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    This study advances the conviction that the forms of dwelling people inhabit both express and shape their collective life.

Houses and House-Life of the American Aborigines by Lewis Henry Morgan is a foundational work of ethnology from the late nineteenth century, concentrating on Indigenous societies of the Americas, especially in North America. Written by an American ethnologist best known for his systematic studies of kinship and social organization, the book belongs to a period when anthropology was consolidating its methods and terms. Its setting ranges across villages, towns, and regions inhabited by Native peoples, with particular attention to communal residences and the domestic practices that sustained them within specific ecological and historical contexts.

At its core, the book offers a comparative examination of how dwellings and household arrangements relate to kinship, economy, and governance. Readers encounter careful descriptions of house types such as longhouses and pueblos, along with analyses of how these structures supported communal life. The voice is analytic and methodical, aiming to correlate architectural form with social patterns. The mood is scholarly and investigative rather than anecdotal, inviting readers to follow a reasoned argument built from observed practices, historical records, and cross-cultural comparison. It is a study that privileges system over spectacle and synthesis over isolated detail.

Key themes include the interplay between material culture and social structure, the organization of kin groups within shared living spaces, and the ways domestic arrangements reflect collective responsibilities. Morgan treats houses as evidence—structures that record decisions about labor, subsistence, inheritance, and authority. The book advances a comparative framework characteristic of its era, proposing developmental relationships among forms of dwelling and forms of social life. While the argument emphasizes patterns and regularities, it also underscores variation, showing how similar architectural solutions can emerge under different historical pressures and how domestic spaces mediate between community identity and everyday survival.

Methodologically, the work combines firsthand observation with reports from travelers, missionaries, and early archaeological investigations, assembling multiple lines of evidence into a coherent portrait of house-life. Detailed descriptions of construction, spatial layout, and use accompany discussions of kinship terminology and residence rules, enabling readers to see how architecture and social organization inform one another. The comparative approach moves across regions to test similarities and differences, always returning to the premise that domestic form is entwined with collective norms. Plans, typologies, and structured argumentation support a sustained effort to make social facts visible through the material record of the home.

For contemporary readers, the book is significant both as a source of historical ethnographic information and as a window into the intellectual formation of anthropology in the United States. Its questions—about how built environments shape belonging, how households structure cooperation, and how community values are encoded in space—continue to resonate. At the same time, its nineteenth-century assumptions and terminology invite a critical, historically aware reading. Engaging it today encourages reflection on the ethics of representation, the importance of Indigenous perspectives, and the potential of comparative inquiry when pursued with care, humility, and attention to cultural specificity.

Approached with curiosity and critical patience, this work offers a layered experience: a meticulous catalog of domestic forms, a sustained argument about social organization, and a record of early anthropological reasoning. Readers can expect a measured pace, cumulative analysis, and an emphasis on evidence over embellishment. The book rewards those attentive to how small architectural details reveal larger social commitments. It stands as both a historical document and a stimulus for ongoing conversations about community, kinship, and the social meanings of dwelling—an invitation to study house-life not as a backdrop to culture but as one of its most enduring expressions.
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    Lewis Henry Morgan’s Houses and House-Life of the American Aborigines surveys Indigenous dwellings across North America to show how domestic architecture reflects social organization. Presenting plans, measurements, and eyewitness accounts, he links house forms to subsistence, mobility, and kinship, arguing that communal residence corresponds to specific stages of social development. The study proceeds region by region, from bark lodges and mobile tents to earth-lodges, plank houses, and stone-and-adobe apartment blocks. Throughout, Morgan emphasizes the joint-tenement house as a characteristic institution, relates dwelling plans to gentes and village life, and uses comparisons to interpret ancient ruins and historical descriptions from the Southwest, Mexico, and Central America.

Morgan begins with the Iroquois longhouse, based on his direct observation and informants among the Haudenosaunee. He describes a timber frame covered with bark, a central aisle with paired hearths and smoke holes, and compartments for related families. Occupancy followed matrilineal gentes, with senior women organizing provisioning and hospitality. Villages were palisaded, and multiple longhouses formed the settlement. The house’s arrangement, with shared fires and common stores, illustrates what Morgan terms communism in living, tied to clan organization and collective defense. He treats the longhouse as both a dwelling and a social framework, shaping marriage residence, adoption, and the distribution of labor and resources.

Turning to mobile and semi-sedentary peoples of the northern forests and plains, Morgan outlines domed bark wigwams and conical skin tipis. These portable structures fit hunting and seasonal movements, accommodated smaller family groups, and allowed rapid village relocation. He notes patterns in pole frameworks, coverings, entry orientation, and smoke control. Settlement plans were looser and often temporary, with storage adapted to mobility. While kin ties remained central, house-life centered on the nuclear or extended family rather than large joint-tenements. Morgan uses these forms to contrast degrees of sedentarism, the scale of cooperation for construction, and the ways subsistence strategies shaped domestic space and daily routines.

He then examines the earth-lodge cultures of the Missouri River, such as the Mandan, Hidatsa, Arikara, and Pawnee. These villages featured large, circular lodges built over sturdy timber frames and covered with sod and earth, with central posts supporting roof openings for smoke and light. Several related families occupied a lodge, with platforms for sleeping and storage around the circumference. Villages were often fortified and carefully laid out, reflecting agricultural lifeways and regular communal labor. Morgan records building sequences, dimensions, and interior arrangements, emphasizing how the permanence and size of earth-lodges supported cooperative household economies, ceremonial life, and the organization of clans within clustered, long-occupied settlements.

