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Editorial

I have been editor of SAIL for exactly five years, yet this is my first edito-
rial, so please bear with me. It is precipitated by some recent experiences
at a conference–“Native Literary Strategies for the New Millennium”–or-
ganized by the American Literature Association. It was a wonderful and
revealing experience. There was a fine mix of scholars in American Indian
literatures, most of whom were drawn to it through their love of the litera-
ture and the ways it engages issues of critical importance to us all.

During the planning of the conference, I agreed to set up two panels
for A.S.A.I.L.: one on Silko’s Almanac of the Dead and another that, at
least originally, was to bring together some prominent A.S.A.I.L. mem-
bers/ scholars to share their academic careers, and look ahead to the next
century. In the intervening months, however, the panel metamorphosed.
At one point James Welch was to be on it, but he had a scheduling conflict
so he was unable to attend. At a later date, LaVonne Brown Ruoff had to
withdraw, when she assumed the duties as director of the D’Arcy McNickle
Center. That is the way conferences go, as we all know. As it worked out,
the panel was comprised of Elaine Jahner, David Moore and Kathleen
Sands, and I was the chair. Each of us planned a talk and/or wrote a paper.

Things evolved, however, as I surveyed the program in preparation
for making the trip and, as we attended the wonderful panels over the
course of the first two or three days, the panel metamorphosed yet again.
As I sat looking around me at the sessions, and as I listened to the fine
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papers read on a wide array of topics and texts, it suddenly struck me that
we—A.S.A.I.L. and perhaps all scholars of Native literatures—are at yet
another significant juncture. Around me there was a significant number of
Native scholars;  the presence of the “old” generation beside the “new”
was pronounced; so, I felt that, at long last, A.S.A.I.L.’s goals and objec-
tives, so often articulated at similar (most often smaller) meetings, had
been realized, if not to the degree desired, at least in significant part. 

On the spur of the moment, I asked my colleagues to throw away their
papers and prepare a brief talk that would foreground the changes we
have seen over the years, and challenge those present to take up the task
of seeing to our communal future. They graciously agreed. Whether or
not we were successful may be a point of contention (although my discus-
sions with conferees after the session and since lead me to believe we
were). Whether we dropped a gauntlet or grenade may be a matter of
perception, interpretation.

Other motivating forces behind my decision to change the tone of the
panel are myriad. First, I had noticed, as I read the program, that around
one third of those present had been published in SAIL. (Some of us,
myself included, published their first scholarly essays here.) Others had
been panelists for A.S.A.I.L. sessions at the M.L.A. and its various re-
gional gatherings or the American Literature Association conferences. In
a word, the beneficial influences of our Association were immediately
apparent, as was a very real desire to see the momentum continue. Sec-
ond, accompanying these thoughts was an equally real fear that all this
would pass and that the focus A.S.A.I.L./SAIL provides would diffuse.
And it could, very easily; as Momaday says of the oral canon, we are but
one generation removed from extinction. Let me give an example.

A year ago the Association was in negotiations with a few university
presses, thinking that the journal could be affiliated with one of them and
thereby much of the production could be passed to the press. However,
negotiations  were  suspended.  During  the  course  of  those  discussions,
one press proposed certain concessions (an apt term): copyright on the
essays published in the journal and the approval to double the subscrip-
tion list. These seem rational enough, at first glance, until one realizes that
some presses are “cornering the market” on journals, including those who
publish in Native literatures, and “collecting” this intellectual property.

Looking back to the history of scientific journals, my concern about
this should be understandable. Many of the preeminent scientific journals
were founded much as SAIL was founded: by a group of concerned aca-
demics who were attracted to an area of inquiry and wanted to share their
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exuberance and wonder with others through the dialogue of publication.
In the course of events, commercial interests took them over. Subscrip-
tion prices skyrocketed (until libraries cut back on purchasing monographs
just to pay for them), and the control of those who loved the texts and
promoted their messages was lost to fiscal managers. This type of an
arrangement is diametrically opposed to—at least in my understanding—
A.S.A.I.L.’s ideal, mission, goals: the widespread dissemination of inter-
est in Native literatures. Maybe I’m just paranoid, and maybe I’m wrong,
but the questions remain: what is the next step in our evolution? What
does the Association need to do, be?

It is not my place to answer these, of course, but I send this editorial
to request that we (re)initiate the discussion. As I see it, and I admit I may
be wrong, the Association is situated in an unique, focal position: as a
group, we have access to an extensive network of colleagues around the
globe, and our journal has the potential both to facilitate celebration of
Native literatures, and to ensure that new scholars have a forum in which
to share their ideas about it as they progress toward tenure (and the
freedom to voice ideas for the education of the next generations without
fear of losing their jobs). These are the concerns my fellow panelists
articulated.

To spur the discussion on, I would like to rearticulate a few of the
goals the Association has set in the past. It has always been a desire to
extend, to bring “new voices” into the dialogue: writers and “new” schol-
ars or groups. That is what originally precipitated our presence in the
American Literature Association and the conferences of several other
organizations. The Association has always been fairly autonomous. Some
of our success, ironically enough, may be attributable to our marginalized
status; there are people and institutions who probably wish we had gone
away. Nonetheless, thanks to the long (thirteen years, if memory serves)
and tireless work of several members, there is a division of American
Indian Literatures in the M.L.A, and A.S.A.I.L. continues its “discussion
group” status. The goal, here, is to continue to offer as many M.L.A.
sessions on Native literatures as possible through the two entities.

To take the discussion further, I would also like to offer some other
ideas. Some of these have been the subject of discussion before at busi-
ness meetings or around dinner tables afterward. Others have not. First,
we need to fulfill our intention to set up an editorial board for the journal.
We need to determine in what way it would operate: the boards on some
journals are simply dressing on the masthead. As it stands now, the
Association’s officers serve as the governing entity and thus a de facto
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editorial board. Second, (and this comes from the after-the-panel discus-
sion at the conference) maybe the journal could establish a number of
“Associate Editor” positions, perhaps by genre or “area,” to bring others
into the editorial process. Theoretically, this might be a training ground for
future editors, but it also might provide some of our members with sub-
stantial scholarly experience that might be considered for tenure and/or
promotion. (To qualify this, though, I would have to admit that the logis-
tics might be difficult, but this is still an interesting idea worthy of consid-
eration.)

It is also desirable to establish an endowment. We have a tremendous
resource to draw upon in the aging “baby boom” generation that, I be-
lieve, helped contribute to the popularity of Indian literatures. Moreover,
in recent years a number of private foundations have devoted funds to
“diversity” projects/programs. Bill Gates’ one billion dollar donation to
education is only one example of this social consciousness that might
benefit the Association. The endowment could fund the journal and thus
maintain its autonomous nature and provide for mutually beneficial con-
nections with other groups with whom we share interests. For instance,
we might develop conferences/gatherings that are co-sponsored with
groups such as Word Craft Circle: scholars and writers in true dialogue. (In
fact, we might coordinate with these to establish an endowment.) This
collaboration could also result in a new press; this has been a longstanding
discussion, I know, but at this juncture in time, as the megapublishing
conglomerates continue to eat one another and university presses face
more difficulties, maybe it is time to band together to ensure that Native
texts have a self-determined future.

At one point during the ALA discussion after the panelists and I
threw the floor open for all, a participant stood up and articulated a senti-
ment I have heard before, often. As members, I believe, we are always
asking ourselves why we are doing what we do: why we are involved in
the Association, the discussion of literary arts by Native American writ-ers,
and the teaching of texts that, in some situations, administrators would
prefer we avoid. As another participant responded, it’s love: a true and
profound admiration for the literary art of Native texts and a concern for
the issues they reveal. This is one thing that has not diminished, nor been
revised, although the critical debate around the texts has over the last
thirty years or more.

I make one final appeal. Twenty-three years ago thirty people, Native
writers and non-Native scholars, met in a conference in a small town (Flag-
staff, Arizona) and made a commitment to change the way the academic
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world worked. Paula Gunn Allen, Elaine Jahner, Kay Sands, and Leslie
Silko (to name only a few) were there. They did not go for personal gain,
glamour, glory, recognition, or tenure, at a time when this body of literature
was called “shit lit” by some. (See Ken Roemer’s essay in this journal, 9.3,
celebrating the conference.) Today, the academy in this country is not
what it was then. At a moment in time, a relatively small group of people—
less that half the number who attended “Native Literary Strategies for the
New Millennium”—provided a critical mass whose efforts rippled through
the country and decades. True, the change came from many sources, but
A.S.A.I.L./SAIL had a significant part in it, and it remains influential. So,
the questions remain: who, in the current generation of scholars and writ-
ers, will step forward to take us into the year 2023? Who will dedicate to
this, and to the time and energy it takes to move the world?



The Terrestrial and Aquatic Intelligence of 
Linda Hogan

Donelle N. Dreese

Linda Hogan, an American Indian author of Chickasaw descent, has pub-
lished novels, poetry and prose that explore issues surrounding Native
history and spirituality, cultural displacements, and environmental protec-
tion. Her work Dwellings: A Spiritual History of The Living World (1995)
could be perhaps categorized as a work of creative nonfiction given that
it interweaves history, philosophy, autobiography, and storytelling within
the framework of the rubric we call “a sense of place.” In the preface to
Dwellings, Hogan reveals that the writings have grown out of her “won-
dering what makes us human, out of a lifelong love for the living world and
all its inhabitants” (11). She also states that the work reflects “the differ-
ent histories of ways of thinking and being in the world,” and that she
writes “out of respect for the natural world, recognizing that humankind is
not separate from nature” (12). Her devotion to place reflects these inspi-
rations and requests our acknowledgment of the planet we call home and
its non-human communities. The writings of Dwellings have also grown
out of Hogan’s “native understanding that there is a terrestrial intelli-
gence that lies beyond our human and knowing and grasping” (11). This
“terrestrial intelligence,” although acknowledged by Hogan as inacces-
sible to human comprehension, plays a significant role in inspiring Dwell-
ings as a spiritual history where oral traditions and nature’s mysteries are
given prominence over Western ideological constructs of nature that have
been confirmed detrimental in the midst of the contemporary environmen-
tal crisis. Informed by her Native heritage that encourages reverence for,
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and reciprocity to, the natural world, Hogan’s respect for the earth’s ter-
restrial intelligence is clear in her insistence on a more balanced relation-
ship between the spirit world and human world. This balance is essential
in maintaining a sustainable planet, and the answer to much human suffer-
ing. 

Hogan’s terrestrial intelligence is not confined to territories of solid
ground. In The Book of Medicines (1993), water becomes a recurring im-
age for physical and psychological healing in a contemporary world of
sexism, drought, violence, and hunger. In this poetic work, Hogan evokes
terrains reminiscent of tribal origins, such as the Chickasaw emergence
story of rising from an underground origin into the world through a lake.
Additionally, Hogan attempts to integrate the past with the present in this
work, and to reconcile her mythic/historical sense of place with her con-
temporary sense of place. These two conflicting territories give rise to an
aquatic, poetic terrain, which is at once beautifully nostalgic, and at the
same time sorrowful and brutal. Like Dwellings, The Book of Medicines
challenges Western constructs, but with an ecofeminist activism that brings
together women and water imagery to expose male exploitation of women
and nature on an aquatic terrain. Hogan’s belief in a terrestrial intelli-
gence, or faith in the spirit and mystery of nature as a source of wisdom, is
evoked in this work as an aquatic intelligence. In both works, social
activism is drawn from sources of spirit and mystery where injustices
committed against women and the non-human natural world are addressed.
Hogan demonstrates that by studying this form of intelligence, we can
learn how to take better care of our environment, and one another.

A Terrestrial Intelligence
When encountering Linda Hogan’s works, we should note Hogan’s differ-
ent perspectives on being in the world and her philosophies in relation to
nature. In Dwellings, her focus on the spiritual dimension or terrestrial
intelligence of dwelling places and living creatures reinforces the notion
of the earth as a vital, living organism upon which we live and also con-
nects the earth to a larger cosmic realm. The small, seemingly trivial dwell-
ings of creatures are as spiritually significant for their existence and func-
tion in the natural process as the whole of the earth itself. Her questioning
of Western meanings imposed on aspects of the natural world forces us to
recognize the anthropocentric constructions of nature as an ideology
with many fixed meanings. But Dwellings is more than a quest challeng-
ing meanings and places, it is also a guidebook on how to nurture a more
spiritual connection with the world and its inhabitants. 
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Linda Hogan’s approach to nature is nothing less than mythical,
mystical, and magical. Much of her philosophy and view of nature is
founded in American Indian mythology. She claims that “in recent times,
the term ‘myth’ has come to signify falsehood, but when we examine
myths, we find that they are a high form of truth. They are the deepest,
innermost cultural stories of our human journeys toward spiritual and
psychological growth” (51). The symbolic meanings of animals and places
within the natural world that she uses to dismantle existing Western no-
tions come from these myths that shape her worldview.

In the chapter called “The Bats,” Hogan describes these winged
creatures, who are often associated with the blood-sucking terrors of
Dracula, as sacred creatures that occupy two worlds, giving them great
insight and wisdom. These bats for Hogan “live inside the passageways
between earth and sunlight.” They are “two animals merged into one, a
milk-producing rodent that bear live young, and a flying bird. They are
creatures of dusk which is the time between times, people of the thresh-
old” (27). For Hogan, bats are given spiritual significance in that they
exist in a liminal state between worlds and therefore act as guardians of
the passage into a higher spiritual state. Hogan claims that in Native
stories “the bat people are said to live in the first circle of holiness. Thus,
they are intermediaries between our world and the next” (27). As interme-
diaries, bats transcend the Western and popular culture stigmas that have
associated them with fear and evil. Also, Hogan’s conception of the next
world of spirits is not one of evil and death but a world populated by holy
beings and ancestors. The bats, therefore, are guides to a more spiritual
existence as opposed to being creatures from a horrifying darkness.

Hogan’s chapter on snakes is similar. She deconstructs the associa-
tion of snakes with Satan as the force that tempts Eve out of her virtue and
redefines the serpent as a symbol of wholeness and regenerative life. Due
to the snake’s ability to coil itself in the form of spiraling circles, it echoes
the circular life philosophy of continuity, reciprocation, and holistic living
(nurturing spiritual, mental, physical, and emotional needs)  rather than
the Western linear construct, which leaves a loose end dangling into
oblivion.

In the chapter entitled “Creations,” Hogan writes, “unlike the cyclic
nature of time for the Maya, the Western tradition of beliefs within a
straight line of history leads to an apocalyptic end.  And stories of the
end, like those of the beginning, tell something about the people who
created them” (85). Hogan is suggesting here that people of Western
cultural backgrounds live in destructive ways that will ultimately lead to
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their own doom. By living life in a linear fashion, one takes without giving
back and progresses toward a goal without examining future consequences.
Linearity suggests that there is a beginning, middle, and an end, and one
lives in accordance with the line towards bringing about that end. A linear
existence may refer to engaging in various forms of self-destructive be-
havior as well as behaviors that are destructive to others or the non-
human world we inhabit. Hogan believes that if people take responsibility
for one another as well as the earth, and perceive life as circular, with
transformations instead of conclusions, their attitude toward life priori-
tizes preservation and sustaining what they may someday need.

Hogan contends that “Before SNAKE became the dark god of our
underworld, burdened with human sin, it carried a different weight in our
human bones; it was a being of holy inner earth” (140). As a being asso-
ciated with the inner earth, the snake is at the core of life and creation for
Hogan and many other Native cultures. In Gloria Anzaldúa’s Border-
lands/ La Frontera, the serpent’s mouth is symbolic of womanhood where
it is considered “the most sacred place on earth, a place of refuge, the
creative womb from which all things were born and to which all things
returned” (34). It is intriguing that the snake as a symbol of life and birth
in some Native oral traditions finds its contrast in the Western tradition
where it is the symbol of sin and death. Hogan maintains that “in more
recent times, the snake has symbolized our wrongs, our eating from the
tree of knowledge, our search and desire for the dangerous revelations of
life’s mystery” (141). The biblical story of Adam and Eve has indeed given
snakes a bad reputation. The edenic snake is the ultimate symbol of temp-
tation and represents the fall of humankind. Hogan’s work provides a
much-needed alternative signification for this creature.

In her attempt to reshape our notions of bats and snakes, Hogan
strives to break down the human/nature dichotomy and heal the alien-
ation between humans and the natural world that has led to environmental
degradation. She maintains that at the core of this alienation are Western
religion and philosophies. In “Creations,” Hogan asserts that “the West-
ern belief that God lives apart from earth has taken us toward collective
destruction”  (85).  In many Native philosophies,  gods and goddesses,
who represent Hogan’s idea of a terrestrial intelligence, walk amongst the
people sometimes in spirit form, other times in the shapes of animals and
other people. The fact that the Christian God is located in a separate
“heavenly” realm and “above” the earth and its inhabitants suggests that
the earth is a place of sin and physical matter that needs to be tran-
scended.  The body dies and remains on earth to disintegrate, while the
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soul transcends to a spiritual, unearthly place. While followers of
Emersonian thought and earth-based religions have worked to show the
presence of spirituality in non-human living things, the separation of God
from earth suggests that inhabitation on earth is ultimately undesirable.

In Dwellings, Hogan explores in detail the homes and dwelling places
of animals, birds and Native peoples. By exploring the history of the
natural world in regards to its Native American mythological and spiritual
significance, she highlights how close the lives of animals are to human
life, in order to combat the human/nature alienation created by Western
thought.  In one instance, she tells a story about how one day, hiking up
a mountain side to hear the voices of great horned owls, she discovered a
nest that had fallen from a tree along her path. Much to her delight, she
found that the birds that built the nest used a thread from a skirt she owns
to build their home. She states, “I liked it, that a thread of my life was in an
abandoned nest, one that held eggs and new life” (124). On looking at it
more closely, she discovered strands of her daughter’s hair were also used
to build the nest. In thinking about the nest, Hogan claims, “I didn’t know
what kind of nest it was, or who had lived there. It didn’t matter. I thought
of the remnants of our lives carried up the hill that way and turned into
shelter” (124). What is most important for Hogan in this occurrence is the
fact that the birds benefited from her existence in some way, and that she
played a small role in the issuance of new life. In this case Hogan uses the
example of the bird’s nest to point out that many creatures make use of the
materials they find in the wild to structure and build their dwellings, but
profligate use of materials seems to be a characteristic more analogous to
human consumption.

In addition to a bird’s nest, Hogan depicts caves as important dwell-
ing places for Native communities. Firstly, caves provided the entrance
ways between worlds; these are the homes of bats, who act as intermedi-
aries, as discussed earlier. Secondly, caves were refuges from dispute and
strife that took place in the world outside the caves: “In earlier days,
before the springs and caves were privately owned, they were places of
healing for Indian people, places where conflict between tribes and people
was left behind, neutral ground, a sanctuary outside the reign of human
difference, law, and trouble” (29). The caves, therefore, provided a tempo-
rary retreat for the tribes: from war and conflict. They are places to go to
think and regroup, to rest and plan the next course of action. In Hogan’s
novel Mean Spirit (1990), the character Michael Horse retreats to a cave
to record the history of his Native people in a journal in an effort to
supplement the Bible with Indian ways. The character Belle Graycloud
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also believes that this “Sorrow Cave” is the home for bats that are bearers
of powerful medicine accessible only to those who believe. For Hogan,
caves are places of great spiritual significance: safety and sanctuary, not
dark holes where fire-breathing dragons are waiting for curious travelers,
as in the Western literary tradition.

She also assigns a distinctly female symbolic meaning to caves. Once,
on a journey near the Continental Divide with her family as a young girl,
she saw an African lion at the mouth of a cave. She told her father, but he
did not believe her because he did not see the lion. He even went up into
the cave but returned having seen nothing. Although Hogan knew with
certainty that the lion was there, her father was unable to locate it even
though he returned smelling of the lion. It became clear to Hogan at a
young age that there are places on earth where men do not belong. These
are places where they either do not have access, or they do not have
knowledge of where they are and what surrounds them. While Hogan
admits that a terrestrial intelligence lies beyond human comprehension,
this story suggests that perhaps there are places where women may catch
a glimpse of the intelligence while men remain unaware of its presence.
Hogan states that “caves are not the places for men. They are a feminine
world, a womb of earth, and a germinal place of brooding. In many cre-
ation stories, caves are the places that bring forth life” (31). Many cre-
ation and emergence stories tell of a tribe coming into being from the
underworld through some passage such as a cave. The underground
tunnels and caves, therefore, could be equated with the womb and birth
canal, where the people emerge from the world of darkness into the world
of light.

