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Abstract  

 

Illuminating Herstories: Women of the Pimería Alta in Spanish Colonial Missions follows a 

loosely chronological organizational pattern in order to show how indigenous women navigated 

the changing cultural, religious, and social landscapes of their homelands with the introduction 

of Spanish colonization and missionization. Beginning with an overarching history of the lives of 

indigenous women, pre-missionary era, of the three most prominent native American groups in 

the Pimería Alta: The O’odham, the Yoeme (Yaqui), and the Nde (Apache), the work then 

examines the introduction of Spain to the Pimería Alta and mission communities. In a discussion 

of the roles, duties, and attitudes of and toward women during the period of colonization and 

missionization, the thesis argues that native women played integral roles in negotiating power, 

mediating acculturation, and resisting cultural erasure and genocide, ultimately acting as the 

primary conservators of indigenous tradition and culture. Contrary to many historical narratives, 

women were not merely silent extras in the development of Spanish missionary society. Rather, 

native women in Pimería Alta missions had a dynamic impact on the world around them, and 

they represented a highly influential force. They set cultural standards, resisted assimilation, and 

preserved and disseminated their native heritage with the missionary community. O’odham, 

Yoeme, and Nde women were active agents of history, and through their influence in Spanish 

missions and in the hundreds of years after, molded the Pimería Alta, and the Southwest more 

generally, into the diverse border region that many enjoy today. 
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Process Analysis Statement 

 

In the process of planning, researching for, and crafting this thesis, I went through a 

series of massive and tumultuous changes. One of the greatest challenges I faced was actually 

settling on a thesis topic. As a young woman of highly interdisciplinary background, I often find 

myself thinking of a new topic worthy of research every day. So, I was constantly generating 

these often highly varied thesis topic ideas. For instance, originally, I threw around the idea of 

drafting a policy proposal to present to a congressperson and then writing about the process. 

Then, I wanted to study lesbian subculture in Greece, the birthplace of the world’s most 

infamous lesbian: Sappho. My next great thesis idea was a digital ethnographic study of the use 

of social media in LGBTQ+ youth as it functions in helping them in developing identity. These 

are, of course, quite different avenues of research. I thought I was settled on the latter idea for a 

time. Then, I began my internship with Tumacácori National Historical Park in June of 2020. My 

role as an intern was to last six months, with the goal of researching the lives of women who 

lived in Spanish colonial missions across the Pimería Alta from, approximately, the 1700s-

1850s. Once I dove into this internship and research project, it became clear to me quite 

instantaneously that this actually needed to become my thesis project: indigenous women’s 

herstory in the Pimería Alta’s Spanish colonial missions. 

As my internship progressed, I began to understand just how much the research I was 

conducting meant to me, and then, how important it could be for other scholars, students, and for 

the public. There is a large body of research that has been published concerning the history of 

Spanish colonial missions. These missions, established across South America, Central America, 

and the southern part of what is today known as the United States played an integral role in the 

development of history for many peoples and cultures, including Spanish, Mexican, various 



 

indigenous groups, and American culture. In many of the histories written surrounding these 

Spanish colonial missions, however, the stories of women go untold. Mission-era records were 

written exclusively by men—priests, soldiers, and other military and clergy officials—of high 

rank, or their male scribes. Extracting and understanding the lives of women during mission 

times, I began to learn, is important to developing greater knowledge of how the living cultures 

today came to be as they are. After all, women’s histories make up half of the story of all 

societies that ever existed! Women’s herstory needs to be included in the annals of history 

because it not only illuminates our past but gives us insight into the present. 

The project “Women of the Pimería Alta Spanish Colonial Missions” is a historical 

research and historical ethnographic project which seeks to better understand the histories, lives, 

and experiences of women during the Spanish colonial mission era, particularly the lives of 

women within missions. I knew going in what my goals would be, then, but I had little concrete 

direction in understanding how I was going to paint that picture of women’s lives. So, with little 

idea where to begin, I started by turning toward those who already knew more than me—I read 

as many academic works I could find. I conducted a very, very thorough literature review of all 

the published works I could find that discussed the history of Tumacácori mission, the Pimería 

Alta, Sonora, of Spain, Catholicism, Spanish missions more generally speaking, indigenous 

communities, women’s history, and more. I cast a very, very wide net because although I didn’t 

have a definite plan of attack, I knew that to best understand the topic of women’s history and 

the lives of women that I had to understand how female identity is impacted and influenced by 

every other fact of life. In other words, I knew I needed to take an intersectional approach.  

So, keeping in mind the many overlapping layers of social, gender, political, and cultural 

dynamics that influenced the lives of women within missions, I read, and I read, and I read even 



 

more secondary sources. I widened my scope of literature review to also then include articles 

published online via platforms such as JSTOR, among others. I also realized that I needed to 

look beyond these because I was starting to see many of the same methods used to explore these 

issues. I wanted my research to be more holistic, so I couldn’t just rely on secondary historical 

sources to understand women’s lives. Thus, I began to study the primary source documents not 

only from Tumacácori mission, but also from other mission sites and nearby presidios (military 

and colonial town settlements). Primary source documents include mission records of marriages, 

births, deaths, and also includes personal letters from mission priests, as well as records of legal 

hearings, arrests, convictions, and other documents that range from approximately 1700-1850. In 

addition to primary source documents, I utilized archaeological reports of Tumacácori mission in 

order to create a better understanding of how material culture could inform us about the daily 

lives of women in Tumacácori mission and across the Pimería Alta in general. After all, I 

thought to myself, the story of our stuff is more or less the story of changing cultural values, of 

resistance, of what we use and why, of gender, of us. It would be irresponsible for me to not use 

archaeology as a way to better understand these women’s lives, their circumstances, and their 

experiences. As a student of anthropology as well as history, I then realized that I had to turn to 

historical ethnography (the study of a culture, people, or ethnic group) as a tool to help me 

understand the local cultures involved in the missions—the Nde (Apache), the Yoeme (Yaqui), 

and the O’odham.  

Once I did this, I really began to develop a much more robust and nuanced understanding 

of the sociocultural, religious, and familial structures that were influencing what it meant to be a 

woman living in an O’odham, Yoeme, or Nde culture, respectively. By beginning to understand 

more thoroughly the cultures of these indigenous groups prior to Spanish or European contact, I 



 

could map out what life was like then and how it might have felt to transition from that previous 

traditional lifestyle to that lifestyle encouraged within the missions. An analysis of this change, I 

began to realize, was really important because it was in that change, that transition from 

traditional sociocultural practices toward those promoted in the mission communities, that we 

see so much of the shift occur that ultimately shapes how these indigenous communities look 

today, but also that this shift also influences the general culture of the southwest.  

So, in a way, so much of the process of my researching and developing this thesis was 

done by a sort of trial and error or stream of consciousness type methodology. I never really had 

a fully fleshed out strategy in discovering how I wanted the thesis to look. Rather, I researched 

what was important to me, what I wished I knew, and what struck my interest and let that guide 

the ultimate shape of the thesis and the body of research. Some overarching themes even began 

to appear to me even after I had moved past much of the researching process. For example, it 

was after I had dedicated several months to compiling research and information and had moved 

on to developing some interpretive displays and tours that I made a realization. It was in the 

process of crafting these that I began to realize two major themes in my research about these 

mission communities and the women living in them: one, women are irrevocably linked to 

negotiating dynamics of power; Two, women functioned as the primary brokers of cultural 

capital and change. These themes are particularly important because they directly challenge the 

current narratives we have not only for women, but for indigenous people in general when we 

discuss colonial history and the missionary conquest of the southwest—that women were passive 

subjects of history.  

It was the realization of these two major themes that really inspired me to actually start 

writing my thesis. Suddenly, it was as if a spark was ignited in my brain (and in my fingertips as 



 

I began to feverishly type my thesis). I knew then that I wanted to explore indigenous women’s 

history within the Spanish missions of the Pimería Alta from the perspective that women 

functioned as cultural brokers and as negotiators of power dynamics because it was subversive 

and gave indigenous women back the autonomy that had, that so many histories deprive them of. 

I really wanted to challenge this dominant master narrative that paints indigenous women as 

victims of cultural change and as victims of history, passive subjects that history happens to 

instead of them being contributors to history. In reality, these women were agents of history that 

made it happen and helped to shape the mission system and southwest culture in general. Making 

this point was the primary motivation for me in writing this thesis. I hope that this project honors 

the imperative roles that indigenous women played in the unfolding of history across the Pimería 

Alta. I hope that any indigenous women who read these histories and who see any of the finished 

interpretive projects I created throughout my internship feel that their histories have been 

honored and given the respect that they deserve.  

  



 

Illuminating Herstories: Women of the Pimería Alta in Spanish Colonial Missions 

 

Introduction  

 

The lives of women are constantly and irrevocably permeated by narratives of power and 

of control. This is especially true of the lived experiences and social circumstances concerning 

gender in the Spanish Americas. From the moment that the Spanish Empire set foot on the North 

American continent, indigenous sociocultural traditions, and traditional indigenous 

understandings of gender, sexuality, gender roles, and power, would change forever. Beginning 

with the arrival of Christopher Columbus to the Caribbean in 1492, and the subsequent 

expansion of the Spanish Empire across more and more territory over the following three 

centuries, the Spanish colonization of the Americas would reach to cover half of South America, 

almost all of Central America, and would cover the grand majority of North America. Indigenous 

groups across these vast geographic areas would be subjected to waves of epidemics, sieges, the 

burnings of entire communities, rapes, murders, and more. But even despite these many assaults 

and tribulations, without a doubt, the Spanish institution that left the most lasting impact on the 

lives and legacies of indigenous groups across the Americas was the mission.  

Missions, scattered across the Americas, had several functions. They functioned not only 

to expand and hold territory for the Spanish crown against enemies both European and 

indigenous. They also functioned to expand Christian conversion and religious aims, as well as 

Spanish cultural values. So, indigenous people who were incorporated into the missionary 

system were expected to assimilate not only to new sociocultural standards, but they were also 

introduced to an entirely new worldview and spiritual-religious system that guided every facet of 

daily life. In short, the lives that many indigenous people faced before the coming of Spain were 



 

quickly disappeared. Of course, some native peoples and communities recognized that there were 

some great benefits of living and working along side the Spanish. Mission communities provided 

access to new foodstuffs, new technologies, possible protection from rival native groups, and 

possible increases in potential status or in their perceived spiritual or social standing. Whatever 

the reason that native peoples decided to join the mission, or whether they were forced, the lives 

and customs that many native people once knew would be changed forever. 

The Pimería Alta in particular is a fascinating geographic area in the story of the 

colonization of the Americas. This region, which stretches across the Sonoran Desert and 

encompasses the modern-day Mexican states of Sonora and Sinaloa, as well as the modern-day 

US state of Arizona, is noteworthy because there is, in comparison with other areas that 

experienced missionization, little research on the history of missions in this area. The missions 

across the Pimería Alta have played an integral role in the development of history for a great 

variety of people in this diverse border region, including Spanish, Mexican, American, and 

O’odham, Yoeme (Yaqui), and Nde (Apache).1 In many of the histories that are written 

surrounding these Spanish colonial missions, however, the stories of women go untold.  

Luckily, there is a growing body of research that is working to investigate the intimacies, 

opportunities, roles, and experiences of women, indigenous and Spanish, who lived in mission 

communities. Unfortunately, however, these narratives are largely centralized in areas like 

California, Texas, and Florida, where there are more complete resources to be able to develop 

 
1 The terminology used today for indigenous groups does not always reflect the traditional terminology that 

indigenous groups gave themselves. Prior to colonization, the Apache (US) identified with “Nde”, a traditional 

indigenous term that means “people”. The Yaqui (US) identified with “Yoeme”, a term that means “person”, with 

"Yo'emem" meaning "people". "Yoeme" and "Nde" can be understood as broader umbrella terms for all Yoeme and 

Nde people and were not specialized to specific tribes. The specialization of many formalized tribes as they are 

known today are a result of colonization. I will use the indigenous namesakes for these groups throughout this 

thesis. 



 

robust historiographies.2 The Pimería Alta, by contrast, lacks many of the historiographies and 

historical narratives that explore lives in missions, especially those of women.  

Mission-era records were written exclusively by men—priests, soldiers, and other 

military and clergy officials—of high rank, or their male scribes.3 Extracting and understanding 

the lives of women and the dynamics of gender and power that influenced them is important to 

developing a more holistic understanding and greater knowledge of how the living cultures today 

came to be as they are. Women’s history, particularly indigenous women’s history, needs to be 

included in the annals of history because it not only illuminates our past, but gives us insight into 

the present. Notably, there is also an evident lack of history available from the perspective of the 

indigenous. Because the O’odahm, Yoeme, and Nde are all traditionally peoples that practiced 

oral tradition instead of writing down their histories, today there is little documentary evidence to 

utilize in developing indigenous perspectives from the missionary period.  