On the Northwest Coast and along the Columbia, Morgan describes plank houses of split cedar or other timber, sometimes massive, with broad fronts and carved posts. These long, rectangular structures sheltered multiple families in defined bays, with central hearths and roof smoke vents. Seasonal movement between winter and summer locations coexisted with durable house forms. He notes woodworking proficiency, standardized joinery, and the social organization evident in bench platforms, storage, and partitioning. Villages aligned along waterways for transportation and fisheries. In this region, as elsewhere, the joint-tenement house correlates with kin-based groupings, ceremonial gatherings, and the distribution of food, while construction methods reflect abundant timber resources.

Morgan devotes extended attention to the Village Indians of the Southwest, focusing on stone and adobe pueblos. These are multistoried, terraced apartment blocks clustered around plazas, entered by roof openings and ladders, with defensive considerations evident in few ground-level doors. Rooms are small and specialized, storage is ample, and communal structures for ceremony and council are present. Irrigation agriculture supports stable settlements, and house clusters reflect clans and neighborhood groupings. Using published plans and Spanish accounts, Morgan details the aggregation of rooms into blocks and courts, the use of kivas, and the integration of architecture with subsistence, defense, and social institutions characteristic of sedentary village life.

He examines ancient and abandoned dwellings in the Southwest, including cliff-houses and cave-shelters. Morgan treats these as variants of pueblo architecture adapted to topography and defense rather than as evidence of a separate culture stage. He compares wall construction, room dimensions, and access systems with standing pueblos to argue for continuity in joint-tenement design. Towers, granaries, and clustered rooms show coordinated communal planning. Morgan is cautious in inference, relying on measurable remains and parallels in known village practices. He sees the same principles of aggregated households, shared storage, and centralized ceremonial spaces, with location choices reflecting security needs and environmental constraints.

Extending the comparison to Mexico and Central America, Morgan reinterprets historical descriptions of palaces and great houses. He argues that many were large joint-tenement or council houses associated with wards and clans, rather than individualized royal residences. Urban layouts are read as groupings of apartment-like compounds around courts, consistent with communal residence and collective provisioning. He relates these forms to gentile organization and to a technological level comparable to the Village Indians, while recognizing regional elaboration in masonry and ornament. By aligning chroniclers’ accounts with architectural principles observed elsewhere, Morgan proposes a coherent view of domestic life and social structure across a broad geographic scope.

Morgan concludes that domestic architecture offers a reliable index to social institutions. The prevalence of joint-tenement houses across regions corresponds to kin-based organization, shared subsistence, and what he terms communism in living. As household property and marital systems change, smaller family houses tend to replace communal structures, signaling shifts in social relations. His method combines field notes, Indigenous testimony, travelers’ narratives, and measured plans to reconstruct house-life and village organization. The overarching message is comparative and developmental: by tracing house forms from mobile shelters to apartment-like pueblos, one can understand the organization, economy, and everyday practices of American aboriginal societies within a unified analytical framework.
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    Houses and House-Life of the American Aborigines appeared in 1881 in Washington, D.C., against the backdrop of Reconstruction politics and rapid U.S. expansion into the West. Its research base, however, was built from the 1840s through the 1870s, when Lewis Henry Morgan conducted fieldwork among the Haudenosaunee (Iroquois) in New York and compiled comparative notes on pueblos in New Mexico, earth lodges on the Plains, and plank houses on the Northwest Coast. The book’s geographic canvas spans North America and reaches into Mexico for analogies, situating architectural forms within kinship and communal life just as federal policies, surveys, and wars were transforming Indigenous settlements.

The Treaty of Buffalo Creek (1838) sought to remove the Seneca from western New York to the West, transferring lands to the Ogden Land Company. The modification in 1842 preserved the Allegany and Cattaraugus Reservations but left the Tonawanda Band in limbo. Morgan, living in Rochester, formed close ties with Seneca leaders while this conflict unfolded, observing longhouse life amid legal and territorial pressure. The book draws directly on those observations: by documenting longhouse architecture, residence patterns, and matrilineal clans, Morgan preserved structural details threatened by removal-era land schemes and used them to argue for the coherence and sophistication of communal forms.

Ely S. Parker (Donehogawa), a Seneca civil engineer and Morgan’s collaborator, became Ulysses S. Grant’s military secretary and penned the final copy of the Appomattox surrender terms on April 9, 1865. As U.S. Commissioner of Indian Affairs (1869–1871), Parker implemented parts of Grant’s Peace Policy, which aimed to reduce military conflicts and place reservations under civilian oversight. Morgan’s access to Parker and Seneca networks enriched his empirical record of house use, clan organization, and council procedures. The book mirrors this entanglement with federal policy, capturing both traditional structures and the administrative pressures reshaping Native domestic life during and after the Civil War.

The Tonawanda Band’s resistance culminated in the Treaty with the Seneca Indians (Tonawanda Band) of 1857, which recognized their title after they repurchased roughly 7,549 acres of their reservation. This legal victory preserved a community context in which longhouse residence and clan governance persisted. Morgan’s analysis of gentes, phratries, and moieties is inseparable from this political moment: he interprets housing as a material expression of social organization that endured despite efforts at dislocation. By situating the longhouse within a living polity defending land and jurisdiction, the book translates a legal struggle into an ethnographic case for the resilience of communal domestic forms.

The Mexican-American War (1846–1848) annexed the Southwest to the United States, opening Zuni, Hopi, and Rio Grande pueblos to U.S. military and scientific surveys. Lieutenant J. H. Simpson’s 1849 reconnaissance recorded Chacoan ruins; later observers described multi-storied masonry dwellings, plazas, and kivas at Acoma, Taos, and Zuni. Earlier Spanish records, shaped by the Pueblo Revolt of 1680 and reconquest in 1692, documented continuity and change in pueblo architecture. Morgan synthesizes these sources to compare communal stone towns with Iroquois longhouses, arguing that house plans, room counts, and defensive layouts reflect kin-based aggregation. The book thus embeds architecture within centuries of colonial and postwar territorial shifts.