One of Hogan’s fundamental calls in Dwellings is for readers to teach
and demonstrate stewardship for the earth. It is a practice necessary for
preserving the earth’s creatures, and healing the gap between the human
and non-human world. She writes that “caretaking is the utmost spiritual
and physical responsibility of our time, and perhaps that stewardship is
finally our place in the web of life, our work, the solution to the mystery of
what we are” (115). Until we learn “our place at the bountiful table, how to
be a guest here, this land will not support us, will not be hospitable, will
turn on us”  (46).  This declaration debunks the anthropocentric notion
that the earth is here to serve human needs, and places the human world
on equal footing with the other “guests” at the table, the non-human
guests. Also emphasized in this passage is the spiritual connection with
the earth and its terrestrial intelligence. Hogan passionately and convinc-
ingly suggests an explanation for the mystery and meaning behind human
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existence: recognition of one’s place within the ecosystem and responsi-
bility for its well being. She practices what she preaches. Near the end of
Dwellings, we discover that she works in a rehabilitation facility for birds
of prey. Clearly, she believes that stewardship is our responsibility as co-
inhabitants of this place we call home.

In her most direct attempt to contest the manner in which human
beings view nature, she writes:

We are of the animal world. We are a part of the cycles of growth and
decay. Even having tried so hard to see ourselves apart, and so often
without a love for even our own biology, we are in relationship with
the rest of the planet, and that connectedness tells us we must recon-
sider the way we see ourselves and the rest of nature. (114)

Reading Hogan’s Dwellings can make one reconsider this relationship. Her
book, with all its stories, recreates the life of the natural world that has
been objectified, and it redefines non-human creatures that have been
negatively stereotyped. She provides an older way to reconceive snakes,
bats, birds, caves, nature, and the human world in relation to the non-
human world.

The Aquatic Intelligence
In The Book of Medicines, Hogan evokes the oral tradition pervasively

throughout her poetic terrain. It may be inappropriate to refer to Hogan’s
sense of place as a “terrain” because that term connotes land or physical
ground, and Hogan’s dominant sense of place in this work is aquatic—on
the sea, by the sea. She’s in the water or the water is in her. Her poems are
filled with oceanic images; whales, fish, fisherman, sand, salt, dolphins,
ships and shells are all images that populate Hogan’s poetry. In one
passage from the poem “Crossings,” she links water to human origin and
traces the terrestrial intelligence explored in Dwellings to an aquatic be-
ginning:

Sometimes the longing in me
comes from when I remember 
the terrain of crossed beginnings 
when whales lived on land 
and we stepped out of water 
to enter our lives in air. (28)
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Hogan’s desire for water is primal, mythical, and echoed throughout many
of the poems in The Book of Medicines. It is nostalgic of a time when
humans had not assumed dominion over the earth, but were oceanic crea-
tures crossing paths with whales in the course of evolution and emer-
gence. According to Stacy Alaimo, “Crossings” expresses a “yearning to
experience bodily ties with nature and to cross over to a time when those
corporeal connections were most evident” (59). In addition to highlight-
ing physical connections, the poem suggests an interchange of know-
ledge. Life that was once aquatic and is now terrestrial (and vice versa)
maintains some sense or memory of its prior state of existence and evokes
in Hogan the longing for the water that characterizes her sense of origin.
Additionally, this “terrain of crossed beginnings” demonstrates the trans-
formative quality of American Indian cultures, adapting to their surround-
ings in order to survive rather than forcing the environment to adjust to
their requirements, a characteristic of Western cultural ideologies.

Informed by the aquatic intelligence that permeates the work, Hogan’s
poetry is directly activist. The Book of Medicines is not only a reclaiming
of cultural identity and authority over her Chickasaw history, but also an
ecofeminist endeavor: a voice speaking out against environmental injus-
tice. In an interview with Laura Coltelli, Hogan states, “Spirituality neces-
sitates certain kinds of political action. If you believe that the earth, and all
living things, and all the stones are sacred, your responsibility really is to
protect those things. I do believe that’s our duty, to be custodians of the
planet” (79). One of the ways in which Linda Hogan acts as custodian is
by writing poetry that draws attention to injustices committed against her
culture, her gender, and the environment. In the poem entitled “Hunger,”
Hogan personifies physical starvation as a being who “crosses oceans”
and “sits on the ship and cries.” The poem evokes the image of colonial
settlers crossing the sea in search of that which will fulfill them. These
travelers are clearly male:

Hunger was the fisherman
who said dolphins are like women,
we took them from the sea
and had our way
with them.

Also:

It is the old man
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who comes in the night
to cast a line
and wait at the luminous shore.
He knows the sea is pregnant
with clear fish
and their shallow pools of eggs.

The language and imagery in these passages are highly sexual, equating
an exploitation of natural resources with the exploitation of women. The
first passage conjures up images of rape, with dolphins “like women,”
taken from their aquatic territories and objectified to serve the needs of the
fishermen. The second passage introduces the sea itself as the figure of a
bountiful, pregnant woman who is fertile and unaware as the men ap-
proach at night waiting to draw from her that which she nurtures.

Criticism of this nature/woman subordination is at the core of
ecofeminist theory. Anne Booth and Harvey Jacobs explain that
“ecofeminism equates the suppression and domination of nature with the
domination of women, and for similar reasons. Each was, and is perceived
as dangerous and in need of control” (29). If we understand the domina-
tion of nature as that which exploits, devalues, destroys and/or renders
powerless natural resources, ecofeminism contends that the same kind of
philosophy behind this domination is inherent in the attitudes which have
attempted to justify the exploitation women. “The standard history of
colonialism,” according to Greta Gaard, is “one in which the oppressive
structures of capitalism, Christianity, and patriarchy construct nature, and
in which those associated with nature are considered resources for the
colonizer, means to his ends, interesting only in terms of their subordina-
tion” (12). The alienating and destructive dichotomies nurtured by West-
ern metaphysical ideologies are what ecofeminists are trying to dismantle.
Culture/nature, mind/body, black/white, man/woman, intellect/emotion are
all examples of structures which lie at the root of subordination and are
perpetuated by those who benefit from them. Because the ecofeminist
agenda involves healing these artificial separations and challenging exist-
ing power structures, writers and theorists such as Susan Griffin and
Ynestra King, among many others, have made writing an activist endeavor
to help us better understand ourselves, and make connections where there
are gaps.

Early colonists, before arriving on the new continent, were expecting
a Garden of Eden and land of plenty for their consumption. The journals
of Columbus describe a lush land with cinnamon and spice, aromatic plants,
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herbs, flowers, fertile soil and an abundance of gold. The Spaniards were
looking for what they already knew as familiar and that would result in
personal or capital gain. This is where the metaphor of nature as virgin
woman has its roots. Annette Kolodny in Lay of the Land: Metaphor as
Experience and History in American Life and Letters examines the land/
nature-as-woman symbolization in American literature. She refers to the
metaphor as a male fantasy:

a daily reality of harmony between man and nature based on an expe-
rience of the land as essentially feminine—that is, not simply the land
as mother, but the land as woman, the total female principle of gratifi-
cation—enclosing the individual in an environment of receptivity,
repose, and painless integral satisfaction. (4)

While the poem “Hunger” takes place on or near the ocean, Kolodny’s
theories could still be applied here. The poem, situated in an historical
context, enables the speaker to tell of the beginnings of the colonial settle-
ments that ultimately brought about American Indian cultural genocide,
and carried with it patriarchal practices enforced by a belief in a divinely
ordained mission to dominate and subjugate the “new world.” Given that
the psychology behind dominating other life forms can also be traced
back to fear, an aquatic or terrestrial intelligence emanating from the un-
known or mystery in the non-human natural world would be deemed a
threat and in need of controlling.

Another example of this patriarchal assault on women and the land is
in the poem “Harvesters of Night and Water.” It begins with the image of
men out on a boat in the middle of the ocean fighting to capture a resistant
octopus. The boat they are on is described as “white” and “small” and the
nets they are using are described as “impotent” and “limp.” Again, Hogan
uses sexual imagery, while no doubt making simultaneous descriptive
references to those who occupy the boat. The speaker is sorrowful for the
violent and cruel manner in which the men attempt to catch the octopus:

The tentacles fall down over themselves
and inch down,
with the men screaming,
jabbing at it. I want to stop them.
I want to tell them what I know,
that this life collects coins
like they do
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and builds walls on the floor of the sea. (23)

This passage reveals the frustration Hogan experiences in wanting others
to respect and value living creatures other than humans.  She wants to
heal the gap that dominant culture has placed between humans and na-
ture by telling the men that the sea creature lives its life to survive as they
do. The octopus saves valuables for future use and builds its home
underwater in the same way that the men do on land. I don’t argue that
Hogan is trying to humanize the octopus in an anthropomorphic sense,
but rather to foster respect: this creature is a living being and not simply
an object for capture and consumption. Furthermore, the objectification
of nature that allows these men to brutally attack the octopus is a result of
the notion that human beings are not a part of nature. Otherwise, there
would be an understanding that the men are brutalizing a part of them-
selves. Hogan ends the poem with this stanza:

I want the world to be kinder.
I am a woman.
I am afraid.
I saw a star once, falling toward me.
It was red
with brilliant arms
and then it was gone. (24)

Hogan’s call for a kinder world is echoed by the vanishing falling red star,
which may symbolize the strength and brilliance of Native cultures. As a
woman, she is aware that there is much to be afraid of. The harvesters of
the night can kill and exploit women in the same manner that they brutally
attack the octopus. This disrespect for other forms of life has created a
cruel and brutal world in Hogan’s view. The men who are harvesting the
night in the seas that she navigates in her poetry fail to acknowledge and
respect the aquatic intelligence that surrounds them.

The themes explored in Hogan’s writings directly link women and
Native American cultures to the environment and landscape as members
of a community that share a history of oppression. The identifiable his-
tory of exploitation and misuse experienced by women and Native Ameri-
cans in relation to the land has allowed various environmental move-
ments to complement one another for a common cause—to raise aware-
ness and improve the way human beings behave towards the places they
inhabit, and one another. Hogan’s natural world in The Book of Medi-
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cines is beautiful, wild, and also very dangerous. It is not nature that is
depicted as dangerous,  but rather the colonizers who attempt to abuse
and destroy the land and her people. In the poem “Tear,” for example,
Hogan gives the title word double meaning in order to describe the dresses
the women in her tribe wore and the historical removal that devastated her
ancestors on the western pathway known as the Trail of Tears.

Tear dresses they were called
because settler cotton was torn
in straight lines
like the roads 
we had to follow
to Oklahoma.
But when the cloth was torn,
it was like tears,
impossible to hold back,
and so they were called
by this other name,
for our weeping. (59)

The settler cotton torn in straight lines, like the straight roads to Oklahoma
and the streaming tears running down the faces of the people forced to
march this harrowing path, is the cloth of the colonizer. The term “tear” in
one definition suggests a rupture or split and reminds Hogan’s readers of
the separations her ancestors underwent during the events surrounding
the Trail of Tears. Separations from family members, homes, tribal regions,
from their ways of life, their languages and identities are just a few of the
various forms of human and cultural fractures that are a result of the
colonial process. The specific landscape from which a tribe derives deter-
mines its means for survival, its cultural symbols, its sense of self and its
spirituality; therefore, removal from these landscapes initiates a split from
many other aspects of the tribe’s way of life. In “Landscape, History, and
the Pueblo Imagination,” Leslie Marmon Silko describes this centrality of
landscape and place within oral tradition:

As offspring of the Mother Earth,  the ancient Pueblo people could
not conceive of themselves without a specific landscape.  Location,
or “place,” nearly always plays a central role in the Pueblo oral narra-
tives. Indeed, stories are most frequently recalled as people are pass-
ing by a specific geographical feature or the exact place where a story
takes place. (269)
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The diversity of the landscape of what we now call North America has
contributed greatly in creating a diversity of Native American cultures,
sharing some fundamental ideologies in their worldviews, but ultimately
demonstrating a highly pluralistic existence in practice and worship.

In The Book of Medicines, the poems with water imagery are compel-
ling in expressing Hogan’s equation of the subjugation of women with the
exploitation of the landscape and Native American cultures. While in
“Tear” the water imagery navigates readers through the flood of sorrow
caused by the history of cultural displacements, much of the time the
water imagery signifies birth, hope, cleansing, unpolluted earth, and heal-
ing. This aquatic medicine in Hogan’s work has many different healing
purposes. The healing comes about through loving, in remembering the
past, in telling the stories, in writing the words, and in respecting the earth
and the wisdom that it provides. The final poem in The Book of Medi-
cines, entitled “Flood: The Sheltering Tree,” describes the image of Hogan
standing beneath the only tree existing on a mound where water keeps
slowly rising as “Land takes back the forgotten name of rain / and speaks
it / like a roar, dark and running / away from breaking sky” (85). This rain
is the tears of her people washing the wound and cleansing the land so
that they can see again “the beautiful unwinding field / and remember
[their] lives / from before the time of science, / before [they] fell from
history” (85). There is a nostalgic mood evoked with a longing for a time
when Chickasaw culture was alive and thriving. This was a time when the
earth still had wide-open spaces and before European settlers brought
their philosophies.

In The Book of Medicines, Hogan has created for herself a spiritual
space with water as the primary ingredient needed to heal and reconnect
her with her cultural heritage. Ironically, water is also the primary ingredi-
ent she uses to describe portrayals of environmental injustice, racism and
sexism. The aquatic intelligence permeating her poems emphasizes the
spiritual perspectives from which Hogan writes. In recognizing that intel-
ligence, Hogan accepts the responsibility that accompanies it—that we all
need to behave as custodians of the planet and work harder to protect the
earth and its inhabitants, terrestrial or aquatic.

Conclusion
Part of the decolonization effort for many Native Americans involves

a recovery of lost stories and cultural practices, but part of that effort in-
volves imagination and invention also. Most of the landscapes that
Hogan’s ancestors inhabited are so severely altered by technology and
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progress that a return to place can only be metaphorical or imaginative.
There also have been so much assimilation and cultural exchange that a
return to cultural “purity” would be impossible. Because of this profound
assimilation, the decolonization process is often highly nostalgic and spiri-
tual. This does not, however, make the process or outcome any less real.
Being in the world is as much a psychological act as a physical one. And
for many Native American cultures, time and space had been fluid multidi-
mensional spheres rather than linear planes. Experiences gained through
the power of the mind and the imagination rank equally with physical
experience.

In Grandmothers of the Light, Paula Gunn Allen speaks of this phe-
nomenon as “the plasticity of time in the universe of power.” The uni-
verse of power is a place, she describes, where the sources of magic and
transformation reside. In this passage she compares the ordinary world
and the universe of power:

In the ordinary world, we get from one place to another by walking,
running, riding on animals, or riding or flying in machines . . . . But in
the universe of power we, our signals, and our objects can traverse
great or small distances with the speed at which a message can pres-
ently be sent over a fax machine. Objects and subjects alike can be
transported through solid matter—windows, walls, stone buttresses,
or mountains—and they are as independent of gravity as of other
physical constraints. (17)

The universe of power is a place of much greater agency than the ordinary
world. It is a place where painful memories of colonization and betrayal
can be transcended. The spiritual and psychological power of this uni-
verse enables one to forego and transform the difficulties of the physical,
ordinary world. Consequently, the universe of power is a great healer. 

While viewing aspects of the environment with spiritual reverence as
nothing less than kin and often as the embodiments of gods or figures of
great wisdom, many Native American cultures have evolved from tradi-
tions that care for the landscape with respect and reciprocity. That which
is taken is returned through prayer, ritual, and ceremony to maintain the
delicate balance upon which all life rests. Abuse or poisoning of the land
would inevitably lead to a disruption of that balance, which would in turn
cause physical and spiritual pain and suffering for the life which inhabits
it. As Paula Gunn Allen has observed, “it is the loss of harmony, an inner-
world imbalance, that reveals itself in physical or psychological ailment. It
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also plays itself out in social ailments, war, dictatorship, elitism, classism,
sexism, and homophobia” (168). Realistically, it has been historically in-
conceivable to Western modes of thought to suggest such an all-encom-
passing connection between the environment and the state of human
existence as viable. Ecocriticism, much like some American Indian phi-
losophies,  promotes and teaches the interdependence and connected-
ness of all living things, which means that any study of human existence
would be insufficient without placing humans within an environmental
context.

Hogan is aware of the individual’s sense of the fluidity of place as an
exterior force with profound effects on the interior sense of well being.
We are our environments.  We take in,  physically and psychologically,
our surroundings, and they become part of who we are. Place and the self
are not separate entities, which is why Hogan’s explorations of her cul-
ture, childhood, and gender pivot around an environmental center. As
activist texts, Dwellings and The Book of Medicines demand the relation-
ship between men and women, and that between humanity and non-hu-
man nature, be reconsidered and transformed. The subjugation of nature
has resulted in the prevailing ecological crisis, and the subjugation of
women has resulted in a continuing debasement of women. (Domestic
violence, rape, anorexia nervosa, lower employment salaries, and unreal-
istic standards of beauty through media forms are serious symptoms.)
One of the goals of ecofeminism as expressed by Ynestra King in “Heal-
ing the Wounds: Feminism, Ecology, and the Nature/Culture Dualism,” is
to genuinely and actively seek an antidualistic philosophy in Western
culture as another stage of human evolution called “rational enchant-
ment.” This “rational enchantment” will involve “a new way of being
human on this planet with a sense of the sacred, informed by all ways of
knowing—intuitive and scientific, mystical and rational” (120). The ter-
restrial  and aquatic intelligence in Linda Hogan’s poetry  demonstrates
this way of being human that embraces the sacred and validates intan-
gible forms of knowledge.

The project of Western patriarchy thus far has been to construct a
civilization in which it has been understood that antithetical epistemo-
logies cannot coexist. This paradigm is rationalized by those in power in
order for them to maintain their position, and to sustain the subjugation
and oppression of women, nature, and marginalized cultures. One cannot
stifle, however, the human desire for connection—to oneself, to others, to
a certain place. One also cannot stifle the human need and quest for
safety—to live on a sustainable planet without worrying about what is in
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the eight glasses of water we should be drinking every day. Ecocriticism
and ecofeminist theories are valid approaches to literary studies because
they attempt to diffuse assumptions and behaviors that have tenured the
Western power paradigm in terms of gender, culture and capitalist progress.
The world is clearly in a state of environmental crisis. The more problems
escalate, the more there is a need for theories that address different ways
of approaching how we live within the world and amongst one another.
An appropriate quote comes from Wendell Berry’s The Unsettling of
America: “we can make ourselves whole only by accepting our partiality,
by living within our limits, by being human—not by trying to be gods”
(95). Our existing approaches to being in the world need to be modified,
and our values need to be seriously reconsidered. Caring more for the
other does not mean caring for the self less. It means recognizing one’s
position within the multitude of life forms in the universe and taking some
responsibility for their well being. If one is not safe, none of us are.
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Linda Hogan’s Tribal Imperative: Collapsing 
Space through “Living” Tribal Traditions and 
Nature

Melani Bleck

This land is the house 
we have always lived in.

Linda Hogan, “calling myself home”

James Ruppert describes Native American writing as an act of “media-
tion” (8), and he argues that “it is more useful to see [Native American
writers] not as between two cultures (a romantic and victimist perspec-
tive) but as participants in two rich cultural traditions” (3).  This act of
mediation allows Native American authors to expose their readers to val-
ues and beliefs that differ from dominant society’s worldview.  This article
will examine the way in which Linda Hogan re-imag(in)es1 and “[revises]
contemporary reality” in her novels Mean Spirit, Power, and Solar Storms
by collapsing spatial boundaries through tribal traditions and their links
to nature. Gerald Vizenor claims that “narrow teleologies . . . have reduced
tribal literatures to an ‘objective’ collection of consumable cultural arti-
facts” (“Postmodern” 5).  To counteract this trend, he calls for “other”2

types of criticism, and in response to this appeal I will attempt to illustrate
that the perception of reality as “spatially and temporally extended” (Flew
332) remains a western concern.  In this article, I will illustrate how Linda
Hogan collapses society’s spatially configured and abstract reality through
tribal traditions and nature.

Paulo Freire, in his book Pedagogy of the Oppressed, explains the
reasons behind, and the ramifications of, society’s static perception of
reality in his discussion of “cultural invasion” (159).  Cultural invasion
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involves the invaders “penetrat[ing] the cultural context of another group”
and imposing “their own view of the world upon those they invade”
(Freire 159).  He qualifies the effects of the invasion on the invaded in
terms of the damage done to the invaded peoples’ cultural and creative
expression, and he analyzes the underpinning attitudes that shape the
invaders’ worldview.  He argues that cultural invasion “serves the end of
the conquest and the preservation of oppression” (159).  Societies that
practice cultural invasion use it as a means to exert power3 over the in-
vaded people.  He argues that cultural invasion “always involves a paro-
chial view of reality, a static perception of the world, and the imposition of
one world view on an ‘other.’ It implies the ‘superiority’ of the invader and
the ‘inferiority’ of those who are invaded” (159).  The invaders’ rigid
perspective of reality legitimates their domination over the invaded people
due to the failure of the invader to acknowledge the validity of “other”
perspectives.