So, with creativity and the integration of various types of sources, Illuminating 

Herstories: Women of the Pimería Alta in Spanish Colonial Missions seeks to investigate the 

untold stories of indigenous women who lived in missions throughout the Pimería Alta. To do 

so, it explores the stories of a range of native American peoples—including the O’odham, the 

Yoeme, and the Nde—and the varied relationships they each formed with the Spaniards and 

European missionaries across different moments in time, from the first moment of settlement of 

the Pimería Alta in the 1680s, until the abandonment of the Spanish missions in the 1850s. More 

 
2 Some of the major influential works that examine the lives of women in Spanish missions across Texas and 

California include Peace Came in the Shape of a Woman by Juliana Barr, and Colonial Intimacies by Erika Peréz. 

These books helped to give shape to this thesis.  
3 All recorded scribes across the Pimería Alta were males. Women were not typically taught how to write. This is 

not to say that there were unrecorded female scribes. It is certainly possible. So far, however, there has been no 

evidence of female scribes in the Pimería Alta during colonial missionization.  



 

specifically, this thesis seeks to illuminate the inner workings of the power dynamics that existed 

within the missions and influenced gendered experiences.  

We must be careful about relying blindly on the documentary record from the Spanish 

colonial missionary period. There are certainly biases that are written into the records of Jesuit, 

Franciscan padres, and other European record keepers, that likely distort most every element of 

the indigenous cultures and practices of the tribes and nations of the Pimería Alta. Therefore, we 

have to avoid “documentary reductionism”, which assumes that because certain practices or 

patterns weren’t reported or written about by European authors at the time, means that those 

traditions didn’t exist or happen. To fill in some of the gaps, we can “upstream” practices that we 

see among indigenous communities today and apply them to historical times. Even so, we must 

not assume uniformity and static quality among the traditions and beliefs of indigenous cultures. 

In other words, the cultural traditions today can give us insight into the past, but we must remind 

ourselves that the traditions we see today are products of a syncretism of beliefs, practices, and 

elements between the original indigenous beliefs and those of colonial Spain and Catholicism. 

The first aim of this thesis, then, is to reframe the picture that so often paints missionary 

history as solely the history of European conquest over indigenous people. Rather, this thesis 

seeks to visit the intimate world of indigenous women, one in which they help to dictate and 

influence the changes that occurred within the missions, and one in which they worked to 

reassert their lives, livelihoods, and traditions. Counter to the common narrative of “colonial 

America”, which tells of the submission and oppression of indigenous people and the onslaught 

of manifest destiny which ultimately led to the creation of the United States. This thesis intends 

to invert this standard model. Instead, I provide a look at the lives of women before 



 

missionization and provide a look at the daily lives of women during the missionary and Spanish 

colonial era, followed by a brief analysis of this change.  

The second aim of this book is that I then use this analysis to argue that women retained 

influence and relative positions of power within the missions, though in subversive ways. These 

quiet modalities of resistance manifested themselves through what we can call the “mundane”: 

that which history has commonly overlooked. Some of the ways that women worked to reassert 

their lives and identities included working to gain some degree of power by helping to facilitate 

transactions of goods, ideas, and status. This makes women something of cultural innovators and 

primary agents of acculturation. But not only did women play an integral role in mediating 

tensions between Spanish and local indigenous cultural, religious, and ethic values and tensions 

and transforming contexts to blend these. They also enacted small forms of resistance against 

Spanish and Catholic values, helping to reassert indigenous customs and traditions within the 

mission community. Women were the primary conservators of indigenous tradition and worked 

to retain these, even amidst pressure from foreign bodies. Women, for example, used their crafts, 

through basket-weaving, embroidery, and foodways, among other avenues, to preserve 

indigenous symbology and history.  

Illuminating Herstories: Women of the Pimería Alta in Spanish Colonial Missions follows a 

loosely chronological organizational pattern in order to show how indigenous women navigated 

the changing cultural, religious, and social landscapes of their homelands with the introduction 

of Spanish colonization and missionization. In keeping with the aims of this thesis, in the 

following sections, I first begin with an overarching history of the lives of indigenous women, 

pre-missionary era, of the three most prominent native American groups in the Pimería Alta: The 

O’odham, the Yoeme (Yaqui), and the Nde (Apache). This section serves to provide background 



 

information about the general duties and roles that women might take on in each of the 

respective cultures, while also providing some insight on the attitudes toward women and 

women’s roles and identity. The following section examines the introduction of Spain to the 

Pimería Alta, then discusses the roles, duties, and attitudes of and toward women during the 

period of colonization and missionization. This information will be used to provide a brief 

analysis of the changes that women were faced with during the transition to and throughout the 

missionary era. Finally, this analysis is then used to provide evidence of the integral roles that 

women played in negotiating power, mediating acculturation, and resisting cultural erasure and 

genocide, ultimately acting as the primary conservators of indigenous tradition and culture.  

 

Indigenous Gender4 Dynamics Pre-Missionization 

Often times in the western world, the notion of “gender” is often equated with “sex”. 

However, gender and sex are not the same thing. Gender can be considered as the culturally and 

socially constructed interpretation of sexual difference. Definitions of gender are dependent upon 

historical context, social structures, geography, time, and power structures, among other issues. 

Proof of this lies in the fact that definitions of “man” and “woman”, or even other gender 

identities, have and do vary across time, place, and culture. Thus, it is important to note that 

gender exists on a spectrum, and that man and woman are just two identities that exist within that 

spectrum. There are other gender identities that exist as well, including in the times before, 

during, and after the intervention of the Spanish missions in the Pimería Alta. Sex, however, is 

 
4 Please note that throughout this thesis, I will use the contemporary concept of gender—that gender denotes an 

individual’s expected roles within a community, and that these roles were generally constructed along the lines of 

sex. In other words, gender is a system of identity and representation that relies on performance (not what people 

are, but rather what they do through distinctive clothing, gestures, postures, etc.). Sex is based on biological traits 

that tend to fall into male or female, or intersex. Both gender and sex are a spectrum. In the case of this work, I rely 

upon these given ideas.  



 

based on biological and physical differences related to reproduction and childbearing, or of sex 

organs, chromosomes, hormone levels, and more. Even in this case, there are not two biological 

sexes, but at least three (or maybe more depending upon which scientist you ask), as at least 

1.7% of the population is born with intersex traits.5 With these notions of gender and sex 

variation in mind, it is important to consider these in the context of the cultures of the Tohono 

O’odham, Yoeme, and Nde, pre-contact with Spanish missionaries and with Spanish culture, as 

well as during and after. 

Before contact with the Spanish and other colonial settlers, North America was very 

welcoming to gender diversity. One estimate suggests that Amerindian languages contain more 

than two hundred different terms for alternative gender identities. The Tohono and Akimel 

O’odham have a dedicated concept of two-spirit within their language. The Tohono O’odham 

term for someone who is two-spirit is “Wik’ovat”, which loosely translates to “like a girl”.6 In 

general, the notion of two-spirit is an indigenous individual who lives outside of the sex or 

gender binary of male and female, between it, or moves fluidly between the binaries of male and 

female. In other words, in the Southwest precontact, it was common to find a physiological male 

or female who would take on the work roles, attire, and ceremonial positions of the opposite sex, 

but it was also common to find individuals who took on characteristics of both sexes or even 

have physiological makings that made that individual intersex.7  Two-spirit individuals were 

 
5 "Its Intersex Awareness Day - Here Are 5 Myths We Need to Shatter," Amnesty International, accessed October 

24, 2020, https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2018/10/its-intersex-awareness-day-here-are-5-myths-we-need-

to-shatter/.  
6 NCAI Policy Research Center, A Spotliight on Two-Spirit (Native LGBTQ) Communities, PDF, National 

Congress of American Indians, 2015. 
7 Gutiérrez, Ramón A. 2006. When Jesus came, the corn mothers went away: marriage, sexuality, and power in New 

Mexico, 1500-1846. Stanford, Calif: Stanford Univ. Press. 



 

traditionally respected, and their difference seen as “a gift from the gods” and were entrusted 

with highly sacred roles such as being healers, match makers, storytellers, or prophets.8   

The Tohono O’odham, the largest and most prominent group in the Pimería Alta, were 

particularly welcoming of gender diversity. “Wik’ovat” lived freely in O’odham communities 

and were understood to be just a normal variation of human variation. Being “like a girl”, was 

normal enough that there were even routine testing methods to determine if a suspected 

individual, often from a very young age, to embody a gender outside of those roles associated 

with their born sex. For instance, if a young male child began to display traits that might point 

toward their being a “man-woman”, like wanting to play with other girls rather than boys, there 

was a particular challenge that would be given to the child to determine if there were a 

“wik’ovat”. There would be a small enclosure made, with a set of arrows and a bow on one side 

and basketry materials on the other. While the child was in the enclosure playing, they would set 

it on fire. The goods that the child chose to save would indicate whether or not that child was a 

man-woman or not. If a male child saved the basketry materials, then it would be sure that this 

was their identity. 

In the Pimería Alta, it seems worth noting that while there is a social category for men 

who take on the roles and status of typically female-associated activities and identity, or live 

somewhere in between the male and female realms, there is no evidence of categories available 

to women who tend to take on more male-like tendencies. This lack of special demarcation for 

women might display more traditionally “masculine” behavior is potentially indicative of a 

cultural freedom for women to take on more masculine features with it being normalized, as well 

as the traditionally “feminine” activities. This might also indicates that there were very strict 

 
8 Deval, Patrick, and Jane Marie Todd. 2015. American Indian Women. New York: Abbeville Press Publishers.  



 

guidelines that outlined what was appropriate for men. Deviation from this norm for men is thus 

noteworthy or considered deviant enough to create another categorization for the man who takes 

on female features. Thus, from this perspective, it can be discerned that women might have more 

freedom, culturally, to display variation in what is considered womanlike or feminine, and were 

able to sometimes take on male activities or attitudes, while men had to adhere to a very narrow 

idea of what was appropriate and manly, and if they operated outside of this, they were to 

become man-women, or “Wik’ovat”. Alternatively, this lack of social demarcation for women 

who choose to take on more traditionally “male” roles or to live between the boundaries of male 

and female might suggest that native women, are actually the ones facing much more strict 

sociocultural standards of gender roles and status, while men are afforded more fluidity in 

exploring their gender and sexual identity.9   

Prior to European Contact 

The O’odham  

The O’odham people have lived in the Sonoran Desert since time immemorial. They are 

descendants of the ancient Hohokom people and have thrived despite the harsh desert climate. 

The O’odham’s relationship to the landscape is paramount in their cultural and spiritual beliefs. 

Their mythology tells that this land was given to the O’odham by Elder Brother to live on when 

the earth was created. Therefore, the O’odham have become experts at living not only on, but 

with the desert and all of its plants and animal life. Prior to European contact, the O’odham 

practiced a combination of hunting and gathering and doing some horticultural and agricultural 

 
9 While not always necessarily the case, two-spirit individuals like the wik’ovat tend to be recognized not only by 

their gender fluidity, but by their sexual contacts with men. This is actually one of the first things that Spanish and 

European explorers noted.  



 

cultivation. Women played an integral role in contributing to the survival of the community via 

collection of food stuffs, acting as the heart of families, and more.10 

Generally, women held an incredibly important part in maintaining cultural values and 

the customs of their communities. O’odham women carried and passed down knowledge based 

on harvesting and collecting wild plants like prickly pear, cholla buds, mesquite beans, and 

saguaro fruit. Saguaro fruit is central to O’odham tradition for several reasons. Not only is the 

collection of saguaro fruit a great social tradition and the fruit a valuable food source, the process 

of collecting, processing, and making the fruit into a ceremonial wine helps to bring an essential 

resource to the Sonoran Desert—rain. O’odham women worked to bring rain to the desert by 

collecting and processing fruit from the saguaro cactuses, which is then used to make wine. The 

drinking of the wine in the correct ceremonial setting helps to summon clouds that bring rain. 

The making and drinking of wine are considered primarily male activities, but the collection of 

saguaro fruits is a female activity.11 Without saguaro fruit the clouds could not be called; thus, 

women play an essential role in the bringing of rain.   

The coming and going of the rain and the monsoon season played a central role in the 

lives of the O’odham. During the rain dance ceremonies that would lead up to the monsoon 

season, it was common for already partnered men and women to take different sexual partners. 

This was not considered a violation of the couple’s dedication to each other. Rather, it is thought 

that the fertility that the rain bestows upon the land should be mirrored in the fertility that 

develops in men and women during this period.12 Thus, sexual relations were common as a part 

of the festivities around the coming of the monsoons. Generally, sexual relations for the 

 
10 Underhill, Ruth. 1969. Social organization of the Papago Indians. New York: AMS Press. 
11 Underhill, Ruth. 1985. Papago woman. Prospect Heights, Ill: Waveland Press. 
12 Underhill, Ruth. 1985. Papago woman. Prospect Heights, Ill: Waveland Press. 