The rise of federal science institutions structured Morgan’s project. The Smithsonian Institution was founded in 1846; John Wesley Powell directed the Geographical and Geological Survey of the Rocky Mountain Region (1869–1879) and then the Bureau of American Ethnology (established 1879). Morgan’s monograph appeared as Contributions to North American Ethnology, Volume IV (Government Printing Office, 1881), leveraging survey reports, maps, and correspondence networks. This infrastructure enabled standardized comparisons of house types across regions. The book reflects that state-sponsored ethnographic moment, using government data to catalogue pueblos, earth lodges, and plank houses and to correlate dwelling plans with descent, inheritance, and communal labor obligations.

Mid-nineteenth-century debates over human origins and purported racial hierarchies framed Morgan’s inquiry. Polygenists like Samuel George Morton (Crania Americana, 1839) and Josiah Nott with George Gliddon (Types of Mankind, 1854) advanced scientific racism, while Charles Darwin’s The Descent of Man (1871) buttressed monogenesis. Morgan’s Ancient Society (1877) proposed cultural evolution through stages; Houses and House-Life operationalizes that model with architectural evidence. By showing recurrent communal dwellings and kinship-regulated residence across Iroquois, Puebloan, and Northwest Coast societies, the book counters racial typologies with social-organizational explanations. It treats house forms as historical products of subsistence, defense, and lineage systems rather than immutable biological difference.

As a social and political critique, the book elevates Indigenous communal property, matrilineal authority, and collective labor at a time when U.S. policy valorized individual allotment and market integration. Its detailed accounts of longhouses, plazas, and kivas implicitly indict removal, land speculation, and reservation restructuring that fractured kin-based residence. By demonstrating that architecture encodes rights of women, clan responsibilities, and council procedures, the work challenges prevailing assumptions about civilization and progress. Although framed within nineteenth-century evolutionism, it exposes the injustice of policies that dismantled the very social infrastructures—housed in communal dwellings—that sustained governance, subsistence, and cultural continuity among Native nations.
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The following work substantially formed the Fifth Part of the
original manuscript of "Ancient Society[1]," under the title "Growth of
the Idea of House Architecture." As the manuscript exceeded the
limits of a single volume, this portion (Part V) was removed, and
having then no intention to publish it separately, the greater part
of it found its way into print in detached articles. A summary was
given to Johnson's New Universal Cyclopedia[2] in the article on the
"Architecture of the American Aborigines." The chapter on the
"Houses of the Aztecs" formed the basis of the article entitled
"Montezuma's Dinner," published in the North American Review, in
April, 1876. Another chapter, that on the "Houses of the Mound
Builders," was published in the same Review in July, 1876. Finally,
the present year, at the request of the executive committee of the
"Archaeological Institute of America," at Cambridge, I prepared from
the same materials an article entitled "A Study of the Houses and
House Life of the Indian Tribes," with a scheme for the exploration
of the ruins in New Mexico, Arizona, the San Juan region, Yucatan,
and Central America.

With some additions and reductions the facts are now presented in
their original form, and as they will now have a wider distribution
than the articles named have had, they will be new to most of my
readers. The facts and suggestions made will also have the advantage
of being presented in their proper connection. Thus additional
strength is given to the argument as a whole. All the forms of this
architecture sprang from a common mind, and exhibit, as a consequence,
different stages of development of the same conceptions, operating
upon similar necessities. They also represent these several
conditions of Indian life with reasonable completeness. Their houses
will be seen to form one system of works, from the Long House of the
Iroquois[3] to the Joint Tenement houses[6] of adobe and of stone in New
Mexico, Yucatan, Chiapas, and Guatemala, with such diversities as
the different degrees of advancement of these several tribes would
naturally produce. Studied as one system, springing from a common
experience, and similar wants, and under institutions of the same
general character, they are seen to indicate a plan of life at once
novel, original, and distinctive.

The principal fact, which all these structures alike show, from the
smallest to the greatest, is that the family through these stages of
progress was too weak an organization to face alone the struggle of
life, and sought a shelter for itself in large households composed
of several families. The house for a single family was exceptional
throughout aboriginal America, while the house large enough to
accommodate several families was the rule. Moreover, they were
occupied as joint tenement houses. There was also a tendency to form
these households on the principle of gentile kin, the mothers with
their children being of the same gens or clan.

If we enter upon the great problem of Indian life with a
determination to make it intelligible, their house life and domestic
institutions must furnish the key to its explanation. These pages
are designed as a commencement of that work. It is a fruitful, and,
at present, but partially explored field. We have been singularly
inattentive to the plan of domestic life revealed by the houses of
the aboriginal period. Time and the influences of civilization have
told heavily upon their mode of life until it has become so far
modified, and in many cases entirely overthrown, that it must be
taken up as a new investigation upon the general facts which remain.
At the epoch of European discovery it was in full vitality in North
and South America; but the opportunities of studying its principles
and its results were neglected. As a scheme of life under
established institutions, it was a remarkable display of the
condition of mankind in two well marked ethnical periods, namely,
the Older Period and the Middle Period of barbarism, the first being
represented by the Iroquois and the second by the Aztecs, or ancient
Mexicans. In no part of the earth were these two conditions of human
progress so well represented as by the American Indian tribes. A
knowledge of the culture and of the state of the arts of life in
these periods is indispensable to a definite conception of the
stages of human progress. From the laws which govern this progress,
from the uniformity of their operation, and from the necessary
limitations of the principle of intelligence, we may conclude that
our own remote ancestors passed through a similar experience and
possessed very similar institutions. In studying the condition of
the Indian tribes in these periods we may recover some portion of
the lost history of our own race. This consideration lends incentive
to the investigation.