Freire’s model accurately describes the cultural invasion that Native
Americans experience under the oppressive rule of the Western world
and its narrow worldview, which leads to the subjugation of Native Ameri-
cans through a rigid and hierarchical classification system that privileges
one view over an “other” view.  Native American authors use their works
as a platform to express a worldview that differs from their invaders’
worldview.4 Linda Hogan’s fictional works reconfigure and re-imag(in)e
“spatially extended” reality (Flew 332).  She challenges the underlying
premise behind the dominant culture of oppression and domination by
writing “other” stories.

The concept of space emerges from a climate informed by a “static
perception of the world” (Freire 159) that has continued to influence the
colonizers of North America.  As a product of the Western worldview,
space, a category that simultaneously perpetuates and justifies a rigid
worldview, has developed into a tool that dominant society uses to imple-
ment “cultural invasion” (159).  It exists within the context of a specific
theoretical debate; however, over time Western society has forgotten the
limited applicability of the term, and it has become “lost in scientific ab-
stractions and mired in a logic of identity . . . ‘unaware of the real element
from which forces, their qualities and their relations derive’ and is blind to
‘the far more subtle and subterranean differential mechanisms’ that con-
stitutes reality” (Best and Kellner 81).  Space is an abstract concept con-
structed to explain the Western world’s perception of reality; however, it
has “spaced” itself outside its origins and severed itself from its context.
Like science, it has divorced itself from the tradition that gave birth to it,
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and now it creates the illusion that it occupies a position outside its roots
in theory.  In this manner, the notions of theory and space appear to remain
free from any cultural bias.  When theorists discuss space, it achieves the
status of immortality.  They theorize about its properties, what the term
encompasses, how to claim it, how social relations are negotiated in space
and as a function of time, but they never question its existence.

Theory,5 and by extension space, has lost “sight of its own condi-
tional nature, takes no risk in speculation, and circulates as a form of
administrative inquisition,” and in this way space, as a product of theory,
“oppresses” because “it wills or perpetuates existing power relations”
and “it presents itself as a means to exert authority” (Minh-ha 42).  It acts
as a divisive and exclusionary tool used to dominate and claim, and the
danger rests in the concept’s apparent immunity from analysis of its own
conditional existence.  Far from representing Native Americans’ experi-
ences, the concept of space owes its existence to the “shared . . . common
experiences of their [European] peoples . . . [who] dwelt within the world
view which had dominated western Europe for over a millenium” (Deloria,
Custer 11).  Space emerges out of, and serves to legitimate, a specific
worldview.  Society effectively uses the notion of space to perpetuate and
condone the Euroamerican destructive inclination to divide and conquer.
Indeed, I would argue that space has become synonymous with the un-
known and the conquerable.

According to Vine Deloria Jr., “White culture destroys other culture
because of its abstractness,” and as products of “White culture” (Deloria,
Custer 188) theory and space abstract Native American experiences from
their tribal contexts.  Spatial analysis adopts the characteristics with which
Western theory has imbued space; by creating artificial barriers to delin-
eate an area of study, spatial analysis abstracts and isolates the objects of
study from their context.  The Western construct space, because it ab-
stracts and is an abstraction that has concealed its roots in theory, resists
rigorous questioning.  Space has concealed its own origin (Lefebvre 71).
It has become an integral part of defining Ourselves, Our reality, and Our6

position in society through “the illusion of transparency . . . a transcen-
dental illusion . . . by . . . referring back immediately to other traps—traps
which are its alibis, its masks” (Lefebvre 29).  Space masks its origins in
Western theory and presents itself as reality.

The suppositions behind space emerge from a tradition that relies on
dualistic thinking, which sets up a dichotomy between empty and occu-
pied space, and a desire for structure that manifests itself in the binary
opposites through which western society defines itself: nature/culture,
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female/male, good/evil.  The postmodern project to “[denaturalize] con-
structs like ‘object’ or ‘self’ or ‘history’” (Ermarth 163) succeeds in
deconstructing the binaries that structuralists rely on; however, although
postmodernism succeeds in a “collapse of the dualisms that have served
modernist hegemony and its forms of transcendence” (7), and questions
“Western discourse” and “its obsession with power and knowledge” (6)
that has led to the invention of the “conventions of space and time” (22),
postmodernism fails to reach the conclusion that space, as a concept and
a term, itself remains a construct.  Just as Jacques Derrida argues against
a transcendental meaning and “erases the radical difference between sig-
nifier and signified” (85) but leaves the sign intact, postmodernism seeks
to deconstruct the rigid and structural makeup of modernist space but
leaves the concept of space intact.  Although “it now appears that we
have constructed society, The Market, and The System and are solely
responsible for them” (Ermarth 164), postmodernism still views space (ex-
cept for a modernist perspective of space) as a non-manmade invention:
as reality.

The very premise of the term “space” relies on certain presupposi-
tions that stem from dominant society’s worldview, which privileges “sci-
entific or abstract . . . knowledge” over the “simplicity and mystery” of
“wisdom” (Deloria, Custer 11)7 .  Theory, as a discipline, has positioned
itself as the science of Literature; therefore, one can apply Trinh T. Minh-
ha’s criticism of science and its anthropologists to the notion of theory,
and by extension to the notion of space.  The dangers of anthropology
exist within the belief that the professional erases his biases and own
cultural discourses to provide an unbiased view of an “other” culture
predicated on scientific knowledge ( 48).  The notions of theory and space
rely on a similar methodology of abstraction that allows society to write
over “other” experience.  Just as Trinh T. Minh-ha’s cultural “other” (52)
represents lack and justifies cultural superiority, space too is used as a
tool to assert domination over an apparent lack.

The exemption of space from analysis, whether space reflects a rigid
modernist perspective or a fluid postmodernist perspective, allows domi-
nant society to use space, which originates from a hegemonic power struc-
ture, as an oppressive tool.  Both postmodern and modern definitions
configure space as lack.  Debates concerning the characteristics of space
as rigid or fluid become inconsequential when one views it as synony-
mous with lack.  Lack implies a void: emptiness.  The belief that Woman
symbolizes lack allows for “the repression” (Cixous 311) and the silencing
of women; likewise, the view that space signifies lack allows for the op-
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pression of Native America through a discourse of dominance and owner-
ship. Daniel Cornell states that lack is “the negation of what is” (52). Lack,
because it negates, leads to acquisition.  Space has become something to
occupy and acquire.

Society uses space to control and define “other” social relations
through a rationalization of occupying lack.  Henri Lefebvre8 argues that
“Any ‘social existence’ aspiring or claiming to be ‘real’, but failing to
produce its own space . . . would fall to the level of folklore and sooner or
later disappear altogether, thereby immediately losing its identity, its de-
nomination and its feeble degree of reality” (53).  His perspective, which
stems from a Western worldview,9 relegates Native Americans’ experi-
ences and social relations to folklore because Native Americans locate
their social relations within tribal contexts that resist spatial definition.
Stated in another way, Lefebvre’s, and society’s, belief that social rela-
tions occur in space and are defined spatially limits his perception of
reality; therefore, Lefebvre’s and the Western world’s spatial boundaries
restrict their ability to understand “other” realities.  His bound and rigid
view of social relations legitimizes the Western world’s domination over,
and appropriation of, Native American experiences through the rational-
ization that they fail to produce space.  Space has become an abstract
territory to own and to legitimate ownership, to dominate and to legitimate
domination, and to occupy and to legitimate occupation.

Recently, a race for space has permeated academia.  Departments and
disciplines within academia vie for space to  “measure off and stake
out . . . territory” (Salvaggio 263).  Theoretical divisions such as
“bodyspace,” masculine space, feminine space, and third space” have
emerged out of a belief that “social relations . . . are constructed and
negotiated spatially” (Duncan 4) and that ownership of these spaces re-
sults in knowledge and by extension power.  Dominant theories of space
argue about masculine and feminized space versus female space or ethnic
space.  The theorists try to posit, from the privileged position that theory
holds within academia, ways of “knowing” the space(s) that we inhabit.
Already these theories fail to recognize that they are constrained by a set
of assumptions based on a scientific way of “knowing”.10 Academia itself
consists of separate departments that attempt to cordon off a particular
subject by studying it in exclusion from other disciplines, often without
acknowledging its narrow approach and constraints.  Society and its insti-
tutions are products of the same worldview responsible for constructing
space and society; therefore, dominant “social relations” and institutions
are spatially perceived and configured from their conception.  Alterna-
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tively, Hogan’s written works illustrate Native American social relations,
which, due to their tribal ties to nature, evade spatial configuration. 

Lefebvre argues that “The more a space partakes of nature, the less it
enters into the social relations of production” (83).  The more American
Indians’ social relations participate with nature within a tribal context, the
less spatial theory applies to their experiences.  Because Native Ameri-
cans’ social relations occur within a tribal context, Western theories con-
cerning space fail to explain their experiences.  Henri Lefebvre, in his book
The Production of Space, depicts a troubled relationship between space
and nature.  He claims that “It is becoming impossible to escape the
notion that nature is being murdered . . . by abstraction, by signs and
images, by discourse” (71).  The very conventions that characterize domi-
nant society and its construct space are rendering nature and its laws
obsolete to the Western world.  William Bevis postulates that “Native
American nature is urban . . . meaning at the center of action and power, in
complex and unpredictable and various relationships” (31).  Their tribal
customs and beliefs focus on nature.  Conversely, “urban” to the Western
world refers to spatially constructed cities, while nature refers to the op-
posite. The “parochial view of reality” (Freire 159) has influenced society’s
perception of its relationship to nature: “Europeans have long assumed a
serious split between man and nature” (Bevis 31).  This split informs the
Western world’s view of nature as wilderness.  For Native American au-
thors, “Nature is part of tribe” (31); therefore, their stories and their tribal
relations preserve their links to nature and reject spatial analysis.

Mean Spirit focuses on a community of Indians living in an Okla-
homa town called Watona, Talbert to the non-Native inhabitants and the
official institutions, during the oil boom on Indian Territory.  The novel,
by following the Graycloud family’s plight, deals with the inhabitants’
struggle to survive social greed and values that clash with their own
traditional values and beliefs.  Likewise, Solar Storms tracks the events
surrounding four generations of females in Angel Wing’s family and their
struggles against the attempts of social institutions, indicative of a larger
social order, to create artificial boundaries—in this case, dams.  Her new-
est novel, Power, follows a full-blood Taiga adolescent, named Omishto,
as she experiences rebirth through storm, wind, story, and balance.  Hogan
uses these stories as a forum to re-imag(in)e Native American social rela-
tions. 

In Solar Storms, set in a region known as the Triangle, Hogan por-
trays the Triangle’s defiance of society’s attempts to use maps to spa-
tially chart and label the area in an attempt to understand and measure
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space.  She states that “Maps are only masks over the face of God” (138)
and that “maps were not reliable” (122).  Maps mimic the lens that shapes
society’s view of, and belief in, spatial relationships.  Maps contain artifi-
cial boundaries, divisions, measurements, and labels that seek to bind the
dynamic relationships found in nature. Similarly, social conventions, predi-
cated on an understanding of spatially constructed barriers, seek to bind a
dynamic and “living” Native American culture.  Western society’s
worldview attempts to define social relations spatially and to impose a
static and rigid worldview over dynamic human relationships that emerge
out of a tribal, and therefore a natural, context.  Likewise, “the cartogra-
phers thought if they mapped it, everything would remain the same” but
“the land refused to be shaped by the makers of maps” (123) much as
many Native Americans refuse to be shaped and defined by society’s
spatial boundaries.  Nature’s “wildness, its stubborn passion to remain
outside their [society’s] sense of order made them want it even more”
(123).  Society’s desire to control nature is doomed to fail.  Angel’s Auntie
comments on society’s ignorance of nature: “Did you know that the men
building these dams didn’t even know that water ran north” (275). Society’s
ignorance of nature hinders its attempts to spatially control nature, while
tribal knowledge of nature allows the Native Americans to see past society’s
physical and social barriers.

Peggy Ackerberg, in her article “Breaking Boundaries: Writing Past
Gender, Genre, and Genocide in Linda Hogan,” claims that “Hogan weaves
her boundary-breaking imperative throughout her poetry, fiction, essays,
and interviews.” Hogan’s “boundary-breaking imperative” (9) remains
inseparable from her preoccupation with nature.  She uses nature’s disre-
gard for society’s artificial boundaries as a means of collapsing space.  She
sets Solar Storms in a region that “had long been in dispute between
Canada, the United States, and tribal nations” (Solar Storms 66) and “where
water was broken apart by land, land split open by water so that the maps
showed places both bound and, if you knew the way in, boundless” (21).
The Triangle and its waterways remain undefined, unclaimed, and uncon-
fined by countries or maps.  Omishto, in Power, also comments on nature’s
lack of boundaries: “There are no edges, no borders between the elements
because everything is water, silver and glassy.  The whole ground moves
and shimmers as if it is alive” (46).  Hogan illustrates nature’s ability not
only to deconstruct society’s spatial boundaries through its fluidity, but
also to completely erase the boundaries.  Due to their links to nature, tribal
relations mirror nature’s disregard for boundaries and resist the bound-
aries that spatial analysis imposes on them.  Angel Wing embarks on a



30  SAIL 11.4 Winter 1999 

journey of discovery that causes her to state that her “vision shifted” (85)
in this uncharted, at least inaccurately charted, and undefined territory.  By
accepting the tribal way of viewing nature and by extension Native
American social relations, Angel finds previously impenetrable bound-
aries becoming “doorway[s] into the mythical world” (Dwellings 19).

Hogan’s novels seek to demonstrate that, although Western society
remains bound by its inability to look past the spatial barriers that it has
erected, tribal relations remain free from containment and unbound be-
cause of tribal ties to nature.  One character in Solar Storms declares “that
earth has more than one dimension.  The one we see is only the first layer”
(123). By searching for “other” (natural) ways of knowing, not just relying
on sight, and by rejecting her preconceived notions predicated on the
Western way of knowing, Angel learns to see beneath the surface, and
“one day my vision shifted and I could even see the fish on the bottom”
(85). Angel’s experiences, within the fold of her extended family and in the
improperly charted waterways of the Triangle, cause her to reject society’s
worldview and to accept a worldview based on tribal wisdom and nature’s
laws.  The author depicts the tension between society’s propensity to
abstract, a product of society’s worldview, and her belief in experience
through a realtor in Power: “He sees subdivisions.  I see life” (198).  These
books remove the spatial boundaries that seek to subdivide “life” (198).
Hogan argues that communication with nature leads to a more holistic
understanding of Native American tribal relations.

Society informs and remains influenced by the dominant perspective
of space, but tries to position itself outside any such influences.  In other
words, society tries to exist separately from the very attitudes and per-
spectives that have shaped and built it into what it is.  A striking example
of this attitude emerges through analyzing the notion of a house.  In the
United States, arguably as an extension of its links to Europe, a house
becomes a haven and sterile oasis in many modern societies amid the
dangerous and filthy wilderness: “houses ‘ought to be’ web-free” (“Heart”
113).  Vine Deloria Jr. encapsulates a difference between Native American
culture and dominant American culture in a few sentences.  He believes
that “[i]nherent in the very definition of ‘wilderness’ is contained the gulf
between understandings of the two cultures.  Indians do not see the
natural world as a wilderness” (“Trouble” 281).  Hogan uses these con-
flicting views to further her argument for a more empirical, rather than
abstract, view of nature and tribal relations.  An example of this tension
exists in the idea that houses reflect the Euroamerican tradition of separat-
ing and dividing space.  A house attempts to provide spatial boundaries
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by creating walls that try to contain space and to keep the wilderness
(nature) outside and separate from the inside.  Houses attempt to separate
people from nature and to confine life “within four sterile walls” (“Heart”
113).  However, Hogan’s characters’ views concerning the notion of the
house radically differ from this Euroamerican tradition.  For them, the
confines of the house do not exist as separate from the perceived “out-
side.” In Mean Spirit, Power, and Solar Storms, the houses reflect very
different values; instead of houses that remain sterile, she depicts nature’s
disregard for such artificial boundaries.

Repeatedly her characters describe houses as inseparable from na-
ture rather than as artificially autonomous objects.  Hogan introduces this
theme in the first page of Mean Spirit when she writes that “[g]iven half a
chance, the vines and leaves would have crept up the beds and over-
grown the sleeping bodies of people” (3).  She advocates the belief that
nature resists spatial confinement.  For Hogan, “Beyond walls are lakes
and plains / canyons and the universe” (“Apartment” 264); however, in
her fiction, she illustrates that “the walls [are] no longer there” (“Amanda”
173).  Again and again she depicts nature’s ability to push through and
dismiss spatial barriers.  Houses and walls, when perceived as rigid and
fixed boundaries that separate civilization from wilderness, are Western
constructs that exhibit the characteristics of dominant space.  Hogan’s
collapse of space allows us to “[look] through the walls of houses / at
people suspended in air” (“Apartment” 263).  Her portrayal of people in a
suspended state within spatial boundaries illustrates her view of society’s
space as a rigid and confining construct that suspends life within its
artificial walls.  Hogan’s walls symbolically represents spatial barriers that
contain people within rigid and fixed “spaces” and she uses nature to
dissolve spatial barriers.

Hogan portrays nature’s disregard for, and its ability to overgrow,
man-made constructs in an effort to illustrate her conviction that any
attempts, social or man-made, to bind nature or Native Americans are
futile.  Instead she believes that “the walls of houses / that hold you in /
will . . . [fall] away to earth / once again” (“Cup” 173). Through her writing
and her illustration of the links between tribal traditions and nature, Hogan
metaphorically and literally collapses walls and spatial barriers.  Grace
Blanket places her piano outside where “a neighboring chicken built a
nest on the keys” (Mean Spirit 9); Sara’s and Benoit’s mattress became a
“nest” in a tree (119); Jim Josh’s bathtubs had “corn . . . growing” in them,
and his car contained “pots and wooden boxes full of tomato plants”
(156); Bush’s house on the island had vines that “crept inside and reached
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across the inner walls” (Solar Storms 69); Ama’s house has “wood . . . so
rough that moss tries to grow on it and the blue flowers and vines of
morning glories climb up it” (Power 7); and “the roots of trees are always
trying to break” into Herm’s cellar (90).  Hogan uses this theme to further
her argument that clearly demarcated boundaries between the man-made
walls and the outside do not exist in nature, and therefore do not exist in
Native American experience.  By challenging this separatist view of space,
she “re-visions” (Salvaggio 273) society’s perceived reality.

Like the women’s writing that dissolves hierarchical and masculine
boundaries in Ruth Salvaggio’s discussion,11 Hogan’s novels’ charac-
ters, their perspectives, languages, writing, and their worldviews dissolve
the spatial barriers and stereotypes that bind Native Americans.  She too
takes issue with the structuralist assertion that “language itself could be
spatialized into a system” and that “Literature and language remained
bounded entities” (266).  Hogan’s novels question the systemization and
regulation of Literature and language and further demolish the “impen-
etrable” boundaries that surround the literary discipline and theories of
space.12

Through the act of writing13 and the power of language, Hogan illus-
trates dynamic relationships that challenge society’s privileging of ab-
stract theories of space.  Speaking and writing stories remain crucial to
Hogan’s attempts to reconfigure social relations because “Story is a power
that describes our world, our human being, sets out the rules and intricate
laws of human beings in relationship with all the rest” (“First” 9).  The
words14 and stories used in Hogan’s writings reflect a tribal worldview
and the tribal members’ relationships to each other, to nature, and to the
Western world.  Throughout the novel Mean Spirit, Linda Hogan’s char-
acter, Michael Horse, sits in his teepee and types what he later calls “the
Gospel of Horse” (273).  Father Dunne, the Catholic priest in Mean Spirit,
vehemently protests Horse’s addition to the Bible, and he continually
tells Horse that he “can’t do that” (273).  According to Protestant and
Catholic belief, the Bible became a bound book in the year 397 AD.  The
Council of Carthage, acting on behalf of its religious institution, decided
that no further books could be added to the New Testament of the Bible
(Ryrie 1440).  Despite the priest’s conviction that Horse cannot add a new
chapter to the Bible, Horse continues to write.  Horse ignores “canonical
boundaries” and he “rewrites the Bible” (Ackerberg 13).  Hogan uses this
act of writing to illustrate that books do not exist as bound and impen-
etrable texts.  Horse irreverently disregards, or remains unaware of, the
previous decision.  By failing to recognize the council’s decision as a
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social and religious barrier, he illustrates the fragility of the man-imposed
boundary and makes a mockery of society’s attempt to control and con-
strain a dynamic force.

