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Introduction

In 1638, Father Isaac Jogues was traveling with a group of Huron on the way to
Quebec when he was ambushed by an Iroquois raiding party. Captured, the Iroquois
ripped out his fingernails and marched him to an Iroquois village. Father Jerome
Lalemant later wrote: “They gave this poor Father to some families, to serve them as a
menial in their hunts; he follow[ed] them at the approach of Winter and make[d] thirty
leagues with them, serving them through two months as a slave . . . As they did not
account him fit for hunting, they gave him a woman’s occupation.”'

This passage shows a glimpse into the dynamics of the Iroquoian slave system of
the seventeenth century. The term “slave” (esclave) was often used by the Jesuits to
describe the captive taking policies of American Indians in the Northeast. However,
modern scholarship overlooks this facet of Indian life. The popular belief is that the
French Jesuits confused slavery for debasing initiation rites of the Iroquois adoption
rituals. The Jesuits however, were indeed familiar with the nature of “authentic” slavery
of African and Afro-Americans by Europeans in other colonies, and the deliberate use of
the phrase to describe slavery by native peoples is undeniable. Slavery in this sense does
not have to follow a prescribed pattern of exploitation and profit, but instead is based on a
collective group of people proclaiming themselves as socially better than slaves and

exploiting those slaves for the benefit of either a single person, and/or the society.”

! Edna Kenton, ed. Jesuit Relations and Allied Documents. Here after cites as JR. (New York: The
yanguard Press, 1954), 196, emphasis added.

For Jesuits familiarity with slavery and slave systems see Orlando Patterson, Slavery and Social Death: A
Comparative Study (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1982).
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Slavery among American Indians is a challenging topic of scholarship. Not only
is there no comparable model in Euro-American societies, but there are also gaps in our
understanding of the social significance that slavery had on Indians during the era of
European colonization. Only recently have scholars began to fill in the holes of this
economic and social institution. William Starna and Ralph Watkins’ study “Northern
Iroquoian Slavery” uses Orlando Patterson’s concept of “social death” to argue that the
Iroquois practiced a unique form of slavery during the middle of the seventeenth century.
Another invaluable source has been James Brooks’ 2002 Captives and Cousins: Slavery
Kinship and Community in the South West Borderlands. His narrative of Comanche
slavery is the most complete work to date on the Southwest borderland’s violent
economy during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. These studies tear down
distorting images of slavery by native peoples as unsystematic, economically baseleés or
less brutal adoption procedures. Based on their findings, I will offer a comparative view
of how the development of slavery coincided with the consolidation of regional
dominance and economic power by the Iroquois and Comanches.’

The popular image of Indian communities as all inclusive societies often prevents
a sober interpretation of captivity and even chattel slavery by native peoples. Further
clouding historical reality is the rigid model of plantation chattel slavery in American
history of strictly white masters and black slaves. Indians, if included in the discussion at
all, are lumped in as victims or coconspirator slave catchers for whites. When American
Indians are seen as egalitarian saints, it perverts the reality of some Indians who were

exploitive slave-owners. In addition, many Indian societies during the colonial period

3 William A. Starna and Ralph Watkins, “Northern Iroquoian Slavery,” Ethnohistory, Vol. 38 (1991), 34-
57; James F. Brooks, Captives and Cousins: Slavery, Kinship and Community In The Southwest
Borderlands, (Chapel Hill and London: University of North Carolina Press, 2002).
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often had non-capitalistic or “pre-modern” economies, leading many to conclude that
slave systems like that of the Iroquois and the Comanches do not adhere to the
“legitimate” model of chattel slavery and plantation agriculture. Since concepts like racial
hierarchies and exploitation of labor seemingly did not exist in the world view of native
peoples, slavery is rarely in the vocabulary of existing scholarship on American Indians.
Informed by the well-documented formula of “classic”” American bondage, historians
tend to dismiss the idea of slavery among native peoples as either too primitive or on too
small of a scale to be significant to the study of slavery in North America.*

Slaves, according to sociologist Orlando Patterson, were socially dead people. A
socially dead person was cut off from any blood relatives of his or her past, and no longer
held any claims of responsibility or obligations to those people. In this sense, slavery
does not have to fit into a capitalistic paradigm of market production. Rather, the
constituent elements of slavery include the powerlessness of the slave and the reciprocal
prestige of the owner. Various social controls kept the slave population subjugated.
Through ritualistic dishonor, alienation and violence, slaves were often tortured,
mutilated and renamed by their masters to impress upon them that they were slaves.

