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Sexual Violence, Agency, and New World Colonialism 

 
 

How can we read for the agency of indigenous women in the context of New World 
colonialism, particularly when most of the representations that we have of such women were 
authored by the colonizers? What avenues of resistance to colonial occupation were available? 
How do we account for the discursive cultural, material, and sexual violence levied against 
indigenous women while also making space for agency and resistance? Particularly, how do we 
contend with those women who, to some extent, collaborated with English explorers through 
intermarriage, conversion, or diplomacy? This workshop seeks to continue the discussion around 
indigeneity and colonial resistance in early modern feminist scholarship. We look to the earliest 
years of the Jamestown experiment for stories of indigenous women’s resistance to colonial rule, 
while considering the ways in which European “rape culture” and “purity culture” inflect these 
narratives and our own preconceptions of what resistance means. 

Violence, and particularly sexual violence, has long been acknowledged by scholars to be 
implicit within European representations of the New World. European travelers, and the writers 
and artists who portray their journeys, positioned themselves as the proper husbandmen for the 
New World, a move which allegorically aligned the possession of territories with the “proper” 
possession of virginal women. Sir Walter Raleigh’s The Discovery of Guiana (1596) epitomizes 
this point when he writes, “Guiana is a Countrey that hath yet her Maydenhead, neuer sackt, 
turned, nor wrought, the face of the earth hath not beene torne.”  Here, “Guiana” is characterized 1

as a sexualized hymen waiting for the penetration of the colonist. Even the name of the colony, 
Virginia (which William Camden cites as being “named in honour of Queen Elizabeth, a 
virgin”), raises the specter of Livy’s “History of Appius and Virginia,” in which a lustful Roman 
nobleman plots to enslave and rape a young plebian woman, spurring her father to murder her to 
preserve her chastity. 

Just as representational uses of sexual violence signified European dominance over the 
New World, sex was often mobilized as a material means of conquest. As Merry Weisner-Hanks 
notes, “Sexual violation was not simply a metaphor in colonial areas, however, for conquest also 
involved the actual rape of indigenous women and the demands for sexual as well as other types 
of labor or services.”  The Mid-Atlantic landscape, like the infantilized sexualization of Guiana 2

1  Walter Raleigh Sir, The Discouerie of the Large, Rich, and Bevvtiful Empire of Guiana with a Relation of the 
Great and Golden Citie of Manoa (Which the Spanyards Call El Dorado) and the Prouinces of Emeria, Arromaia, 
Amapaia, and Other Countries, with Their Riuers, Adioyning. Performed in the Yeare 1595. by Sir W. Ralegh 
Knight, Captaine of Her Maiesties Guard, Lo. Warden of the Sannerries [Sic], and Her Highnesse Lieutenant 
Generall of the Countie of Cornewall., Early English Books, 1475-1640 / 428:07 (Imprinted at London: By Robert 
Robinson, 1596). 97. 
2  Merry Wiesner-Hanks, Christianity and Sexuality in the Early Modern World: Regulating Desire, Reforming 
Practice (London: Routledge, 2014). 238. 
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and Virginia, allowed the English colonial project to manipulate the topos of naïve, pure, and 
perversely disposable women into an imperial strategy. Yet, an attention to the agency of 
individual indigenous women potentially nuances our understanding of their relative lack of 
power in colonialism. Recent work by Bernadette Andrea urges us to revisit these 
representations, paying attention to small details that may signal moments of resistance.  3

The readings collected here center on representations of Pocahontas found in early 
modern travel narratives, along with excerpts on other women of the Tsenacommacah Alliance 
who engaged socially and politically with English colonists. Looking closely at each major story 
about Pocahontas – her kidnapping, her marriage to John Rolfe, her journey to the English court, 
saving John Smith from execution – as well as relatively minor anecdotes of her interactions 
with the English, we hope to nuance our collective understanding of the role of indigenous 
women in early modern English colonialism, and the role of colonialism in shaping the lives of 
indigenous women. 

At the workshop, discussion will begin with a consideration of John White’s water color 
images of indigenous women in Roanoke (1593) and the Simon de Passe engraving of 
Pocahontas (1616), alongside Renaissance era paintings of the Roman “Virginia” by Sandro 
Botticelli, Girolamo Romanino, and Giacinto Gimignani among others. These images will guide 
our discussion of gender and power in representations of agency. We will ask what kinds of 
agency are available. Political? Economic? Sexual? Individual? Cultural? What can we make of 
those moments in which indigenous women seem to work with their colonizers in order to work 
against them? How can a history of English marriage and gender politics enliven this discussion, 
specifically when we read Pocahontas’s marriage to John Rolfe, which is allegedly sanctioned by 
her father and by her, but which quite literally erases her identity? What can we make of her 
general presence in the Virginia colony and the way she travels through this space? Finally, what 
are the limitations and potential hazards of speculating about the agency and resistance of 
women whose voices are largely unavailable to us? We hope to brainstorm new methods for 
grappling with the agency of indigenous women in early modern studies. 

