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Women’s Political Power in Native American Societies: Past and Present

Madoka Sato

Native American women had long held political power in their societies. Although their power
had been once weakened by Western colonialism, they have been restoring their leadership in tribal
politics to empower themselves and their communities since Native American tribal governments
reorganized after the legislation of the Indian Reorganization Act of 1934. Today approximately one-
fifth of federally recognized tribes have female elected tribal leaders. They are actively using their
leadership to preserve their traditional cultures and create more economically prosperous native

communities throughout the United States.

In this paper, I draw a historical sketch of the transition of female status and political power
in Native American societies by reviewing previous anthropological, historical, sociological, and
gender studies on the topic. And I examine the social, cultural, and historical foundations of female
leadership in the present tribal politics. I conclude their active leadership is based not only on their
personal abilities and the effect of Native feminism in recent years but also their traditional role as

caretakers for their own family and the community as well.
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