Through this example, the author offers her readers a living and dy-
namic view of writing that differs from academia’s attempt to canonize
Literature in its “purest” form.  Horse’s decision to add a chapter to the
Bible also illustrates his view of writing and storytelling as very different
from a dominant view of books and Literature, because his decision links
his writing to a “living” oral tradition.  Horse informs the priest that “the
Bible is full of mistakes” and that he “would correct them” (Mean Spirit
273).  He again challenges the dominant and institutionalized belief that
books remain static and rigid objects, and he argues that writing remains a
dynamic and changeable process.

In Power, Omishto’s story also reflects aspects of oral storytelling.
Omishto relates a story to the reader, to the court, and to her community.
The story focuses around an event, a storm, that Omishto experienced in
the past, re-experiences as she relates the story in the present, and will
experience in the future when she retells the story.  The story cycles
around itself, constantly shifts, and “is in continuous flux” (Allen 224) as
she relates “the same story” (163) but focuses on different interpretations.
The story also incorporates traditional tribal stories and songs.  Hogan’s
written works offer her readers a tribal perspective of Native American
social relations and writing that differs from the static and separatist view
upheld by the “men who have” in “[t]heir attempt to chart the spatial
dimensions of literature . . . sought to measure off and stake out the
territory that literary discourse might legitimately be said to occupy”
(Salvaggio 263).15

Rather than accepting the dominant view of writing and language as
oppressive tools used to rigidly control and dominate space, which only
occurs if one insists on accepting the view of writing as static, Hogan
portrays writing as an act of liberation from spatial boundaries.  Michael
Horse describes his writing as necessary for the future of his people and as
a healing process.  He felt “as if he could write away the appearances of
things and take them all the way back down to bare truth . . . . He was
writing for those who would come later . . . as if the act of writing was itself
part of divination and prophecy, an act of deliverance” (Mean Spirit 341).
Horse’s perspective of writing alludes to the function that the oral tradi-
tion holds within Native American culture, and his description indelibly
links the past, the present, and the future to the act of writing, and links
writing to a process of healing.
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Through her writing, like Horse, Hogan tries to strip away the stag-
nant and segmented space that society views as reality to reveal the
dynamic and organic nature of tribal relations.  Through Horse, Hogan
deals with the controversial issue concerning writing and the oral tradi-
tion.  Oral stories traditionally involve the act of speaking, not writing, but
Horse answers the question “Why can’t you just speak it?”  by stating
that “They [non-Native people] don’t believe anything is true unless they
see it in writing” (Mean Spirit 361).  While the United States’ very exist-
ence relies on the written word of the Constitution, the American Indian
population has an understandable mistrust of written documents that led
to the protest dubbed “The Trail of Broken Treaties” (Vander Wall 291).
Native Americans have been forced into an abrupt understanding of domi-
nant society’s practices through the imposition of allotments, boarding
schools, and relocation programs, to name a few.  However, Hogan and her
character Horse recognize the necessity of writing because, rather than
living in-between two different worlds, their world has been surrounded,
divided, over-shadowed, and infiltrated by the United States’ dominant
society.  Hogan, through Horse, clearly illustrates the different use of
language and writing that shapes her works, and this variation signifi-
cantly alters the way Native American writings operate in comparison to
the literary canon.

Society, because it perceives reality spatially, attempts to own and
appropriate “other” experience: to “write” over what it perceives as lack.
Hogan’s books resist the “accepted” view of space that remains predi-
cated on notions of ownership and superiority, and she offers a new
perspective of social relations based on tribal traditions and experiences.
Omishto’s struggle to understand the two systems of law that affect her
life after her Aunt Ama kills an endangered (society’s term) and sacred
(the Taiga belief) panther best illustrates the differences between the two
worldviews.  Society’s law “divide[s] one part of life from another.  It has
separated by scars, legal theft, even the stone of earth split . . . and then it
covers everything broken all back over in words” (Power 118).  Omishto’s
description of society’s law reflects its links to abstract ideas that create
spatial barriers.  Conversely, the tribal law relies on “the laws of this place,
this world, laws stronger and older than America” (160).  Through her
exposure to the laws of nature, Omishto experiences a rebirth that results
in her eventual understanding of the delicate balance between “right and
wrong” (62) and her return to the Taiga community.  By illustrating Native
American tribal experiences and stories as inseparable from nature’s laws,
Hogan defies society’s attempts to appropriate those experiences.
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Linda Hogan also uses Hannah Wing to emphasize the dangers of
subscribing to society’s worldview, which advocates a belief in writing
over “other” experience.  Hannah’s body exemplifies the dangers in be-
lieving that language and writing can dominate and own space, and she
uses Hannah to protest against the dominant view that led to the “policy
of involuntary surgical sterilization . . . imposed upon native women, usu-
ally without their knowledge . . . during the late 1960’s and the first half of
the ’70’s” (Jaimes and Halsey 326).  Hannah’s character depicts the de-
structive belief that American Indian women were somehow less than
human and that their bodies represent an “other” lack to inscribe and an
“other” territory to own.  Hannah’s body represents an empty space to the
men who try to own her and to fill her with the language of violence.
Hannah “was a skin that others wore”  (Solar Storms 77) and “her skin
was a garment of scars.  There were burns and incisions.  Like someone
had written on her.  The signatures of torturers” (emphasis added) (99).
Hannah symbolizes a blank space for others, including Linda Hogan, to
write over.  The author deliberately juxtaposes the act of torture to the act
of writing.  Hannah’s body becomes the vessel for all the violations that
American Indians suffered at the hands of their colonizers.  The rape of
Hannah’s soul by “[t]he signatures of torturers” (99) symbolically repre-
sents the theft of Native American land by signatures on treaties.

Hannah’s dilemma provides a method of healing these violations and
offers a refreshing way to view writing.  Through her books, Hogan criti-
cizes language and writing that seeks to dominate, bind, and torture by
“successfully . . . draw[ing] her reader into the Native American value
system she is inculcating” (Musher 26).  The “value system” that Musher
alludes to, or more precisely Hogan’s rejection of abstract space, causes a
questioning of the preconceived notions that inform current attitudes
towards writing and the literary discipline.  Language and words begin to
take on a different significance as one reads Hogan’s books.  Through
Hannah, the author emphasizes a theme that permeates her works: the
power of song.  The “Old Man” tells Bush that healing Hannah would
require “a ceremony”:

The words of which were so beautiful that they called birds out of the
sky, but the song itself would break the singer’s life. No one still alive
was strong enough to sing it.  Not him, he said.  Because things had
so changed.  Not any of the old men or women.  And there was a word
for what was wrong with her, he said, but no one would say it.  They
were afraid it would hear its name and come to them.  (101)
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The significance of this paragraph is manifold; it describes words, in the
form of a song, as powerful enough to communicate with nature, to “break
life” (101), and to bring harm to whoever dared to invoke the song’s
power.  This excerpt also alludes to the impotence of the song, not be-
cause the song lacks strength, but because the passage of time has made
the song ineffective.  Again, Hogan links the need for flexible, rather than
static, views of language and words as they emerge and shift within an oral
and tribal framework.

I believe that Hogan offers her books as a new type of ceremony to
heal the “lost or stolen souls” (101.  Her works act as a continuation of the
oral traditions and songs that remain a crucial part of many tribal societ-
ies, but with one notable exception, that they are written rather than spo-
ken.  Her characters often write their way around social and physical
barriers, and their works become modern adaptations of the Native Ameri-
can oral “living” tradition and remain inseparable from the Native Ameri-
can worldview.  In her novels, characters write to educate others in spite
of perceived spatial barriers; Bush becomes “a truth teller” (308) by writ-
ing articles in protest of the dam that get “smuggled” past the road and
water barriers in Solar Storms, Michael Horse writes an additional chapter
to add to the Bible to cover the omissions that exist in it despite opposi-
tion from the church’s representative, Moses Graycloud and Michael Horse
write two letters to Washington about the deaths in Watona despite the
risk to their lives, and Omishto writes “an autobiographical essay” (Power
109) that evolves into a story that explains the Taiga traditions and
worldview.16 Writing becomes an act of resistance against, liberation from,
and a place to re-imag(in)e society’s constricting spatial boundaries
through her stories’ connections to the oral tradition and nature.  Socially
the oral tradition remains a crucial component of Native American life, and
it influences and is influenced by Native Americans’ perspectives and
experiences.

For society, language is inseparable from power, and society has
sought to bind and constrict language.  Ana Castillo argues that “lan-
guage is the vehicle by which we perceive ourselves in relation to the
world” (167).  The English language’s relationship to power, as it relates
to the written word and to legal processes and documents, resides within
the power structure behind its creation.  Those who command and create
language achieve a privileged position, while those who do not are si-
lenced.  Trinh T. Minh-ha warns her readers that “Power . . . has always
inscribed itself in language” and that “language is one of the most com-
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plex forms of subjugation” (52).  The emphasis that society places on
language, and the manner in which society attempts to own language, an
attitude that reflects the socially accepted view that space can be con-
trolled and owned, allows society to wield language as a tool for oppres-
sion.

Language, as well as writing, coexists as a part of Hogan’s books
rather than something that tries to dominate and control space.  Instead,
Hogan depicts language’s and writing’s fusion with Native American oral
traditions.  She emphasizes this crucial difference throughout her novels.
Her character Belle Graycloud uses “words as a road out of pain and fear”
(Mean Spirit 33) as she attempts to contextualize Grace Blanket’s death
for Horse.  The author illustrates the healing power of words through
Belle’s oral rendition of the story, which firmly links the story to the tribe’s
oral tradition.  In her book, Dwellings: A Spiritual History of the Living
World, Hogan states that “It is the story, really, that finds its way into
language, and story is at the very crux of healing” (37).  Her character
Angel, through “words [that] were creation itself” learns to express her-
self by “finding a language, a story to shape . . . [herself] by” (Solar
Storms 94).  By subsuming the words into a story within a tribal frame-
work, Hogan illustrates the healing potential of words.

Hogan also depicts the problematic situation caused by privileging
one language over others.  The non-Indians of Talbert, or Watona, remain
bound by a constricting view of language while the Hill Indians and vari-
ous Indians of Watona benefit from their experience with languages:
Father Dunne hears “the sound of earth speaking . . . It was the deep and
dreaming voice of the land” (Mean Spirit 188) and Horse learned “the
languages of owls and bats” (260).  Michael Horse has already trans-
gressed “the language boundary” when he translated “three languages
during the Boxer Rebellion, facilitating communication between the colo-
nizer and the colonized” (Ackerberg 13).  His knowledge of languages
adds authority to his supplementary book of the Bible.  His book becomes
a means to promote communication between the “colonizer and the colo-
nized” (13).

Like the Indians in Watona, Angel, in Solar Storms, learns about the
power of languages: the women in her family easily negotiate the complex
and uncharted waterways because they “were articulate in the language of
land, water, animal, even in the harder languages of one another” (193),
Husk explains to Angel that “metal bridges were taken down . . . by the
song of wind” (102), and she comes to believe that “there were times . . .
when the [animals and humans] both spoke the same language” (82).  In
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Power, Omishto listens to the wind as it “blows their [the old people’s]
thoughts toward me as I float. As if a small voice is speaking at my ear, one
that tells me what it is my people believe” (180).  Again, Hogan questions
the power structure behind a worldview that allows for the privileging of
one language through the perceived inadequacies and lack of an “other.”
English becomes one way of communicating, but Hogan’s characters ben-
efit from their exposure to nature’s languages.  Her analysis of language,
space, literature, the oral tradition, and houses triggers a questioning of
society’s “static perception of the world” (Freire 159).

Arguably, Hogan collapses current theories of space through her
attempts to reconfigure and re-imag(in)e reality by placing her characters’
social relations within tribal frameworks, which remain inseparable from
nature and its laws.  Her stories illustrate the resistance of both tribal
experience and nature to spatially constructed boundaries such as maps
and walls.  Her reconfiguration of languages, writing, and nature func-
tions as the foundation for her attempts to collapse space.  Like Nietzsche,
Hogan advocates a “dynamic view of a world in constant flux” and “trans-
formation” (Best and Kellner 82).  She offers her works as a site for re-
imag(in)ing “the ‘real’” (Rainwater 139) through her collapse of society’s
spatial boundaries, which do not exist in her experience but instead exist
as illusions.  Rather than viewing boundaries as barriers she sees “door-
ways into the mythical world” (Dwellings 19).

NOTES

1 The term re-imag(in)es or re-imag(in)ing reflects the method imple-
mented in Native American written narratives of imaging, using “means
other than visible light” to produce a new “image” (Merriam-Webster’s
578) of reality.  The terms also reflect N. Scott Momaday’s belief in the
crucial link between Native American identity and the act of imagination:
his mother “imagined who she was” (Momaday, The Names 25).  Linda
Hogan uses her books to imagine new perspectives of reality.

2 When the word “other” appears in quotation marks, I am alluding to
Edward Said’s and Trinh T. Minh-ha’s discussion of cultural otherness.

3 Power, a crucial concept to any discussion concerning oppression or
cultural invasion, “marks an exchange between social entities in an
unequal relationship; the privileged participant either controls knowledge
. . . or has superior knowledge or authority with respect to an audience
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made up of various ‘unequals’” (Rainwater Dreams 4).  Barry Barnes, in
his discussion of power, and especially in his arguments concerning “Di-
vide and Rule” (98), discusses the link between knowledge and power:

For effective domination of large numbers of subordinates in extreme
conditions of divide and rule it is important that those subordinates
should possess so much knowledge and no more . . . they should lack
whatever knowledge might help them to establish co-operative inter-
actions with others. (101)

By limiting the transmission of information, the “power-holders” (98) en-
sure their claim to power.  This strategy “is a valuable resource in the
continued enforcement of their subordination” (102).  Arguably, the most
effective way to control knowledge is to control education.  The “power-
holders” (98) of the United States use education to disseminate informa-
tion and knowledge.  Academia and education, as tools of cultural inva-
sion, limit the knowledge to which the invaded peoples have access.
Academia and the education system as a whole remain linked to the “pa-
rochial view of reality” (Freire 159) that demarcates cultural invasion.  In
this manner, the United States perpetuates its “master narrative” (Durham
427) and excludes “other” narratives.

4 Arguably contemporary Native Americans have learned sophisti-
cated methods of negotiating within their invaders’ worldview while main-
taining cultural ties to an “other” worldview, and they have managed to
incorporate aspects of both cultures into their everyday negotiations and
interactions, although the extent to which this phenomenon has occurred
remains unique to each person.  James Ruppert terms this particular form
of social interaction mediation (Ruppert 3).

5 My discussion concerning theoretical discourse in this article bor-
rows from Trinh T. Minh-ha’s debate about theory as “an occupied terri-
tory” that “presents itself as a means to exert authority—the Voice of
knowledge” (Minh-ha 42).  Society privileges theory due to its links to
scientific knowledge, and this privilege serves to oppress and exclude
those whom do not engage in theory. 

6 The capitalization of Our and Ourselves refers to the collective
values that define the dominant worldview in the United States.

7 Vine Deloria Jr. also goes on to redraw and redefine the geographical
terminology that has led to the discrimination that American Indians have
suffered at the hands of the “West.” He astutely asserts that Native
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Americans live in the “western hemisphere” (Deloria, Custer Died for
Your Sins 11) and that what has been traditionally labeled as “The West”
really only refers to “western Europe” (Deloria, Custer Died for Your Sins
11).  By subtly shifting the geographical boundaries implemented by west-
ern European Eurocentric thinking, he throws “The West’s” claims of
authority and superiority into question.  By extension, he undermines the
credibility of the entire Western tradition and its practices, including its
views on theory and space, its dualistic thinking, and the privileging of
reason and abstraction over emotion and experience.

8 This article must engage with the arguments concerning space and
spatial theory delineated in Henri Lefebvre’s book The Production of
Space due to his impact on the way that the Western world currently
perceives space.  According to Erik Swyngedouw, “Lefebvre’s work holds
a unique position in the intellectual history of Marxism and in the way this
history became appropriated by geographers from the late 1960s onwards”
(317).  His book changes the way Western societies perceive space and
spatial theory.

9 Although this article focuses mainly on Native American authors’
departure from this Western worldview, it is important to note that con-
temporary Native Americans’ daily subjection and exposure to this
worldview influences their stories and their tribal contexts.  Out of neces-
sity, they have incorporated the Western worldview into their tribal con-
texts, but the Western worldview fails to adequately explain their experi-
ences. 

10 Science seeks to separate and label specimens, or small segments,
of an entity in an effort to control and obtain knowledge.  Academia
adopts this scientific methodology of separating and labeling different
areas of study in the same quest for knowledge.

11 She advocates a move away from the territory of theory.  Speaking
of women’s experiences writing within a prevalently male-inhabited sphere
she argues that “As they [women] . . . [space] themselves elsewhere, the
contours of theory begin to dissolve” (Salvaggio 278) and this style of
writing “account[s] for women’s experiences as well as bring[s] into ques-
tion both spatial boundaries and their inevitable exclusions” (emphasis
added) (Salvaggio 272).  In a similar manner, there is a need for ethnic
works to move away from the western construct of theory and into writing
based on experience. 

12 Ruth Salvaggio outlines the history of theory through her critique
of previous spatial theories.  She argues that “formalism, modernism, and
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phenomenology . . . each of these literary theories shares . . . a type of
spatial identity, a configuration of itself expressed in terms of some spatial
form or concept that reflects certain values” (465).  By briefly discussing
the core thoughts behind each theoretical period, she criticizes the hierar-
chical and exclusive characteristics of modernist, or “masculine space”
(262) and the postmodern feminization of space that occurred due to the
development of theoretical approaches to literature.

13 Linda Hogan seeks to alter the belief that language and writing are
strictly adhered to systems that create elitist barriers.  Writing acts as a
fitting medium for Hogan’s perspective because Literature has been
“[d]isplaced from the center to the margins of culture–a move that may in
fact be inevitable in the information society . . . “ (Paulson viii), and be-
cause of this shift, non-canonized ethnic works have been able to pen-
etrate a previously elitist field.  According to William Paulson, the current
obsession with scientific knowledge has moved Literature from its posi-
tion within academia as a purveyor of Truth.  This shift has enabled ethnic
authors to enter the previously elitist field of study, and their new works
offer innovative perspectives and new philosophies.  In addition, books
act as a good example of society’s failed attempt to categorize and impose
space’s artificial boundaries on written works.  According to Michel Fou-
cault, a book “is caught up in a system of references to other books, other
texts, other sentences: it is a node within a network” (423).  Books fail to
remain within their bounds and they bleed out onto the very covers that
are meant to contain them: the title and the author are placed outside of the
book to entice readers, the publisher places flattering synopses of the
book on the back cover, other authors’ comments are included on the
covers, etc.  From that point on a stream of criticism issues forth, and
critics write about the books which leads other critics write about each
others’ criticisms of the book until you have an unbound and dynamic
chain of signification (Derrida 85), or a micro-system that cannot remain
autonomous or bound.

14 Gerald Vizenor states that “The printed word has no evolution in
tribal literatures; the word is there, in trees, water, air and printed on paper
where it has been at all times” (“Preface” x).  Like tradition, tribal know-
ledge, and oral storytelling, to American Indian authors, their words, lan-
guage, and by extension their “tribal literatures” (Vizenor, “Preface” x)
remain indelibly linked to nature.

15 Ruth Salvaggio discusses the literary discipline in spatial terms as
something that attempts to “occupy” a “territory” or space, and that is
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“measure[d] off” and “stake[d] out” (263).  She further argues that “[t]he
space of the canon was mapped out . . . establishing the bounds for a
systematic study of English and American literature” (263).  Here again
Salvaggio depicts Literature, a discipline within academia, as a rigid and
bounded system that seeks to occupy space.

16 She later tears up the story “into little pieces” (Power 112) because,
although it describes her worldview, it does not fulfill the criteria for an
inflexible school essay, and society could not imagine the story just as
“Ama, too, is nothing they can imagine” (Power 130).
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The Politics of the Border in Linda Hogan’s 
Mean Spirit

Yonka Kroumova Krasteva 

A borderland is a vague and undetermined place created by the emotional
residue of an unnatural boundary. It is in a constant state of transition. The
prohibited and forbidden are its inhabitants.