 
 
 

3 Bernadette Andrea, “‘Travelling Bodyes’: Native Women of the Northeast and Northwest Passage Ventures and 
English Discourses of Global Expansionism,” in Rethinking Feminism in Early Modern Studies: Gender, Race, and 
Sexuality, ed. Ania Loomba and Melissa E. Sanchez (Burlington: Ashgate, 2016). This essay examines Ignorthe, the 
Inuk woman whom Martin Frobisher abducted and brought to England as a gift for Elizabeth I. Andrea juxtaposes 
English representations of Ignorthe with Inuk history in order to reconstruct moments of agency in an otherwise 
tragic story of the human costs of colonialism. One such moment is when Ignorthe refuses Western medical care for 
her injured child and instead proceeds to lick the wounds, a moment which has often been dismissed by critics as a 
disparaging representation of her bestial nature, but which appears to refer to a now-obsolete Inuk medical practice 
by which certain women with healing powers could clean wounds with their tongues. This is one such method for 
recovering and reconstructing agency in the scant representations of indigenous women. We hope to brainstorm new 
methods in the space of the workshop. 
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ethnicity in seventeenth-century english america, 1600–1700 [31]

rupted by pressing messages from the
govern’r to medle with nothing, until
the Indian business was dispatch’t.

This debate rose high, but was over-
ruled and I have not heard that those
inspections have since then been insisted
upon, tho’ such of that indigent people
as had no benefits from the taxes groand
under our being thus overborn.

The next thing was a committee for
the Indian affaires, whereof in appointing
the members, myself was unwillingly
nominated having no knowledge in mar-
tiall preparations, and after our names
were taken, some of the house moved
for sending 2 of our members to intreat
the govern’r wou’d please to assign two
of his councill to sit with, and assist us
in our debates, as had been usuall.

When seeing all silent looking each at
other with many discontented faces, I
adventur’d to offer my humble opinion
to the speaker “for the committee to
form methods as agreeable to the sense
of the house as we could, and report ’em
whereby they would more clearly see,
on what points to give the govern’r and
council that trouble if perhaps it might
bee needful.

These few words rais’d an uproar,
one party urging hard “it had been cus-
tomary and ought not to be omitted;
whereto Mr. Presly my neighbour an old
assembly man, sitting next me, rose up,
and (in a blundering manner replied) “tis
true, it has been customary, but if we
have any bad customes amongst us, we
are come here to mend ’em which set
the house in a laughter.

This was huddl’d off without coming
to a vote, and so the committee must

submit to be overaw’d, and have every
carpt at expression carried streight to
the governor.

Our commitee being sat, the Quenn
of Pamunkey (descended from Oppe-
chankenough a former Emperor of Vir-
ginia) was introduced, who entred the
chamber with a comportment gracefull
to admiration, bringing on her right
hand an Englishman interpreter, and on
the left her son a stripling twenty years
of age, she having round her head a plat
of black and white wampum peague
three inches broad in imitation of a
crown, and was cloathed in a mantle of
dress’t deer skins with the hair outwards
and the edge cut round 6 inches deep
which made strings resembling twisted
frenge from the shoulders to the feet;
thus with grave courtlike gestures and a
majestick air in her face, she walk’d up
our long room to the lower end of the
table, where after a few intreaties she sat
down; th’ interpreter and her son stand-
ing by her on either side as they walked
up, our chairman asked her what men
she woud lend us for guides in the wil-
derness and to assist us against our en-
emy Indians, she spake to th’ interpreter
to inform her what the chairman said,
(tho’ we believed she understood him)
he told us she bid him ask her son to
whom the English tongue was familiar,
and who was reputed the son of an En-
glish colonel, yet neither woud he speak
to or seem to understand the chairman
but th’ interpreter told us, he referred
all to his mother, who being againe urged
she after a little musing with an earnest
passionate countenance as if tears were
ready to gush out and a fervent sort of

The Columbia Documentary History of Race and Ethnicity in America, edited by Ronald Bayor, Columbia University Press,
         2004. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/upenn-ebooks/detail.action?docID=909077.
Created from upenn-ebooks on 2018-03-01 12:01:34.
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[32] ethnicity in seventeenth-century english america, 1600–1700

expression made a harangue about a
quarter of an hour often, interlacing
(with a high shrill voice and vehement
passion) these words “Tatapatamoi Che-
piack, i.e. Tatapamoi dead Coll. Hill be-
ing next me, shook his head, I ask’d him
what was the matter, he told me all she
said was too true to our shame, and that
his father was generall in that battle,
where diverse years before Tatapatamoi
her husband had led a hundred of his
Indians in help to th’ English against our
former enemy Indians, and was there
slaine with most of his men; for which
no compensation (at all) had been to that
day rendered to her wherewith she now
upbraided us.

