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HEART STORY CURATION 39 

organically in Indigenous communities. These working models represent leadership activation 

and these areas heed a call to action for philanthropic dollars to fund this work.  
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Lastly, such leadership weavings manifest themselves into the R2HF Strategic 

Framework that focuses on healing, decolonization, Indigenous sovereignty, and self-

identification.  Illustrated from the center of the image (Figure 8) are the four focus areas for 

which the foundation pivots upon to support intermediary grant making efforts. Civic 

engagement supports the ongoing development of policies that respect and uplift native 

sovereignty, community, and values. Narrative change enlists the true story telling, shifting 

away from dominant culture and stereotypical labels that Native people have had to endure. 

Climate justice evaluates the ongoing stewardship of the earth through positioning Indigenous 
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women and feminism at the center of leading healing efforts. Restorative and regenerative 

development increases opportunities for Native women to uplift their work through small 

business efforts and grassroots projects, such as through the Traditional Healers & Helpers 

portfolio at the R2HF. 

Defining Indigenous Feminism has been debatable among scholars, genders, and 

communities across sectors because of the varied experiences of contemporary and traditional 

Indigenous experiences. As Dulfano states, “…the question has become complicated because of 

the realignment of the two core components “of “Indigeneity and Feminism” as equally 

weighted, and of commensurate value, with decolonization of the hierarchy of patriarchal 

authority” (Dulfano, 2017, p.82). How a person views Indigenous Feminism would depend on 

numerous factors, including but not limited to; history (personal and historical), upbringing, 

trauma, and social situations. While Indigenous feminists have been writing and speaking out 

for time immemorial, IFJL as a global movement with resonance has continued to develop 

within the COVID-19 era. 

Such assessments of Indigenous women have further channeled into violent expressions 

of abuse through the exotification and sexualization of Indigenous Women, girls, Two-Spirits, as 

well as non-binary identifying relatives. This has translated into patriarchal aggression from non-

Native perpetrators who take advantage of the limited criminal jurisdiction on Native American 

reservations. Machismo culture, defined as an aggressive misogynistic attitude that has been 

influenced by Spanish colonial patriarchal imposition has also continued to be a common pattern 

among Indigenous men. The literature on Machismo and Cabellerismo behavior describes these 

personas as an “emotional connectedness” related to aggression and anti-social behavior 
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stemming from colonialism (Arciniega, Anderson, T. C., Tovar-Blank, Z. G., & Tracey, T. J. G., 

2008).  Much of this is also influenced by the ways in which communities practice their religious 

autonomy around patriarchal spaces such as tribal government and the local economy. 

Drawing from the research of Michael Green, there are two theoretical issues associated 

with understanding the complexity of cultural identity of how settler colonialism has affected 

communities (Green, 1995). The first of these describes as an identity aspect and the second one 

is a cultural aspect. Green translates this to the specific interests that bond an individual to their 

community as an identity while culture is associated as a collectiveness, “…described as a 

nation” (Green, 1995). Allen describes matrilineal kinship ties as a web of dimensions that she 

details as: cultural, spiritual, personal, and historical (Allen, 1992). These spheres of identity are 

founding principles of how an individual is regarded in her community and how her relationships 

with the social structure are to be carried out (Green, 2007; Mihesuah 2003).  

This system of understanding the underlying structure of clanship is a framework that one 

is born into and through it, both the spiritual and physical world is acknowledged. In many ways, 

women as cultivators of culture have continuously been redefined through western researchers’ 

lenses, particularly ethnographers who observed women’s roles as subordinate to their male 

counterparts. This shifting of the narrative probes the need to understand what the 21st-century 

Indigenous woman defines herself as and how these fits within IFJL.  
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

 

This review is a critical analysis of the literature pertaining to the experience of Native 

Women within the context of Indigenous communal roles and will highlight the hardships as 

well as the resiliency of women’s roles, through language and culture. This review will also 

explore the ways in which Native Women have been marginalized through settler colonialism, 

forced Federal Indian Policy, and the continued suppression of women’s voices and as 

Matriarchal figures (Mihesuah, 2004; Klein & Ackerman, 2012; Green, 2007). The literature 

acknowledges the connection between colonial impositions, gender studies, and the discussion of 

women’s roles as integral pieces to the Native community, kinship circles, family structures, and 

sources of community resilience and healing (Nickel & Fehr, 2020). Such evaluations of the role 

of Native Women and girls have also included an analysis of the imposition of Boarding Schools 

which is key to understanding shifts of traditional roles within societal structures in a post-

assimilative world. This review also seeks to understand the effects of engendering women and 

girls and what kinds of dominant attitudes over women (Tippeconnic Fox et al., 2015). The goal 

of this research is to use philanthropy as a tool to mobilize efforts to reverse such negative 

attitudes against Native Women and girls and create more opportunities for them.   