Gloria Anzaldua

The most recent developments in Western intellectual thought,
multiculturalism and post-colonial theory have challenged the concept of
margin and center, observer and observed, of totalizing and taxonomic
accounts of history. Yet many voices now call into question the right of
any local intellectual tradition to define alien identities, thus often assign-
ing them to the museum of humankind. The center, though claiming to be
in disintegration, still functions as a center, circulating systems of codes
in its attempt to define non-Western identities associated with the periph-
ery. And the obsession of drawing, redrawing and contesting boundaries
and borders has never been so pronounced as in the 20th century. Suffice
it to mention its most compelling symbol of rupture—the Berlin Wall,
whose collapse multiplied new kinds of divisions instead of abolishing
old ones.

In his 1995 essay, “From Limen to Border: a Meditation on the Legacy
of Victor Turner for American Cultural Studies,” Donald Weber convinc-
ingly demonstrates the outdatedness of the favorite American paradigm of
the “rite of passage” on real and imaginary frontiers, as a code for
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interpreting American history, character and culture, and recognizes “the
explanatory power of what might be called a ‘borderlands’ position, a
mode for discussing social and cultural processes and formations”(525).
This vibrant new perspective in the conceptualization and interpretation of
cultural history, which also reflects the postmodern incredulity toward
metanarratives, has been enriched by the theoretical endeavors of such
borderland intellectuals as Renato Rozaldo, Guillermo Gomez-Pena, Annette
Kolodny, and Jose David Saldivar, who examine the inadequacies of the
current modalities that postcolonial theory employs in its exploration of
non-Western cultures.

“Yet the struggle for identities continues, the struggle for borders is
our reality still,” declares Gloria Anzaldua in Borderlands/La Frontera:
The New Mestiza, her provocative study of what she calls “mestiza con-
sciousness,” which is the product of the blending of Mexican, Indian,
Spanish and Anglo cultures on the Texas-Mexican border (63). This pro-
nounced interest in the exploration of borderlands, physical, psychologi-
cal, sexual and spiritual, as a powerful mode of cultural criticism, informs
the literary ventures of writers such as Tony Morrison, Louise Erdrich,
Linda Hogan, Gerald Vizenor, Sandra Cisneros, and Ami Tan, to mention
just a few. Their probing into the past and present transcends resistance
and subversion by bringing into life the carefully invented and fabricated
presence of the racial Other in national literature, and by enlarging the
space for the discourse of the border.

The ostensible aim of Linda Hogan’s first novel, Mean Spirit, is to
unveil the historical realities and ideologies beneath the stereotypical
images and popular scripts, not so much by fragmentation of history and
identity than by filling the active silences in the representations of what
Raymond Williams calls “the effective dominant culture” (121). The focus
is not so much on the victimization of the American Indians as on ques-
tions such as: How is any cultural group’s story about itself and other
groups affected when different societies confront one another on the
border? Does the Other make its own mark on the pronouncements of the
dominant culture? To what purpose is Indianness explored and exploited
in the American imagination? In order to explore these issues, the author
examines the construction of hybridized narratives at borderlands and
frontier sites.

The recent works of American Indian writers Louise Erdrich and
Michael Dorris, Gerald Vizenor and James Welch stand as symbolic acts of
recovery, remembrance and reinvention of a history of loss and grief, but
they also actively search for new possibilities for the conceptualization of
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self, place and narration. Illustrating the postmodernist concept of his-
tory as a struggle or negotiation between different modes of discourse,
Mean Spirit projects the 1920s Oklahoma oil field fever as a plethora of
texts on different levels, seemingly indeterminate versions of what hap-
pened in yet another story of dispossession. The novel employs a pre-
dominantly realistic mode, but it, too, strains the bounds of realism, by
resorting to postmodern strategies such as the mixture of genres, and to a
specific use of tribal lore in order to exploit a sense of history as a poetic
and imaginative construct, and as an alternative account of past events.

I am fully aware of the debate started by Leslie Mormon Silko’s re-
view of Louise Erdrich’s Beet Queen, in which Silko perceives the author’s
resort to postmodernist techniques as dangerous for tribal communities
and destructive of their traditions. As I hope to show below, like Erdrich,
Linda Hogan manages to reshape the Western postmodern narrative by
masterfully weaving into its fabric traditions of communal storytelling
and behavior, thus expanding the horizon of the reader’s conceptual frame
of reference. What Nancy J. Peterson says about Tracks holds true about
Mean Spirit as well. Such works call “for ‘both-and’ vision encompass-
ing native ways of storytelling and Euroamerican kinds of history writ-
ing” (412). This strategy effects nothing less than the breaking of episte-
mological boundaries, of pre-existing interpretative frameworks or sys-
tems of differentiation, and transforms the seemingly stable Euroamerican
cultural terrain into a borderland of competing discourses and cultural
exchange. The novel becomes a product of what Paul Gilroy has defined
on another occasion as “untidy elements in a story of hybridization and
intermixture that inevitably disappoint the desire for cultural and there-
fore racial purity, whatever its source” (199).

“Fiction is a vertical descent, a drop into an event to somehow deci-
pher what history speaks, the story beneath the story” Linda Hogan
believes, and her statement recalls Itallo Calvino’s main idea in his Invis-
ible Cities about the China box principle on which stories exist (Interview
126). To violate history in postmodern texts, as in Linda Hogan’s text, is to
tell the story that has been repressed, to look for invisible texts. As the
writer says, “In the case of Mean Spirit, a lot of the story will always be
repressed because the FBI reports themselves are so thoroughly blacked
out in order to protect national secrets. Some of it’s just not there. But the
content of the story is truth, fictionalized. Reimagined. I created many
characters that do not in fact exist, but the events are real, and some of the
characters are real. Some of the characters retain their real names in the
book . . . the Nola in the novel has a real-life counterpart. But the Nola in
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the novel lives in a different place” (123).
My purpose is to discuss Hogan’s Mean Spirit as a postmodern text

of replenishment, foregrounding the problematics of the border in its in-
terrogation of different practices of Western colonialism. As well as a
murder mystery, Mean Sprit is a tragic love story, a subversive historical
account of the 1920s dispossession of the Osage Indians of their oil rights.
Once rivers of oil were found under the barren soil of Oklahoma, which
had been sold to the Indians because of its uselessness, years of intimida-
tion, fraud and murder of oil-rich Indians began. Patricia Limerick has
argued convincingly that “In the second half of the twentieth century,
every major issue from ‘frontier’ history reappeared in the courts or in
Congress, from struggles over Indian resources to relations with Mexico
and conflicts between natives and newcomers” (98). In the same vein,
Stace Red Hawk, the Lakota Sioux in Mean Spirit who believes that “he
could do more about his people in Washington than at home,” sees Watona
as another new frontier: “He’d heard about what Indians still called Indian
Territory. It was where every outlaw and crook used to hole up and be safe
from the law. Now there were new thieves, those who bought and stole
Indian lands” (52). And Oklahoma seemed a dark burial ground if there
ever was one, outlaw country through and through (126).

As the novel opens we get a sense of the dramatic, scenic quality of
the work. The year is 1922, and in half a year there have been seventeen
murders. The sense of pervasive doom is established by Michael Horse’s
unexpectedly false prediction about a two-week dry spell, and by the
murder of the richest person in Watona, Grace Blanket, witnessed by her
daughter Nola and by Rena, Nola’s cousin. This episode starts a chain of
events, revelations and dramatic transformations that make up the world
of the novel, the saga of exodus of the Graycloud family and most of the
Hill Indians living in Watona.

At dawn, some of the characters are asleep in their gardens, which
are threatened to be engulfed by the vegetation around: “Given half a
chance, the vines and leaves would have crept up the beds and over-
grown the sleeping bodies of people” (3). The world that the Indians
living in Watona once belonged to seems to want to reclaim them and
bring them back to their traditional environment, which they actually re-
turn to at the end of the novel. The habit of sleeping in the garden is
usually associated with people who, like Belle Graycloud, hold on to their
tribal traditions in spite of the fact that they live among white people. The
rest of her family “believed in varying degrees, that they were modern, so
they remained inside the oven-hot walls of the house” (4). Modernity
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versus tradition has become a line of demarcation even within American
Indian families, and the acute awareness of dividing lines, marking inclu-
sions and exclusions, different kinds of outsiders and insiders, is estab-
lished as a norm of existence on the first pages of the novel.

The politics of the border always revolves around the tensions be-
tween imposed identity and self-definition. In Other Destinies, Louis
Owens deals with the “questions of authority and ethnicity,” and identi-
fies the question of “What is an Indian?” as the most difficult one that the
American Indian novel has to confront. “Must one,” asks Owens, “be
one-sixteenth Osage, one-eight Cherokee, one quarter Blackfoot, or
fullblood Sioux to be an Indian?” (3). As Mean Spirit clearly demon-
strates, the issue of identity, which is most fragile on borderlands, does
not refer only to personal identification and subjectivity, but is of utmost
significance in determining the status of citizenship for Native Americans:
their right to property or to receiving annuity in a white people’s world.

Watona, that “limbo between the two worlds,” the new American oil
frontier, is dynamic, of a mixed, hybrid nature, with people, landscape,
natural and civilized world locked in a deadly struggle. Grace, the daugh-
ter of the river prophet Lila Blanket, was sent by her mother to live in
Watona, because she believed that “Some of our children have to learn
about the white world if we are going to ward off our downfall . . . . We’ve
got too far away from the Americans to know how their laws are cutting
into our life”(6). Yet Grace Blanket pays little attention to the Indian ways
and is not interested in white laws. Upon finishing school, she gets a job
and starts to save her money. In total ignorance, she and her sister Sara
select a dried up land, which Grace ironically names the “Barren Land”
and, after striking oil, renames the “Baron Land.” Grace’s house, as well
as the way she dresses, could easily be read as an epitome for the crisis of
identity that she experiences, in a weird imitation of the world of white
people: Grace’s home is an “icy palace of crystal, and European to the
ceiling, even though Grace herself had never cut her long braids, and had
preferred moccasins to the spool-heeled shoes she wore that last Sunday
on her way to church” (48).

Grace is a border woman. Having severed her ties with the Hill Indi-
ans, she lives in limbo, imitating white peoples’ styles and practices, which
still do not make her a member of the white community. Grace is a product
of the assimilation policy of the Dawes Act, aimed to abolish the tribal
system and to make the Native Americans accept the capitalist principle of
private ownership and individualism. She also symbolizes the fate of
those Indians who believe in the politics of assimilation, which in her case
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proves to be another way of extermination.
Donald Weber perceives the discourse of the border as a “zone or

sphere of positionality” (527), populated by what Victor Turner defines as
marginals, which “would include migrant foreigners, second generation
Americans, persons of mixed ethnic origin, parvenues (upwardly mobile
marginals), migrants from country to city, and women in a changed nontra-
ditional role” (232). For Turner the border is a transforming agent that
secures the liminars their re-integration into society, their transition from
innocence to maturity:

Liminality is both more creative and more destructive than the struc-
tural norm . . . . But where it is socially positive it presents, directly or
by implication, a model of human society as a homogeneous, un-
structured communitas, whose boundaries are ideally coterminous
with those of the human species (emphasis added). (“Liminal” 47)

The qualification, “where it is socially positive,”  clearly implies the rela-
tive character of this model, its inability to be universally applied. This
positive aspect in the traditional definition of the frontier is valid for char-
acters like Hale, Sheriff Jess Gold, and the Indian agents. They inhabit the
in-between position of the border, with one notable difference. In the
national script their experience is viewed as the liminal stage in the mascu-
line rite of passage, equivalent to the mythological hero’s “descent to
hell” or encounter with a monster. Having successfully passed this test,
the protagonist is reincorporated into society with a new enhanced sta-
tus. The nature of this test, though, has radically changed. The basic
qualities required now to perform this perverted rite of passage are fraudu-
lence, blackmail, and the capacity to kill innocent people in cold blood.
Having amassed their fortune by either marrying a rich Indian woman, and
then shooting her, or by robbing the Indians of their land on the new
frontier, they can be re-integrated into a society that values success/
wealth above anything else. Hale, Sheriff Gold, and their mercenaries who
perform all the murders are actually the contemporary descendants of the
villain in the classical Western. Significantly, the lonesome savior of the
Western is absent.

The positive interpretation of the border as a transforming agent has
been attacked for what Renato Rosaldo in Culture and Truth terms as a
“language of social control”; Rosaldo takes Turner to task for “reducing
complex human dramas to mere illustrations of supposedly explanatory
structural principles” (40). Turner, himself, in Dramas, Fields, Metaphors
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observes the resistance of some “marginals” to join the ritual consensus.
On this issue Donald Weber remarks that Turner “is privileging his sense
of social leveling and attendant cultural bonding over what we now rec-
ognize as an encounter with identity politics and the border” (530). Linda
Hogan’s novel, in fact, dramatizes this encounter between two diametri-
cally opposed groups of people that inhabit the border—the liminar, who
ultimately joins “the affectionately warmer and more egalitarian bond of
communitas” (233), and the “marginals” who resist incorporation and
claim their difference.

The Hill Indians in Watona are typical marginal figures. They inhabit
the borders that in Gloria Anzaldua’s words “are set up to define the
places that are safe and unsafe, to distinguish us from them” (3). “Hatred,
anger and exploitation are the prominent features of this landscape” (Pref-
ace). Being Westernized places Native Americans in a double bind,
foregrounding their alienness and ambiguity. Grace, for instance, is de-
fined in negative terms both by the whites and by her own people. She is
a transgressor, hoping to be able to live on the verge of both worlds. Her
death is falsely attributed, even by the Indians, to a lovers’ quarrel, be-
cause Grace was “famous in those parts both as a basket-maker and an
oil-rich Indian, who was given to catting around. She had a sweet dispo-
sition, a mind of her own and a fondness for men and drink” (21).

There is no rite of passage for the marginals, since they are forever
doomed to an in-between and betwixt existence, where they are invested
with the ultimate ambiguity of being half-human and half-beast, and ut-
terly irredeemable. Yet they are also figures who resist appropriation and
possess the radical potential of deconstruction and subversion. Nola,
Belle Graycloud, Michael Horse are such figures. Nola, who unlike her
mother is ill-suited for town life, turns a rebel at school, defying all rules
and codes. “From the first day onward, though no one would say it, Nola
became something of a hero to most of the other children. Her anger and
defiance spoke for all of them” (129). The cruel punishments imposed on
her fail to quelch her indomitable spirit. Eventually Nola is assigned a
legal guardian, Mr. Forrester, who is to take care of her and, of course, her
money. For the sake of safety, at thirteen, Nola agrees to marry Mr.
Forrester’s son, Will, a weak, immature boy, a connoisseur of artifacts.
Yet, as more of her own people are being killed—Ruth, Benoit, even Will’s
father—Nola becomes extremely restless and insecure, feeling completely
out of place in a hostile world. Even Will, whom she loves, becomes “but
part of the shadowy white world which was losing its focus. She was
afraid of him . . . . Nola began to think that even their marriage was like
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glass and it would take little to fracture it” (353). Will’s interest in artifacts,
especially his passion for collecting Indian artifacts, eventually makes her
think “that she herself, as an Indian woman, represented something old and
gone to him, something from another time” (195).

Like her mother before her, Nola has made an effort to belong to the
white world, but her extreme isolation and the knowledge that “her hus-
band could actually benefit from her death,” that “He might have killed his
own father,” (321) motivate her to denounce her “whiteness.” Nola feels a
desperate need to flee from her house: “The glass figurines were of no use
at all. It was another Nola, not this one, who had gone from store to store
looking for a slender glass swan, another Nola who had turned pages in a
catalogue searching for fragile items to place inside the walls of her life”
(354). Undoubtedly, the seemingly mysterious deaths of all her rich rela-
tives, leaving her the richest person in Watona, the pillage of her mother’s
grave and the disappearance of her body, feed Nola’s fear to such an
extent that when Will calls for a doctor, after she accuses him of being
“one of them,” she interprets his action as an attempt to get rid of her, by
pronouncing her incapable of controlling herself. In order to protect her-
self and her unborn child, she shoots him to death. Ironically, Will is not
“one of them” and his love for Nola is genuine, yet it seems there is no
place for love in a “world that has gone out of kilter.” Nola chooses to go
back to the dwellings of the Hill Indians, who “had kept their distance from
the world outside, the world that was going empty. The settlement was a
far cry from the red and black automobiles, silk hats, the jazzmen and the
guns” (359).

The “violence of representation” done to the Indians in the dominant
discourse and the practices of intimidation are mechanisms for controlling
them and for destroying their cultural identity by effecting an internaliza-
tion of the degrading false standards according to which they are being
judged. Fear and the sense of inferiority are exploited by people like Hale
who “had hired Indian men to help him kill, burn and clear their land.”
Some Indians, like Grace Blanket, “were happy to learn business ways, but
before long they had no choice themselves but to become meat-eaters
with sharp teeth, devouring their own land and themselves in the pro-
cess” (54).  Such instances are stunning illustration of self-deprecation
and internal colonization. By leasing their land to the oil company, the
Indians in fact help the intruders destroy their community and ultimately
their way of life. As Reverend Joe Billy, who had been a medicine man for
twenty-two years before he’d converted to the Christian faith and married
Martha against her father’s will, puts it, “The Indian world is on a collision
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course with the white world . . . . It is more than a race war. They are waging
a war with earth. Our forests and cornfield are burned by them” (13).

On the other hand, there are those like Belle, Moses, Stace and Michael
Horse who effectively resist such practices and find refuge in a new kind
of knowledge of the nature of language, reality and identity. Michael
Horse, the writer of sacred texts who is fluent in several languages and
understands both tribal and white culture, uses code switching all the time
in order to interpret on a deeper level of meaning what seems to be self-
evident and self-explanatory. He perceives the true character of the “cul-
tured, civilized ways of the Americans” and the kind of justice they dis-
pense. The narrator reflects on the practices of marginalization and appro-
priation thus:

Horse knew that they had ideas about Indians, that they were un-
schooled, ignorant people who knew nothing about life or money.
But whenever an Indian didn’t fit their vision, the clerks, the agents
became afraid. That was why Michael Horse . . . always remained
silent in the presence of the men from Washington. If they knew he
kept a journal of all the events in Watona, and if they knew he had
translated three languages back and forth during the Boxer Rebellion
in China, they would have found a way to cut him down to the size
they wanted him to be, and he knew it. Not that all of them were bad.
Far from it. Nevertheless, Horse was afraid to even let them see that
he had three gold teeth because he knew some of them were so greedy
they’d find a reason to pull them out of his head, so he kept his mouth
closed and his ears wide open. (60)

Gerald Vizenor defines such gestures as “the active silence” that represents
“the shadows of tribal memories . . . in the literature of dominance”
(“Ruins” 3). The official newspaper accounts and the photographs in
newspapers of “real events” are pure fiction, fabrications that are substi-
tutes for the real, yet are credited with authority. While Stace Red Hawk is
reading a newspaper article about current events in Watona, 

A picture of the world was forming in his mind. One eye opened, one
eye closed, that was the world, only half of a scale of justice. He
opened the newspaper and the indelible image of Mr. Scelley, one of
the oil barons, filled the front page. Scelley was shaking hands with
a full blooded Indian outside the door of the courthouse. For the



Yonka Kroumova Krasteva  55

picture they each wore a feathered headdress. Stace closed the paper
and pushed it away from himself. (189)

According to Vizenor such “Simulations are new burdens in the absence
of the real and the imposture of presence” (“Ruins” 7). In this fictive
Oklahoma, the Indians must play out their roles, act out the transformation
of their “self” into that fictive vanishing Other, so that the white man may
continue to be the hero in the national script of progress in the name of
prosperity and equality. Such representations can be read as an allegory
of the general epistemic violence of cultural imperialism, the fabrication of
a self-immolating colonial subject for the justification of the mission of the
colonizer.

John Tate, Ruth’s husband, who at the end of the novel shoots her,
constantly takes pictures of the Indians, as if they were archaeological
finds. And this is the way he treats his Indian wife. Belle, through whose
eyes most of the events are filtered, finds it difficult to place John Tate and
Ruth together. “Tate was a weak man, held up in a way by the inner
strength of Ruth. He loved to capture Ruth on film, through the camera,
but he did not seem to love her living presence, in public, at least. They
seldom went anywhere together, but when they did, he never walked at
her side” (134). In such photographs the present is approached through
what Frederic Jameson calls “the language of the pastiche of the stereo-
typical past” (76), eliminating thus our “lived possibility of experiencing
history in some active way” (77).