Her discourse ending and our morose
chairman not advancing one cold word
toward asswaging the anger and grief her
speech and demeanor manifested under
her oppression, nor taking any notice of
all she had said, neither considering that
we (then) were in our great exigency;
supplicants to her for a favour of the
same kind as the former, for which we
did not deny the having been so ingrate,
he rudely push’d againe the same ques-
tion “what Indians will you now contrib-
ute, &c.? of this disregard she signified
her resentment by a disdainfull aspect,
and turning her head half aside, sate
mute till that same question being
press’d, a third time, she not returning
her face to the board, answered with a
low slighting voice in her own language
“twelve, tho’ she then had a hundred and
fifty Indian men, in her town, and so
rose up and gravely walked away, as not
pleased with her treatment.

Whilst some daies passed in setling the
quota’s of men arms and amunicon pro-

visions &c. each county was to furnish,
one morning early a bruit ran about the
town Bacon is fled, Bacon is fled, where-
upon I went straight to Mr. Lawrence,
who (formerly) was of Oxford university,
and for wit learning and sobriety was
equall’d there by few, and who some
years before (as Col. Lee tho’ one of the
councill and a friend of the govern’rs in-
form’d me) had been partially treated at
law, for a considerable estate on behalf of
a corrupt favourite; which Lawrence
complaining loudly of, the govern’r bore
him a grudge and now shaking his head,
said, “old treacherous villain, and that his
house was scarcht that morning, at day
break, but Bacon was escaped into the
country, having intimation that the gov-
ernor’s generosity in pardoning him, and
his followers and restoring him to his seat
in councill, were no other than previous
weadles to amuse him and his adherents
and to circumvent them by stratagem,
forasmuch as the taking Mr. Bacon again
into the councill was first to keep him
out of assembly, and in the next place
the govern’r knew the country people
were hastning down with dreadfull
threatnings to double revenge all wrongs
shoud be done to Mr. Bacon or his men,
or who-ever shou’d have had the least
hand in ’em.

And so much was true that this Mr.
Young Nathaniel Bacon (not yet arrived
to 30 yeares) had a nigh relation namely
Col. Nathaniel Bacon of long standing in
the councill a very rich politick man, and
childless, designing this kinsman for his
heir, who (not without much paines) had
prevailed with his uneasy cusin to deliver
the forementioned written recantation at
the bar, having compiled it ready to his

The Columbia Documentary History of Race and Ethnicity in America, edited by Ronald Bayor, Columbia University Press,
         2004. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/upenn-ebooks/detail.action?docID=909077.
Created from upenn-ebooks on 2018-03-01 12:01:34.
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Malintzin, Pocahontas, and Krotoa: Indigenous Women and Myth Models of the Atlantic World  
Pamela Scully 
Emory University  

1.      Narratives of heterosexuality permeate the history and dominant historiography of European 
exploration and conquest in the early modern period.1 One tale involves the hyper-sexuality of 
indigenous women and seems to be applicable to the discovery and exploration literature of much of the 
early modern era. The overly sexualized native woman surfaces in the sources of European exploration 
in places as diverse as North America, the South Pacific, East Indies and West Africa.2 Another account 
that is acknowledged in its distinctiveness, but not in its generality, pervades in particular the founding 
histories of settler societies bordering on the Atlantic World. Well-known conquistadors, settlers and 
governors such as Hernando Cortes, John Smith, Jan van Riebeeck--the first governor of the Cape 
Colony --and the many other European men engaged in exploration and settlement wrote of their first 
interactions with indigenous societies in part through the prism of an encounter with a helpful young 
native woman.  