The first chapter is a condensation of four in "Ancient Society,"
namely, those on the gens, phratry, tribe, and confederacy of tribes.
As they formed a necessary part of that work, they become equally
necessary to this. A knowledge of these organizations is
indispensable to an understanding of the house life of the aborigines.
These organizations form the basis of American ethnology. Although
the discussion falls short of a complete explanation of their
character and of their prevalence, it will give the reader a general
idea of the organization of society among them.

We are too apt to look upon the condition of savage and of barbarous
tribes as standing on the same plane with respect to advancement.
They should be carefully distinguished as dissimilar conditions of
progress. Moreover, savagery shows stages of culture and of progress,
and the same is true of barbarism. It will greatly facilitate the
study of the facts relating to these two conditions, through which
mankind have passed in their progress to civilization, to
discriminate between ethnical periods, or stages of culture both in
savagery and in barbarism. The progress of mankind from their
primitive condition to civilization has been marked and eventful.
Each great stage of progress is connected, more or less directly,
with some important invention or discovery which materially
influenced human progress, and inaugurated an improved condition.
For these reasons the period of savagery has been divided into three
subperiods, and that of barbarism also into three, the latter of
which are chiefly important in their relation to the condition of
the Indian tribes. The Older Period of barbarism, which commences
with the introduction of the art of pottery, and the Middle Period,
which commences with the use of adobe brick in the construction of
houses, and with the cultivation of maize and plants by irrigation,
mark two very different and very dissimilar conditions of life. The
larger portion of the Indian tribes fall within one or the other of
these periods. A small portion were in the Older Period of savagery,
and none had reached the Later Period of barbarism, which
immediately precedes civilization. In treating of the condition of
the several tribes they will be assigned to the particular period to
which they severally belong under this classification.

I regret to add that I have not been able, from failing health, to
give to this manuscript the continuous thought which a work of any
kind should receive from its author. But I could not resist the
invitation of my friend Major J. W. Powell, the Director of the
Bureau of Ethnology, to put these chapters together as well as I
might be able, that they might be published by that Bureau. As it
will undoubtedly be my last work, I part with it under some
solicitude for the reason named; but submit it cheerfully to the
indulgence of my readers.

I am greatly indebted to my friend Mr. J. C. Pilling, of the same
Bureau, for his friendly labor and care in correcting the proof
sheets, and for supervising the illustrations. Such favors are very
imperfectly repaid by an author's thanks.

The late William W. Ely, M. D., LL. D., was, for a period of more
than twenty-five years, my cherished friend and literary adviser,
and to him I am indebted for many valuable suggestions, and for
constant encouragement in my labors. The dedication of this volume
to his memory is but a partial expression of my admiration of his
beautiful character, and of my appreciation of his friendship.

LEWIS H. MORGAN

ROCHESTER, N. Y., June, 1881
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SOCIAL AND GOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATION.

In a previous work I have considered the organization of the
American aborigines in gentes, phratries, and tribes, with the
functions of each in their social system. From the importance of
this organization to a right understanding of their social and
governmental life, a recapitulation of the principal features of
each member of the organic series is necessary in this connection.
[Footnote: "Ancient Society" or "Researches in the Lines of Human
Progress from Savagery through Barbarism to Civilization." Henry
Holt & Co. 1877.]

The gentile organization[4] opens to us one of the oldest and most
widely-prevalent institutions of mankind. It furnished the nearly
universal plan of government of ancient society, Asiatic, European,
African, American, and Australian. It was the instrumentality by
means of which society was organized and held together. Commencing
in savagery, and continuing through the three subperiods of barbarism,
it remained until the establishment of political society, which did
not occur until after civilization had Commenced. The Grecian gens,
phratry, and tribe, the Roman gens, curia, and tribe find their
analogues in the gens, phratry, and tribe of the American aborigines.
In like manner the Irish sept, the Scottish clan, the phratra of the
Albanians, and the Sanskrit ganas, without extending the comparison
further, are the same as the American Indian gens, which has usually
been called a clan. As far as our knowledge extends, this
organization runs through the entire ancient world upon all the
continents, and it was brought down to the historical period by such
tribes as attained to civilization. Nor is this all. Gentile society
wherever found is the same in structural organization and in
principles of action; but changing from lower to higher forms with
the progressive advancement of the people. These changes give the
history of development of the same original conceptions.

THE GENS.
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Gens, [Greek: genos], and gattas in Latin, Greek, and Sanskrit have
alike the primary signification of kin. They contain the same
element as gigno, [Greek: gignouas], and ganaman, in the same
languages, signifying to beget; thus implying in each an immediate
common descent of the members of a gens. A gens, therefore, is a
body of consanguinei descended from the same common ancestor,
distinguished by a gentile name, and bound together by affinities of
blood. It includes a moiety only of such descendants. Where descent
is in the female line, as it was universally in the archaic period,
the gens is composed of a supposed female ancestor and her children,
together with the children of her female descendants, through females,
in perpetuity; and where descent is in the male line—into which it
was changed after the appearance of property in masses—of a
supposed male ancestor and his children, together with the children
of his male descendants, through males, in perpetuity. The family
name among ourselves is a survival of the gentile name, with descent
in the male line, and passing in the same manner. The modern family,
as expressed by its name, is an unorganized gens, with the bond of
kin broken, and its members as widely dispersed as the family name
is found.

Among the nations named, the gens indicated a social organization of
a remarkable character, which had prevailed from an antiquity so
remote that its origin was lost in the obscurity of far distant ages.
It was also the unit of organization of a social and governmental
system, the fundamental basis of ancient society. This organization
was not confined to the Latin, Grecian, and Sanskrit speaking tribes,
with whom it became such a conspicuous institution. It has been
found in other branches of the Aryan family of nations, in the
Semitic, Uralian and Turanian families, among the tribes of Africa
and Australia, and of the American aborigines.