For time immemorial, Native women have carried out important leadership roles as clan 

mothers, midwifes, healers, and culture bearers, but the literature regarding present-day social 

structures is inconsistent (Krouse & Howard, 2009). I define the Indigenous Feminist movement 

as one that includes a reconnection to land, body, and spirit with the focus of providing healing 

and support to the community at large. Traditional teachings have always identified Native 

Women as a critical element within Indigenous society and, ultimately, one who serves as the 
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backbone of their community. Much of the literature suggests that the voice of feminism 

positions itself with regard to sexuality and civil rights while other authors claim that 

“…women’s status is produced through social forces that give rise to the origin of the family, 

private property, and the state” (MacKinnon, 1989, p. 21). The idea that women’s status is 

understood and defined as property continues to enforce a prejudice that degrades Native people 

as “less than” which is evident in founding documents for the United States, including the 

Declaration of Independence that details Indigenous people as "merciless Indian savages” (US 

DOI, 1776).  

Women’s suffrage has remained to be a topic of discussion because of the slow 

progression that has been made in civil rights and exercising autonomy. During the 19th Century 

and up, until the 1900s women were not allowed to own property and were defined as “property” 

and belonging to their husbands. English Common law defined United States law and most 

Americans are not familiar with how the Iroquois Confederacy and how Haudenosaunee Women 

ignited a movement of Indigenous Feminism (Wagner, 2020).  It was not until 1920, when 

women were granted the right to vote after the 19th Amendment was passed (US Const. Amend. 

XIX). However, Native American people were still not considered US citizens and did not gain 

the right to vote until 1924 which was shortly after the first Indian Boarding School closed its 

doors, just six years earlier (NARF, 2019). 

 The redefining of Native Women’s roles in the American society has also been highly 

influenced by media, anthropologists, ethnologists, and others seeking to learn their histories 

(Klein & Akerman, 1995; Green, 1995; Green, 2007). Unfortunately, many of these stories were 

highlighted from what LaCroix defined as “as-told-to” informants. In the last decade, the rise of 

missing and murdered Indigenous Women has astronomically increased. Following the Urban 
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Indian Health Institute Database, in 2016 alone, there were 5,712 cases of missing and/or 

murdered Indigenous women and girls reported and of these only 116 were logged in the 

Department of Justice database (UIHI, 2017). Pairing the ways in which Western researchers and 

Federal Indian Policy have positioned women’s roles suggests subservience and subordination, 

further purporting toward stereotypes around the exotification of Native Women (Beck, 2017).  

Federal Indian Boarding Schools 

Boarding schools were an instrument of assimilation into western culture and also a 

mechanism of purging ideologies that further enforced manifest destiny (McCarty, T., 2013). 

Upon arriving at such boarding schools such as Carlisle Indian Industrial School, students were 

forced to take Christian names as a part of their new identity and their hair was chopped off11. 

They were also given uniforms and were taught to acquire property. Individual property was a 

concept that did not exist in tribal communities, as communal property was the basis for Tribes 

(Miller, 2013). Native children were also forbidden to speak their Native language to one 

another. The children were severely punished and beaten for speaking the native tongue. 

Additionally, children suffered from extreme rates of malnutrition, depression, and homesickness 

as they were completely removed from everyone and everything they had ever known 

(Lajimodiere & Lehman, 2021).  

Federal Indian Boarding Schools focused on domestication and “developing young 

women into housewives (Carlisle Indian Industrial School Girls Roles, 2018). The 2019 Native 

American Rights Fund report, “Trigger Points” details key findings from Boarding School 

Survivors. The report details a recount of how students, after leaving boarding school, became 

 
11 For many Native Communities, hair is only cut short when a person is in mourning. 
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ashamed of their “identities and communities” due to the internalized messages that were 

perpetuated through assimilative education of Indian children (NARF, 2019). “Reflecting on her 

experiences in the early 20th century, A Kiowa female recalled, you get punished. Everything 

you do, you get punished. You’d get tired and get punished” (as cited in Torres, 2019). Assessing 

the psychological distress that can also transfer unconsciously from a survivor to the next 

generation through repressed trauma experiences or unresolved and disenfranchised grief as Dr. 