2.      Ganananth Obeyesekere, in his argument with Marshall Sahlins over Hawaiian's first perceptions of 
Captain Cook, argued convincingly that Europeans, since at least the time of Cortes, believed a cultural 
truth: that indigenous people on encountering a European (man) for the first time, were highly likely to 
perceive the European as a god.3 While Sahlins probably won the debate with specific regard to Cook's 
experiences, Obeyesekere's insight into the European imaginary has provoked broader questions about 
the European historical narratives of conquest.4 The story of European men enjoying the bodies and 
services of a special local young woman might also be understood as a "myth model" of the Atlantic 
World.5  

3.      If the body of the indigenous woman has been pressed into the service of history, why is this so? The 
role of women like Pocahontas, Malintzin, and Krotoa arose in part from the dynamics of the local 
societies in which they were living at the time of their encounters. Their relatively noble status (although 
complicated by personal misfortune in the case of Dona Marina and Krotoa), gender, and the ideological 
understandings of femininity in their local societies created the conditions for particular kinds of 
interactions with powerful strangers. That is, the specific political economy of each local community 
helped facilitate a heterosexual dynamic with European men in the early years of the encounter. One 
could also argue that this story of the native woman and European man was perhaps produced out of a 
kind of referent between conquistadors, explorers, and governors who were reading earlier literature.6 
For example, Hamlin argues that John Smith bought into the notion of European as god. Smith also, it 
appears was inspired by Cortes's narrative of his almost "single-handed" conquest of Mexico sufficient 
to hope for similar glory and masculine adventure. In his writings, most penned long after the event, and 
in the case of Pocahontas, probably fabricated, John Smith "never failed to mention that at each critical 
juncture a beautiful young woman has fallen in love with him and interceded on his behalf" whether in 
Virginia, Turkey or France.7  

4.      In her landmark article "Conquering Discourses of �Sexual Conquest'" Powers argues for the need 
to attend to the language of history and of historiography as we attempt to write a more nuanced history 
of the era of conquest. I heed Powers' skepticism of the conquest narratives of the "Spanish man 
as�sexual conqueror" and the "Indian/ casta woman as always already mistress�"8Hitherto, scholars 
interested in gender have analyzed the era of discovery primarily through a discursive lens focusing on 
how European men imagined the lands and people they came upon. A rich literature reveals how 
explorers and travelers rendered the Americas through a gendered and sexualized reading that saw the 

*Optional, but recommended if there's time
Scully 22



land as a woman, often as a passive indigenous woman, therefore open to the embrace and penetration 
of Europe.9 The literature has shown how we might understand the dominance of European colonialism, 
of the centrality of the white male, and the subjugation of the indigenous society through gender and 
sexuality.  

5.      We have yet to fully examine the ways in which the paradigm of heterosexuality has helped us 
organize our understanding of this past. A hetero-normative model of origins has also validated 
particular stories about the founding of settler societies of the Atlantic World such as Mexico, the United 
States, and South Africa that continue to be reworked in post-colonial settings. Historians have 
considered the heterosexual model of sexual relations so natural that it serves as a template through 
which we have written of the early colonial encounters�it has focused our attention on those women 
whose lives became meshed with European men through sex. While we have made great strides in 
complicating the agency of individual women such as Pocahontas scholarship tends still to focus on the 
women's sexuality and their relationships with European men.10 Like many other indigenous women 
whose lives became entangled in European historical dynamics, this particular heterosexual relationship 
somehow is seen to be the only narrative with which one can approach an understanding of their life.11  

6.      The historiographical focus on the relationships between relatively elite women such as Malintzin, 
Pocahontas, and Krotoa and European men also seems to have dampened our appreciation of the 
experience of other women and of the widespread daily work women did for Europeans in the earliest 
years of conquest and centralization. Elite women, as well as women of more humble origins, 
participated, with different degrees of self-determination, in the making of the early communities on the 
borders of the Atlantic.12 Local women worked as providers and growers of food, clothing, medical aid, 
sexual servants, and indeed in the case of the more famous, as translators and mediators between 
cultures.13 Rich case studies are emerging of indigenous women in local societies, but the ways in which 
women helped make the early Atlantic needs to be more systematically explored.14 Consideration of the 
connections between the more historically visible women and their less famous peers might help us 
understand the commonalities and differences between the experiences of indigenous women and of 
gender relations across a wide geographical field. The Atlantic World was built, and continues to be 
built, both literally and metaphorically, on the labor, bodies, and sexuality of indigenous women.  
 

