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Native American History: The Iroquois people

Flag of the Iroquois Confederacy. Image from: Wikimedia Commons.

The Iroquois people have inhabited the areas of Ontario and upstate New York for well over 4,000

years.

Technically speaking, "Iroquois" refers to a language rather than a particular tribe. In fact, the

Iroquois consisted of five tribes prior to European colonization: the Mohawk, Onondga, Oneida,

Cayuga and Seneca. Their society serves as an outstanding example of political and military

organization and complex culture. In Iroquois society, women had an elevated role, which was

very unusual at the time.

Governance And War

Until the 1500s, the five tribes of the Iroquois devoted much energy toward fighting and killing

each other. According to oral tradition, it was about this time that they came to their senses and

united into a powerful confederation.

The five tribes designed quite an elaborate political system. This included a bicameral (two-house)

legislature, much like the British Parliament and modern U.S. Congress. The representatives, or
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sachems, from the Seneca and Mohawk tribes met in

one house and those of the Oneida and Cayuga met in

the other. The Onondga sachems broke ties and had

the power to veto decisions made by the others. There

was an unwritten constitution that described these

proceedings at least as early as 1590. Such a complex

political arrangement was unknown in Europe at that

time.

Although

the tribes

began to

work

together,

they

surely did

not

renounce

war. They

fought

and

captured

other

native

tribes as

well as wave after wave of European immigrants who presented themselves. They fought the early

French and British settlers. During the French and Indian War they remained officially neutral,

but would join either side to exploit an advantage. Both sides courted Iroquois support during the

Revolution. As a result, there was a split in the confederacy for the first time in over 200 years.

Iroquois fought Iroquois once more.

Iroquois Society

The longhouse was the center of Iroquois life. These

dwellings were shared by several related families, and

they earned their name. Archaeologists have

unearthed longhouse remains that extend more than

the length of a football field.

Agriculture was the main source of food for the

Iroquois. In their society, women held a special role.

Believed to be linked to the Earth's power to create

life, women determined how the food would be

distributed — a considerable power in a farming

society.

Women were also responsible for selecting the

sachems for the Confederacy. Iroquois society was matrilineal, which means that property was



This article is available at 5 reading levels at https://newsela.com.

passed through the mother's side of the family, rather than the father's side. The family bloodline

was also tracked on the mother's side. 

The Iroquois society proved to be the most persistent

military threat the European settlers would face.

Eventually, conquest and treaty forced them to cede

much of their land, but their legacy lingers on. Some

historians even attribute some aspects of the structure

of our own Constitution to Iroquois ideas. In fact, one

of America's greatest admirers of the Iroquois was

none other than Benjamin Franklin.
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Quiz

1 Which sentence from the section "Governance And War" BEST supports the idea that the Iroquois tribes were intelligent?

(A) Until the 1500s, the five tribes of the Iroquois devoted much energy toward fighting and killing each
other.

(B) Such a complex political arrangement was unknown in Europe at that time.

(C) Although the tribes began to work together, they surely did not renounce war.

(D) As a result, there was a split in the confederacy for the first time in over 200 years.

2 Read the section "Iroquois Society."

Select the paragraph that explains the original reason why Iroquois society was matrilineal.

3 What is MOST likely the reason the author included the detail about Benjamin Franklin admiring the Iroquois tribes?

(A) to persuade the reader to learn more about the Iroquois government

(B) to support a connection between the U.S. Constitution and the Iroquois

(C) to demonstrate how the U.S. Constitution affected the Iroquois

(D) to note differences between the U.S. Constitution and the Iroquois government

4 Which of the following words, if it replaced the word "renounce" in the sentence below, would change the meaning of the
sentence?

Although the tribes began to work together, they surely did not renounce war.

(A) deny

(B) reject

(C) quit

(D) embrace