The Indian as spectacle has become another cliché in the white men’s
world. When Lettie and Belle walk towards jail to pay a visit to Benoit,

In the streets, everyone stopped to look at them. They were a spec-
tacle. Belle carried a woman’s drum. Lettie wore the ribbon skirt and
blanket shawl of her father’s people. They carried tomatoes to Benoit.
The two women pleased the spectators no end. They liked to roman-
ticize the earlier days when they believed the Indians lived in a simple
way and wore more colourful clothing than the complicated Indians
that lived alongside them in the modern world. They believed the
Indians used to have power. In the other, better times, before the
people had lost their land and their sacred places on earth to the very
people who wished the Indians were as they had been in the past. (82)

This passage is a typical illustration of the racist attitude of considering
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the Natives to be “the way we were once,” in need of civilization, both
cultural and rhetorical.

The courtroom where Nola, Will and Mr. Forrest enter when Nola has
to sign the papers that give the latter the right to be her legal guardian is
another postmodern text of simulacra. “Nola glanced up at the paintings
on the high walls where naked Indian women offered grain and meat to the
white men around them, and one of them rode on a black buffalo” (134).
These paintings are materializations of white men’s fantasies about In-
dian women offering themselves to white men, and since “woman as na-
tion” has been the current paradigm for reading a culture, the paintings
actually invite the viewer to think that Native Americans look up to white
people and are willing to give up their cultural identity. Such misrepresen-
tations of history are illustrations of what Umberto Eco has called “the
real fake.” The construction of “place” in Watona, once the Osage
people’s Gathering Place, has acquired the characteristics of “the real
fake” while current representations of Indian identity are “copies without
an original” that are being circulated and produced for mass consump-
tion, accepted as more real than the living Indians themselves.

By defining the Indians as promiscuous, childlike, primitive or back-
ward, the white man declares their unreadability in the discourse of rea-
son, thus vindicating the ideology of exclusion, debasement and eco-
nomic dispossession. The marginals are actually non-existent, since their
assumed irrationality places them outside the realm of the logically de-
fined real. The white profiteers see the Indians as instruments for their
self-promotion and enrichment, a spectacle dramatizing the monstrosity
of the primitive within men, a mere abstraction, a reminder of a past age.
As Victor Turner points out, “Marginals and liminars are also betwixt and
between, but unlike ritual liminars they have no cultural assurance of a
final stable resolution of their ambiguity” (“Liminal” 233). That is exactly
the position afforded to Native Americans in the imperialist discourse.

Native American people can be tolerated as long as they stay in the
margins of society, as long as they remain poor, or invisible like the leg-
endary Joe Stink, who is dead on paper and leads a ghostlike existence.
They are treated as mere commodities, investment, objects for circulation,
enrichment or entertainment. Marriage between a white man and an In-
dian woman has become just another vulgar, dangerous transaction. When
asked what his occupation is, a white man simply answers, “I am married
to an Indian woman.” In Mean Spirit the cynical and degrading nature of
such practices reaches its most absurd manifestation when a white man
and a black woman “were married in the light of a lamp post with two dogs
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for witnesses. The justice of the peace inked the dogs’ paws and stamped
their prints on the marriage license while the newly weds kissed” (90).

If at some point US policy aimed at assimilating the Indians by de-
stroying their culture and making them adopt the American way of life, in
the 1920s things definitely changed. As Linda Hogan clearly shows, there
is no place for a rich Indian in a white man’s world, no matter how much
he or she has accepted the American way of life. The very concept of a
wealthy Indian, let alone the existence of such, is offensive to white people:

the oil company owners resented having to pay the Indians for the
use of their land, in spite of the fact that the Indian people had pur-
chased it themselves. The owners thought the Indians were a locked
door to the house of progress. And even more than that, they dis-
liked the way Indian people displayed their wealth, driving slowly red
and cream-colored cars, wearing bright clothing, and joking back and
forth about dollars and cents. And they did not know what to do with
their money. (54)

Assimilation, then,  is not an option; rather than acceptance, the Osage
find violence. “The Osages are shot, blown up, and poisoned in the same
manner, and for the same reasons, that the earth is drilled, dynamited, and
despoiled for oil,” observes Alex Casteel (50). At Hale’s first murder trial,
Mardy Green describes the complicated plot involving Hale and the sher-
iff to kill oil-rich Indians as nothing more than “clearing the land for your
farm, or hunting the food you eat . . . . Well, maybe you would call that plot
. . . or call it murder, but here it’s just survival” (327). After Fraser, whose
testimony is important for the case, is found dead in a car accident, and
one of the disappeared witnesses confesses that the defense attorney,
Springler, has paid him to leave, the trial is declared a mistrial and Hail is
released. As rumors begin to spread that the army is coming to relocate
the Indians, most of them sell their land in a hurry and start on a yet
another tortuous journey, looking for a place that they can call home.
Indian people have given up on American justice, although Hale is ar-
rested again and re-tried in a federal court in Guthrie, Oklahoma, where
most of the truth emerges. The belated justice, if it can be called justice,
does not change anything for the Indians. The murders go on. The novel
ends with Ruth’s murder by her white husband Tate, who in the act of
making an attempt at Belle’s life is in his turn killed by Belle’s husband,
Moses. The Grayclouds, fearing Mose’s arrest, flee “to places where no
roads had been cut before them . . . . The night was on fire with their pasts
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and they were alive” (375).
Yet, far from the nostalgia for a romantic past or a romantic fantasy

about Indians ingratiating themselves to white oil barons, Mean Spirit
depicts the Oklahoma oil frontier as a troubled place of fluid and changing
identities, a place of active exchange between cultures. The narrator ob-
serves that:

The year of 1922 was almost over by the time Nola and Will were
united in marriage. In spite of the wedding it was a year of separa-
tions. . . . By the year’s end the double lives of people grew more
obvious on all counts. Martha was not the only one who changed.
Her husband, the Reverend Billy, wore braids and moccasins to de-
liver his sermons and he finally wrote the main church offices that he
was resigning from the ministry . . . . It seemed as though toward the
end of the year, people became the opposite of what they had previ-
ously been, as if the earth’s polar axis had shifted. At the Indian
school, two Creek girls were so fascinated with white heaven that
they dyed their hair yellow like angels in pictures, and they wore
white gowns they stitched together out of bedsheets. One of the
school matrons, by contrast, began dying her hair black, and asked if
she could attend the peyote church. (170)

This is a clear case of the eruption of what Tony Morrison in Playing in
the Dark calls “the disrupting darkness before our eye” (91). The complex
life of border people in parallel worlds and their need to negotiate prac-
tices of exclusion on an everyday basis has become the norm of existence
in Watona. Linda Hogan has defined characters such as Floyd, Letty’s
white husband, Martha, and China, Hale’s former girlfriend, as “fringe
dwellers”—people who want to exist in an older culture (Interview 120).
“Why does anybody coming from a middle-class American background
feel such an emptiness that they want to take up another culture?” (121)
the writer asks. In spite of the concerted efforts of the dominant culture to
write the story of the vanishing Indian, the Indians are far from vanished.
Their values and way of life are being adopted by white people, who have
seriously questioned the validity of the biased assumptions of their own
culture and its divisive politics. Significantly, Indian communities are
attractive to those who want to take up the Indian way of life, to experi-
ence the wholeness of an ecologically oriented existence with stable moral
values.

As the novel clearly demonstrates, Linda Hogan’s postmodern incre-
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dulity towards metanarratives is firmly grounded in historical practice. It
is a justified distrust towards the distorted dominant account about the
Oklahoma tragedy of the 1920s that is being circulated as historical know-
ledge. The dramatized experience of the marginalized and the dispos-
sessed in Mean Spirit does not only subvert and correct the official dis-
course of progress, equality and prosperity, but also illustrates, to quote
Tony Morrison again, “how knowledge is transformed from invasion and
conquest to revelation and choice” (8).

Mean Spirit foregrounds the postmodern premise that our knowl-
edge of history and the past comes from previous representations, which
are constructed of biased cultural assumptions and do not rely on evi-
dence, that is they simulate and occlude the real. The novel brilliantly
illustrates Linda Hutcheon’s contention that in the postmodern condition,
“The representation of history becomes the history of representation”
(58). The memory of the real exists not in the written word of the dominant
discourse but in nostalgia, in the stories that are passed from generation
to generation, and in tribal knowledge. As Louis Owens points out, “Ul-
timately, whereas postmodernism celebrates the fragmentation and chaos
of experience, literature by Native American authors tends to seek tran-
scendence of such ephemeriality and the recovery of eternal and immu-
table elements represented by spiritual tradition that escapes historical
fixation” (20). “It is a holistic, ecological perspective, one that places
essential value upon the totality of existence, making humanity equal to all
elements but superior to none and giving humankind crucial responsibil-
ity for the care of the world we inhabit” (29). Yet, as Gerald Vizenor has
argued, it was this postmodern distrust of received knowledge that made
possible “a liberation of tribal stories” (Narrative xii).
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Calls for Submissions

New Rivers Press

New Rivers Press seeks submissions for a collection of Native American
women’s writing to be published in 2001. Short stories, memoir, creative
nonfiction prose, and poetry written by Native American women will be
considered for publication. The editors are seeking work that celebrates,
records, and explores Native American women’s roles in community. Of
particular interest is writing that mirrors the oral tradition or uses Native
language in accessible ways. Voices of all age groups are welcome as is
work that suggests the full range of Native women’s experience—their
lives in and on the reservation, as parents and professionals, in tradition
and transformation, as keepers of culture and of community.

Submissions should be typed or word-processed on 8-1/2 by 11-inch
paper. Send three copies of your submission, a short biography that
describes your heritage, and a SASE to:

Editors Laura Tohe and Heidi Erdrich
New Rivers Press
420 North Fifth St., Suite 938
Minneapolis, MN 55401.

We will consider only work that is previously unpublished. No
submissions will be returned. Multiple submissions okay.

Deadline: January 15, 2000.
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Native American Literature: Boundaries/Sovereignties

Paradoxa invites submissions for a special issue on Native American lit-
erature. While much attention has been paid to the tropes of borders and
boundaries, we are especially interested in how Native American litera-
tures—poetry, fiction, film, orality, theater, song, non-fiction—envision
empowerment, both actual and failed. Abstracted and real geographical
and legal lines shape Native American tribal life, past and present, and are
manifest in borders, forced migrations, removals, blood quantam, tribal
enrollment, culturally oppressive educational policies, land theft, incar-
ceration, social rending, religious oppression, internalized racism, ho-
mophobia, sexism, and familial dysfunction. This special issue will strive
for an exchange of views, or a dialogue between contributors, that deals
with the depiction of sovereignties more than identity crises. We shall
consider how these sovereignties assert themselves in voice, in political
action, in language, cultural solidarity and continuance, in kinship ties,
environmental vision, humor, and in genre innovation. Topics or problems
of special interest include, but are not limited to, Native American litera-
ture in relation to law, religion, intellectual history, belief systems, mythic
vision, sexuality and gender, individual crises, love and lost love,
intergenerational dynamics, and political struggles. But all submissions
related to Native American life as depicted in literature will be considered.

Editors for this special issue are Kate Shanley, Professor of Native
American Studies, University of Montana, Missoula (kshanley@
selway.umt.edu), and Professor Lee Francis, Department of Native Amer-
ican Studies, University of New Mexico (wordcraft@sockets.net).

Deadline for submissions is February 1, 2000. Please consult submis-
sion guidelines on the inside back cover of Paradoxa, or follow MLA
guidelines in terms of general format, etc. Send 3 copies, each with an
abstract of not more than 300 words on a separate page, to:

Managing Editor David Willingham
c/o Paradoxa
PO Box 2237
Vashon Island WA 98070
USA

For more information regarding this, or past or future projects, or for
subscriptions, send queries to Info@Paradoxa.com or see the Web site at:
www.accessone.com/~paradoxa.
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Boarding School Seasons: American Indian Families, 1900-1940 by
Brenda J. Child. Lincoln: U of Nebraska P, 1995. ISBN: 0-8032-1480-
4. 143 pages.

In her epilogue to American Indian Quarterly’s special issue (Winter 1996)
on “Writing about (Writing About) American Indians,” editor Devon A.
Mihesuah critiques the absence of Indian voices—both academic and
non-academic—from the so-called “new Indian History.” With too few
Indian historians, and too few Indian people even being consulted by
scholars working in “Indian history,” Mihesuah argues that Indians’ ac-
counts of the past remain marginalized and, more often, simply invisible.
Brenda J. Child’s Boarding School Seasons, winner of the 1995 North
American Indian Prose Award, serves as welcome antidote to Mihesuah’s
concerns by both consulting Indian sources and by centering its  atten-
tion on Indian perspectives on  the federal  boarding school experience.
As its subtitle suggests,  Child’s book focuses not just on Indian youth,
the most direct recipients of the boarding school agenda, but their families
as well during the first decades of the twentieth century. Child, a Red Lake
Ojibwe who is a professor of American Studies at the University of Min-
nesota, announces her study as part of the “new Indian history” in which
she privileges “Indian opinions, emotions, and experiences before, dur-
ing, and after government boarding schools. I was looking for what one
critic conceives of as ‘other destinies, other plots,’ with American Indian
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people at the core of the narrative” (xiii). To that end, Child grounds her
study of two Midwest boarding schools, Flandreau and Haskell, in letters
written by Indian students and their families that she found in govern-
ment school archives. Although she initially envisioned her work as a
contribution to the tribal history of the Red Lake Nation in northern Min-
nesota, Child extended her study to incorporate the experiences of other
Ojibwe families, complemented by attention to Oneidas, Lakotas, and
Poncas who also attended these schools. In doing this kind of “Indian
history,” Child “hoped to document and assemble a narrative that would
be familiar to my family and friends” (xiv).

While the impetus for her research began with informal interviews
with family members, Child does not use oral history as the basis for her
study, as K. Tsianina Lomawaima does for her study of Chilocco Indian
school in They Called it Prairie Light. Yet among the historical studies
produced in recent years on boarding schools (Adams, Coleman, Miller),
Boarding School Seasons’ focus on a few selected schools and its privi-
leging of unpublished source material is most akin to the format of Prairie
Light. Given these works, which share Child’s interest in complicating
any monolithic reading of boarding schools and their students, Boarding
School Seasons’ major contribution to the field is precisely its recovery of
countless letters between families and children, between parents and
school officials, letters “seldom looked at by historians” (xiii). These
letters, which Child claims are “at the heart of this story” (xii), comprise
much of her study, structuring each chapter’s focus and foregrounding
the points of view of Indian families. With these letters, Boarding School
Seasons moves the reader through the “seasons” of boarding school life,
from the anguish of separation from families and the persistent problems
of inadequate food, clothing, housing and sanitation, to the lack of pri-
vacy and high rates of death and disease. At the same time, the letters
enable Child to complicate the metanarrative of boarding school victim-
ization by showing, for example, that in the aftermath of devastating allot-
ment-era policies, when traditional Ojibwe familial support systems were
attenuated by disease and dispersal, the schools provided “a solution,
however temporary, to some of their most crucial dilemmas” (24).

After carefully providing an Ojibwe context for identifying the paths
by which students found themselves at  Flandreau and other schools,
Child is equally careful in delineating the pan-Indian dimensions of board-
ing school life. As her chapter “Star Quilts and Jim Thorpe” points out,
boarding schools inadvertently fostered a new collective sense of iden-
tity for Indian students, as they learned “bits of each other’s language”
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(4), intermarried, learned English, and set the foundation for future politi-
cal alliances. On a somber note, they also were buried next to one another,
with thirty-seven tribes represented in Haskell’s cemetery (67). However,
the shared sense of Indian identity that was created on the multi-tribal
meeting grounds of  the schools suggests the unintended consequences
of a system precisely designed to eradicate tribal identities.

Similarly, Child’s analysis reveals that just as the enforced use of
English fueled the formation of a pan-Indian community, this tool of as-
similation also provided families with a strategy for resisting the school’s
very goal of eliminating “tribal” influences on their children. Like Gerald
Vizenor, who reminds us in Manifest Manners that “English, that coercive
language of federal boarding schools, has carried some of the best stories
of endurance” (106), Child shows us the ways in which letters written in
English by parents and students challenged school administrators and
their adherence to institutional rules. Of course, the excerpted letters also
underscore the loss of agency experienced by Indian families, as stu-
dents’ letters were routinely screened and withheld, particularly if they
wrote of being ill. From the other direction, letters pleading for permission
to send sick children home, or to send children home because of family
emergencies, often were either ignored or denied. Still, in the face of such
obstacles, families remained “uncompromising in their determination to be
involved in many aspects of their children’s lives” (27), a point Child
argues has been “underestimated” and “not well understood by histori-
ans” (27). For example, families whose letters she studied were tenacious
in their efforts to stay in communication with their children, often turning
to the “moccasin telegraph” as a means of keeping informed about their
children’s well-being and conditions at school. As such, these recovered
“letters between family members speak for the deepest of bonds” (100),
even as they also provide a paper trail of decades of resistance and resil-
ience, as families fought the script assigned to them by assimilation-era
educational policies.

By way of conclusion, Child reminds us that the “legacy of govern-
ment boarding schools is still being sorted out in American Indian com-
munities” (100). However, as her book persuasively argues, the “boarding
school agenda did not triumph over Indian families or permanently alien-
ate young members of the tribe from their people” (100). Returning in her
conclusion to the Red Lake reservation, Child notes that despite problems
of language loss and unemployment, many graduates were able to reinte-
grate into that community. By framing her study from a tribally and geo-
graphically specific point of view, Child points us toward refreshingly
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“new” directions for the “new Indian history.” This excellent addition to
studies of the Indian boarding school experience makes effective and
compelling use of documents long absent from the official record of a
deeply complicated era in Indian history. In doing so, Boarding School
Seasons helps to “reveal the stories of people who have for too long been
anonymous and relegated to the periphery of American history but whose
lives remain important to their descendants and tribes” (8).

Susan Bernardin
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Visit Teepee Town edited by Diane Glancy and Mark Nowak. Minne-
apolis: Coffee House Press, 1999. ISBN I-56889-084-5. 372 pages.

Visit Teepee Town earns its place as a first-rate anthology of postmodern
Native American poetics. The humor throughout the collection effect-
ively accomplishes one of the book’s foremost aims: to resist and re-
define Western readings of Native American aesthetics. Catalogued and
preserved, Native American oral and written stories have been “frozen” in
books and museums of history, say editors Glancy and Nowak. They see
Visit Teepee Town as an act of unfreezing the meanings of Native Ameri-
can stories, poetry and prose, by unfreezing the binary of oral/written
language. The collected works in Visit Teepee Town offer multiple possi-
bilities for what Native American oral and written poetics can do and
mean. They emphasize, then capitalize on, the fluidity of sound and mean-
ing. Glancy and Nowak invite us to “Read quickly, misread the possibili-
ties of words and their happenings” (v).

In Barbara Tedlock’s excerpt from The Beautiful and the Dangerous,
she realizes she is guilty of trying to freeze meaning: “I suggested that we
might take a picture of Sabin—for history and all . . . . He stood next to his
favorite deer-head trophy for two full-length portraits.” Both photos turned
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out badly. “Pictures no one loved, liked, or even wanted. Technological
failures revealing the insistent documentary urge to freeze, store, and
retrieve the authenticity of an encounter with a returned pilgrim. Examples
of ethnographic bad faith” (116). (Tedlock’s interpretation is nicely com-
plicated by Leslie Marmon Silko’s strong attachment to photographs of
the landscape and people she grew up with. In Yellow Woman and A
Beauty of the Spirit, Silko constantly photographs her surroundings. Her
family uses photos of relatives and neighbors to teach and remind chil-
dren of who their people were and are.)

The pieces in this anthology share a postmodern approach to Native
American poetics, yet they vary widely, from Carolyn Lei-lanilau’s narra-
tive monologue to Barbara Tedlock’s creation story; from Tlingit stories
written in Tlingit by Nora Marks Dauenhauer and Richard Dauenhauer; to
Diane Glancy, Larry Evers and Felipe Molina’s language poetry that uses
physical space, punctuation, and word play to destabilize meaning. Fi-
nally, theoretical essays by Greg Sarris and Gerald Vizenor discuss the
meaning of Native American writing and speech in various communities
today.

