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Negotiators of Change is a collection of ten essays interpreting the effects 
of white contact on Native American women throughout almost 400 years 
of European/US colonization of North America. Each essay examines a 
different Native American nation in its own (often shifting) geography at 
a time of critical cultural change. Locations include Chesapeake Bay, 
Kahnawake, Wisconsin borders, Georgia, Mississippi, Arizona/New 
Mexico, Colorado, Washington State, Florida; nations studied are 
Algonquian; Iroquois; Mesquakies (Fox), Sauk and Winnebago; Cherokee; 
Choctaw; Navajo; Southern Ute; Yakima; Seminole; Pima-Maricopa. 

The contributors are all history professors or doctoral candidates at a 
variety of universities in the United States. There is a twenty-page intro
duction by the editor, Nancy Shoemaker, who also contributes an essay to 
the collection. The introduction includes a review of the findings of 
previous ethnographic studies and more recent feminist theories. Con
tributors agree that, generally speaking, Native American women shared 
in a non-hierarchical society where gender roles were complementary, indi
vidual autonomy carrying more importance than gender in structuring 
social relationships. More often than not, howev~r, women's position in 
society was misunderstood by whites and represented (or misrepresented) 
by them, as Edward Said would argue, 'for a purpose' (Said, 1978: 273). 

It is generally argued that women's productive and reproductive contri
butions were of paramount importance in securing their equality in society 
but that, on contact with whites, new trade patterns favoured the Euro
pean model of a male-dominated society. Despite this, women were often 
able to adapt their traditional roles to participate in market-oriented 101 
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economic activity during the nineteenth century and, on occasions, out
strip their men in learning new skills, which increased their productive 
capabilities, enabling them to participate in the flourishing tourist indus
try in the early twentieth century. 

Because available resource materials are almost entirely a product of white 
males, oral history proves a useful tool to one essayist and to another close 
textual analysis is (over) optimistically viewed by the writer as a method 
which would enable her to uncover the 'real' women behind the text and 
'read their actions as a "sign language" through which they communicate 
directly with us' (p. 137). 

Negotiators of Change is valuable in detailing the variety of effects which 
government policy had on Native American women and the role which 
they played in actively resisting the attempts of policy-makers to destroy 
their cultures. The most engaging texts are those by Theda Perdue and 
Carol Douglas Sparks on Cherokee and Navajo experiences respectively. 
Perdue doesn't miss an opportunity to point out the irony of government 
policy in attempting to guide Native American progress ('they must have 
been somewhat bemused by the preferred lessons in agriculture. Not only 
had Cherokee women been farming for centuries, many of the crops and 
techniques used by Euro-Americans came from Native peoples' (p. 92)). 
Policy preferred the yeoman farmer as a model for Native American 
progress and policy-makers were disappointed when the Cherokee pre
ferred to adopt the aristocratic planter role followed by heads of govern
ment. This is a balanced article which examines the effects of contact on 
both men and women, whereas others occasionally focus specifically on 
women at the expense of major events affecting the community as a whole. 

Sparks' essay examines textual representation of Navajo women around 
the time of the Mexican War. She describes the use by early white writers 
of 'tropes' such as the 'pathetic dusky heroine' (p. 141) which was followed 
by the 'squaw drudge' (p. 142) while descriptions of the landscape simul
taneously changed from lush wilderness to 'inhospitable and savage' 
(p. 140). It's a good story and echoes the representations of Noble Savage 
vs. Savage Savage so well documented in the 1991 exhibition and cata
logue The West as America: Reinterpreting Images of the Frontier, 
1820-1920. Confusion could have been avoided in this essay by an expla
nation of the use of the terms 'Anglo', 'American', 'Anglo-American', 
'Euro-American' and 'US'. There must be a pattern other than one of alter
nation, but it is not easily discernible. 

The editor explains that contributors discovered that women were not 
always confined by government policy but worked with or in spite of it to 

102 gain maximum benefit from the changes which were forced on them, and 



the essays show how, over the last four centuries, there has been surprising 
continuity in Native American women's ability to resist the imposition of 
European gender roles, which would have brought increased marginality. 
Instead, they were able to merge traditional beliefs with new technology, 
causing changes to, but not destruction of, their culture. 

At times, the book presents controversial government policies in a sani
tized manner. This has the effect of lessening the impact of Removal which 
brought devastating hardship and traumatic change to the lifestyles of the 
whole Native population. That this took effect without regard to gender 
perhaps explains why specifically feminist issues are still viewed by the 
majority of Native American women as secondary to the improvement of 
conditions for the entire community. 

There is no index. 

Susan Forsyth 
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Abstinence, self-discipline self-imposed solitude: how do we interpret such 
gestures? Perhaps there isn't much consensus about the meaning of asceti
cism, which demands extreme, austere self-denial, in a culture which 
encourages us to consume voraciously. But, as emerges from this book, if 
(perhaps because) we have no social or symbolic space for such concerns 
they nevertheless erupt, like the return of the repressed, in individual 
'symptoms' and practices. These include dieting, exercise, even the appar
ently inexplicable submission of women to domestic violence. These con
temporary forms of asceticism either go unrecognized as such, in their 
more moderate forms (the pursuit of a 'healthy' lifestyle) or, in their more 
extreme forms, are pathologized. Bulimia, anorexia, compulsive exercising 103 


	Negotiators of Change: Historical Perspectives on Native American Women
	Bibliography


