
There have been many great leaders of change throughout the history of the world.  All of these leaders contributed to change within a society, both positive and negative.  In the United States and many other places, Native Americans are treated unjustly and denied the equality that all persons in this country should have.  Many notable Native Americans have made progressive steps to achieve better education, healthcare, housing, and jobs, just to name a few.  For example, Dennis Banks helped to found the American Indian Movement (better known as AIM), which works to preserve native rights, especially those dealing with customs, traditions, and ownership of land. Many important Native American icons are and/or have been involved with AIM, including Mary Crow-Dog, Leonard Peltier, and Wilma Mankiller.  Wilma Mankiller has been accredited with many monumental accomplishments in contemporary Native American society.  A  member of the Cherokee tribe, Mankiller has overcome all obstacles to become not only the first female Deputy Chief, but also the first female Principle Chief of the Cherokee Nation.  Wilma Mankiller has been one of the most influential change leaders in Native American history as well as an incredible advocate for women's rights.

Wilma Mankiller was born in 1945 into a large family with very moderate means.  She lived on her family's land in Oklahoma before being relocated to San Francisco by the Bureau of Indian Affairs.  Wilma did not fully accept or defend her culture during her adolescence, and it was not until the early seventies that she began working towards making changes for her people, becoming enthralled in the Native American Rights Movement.  Thus began Wilma Mankiller's role as an activist for all American Indians.


In 1969, a large group of Native Americans including many students from UC Berkley and San Francisco State University, seized Alcatraz Island in San Francisco.  This protest, which  lasted for nineteen months, was a display of determination by the many tribes present [In Your Space].  Not only did Wilma participate in the occupation of Alcatraz [Group Identity] and funding for support of the protest, but four of her siblings took part as well.  The sense of community building and democracy rising opened Mankiller's eyes to the possibility that she may be able to initiate change. 

From the ending of the occupation of Alcatraz in 1971, Mankiller began working with the Pitt River Tribe in northern California [Just Do It].  This particular group was battling an electric company, and a gas company over rights to their own land.   After working with this group of Indians, Mankiller possessed much knowledge about obstacles, legalities, and effective 
ways for  achieving change.   In 1977, Mankiller made the decision to divorce her husband, and move herself and her two daughters back home to Oklahoma.

Wilma immediately became  active with her community.  She attended college and earned a degree.   Once Mankiller had made friends and connections with those in the community that made up the organization of Native Americans [Connectors], and once she had taken a job with the Cherokee Nation she began introducing her ideas for big change.  Mankiller was not only an efficient change leader [Evangelist] for the American Indian Movement, but also to the Women's Rights Movement.  

Mankiller was making progress and changes in and around her community towards better housing, jobs, and education, both for natives in general and for women.  She was strong and positive during her first years back in Oklahoma, and set a good example for women and girls within the community.  She eventually founded the Community Development Department in 1982, and began instilling the desire within members of the community [Group Identity] to work towards a better life [Tailor Made].  Mankiller worked diligently with the Community Development Department to provide opportunities to tribal members, from building better houses to making group events available [Involve Everyone].  These types of activities took the help of her peers to accomplish [Ask For Help].  Mankiller would present her ideas to important political groups, and also to the members of her tribe.  She was very patient with the results of her change initiatives. By encouraging and inspiring people, these communal opportunities provided kinship and support among the members of the Cherokee Nation [Group Identity and Involve Everyone], and helped to gain the favor of many people.  Mankiller would make her next big step when the current Chief, Ross Swimmer asked her to be his running mate in the 1983 elections.  


Swimmer [Guru On Your Side] was running again for another term as Principle Chief and wanted Mankiller to be his second-in-command.  This was a huge breakthrough for Mankiller.  Not only had she been making small changes in the progress of opportunity for her people along the way, working with members of many different tribes, but she had won the approval of the most powerful figure in the Cherokee Nation.  Swimmer and Mankiller won the election of 1983, amidst protests concerning her gender.  Mankiller and Swimmer made a beautiful team [Trial Run for her change as a woman in office], and despite the negative opinions held by many about Mankiller, she was able to organize and complete many important projects while Deputy Chief.  


Mankiller helped to bring more economic opportunities to her community.  She worked to establish a ranch, a restaurant, and an electronics company, bringing more jobs, more money, 
and most importantly, more progress and motivation to the Cherokee people.  As Mankiller began to win the approval of many of her former adversaries, she began thinking about where her leadership qualities might take her.  She got her chance when, in 1985, Ross Swimmer left his post as Principle Chief, heading to Washington D.C. to  work for the Bureau of Indian Affairs.  Swimmer was a vital character in Mankiller's life [Guru on Your Side, Mentor, and Shoulder to Cry On].  He had experience in the political world, and knew the struggles that he and his tribe faced in their efforts for equality.  He was the first member of true power in her organization that recognized her incredible leadership abilities, and the importance of her ideas.  Once Swimmer left, Mankiller assumed his position as Principle Chief by procedure.  Thus, she became the first female Principle Chief of the Cherokee Nation [Evangelist].  

Mankiller's new position was not completely accepted or even acknowledged by many members of the tribe [Skeptics].  There was much protest about having a female chief, and certain citizens reacted by doing and saying hating things to Mankiller, some even going so far as to make death threats to her.  Showing her incredible leadership qualities, Wilma Mankiller rose above her adversaries, and accomplished much during her first term as the Principle Chief of the Cherokee Nation.  She helped to found the Chamber of Commerce for the Cherokee Nation, and supported the Institute for Cherokee Literacy, which furthers the education of many tribal members.  Mankiller had such success in her first term that, with the encouragement of many of her people, she ran for a second term in the 1991 election.  She won and retained her title as Principle Chief of the Cherokee Nation.  Mankiller retired in 1995 for personal and health reasons.  She has since received numerous awards and recognition for her many incredible accomplishments. 

Wilma Mankiller is an amazing example of a strong and persistent leader of change.  Her experiences throughout her life have helped her to achieve personal wisdom.  Mankiller dealt with many blows; relocation by the BIA, personal loss, and tremendous discrimination.  She overcame all of these obstacles for the livelihood of her tribe, and took each experience in her work as a valuable lesson, and motivational achievement [Small Successes].  Mankiller's positive influence on the organization of Native Americans came from very humble beginnings.  Mankiller had a strong desire to make changes, and a quality of leadership that surpassed most 
others, and with the help and strength of her supporters [Ask For Help], she was able to make many remarkable and enduring changes in the organization of the Cherokee Nation.
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