The gens has passed through successive stages of development in its
transition from its archaic to its final form with the progress of
mankind. These changes were limited in the main to two, firstly,
changing descent from the female line, which was the archaic rule,
as among the Iroquois, to the male line, which was the final rule,
as among the Grecian and Roman gentes; and, secondly, changing the
inheritance of the property of a deceased member of the gens from
his gentiles, who took it in the archaic period, first to his
agnatic kindred, and finally to his children. These changes, slight
as they may seem, indicate very great changes of condition as well
as a large degree of progressive development.

The gentile organization, originating in the period of savagery,
enduring through the three subperiods of barbarism, finally gave way,
among the more advanced tribes, when they attained civilization—the
requirements of which it was unable to meet. Among the Greeks and
Romans political society supervened upon gentile society, but not
until civilization had commenced. The township (and its equivalent,
the city ward), with its fixed property, and the inhabitants it
contained, organized as a body politic, became the unit and the
basis of a new and radically different system of government. After
political society was instituted this ancient and time-honored
organization, with the phratry and tribe developed from it,
gradually yielded up their existence. It was under gentile
institutions that barbarism was won by some of the tribes of mankind
while in savagery, and that civilization was won by the descendants
of some of the same tribes while in barbarism. Gentile institutions
carried a portion of mankind from savagery to civilization.

This organization may be successfully studied both in its living and
in its historical forms in a large number of tribes and races. In
such an investigation it is preferable to commence with the gens in
its archaic form I shall commence, therefore, with the gens as it
now exists among the American aborigines, where it is found in its
archaic form, and among whom its theoretical constitution and
practical workings can be investigated more successfully than in the
historical gentes of the Greeks and Romans. In fact, to understand
fully the gentes of the latter nations a knowledge of the functions
and of the rights, privileges, and obligations of the members of the
American Indian gens is imperatively necessary.

In American ethnography tribe and clan have been used in the place
of gens as equivalent terms from not perceiving the universality of
the latter. In previous works, and following my predecessors, I have
so used them. A comparison of the Indian clan with the gens of the
Greeks and Romans reveals at once their identity in structure and
functions. It also extends to the phratry and tribe. If the identity
of these several organizations can be shown, of which there can be
no doubt, there is a manifest propriety in returning to the Latin
and Grecian terminologies, which are full and precise as well as
historical.

The plan of government of the American aborigines commenced with the
gens and ended with the confederacy, the latter being the highest
point to which their governmental institutions attained. It gave for
the organic series: first, the gens, a body of consanguinei having a
common gentile name; second, the phratry, an assemblage of related
gentes united in a higher association for certain common objects;
third, the tribe, an assemblage of gentes, usually organized in
phratries, all the members of which spoke the same dialect; and
fourth, a confederacy of tribes, the members of which respectively
spoke dialects of the same stock language. It resulted in a gentile
society (societas) as distinguished from a political society or
state (civitas). The difference between the two is wide and
fundamental. There was neither a political society, nor a citizen,
nor a state, nor any civilization in America when it was discovered.
One entire ethnical period intervened between the highest American
Indian tribes and the beginning of civilization, as that term is
properly understood.

The gens, though a very ancient social organization founded upon kin,
does not include all the descendants of a common ancestor. It was
for the reason that when the gens came in marriage between single
pairs was unknown, and descent through males could not be traced
with certainty. Kindred were linked together chiefly through the
bond of their maternity In the ancient gens descent was limited to
the female line. It embraced all such persons as traced their
descent from a supposed common female ancestor, through females, the
evidence of the fact being the possession of a common gentile name.
It would include this ancestor and her children, the children of her
daughters, and the children of her female descendants, through
females, in perpetuity, while the children of her sons and the
children of her male descendants, through males, would belong to
other gentes, namely, those of their respective mothers. Such was
the gens in its archaic form, when the paternity of children was not
certainly ascertainable, and when their maternity afforded the only
certain criterion of descents.

This state of descents which can be traced back to the Middle Status
of savagery, as among the Australians, remained among the American
aborigines through the Upper Status of savagery, and into and
through the Lower Status of barbarism, with occasional exceptions.
In the Middle Status of barbarism the Indian tribes began to change
descent from the female line to the male, as die syndyasmian family
of the period began to assume monogamian characteristics. In the
Upper Status of barbarism descent had become changed to the male
line among the Grecian tribes, with the exception of the Lycians,
and among the Italian tribes, with the exception of the Etruscans.
Between the two extremes, represented by the two rules of descent,
three entire ethnical periods intervene, covering many thousands of
years.

As intermarriage in the gens was prohibited, it withdrew its members
from the evils of consanguine marriages, and thus tended to increase
the vigor of the stock. The gens came into being upon three
principal conceptions, namely, the bond of kin, a pure lineage
through descent in the female line, and non-intermarriage in the gens.
When the idea of a gens was developed, it would naturally have taken
the form of gentes in pairs, because the children of the males were
excluded, and because it was equally necessary to organize both
classes of descendants. With two gentes started into being
simultaneously the whole result would have been attained, since the
males and females of one gens would marry the females and males of
the other, and the children, following the gentes of their
respective mothers, would be divided between them. Resting on the
bond of kin as its cohesive principal the gens afforded to each
individual member that personal protection which no other existing
power could give.

After enumerating the rights, privileges, and obligations of its
members, it will be necessary to follow the gens in its organic
relations to a phratry tribe and confederacy, in order to find the
uses to which it was applied, the privileges which it conferred, and
the principles which it fostered. The gentes of the Iroquois will be
taken as the standard exemplification of this institution in the
Ganowaman family. They had carried their scheme of government from
the gens to the confederacy, making it complete in each of its parts,
and an excellent illustration of the capabilities of the gentile
organization in its archaic form.