7.      Three women, Malintzin, Pocahontas, and Krotoa figure in accounts of early European settlement in 
Mexico, Virginia, and the Cape and to different degrees in contemporary national imaginations. 
Malintzin, whose natal name is unknown, was born in Central America in about 1500 dying some 
twenty-eight years later in Mexico City. Malintzin entered history as Dona Marina, through her work as 
a translator and guide, and mother of a child of Hernando Cortes, the leader of the expedition that 
conquered the Aztec capital. In Mexico, the term "malinchista" remains a pejorative word for someone 
who purportedly betrays his or her "race."15  

8.      Famous during her life for her baptism, for marrying an English man John Rolfe, and making a visit 
to London, Pocahontas was born in about 1595 and she died while in London in 1617. As numerous 
authors have shown, Pocahontas entered American mythology with the accounts of John Smith who 
made Pocahontas a leading figure in his narrative of his time in Virginia. In contrast to the popular fate 
of Malintzin, Pocahontas has long been revered for her supposed rescue of John Smith from certain 
death, a version put out by Smith himself. Historians now think that Smith (unknowingly) and 
Pocahontas (knowingly) were likely participating in a ritual designed to inaugurate a form of kinship 
between Smith and Pocahontas's natal society.16  

9.      Krotoa, later known as Eva, was born into an indigenous Khoisan society near what is now Cape 
Town in the 1640s.17 Krotoa was a girl when she first encountered the Dutch whose ships, along with 
those of other countries stopped in the Table Bay for fresh water on the way to the Indies. Krotoa lived 
with her uncle Autshumato of the Goringhaicona people who lived near Table Bay. In 1652, the Dutch 
East India Company (VOC) appointed Governor Van Riebeeck to build a fort, initiate trade with local 
societies and to start a refreshment station at the Cape. Krotoa also was related through marriage to the 
powerful Cochoqua Khoisan clan of the interior. Her sister was married to the chief Oedasoa. It is 
possible that they sent her to the Dutch in order to learn more about the settlement.  

10.      Krotoa did move into the orbit of the fort and the Dutch baptized her Eva, the first woman. At age 12, 
she went to live with Van Riebeeck who incorporated her into his household apparently as a companion 



and servant to his wife and children. Krotoa might well have lived in a kind of incestuous space in the 
Van Riebeeck household. Krotoa seems to have lived in the household in a liminal space between family 
and other, most clearly as a kind of adopted daughter, but authors speculate from analysis of the 
fondness Van Riebeeck demonstrated to Krotoa in his diaries that he might have had a sexual 
relationship with her. Krotoa increasingly worked as a translator and mediator between the Dutch and 
the Cochoqua, one of the largest clans in the interior. In her teens, Krotoa seems to have willingly left 
the Dutch fort. She moved to the Cochoqua in order to undergo initiation rites and perhaps to prepare for 
marriage. However, she returned to the Castle shortly thereafter.  

11.      In 1664, she married a Danish Surgeon Pieter Van Meerhoff by whom she had three children. Dutch 
society appears to have incorporated the couple and Krotoa continued her diplomatic career. However, 
in 1667, Van Meerhoff died while on an expedition. With his death and the coming of a new governor, 
Wagenaar, Krotoa's life took a terrible turn. Wagenaar held a far more negative view of the local 
Khoisan than had his predecessor Van Riebeeck. White settlement was also more secure in the aftermath 
of two successful wars against the Khoisan. The Dutch no longer needed Krotoa's skills as a translator, 
and her incorporation into European society at the Cape made her links with the Khoisan more fragile in 
an era of company aggression. Colonists took Krotoa's children away from her and adopted them into 
colonial society. Krotoa died in 1674 alone and destitute on Robben Island, the island near Cape Town 
where the VOC sent political exiles from the Indies and the place where the South African apartheid 
government later imprisoned Nelson Mandela.18  

12.      Despite being born in Central America, North America, and the tip of the African continent, the 
experiences, living their lives within the orbit of very different imperial experiences: the Spanish 
conquest, the sputtering English attempts to start colonies in North America, and the rapacious Dutch 
commercial empire, the historical renderings of these young women's experiences bear marked 
similarities.19 The young women were all in a liminal state of transition to early womanhood when they 
first encountered Europeans. All were of the nobility with Krotoa having fallen on hard times because of 
her mother's remarriage. All three ended up marrying European men and having children by them. The 
women died young in part as a result of their encounter with European men, European pathogens, and in 
the case of Krotoa, historians have said because of European alcohol. Their children merged into 
European society either in Europe itself, or in the colonies. Malintzin's son Martin grew up in Spain but 
returned to Mexico. Pocahontas's son Thomas, returned to Virginia having grown up in England, and 
defended the colonists against Indian attacks in 1646. Krotoa's children remained in the Cape but were 
wrenched from their mother before her death.20  

13.      The stories of Malintzin, Pocahontas, and Krotoa are almost too familiar. They resonate so 
comfortably with a kind of inevitability and truth that seems, on reflection, perhaps too neat.21 Their 
histories float across the sea like a great foundation myth. The myth tells us of a young woman tied to 
the land through her natal heritage (albeit somewhat ambivalently in the case of Malintzin who was 
already a slave in a new society in the Yucatan), and reproductive capacity. A male foreigner arrives 
needing legitimacy to justify his conquest and so marries the local woman and brings forth a child 
whose presence, if only symbolically affirms the fathers' right to the soil.22 The similarities of these 
stories stem from a confluence of factors involving the specific historical circumstances of the late 
fifteenth through mid seventeenth-century Atlantic, the assumptions of the European men who wrote the 
accounts on which historians depend, and from the narrative models of historiography that have 
governed our writing on "encounters."  
 