 

O’odham were less restrictive and were more fluid throughout an individual’s life, for both men 

and women, than was acceptable by the standards of Spanish morality. Women often married 

shortly after beginning their first menstruation. 

The O’odham ritual puberty dance that happened for girls after their first menstruation is 

an integral custom—it marked the important transition of a girl into her new social and cultural 

role as a woman. This ritual dance, which typically lasted several days or even weeks, involved 

dancing between men and women in the community. The festivities were likely exhausting for 

the young girl they were meant to celebrate; this would help her to grow into a strong and hard-

working adult. Part of the celebration included the woman being celebrated going topless and 

painting her chest with red paint, while wearing woven skirts. After this celebration, the girl is 

finally considered a maiden and is able to be married to a mate of her father’s eldest male 

relative’s choosing. Typically, while a husband was suggested for a woman by her male elders, 

the women usually had some influence in this process as she could reject the selected match. If a 

wife and a husband did not get along with one another, or one was not satisfied with their 

partner, they were free to leave each other and return to their respective families for remarriage.   

During the pre-colonial period, as today, menstruation played a large role in shaping the 

lives of women. For O’odham women, a common practice was menstrual seclusion. For the 

duration of a woman’s period, she would confine herself to a small hut dedicated to menstruating 

women or women who had just given birth. Women who had just given birth would remain in 

the hut for a period of forty days, after which she could be considered clean of any menstrual 

pollution. It was considered dangerous for anyone to come in contact with a menstruating 

woman or her blood. Even without contact, a menstruating wife could weaken a husband; if there 

was a war party, the husband would have to stay home because the menstruating wife would 



 

weaken him, and he’d be more likely to be killed.13 Menstruating women were also prohibited 

from touching objects—the pollution or danger carried by menstruating women could affect the 

object. Arrows, for example, were thought to not shoot straight if menstruating women touched 

or even looked at them.14 

Because of the O’odham subsistence strategy that relied upon a blend of hunting and 

gathering and horticulture, there was much more free time than they had when the European 

peoples introduced intensive agriculture. Thus, before colonization, the O’odham had more time 

regularly to enjoy recreational activities. One activity that was particularly popular for O’odham 

women, a game still played today, is called toka. Toka is an ancestral game that has been played 

for generations—some O’odham and historians estimate for over one thousand years. Think of 

Toka like a kind of field hockey, where the olas, or pucks, are handmade from mesquite and take 

the shape of two mesquite balls lashed together with leather stripping. The usagas, or 

poles/sticks, are made from mesquite, but the actual process of creating a woman’s toka stick is a 

task completed by men. The man, usually the woman’s father, brother, or husband, will seek out 

a piece of mesquite, smooths the handles and shape to his wife’s, sister’s, or daughter’s liking, 

and then creates the curve of the stick by soaking it in water and binding it into a U-shape for 

many weeks.15 Finally, the stick is fired in order to harden the wood into its desired shape. Once 

this process is complete, the women will paint their sticks with various designs before they are 

used in a match.  

 
13 Bahr, Donald M., Juan Gregorio, David I. Lopez, and Albert Alvarez. 2017. Piman Shamanism and staying 

sickness (Ká:cim Múmkidag). 
14 Underhill, Ruth. 1985. Papago woman. Prospect Heights, Ill: Waveland Press. 
15 Salamone, Frank A. 2013. The Native American identity in sports creating and preserving a culture. Lanham: 

Scarecrow Press. http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&scope=site&db=nlebk&AN=502455. 



 

The stark distinctions between gender roles in the manufacture and play of toka is very 

interesting. Men are even banned from the toka playing field and are only involved in the 

crafting process of the usaga. Toka is endowed with ceremonial and spiritual context. The game 

is considered sacred because it was gifted to the O’odham women from the Creator (Elder 

Brother, or I’itoi), who gave gender-specific games to both men and women to promote 

happiness.16 It is thought that pre-Spanish contact, O’odham women would play toka as a 

pastime during the gathering of food, basketry materials, or water. 

Weaving is generally considered to be a traditionally female activity. Women would raise 

cotton, which they would then weave and dye for clothing. Typically, these were woven into 

mantas, or cotton blankets, which would then be tied around the waist. It may be that these 

traditional O’odham mantas became the precursor to the popular rebozos that are still worn today 

among Mexican women, particularly among rural and indigenous populations. Women were also 

responsible for creating netting and baskets. The nets could be colored and dyed with varying 

shades of red and blue, then would be lashed together with large sticks, forming the net into a 

cone. The carrying nets were worn something like a backpack, carried on a woman’s back, and 

were used to collect food items and wood. The burden baskets were accompanied by a stick that 

was held in the hand and used to keep the basket and all of its goods balanced. According to oral 

traditions, these baskets walked by themselves until Coyote, one of the O’odham spirit deities, 

laughed at seeing them in motion. Then they became the women’s burden. Using the burden 

baskets, Tohono O’odham women would often carry burdens weighing up to 100 pounds. The 

woman’s carrying basket was an incredibly important personal item. O’odham women were also 

responsible for making ceramic pottery and weaving baskets. 

 
16 Salamone, Frank A. 2013. The Native American identity in sports creating and preserving a culture. Lanham: 
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Basket-making is also a predominantly female activity, which could make up a grand 

portion of a woman’s day, as one basket, dependent upon size and intricacy, could take months 

to complete. The gathering of materials to create baskets also falls to the women—women would 

sometimes, according to oral traditions, have to travel upwards of 50 miles in order to access the 

plants used to create their basketry, including devil’s claw, yucca, willow (though this is a rare 

item), and more. Then comes the stripping process, whereby the plants fibers are worked into 

usable materials for the creation of the basket, which in and of itself is an arduous work, and is a 

skill developed through many years of practice. Only after all this may the women work to create 

their baskets, which when made well, can last through decades of use. These baskets are 

sometimes exchanged among women as gifts. It is also customary for a young woman or girl, 

upon learning the art of basket weaving, to give her first completed basket to her mentor as a 

thank you gift.  

In addition to being responsible for creating ceramics, baskets, clothing, and preparing 

food, some archaeologists estimate that O’odham women likely contributed to the collection of 

up to 90% of the diet of the O’odham community.17 Women worked to gather, cultivate, and 

grow plant-based foodstuffs, of course. But it is also thought that women would also help to hunt 

small game. 

 

The Yoeme (Yaqui) 

 

The ancestral lands of the Yoeme were originally in southern Sonora, Mexico, around the 

Yaqui River. They migrated and traveled widely, and likely came to the northern Pimería Alta 

several hundred years before the arrival of European colonists or Spanish missionaries. The 

Yoeme lived in mid-sized communities and practiced a settled agricultural model of living. They 

 
17 Eckert, Suzanne L. June 19, 2020. Feminist Theory and an Engendered Archaeology. Virtual Lecture via Zoom.   



 

cultivated a variety of crops, including maize (corn), various beans and squash varieties, cotton, 

wheat, and more.18  

The Yoeme had complex social and religious organizational structure and have a rich 

spiritual and cultural tradition that continues today. It is difficult to discern precisely what the 

Yoeme culture was like prior to Spanish influence, which began to change the culture as early as 

1500. Despite this uncertainty, most ethnologists consider the group to be traditionally patrilocal 

and patrilineal, meaning that families lived in the homes of the male figurehead and that families 

traced their lineage via the males in each family.19 Traditional Yoeme homes are thought to be 

made of mats and native bamboo, carrizo, and other materials.  

The Yoeme are noteworthy in their struggle to preserve their autonomy and traditions. 

They are known for having waged the most determined, enduring, and successful resistance 

against involuntary absorption into the dominant culture of the Spanish, Catholic, and later 

Mexican society. In fact, the Yoeme are the only Native American tribe that has never officially 

surrendered to either the Spanish colonial forces, the Mexican government, or the United States. 

Women played an integral role in the resistance against foreign encroachment and in the 

preservation of Yoeme heritage.  

Like most other Native American societies, Yoeme women played a highly important 

role in supporting their communities. Women worked to plant, maintain, and harvest various 

fruits and vegetables. Hunting was seen as a predominantly male activity, but women did 

occasionally participate in hunting small game. In addition to aiding in the collection of 

foodstuffs, women played the primary role in food preparation. Yoeme women would grind 

maize and, after it arrived from Europe, Sonoran White wheat, to make into tortillas and other 

 
18 Kelley, Jane Holden. 1991. Yaqui Women. Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska Press.  
19 Spicer, Edward. 1980. Tucson: University of Arizona Press.  



 

dishes. Dominant ideology surrounding traditional roles for women suggest that Yoeme females 

tended to be responsible for tasks such as weaving baskets and nets, creating pottery, and taking 

care to raise the children and develop the family spaces within the home.  

Prior to European contact, Yoeme women were most commonly expected to be demurer 

and more soft-spoken than outgoing and expressive. In legacies of storytelling and in the passing 

on of oral histories, women are often passed over because these things are seen as being part of 

the men’s domain.20 However, Yoeme culture values the correlation between age and wisdom, or 

intelligence. So, older individuals and older Yoeme women are more justified in speaking out to 

express themselves because they have special wisdom acquired due to their age. Thus, older 

Yoeme women have more established hold and influence in social contexts than younger Yoeme 

women. 

Age and gender are highly important for upholding social roles and boundaries. As 

children, both boys and girls were free to come and go, enter and exit from both public and 

private social spaces freely. Their age and gender didn’t matter. However, as girl children 

became young women, their abilities to travel across social spaces became significantly 

restricted.21 Young women were largely permitted to enter only female spaces and those of 

family members. Men, in contrast, were generally afforded more freedom of movement across 

social spaces and were able to visit female family members, but not necessarily female 

acquaintances. Social spaces are then primarily divided between the public and private, and by 

gender.  

Yoeme marriage customs prior to Spanish contact is more mysterious. However, we can 

discover more about traditional Yoeme customs, religious practices, and marriage behaviors 

 
20  Kelley, Jane Holden. 1991. Yaqui Women. Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska Press.  
21 Kelley, Jane Holden. 1991. Yaqui Women. Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska Press.  



 

from the writings from mission padres. It seems that prior to European contact, Yoeme men had 

the ability to take multiples wives. There was also a highly complex and time-consuming 

marriage ceremony that took place in Yoeme communities, known as Voolo-Hiaki.22 

In this ceremony, Yoeme pascola dancers represent and mimic the bride on her journey 

from the home of her parents to that of the groom’s home. The bride’s family takes bundles and 

baskets of food to the groom’s home. When the bride and groom meet at the groom’s home, 

speakers from both families are brought forward to speak for them.  Then the groom’s mother 

takes the young bride and shows her where she will sleep, where she will cook and wash dishes, 

and where she will grind the corn with metate and corn supplies. Then she is taken to a back 

room where the groom is waiting. They leave the bride alone with the groom. The bride's family 

is then asked to sit down and eat. A plate of food is taken to the bride and groom who are still in 

the room. After everyone has eaten, the bride and groom are brought outside and the Maehto (a 

lay prayer leader) begins to counsel and advise them. The pahko (Yoeme word for ceremony or 

fiesta) then begins and the pascolas play all afternoon, at times mimicking the newlyweds. The 

lavaleo (the violinist) and apaleo (the harpist) play Hamut Bwanim, Vino Huktia and Mamnia 

Saalim (Women's Cry, Choke on Wine and Greens). 

Scholars seem to believe that sexual promiscuity was largely frowned upon in the Yoeme 

community for women.23 Because Yoeme communities are tight-knit and highly interwoven, 

social surveillance was an important factor in limiting the expression of certain social taboos, 

like those taboos of sexual affairs. Therefore, there was likely much cultural focus on regulation 
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of sexual experiences. This could also be because of the social emphasis on the male within 

family structures. In other words, it seems that because the Yoeme culture tends to have women 

being in subordinate positions to their fathers, brothers, and husbands, that women’s sexuality is 

not freely discussed.  

Because of their work collecting, planting, and harvesting plants, Yoeme women 

developed excellent skills in understanding the medicinal and food opportunities for many plants 

in the Sonoran Desert.  

Prior to the missionary era, it is thought that while men were usually clothed only in 

breechcloths, or deerskin leggings during the colder months, women usually dressed in knee-

length skirts and went topless. Men and women alike would likely either go barefoot or wear 

moccasins of deerskin or sandals of yucca fiber. Oral tradition suggests that Yoeme women 

tended to wear their hair down, long, and with a middle part.  