When discovered the Iroquois were in the Lower Status of barbarism,
and well advanced in the arts of life pertaining to this condition.
They manufactured nets, twine, and rope from filaments of bark, wove
belts and burden straps, with warp and woof from the same materials,
they manufactured earthen vessels and pipes from clay mixed with
silicious materials and hardened by fire, some of which were
ornamented with rude medallions, they cultivated maize, beans,
squashes, and tobacco in garden beds, and made unleavened bread from
pounded maize, which they boiled in earthen vessels, [Footnote:
These loaves or cakes were about six inches in diameter and an inch
thick] they tanned skins into leather, with which they manufactured
kilts leggins, and moccasins, they used the bow and arrow and
war-club as their principal weapons, used flint-stone and bone
implements, wore skin garments, and were expert hunters and
fishermen They constructed long joint tenement houses large enough
to accommodate five, ten, and twenty families, and each household
practiced communism in living, but they were unacquainted with the
use of stone or adobe brick in house architecture, and with the use
of the native metals. In mental capacity and in general advancement
they were the representative branch of the Indian family north of
New Mexico General F A. Walker has sketched their military career in
two paragraphs "The career of the Iroquois was simply terrific. They
were the scourge of God upon the continent." [Footnote: North
American Review April No. 1873 p. 360 Note.] From lapse of time the
Iroquois tribes have come to differ slightly in the number and in
the names of their respective gentes, the largest number being eight,
as follows:

     Seneca    Cayuga   Onondaga  Oneida   Mohawks   Tuscarora
  1    Wolf      Wolf     Wolf      Wolf     Wolf      Gray Wolf
  2    Bear      Bear     Bear      Bear     Bear      Bear
  3    Turtle    Turtle   Turtle    Turtle   Turtle    Great Turtle
  4    Beaver    Beaver   Beaver                       Beaver
  5    Deer      Deer     Deer                         Yellow Wolf
  6    Snipe     Snipe    Snipe                        Snipe
  7    Heron     Eel      Eel                          Eel
  8    Hawk      Hawk     Ball                         Little Turtle

These changes show that certain gentes in some of the tribes have
become extinct through the vicissitudes of time, and that others
have been formed by the segmentation of over full gentes.

With a knowledge of the rights, privileges, and obligations of the
members of a gens, its capabilities as the unit of a social and
governmental system will be more fully understood, as well as the
manner in which it entered into the higher organizations of the
phratry tribe, and confederacy.

The gens is individualized by the following rights, privileges, and
obligations conferred and imposed upon its members, and which made
up the jus gentilicium:

     I The right of electing its sachem and chiefs

    II The right of deposing its sachem and chiefs

   III The obligation not to marry in the gens

IV Mutual rights of inheritance of the property of deceased


members



V Reciprocal obligations of help, defense, and redress of


injuries



    VI The right of bestowing names upon its members

   VII The right of adopting strangers into the gens

  VIII Common religious rites

    IX A common burial place.

     X A council of the gens

These functions and attributes gave vitality as well as
individuality to the organization and protected the personal rights
of its members. Such were the rights, privileges, and obligations of
the members of an Iroquois gens; and such were those of the members
of the gentes of the Indian tribes generally, as far as the
investigation has been carried.

For a detailed exposition of these characteristics the reader is
referred to Ancient Society, pp. 72-85.

All the members of an Iroquois gens were personally free, and they
were bound to defend each other's freedom; they were equal in
privileges and in personal rights, the sachem and chiefs claiming no
superiority; and they were a brotherhood bound together by the ties
of kin. Liberty, equality, and fraternity, though never formulated,
were cardinal principles of the gens. These facts are material,
because the gens was the unit of a social and governmental system,
the foundation upon which Indian society was organized. A structure
composed of such units would of necessity bear the impress of their
character, for as the unit so the compound. It serves to explain
that sense of independence and personal dignity universally an
attribute of Indian character.

Thus substantial and important in the social system was the gens as
it anciently existed among the American aborigines, and as it still
exists in full vitality in many Indian tribes. It was the basis of
the phratry, of the tribe, and of the confederacy of tribes.

At the epoch of European discovery the American Indian tribes
generally were organized in gentes, with descent in the female line.
In some tribes, as among the Dakotas, the gentes had fallen out; in
others, as among the Ojibwas, the Omahas, and the Mayas of Yucatan,
descent had been changed from the female to the male line.
Throughout aboriginal America the gens took its name from some
animal or inanimate object and never from a person. In this early
condition of society the individuality of persons was lost in the
gens. It is at least presumable that the gentes of the Grecian and
Latin tribes were so named at some anterior period; but when they
first came under historical notice they were named after persons. In
some of the tribes, as the Moki Village Indians of Arizona, the
members of the gens claimed their descent from the animal whose name
they bore—their remote ancestors having been transformed by the
Great Spirit from the animal into the human form. The Crane gens of
the Ojibwas have a similar legend. In some tribes the members of a
gens will not eat the animal whose name they bear, in which they are
doubtless influenced by this consideration.

With respect to the number of persons in a gens, it varied with the
number of the gentes, and with the prosperity or decadence of the
tribe. Three thousand Senecas divided equally among eight gentes
would give an average of three hundred and seventy-five persons to a
gens. Fifteen thousand Ojibwas divided equally among twenty-three
gentes would give six hundred and fifty persons to a gens. The
Cherokees would average more than a thousand to a gens. In the
present condition of the principal Indian tribes the number of
persons in each gens would range from one hundred to a thousand.

One of the oldest and most widely prevalent institutions of mankind,
the gentes have been closely identified with human progress upon
which they have exercised a powerful influence. They have been found
in tribes in the Status of savagery, in the Lower, in the Middle,
and in the Upper Status of barbarism on different continents, and in
full vitality in the Grecian and Latin tribes after civilization had
commenced. Every family of mankind, except the Polynesian, seems to
have come under the gentile organization, and to have been indebted
to it for preservation and for the means of progress. It finds its
only parallel in length of duration in systems of consanguinity,
which, springing up at a still earlier period, have remained to the
present time, although the marriage usages in which they originated
have long since disappeared.