Using the concrete details of everyday life, Carolyn Lei-lanilau’s “Ha-
waiians, No Kanaka, Nah Hahh-Y-In” allows readers to see another, ab-
stract story that the reader creates from the cultural meanings of those
everyday details:

Question: just who is Hah-why-an?
I saw a definition by Ronald (in his pitch letter for his calassy

publication)
make the distinction of “colored”/”ethnic”—as oh sohard. He
referred to his
holiday “giving” letter
addressed to All Colored Authors whom he referred to as “diverse”—
What??? You cannoT understand what I trying to say?
—How you think I felt when I got the letta and my linguistic beagle
mine was sniffing it out
and it jess sounded so fucken politie. iT Tried to be PC but it was silly.
(87)

Also relying on the reader’s cultural knowledge of words and language
patterns, Rosmarie Waldrop’s “A Key into the Language of American”
uses the rhetoric of a Western anthropologist to create an experience of
fluid meaning:
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I SALUTATIONS
Are of two sorts and come immediately before the body. The pronun-
ciation varies according to the point where the tongue makes contact
with pumice found in great quantity. This lends credence, but no
hand. Not so entirely Narragansette, the roof of the mouth. Position
of hand or weapon conventional or volcanic formation. (72)

Complete sentences and the rhetoric of an expert scientific observer lull
the reader into believing this passage will have one clear meaning. But so
many meanings are possible that none clearly dominates. Salutations do
come before the body (in a traditional Western letter or essay). They may
also come physically before the body of someone raising a hand in greet-
ing. It’s not clear who the observer is, or who is being observed. In the
next sentence, the passage seems to refer to an oral greeting. It seems
Waldrop is making fun of—or having fun with—the anthropologist’s rheto-
ric and intentions. She uses a Western scientist’s monolithic rhetoric, but
keeps the meaning fluid. This allows Waldrop to question the assump-
tions behind scientific rhetoric, the position of the observer and the ob-
served, and the conclusions Western culture has drawn about Native
American cultures, based on this kind of “expert” scientific documenta-
tion.

Waldrup continues to open up the multiple meanings of words (by
placing words in different contexts, the signifiers stand for very different
signifieds) in section XXIX:

XXIX OF THEIR WARRE
Surplus valor comes as messenger and heaves ambush. Shóttash.
Shot. A word made from English though their guns come from the
French. A third arm.  Liable to sudden deviation.  Then he has
against him copious and pathetic voiced explosives to kindle the
flame of wrath which no man knowes how farre it will branch to the
right. A wager on who drew the first bow, on how many slain, the
barking of a dog. 

predestination
desert
storm
disability
Npúmmuck. I am shot. (81)
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All that we associate with war in our late 20th century minds is alluded to
with this list of words. Predestination led to Europeans colonizing the
American continent with self-righteousness. Desert and storm are natural
elements that have existed in Native American aesthetics for tens of thou-
sands of years. In the list, desert storm is added to predestination. Desert
Storm: another military attack by a large foreign power on a small sover-
eign state, some say to protect the resource supply. The next phase: mass
starvation. “Disability” moves us to the common experience all people
have with armed conflict: I am shot. No matter what language, what
pronunciation, what intent, this is the sound of mortality: Npúmmuck. I
am shot.  “Disability” may also suggest that the ability to shoot and kill is
a dis-ability.

Where Waldrup leaves silences and space for the reader to fill with
meaning, James Thomas Stevens’ poem “Tokinish” fills the spaces with
many voices that compete for and complicate meaning. Stevens plays
with the sounds of words, establishing meaning only to destabilize it. The
poem captures the changing nature of English language, drawing atten-
tion to the way sound gets represented on the page (cheare and generall).
At the same time, the Western gaze on the Native American seems to be
clearly rendered. Or is it reversed? Does the Native American think the
white people are “exceedingly delighted”? The assumption that the gaze
goes only one way explodes:

The thrill of recognition 

What cheare Netop? is the generall salutation of all
English toward them. Netop is friend. 

Netompauo g.        Friends. 

They are exceedingly delighted with Salutations in their
own Language.
               -R.W. (16)

Excerpts from Roger Williams’ A Key into the Language of America (1643),
and John Donne’s Devotions Upon Emergent Occasions continually in-
terrupt, clarify and confuse the meaning of “Tokinish.”

This interaction of Native American cultures with European onlook-
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ers, settlers and scribblers is the lens through which Lise McCloud views
her heritage. Her work “Mixed American Pak: NATIONAL HOLIDAY
THUNDER CHRYSANTHEMUM WITH PEARLS&REPORTS” exam-
ines the beauty of American Independence Day fireworks as she discuss her
family heritage from the beginning of the 20th century through her own life.
Full of irony, McCloud’s piece conveys the progress of Native, American,
cultures.

There’s a discount outlet where you can get ten loaves of not quite
moldy bread for a dollar on Tuesdays and that’s where I’m headed,
because you can fuel, or fool, a family of boys indefinitely on grilled
commodity cheese sandwiches and date-expired Ho-Hos. To my to-
tal shock, there is a check from the US Treasury in San Francisco,
made out to me in the amount of $1,729.76. It is “La Pay” from the Ten-
Cent Treaty that everyone was waiting for all this time and meanwhile
died of old age and hardship. In a daze I call up different meat lockers
and finally order half a beef to be delivered. Nobody had any bison.
(34)

A clear message in Visit Teepee Town is that Native American cultures are
actively, continually developing. The cultures of people who settled on
the North American continent tens of thousands of years ago continue to
expand and adapt in the late 20th century, as all living cultures do. Daily life
goes on, despite, and because of, and alongside, the mass population of
Euroamericans on this continent. As Sherman Alexie writes in “The Na-
tive American Broadcasting System,”

Custer came back to life in Spokane managing the Copper Penny
Grocery, stocked the rubbing alcohol next to the cheap wine: 

RUBBING ALCOHOL 99ó
THUNDERBIRD WINE $1.24 

The urban Indians shuffle in with tattered coats and boots,
counting quarters while Custer trades food stamps for cash,
offering absolution. (298)

The artists represented in Visit Teepee Town use postmodern poetics as a
way to celebrate and share their aesthetics. In his excerpt from Manifest
Manners, Gerald Vizenor points out that Native American literatures “have
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been  overburdened  with  critical  interpretations  based  on structuralism
and other social science theories” that mis-represent the culture those
literatures come from. Worse, “Native American Indian imagination and
the pleasures of language games are disheartened in the manifest manners
of documentation and the imposition of cultural representation” Vizenor
says (51-53). After all the mis-readings of Native American aesthetics by
uninformed onlookers, Visit Teepee Town creates the playful, rich litera-
ture that draws on word-play, irony, understatement, humor and the cel-
ebration of survival that readers are invited to enjoy.

Lisa Bernhagan

Dark River by Louis Owens. Norman: U of Oklahoma P, 1999. ISBN
0-8061-3115-2. 286 pages.

In his appropriately mixed-genre Mixedblood Messages: Literature, Film,
Family, Place, Louis Owens opens two large worm cans and lets the
nematodes mingle. He takes on not only the complex and politically-
charged issue of hybridity—what it means to be mixedblood and what
“mixedblood” means for the culture(s) at large—but also the equally diffi-
cult question of the relationship between identity and place. Readers of
Mixedblood Messages will recognize in Owens’s newest novel, Dark River,
his sense of irony (present in Wolfsong and refined in The Sharpest Sight
and Bone Game) as well as his efforts, in whatever genre, to come to terms
with a history of hybridization in the context of often violent conflict over
the land.

First, the irony. This is by far Owens’s funniest and most clever novel
yet. If Bone Game sometimes swerves toward dark humor, Dark River
takes the whole corner with a twelve-pack resting securely on the gas
pedal. From characterizations like a Jewish anthropologist from New York
who has become more “Apache” than his objects of study, to the anthro’s
friend, a fullblood Apache storyteller inordinately fond of speaking the
Italian he learned in Hollywood (and of the cat given to him by Iron Eyes
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Cody), to an educated young Apache selling fake vision quests to wealthy
Europeans and using the proceeds to fund scholarships for reservation
kids, Owens explores the vicissitudes of Indian identity without caving in
to either essentialism or the “bankable simulation.” What is a reader to
make of this young Indian entrepreneur, this Jessie, who robs from the rich
and who teaches the boys on the reservation about Russell Means . . .
Means the movie actor, that is . . . so that “the kids know their roles,
develop their sense of irony so they’ll know how to function,  how to
adapt . . . “? Who promises what no one should or can promise and who
then, very strangely, delivers on that promise? There is much critical work
to be done here, perhaps in light of Philip Deloria’s Playing Indian (New
Haven: Yale UP, 1998). Craftily, Owens weaves White Mountain Apache
tales into his narrative. To take a less than central example, Vulva Woman
appears in the character of a blonde filmmaker from National Geographic
who is first introduced as the dupe of the tribal council’s presentation of
the anthropologist as traditional Indian (“Goldberg” becomes “Gold Bird”)
but who then erotically overwhelms the ethically compromised tribal chair-
man. Vulva Woman’s new husband begs Frog Old Woman to hide him in
the squash patch: Owens renders the chairman’s fear of castration with
deft and hilarious subtlety. But a deft writerly hand is one thing, and this
is no mere comic set piece nor merely a clever layering of the literary and
the traditional. It raises disturbing questions about the intersections of
sexuality and colonialism. I imagine Owens at the oars of a driftboat,
floating us through some dangerous waters, and I imagine him looking
over our shoulders, wondering if we know how dangerous they are and, if
so, how we’ll respond.

Together, Owens’s linking his characters to figures from the Apache
oral tradition and his careful description of specific landscapes instantiate
one of the most rewarding and important aspects of his fiction: his ongo-
ing struggle with the connections between identity and place. Dark River’s
protagonist is Jake, a reader of Hemingway and—I believe—an iteration
of the Apache culture hero Monster Slayer. Like Owens’s last protago-
nist, he is a mixedblood Choctaw, and like Cole McCurtain, Jake Nashoba
suffers from a ghost sickness, but Jake’s sickness results from his tours of
combat duty in Vietnam. While Jake, as an unquiet Indian veteran, is not
sui generis in Native fiction, what lends his story its particular power and
complexity is Owens’s thematic focus on the variables of place and story
in the calculus of identity. That is, contrary to dominant-culture or essen-
tialist notions of the doomed and/or pathological mixedblood—which
Owens critiques in Mixedblood Messages and elsewhere—Jake’s prob-
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lem is not his mixedbloodedness.  As for the fullblood protagonist of
Wolfsong, the fundamental problem for Jake is his lack of the stories that
would make him part of a community rooted in a place, that might, for
instance, allow him to live with his Apache wife, who is deeply rooted in
her place and people, who “had grown up knowing exactly who she was.”
Jake’s compensation, his survival strategy, is his time spent exploring and
flyfishing the Dark River valley, a place that calls to him in the voice of
mountain spirits and that constitutes his demilitarized zone, his secure
perimeter—until the arrival of “monsters” on their own simulated vision
quests. And as the conflict heats up and the men in the story wage an
insane battle that is no less deadly for its self-conscious gamesmanship
and irony, the female characters are increasingly revealed to be at the core
of a dynamic continuity of tribal lifeways in a matrilocal culture. In love or
council or (literal) battle, Owens’s female Apache characters make things
happen, and their strength comes from knowing the stories, and some-
times creating new ones.

In Dark River, Owens constructs a hybrid bricoleur’s plot that is
roughly equal parts mystery, action/adventure, domestic drama, experi-
mental narrative, traditional story, and farce. But all of these generic ele-
ments are ultimately in the service of a contemporary Native American
“homing” story—one with an ending that will give you either a fit of
irritation or great intellectual and emotional satisfaction. For me it was
very much the latter.

David Brande

Dark River: A Novel by Louis Owens. Norman: U of Oklahoma P,
1999. ISBN 0-8061-3115-2. 286 pages.

When one looks upon the web of a trap door spider, the contraption that
is on the surface is deceptively simple but is only the tip of something far
more sophisticated. This latest novel by Louis Owens might be viewed as
a simple story on the surface, a Native American action-adventure set in
the mountains of the desert southwest. My question, as a reviewer, is
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where to begin an examination of this deceptively complex novel? As a
scholar of Native American literature, and as an admirer of all the works of
Louis Owens, I find this book cries out to be discussed from the back
forward. But to give away the ending of this novel would be to cheat the
reader of the most sublime ending to a story I’ve read in a long time. And
what is more, for those who can’t resist the temptation to peek, it won’t
work to go to the end to read it first; you have to have been there for the
entire trip for it to make any sense. It is also a novel that must be read at
least twice to glean the layers of meaning from the complex orb Owens has
woven. But I mix my spider metaphors.

A synopsis and some background is in order. The story follows Jacob
Nashoba, a troubled mixedblood Choctaw Vietnam vet, through a few
days in his life as a ranger on the Black Mountain reservation. Upon
returning from a trip into the Dark River canyon, he finds evidence of
poachers and stumbles onto a local attempt to stem the corrupt practice of
the tribal CEO selling permits to hunt prime elk and pocketing the money.
Meanwhile, the CEO has directed him to discontinue his trips into the
Dark River canyon, where no one but Jake ever goes anyway, and concen-
trate instead on stopping the poaching on the mesa above. But Jake must
make one last trip into the canyon to find his granddaughter, Alison. She
has  talked a local young Apache entrepreneur named Jesse into taking her
into the canyon for one of his designed-for-tourists “vision quests,” never
mind that vision quests aren’t an Apache tradition. On reaching the
location where Alison is supposed to be fasting, he finds instead a para-
military group playing war games, the real reason the CEO ordered him
away from his beloved river. A couple of the group leaders turn out to be
former Vietnam buddies of Jake’s, who are astonished to find that Jake
didn’t die in Vietnam as they originally thought. A classic predator/prey
struggle ensues, when a particularly determined member of the group
steps forward and takes over. And by about page 162, Owens has the
reader set up for the action-adventure rescue mission drama (there are, it
turns out, two women in the canyon on Jesse’s vision quests) to unfold.
And any reader gullible enough to think Owens is actually going to write
the story that way is due for a surprise. But then, readers familiar with
Owens’ other work will also be surprised, because Owens manages to
deconstruct every expectation, including those for his traditional lonely
protagonist Jake, before the story is over.

The background to this story is complex, but the more the reader
knows ahead of time, the more the strands of this story will be apparent.
One must simply know where to focus one’s vision. The two major compo-
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nents of the novel are the Apache landscape (cultural and physical) and
the belief system of the transplanted Choctaw warrior Jacob Nashoba.
These intersect in the river canyon but remain nonetheless independent
world views;  blended cultures are something Owens does particularly
well because he appreciates the pentimento that results when one set of
stories is passed over another. The convergent images and colors glow
through, resulting in rich images with unique aspects.

Before reading very far into this story I poked around in the Univer-
sity of Texas Libraries’ Minority Cultures Collection and found Grenville
Goodwin’s Myths and Tales of the White Mountain Apache, first pub-
lished in 1939. In stories such as “He Goes to His Father: Slaying of
Monsters,” are the fables of the son of the sun named Slayer of Monsters,
his brother Big Owl (“it was he who had been killing all of the people on
the earth” [10]), Black Spider Old Woman, and Vulva Woman, among oth-
ers. The classic battle between Monster Slayer (or perhaps Born To Wa-
ter—many versions of these stories exist and the culture heroes easily
shift positions from one telling to the next) and his brother Big Owl are
reenacted in Owens’ novel, but with a classic Owens storytelling twist
that allows cultures to mingle on the shores of this Dark River.

Readers of Owens’ earlier novel The Sharpest Sight (1992) will know
much of the Choctaw eschatology that appears in a more subtle form in
Dark River. But its presence is crucial to understanding the outcome of
the book. As noted in “The Syncretic Impulse: Louis Owens’ Use of
Autobiography, Ethnology, and Blended Mythologies in The Sharpest
Sight,” SAIL 10.2, the Choctaw afterworld is reached by crossing over a
black river called the Oka lusa hacha:

The Choctaw afterworld is reached by the spirit after traveling on a
path eastward toward the good hunting grounds, according to Tho-
mas Campbell in his excellent overview of Choctaw eschatology “The
Choctaw Afterworld.” The path crosses a “tremendous cataract” at
which the shilup must cross a slippery log while being pelted with
rocks by beings from the far end. Those individuals who have not
committed any of the “great crimes that merit banishment” cross eas-
ily; those who have murdered another Choctaw, are guilty of gossip,
or who have set aside a pregnant wife, are destined to fall off the log
into the cataract. Says Campbell: “the Choctaw type of afterworld
resembles the Greek Elysium and Hades more than it resembles the
Christian heaven and hell” (153). (58-59)
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Warriors gain automatic admittance to  the good hunting grounds, but
they have to have both of their ghosts in the proper places to do so, and
they still must cross that log.

Why research images of death, of the afterlife, and of spirits? Be-cause
people die in this book—in many ways. Those characters who believe there
is more beyond the end of life than a simple shut down of the brain stem
(and cessation of all things spiritual) continue on in the story. And how
long some people have been dead is perhaps the biggest mys- tery of all in
this novel. Spiritual figures portending death appear or are alluded to
throughout. One of the most important characters is the beau-tiful Apache
elder who once married a “white hell-fire-and-brimstone- preacher” who
left after three weeks, but she kept his name: Mrs. John Edwards (the
insider humor is as sharp as this reference). Is she also Black Spider
Woman? She is the one, several people tell Jake, who should interpret his
dream, shared with her, of four perfect feathered bears. Other characters
bear dual roles: Tali, the almost ex-wife, who placed his posses-sions on
their porch when she could no longer live with his violent dreams, but who
still visits him in the night; he associates her with water. Readers will
associate her with many things. The toothsome National Geographic
representative Donna Green as Vulva Woman. Shorty Luke is one of the
“surviving twins” and is a thief of stories, who tells and retells his experi-
ences in Hollywood as an Indian actor and cleverly incorporates others’
memories into his own narratives. Shorty’s best friend is the Jewish an-
thropologist Avrum Goldberg (“Gold Bird”) who has become more  than
the Indians and steps in to play Indian to woo the National Geo-graphic
Society when asked by the Harvard-educated CEO Two Bears.

Jesse, the basketball-loving entrepreneur who sells vision quests to
rich tourists is a pivotal character, and gives, I think, the best early key to
the story and character of Jake. Jesse offers to fix the broken beer sign
Jake was given years earlier. This sign is one of Owens’ most enduring
metaphors, and has probably appeared in every one of his five novels, but
in Dark River he deconstructs the sign and Jake simultaneously:

“Hey,” Jessie said, motioning toward the beer sign with his chin. “I
always liked that sign. Bet I could fix it for you. Probably just a bad
connection.”

Jake looked at the sign. “I don’t know,” he said. “Maybe I like it
just the way it is.”

“No way. Imagine how it would be with all of that simulated
motion. I saw one of those in a bar in Flagstaff, and it was great. It’s
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got these ripples going all the time, with that guy lifting and dipping
his paddle. Drives you nuts trying to figure out where one of those
ripples starts and another one ends and how the guy looks like he’s
moving but he’s not. Everything tells you this guy’s going some-
where, real lifelike, but it’s just illusion.”

Jesse walked over and lifted the bottom of the sign, peering
underneath. “Hey man, there’s one hell of a spider back there,” he
said. “Black widow, I think. It’s shiny black with one of those sticky,
thick webs with no pattern to it . . . .” (17-18)

Pages later, when the beer sign starts operating spontaneously, Owens
ironically mixes metaphors (including the flowery language of treaties) to
craft a somber view of this character’s life (and perhaps Native American
life in general?) when Jake observes the sign and thinks “Action without
effect, motion removed from time, a man in unceasing movement going
nowhere beautifully. Even alive, the grass didn’t grow, the water didn’t
flow” (94).

Unlike the beer sign, this novel flows forward, drawing the reader in
with many witty intertextual references to Native American and main-
stream literature along with Owens’ usual mix of humor and insight. It
manages the deconstruction of many stereotypical images about Ameri-
can Indians, but also provides a thoughtful examination of Indian litera-
ture, including Owens’ own earlier fiction. This novel is Owens’ most
sophisticated to date, and deserves more attention than it has received. If
this one goes to paperback, the academic use alone will keep it in print for
years. For scholars of American Indian literature, this book will serve as
a vehicle for demonstrating storytelling and narrative styles that are
(post)modern but by no means mainstream.

“That’s what they say” (9).

Margaret Dwyer
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Family Matters, Tribal Affairs by Carter Revard. Tucson: University
of Arizona Press, 1998. ISBN 0816518432. 203 pages.

The title of Carter Revard’s collection of new and previously published
essays honors  a  connection  self-evident  to Native  readers even  as  it
makes the importance of that connection manifest to others. Family Mat-
ters, Tribal Affairs, by the distinguished Osage mixedblood scholar and
poet recently retired from Washington University, is first and foremost a
book about family. More than that, it is an eloquent vision of literature
beyond the Culture Wars. Laced with humor and irony, Revard’s essays
are often as intimate and colloquial as if he were telling the stories in
person. He brings to life a close-knit, rural Oklahoma community whose
members are ultimately connected with a much greater world. Those who
leave for California or Chicago seem not so far away when Revard places
them in the much broader context of traditional tribal identity. The book’s
first essay, “Walking Among the Stars,” establishes a notion of a family
universe that is not only far-flung but almost infinitely expandable. The
uncles, aunts, grandparents, great-grandparents, cousins, siblings, nieces,
and nephews—inlaws and outlaws, Osage, Ponca, and Irish—Revard re-
calls with deep affection in these essays are almost as numerous as the
stars. If he shares the story of Aunt Jewell and the courage song that
inspired his own writing career, he also includes his memory of Uncle
Frank Phillips, whose Bartlesville-based petroleum company profited so
richly from Osage oil.