14.      Historians have perhaps been less suspicious than we might have been of the story of the indigenous 
woman helping the man in part because the model of the girl as mediator and translator meshes so well 
with long-held views of women's particular gifts as conciliators and nurturers. In the Americas, the story 
of the young woman yielding to the European man drew on the feminization of indigenous societies in 
general. As numerous authors have pointed out, European travelers and early ethnographers figured the 
subordination of indigenous societies in part through rendering them as feminine, as available to tutelage 
and conquest by "male" Europe.23 In the case of Virginia, the representation of Pocahontas as a pliant 
and obedient young woman also perhaps calmed English men's fears of the gender disorder they 
perceived in England.24Writers from John Smith onward remade Pocahontas in the image of the sweet 
virgin helpmeet, an image that appears to have solidified most clearly in the nineteenth-century.25  



15.      Renderings of the three famous women also followed an older historiographical tradition that focused 
on the lives of elites. Young noble women supposedly born into that status in their natal communities, 
rendered nobler in the literature through contact with European men, emerged easily into history 
particularly when they were believed to embrace European culture and a European future. A focus on 
the experiences of the three women does allow us to examine commonalities in understandings of noble 
women's work and sociopolitical value in different societies. That is, the similarity of their stories does 
arise in part from specific historical dynamics. Many cultures in the early modern period shared a 
similar gendered understanding of male entitlement to the service of women, even as they understood 
women's labor in trade and agriculture in often radically different ways. Societies in the Americas, 
Europe and in Africa saw the movement of young women between families, and from poorer or enemy 
groups through marriage as a way of cementing alliances between different and often competing 
groups.26  

16.      In a famous essay, Gayle Rubin argued that in societies where familial relations were a primary way 
of imagining social and political community, notions of gift exchange and incest taboos rendered the 
"exchange of women" through marriage the primary way of building such notions of kinship. Such 
practices and assumptions created a context, at least in some pre-colonial societies, in which male elders 
exercised much control over younger women.27 Indigenous elders perceived that they could establish 
diplomatic ties and familial connections with European men through the exchange of young women.28 In 
addition, it seems that men such as Cortes, for example, understood at the very least, that such offering 
was appropriate to diplomatic dealings between men. The giving of indigenous women as gifts 
cemented relations between male elites. But Europeans understood this exchangeability to move only 
one way, from native woman to European man, not from European woman to native elite male. The 
gendered dynamic of those early encounters in which relatively powerful male foreigners, with ships, 
guns, and horses, took indigenous women through formal exchange as well as random violence, helped 
structure later forms of gendered and racial discourse and practice.  

17.      The exchange of women as identified by Rubin suggests ways of trying to historicize the significance 
of the young woman figure to the history of conquest. However, the notions of "encounter" or 
"exchange" too seem to limit analytic complexity. We still struggle to find an idiom that allows us to 
fully account for or render indigenous women's actions outside of the victim/betrayer dynamic and to 
recognize that women performed very complicated negotiations within constrained possibilities.29 
Rubin's formulation while suggestive also boxes women into a structural relation of victim-hood. 
Concerned to illuminate the gendered power dynamics constituting such a system Rubin concludes that30  

...it is the partners, not the presents, upon whom reciprocal exchange confers its quasi-mystical 
power of social linkage. The relations of such a system are such that women are in no position 
to realize the benefits of their own circulation. As long as the relations specify that men 
exchange women, it is men who are the beneficiaries of the product of such exchanges�social 
organization.�. To enter into a gift exchange as a partner, one must have something to give. If 
women are for men to dispose of, they are in no position to give themselves away. 