From its early institution, and from its maintenance through such
immense stretches of time, the peculiar adaptation of the gentile
organization to mankind, while in a savage and in a barbarous state,
must be regarded as abundantly demonstrated.

THE PHRATRY.
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The phratry (phratria) is a brotherhood, as the term imports, and a
natural growth from the organization into gentes. It is an organic
union or association of two or more gentes of the same tribe for
certain common objects. These gentes were usually such as had been
formed by the segmentation of an original gens.

The phratry existed in a large number of the tribes of the American
aborigines, where it is seen to arise by natural growth, and to
stand as the second member of the organic series, as among the
Grecian and Latin tribes. It did not possess original governmental
functions, as the gens tribe and confederacy possessed them but it
was endowed with certain useful powers in the social system, from
the necessity for some organization larger than a gens and smaller
than a tribe and especially when the tribe was large. The same
institution in essential features and in character, it presents the
organization in its archaic form and with its archaic functions. A
knowledge of the Indian phratry is necessary to an intelligent
understanding of the Grecian and the Roman.

The eight gentes of the Seneca Iroquois tribe were reintegrated in
two phratries as follows:

First Phratry


Gentes—1 Bear 2 Wolf 3 Beaver 4 Turtle


Second Phratry


Gentes—5 Deer 6 Snipe 7 Heron 8 Hawk



Each phratry (De da non da a yoh) is a brotherhood as this term also
imports. The gentes in the same phratry are brother gentes to each
other and cousin gentes to those of the other phratry. They are
equal in grade, character, and privileges. It is a common practice
of the Senecas to call the gentes of their own phratry brother
gentes and those of the other phratry their cousin gentes, when they
mention them in their relation to the phratries. Originally marriage
was not allowed between the members of the same phratry but the
members of either could marry into any gens of the other. This
prohibition tends to show that the gentes of each phratry were
subdivisions of an original gens and therefore the prohibition
against marrying into a person's own gens had followed to its
subdivisions. This restriction however was long since removed except
with respect to the gens of the individual. A tradition of the
Senecas affirms that the Bear and the Deer were the original gentes,
of which the others were subdivisions. It is thus seen that the
phratry had a natural foundation in the kinship of the gentes of
which it was composed. After their subdivision from increase of
numbers there was a natural tendency to their reunion in a higher
organization for objects common to them all. The same gentes are not
constant in a phratry indefinitely, as appears from the composition
of the phratries in the remaining Iroquois tribes. Transfers of
particular gentes from one phratry to the other must have occurred
when the equilibrium in their respective numbers was disturbed. It
is important to know the simple manner in which this organization
springs up, and the facility with which it is managed as a part of
the social system of ancient society. With the increase of numbers
in a gens, followed by local separation of its members, segmentation
occurred, and the seceding portion adopted a new gentile name. But a
tradition of their former unity would remain and become the basis of
their reorganization in a phratry.

From the differences in the composition of the phratries in the
several tribes it seems probable that the phratries are modified in
their gentes at intervals of time to meet changes of condition. Some
gentes prosper and increase in numbers, while others, through
calamities, decline, and others become extinct; so that transfers of
gentes from one phratry to another were found necessary to preserve
some degree of equality in the number of phrators in each. The
phratric organization has existed among the Iroquois from time
immemorial. It is probably older than the confederacy which was
established more than four centuries ago. The amount of difference
in their composition, as to the gentes they contain, represents the
vicissitudes through which each tribe has passed in the interval. In
any view of the matter it is small, tending to illustrate the
permanence of the phratry as well as the gens.

The Iroquois tribes had a total of thirty-eight gentes, and in four
of the tribes a total of eight phratries.

The phratry among the Iroquois was partly for social and partly for
religious objects. Its functions and uses can be best shown by
practical illustrations. We begin with the lowest, with games, which
were of common occurrence at tribal and confederate councils. In the
ball game, for example, among the Senecas, they play by phratries,
one against the other, and they bet against each other upon the
result of the game. Each phratry puts forward its best players,
usually from six to ten on a side, and the members of each phratry
assemble together, but upon opposite sides of the field in which the
game is played. Before it commences, articles of personal property
are hazarded upon the result by members of the opposite phratries.
These are deposited with keepers to abide the event. The game is
played with spirit and enthusiasm, and is an exciting spectacle. The
members of each phratry, from their opposite stations, watch the
game with eagerness, and cheer their respective players at every
successful turn of the game. [Footnote: League of the Iroquois, p.
294.]

Again, when a murder had been committed it was usual for the gens of
the murdered person to meet in council, and, after ascertaining the
facts, to take measures for avenging the deed. The gens of the
criminal also held a council, and endeavored to effect an adjustment
or condonation of the crime with the gens of the murdered person;
but it often happened that the gens of the criminal called upon the
other gentes of their phratry, when the slayer and the slain
belonged to opposite phratries, to unite with them to obtain a
condonation of the crime. In such a case the phratry held a council,
and then addressed itself to the other phratry, to which it sent a
delegation with a belt of white wampum asking for a council of the
phratry and for an adjustment of the crime. They offered reparation
to the family and gens of the murdered person in expressions of
regret and in presents of value. Negotiations were continued between
the two councils until an affirmative or a negative conclusion was
reached. The influence of a phratry composed of several gentes would
be greater than that of a single gens; and by calling into action
the opposite phratry the probability of a condonation would be
increased, especially if there were extenuating circumstances. We
may thus see how naturally the Grecian phratry, prior to civilization,
assumed the principal though not exclusive management of cases of
murder, and also of the purification of the murderer if he escaped
punishment, and after the institution of political society with what
propriety the phratry assumed the duty of prosecuting the murderer
in the courts of justice.