Although slavery was an economic policy of the Iroquois and Comanches, these basics

4 The most studied Indian slave holders are the “civilized tribes” of the Southeast including the Cherokee.
The problem with comparing Cherokee slave based plantation agriculture to indigenous forms of slavery
like that of the Iroquois or Comanche is that despite the Cherokee’s ability to make slavery an ingrained
cultural system, their adoption of slavery was based more on their proximity to the slave economy of
Georgia. Plantation agriculture was adopted by tribes in the Southeast as a means of economic survival. For
the rise of plantation slavery among the Cherokee see: Theda Perdue, Slavery And The Evolution of
Cherokee Society 1540-1866, (Knoxville: The University of Tennessee Press, 1979); For arguments against
Iroquois slavery see Bruce Trigger The Children of Aataentisc Vol 2. (Toronto: Mcgill-Queens University
Press, 1976), 830; and Daniel Richter, The Ordeal of the Longhouse: The Peoples of the Iroquois League in
the Era of European Colonization. (Williamsburg: University of North Carolina Press, 1992), 69, 73, 317n.



A A A A4 d A A A A d A A Al d A A A A A A XX R R R R R R R EE R R REY)

LBT R RAS BN LA ) 39 AT 11 S MT o < ! e

aspects of subordination and control made slavery among these Indians culturally
significant to those who experienced both ends of the spectrum. .

The purpose of this essay is to explore the role of slavery on the development of
two powerful Indian societies in order to get a better understanding of the social and
economic impact that slavery had on Indian life in North America. As stated above,
slavery is generally dismissed as a mechanism for population replacement. Although the
incorporation of alien members was central to these two slave systems, the complexities
of initiation rituals and kinship dynamics actually strengthened slavery as an economic
policy. The Comanches in partiéular had near perfect cultural integration of captives that
in time would become slave raiders themselves. Slavery is rarely discussed as a viable
economic system among American Indians and often in those cases, it is described as
alien or destructive to their “traditional” society. In this comparative study, I am arguing
that slavery became economically advantageous and culturally significant to both the
Iroquois and the Comanches during unique periods of their history.

These two powerful groups make a fitting comparison because each developed
slavery in similar colonial borderland milieus with competing European influences. The
Iroquois lived south of the St. Lawrence River neighboring the Dutch and later English
traders on the east coast and French traders in Canada during the seventeenth century.
The Comanches also bordered competing interests between the French, Spanish and
Anglo-Americans after the 1680s in the Southwest. Trade networks between Indians and
Europeans created tension between native groups with access to commercial centers, and

the economically marginalized tribes. Slavery became a way for the Comanches and

g Patterson, Slavery and Social Death, see introduction.
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Iroquois to enhance their own political and economic power through military intimidation
at the expense of their Indian and European neighbors. (See Maps 1 and 2)

In this geo political context, warfare by both the Comanches and Iroquois on their
neighbors must be seen as an economic policy. First, raiding Indian neighbors allowed
these two powers to ensure their own dominance of European trade over other Indian
suppliers of commodities like furs, captives and (for the Comanches) horses. Raids on
European targets by both groups instilled a tangible fear among European colonial
leaders. These deliberately ambiguous trading relations effectively kept the newcomers
politically and economically handicapped.

Unlike European styles of warfare, Indians generally fought in small parties
because large-scale battles were difficult for individual warriors or bands to organize.
Indians also placed high value on preserving their own lives during war. A battle that
ended in the loss of one or more Comanches or Iroquois was considered a defeat
regardless of the amount of spoils taken back to their home village. Therefore, each group
acquired slaves through small-scale captive raiding. Most slaves were obtained a handful

at a time, the Comanches however, because of their speed on horseback, often captured

; 6
slaves in much larger numbers.