Maria Yellowhorse Braveheart described in her keynote address at the inaugural National Native 

American Boarding School Healing Coalition Conference (Yellowhorse Braveheart, 2018) 

provides an alignment to healing through place-based identity as Indigenous people and our role 

as matriarchs.  

Gender roles were extremely defined in the curriculum of such schools. Girls were taught 

how to cook, sew, launder clothes and bedding, and spent a large majority of their school day 

cleaning the institution. Boys, on the other hand, were taught vocational skills such as farming 

and cultivating the land, blacksmithing, shoe-making, as well as other forms of manual labor. 

The conversion to Christianity was an essential part of school curricula. Students were taught to 

disown traditional Native American rituals, as these were considered barbaric and sinful. 

Sexuality of students was highly governed by school staff, yet rape and sexual abuse was 

ongoing. Despite the abuse, mistreatment, and federal-imposed policies Native children were led 

to believe that this way of life was ordinary, non-threatening, and that these schools would 

further support American life (Lajimodiere & Lehman, 2021; Child, B., 2000; Fear-Segal, J., 

2007).  
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Carlisle Indian Industrial School became the first policy driven practice of American 

Indian child removal implemented by the Federal government. During the forced removal of 

Indian children, transformation occurred, not only physically, but also mentally. It was a time of 

pain and depression for Native families. The emotional care or mental health of students was 

something that was not taken into consideration at Carlisle because military operations guided its 

pedagogy. The model of Carlisle paved the way for the future 367 Indian Boarding Schools12 

that would be developed, under the guise of twelve different religious denominations (Healing 

Voices, 2018).  

Understanding the ripple effects of historical trauma from boarding school experiences 

and how individuals can heal from such traumas across the span of one’s lifetime and across 

generations continues to remain an area of study for many scholars, as well as organizations 

dedicated to truth, justice, and healing. When analyzing the literature, Indigenous Feminism is a 

highly variable concept, and the need to understand the resilience of women, and boarding 

school survivors centered on tribal cultural continuity and revitalization of language are limited 

due to the lack of autobiographical narratives addressing this topic. Indian Boarding School: 

Daughters Coming Home details the personal narratives of survival stories of Native American 

Women and sheds light on the resilience embedded in spiritual and emotional health, as key 

elements to healing from traumatic events and adverse childhood experiences (LaCroix, 1993). 

LaCroix discovers several themes in her qualitative study in which she interviewed ten female 

boarding school survivors.  

 
12 According to the National Native American Boarding School Healing Coalition, there are 367 Federal Indian 
Boarding Schools identified within the database. 67 of these schools remain open today and are an example of 
reclaiming our Native Children’s education through Tribally-controlled schools via the Bureau of Indian Education. 
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These themes can be summarized around the aspect of identity and how it was not until 

many years later as elder women, did these women recognize their own positive leadership 

qualities as grandparents. LaCroix coins this as, “the grandmother’s mirror (LaCroix, 1993, p. 

236). Each of the interviews details the painful experience of neglect, abuse, loneliness, and 

failure to understand or lead in traditional matriarchal roles upon returning home from boarding 

school. A separate qualitative study lead by First Nations scholar, Gretchen W. Minakutsik 

highlights how roles models of women who were survivors of Canadian Residential Schools and 

bonded with other women a part of their extended family to process their own experience with 

assimilation speaks to qualities of a leader such as the importance of reflection (Minakutsik, 

1993). The interviewee describes, “…Dad taught me the value of silence and observation, how to 

use these for learning” and how this practice helped her to heal from her upbringing and conflict 

with identity due to forced assimilative practices of First Nations people (Minakutsik, 1993, p. 

165).  

National Native American Boarding School Healing Coalition 

The National Native American Boarding School Healing Coalition13 (NABS), founded in 

2012 after a national symposium in 2011 by thoughtful discussion and leadership from the 

United States after discussion with First Nations Leaders from Canada who were also 

simultaneously working through the Canadian Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC). The 

mission of NABS is to lead in the pursuit of understanding and addressing the ongoing trauma 

created by the U.S. Indian Boarding School policy (NABS, 2023). This has been exemplified by 

new partnerships with the Department of Interior during Secretary Deborah Haaland’s tenure 

 
13 The researcher currently serves as Treasurer for the Board of Directors of the National Native American Boarding 
School Healing Coalition. She has served in various Executive Board positions varying from President, to Secretary, 
and most recently as Treasurer for two consecutive terms. She joined the board in 2018 during the 100th year 
anniversary of the closing of Carlisle Indian Industrial School in Carlisle, Pennsylvania.  