One of the integral parts of understanding Yoeme history and cultural values is to 

understand their oral traditions. One story, passed down for hundreds of years and for 

generations, is the story about the Talking Tree. There is of course some variation in the telling 

of the story, as is the case with all orally learned and passed down tales. This version of the story, 

told by Anselmo Valencia in 1976, goes as follows: there was a large tree that began one day to 

make a strange singing sound in a language unknown to any of the Yoeme people. None of them 

could interpret the message from the tree. No one, that is, except for a young girl. The girl could 

understand the talking tree and translated word for word what the prophetic tree foretold for the 

future of the Yoeme people. The message warned of the coming of the white man and the strife 

and bloodshed that would result as the coming of these people.24 

 
24 Valencia, Anselmo. Evens, Larry. 1980. The Surems and the Talking Tree. The Southern Corner of Time. Tucson: 
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With this in mind, it is interesting to consider that from some of the first origin stories of 

the coming of the Europeans into Yoeme culture, women played an integral role as mediators in 

the change and exchange of cultures. 

 

The Nde (Apache) 

The Nde people joined the Sonoran Desert region of the Pimería Alta around 1200 AD 

according to most historians and linguists.25 This nomadic people are described by Pedro de 

Castañeda, chronicler of the 1540-42 Spanish expedition of Franciso Vásquez de Coronado: 

“They go about like nomads with their tents and packs of dogs harnessed with little pads, pack-

saddles and girths….”. Coronado also commented on the Nde’s economical use of every part of 

the bison that they hunted, which used to roam the western United States in great numbers. But 

this scrappy group were much more than nomads. They were fierce hunters, raiders, and 

warriors. These three factors made up the majority of Nde daily life, and women and men both 

participated in these activities.  

In fact, women in Nde society traditionally played a highly important role in economics, 

cultural and religious customs, and in daily life. Nde women were traditionally responsible for 

the construction and maintenance of the dwellings known as “wikiups”, dome-shaped structures 

made from willow poles, bent into a U-shape, and tied together with yucca then covered with 

bear grass.26 This dwelling style is ingenious because it was easy to construct, tear down, and 

travel with. The Nde were also a matrilocal tribe, which means that the husband lives and moves 

in with the wife’s family after marriage. Matrilocality also tends to suggest an emphasis on 
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women’s lines and lineage. This tradition gave power to Nde females; as a result, women held a 

high position in the social hierarchy. This also meant that there were rigid obligations for men. 

Married couples would move into the house of the wife’s parents and the husband would be 

bound to the wife’s family.  

Nde women usually married at a young age, but never before the puberty ceremony, na ih 

es (“preparing her, getting her ready”), which marked the girl’s first menstruation. This 

ceremony is a focal point of Nde ritual, society, and economy. It marked a girl’s entrance into 

womanhood.27 The ceremony is a four-day and four-night affair, is highly expensive and highly 

elaborate, with every Nde girl expected to participate. During the ceremony the girl is referred to 

as White Painted Woman, and her clothing is made to replicate the costume of the deity. This 

complex ceremony, designed to specifically honor females, demonstrates the importance that 

women held in Nde society prior to European contact.   

Like many native American communities, the Nde practiced and believed in some 

menstrual taboos for women. Unlike other indigenous communities, however, the Nde didn’t 

carry the isolation of women to the extremes found in other tribes. Many other tribes advocated 

and required the complete isolation of menstruating women (or bleeding women following 

childbirth, for example), even considering looking at a menstruating woman to cause illness, 

harm to men or to cause meat to go rancid, among other harmful side effects. The Nde, however, 

were told that “menstrual blood is dangerous to men.”28 This is distinctive because it means that 

the Nde men didn’t fear the female herself, but just her menstrual blood. This distinction allowed 
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Nde women to avoid the complete isolation and ostracism found in many other indigenous 

groups.  

In Nde society, marriage was often seen as a primarily economic practice, wherein the 

husband would give gifts to the wife and the wife’s family. The husband would go on to support 

the wife’s family. This custom worked to establish alliances and strengthen community ties. 

Love, of course, was sometimes a factor.  

Motherhood and raising children were the main traditional goals for women in native 

societies. Women were valued for their roles as child bearers. Pregnant Nde women refrained 

from strenuous activities and were respected. There was no preference between male and female 

children, but daughters were considered a greater economic asset due to the matrilocal 

practices.29 This goes in direct contrast to the beliefs of the Spanish culture at the time, which 

placed much higher value upon male children than female children. 

Food gathering was a major responsibility for Nde women. Some historians estimate that 

indigenous women were responsible for up to 80% of total food acquisition in native American 

communities pre-European contact.30 It is likely that this is also the case in Nde communities. 

Hunting was primarily seen as a male activity in Nde society, but it was not unusual for women 

to sometimes also participate in hunting. Women were key providers because they primarily 

made and provided food for their familial units. The identification and uses of plants were 

particularly important to survival. Edible versus non-edible plants needed to be distinguished and 

women had to learn to prepare each plant for consumption and storage. Women had to be able to 

identify the plants, know where each plant grew, when it would be ripe, what tools to take to 

collect it, how to cook it when they got home, and how to store the leftovers so they wouldn’t 

 
29 Ibid. 
30 Eckert, Suzanne L. June 19, 2020. Feminist Theory and an Engendered Archaeology. Virtual Lecture via Zoom.   



 

spoil. Basket making and pottery required that women become well versed in different kinds of 

reeds, grasses, and soils. 

Traditional tasks for women include hide tanning, garment making, food gathering, fire 

building, child rearing, and learning and practicing medicinal training and nursing for minor 

ailments.31 Medical practices were usually passed down among women. Many young women 

would go on to become herbalists and healers. Nde girls received the same basic training that 

boys did. This included bare-back horse riding, archery, participating in foot races, and rabbit 

hunts. However, as boys and girls got older, their spheres were separated, and their activities 

were too.  

Girls and women generally are thought to have had more freedom to perform “male” 

activities, compared with some other native American communities, despite the fact that men 

wouldn’t be caught dead performing women’s work. This indicates that the definitions of what 

makes a “man” are much stricter in Nde society than the definitions were for a woman. Women 

also had relative freedom to participate in most of the same roles of leadership and prestige as 

men. For example, Nde women could attend celebrations and ceremonies with men and were 

also able to obtain supernatural power on the same level as males. There were many who became 

shamans and medicine women, earning themselves status, prestige, and leadership among their 

people. Women also were often in attendance for raiding and warring parties. There are even 

some famous Nde women who were well-known for their abilities in hunting, raiding, and 

warring and considered to be fierce warriors.32 
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The Coming of Spain and Winds of Change 

Spanish colonization of the American Southwest is linked irrevocably to the regulation of 

sexuality and gender, especially within mission communities. Because indigenous people were 

made to live under the constant supervision of religious leaders like Spanish missionaries, typical 

sexual and gender practices also became harshly judged, ridiculed, and prohibited, made to fit 

within the confines of normalcy as discerned by the Spanish Catholic church. For a long time, for 

centuries, really, women were considered to be more vulnerable to sin and corruption than men, 

and as a source of evil influence in Spain and across Europe. This attitude contrasted with the 

perspectives of the O’odham, Yoeme, and Nde that lived in the Sonoran Desert.  

There were many, many changes that came to the Pimería Alta with the arrival of 

European colonizers and Spanish missionization. The roles and positions of women especially 

became contentious, as the values and social networks of the O’odham, Yoeme, and Nde became 

stressed under the pressures of missionization and Spanish influence. However, it is important to 

challenge the notion that the indigenous groups, and indigenous women, were simply passive 

subjects of colonization or were characters that history and change happed to. Instead, women 

were active agents of history and helped to shape and mold not only the missionary system, but 

colonization and what would ultimately become the culture of the American Southwest.  

In 17th, 18th, and 19th century Spain, there were several periods of social change that 

occurred. In the 16th and 17th century, Spain was largely influenced by the writings of authors 

like Miguel de Cervantes, a celebrated figure in Spanish literature. Cervantes’ works were 

widely read by many people across Spain throughout the 1500s and 1600s, and even well after 

his death. His novels were regarded as “Novelas ejemplares”, or “Exemplary stories”, and were 



 

considered as representing what an ideal person or society would look like. These “Exemplary 

stories” often represented the “ideal woman” as being demure, obedient, and submissive, and are 

often represented as being ignorant or corrupt. Men, on the other hand, are authoritative, sexually 

promiscuous, display lots of machismo, and are generally somewhat antagonistic toward all that 

is womanly or feminine. In other words, there was a long-standing view of women as inferior 

creatures. By studying Cervantine literature, we discover a lot about the social and cultural 

attitudes that Spain held about gender and power, which sets the backdrop for the attitudes that 

many of the first Spanish colonizers are taking with them into Mesoamerica and the Pimería 

Alta.  

But there were some major social changes that took place around the beginning in the late 

17th century. In this time, Spain began to change with the influence of the Enlightenment. The 

Enlightenment began to spark interest in problems of knowledge, the influence of the 

environment on humans, and human psychology, which led to an explosion of intense interest in 

the biological differences between the sexes. This interest in biological differentiation between 

men and women only built upon the already established sociocultural beliefs of woman as being 

socially inferior. Thus, in this era, it became common across Spain, and Europe in general, to 

justify the social subordination and inferiority of woman as a result of natural inferior biology. 

Some Enlightenment attitudes even proclaimed that women enjoyed being powerless and the 

subordinate group in a given society, for it was their nature. 33 

These changes in social attitudes toward women impacted how Spanish colonizers and 

other European missionaries viewed and interacted with women in Spain and in the New World. 

 
33 Popular and highly influential philosophers of the time, including Jean Jacque Rousseau and Immanuel Kant, both 

conclude in their writings that men’s statuses are inherently morally, biologically, and spiritually inferior to men. 

Kant even suggests that women actually even like to be controlled (to be without power or autonomy) in his work 

Observations on the Feeling of the Beautiful and Sublime.  



 

However, it is important to note that these attitudes were also impacted not by gender, but by 

race. Generally speaking, many of the Europeans and Spaniards that entered the Pimería Alta 

considered Spanish people, or white Europeans, to be of the highest race in society, while 

indigenous people and other people of color or mixed ancestry to be, essentially, less human.34  

However, from native American perspectives, women were integral players in society, in 

innovating culture, and in negotiating power. With the arrival of Spain to the Pimería Alta, the 

role of women in these negotiations was understood from a very different perspective.  

 In the early stages of contact, when both the native Americans’ and Europeans’ goals 

were still essentially ascertaining and establishing a starting point of friendly relationships, the 

key players in these exchanges were typically men, mostly because of O’odham, Yoeme, and 

Nde customs. Ritual greetings and meetings that functioned to establish relationships between 

indigenous and Spanish colonists mirrored the sociocultural and sociopolitical categories of 

O’odham, Yoeme, and Nde customs, respectively. The first two groups are of particular 

importance because these were the groups most heavily involved with Spanish missions and 

colonialism and those that feature most predominantly in friendly relations between natives and 

Europeans. In O’odham and Yoeme society, patrilineal descent of religious and political 

leadership tended to function within larger matrilineal kinship systems. Within this social 

structure, households that tended to fall under the authority of the matrilineal line were the basic 

social and economic units of production. Women head primary authority in cultivation, helped to 

organize divisions of farming labor, and tended to control agricultural produce.35 Much of life—

public, ceremonial, and religious life—was divided into these gendered spaces. Gender, in other 
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words, was one of the organizing principles of the kin-based social, cultural, economic, religious, 

and political domains within and between indigenous societies in the Pimería Alta.  

 Of course, Spaniards were certainly not strangers to differing standards and roles of 

womanhood and manhood. For the Europeans, society was built upon gender and honor systems 

that were used to structure relationships, and to allocate power in the political, economic, and 

civil spheres. But the ways that gender were understood were very different. Because gender is a 

system of identity and representation that relies on performance (not what people are, but rather 

what they do through distinctive clothing, gestures, postures, etc.), it functioned as a nonverbal 

communication tool for the cross-cultural interactions between indigenous communities and their 

European counterparts. But again, the roles of women in these preliminary interactions were 

understood from entirely different perspectives. From the beginning, gender influenced what 

relationships between Spanish and O’odham, Yoeme, and Nde communities looked like. For the 

indigenous, symbolic communication, evoked through gender and ritual performances, served to 

define and categorize participating parties into systems of classification and to establish rules for 

cross-cultural communication. Particularly for O’odham societies, women were integral to the 

ritual performances of greeting between both new native and European visitors.  