18.      As this quote suggests, such a focus on the "exchange of women" can undermine our attempts to 
understand how women navigated their world. One might rewrite the above quote in the following 
manner:  

19.      "The relations of such a system were such that it was difficult for women to realize the benefits of 
their own circulation, although such circulation could improve their security and their status depending 
on the context and provided some room for negotiation." For example, for Malintzin, who had already 
been handed to by elders to Cortes and his entourage along with at least 19 other local women, using her 
knowledge of different languages to secure the attention of Cortes, seemed a good strategy when daily 
rape and servitude, or suicide, were the only other available options.31 Krotoa too was masterful at 
manipulating the context in which she found herself, but marriage curtailed her ability to negotiate her 
position. The context in which men gave women as gifts also could make all the difference to the 
woman so exchanged. For example, as slaves they could be gifted in a way that signified submission by 
the "giving" society and which gave the woman abject status. Or women could be given as wives, thus 
consolidating a political alliance. In the latter case, the woman would enjoy greater status than the 
woman given as a slave.32  



20.      The experiences of all three women represent the ambiguities of the early colonial encounters in 
terms of consent and the difficulties historians have had in rendering those ambiguities. History has long 
rendered European men heroes since masculinity framed the meaning of heroism: to kill or be killed. 
Quietly or not so quietly suffering rape, pillage and attempts on one's life, be it through enduring 
violence against one's person, and/or, negotiating a relationship with one man male to protect one from 
random male violence, does not quite have the celebratory ring of victor or dead hero. Recent historical 
scholarship has sought to complicate the history of these key figures and to render their lives in ways 
that foreground the difficulties of their circumstances as indigenous women. Anna Lanyon writes, "Men 
may have died honorably in battle or on the sacrificial stone, but women like Malinche faced a different 
kind of struggle. They were obliged to consort with the enemy, to bring forth children in a devastated 
world and learn to love them, whatever the bitter circumstances of their conception."33 As Katrina 
Schlunke has suggested, perhaps the history of women, and particularly women considered indigenous, 
is always about dealing with incommensurability: the inability of the scholar to access the meaning of 
womanhood or femininity in the past, in part because sources scream loudest when they are dealing with 
absences.34 The gaps that exist in the documentary record about what Malintzin, Pocahontas and Krotoa 
thought about their lives have in a sense allowed their appropriation.  
 

21.      The three women to this day serve as foundations for claims of nation building that arose in some 
cases in the colonial era and continue to be made also in the post-colonial era.35 Settler societies such as 
South Africa, Mexico, and the United States of America have incorporated stories about the most 
famous of these young women and their relationships with powerful European men into the national 
imagination. The three indigenous women became foundational mothers to settler cultures in the 
Atlantic world in part because stories focused on them provide settlers and their descendants with a 
claim to indigeneity. Ambivalent but elemental stories of origin around a founding European father and 
native woman continue to circulate in educational literature and popular culture. And the version that 
dominates in public culture is romance�be it love or betrayal. Krotoa and Pocahontas's stories in 
particular are not written as rapes, nor as captivity narratives, but rather as stories of seduction, 
submission and the invitation to love European man and Christianity.36 In these stories we see something 
of how Europeans expected indigenous societies to recognize their superiority and to submit themselves 
to the "superior" men.  

22.      The place of Krotoa and her peers continues to be ambiguous. Van Riebeeck might well have treated 
Krotoa as a daughter, and was relatively benign in his treatment of the Khoi. He was also probably an 
incestuous father to Krotoa, and he had fantasies of conquering and enslaving the Khoi, and shipping 
them as slaves to Asia. He raised this possibility in his correspondence with the governing board of the 
Dutch East India Company.37 Authors while writing with empathy of Krotoa's life have generally 
focused on her time in the European sphere of influence and given little space to her death or the reasons 
for her representation in the historical documents as a self-destructive drunk. In the aftermath of the 
ending of Apartheid, authors are expressing new interest in Krotoa's life, possibly as a way of working 
through the challenges of creating a nation so shaped by racism.38 Popular history has traditionally 
denigrated Malintzin for having betrayed the societies of the Yucatan and central Mexico. A terrible sort 
of agency has been historically ascribed to Malintzin, as if she had had a choice in the matter, as if she 
knew about the new empire that would emerge from her work as a translator. Malintzin's story is so 
complex in part because of the ambivalence which Mexican history has accorded her, but also because 
of the many different paths her life took her down from noble birth to enslavement, to a forced 
relationship with a Spaniard, to favored partner and diplomat of Cortes, to a final marriage to a 
Spaniard.39  

