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Course Description

The processes of invasion, conquest, genocide, slavery, and colonization have profoundly shaped Indigenous women’s lives and the energy we must expend to protect ourselves, our families, our nations, and our lands.  Consequently, Indigenous women have developed complex and diverse strategies for challenging oppression.  Yet, to further feed the colonial project, settler society has carefully constructed stories about the past and present experiences of Indigenous women, depending almost entirely on colonialist interpretations of Indigenous lives and our prescribed roles within the colonial social order.   As a result, colonial forces have largely usurped Indigenous representations of Indigenous women during the last five centuries of colonialism in North America, almost completely eradicating images of Indigenous women as resistors.  As Indigenous Peoples, however, we have known and carry powerful memories of strong Indigenous women who not only survived the colonial onslaught, but who also defended Indigenous lands and ways of life, strengthened our families, and maintained connections to our land bases , all the while raising the next generations of Indigenous resistance.  This seminar will explore the strategies Indigenous women engage in resistance to colonialism and other forms of oppression with particular attention paid to women who root their resistance in traditional Indigenous philosophies, governance practices, and ways of being.  We will be asking questions such as: What/who are Indigenous women resisting?  What forms does Indigenous women’s resistance take?  Where do Indigenous women draw strength to maintain resistance efforts?  Are there useful ways to conceptualize these resistance efforts?  And, what alliances, if any, are useful to Indigenous women’s struggles against oppression and violence?

Required Texts

Note: All students are expected to have read key works such as Smith’s Conquest and Green’s edited volume, Making Space for Indigenous Feminism prior to the start of class. 

Diana Denham & C.A.S.A Collective, eds., Teaching Rebellion: Stories from the Grassroots Mobilization in Oaxaca.  PM Press, 2008.
Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz, Outlaw Woman: A Memoir of the War Years, 1960-1975.  City Lights, 2001.

Karen Kampwirth, Women and Guerrilla Movements: Nicaragua, El Salvador, Chiapas, Cuba. Pennsylvania University Press, 2002.
Susan Applegate Krouse and Heather Howard, eds., Keeping the Campfires Going: Native Women’s Activism in Urban Communities.  University of Nebraska, 2009.

Bonita Lawrence and Kim Anderson, Strong Women Stories: Native Vision and Community Survival.  Sumach Press, 2003.
Rigoberta Menchu, I, Rigoberta Menchu. Second Edition, Verso, 2010.

Aung San Suu Kyi, Freedom from Fear. HarperCollins, 1996.
Haunani-Kay Trask, From a Native Daughter: Colonialism and Sovereignty in Hawaii. University of Hawaii Press, 1999. 

Trinh Minh-Ha, Women, Native Other: Writing Postcoloniality and Feminism. Indiana University Press, 1989.

Course Requirements

This course is designed as a reading-intensive graduate seminar.  Students will be graded on several course requirements including seminar participation, two book reviews, and a final paper.

Active seminar participation is essential to a dynamic learning environment, thus, students are required to attend all classes and arrive prepared to discuss the assigned readings.  As part of the seminar participation grade, students will be required to prepare two typed discussion questions for every class.  Seminar participation will account for 30% of your final grade.

Each student will complete two (2) book reviews of texts from either the supplemental reading list, or another text approved by the professor, that address some aspect of the topic of Indigenous women and resistance.  The book reviews should be approximately 750 words (about 2 typed, single-spaced pages).  Each book review should consist of four paragraphs.  The first paragraph should reiterate the thesis of the book.  The second should explain how the author attempts to prove his/her thesis through the particular form and content of the book.  The third should discuss the book’s main strengths, particularly whether or not the author proves his/her thesis successfully.  The fourth should discuss its main weaknesses.  Included in the review should be a critical assessment applying some basis for analysis learned from the course readings.  Copies of the review should be brought to class and distributed to seminar participants.  Each student will also orally present their book review and be prepared to field questions from the class.  Each book review will be worth 15% of your final grade (or 30% total).

The final paper (25 typed-pages, double-spaced) should be a synthesis of all the course readings into a useful analytical framework.  Rather than providing a summary of each separate reading, your analysis should focus on how the readings interact with one another as well as how they have shaped your definitions and understandings of Indigenous women’s resistance.  For example, it might be useful to think about how the various intellectuals might respond to one another’s work, whose arguments are more or less convincing, which theoretical frameworks are the most and least compelling, and where the strengths and weaknesses of each work intersect and overlap.  The final paper will be worth 40% of your final grade.  It is due by 5:00 pm Friday, April 22nd.  Late final papers will not be accepted.

Course Schedule

Week 1 (January 28) Conceptualizing Indigenous Women’s Resistance 
In order to understand resistance in the context of Indigenous women’s struggles, it is important to determine both how we conceptualize resistance, and also engage discussions about the impacts of colonialism and its links to patriarchal oppression.  The semester will begin with a discussion of a classic work on Native women’s identity to encourage us to think more broadly about the relationship between colonialism and Indigenous women for consideration in the North American context.

Read:   Trinh, Woman, Native, Other
Jocelyn A. Hollander and Rachel L. Einwohner, “Conceptualizing Resistance,” Sociological Forum, Vol. 19, No. 4 (Dec., 2004), pp. 533-554.

Elizaberth Archuleta, “’I Give You Back’: Indigenous Women Writing to Survive,” Studies in American Indian Literatures, Volume 18, Number 4, Winter 2006, pp. 88-114. 