At the funerals of persons of recognized importance in the tribe the
phratric organization manifested itself in a conspicuous manner The
phrators of the decedent in a body were the mourners, and the
members of the opposite phratry conducted the ceremonies. At the
funeral of Handsome Lake (Ga-ne-o-di'-yo), one of the eight Seneca
sachems (which occurred some years ago), there was an assemblage of
sachems and chiefs to the number of twenty-seven, and a large
concourse of members of both phratries The customary address to the
dead body, and the other addresses before the removal of the body,
were made by members of the opposite phratry After the addresses
were concluded the body was borne to the grave by persons selected
from the last named phratry, followed, first, by the sachems and
chiefs, then by the family and gens of the decedent, next by his
remaining phrators, and last by the members of the opposite phratry
After the body had been deposited in the grave the sachems and
chiefs formed in a circle around it for the purpose of filling it
with earth. Each in turn, commencing with the senior in years, cast
in three shovelfuls, a typical number in their religious system, of
which the first had relation to the Great Spirit, the second to the
Sun, and the third to Mother Earth When the grave was filled the
senior sachem, by a figure of speech, deposited "the horns" of the
departed sachem, emblematic of his office, upon the top of the grave
over his head, there to remain until his successor was installed In
that subsequent ceremony "the horns" were said to be taken from the
grave of the deceased ruler and placed upon the head of his
successor The social and religious functions of the phratry, and its
naturalness in the organic system of ancient society, are rendered
apparent by this single usage.

The phratry was also directly concerned in the election of sachems
and chiefs of the several gentes, upon which they had a negative as
well as a confirmative vote After the gens of a deceased sachem had
elected his successor, or had elected a chief of the second grade,
it was necessary, as elsewhere stated, that their choice should be
accepted and confirmed by each phratry It was expected that the
gentes of the same phratry would confirm the choice almost as a
matter of course, but the opposite phratry also must acquiesce, and
from this source opposition sometimes appeared A council of each
phratry was held and pronounced upon the question of acceptance or
rejection. If the nomination made was accepted by both it became
complete, but if either refused it was thereby set aside and a new
election was made by the gens. When the choice made by the gens had
been accepted by the phratries it was still necessary, as before
stated, that the new sachem, or the new chief, should be invested by
the council of the confederacy, which alone had power to invest with
office.

The phratry was without governmental functions in the strict sense
of the phrase, these being confined to the gens tribe and confederacy;
but it entered into their social affairs with large administrative
powers, and would have concerned itself more and more with their
religious affairs as the condition of the people advanced. Unlike
the Grecian phratry and the Roman curia, it had no official head.
There was no chief of the phratry as such, and no religious
functionaries belonging to it as distinguished from the gene and
tribe. The phratric institution among the Iroquois was in its
rudimentary archaic form; but it grew into life by natural and
inevitable development, and remained permanent because it met
necessary wants Every institution of mankind which attained
permanence will be found linked with a perpetual want. With the gens
tribe and confederacy in existence the presence of the phratry was
substantially assured. It required time, however, and further
experience to manifest all the uses to which it might be made
subservient.

Among the Village Indians of Mexico and Central America the phratry
must have existed, reasoning upon general principles, and have been
a more fully developed and influential organization than among the
Iroquois Unfortunately mere glimpses at such an institution are all
that can be found in the teeming narratives of the Spanish writers
within the first century after the Spanish conquest. The four
"lineages" of the Tlascalans who occupied the four quarters of the
pueblo of Tlascalan were, in all probability, so many phratries. They
were sufficiently numerous for four tribes, but as they occupied the
same pueblo and spoke the same dialect the phratric organization was
apparently a necessity. Each lineage or phratry, so to call it, had
a distinct military organization, a peculiar costume and banner, and
its head war-chief (Teuctli), who was its general military commander.
They went forth to battle by phratries. The organization of a
military force by phratries and by tribes was not unknown to the
Homeric Greeks Thus, Nestor advised Agamemnon to "separate the
troops by phratries and by tribes, so that phratry may support
phratry and tribe" [Footnote: Illiad]

Under gentile institutions of the most advanced type the principle
of kin became to a considerable extent the basis of the army
organization. The Aztecs, in like manner occupied the pueblo of
Mexico in four distinct divisions, the people of each of which were
more nearly related to each other than to the people of the other
divisions. They were separate lineages, like the Tlas-calan, and it
seems highly probable were four phratries, separately organized as
such They were distinguished from each—other by costumes and
standards, and went out to war as separate divisions. Their
geographical areas were called the four quarters of Mexico.

With respect to the prevalence of this organization among the Indian
tribes in the Lower Status of barbarism the subject has been but
slightly investigated. It is probable that it was general in the
principal tribes from the natural manner in which it springs up as a
necessary member of the organic series, and from the uses, other
than governmental, to which it was adapted.

In some of the tribes the phratries stand out prominently upon the
face of their organization. Thus the Chocta gentes are united in two
phratries which must be mentioned first in order to show the
relation of the gentes to each other. The first phratry is called
"Divided People," and contains four gentes. The second is called
"Beloved People" and also contains four gentes. This separation of
the people into two divisions by gentes created two phratries. Some
knowledge of the functions of these phratries is of course desirable,
but without it, the fact of their existence is established by the
divisions themselves. The evolution of a confederacy from a pair of
gentes—for less than two are never found in any tribe—may be
deduced theoretically from the known facts of Indian experience.
Thus the gens increases in the number of its members and divides
into two these again subdivide and in time reunite in two or more
phratries. These phratries form a tribe and its members speak the
same dialect. In course of time this tribe falls into several by the
process of segmentation, which in
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