts on the 

syllabus were embedded. Since it did not explicitly fulfill any of the requirements I 

needed for my majors (English and American studies), I did not take it.  

The first time I taught the eighteenth-century Cherokee women’s writings that I 

explore in chapter one, my students were as confounded by these texts as I had been by 

Katteuha’s letter to Benjamin Franklin. They were either tripped up by the non-standard 

grammar and spelling, or, in an effort to analyze the themes in these texts, they grasped 
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for “spurious contexts of Universality or of Otherness. Both,” asserts Wiget, “are merely 

masks for our own values, the first disguising their positive assertion, the second their 

projection as exact opposites.” One student’s initial reading of the Nanye’hi’s and 

Katteuha’s text referred to  

‘mother’ as the woman who has been given by God the gift of mothering, 

the abilities to mother, and the right to mother. When the Cherokee 

women speak of motherhood in their analogies, they speak of these very 

concepts. That as they were born to be mothers to let them mother their 

people, just as the women of the settlers should mother theirs. This 

concept that men need women is essential. 

To his credit, the student noticed the repeated references to motherhood in the text and 

reached for what he knew about motherhood.  Another student contended Nanye’hi was 

saying “that the woman should care for her child and raise it with virtue without 

abandoning it for someone else to care for.” A third student astutely picked up on the 

visceral images in Katteuha’s letter and said that “the Cherokee women and also the rest 

of the women should be the mothers of everything, since they’re the ones who carry the 

children and at birth are the ones who raise the children to be the best they can be.”101  

None of these interpretations are particularly offensive, in fact, some of them simply 

paraphrase what Nanye’hi and Katteuha say. The interpretations, however, do carry with 

them faint conceptions of motherhood-as-sacrifice that seem more appropriate to 

stereotyped conceptions of Eurowestern motherhood. Without an understanding of the 
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history of broken treaties which threatened Cherokee sovereignty and the politicized 

nature of motherhood in Cherokee systems of governance, students will not understand 

how these texts are examples of Nanye’hi and Katteuha using motherhood to authorize a 

highly politicized rhetoric.  

In our Native literature classrooms, there is “no substitute for adequate 

preparation, which must comprehend a general knowledge of the history of Indian-white 

relations, yet substantially transcend it to focus on particular tribal cultures and 

literatures” (Wiget).  While we might de-center our authority by creating assignments 

that ask students to generate some of the content for this preparation, we must continually 

remind our students—and ourselves—that privileging the voices in these texts means 

privileging the historical moments and political contexts out of which they emerge. 

                                                                                                                                            
101 These comments come from public blog posts that my students created in 2006.  
They are available at: http://instructors.cwrl.utexas.edu/moulder/ 
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