 O’odham women traditionally played an integral role in establishing whether two 

unknown parties were peaceful. The Gila River indigenous group (O’odham), for example, were 

recorded as greeting the Jesuit Priests that entered into their community in the Pimería Alta for 

the first time on November 1st, 1775, by “lining up in two files, men on one side and women on 

the other, and as soon as we got down they all came in turn to greet us—our commander and the 

three Fathers—and shake our hands, first the men and then the women, big and little, displaying 

a great deal of happiness at seeing us by setting their hands on their chests, naming God and 



 

giving other utterances of goodwill; and this audience lasted a long while, since nearly all of 

them greeted us by saying Dios ató m’ busibóy just as the Christian Pimas of Pimería Alta, 

meaning ‘God give us, ourselves, help’”.36  

 This is notable because it suggests that native visiting parties included women and 

children in order to emphasize that meetings or encounters were peaceful in their intentions. For 

the O’odham, demonstrations of peace relied upon the gendered makeup of the group. The 

inclusion of women and children indicates a peaceful demeanor because, customarily, women 

are not as often included in warring or raiding parties. Therefore, O’odham welcoming 

committees generally relied upon the presence of women and children. Spanish modes of 

greeting and encounters between societies or nations, however, did not rely so heavily upon 

gender. Rather, for the Spanish, negotiations of power and of peace tended to be focused only on 

male interactions.  

 Thus, since European expeditions into the Pimería Alta tended to preclude families, there 

was no way for Spaniards and other European missionaries and colonizers to offer the same sign 

of peace—women. Unsurprisingly, O’odham, Yoeme, and Nde leaders and citizens made note of 

the strange absence of women among the Spanish expeditions. This absence of female presence 

potentially signaled hostile intentions on the part of the Spanish. The fact that the Spanish and 

indigenous communities lacked a shared language or symbolism, which in this case functioned 

through gender, made it difficult for the Spanish to initially establish a foothold in the region. 

This was especially true because the Spanish missionary and colonizing expeditions tended to 

come in extremely large, extended, and heavily armed parties and therefore likely presented a 

more alarming appearance of potential hostile force. Spanish and European men had to seek out 
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other avenues, symbols, or gestures, to express their nonhostile intentions. Though the Spanish 

came with no women, they luckily happened to discover an unwitting exchange of female 

symbolism that got them through the metaphorical door of O’odham diplomacy in the 17th 

century. The Spanish discovered that the religious images of the Virgin Mary did the trick. 

 Jesuit Missionary Pedro Font writes on September 29th, 1775, that “the chief patroness of  

the entire expedition during the journey would be the Most Holy Virgin Out Lady of Guadalupe, 

chosen, with special acclaim and good feeling on everyone’s part, by unanimous agreement of 

myself and our commander, both of us having shared the thought even before speaking to each 

other concerning it, concurring that our patron must be the sovereign Virgin Mary, Mother of 

God, under the style of Guadalupe as being mother and proctress of the Indians and of this 

America”.37 This use of the Virgin Mary, who came later to be known as Our Lady of 

Guadalupe, pulls upon the need to have female presence as a symbol of peace. The face that the 

missionary expeditions chose to highlight the spiritual image of the Virgin suggests the 

importance of women and their symbolism as harbingers of peace. It also highlights how integral 

women were as players in the field of power negotiation, as essentially, that is what was 

happening when the native communities and the Spanish were encountering each other for the 

fist times—they were examining each other for intent, strength, and in what they could gain from 

allowing the Spanish into their communities. Women were key facilitators, both symbolically 

and literally, in this way.  

 The O’odham and Yoeme had complex, long-distance trade networks. Their range of 

contact with other tribes, nations, and cultures expanded across thousands of miles to the north, 

south, east, and west. Undoubtedly, the O’odham and Yoeme knew from their trading ventures 
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and encounters with other groups about the stories of María de Jesús de Agreda, the “Lady in 

Blue”, who had apparently appeared to native peoples in Texas and in New Mexico.38 The story 

of María Jesús de AGreda was the first Spanish missionary to the peoples of Texas and New 

Mexico, and she, according to the historical record, as a major catalyst in promoting the 

missionary movement into the Northern regions of new Spain. Allegedly, reports had come 

flooding in to the Spanish crown about a Franciscan nun, Agreda, living in Spain that had visited 

the New World in spirit to instruct native Americans in Christianity. Apparently, indigenous 

people had then approached priests entering into the area requesting a mission due to the 

appearance of the “Lady in Blue”.39 Between the time of her reported appearances in New 

Mexico and Texas in the 1630s, there is little doubt that the sprawling trade networks of the 

Tejas, Pueblos, and O’odham, had heard this story by the time the missionaries arrived to the 

Sonoran Desert in the 1690s. For the Yoeme, the figure and role of María de Jesús de Agreda 

likely struck a chord, for the Yoeme had their own narratives of women as intermediaries of new 

and coming tides of change.  

The “Lady in Blue” serves as a story character that came from unknown parts and told 

the native people of an unseen Creator that was requiring change in the duties and roles of his 

people (in this case, teaching people how to live and taking on new religion and receiving in 

exchange certain benefits). Similarly, there are Yoeme narratives about a woman who came from 

unknown parts of the Sonoran Desert, to act as an intermediary and communicator for the Yoeme 

people, explaining a message from a divide Creator that their lives would experience great 

change, there would be new ways of living, and, in other narratives, that there would be new 
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people coming—white people—to change the ways of life of the Yoeme.40 Perhaps the Yoeme 

and O’odham responded affirmatively to the familiarity of the missionary’s representation of 

women as intermediaries of change, and teaching people how to live in new ways. These 

common symbols, that seem to transcend cross-cultural difference, highlight the importance of 

women, both symbolically and literally, in establishing relationships and power dynamics that 

ultimately helped the Spanish to plant a foothold in the Pimería Alta, and helped the indigenous 

communities there to find commonalities between figures like the Virgin Mary and María Jesús 

de Agreda and native deities and historical figures. The role of these female figures extended a 

promise of peace, protection, and the kind of female presence necessary for the missionaries to 

establish their communities. Women were stuck in a particularly unique position in this liminal 

space because of their special position as symbols of peace and intermediaries. This position was 

certainly not new for women, as across the O’odham, Yoeme, and to a slightly lesser extent, Nde 

societies, as women were often not engaged or involved in violent affairs including warfare, 

raiding, etc. Instead, women were symbolic of peace and hospitality because their domain 

resided largely within the home, the community, and in activities that helped produce and 

reinforce social bonding and common cultural values. The fact that the Spanish were able to 

market their own female characters, through the use of the Virgin Mary and the “Lady in Blue”, 

to appeal to indigenous cultural and social values, reinforces the pivotal role that female presence 

held in the interactions between missionaries and native communities.  

Women also played other integral roles in the preliminary encounters between native 

peoples and missionaries through other customs. Pedro Font writes of his encounter with the 

O’odham people on November 1, 1775 that, “these Gila Pimas are well-behaved Indians and of 

 
40 Savala, Refugio. 1980. “The Singing Tree”. The South Corner of Time. Tucson, AZ: The University of Arizona 

Press.  



 

good hear, and to mark our coming, they ask out commander’s permission to dance and at once 

the women went dancing in a chain, in their own fashion, form one of the soldiers’ messes on to 

another”.41  
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Dating back to the Spanish Reconquista (reconquest) of Spain, when Spaniards fought to take 

back control of their lands from Moorish control after the Muslim invasion of the Iberian 

peninsula in 711 and finally concluded in 1492, Spanish society linked male honor to violence, 

warfare, and aggression. Spanish conquests of the Americas, where the Pimería Alta was no 

exception, reinforced such associations. Moreover, Spanish machismo had as much to do with 

military displays and exerting power—most often violently—over “other” men, indigenous in 

our case, as much as it did with exerting power over women. Particularly indigenous women. So, 

as the mission system established itself slowly across the Pimería Alta from the seventeenth 

century throughout the nineteenth century, Spanish and European ideas about the commonality 

and of the excusability of male violence against women spread, too.  

Along with intense machismo, the sweeping movement of Spanish colonization and 

missionization also carried with it perspectives and attitudes of the Enlightenment. In this 

intellectual movement, which happened to heavily influence some of the sociocultural and 

personal perspectives of the colonists and missionaries that made their way to the Pimería Alta.42 

As time progresses and the Spanish establish as stronger foothold across the Sonoran Desert, 

cultural and social attitudes begin to entrench themselves in the minds and communities of 

missions, presidios, and pueblos across the region—particularly ideas concerning gender. 

Though there are undoubtedly many documents lost to time, and though there are likely many 

unreported or unnoted incidents that occurred, the rates of reported domestic abuse, sexual 
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assault, femicides, and killings of wives by husbands, related males, and unknown males, 

steadily increased throughout the Southwest from the 1700s until the 1850s.43  

Many of these crimes were committed by men for reasons of extreme jealousy, or as a crime 

of passion. While it is likely that these incidents of gendered violence did take place in the 

indigenous communities prior to Spanish contact, the influence of machismo and Europeans 

ideals of female subordination, inadequacy, and moral inferiority, as well as the ideals that 

excused violence against women, cannot be ignored. Thus, what can be discerned from this 

troubling data is that as Spanish colonization and missionization took hold, more and more men, 

indigenous and Spanish, became more heavily influenced by machismo and violence. 

Consequently, both indigenous and Spanish women were forced to face more violence. 

Unfortunately, women also saw this behavior become increasingly normalized and excusable, 

and many trails brought against main for these violent acts resulted in little justice, if any at all.  

 So not only did women in the Pimería Alta begin to face heightening rates of gender-

based violence, but indigenous women also came to find themselves at the bottom of the 

sociopolitical ladder. Non-Catholic peoples began to face Spanish persecution beginning with the 

rise of Christianity, when it became the dominant religion in Europe, and in Spain particularly, 

beginning with the advent of the Edict of Milan in 313 AD, after which Christianity, and 

Catholicism specifically, rose in popularity steadily for the next 1,500 years.44 Throughout this 

period, those of other faiths, especially New World native peoples, were held in extreme 

prejudice. Indigenous people also faced other layers of prejudice—women more than any others. 
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The dark skin of native peoples was understood as a signifier of social inferiority, from the 

perspective of European and Spanish colonizers. One remark, of many that mirror the same 

sentiments, exemplifies these attitudes: “they [the O’odham] are well-built Indians but very ugly 

and dark, the women even more so,”.45 

These comments, which are many and are evident across the writings of missionaries 

throughout the Pimería Alta suggests that the racial and gender-based biases popular among 

Europeans are not isolated incidents, and have heavy impact on the lived experiences of 

indigenous women. Because of Spanish/European bias against darker skin and non-Catholic 

peoples, and women in general, indigenous women had to face many intersectional layers of bias 

and prejudice against them. The popular philosophical perspectives of the time, bolstered by 

Enlightenment philosophers like Rosseau, Kant, and others, reinforce negative stereotypes for 

women and place them into “biological” and “innate” positions of social, mental, and physical 

inferiority. Immanuel Kant goes so far as to suggest that we must “notice the ease with which 

those in power control the masses: because the masses don’t want to think (especially the “fair 

sex”), and they in fact, like to be told what to do.” So, women are dealing with this cultural and 

social perspective that necessarily places women in positions of submission and disdain, and 

where their ability to think logically and rationally are constantly negated, and where they are 

seen as frivolous and sexual objects whose sole purpose is to derail the ability and nobility of 

men.  

Now, take that and multiply it by the racism that we see across Spanish and European 

culture, which was also blossoming by the 1680s when the scientific revolution (Newton, 

Hobbes, and Locke) paved the way for the evolution of the concept of race, and with it scientific 
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racism. The last quarter of the 17th century came with a color-coded hierarchy of races, which 

was brought with colonists and missionaries into New Spain. And if facing biases about race and 

gender was not enough for the indigenous women who would come to know the 

Spanish/European missionary system, they also had to confront the reality of their perceived 

spiritual and moral inferiority. The conception that the Native Americans of the New World were 

“heathens” had grave effects for their social and political negotiating power. Native peoples were 

seen as barbaric and lacking any credibility or need for respect. In other words, with the arrival 

of the Spanish missionary system to New Spain, indigenous people effectively became “others” 

in the development of Western racial doctrine and society.  

Because of these overlapping intersections of racial and gender inequality, Spanish 

colonial and missionary society was built upon a complex system of race-based classifications 

known as castas, or casts.46 Casta dictated every facet of life—social, cultural, economic, and 

political realms were dependent upon the racial status of the individual functioning within it. 