23.      Pocahontas alone remains almost saintly within settler discourse. While authors, poets, and historians 
have found in sexuality the historical significance of Pocahontas, they have tended to render her 
sexuality as welcoming rather than threatening or licentious. Pocahontas symbolizes a cooperative 
relationship between settlers and colonized. This image promotes both the myth of America's foundation 
in a tableau of "Thanksgiving" rather than conquest. Pocahontas thus serves as a kind of patron saint for 
secular America. This is a vision of multicultural cooperation, which at once speaks to America's pride 
in its "melting pot" and an elision of the kinds of conquests that made possible such absorption of 
difference into a triumphal national story.40 It is worth noting that Virginian native Americans do not 



hold Pocahontas in similar esteem. They do not consider Pocahontas a saint.41  
24.      While the discourses of sexuality clearly pervade numerous histories of Europeans and early empire, 

settler societies of the Atlantic World appear to be unique in their historical relationships with and 
historical re-workings of a founding indigenous mother figure. The ongoing appropriation of the stories 
of Malintzin, Pocahontas and Krotoa facilitates a popular history that sidelines the violence of colonial 
conquest, and the genealogies of that violence with which so many settler societies still need to wrestle. 
A preliminary comparison with other regions does not indicate similar figures elsewhere. Societies 
where European settlers did not gain long-term political purchase over society have no need to seek to 
legitimate conquest, nor ties to indigenous cultures through a discourse of heterosexuality and the 
welcoming native woman. In the Senegambia coast of West Africa, as well as in Java and India, while 
European men certainly had relationships with local women, foundational narratives of the "original" 
indigenous woman helpmeet do not seem have not emerged.42 Even in another settler colony such as 
Australia, the trope of the first indigenous mother does not resonate. This is perhaps because Australia 
was established far later, in a period when Europeans had less respect for indigenous people and when 
the British had far more confidence about their ability to take over new lands and vanquish indigenous 
societies.43 The women remain in a sense outside of history, always icons, forever available for 
appropriation.44  

25.      If the myth model of the native woman welcoming the European man has dominated public culture, 
the historiographical focus on indigenous women involved in heterosexual relations with European men 
has also foreclosed our consideration of other histories of women in the early modern Atlantic. We 
might read the trope of the indigenous young woman as much as a story that privileges class as one 
about sexuality. Famous women as iconographic figures come to stand for the much wider and 
complicated category of indigenous women. Indigenous women's daily labor for Europeans and their 
own communities was a constitutive factor in the emergence of the modern era.45 We know of Malintzin, 
of Pocahontas, in histories and archives that give few native women names. Accounts of women's work 
in early colonial worlds emerge primarily through a discourse on the supposedly overburdened native 
woman, who needed to be rescued by Europeans from the gender slavery of indigenous men rather than 
on the labor that women were doing for entourages.46 But it is clear that in the earliest years of European 
encounters with indigenous people, European men were quite dependent on native women.  

26.      Compelling individual case studies document indigenous women's interactions with Europeans.47 
Much of this work wrestles with the notion of gendered contact zones, in which white men and native 
women participated in structured dances of sexual and cultural engagement. We still require a wider 
analytic framework that helps us make sense of indigenous women's diverse experience of these 
contacts and of the varied ways in which their daily labors facilitated and shaped the expansion of 
Europe. Scholarship has not yet really examined the implications of women's work for our 
understanding of indigenous women's experience of the emergence of the Atlantic as a world of cultural 
and commercial interactions. We know little about the work that women did in the entourages of 
conquerors, in the kitchens of administrators etc. and also of those whose lives were not so directly 
intertwined with those of the colonizers�those who continued to work on their family's lands, for 
instance, but under new circumstances.48  

27.      A focus on indigenous women's experiences makes explicit the ways in which a narrative of 
movement and migration has helped structure the historiography on the Atlantic World.49 Certainly 
migration was a key experience.50 But other histories also helped construct what scholars are now calling 
"The Atlantic World." A gendered history of the many worlds of the Atlantic rooted in places all around 
the littorals of that ocean as much as in large-scale migration, incorporates the experiences of indigenous 
women in particular, and prompts us to examine the dynamism of the domestic, and the intimate, and 
labor and politics in ways that were intrinsically connected.51  

28.      As we explore the complexities of colonial cultures in a comparative frame, we need also to write the 
histories of women who did not stand in the space of mestizaje and sexuality. The historical focus on 
women who had relationships with European men maintains an analytic focus on the space of the 
colonizer, on the colonial apparatus that sought to determine who was European and who was not.52 The 
lives of other women who worked in houses and the fields, and the entourages of explorers remain 
harder to see. The challenge is to examine the many complex, unequal, and precarious lives of all 
women in the new frontiers of the early modern era.  
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African History 31 (1990): 485-492; David Eltis, and Stanley L. Engerman, "Was the Slave Trade 
Dominated by Men?" Journal of Interdisciplinary History 23, 2 (1992): 237-257; David Eltis and 
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Gender and Slave Emancipation in the Atlantic World, ed. Pamela Scully and Diana Paton (Durham: 
Duke University Press, 2005).  
 
52 For elucidation of whiteness and colonial cultures see Ann Laura Stoler, Carnal Knowledge and 



Imperial Power: Race and the Intimate in Colonial Rule (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
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