
Iti Fabussa

Question: Dear Iti Fabυssa, what was ev-
eryday life like for our Choctaw ancestors?

Dear reader: This is a broad and complex 
question. Answering it is almost as difficult 
as answering “What is life like in Oklahoma 
today?” This is because our Choctaw ances-
tors filled many roles and stations in life, 
lived in different districts and villages around 
the homeland, belonged to one of two differ-
ent iksa (moieties), and even spoke different 
dialects of the Choctaw language. Life had 
its own uniqueness for each individual per-
son, and the way that people lived changed 
through time, just as it does today. The fol-
lowing discussion can only be general.

A depiction of traditional Choctaw life 
should begin with women. Women held a 
very respected place within Choctaw soci-
ety. They were recognized as the founda-
tion of the community, both because they 
were able to give birth, and because they 
were the major food-producers. Choctaw 
women spent a good deal of their time in 
and around their home settlement. They 
conducted most of the life-essential activi-
ties done around the house such as cooking 
and child-rearing, but also produced amaz-
ing works of art in the forms of pottery (c.f. 
Knight 1996), river cane basketry (c.f. Gettys 
2006), and fine mulberry bark textiles (c.f. 
Anonymous 1755). Women did most of the 
work in house-construction, and it was wom-
en, not men, who were considered to be the 
homeowners. Some Choctaw women served 
as doctors, and a few women were so es-
teemed by their communities that they re-
ceived the title “Ohoyo Holitopa” or “Be-
loved Woman” (Pesantubbee 2005).

The traditional roles of Choctaw men com-
plimented those of the women. Most Choctaw 
men had three principle duties: protecting the 
community, hunting, and playing stickball. 
During the 1700s, and probably before, the 
Choctaws were recognized for their prefer-
ence to fight defensively rather than attacking 
enemy villages (e.g. Du Pratz 2001:326-327 
[1758]). Fighting at home for the lives of their 
women and children, Choctaw warriors had 
to be extremely skillful, and they were (Ro-
mans 1999:130 [1775]). Choctaw men trained 

hard to be effective warriors, simultaneously 
honing many of the skills that were needed for 
hunting and stickball. Men did some of the 
heavier work around the village, like setting 
the posts during house-construction. Some 
men also served as doctors, historians, and 
chiefs.

Choctaw children helped their parents with 
some of the activities mentioned above and 
played games that prepared them to take on 
the roles of women and men when they ma-
tured.

To better understand what life was like for 
our Choctaw ancestors from our 21st century 
perspective, it is important to realize that the 
traditional lifeways followed by our fore-
bears brought them into more direct contact 
with their natural surroundings than does the 
lifestyle of most Americans today.  Many of 
the activities conducted by Choctaw men, 
women, and children followed the seasons of 
the year, and many of the Choctaw months 
were named after these activities or after sea-
sonal, natural events. The passages that fol-
low present some general information about 
the seasonal activities conducted by Choctaw 
people in the 1600s, 200 years before the Trail 
of Tears.

The Choctaw new year began with either 
the spring or fall equinox (Swanton 2001:45). 
It was roughly at the spring equinox that the 
agricultural fields were planted. Choctaw 
men, women and children worked together to 
sew the seeds of native corn, beans, sunflow-
ers, and gourds. During the warm months, 
women and girls tended the fields, chasing off 
would-be predators like crows, and gathering 
wild edibles like lamb’s quarter that came up 
as “weeds” in the agricultural fields. Men and 
boys hunted small game with rabbit sticks and 
blowguns, providing essential protein to the 
diet. 

The most important spiritual event and 
biggest celebration of the year came at the 
end of summer when the green corn became 
ripe. During this time, community members 
prayed and fasted, focusing on forgiveness 
and new beginnings.

During the fall, the men hunted large game, 
especially deer and bear. Women processed 

the meat and other tissues, while men some-
times tanned the hides. Archaeological evi-
dence suggests that late fall was another time 
of major celebration (Blitz 1993:125).

In the winter, women cooked food that had 
been stored during earlier months and col-
lected ripe persimmons. Men worked on shell 
jewelry, tools, major projects like boats and 
sometimes defensive fortifications. 

In the spring the cycle began again, with 
preparing the fields for planting.

Anonymous
	 1918 (1755?) Translated by John Swan-

ton. An Early Account of the Choctaw Indi-
ans. Memoirs of the American Anthropologi-
cal Association 5(2).

Blitz, John H.
	 1993 Ancient Chiefdoms of the Tom-

bigbee. University of Alabama Press, Tusca-
loosa	

Du Pratz, Antione Simon Le Page
	 2006[1758] History of Louisiana: Or of 

the Western Parts of Virginia and Carolina... 
Bibliobazaar, U.S.A.

Gettys, Marshall
	 2006 Choctaw Cane Baskets, 1830 

to 1850: An Oklahoma Perspective. In The 
Work of Tribal Hands: Southeastern Indian 
Split Cane Basketry, edited by Dayna Lee and 
H.F. Gregory, pp. 97-114. Northwestern State 
University Press. Natchitoches.

Knight, Vernon James
	 1996 The Moundville Expeditions of 

Clarence Bloomfield Moore. University of  
Alabama Press, Tuscaloosa.

Pesantubbee, Michelene
	 2005 Choctaw Women in a Chaotic 

World. University of New Mexico Press,  Al-
buquerque.

Romans, Bernard
	 1999 [1775] A Concise Natural History 

of East and West Florida, edited by Kath-
ryn Holland Braund. University of Alabama 
Press, Tuscaloosa.

Swanton, John
	 2001 Source Material for the Social and 

Ceremonial Life of the Choctaw Indians. Re-
print. University of Alabama Press, Tuscaloosa.

©BISHINIK, August 2009

Everyday life of our ancestors