Casta became of utmost importance in Spain after the Reconquista, wherein great concern with 

limpieza de sangre (purity of blood) arose.47 This status marked what kinds of activities one 

could participate in, whether or not a person could take on leadership roles, etc. In the Pimería 

Alta, native Americans, and native American women especially, that had not yet converted to 

Catholicism, and African slaves, became known as the lowest of the castas.48 For native women, 

the options were limited and their roles changed dramatically, in a very tangible, day-to-day 

level.  
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Where before Spanish and European contact, indigenous women tended to have more 

prominent roles in both the domestic and public sphere, within the missions, they tended to be 

more restricted to less-public spaces and to European notions of “female” activities. Based on 

archaeological evidence and on records from missions, it the most popular mission-sanctioned 

activities for women in include making pottery, weaving baskets, planting and gathering crops, 

and, quite specifically, making tortillas.49 Indigenous women also became especially seen as the 

purveyors of necessary commodities that were deemed socially unacceptable for upper-caste 

women to engage in—like breastmilk and breastfeeding.50 Within the missions, women were 

forced to navigate the changing notions of feminine and womanly tasks and roles. Despite their 

newly assigned, or confined, roles and spaces limited to the primarily domestic sphere, 

indigenous women used this as a tool to preserve their culture, ultimately becoming the primary 

conservators of indigenous tradition.  

Interpreted analyses provide evidence to suggest that indigenous women in the Pimería 

Alta were a powerful thread of continuity from generation to generation and were a powerful 

force of cultural conservatism. Archaeological data of mission sites in the Pimería Alta, like 

Tumacacori, Guevavi, and Calabazas, show a much higher concentration of aboriginal ceramic 

wares compared with Spanish and other European imported ceramic goods. This higher ratio of 

traditionally indigenous pottery and ceramic wares shows that women’s activities, like pottery 

making, and consequently, foodscapes, were retained within missions, despite pressure to 

assimilate to Spanish and European modes of life. The heightened influence of native women in 

the domains of food preparation and kitchen activities, and associated arts, suggest that they took 

 
49 Based on analysis survey conducted using census and mission records through the Mission 2000 database from 

Tumacacori National Historical Park.  
50 La Pintura de Castas. Número 8. 1990. Artes de México. 



 

control of this more private domain. Women, whose roles were largely confined to more 

domestic, private spaces, wherein they could continue traditional practices because they were out 

of the public eye) cultivated their private environment as spaces of continuity. So, low-visibility, 

female-associated activities like diet, food preparation, and other activities like basket-weaving 

and pottery throwing could exhibit the strongest influence of indigenous tradition, whereas male-

associated activities that are more socially visible and subject to scrutiny, like weaponry, 

construction techniques, and military activities would exhibit a greater degree of Spanish 

influence.   

Indigenous women also played integral, active roles in their mission communities by 

functioning as cultural brokers within colonial households and within their Spanish mission 

societies. Archaeological and archival studies have shown that women were individuals that 

helped to mediate the seemingly irreconcilable tensions that existed between two opposing 

systems: Spanish vs. local indigenous society.51 These two comingling societies faced tensions in 

terms of cultural values, religious tensions, ethnic and racial tensions, and more. Women held an 

important place in these systems in that they were intermediaries of the two cultures. Where 

indigenous men tended to assimilate more quickly into Spanish colonial trends, indigenous 

women were the purveyors of their own native traditions. This was affirmed in dress, for 

example, with proclamation of the decree promulgated by the Spanish Royal Tribunal in 1582 

which limited women’s dress in the following ways: “No Mestizo, Mulatto, or Black woman 

shall dress as an Indian woman, but as the Spanish women do, under penalty of arrest and being 
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beaten through the streets with 100 blows and a fine of 4 reales paid to the arresting officer, the 

foregoing is also applicable to Mestizo, Mulatto, and Black women married to Indians”.52 

This prohibition on dress helped to preserve indigenous traditions and native traditional 

dress, as well as the popular rebozo, which is a long strip of cotton woven to the width of 

traditional pre-Hispanic looms. Ignaz Pfefferkorn records that the “Sóba Júpuris [O’odham] 

raised cotton which they wove and dyed for clothing and they were ‘dressed and adorned with 

coloned mantas (cotton blankets) belts and strings of beads around the neck’”.53 These mantas 

are a likely precursor to the rebozos that eventually became popular among mestizo women and 

indigenous women. The introduction and adoption of the rebozo into the wider Spanish society 

outside of just indigenous circles exemplifies the role that women played as intermediaries of 

culture, custom, and the dispersion of indigenous traditions to the public space and across ethnic 

lines. Most native women continued to preserve their customary clothing styles, including wrap-

around skirts that were held in place with sashes. 

But O’odham, Yoeme, and Nde women had a larger impact in facilitating the 

preservation and diffusion of indigenous custom to the public realm. For centuries before 

Spanish contact with the Pimería Alta, O’odham women had used their superior dexterity and 

resourcefulness to create netting made from local materials like yucca, devils claw, willow, and 

more, to weave not only beautiful and useful baskets, but to create large carrying nets that would 

be used to create burden baskets. These large baskets, known as kiaha, would be shaped like a 

cone and held upright with long sticks. Women would also carry a walking stick with which to 

help them get around, stand up, and lower themselves to the ground—no easy task given that at 
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times, these kiaha could be used to carry a variety of objects ranging from harvested foodstuffs, 

basket-baking materials, pots full of water, and more.54 Not only did women continue the use of 

kiaha during their work in the missions when they were working the fields, gathering water for 

their homes, or laundering clothing in nearby acequias (canals) or rivers. Women also used their 

kiaha as vehicles of cultural exchange and sustenance. With their burden baskets fastened to 

their backs or attached to their bodies via a strap that went across the forehead, women walked 

from their mission communities to nearby towns and presidios to sell goods produced by their 

mission or by they themselves.  

With their kiaha loaded with excess beans, grains, or leather hides, women would set out 

and walk for miles to sell their goods to colonial settlers living in Spanish pueblos and presidios, 

with the hopes that they could take the money made from these sales back to the mission and the 

priests for further mission use. Wittingly, women also began to sell not only goods for the 

missions, but goods of their own to bolster their own socioeconomic standing and support their 

livelihoods. Carrying baskets filled above the brim with pottery, woven baskets, and other 

traditional goods, O’odham women in particular, would walk to sell their wares. This process 

was rather slow at first, and likely did not begin to emerge in popularity until after the 1830s, in 

which era many of the Spanish priests that ran the missions were deported after the new nation of 

Mexico gained its independence from Spain. With less direction and support from Spanish and 

European missionaries, women had to turn to other means of supporting themselves and their 

families. Thus, more and more often, indigenous women began travelling great distances, 

carrying tons of items, to sell their traditional goods, which ultimately became popularlized due 

to their growing status as “curio” items. 
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Using baskets called “kiahas”, handmade native goods were often carried many miles from mission communities to 

nearby pueblos and presidios to sell. In this photo from 1884, we see O’odham women carrying pottery the 10 miles 

from San Xavier mission to Tucson, AZ to trade or sell. The woman on the right in this photograph is likely carrying 

anywhere from 4-6 large pots, with a weight of up to 125 pounds.  

  



 

From these examples, we can conclude that native American women in the Pimería Alta, 

navigating the changing landscapes of Spanish missionary and colonial communities, functioned 

within active roles as cultural brokers. The term cultural broker is an anthropological concept 

that refers to individuals or people groups who work almost as intermediaries between tensions 

in the state and community, tradition and modernity, across ethnic background, religious 

difference, racial differences, or class differences. By mediating the spread of their own 

traditions, or their preservation, and in discerning between which Spanish and European 

traditions to adopt, or not, native women in Spanish mission communities likely functioned as 

these cultural brokers, wherein they gained some degree of power by helping to facilitate 

transactions of goods, ideas, and status, making them something of cultural innovators. This 

position, however, can place indigenous women on the outskirts of social life or in marginal 

social positions, as they become somewhat isolated from completely Spanish or completely 

indigenous lifestyles. 

On a more general level, archaeological evidence of household architecture, foodways, 

craft production, and material culture has contributed to the understanding of household life in 

Spanish colonial America. Specifically, archaeology has been useful in investigating the ways 

that indigenous women responded to and helped to shape the missionary communities. In one 

study of households belonging to indigenous neophytes, for example, it was found that 

indigenous women’s activities showed relative continuity compared to their male counterparts, 

wherein the roles of indigenous men changed dramatically as they were incorporated into 

colonial agriculture and craft production.55 This archaeological evidence that suggests continuity 

is in keeping with the traditional notion of women as being the thread of continuity between 
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generations, as a force of cultural conservatism, and as the keepers of tradition and culture, a 

narrative which continues and is manifested in many cultures today. In other words, women were 

not passive victims of colonization or the mission system. They challenged pressures to conform 

to European and Spanish cultural norms and worked to preserve their traditions. This harnessing 

of their domestic roles can be seen as a way of using the “mundane” to preserve indigenous 

culture and resist complete assimilation to Spanish means of living. 

Though indigenous women were clever in their use of their domestic spaces as 

environments of preserving native tradition, there were certain modes of influence lost to them 

with the introduction of Spanish missions. Women in Tumacácori, as well as in many other 

Spanish missions, had the opportunity to become godmothers to various children. For indigenous 

women living in many of these missions, godmotherhood provided access to authority in the way 

of controlling the role of cultural and spiritual mediator. The status of godmotherhood also 

elevated the symbolic importance of a woman in a historical moment where infant mortality 

among indigenous mothers living within missions was very high. In other words, being a 

godmother fulfilled the maternal needs that were very culturally important to women in Spanish 

missions.56 Traditionally, in the Spanish culture, the godparents were expected to financially and 

materially assist their godchildren. With missions having people act as godmothers/fathers to 

many, many children, and where there were limited resources, it’s more likely that the status of 

godmother emphasized spiritual and social dimensions of support for their godchildren, as well 

as giving visibility and recognition to women in their mission communities. This, in addition to 

the preservation of traditional cultural practices via the private domain, gave women avenues to 

retain their symbolic importance in the face of changing social and personal landscapes. Their 
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roles as native women, mothers, wives, and young single women functioning in a blended 

mission community faced many layers of change.  

Navigating the newly conceived domestic roles introduced to indigenous women in the 

Spanish missions also introduced new dynamics of marriage and intimate relationships generally 

speaking. Spanish colonization of the American Southwest is linked irrevocably to the regulation 

of sexuality and gender, especially within mission communities. Because indigenous people 

lived under the constant supervision of religious leaders like Spanish missionaries, typical sexual 

and gender practices also became harshly judged, ridiculed, and prohibited, made to fit within 

the confines of normalcy discerned by the Spanish Catholic church. For a long time, for 

centuries, really, women were considered to be more vulnerable to sin and corruption than men, 

and as a source of evil influence. As discussed previously in this thesis, native communities, 

particularly in O’odham and Yoeme society, marriage and sexual relationships were far more 

flexible than what was considered acceptable by Spanish priests.  

Prior to missionary contact, gendered and sexual relationships were far more flexible. For 

example, shaman in the O’odham culture, traditionally, were able to have more than one wife. In 

another example, it was also common that during the rain dance ceremonies which lead up to the 

monsoon season, for men and women to take sexual partners which are not their life partners that 

were chosen for them. This is not abnormal, nor is it considered a violation of a couple’s 

dedication to each other, to take different partners during this ceremonial period. It is thought 

that the fertility that the rain bestows upon the land is mirrored in the fertility that develops in 

men and women during this period. Thus, sexual relations are common as a part of the 

festivities.57 This suggests that sexual relations for the O’odham are less restrictive and tend to be 
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more fluid throughout one’s life. Moreover, in O’odham society, if a wife and husband did not 

get along with one another, or one is not satisfied with their partner (that is usually chosen for 

them by their male elders or proposed by the male elders of the opposite party), they are free to 

leave each other and return to their respective families for remarriage. In general, it appears that 

marriage and coupling is far less rigid and binding than those marriage practices supported by 

the Spanish and Catholic Church. 

Catholicism, like all of the world’s religions, serves as an arbiter of moral systems, an 

important aspect of which is sexuality and intimate relationships. Catholicism practiced by 

Spaniards in the colonial era especially worked in the Pimería Alta, as with the rest of the New 

World, to tighten the connections between sexuality, marriage, and procreation. Throughout the 

Spanish mission system’s tenure in the Sonoran Desert, it campaigned against all nonmarital and 

nonprocreative forms of sexuality, emphasized the difference between licit and illicit sex, and 

permissible and impermissible intimate relationships.58 As enforced in missionary communities, 

there came a huge change in perceived norms in sexual and gender dynamics for the O’odham, 

Yoeme, and Nde populations living within the missions. Suddenly, there were massive shifts in 

the kinds of emphasis placed on the importance of marriage as a moral imperative in 

relationships. Sexual relations outside of marriage, or between marriages, became highly 

disregarded.  

As Ignaz Pfefferkorn recollects, “Once I visited a neighboring missionary who was 

indisposed. While I was with him two of his Indians wished to be married. As was customary, 

the church warden notified the missionary of this fact the evening before the marriage. I was 
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present and the missionary requested me to unite them. The following day I saw with amazement 

not one, but five couples who asked to be married. Because the church warden had announced 

only one couple, this large number aroused my suspicions, and I had the missionary informed. 