Week 2 (February 4) Colonialism, Patriarchy, Liberation Movements and Indigenous Women

Some Indigenous women have been outspoken critics of patriarchy for decades.  In more recent years Indigenous women globally have worked to not only employ feminist analyses and further feminist agendas, but also to articulate and develop an emerging brand of feminism distinctively Indigenous, though varied.  This has allowed for anti-oppression work across various boundaries.  This session will begin to explore how patriarchy relates to resistance struggles for Indigenous women, the utility and relevancy of theorizing and practicing Indigenous feminism, and  how Indigenous women struggle against various kinds of oppression.


Read:   Dunbar-Ortiz, Outlaw Woman

M. Annette Jaimes, "Patriarchal Colonialism" and Indigenism: Implications for Native Feminist Spirituality and Native Womanism,” Hypatia, Volume 18, Number 2, Spring 2003, pp. 58-69
Luanna Ross, “From the ‘F’ Word to Indigenous/Feminisms,” Wicazo Sa Review, Volume 24, Number 2, Fall 2009, 39-52.

Week 3 (February 11) “We are not happy Natives”: Lives of Resistance

An essential element of resistance work is recognizing precisely how the structures of oppression operate and affect the lives of Indigenous Peoples.  We cannot begin to alter or eradicate the structures unless we can identify how they are harming us.  In this context, exposing the history of colonialism, as well as colonialism’s current manifestations, becomes a decolonizing strategy that opens the way for the building of Native nationalism. 


Read:    Trask, From a Native Daughter
Pamela Scully, “Malintzin, Pocahontas, and Krotoa: Indigenous Women and Myth Models of the Atlantic World,” Journal of Colonialism and Colonial History, Volume 6, Number 3, Winter 2005.
Film:   Once Were Warriors

Week 4 (Feb. 25)  Restoring Balance
Indigenous women in Canada have worked in myriad ways to challenge oppression and violence while also working toward healing within families and communities and the strengthening of nationhood.  This week we will explore the particular challenges facing Indigenous women in North America as well as how resistance is conceptualized and practiced.


Read:   Lawrence and Anderson, eds., Strong Woman Stories
Lani Cupchoy, “Fragments of Memory Tales of a Wahine Warrior,” Frontiers: A Journal of Women Studies, Volume 31, Number 2, 2010, pp. 35-59.
Week 5 (March 4) Seeking Empowerment

Our sense of identity as Indigenous women will shape our notions of oppression as well as our strategies of resistance and empowerment.  While we must recognize the heterogeneity among Indigenous women’s values, worldviews, and ideas about resistance, decolonizing practices require us to develop a critical intellectual edge in our analyses, writing, and activism.  How do we develop this edge?  What does it look like?


Read:   Krouse and Heather Howard, eds., Keeping the Campfires Going 
Week 6 (March 18) Testimonio and Truthtelling as Resistance

It is impossible to recognize a need for justice when historical or contemporary injustices are either ignored or denied.  Thus, in challenging colonialism and other forms of violence perpetrated against Indigenous women, it is essential to acknowledge and document the magnitude of harms we have experienced.  In this context, truthtelling becomes not just a liberating force, but also a mobilizing agent for social change.


Read:   Menchu, I, Rigoberta Menchu
Elizabeth Cook-Lynn, “How Scholarship Defames the Voice,” Wicazo Sa Review, Vol. 15, No. 2, Native American Literature on the Edge of a New Century (Autumn, 2000), pp. 79-92
David Stoll, ”Rigoberta Menchu and the Last-Resort Paradigm,” Latin American Perspectives, Vol. 26, No. 6, If Truth Be Told: A Forum on David Stoll's "Rigoberta Menchu and the Story of All Poor Guatemalans" (Nov., 1999), pp. 70-80

Film:  Finding Dawn 
Week 7 (March 25) Overcoming Fear

Resistance to oppression requires a willingness and capacity to move beyond fear.  It requires courage.  As Indigenous women engage in resistance efforts, it is important for us to assess the role that fear plays in our lives, as well as the lives of our families and communities. How do we free ourselves from this potentially debilitating and immobilizing emotion?


Read:   Suu Kyi, Freedom from Fear

Week 8 (April 1)  Violence and Resistance

While settler society frequently fears Indigenous men as potential sources of violence, Indigenous women are stereotypically associated with passivity or else celebrated as colonial collaborators.  What happens when Indigenous women reject pacifism and engage in acts of violence in defense of our bodies, families, lands, and ways of life?  How do we define violence?  What is to be gained or lost when employing violent resistance strategies?  Is violence avoidable?

Read:    Kampwirth, Women and Guerilla Movements
J. Krishnamurti, “Violence and the Me,” The Awakening of Intelligence (San Francisco: Harper, 1987), 487-506.
M. K. Gandhi, “Satyagrha, Civil Disobedience, Passive Resistance, Non-co-operation,” and Satyagraha—Not Passive Resistance,” Dennis Dalton, ed., Mahatma Gandhi: Selected Political Writings (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1996), 50-57.

Derrick Jensen, critique of Gandhi’s position on nonviolence, in Endgame, Volume II: Resistance (New York: Seven Stories Press, 2006), 685-691.
Guest Speaker:  Chaw-win-is
Week 9 (April 8)  Arming Ourselves and Continuing the Struggle

This discussion will be dedicated to exploring successful resistance strategies, continuing the discussion of armed resistance, but also exploring other ways in which Indigenous women arm ourselves spiritually, mentally, and culturally as we seek freedom from oppression.  We will  wrap-up the semester with a final discussion about the most useful ways to conceptualize, analyze, support, and practice Indigenous women’s resistance to oppression.


Read:  Denham & C.A.S.A Collective, eds., Teaching Rebellion 
Final Papers due by 5:00 pm, Friday, April 22, 2010.
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