% For Nueva Vizcaya losses by Comanche raids see Croix to Bucareli, Sept. 27, 1777, cited in Bernard E.
Bobb, The Viceregency of Antonio Maria Bucareli in New Spain, 1771-1779, (Austin: 1962), 151-152.
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Map 1. The Iroquois and their neighbors in the mid Sixteenth century. Cited in Richter, Ordeal, 16.
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Map 2. The Comanche Southwest c. 1840. Cited in Brooks, Captives and Cousins, 44.

Why Slavery?
But why slavery? What internal impetus caused these societies to develop slave
systems at these times? I have broken the development of Indian slave systems into four

components: (1) economic benefit, (2) indigenous concepts of power and social death
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over their enemies, (3) preexisting social organization and cultural ideals favorable to the
development of slavery and' (4) a demographic crisis that created a need for large scale
population replacement. Each of these elements had a profound effect on the
administration of slavery among the Iroquois and Comanches.

The economic benefit of these slave systems dictated the slave’s experience and
their importance to the future of society. The Iroquois slave system’s main function was
population replacement. Anthropologist Bruce Trigger argues, “because the economy and
defensive capabilities of the Iroquois depended on being able to pillage their neighbors, it
was essential for them to maintain their population and fighting strength as high as
possible.”” As an economic policy, the Iroquois utilized slavery to perpetuate their war
machine to intimidate their neighbors and raid them for trade goods. The Comanches
needed adopted slaves to maintain their numbers during periods of decline as well, but
they also exploited female slaves and children to clean and prepare buffalo hides and herd
their horses. The Comanches benefited from their role as slave traders as well as from the
economic output of slave labor because of the high demand by other groups like the
Spanish and other Indians for captives.

Another misconception that has led to the dismissal of slavery among American
Indians is that their economies were too simple or egalitarian to practice what most Euro-
Americans considered slavery. In Iroquois society, where masters and slaves often did the
same tasks in small-scale agricultural production, slavery formed in stark opposition to
the plantation paradigm of powerless laborers and omnipotent masters. However, what
makes the Iroquois and Comanche slave systems so interesting is that strictly on a level

of social death, the concept of powerlessness and exploitation evolved independently

" Trigger, The Children of Aataentisc Vol 2, 826.
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from European notions of capitalism and ethnocentrism. These ideas grew organically
during the rise of each slave system from the social organization and cultural ideals of
each society.

Both of these groups established their social norms and economic power during
the century or two before the emergence of their slave systems. Why did the Iroquois
wait until the 1640s, and the Comanches until the 1780s, to begin a systematic slave
system? This question brings us back to slavery as an adoption mechanism. Domination
of European trade also meant heavier exposure to their diseases for these economic
powers, as the “virgin soil” of Iroquoia and Comancheria met small pox and other
diseases. As soon as the Iroquois and Comanches had won dominance over their trade
routes, each began to suffer from population decline. Because their power and livelihood
depended on maintaining their numbers, this became the most significant internal factor
in the development of slavery for both the Iroquois and the Comanches. By the 1670s, the
Iroquois were in dire need of new members with adopted alien members making up an
estimated sixty-six percent of their population. Compared to their northeastern
predecessors, the Comanches suffered mild death tolls; however the nomadic Comanche
divisions had varying exposure to diseases and while some maintained their populations,
others lost as much as an estimated sixty percent. The moderate losses compared to the
Iroquois may help explain why the Comanches were able to use slavery as a means of
supplementing their market production, as well as for population replacement. ®

As an incorporation mechanism, these slave systems reflected society’s social

organization and cultural identities. For the Iroquois, one’s social livelihood depended on

® Fenn, Elizabeth. Pox Americana: Tl he Great Smallpox Epidemic of 1775-82, (Hill and Wang, New York,
2001), 209; Richter, Ordeal of the Longhouse, 89.
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