He came, pointed out the bride and bride-groom, and chased out of the temple the four other 

couples. They had been married for some years and had now agreed in a friendly way among 

themselves to exchange wives. Hence they wished to be married again so that the matter would 

be settled properly”.59 Clearly, for the indigenous neophytes of this Pimería Alta mission, taking 

new partners was neither shameful nor immoral. Their understanding of intimate relationships 

are more flowing and changing, while for the missionaries, in this case, this was unacceptable. 

Not only is this proposition rejected, but the native couples are physically chased out of the 

church. But in this case, women are center stage in terms of importance. In this scenario, women 

are “exchanged”. The native women are in this case used as intermediaries to affirm social 

solidarity, peace, and not only the physical exchange of bodies and personalities, but also the 

consequential exchange of native sociocultural perspectives and the reinforcement of traditional 

cultural practices of intimate relationships.  

 Women, here, too, are placed in a precarious social situation. The fact that they were 

willing to swap partners contradicts the gendered expectations of them by their European and 

Spanish counterparts. Women, from the Spanish perspective, are meant to refrain from all 

extramarital sex, from polygamy, and from ever asking for or initiating a divorce. Moreover, 

from the Spanish and general European perspective, ideals about sexual desire were quite 

different than those of the native people of the Pimería. For the Sonorans, women were thought 

to enjoy sex as much as men, and sexual interacts were not only for procreation, but for pleasure, 
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and for spiritual purposes. For the Spaniards, sexual intercourse was for procreation alone, and 

according to some physicians and popular social ideologues, women were nervous, frail, and 

uninterested in sex except as an absolutely necessary to procreation.60 Thus, women’s place in 

helping to maintain pre-contact modes of kinship bonds within the missions, despite 

missionaries’ best efforts to eradicate certain native practices like polygny, made them key 

preservers of cultural and kinship-based traditions, which strengthen ties that maintain contact 

with other native peoples, and therefore, mediate full assimilation to Spanish mission life.  

Popular culture of colonial Spain and the Catholic church, contrary to O’odham and Nde 

perspectives, prioritized the extreme dichotomization of two genders: male and female. This was 

made clear via popular church doctrine that retained great influence during the time of 

colonization, the Council of Trent, which makes clear that the Catholic church only 

acknowledged, “both sexes”, being male and female.61 Once Spain made its way to the American 

Southwest, the more fluid American Indian notions of gender were challenged. Spain, highly 

influenced by Catholicism, held very traditional notions of gender, where there were only 

women and men. So, when Spain was confronted with American Indian two-spirit people, like 

the “Wik’ovat” they sometimes responded with violence. For example, the Spanish explorer, 

Balboa, in 1513 referred to these two-spirit individuals as “sodomites” and let loose dogs to rip 

them apart and kill them.62 This negativity toward two-spirit individuals continued throughout 
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the 17th, 18th, and mid-19th centuries, during which many two-spirit individuals had to hide their 

identities for fear of violence. 63 

Spanish colonial religious doctrine, military regulations, and local civilian laws only 

recognized tow genders, and condemned those who identified as two-spirit. In 1775, beginning 

in Alta California and then making its way to the Pimería Alta, there was a concerted effort to rid 

American Indians of their addition to “this abominable vice”.64 The vice to which many of the 

Spanish missionaries referred to included not only the two-spirit’s trademark gender fluidity and 

gender role expression, but also their sexual practices. Across the Pimería Alta, the same-sex 

sexual relationships and gender ambiguity, as seen from the perspective of the missionaries, were 

quickly recognized as sexual and gender freedoms that could not have a place in the mission 

system. Thus, wik’ovats, who tended to spend most of their time with other women and who 

might have taken on the roles and social status of women, in addition to the special demarcations 

they received from their unique gender identity, were forced to take on the roles and identity 

assigned to them at birth, according to their genitals. Missionary Pedro Font wrote that the 

missions of the Pimería Alta needed to eliminate these “sodomites [who are] dedicated to 

nefarious practices”.65 Quickly, missionaries and colonists alike made a concerted effort to 

eliminate two-spirit and same-sex sexual practices. By the time the year 1820 rolled around, 

missionaries reported that two-spirit individuals were no longer a present entity in mission 

communities, and that the “horrible custom is entirely unknown among them”.66 
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Surveys of mission censuses, like the Tumacácori Census of 1796, taken by Padre 

Borday, give some great insight into the kinds of ethnic and gendered dynamics that took place 

within missions across the Pimería Alta. There is rather clear evidence that there was much 

ethnic mixing based on a review of family data and surveys of age/sex/ethnic data. For instance, 

upon analyzing the data, we discover that there is a disproportionately large number of older men 

living within the mission during the year 1796, especially compared to women of this same age 

group (approx. 25+ years). Thus, in terms of marriage, there is a resulting tendency for older men 

to marry younger women (less than 25 years of age, but a median age of marriage for 

women/girls in this time seems to be around 15). It is likely that the disproportionate levels of 

men and women is because women so often died in childbirth or in complications related to/after 

childbirth. It is also likely that the variations in sex ratio forced more inter-ethnic marriages, 

which was actually positive because it would reinforce the social solidarity of the community 

and prevent against social fragmentation. We also discover that by this time, almost the turn of 

the 19th century, there has been plentiful casta mixing, for not only do we see people recorded 

across multiple censuses changing their reported race, but we also see more people being lumped 

into larger categories of races like “india/o”, “mestiza/o”, etc., rather than being recorded so 

often as by particular ethnic group like “Pima”, “Papago”, and other categories of the like. This 

pattern reinforces the notion that at this point, there was notable interethnic mixing within 

missions, primarily due to a lack of women.  

This lack of women within the missions is noted in by Fr. Mariano Bordoy, who 

describes that “one Indian has told me that when this Mission issues a call to the Papagos to 

come and work (for few come on their own), only the men come and do not bring their women 

for fear that none remain; nevertheless I have told that whenever they come, they should bring 



 

them”. Why would the indigenous people be so concerned about the lack of women within the 

mission, their ties having already been established? Of course, the answer lies in the fact of the 

many sweeping epidemics and diseases that were effectively wiping out native peoples—

especially native women.  

Prior to European contact, the indigenous communities of the Pimería Alta had a much 

longer lifespan than those of Europe in the 17th and 18th centuries. Ignaz Pfefferkorn recorded 

that the average age of Sonora’s early inhabitants was likely in the ballpark of around fourty 

years, compared to the twenty-five in Europe.67 O’odham, Yoeme, and Nde peoples lived long 

and healthy lives, and, while they of course battled illnesses, they were not plagued by many of 

the diseases that European missionaries and colonists had dealt with for centuries in the Old 

World. Jesuit priest Ignaz Pfefferkorn remarks on this distinct difference, that the native 

Sonorans were “unafflicted by common European scourges such as gropsy, gout, sciatica, and 

apoplexy”.68 This different in age and general health is likely due to the comparatively high level 

of calories, nutrients, proteins, and minerals consumed by the Sonoran people as opposed to their 

European counterparts. Moreover, the livelihoods of the native peoples were far less physically 

taxing, for they practiced more mild horticulture, hunting, and gathering, rather than the 

intensive and degrading agriculture and animal husbandry popular among the Europeans. It is 

recorded that traditional O’odham communities practiced a much more spread or sprawling 

settlement pattern. That is, clusters of private buildings like homes or cooking spaces never 

touched each other, which is a principle standard In O’odham architecture. Thus, even when 

diseases did strike the native Sonoran communities, there architectural and sprawling social 
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patterns made it more difficult for those diseases to spread and negatively impact the community 

at large.  

 Even facing the illnesses and tribulations common to the Sonoran Desert area, the native 

people had a deeply intimate relationship with the landscape and were incredibly familiar with 

the wealth of botanical and medicinal resources that existed all around them. Native women, 

especially, played an important role in accessing and passing down this herbal, botanical, and 

medicinal knowledge. While across the O’odham and Yoeme societies, women were not often 

permitted to take on the primary roles of shamans and spiritual healers, they did interact 

extensively with healing and tending to bodily sickness when spiritual matters failed.69 

But with the arrival of Spanish missionaries to the Americas beginning in 1492, and 

creeping northward across Central America until it reached the Pimería Alta in the 1960s, the 

traditional dynamics of life, death, sickness, and healing were quickly disappeared. Disease, 

sickness, and healing formed the overarching backdrop of the Spanish colonization of the 

Americas—and the Pimería Alta was no exception. The process of colonization unleashed a 

rapid and sweeping decimation of native populations. Illness and death were so pervasive across 

Spanish colonies, and particularly missionary communities, that the entire missionization process 

can be understood as having taken place in disease environment. Ignaz Pfefferkorn remarks at 

the many struggles that plagued mission communities, where “the vigilant care of the sick was 

one of the most important concerns of the missionary”.70 What’s more, the epidemics that did 

strike the missions were likely exacerbated by the mission architectural setup. It is likely that 
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when the Spanish constructed the mission community with the living spaces, which acted as a 

perimeter around the church itself, were all wall to wall with no space between, that the tight 

living quarters provided something of a tight-knit petri dish for disease to spread among the 

native peoples who had little-to-no resistance to the Old World illnesses that the missionaries and 

colonists brought. 

While native populations also plummeted with the introduction of diseases like smallpox, 

influenza, and measles, one of the secret killers that wiped out native populations, and 

disproportionately so indigenous women, were sexually transmitted diseases. Syphilis, in 

particular, was especially harmful in its negative effects on mortality not only for women but for 

their children. Introduced to native women in the Pimería Alta by Spanish soldiers and colonists 

who had a horrible habit of raping them, the disease “syphilis which has infected the larger part 

of this population, mostly adult Indians, both male and female”, had seriously negative 

repercussions on the indigenous female populations. Syphilis’ direct adverse effects include 

heightened rates of maternal and infant mortality, due to the passed on vertical treponema 

pallidum transmission during early pregnancy, and the increase in the spread of congenital 

syphilis. The pervasiveness of congenital syphilis in the missions resulted in heightened infant 

death due to spontaneous abortion (miscarriage), and stillbirth rates, while also increasing the 

likelihood of complications in mothers, who experienced more long-term health decline and 

increased rates of maternal mortality during childbirth.71 Compared to the smoothness of 

pregnancy and childbirth prior to Spanish colonization, the introduction of syphilis and its 

complications greatly changed the experience of indigenous mothers in the missions. Before 
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missionization, Pfefferkorn records that “very rarely does an unlucky birth occur. The birth of a 

dead or deformed child is extremely rare”.72  

The increased rates of maternal and infant mortality within the missions likely 

emphasized the incredible importance of native women, which were few in numbers, as well as 

the cult of motherhood and the pressure placed upon native women to pass on their knowledge 

and skills to any surviving children that they did have. Dwindling numbers of indigenous 

community members meant that the availability of traditional knowledge became more and more 

scant. Native women, the primary purveyors of tradition, dying at heightened rates, decreased the 

access to that knowledge. This factor likely contributed to the increased integration of Spanish 

material culture and sociocultural, political, and economic custom to the missionary 

communities.  

