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This art icle analyzes t he ways in which some members of  one prominent ,
highly cont roversial, and much-myt hologized Six Nat ions family, t he
Brant s, used marriage polit ics and gender relat ionships over t ime t o
pursue individual and collect ive benefit  in t heir relat ionships wit h t he
Brit ish in lat e eight eent h- and early ninet eent h-cent ury nort heast ern
Nort h America. I focus f irst  on Koñwat siãt siaiéñni or Mary (“Molly”) Brant ,
t he part ner of  Brit ish Indian Superint endent  William Johnson from t he
lat e 1750s unt il his deat h in 1774, and lat er a key ally of  t he Brit ish during
t he American revolut ionary war. I t hen consider t he family polit ical
st rat egies of  t he descendant s of  bot h Koñwat siãt siaiéñni and of her
brot her Thayendenegea (Joseph Brant ), and t heir performance of
gender roles bet ween t he mid-eight eent h cent ury and t he 1830s. Here I
use t he t erm performance t o suggest  t he cont ingency of  gender roles
and t he public, performat ive element  of  conformit y t o gender norms.
More point edly, however, I also want  t o point  t o t he necessit y for First
Nat ions int erlocut ors of  t he Brit ish t o act  out  roles wit h polit ical
implicat ions in t he e ort  t o communicat e appropriat e familiarit y wit h
Brit ish meaning syst ems. If  Mary Brant  present ed herself  as a wealt hy
host ess, and Joseph Brant  present ed himself  as a court eous warrior who
spared women and children, for example, such roles had polit ical meaning
in di erent  cult ural cont ext s, and t heir performance required a degree of
self-consciousness  The necessit y for performances t hat  could be read
in di erent  cult ural cont ext s was sharpened by t he fact  t hat  Mary Brant ’s
part nership wit h Johnson was part  of  int er-relat ed family and milit ary
alliances as well as being an individual relat ionship. It  is consonant  wit h
t his t hat  Molly Brant  played an import ant  and very public, diplomat ic role
in Mohawk-Brit ish relat ions.

Joseph Brant  was also a very import ant  int erlocut or of  t he Brit ish. He
was a prominent  Brit ish ally during t he American revolut ionary wars,
leading war part ies against  rebel set t lement s in t he nort heast .  At
enormous personal cost  and amid great  cont roversy, many Six Nat ions
warriors, including Brant , ult imat ely fought  (however reluct ant ly) on t he
side of  t he Brit ish against  set t ler rebels, alt hough t he Oneida support ed
t he Americans. The Six Nat ions lost  more t han whit es from t he war’s
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rapid t urn t o guerrilla warfare, scorched eart h t act ics and war on civilians
along t he front iers of  First  Nat ions t errit ory. A er t he definit ive loss of
t heir lands in upper New York, following set t ler conquest , episodes of
et hnic cleansing and t he bet rayal of  Brit ish cession of  Six Nat ions land t o
t he Americans, t wo separat e Six Nat ions groups relocat ed at  Quint e Bay
and along t he Grand River in what  is now Ont ario.  Joseph Brant  led t he
group t hat  set t led in Grand River, becoming embroiled in cont roversy
over t he communit y’s right  t o sell land. He also lat er at t empt ed t o
organize a polit ical union among nort heast ern indigenous communit ies
t o resist , unsuccessfully, t he American t akeover of  t heir lands.

In what  follows below I will suggest  t hat  as t he Mohawk became far
less significant  milit arily t o t he Brit ish in t he a ermat h of  t he loss of
American independence, and as t he Brit ish administ rat ion reneged on
previous promises, t he polit ics of  marriage and sexualit y shi ed. Mary
and Joseph’s children made marit al alliances t hat  had a polit ical
dimension: f ive of  Mary Brant ’s six daught ers in part icular all married fairly
high-profile whit e men, even as t he family t ried t o preserve t he claims t o
chie aincy of  male descendent s, in a move t hat  might  have been part  of
t he reconfigurat ion of  chie aincy in t he early ninet eent h cent ury. By t he
early ninet eent h cent ury, t he families t ended, however, ult imat ely t o
assimilat e int o eit her t he “whit e” or t he “Six Nat ions” communit ies, as
Brit ish relat ionships wit h indigenous peoples were increasingly pushed t o
t he side of  whit e consciousness. The example illuminat es t he cent ral role
played by women in fost ering Brit ish-Iroquois net works, ways in which
bot h Iroquois and Brit ish gender norms were manipulat ed at  t imes of
crisis, and t he cent ralit y of  family relat ionships and familial met aphors t o
diplomacy, warfare and t he painful Iroquois e ort  t o adjust  t o Brit ish and
American colonialism.

This essay is part  of  a...
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