 While the native Sonoran populations grappled with devastating waves of epidemics and 

diseases within the missions, the colonists and missionaries themselves also struggled with new 

illnesses in their new landscape. The case of the Pimería Alta is also of particular interest 

because the territory of Sonora as a part of New Spain was highly contested ground. It was not 

only a periphery in the Spanish New World, but a frontier of a periphery. The Pimería Alta’s 

standing as a remote, rugged frontier meant that it was practically forsaken in terms of European 

medical supplies and treatment. With Jesuit missionaries, and the later groups of Spanish and 

other European colonists, finding themselves in a completely new landscape, with new plant life, 

and with little access to the familiar medical care offered back in Spain, these foreigners quickly 

realized that they were going to be facing dire straits if they did not find local medical solutions.  
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Luckily, the Jesuits in particular distinguished themselves from other monastic orders in 

that they were relatively open-minded, the most educated (educating themselves in the sciences), 

and the most anthropological, in a sense, because they always applied themselves to learning the 

languages of their converts. The Jesuits saw inspiration in nature and believed God’s love was 

embodied in nature’s bounty, so they took to studying nature and its potential healing abilities as 

a way of worship. This also included learning how indigenous people utilized the land in order to 

heal and to nourish. Moreover, many Jesuits saw this pursuit, as well as the study of indigenous 

languages, as a way to understand customs and culture, a process which forced them to 

“contemplate alternative truths”.73 

Compared to the Franciscans, who were less syncretic than the Jesuits, the Jesuits were 

relatively loose in their ability to blend understandings of medical care, sickness, and health 

between the Catholic and European traditions and those of the Sonoran Desert’s indigenous 

communities. The missionaries in the area were quick to turn to the aid and expertise of the 

native women across the Pimería Alta. Women functioned as integral forces in introducing their 

herbal healing knowledge to colonial society. Because across the O’odham, Yoeme, and Nde 

societies, women were primarily responsible for planting, harvesting, gathering, and processing 

foodstuffs, they were the most familiar with the nutritional, herbal, and medicinal qualities of the 

flora that they commonly interacted with. This special botanical and medicinal knowledge made 

women especially integral in helping to support the success and health of the mission and 

presidio communities (and the Pimería Alta at large) because they shared their traditional healing 

and botanical knowledge with settlers and missionaries which ended up saving the lives of many 

individuals across the Pimería Alta. There was incredibly high reliance upon the curing 
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medicicinals indigenous to the Pimería Alta partially because of how long and rarely that the 

padres received shipment of medical supplies or botanicals from Spain or Mexico City. Nentvig, 

a padre of the Pimería Alta, wrote “the providence of nature or should I say the Divine 

Providence? Has endowed Sonora, devoid of physicians, surgeons, or apothecaries with excellent 

medicinal herbs, shrubs, gums, fruits, mineral and animal products of such quality there is no 

collection like it in Europe”.74 

There is evidence via oral histories and anthropological studies that traditional herbology 

and healing techniques have been passed down intergenerationally through indigenous women to 

their descendants. Among possible treatments for different ailments include treatment for 

stomach pains, tooth aches, and cold, as well as herbal brews that function as a contraceptive or 

miscarriage inducing treatment. In general, it is documented that women used bigleaf mistletoe, 

oak mistletoe, and the roots of rock rose, monkeyflower, and others, to make teas that would 

prevent pregnancy, regulate menstrual periods, or stimulating menstruation.75 

In Mission San Gabriel, there is a female healer that was recorded in 1798. The fact that 

the Mission San Gabriel was founded in 1771 points to suggest that the generation which 

included women like Maria del Carmen, the healer, as the first generation of neophytes that 

missionaries of the site would recognize as healers in their missionary community.76 Particularly 

this is important because there was an extremely high infertility rate and high rate of death from 

venereal disease introduced by the Spanish, so women’s knowledge of medicine was of 

particular importance in Spanish missions.  
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Pfefferkorn (1949) and Nentvig (19800) both reference the hechiceros as “medicine 

men” exclusively, but both also note that some women had set themselves up as the herbal 

doctors of their region of the Pimería Alta. Some evidence of the reliance upon local botanical 

traditions (and likely, also women’s herbal knowledge as this was something that fell within their 

domain) include the use of jojoba nut, paoverde, jicamilla, jua gum, hierba manza, and more, 

techniques used by the O’odham, Ópata, Sopaipuris, among others. Mention of these goods are 

recorded in padre Veladre’s personal writings in 1716, as well as in those of Nentvig. 77 Another 

major force for helping to disseminate native women’s knowledge of herbal and botanical 

healing to the rest of the world lies in a book published in the early eighteenth century from 

Sonora.  

In 1712, Juan de Esteyneffer wrote and published the Florilegio Medicinal de Todas las 

Enfermedades, which was basically a series of three voluments which discussed medicine, 

surgery, and pharmacology in the Sonoran Desert. This work serves as evidence of the blend of 

European and indigenous medicinal practices that were likely to have been practiced in the 

missions. The evidence lies in the fact that the work incorporates 49 Nahuatl words, and various 

words and phrases from the O’odham, Ópatas, Tarahumaras, and other tribes, and includes, in 

addition to European plants, botanical cures native to the Pimería Alta including mesquite, 

jojoba, maguey, etc. Florilegio Medicinal de Todas las Enfermedades serves as a testament to 

the crucial construction of a blended frontier conceptualization of medicine and healing. The 

knowledge and techniques described throughout the book refer to the healing practices that 

would be primarily utilized by native women, including Through this work, native women’s 
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knowledge not only was utilized to help support their mission communities—it was used to 

better the health prospects of people around the world.  

In this case, women are not only mediators and facilitators of cultural exchange. They are 

literally saving lives. Juan de Esteyneffer’s Florilegio Medicinal de Todas las Enfermedades is a 

piece of material culture that tangibly demonstrates the fusion of ideology and medical 

philosophy between European, colonial, and local indigenous healing substances. But indigneous 

women’s role in mediating the exchange of cultural and medicinal knowledge is not only 

confined to documentation in books. Another example of the mission’s reliance upon native 

women’s healing knowledge is evident in a recollection from Pedro Font’s diary: “The tertian 

fever attacked me so little today that I hardly felt it, perhaps because day before yesterday a 

solider’s wife named Francisca Fuelas gave me a very hot draft of water boiled with cilantro and 

oregano which is good for stopping chills and fevers even when done with just cilantro”.78 Font’s 

trust in the healing recommendation of Francisca, a Yaqui woman who was married to a Spanish 

presidio soldier, suggests that native women had a rather indisputable and prominent role in 

providing medicinal and botanical healing knowledge, as well as administering that knowledge. 

In other words, traditional healing systems and the regular implementation of indigenous herbal 

medicine in the form of salves, oils, plasters, powders, syrups, and beverages, suggests that there 

was a widespread reliance upon the knowledge passed down and shared by native women.  

Of course, the introduction of European medical traditions by Spanish missionaries had 

heavy impacts on the local practices of medicine. The important thing to note here is that this 

exchange of medical knowledge and practice was not unidirectional. In other words, the 
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relationships that mediated the exchange of medical knowledge was not a top-down approach, 

with missionaries only imposing their medical and healing techniques on the mission society. 

Rather, the dynamics of healing and medicine were mediated by complex social rituals and 

boundaries, including gender, family, community, and more. What’s more, while missionaries 

like the Jesuits did tend to the sick and suffering and did implement the medical knowledge they 

did have, more often, missionary communities dealt with healing and sickness through 

community care and self-medication.79 Indigenous peoples, especially native women, maintained 

the ability and often the need to continue their traditional practices of medicine.  

The use of native women’s medicinal and healing practices and knowledge can be 

interpreted as an example of “weapons of the week”, where through the daily manifestation of 

low-level resistance to ideological changes imposed by the Spanish missionary and colonial 

system, women maintained their identity and preserved their culture, ultimately avoiding 

complete assimilation.80 Thus, although missionaries held the role of official doctors of their 

mission communities, the construction of medical and healing systems across the Pimería Alta 

must be understood as being influenced in meaningful ways by indigenous women’s 

conceptualizations of disease, death, health, and treatment.  

Conclusion 

An examination of the lives and experiences of indigenous women within Spanish 

missionary society requires considerations of a myriad of variables, including race, medicine, 

religion, and local versus foreign idioms for gender, sex, and sexuality. Indigenous women in 

mission communities were not merely bystanders to history, nor individuals that history happens 
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to. Rather, they were active agents and creators of the history of the Pimería Alta and the 

southwest in general. Indigenous women faced highly tumultuous and variable sociocultural, 

sociopolitical, economic, and religious contexts during the missionary era. Their roles, identities, 

and opportunities changed, often trending toward being restricted and funneled toward a more 

European and Spanish ideal that placed women into positions of domesticity, docility, and 

subservience. Power dynamics infiltrated every aspect of life, and guided the ways that women 

and men alike, indigenous and European, established livelihoods in Spanish missions in the 

Pimería Alta.  

Through their key involvement in the preliminary interactions between native 

communities and Spanish missionaries, native women asserted their importance in the 

establishment of missionary communities. They were also integral as players in the field of 

power negotiation. Women were key facilitators, both symbolically and literally, in paving the 

way for Europeans to find a foothold in the Pimería Alta due to their symbolic importance of 

peace, as well as in their symbolism as intermediaries of changing cultural tides. Indigenous 

women’s roles in greeting rituals and in establishing friendly relationships between native 

societies and the Spanish newcomers was pivotal, as this ultimately led to Spain’s use of female 

figures like the Virgin Mary and María Jesús de Agreda to promote peace and collaboration in 

native and missionary relationships. The role of these female figures extended a promise of 

peace, protection, and the kind of female presence necessary for the missionaries to establish 

their communities. Thus, women were at the center of the birth of mission communities.  

 

 

 



 

Where before Spanish and European contact, indigenous women tended to have more 

prominent roles in both the domestic and public sphere, within the missions, they tended to be 

more restricted to less-public spaces and to European notions of “female” activities. Popular 

mission-sanctioned activities for women in include making pottery, weaving baskets, planting 

and gathering crops, and making food within the home. Within the missions, women were forced 

to navigate the changing notions of feminine and womanly tasks and roles. Despite their newly 

assigned, or confined, roles and spaces limited to the primarily domestic sphere, indigenous 

women used this as a tool to preserve their culture, ultimately becoming the primary 

conservators of indigenous tradition. Native women in the Pimería Alta were a powerful thread 

of continuity from generation to generation and were a powerful force of cultural conservatism. 

Women used the spaces and activities they had, like pottery making, foodways, basket weaving, 

clothing, and more, to resist assimilation to Spanish and European modes of life. They took 

control of this more private domain and used this to continue traditional practices and subvert 

Spanish authority.  

For indigenous women living in Pimería Alta missions, as the roles available to them 

changed, so too did their social standing. Because women lost access to the more prominent 

social roles that they had once held, native women had to turn to the identity of godmotherhood 

as a means of retaining their social importance. Godmotherhood provided access to authority in 

the way of controlling the role of cultural and spiritual mediator. The status of godmotherhood 

also elevated the symbolic importance of a woman in a historical moment where infant mortality 

among indigenous mothers living within missions was very high. In other words, being a 

godmother fulfilled the maternal needs that were very culturally important to women in Spanish 

missions. The status of godmother emphasized spiritual and social dimensions of support for 



their godchildren, as well as giving visibility and recognition to women in their mission 

communities. This, in addition to the preservation of traditional cultural practices via the private 

domain, gave women avenues to retain their symbolic importance in the face of changing social 

and personal landscapes. Their roles as native women, mothers, wives, and young single women 

functioning in a blended mission community faced many layers of change.  

Not only did native women function as the primary conservators of their traditional 

practices and cultural heritage, but they also introduced native culture to the public realm and 

acted as intermediaries and cultural brokers between native society and Spanish colonial society. 

Examples of women’s roles in disseminating native tradition into Spanish society and their 

missionary communities include the introduction and adoption of the rebozo, a traditionally 

native piece of clothing, outside of just indigenous circles. These popular accessories became 

adopted by mestizo and creole women. This adoption exemplifies the role that native women 

played as intermediaries of culture, custom, and the dispersion of indigenous traditions to the 

public space and across ethnic lines. 

But O’odham, Yoeme, and Nde women had a larger impact in facilitating the 

preservation and diffusion of indigenous custom to the public realm beyond fashion and 

accesories. For centuries before Spanish contact with the Pimería Alta, O’odham women had 

used their superior dexterity and resourcefulness to create netting made from local materials like 

yucca, devils claw, willow, and more, to weave beautiful and useful baskets, pots, and carrying 

nets known as kiaha. Women used their kiaha as vehicles of cultural exchange and sustenance, 

wherein they walked from their mission communities to nearby towns and presidios to sell goods 

produced by their mission or by they themselves.  



 

Lastly, women functioned as integral forces in cultural brokerage in their positions and 

the purveyors of native healing knowledge, ultimately introducing their herbal healing 

knowledge to colonial society. Women’s special botanical and medicinal knowledge made them 

integral in helping to support the success and health of the mission and presidio communities 

(and the Pimería Alta at large) as they faced and struggled with epidemic diseases, infection, 

venereal diseases, and more, which put native populations in precarious positions. High rates of 

infant and maternal mortality, however, emphasized women’s social positions as mothers and 

made the transmission of their traditional indigenous knowledge all the more important among 

native communities.   

 Ultimately, despite pressures from Spanish missionaries and colonists to assimilate to 

European and Spanish influence, indigenous O’odham, Yoeme, and Nde women worked to 

retain and preserve traditional native identities and traditions through the private, home space 

and the daily manifestation of low-level resistance to ideological changes through retaining 

native foodways, crafts, art, and medicinal and healing practices. They were integral in 

negotiating power, mediating acculturation, and resisting cultural erasure and genocide, 

ultimately acting as the primary conservators of indigenous tradition and culture. Contrary to 

many historical narratives, women were not merely silent extras in the development of Spanish 

missionary society. Rather, native women in Pimería Alta missions had a dynamic impact on the 

world around them, and they represented a highly influential force. They set cultural standards, 

resisted assimilation, and preserved and disseminated their native heritage with the missionary 

community. O’odham, Yoeme, and Nde women were active agents of history, and through their 

influence in Spanish missions and in the hundreds of years after, molded the Pimería Alta, and 

the Southwest more generally, into the diverse border region that many enjoy today. 