Remembering his early schoolmates with equal affection, Revard
peoples an entire community, not an isolated, provincial community but a
community with wide-ranging ties to the larger world. Paradoxically,
Revard’s off-reservation schooling deepened his own tribal ties even as it
offered him a transnational perspective. A couple of years after winning the
radio quiz scholarship that made his college education possible, Revard
was awarded a Rhodes scholarship. Just before leaving for Oxford in
preparation for a lifetime commitment to language and literature, he re-
ceived his tribal name in a ceremony organized by his grandmother, Mrs.
Josephine Jump.  That name becomes a touchstone through these essays
as Revard enriches our understanding of its meaning and simultaneously
what it means to be part of a tribal community.

Ultimately,  these  are essays  about  education, that  traditional focus
for Euroamerican autobiographers, but by the conclusion of the book’s
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first half, Revard has been appropriately transformed from young student
to elder teacher with niece and nephew in tow. “Family Reunion,” the last
essay in the section called “Family Matters,” brings us up-to-date with a
tour of Greater St. Louis, Revard’s home for many years. He knows the
region well—from the readily recognizable Arch to Cahokia Mounds across
the Mississippi in Illinois, visible reminders of what was once the largest
city on this continent, to cattle egrets, recent avian migrants to North
America from Africa. The tour leads Revard to reflect that while St. Louis
landmarks can be seen from Cahokia, these important tribal landmarks are
not visible from St. Louis. The book’s second half, “Tribal Affairs,” is a
conscious effort to change this perspective.

Revard’s essays are generously laced with humor and irony. His very
first home, he notes wryly, was located midway between the Osage County
Courthouse and jail, and the mansion that belonged to the family of John
Joseph Mathews, the first Osage Rhodes Scholar, who returned to
Pawhuska to write such works as Sundown. Contrary to the expectation
of most off-reservation readers, it was the “wild Irish” side of Revard’s
family and not the “wild Osage” side that connected the future Rhodes
Scholar to the jail. There his grandfather served a term for letting his three
sons run their bootlegging operation out of the house. The Osage family
his mother married into soon moved the young Carter and his twin sister
into the world of middle-class gentility with maid and telephone. Here, a
boy could borrow Swann’s Way from his aunt’s bookshelf for outhouse
reading. It is a book, Revard confesses, that he may yet finish. 

Revard exploits the comic reversal to its fullest effect in one of the
book’s finest essays, a gentle but pointed satire called “Report to the
Nation:  Repossessing Europe.”  As he adventures  with his family from
the Thames across France, through the Roncevalles into Spain, and al-
most but not quite to the summit of Olympos, Revard claims all that previ-
ously “unclaimed” territory in the name of the Osage elders. At the heart
of the essay, however, are the four poems carefully intercut into the text, a
quiet reminder that the real issue is not land ownership but joyous and
respectful relationship.

Relationship, indeed, is a theme that connects all the essays in this
volume. In “Making a Name,” the first essay in the book’s second section,
Revard moves his focus to language and literature, his life’s vocation.
Here, he considers the relationships hidden or revealed in names, teach-
ing readers to follow the thread of connection for a broader sense of
tradition, history, and community. Citing the method used to instruct the
young Charles Alexander Eastman, Revard suggests that such teaching
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was fundamental to traditional tribal education. As he begins to establish
his identity as an Indian academic, he shares examples from his own life—
Amherst, for example. It was in this community, named for the British lord
who sent the first shipment of smallpox-infested blankets to the local
tribes, that Revard began his teaching career and engaged, some forty
years ago, in his first skirmish in the Culture Wars. Ironically, this skirmish
involved not only his departmental colleagues but the canonical figure of
Robert Frost, then revered as “the greatest living writer of poetry in En-
glish” (118). Revard notes that he well might have responded, “‘Good
night—Yankee!’” when a resounding, “‘Good night—Indian!” accompa-
nied Frost’s farewell handshake. He didn’t, and through the essays that
follow, his restraint becomes emblematic of Revard’s enormous respect
for the canon.

Establishing this context for his own inclusive approach to canonical
British and American literature, Revard focuses on traditional cultural
expressions of connection in his next essay, “History, Myth, and Identity
among Osages and Other Peoples.” The web of connection may manifest
itself even in such nontraditional forms as Indian autobiography, he notes.
In his thinking on the Columbian encounter, “How Columbus Fell from the
Sky and Lighted Up Two Worlds,” Revard casts Columbus as a Native
culture hero, the source of illumination through whom Revard sees—and
helps us see—how the European desire to purge the world of evil has
functioned to marginalize Native peoples. In contrast with the
Euroamerican canon (and its finest exemplars Milton and Shakespeare),
the Native canon has found a fitting relationship between the newer whites
and traditional culture figures. If money-seeking and power-seeking are
looked on askance, they remain central to the universe and cannot be
purged from it.

In his final essay “Herbs of Healing,” Revard makes his most tradi-
tional appeal to literary scholars, invoking the Culture Wars directly. Pair-
ing poems by Wallace Stevens, Milton, and Robert Frost with poems by
Simon Ortiz, Wendy Rose, and Louise Erdrich, he posits a community
rather than a conflict of interest. Revard leaves us with a poetic offering of
his own, poems that offer new insights into both modern American and
Native culture in one of the most traditional of Old English forms, the
Riddle. The very form with its alliteration bridging two half lines stands as
the model of connection that  Revard so reverently hopes can come
through the process of intellectual discovery.

Linda Lizut Helstern
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Some Things Are Not Forgotten: A Pawnee Family Remembers by
Martha Royce Blaine. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1997.
ISBN 0-8032-1275-5. 274 pages.

Reading Royce Blaine’s book is a bit like looking through an old chest in
the attic. The excitement and anticipation are certainly present as you
enter a box like many boxes in the attic. However, upon opening, the
contents begin to distinguish it from any other like repository.

The first thing you notice is the snapshots. Chapter 3 begins with a
quote by Voltaire, “History supplies little beyond a list of those who have
accommodated themselves with the property of others.” The first half of
the book is devoted to a meticulous detailing of that attempted and suc-
cessful usurpation of the Pawnee people from their traditional territories
by the United States and state governments. There is richness in this
discussion; there is pain in the detail. If you are able to more than glance
at this snapshot of the Pawnee experience of colonization, you will wince
when you recognize the picture within the picture: this is about the uni-
versality of all indigenous peoples’ experience in response to the coloni-
zation attempts of the settlers. As Royce Blaine details the legislative and
illegal schemes which were perpetrated to deprive the Pawnee of their
land, you glance and think, “Now, isn’t this familiar?”

In fact, her eye is steady and her aim is true. Royce Blaine describes
removal, starvation and negotiation for the necessities of life with a verisi-
militude that is rare and compelling. Stark and convincing, her lyrical tone
belies her harsh understanding: coercion, duplicity, and legislative ma-
nipulation were used in the attempt to remove the “Pawnee problem.” In
remarkable historical detail, Royce Blaine is able to describe this shameful
American governmental legacy in a manner that describes the legislative
and political coercion in a historical and a holistic manner. You under-
stand not only when the events occurred but what the long-lasting impact
has been on the Nation. This understanding results partly from the au-
thenticity provided in Royce Blaine’s narrative (attributable to the strength
and veracity of the oral tradition) and partly from the historical written
sources.

This is no victim’s tale, however. In no snapshots are the eyes of the
survivors averted. The Pawnee are described, discussed and regarded at
all times with a respectful eye. The intellect, oratorical style, and talents of
individuals and communities are alluded to and described. Some of the
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historical truths are painful; they splatter the pages like tears on a letter.
Even when describing these things, Royce Blaine is able to convey the
strength and resilience of the people in a gentle and respectful manner.
You are tempted to overlook the author’s skill at times. However, when
you come upon the descriptions of certain events by outsiders, you are
consistently made aware that Royce Blaine knows her subject.

We are gifted by Royce Blaine’s use of traditional translations and
description of traditional lifestyles, medicines, dances and spirituality.
However, as with personal diaries you might find in a trunk, it is somewhat
perplexing to find yourself so absorbed in the reading but aware that it
might not be appropriate that such information is in the hands of an out-
sider to the experience. In this work, as in life, you cannot separate laws
from spirituality or government from laws, and the discussions of spiritu-
ality are certainly relevant. Royce Blaine adeptly manages the difficult
task of treading between respect and responsibility to share information.
This is especially true in Part II, comprised of three chapters largely de-
voted to weaving the oral traditions of Garland Blaine in an intricate pat-
tern with the written text of Martha Royce Blaine. In a very true sense,
reading this portion of the book seemed, at times, to verge on intrusion.
Remembering the words of so many of our Elders, I recalled while reading
this that to record some words was perceived as detracting from their
strength and power. Partially, this understanding exists precisely because
of the history and experience of indigenous peoples and our response to
the colonial presence in our nations. On quite another level, I responded
as one might respond to a private discussion with an oddly familiar
stranger—not feeling quite deserving of the gift but honored all the same
to receive it.

The book itself is a valuable gift to the children of the Pawnee and to
those of us who have the shared experience of attempted colonization and
its devastating impact. It certainly is an important resource for all indi-
viduals who work in the areas of Native American literature, law, or oral
traditions. This book is most important for the wordgift it gives to the
Pawnee people: it tells the people how they are and how they should be,
where they have been and how they got where they are. It tells of the
sacrifice, pain and the blood that paved the road that they traverse. It tells
of the joy, spirit and celebration of the memories in their blood. The story
is one which is old and true. In that sense, Royce Blaine provides us with
two books. The first is a telling and skilled piecing together of a story
which has its basis in the meeting of two very different cultures. As it is a
joining, Royce Blaine uses the oral traditions of the Pawnee and the writ-
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ten sources of the settlers to effectively tell that story. The second book
is a lovelier and more private book, which with gentle terminology and a
loving hand recounts and celebrates via oral tradition the very essence of
Pawnee personhood: becoming Pawnee, Pawnee childhood, the Old and
the new, and the Pawnee truths. The difference between the two parts of
the book is much like the difference between the letter you write to a
stranger and the letter you write to family. How lucky we are to be able to
read both.

Tracey Lindberg (Cree)

Indian Cartography by Deborah A. Miranda. New York: Greenfield
Review Press, 1999. ISBN 0-912678-99-2. 100 pages.

A friend of mine carpets her walls with epic-sized maps. A map of the
island within the San Juans where she owns a cabin home, and a map of
Ireland, where she has staked her identity and origins. During my first
visit to her rented apartment in the University District of Seattle, she
immediately led me to her maps, displayed as one would display a shrine,
with dignity and importance, emblazoned with heart-felt significance. We
stood before them for thirty minutes or so, while she pointed out key
locations, explained the perimeters, spaces and boundaries, the territories
that define and comprise of her life. When I pick up Deborah Miranda’s
debut collection Indian Cartography, 1997 winner of the Diane Decorah
Memorial Poetry Prize, I am vividly reminded of the afternoon I spent at my
friend’s house viewing her maps, her history, listening while she unfolded
her life before me. Like my friend, Miranda is also a cherisher of maps—
her stories unfold, her words draw boundaries and seek internal and his-
torical terrain. Miranda’s poetry examines and searches for lost and dis-
covered identities. She leads me along her particular trails and paths—
some gentle as mist, others wrought with the violence of hailstorms—and
when I reach the clearings I am quietly amazed, stunned at times, by the
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landscapes she calls home.
The first thing I am called to ask of Miranda’s work is, what is home?

Miranda informs her audience in the forward that her origins, her tribal
background, is Esselen, a Californian tribe that because of missionization
was nearly lost and forgotten, and was in fact declared extinct. (Currently,
about 300 Esselen tribal members are petitioning for Federal Recognition.)
Miranda writes: “The worst legacy of all for Californian Indians whose
ancestors emerged from the Missions was the basic loss of familial con-
nections through a diasporic, desperate scattering of tribes without a
landbase.” Miranda addresses this theme of homelessness in the poem
“Looking for a Cure,” which opens the collection.

There is a medicine
for this anger if only she could
remember it
or chant it
or locate the shady grove
where the plant still grows.

The persona of this poem is searching for something lost, a state of being
perhaps imperative for survival, essential towards well-being. The per-
sona alludes to the land as the cure, the homeland, the object of search,
but she’s not able to grasp it, not able to own it. “In this country that is
and is not / hers . . . .” There once existed a psychic map offering direc-
tions to terrains rich in medicine, but as if emerging from a terrible night-
mare the persona is lost.

There are no longer directions
to this place of resolution
The woman dreams in daytime now
of a cave of sacred bones, walls
resonant with voices singing in a cliff.

This poem resounds with a grief specifically bred out of dispossession.
Miranda takes the theme of dispossession to another, more personal,

level. Unflinchingly, she records in poem after poem a rape that occurred
when she was only seven years old. 

After he leaves or I escape
I hold myself together



Reviews  85

with metal staples
or stitches of sinew,
or my own bloody fingers
because I know
I am not strong enough
to let go . . .
I am splayed open
like a starfish, a dead crab
an ancient turtle whose shell
has finally been broached.

In my mind, these poems immediately stand apart from other rape-experi-
ence poems because Miranda’s poetry contains much broader implica-
tions; the speaker is an Esselen Indian woman. The poems succeed in
delivering an indictment on a figure guilty of unconscionable violations.
Peel back the layers of this portrait and there exists a larger frame: our
country’s heinous sins—the dirty deeds that aren’t polite to talk about.
Miranda’s poems could be addressing the government, the missionization
process, the colonizers. She juxtaposes imagery of land with imagery
describing the territory of her body.

You cut me up,
left me alive
but scarred, black holes
scattered
throughout the universe
of my body . . . .

Miranda looks to her father for further investigation into her heritage, her
home. In the title poem, “Indian Cartography,” (also the third chapter title)
Miranda aptly demonstrates the legacy of dispossession. She creates an
homage to her father, a poem infused with remembrance and poignancy.

My father opens a map of California—
traces mountain ranges, rivers, county borders
like family bloodlines. Tuolomne,
Salinas, Los Angeles, Paso Robles,
Ventura, Santa Barbara, Saticoy,
Tehachapi. Places he was happy,
or where tragedy greeted him
like an old unpleasant relative.
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By listing the geographical settings of her father’s boyhood, Miranda
immediately draws the reader into setting, a sense of place. This poem
defines her Esselen Nation’s homeland and at the same time mourns the
loss of those homelands.

In my father’s dreams
after the solace of a six-pack,
he follows a longing, a deepness . . .
he swims out, floats on his face
with eyes open, looks down into lands not drawn
on any map.

The final poem in the collection appears to come from a place of accep-
tance and reconciliation. Not giving in exactly, but discovering a home
among the ruins.

It is good
to know my place
and trace all the paths
over and over
to find my way
by echo, taste of riverscent
and breeze,
not relying on light
to find the bones of my ancestors . . .
Here in the dark
nation of my body
I am never homeless.

Tiffany Midge
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A Reader’s Guide to the Novels of Louise Erdrich by Peter G. Beidler and
Gay Barton. Columbia: U of Missouri P, 1999. ISBN 0-8262-1212-3.
265 pages.

This a valuable tool for undergraduate students and advanced scholars
alike. First-time readers of Erdrich’s novels, for whom the book is primarily
intended, will appreciate how Beidler and Barton facilitate memory of story
lines and character interrelationships; I would even advise my own stu-
dents to read relevant portions of this handbook prior to reading a novel.
Those who teach Erdrich’s novels or write about them will likewise enjoy
double-checking textual details without the added labor of paging through
the volumes themselves. However, Beidler and Barton’s work offers us
more than a handy guide to first-time reading and review: their book aids
readers’ discovery of the profound meanings implied through Erdrich’s
management of spatial and temporal elements of narrative. As the authors
declare: “This book grows out of our own conviction that beneath the
seeming chaos of story and character in Erdrich’s novels lies a series of
interlocking patterns, a carefully crafted web of more-than-Faulknerian
complexity, as mazelike as life itself, yet ordered by Erdrich’s genius.”

Beidler and Barton’s volume consists of an introduction, three main
sections, and a detailed index. The first section contains a genealogical
chart (accompanied by explanatory text) for each family appearing in
Erdrich’s novels. Furthermore, for each (non-linearly narrated) novel, the
chronological order of events is listed. Such lists are excellent aids for
readers, who must otherwise do much of this work for themselves. Though
one might argue that chronological guides interfere with an important part
of the projected reader’s experience of dealing with textual information
that is deliberately presented in “disorderly” fashion, we might also ob-
serve that facilitated reading leads more quickly to deep and insightful
reading—the ultimate reward of our efforts. Finally, the first section con-
tains maps of the real North Dakota, as well as of Erdrich’s slightly re-
drawn and re-imagined territory. For readers intrigued by sleuthing out
prototypes of the actual places behind Erdrich’s fictional towns and reser-
vations, these maps provide a fascinating diversion.

Section two, the bulk of the handbook, is a dictionary of characters.
Major events involving specific characters are noted, as are the chapters in
the novels where each character appears. Listings of characters by first
names make this dictionary easy to use, and the commentaries on the
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characters are enlightening and thorough. Erdrich’s Animal People, such
as canines Almost Soup and Windigo Dog, are referenced among the
two-leggeds and the spirit denizens of her fictive world. In this second
section of the handbook, as well as in the first, Beidler and Barton are
careful to point out any inconsistencies in Erdrich’s presentation of fam-
ily ties, geographical locations, and character traits—another useful tool
for a reader who suspects a discrepancy but distrusts her memory.

The last section of the handbook is an admirably complete, up-to-
date bibliography of primary and secondary texts, an indispensable tool
for students and scholars alike. A conscientious reader who uses this
handbook as it is intended—to facilitate the considerable intellectual work
that Erdrich’s texts demand—will find that it enhances the pleasure of
traveling the road to full appreciation of Erdrich’s achievement. Including
this text with Erdrich’s novels as required reading in literature classes will,
without a doubt, lead students quickly to higher, more insightful levels of
discussion and writing  than  they  might otherwise  have reached within
the span of a single course.

Catherine Rainwater

Feeding the Ancient Fires: A Collection of Writings by North Carolina
American Indians edited by MariJo Moore. Greensboro, NC: Cross-
roads, 1999. ISBN 0-9672180-0-4. 78 pages.

As James Welch says on the dust-jacket of Joy Harjo’s and Gloria Bird’s
Reinventing the Enemy’s Language, “Don’t look for ‘pretty’ stories and
poems here. You won’t find them. What you will find are individual voices
. . . .” Harjo and Bird’s innovative, wonderful, and woman-centered collec-
tion seems to have given birth to a new genre, a genre not so much literary
as it is authentic, a genre made up of the words through which “real
people” survive and heal. But Feeding the Ancient Fires is not an imita-
tion of Harjo’s and Bird’s volume, of Barbara Duncan’s Living Stories of
the Cherokee, or of any other book of this kind. In fact, Feeding the
Ancient Fires is even truer to the idea of community, passing the healing
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power of words in a circle that includes not only the storyteller, but also
elders, everyday men and women, and, perhaps most importantly, our
children.

Feeding the Ancient Fires is the product of an invitation issued by the
North Carolina Humanities Council to Cherokee poet and playwright
MariJo Moore—the state’s Distinguished Woman of the Year in the Arts
in 1998—to hold a series of writing workshops for North Carolina Indians
from various tribes and walks of life. The selections chosen by Moore for
the volume are representative of the writing produced in this venture, and,
as Moore says, “representative of the full range of life for American Indi-
ans living in North Carolina.” The writings are, as one might expect, pre-
dominantly by Cherokees and Lumbees; however, Native Americans from
other tribes, some unexpected, find a voice here as well.

This is also true of the extraordinary artwork included in the volume.
Cherokee artist Lynn King Lossiah provides the cover art (also reprinted
in the text), a depiction I would be tempted to call an indigenous “Holy
Family.” Darrin Bark, also Cherokee, shares an image of an elderly Native
woman, so well drawn she almost seems to escape the confines of the
page. Lumbee artist Karl Anthony Hunt offers a syncretic, postmodern
crucifixion, with Christ sacrificed by clouds of urban pollution, an eagle
gliding just beyond his grasp. But Navajo artist Roger Willie’s pen and ink
sketch of tree spirits is so incredible that if this were the only page in the
text, the book would still be worth the purchase.

The writings, like the artwork, depict a syncretic, contemporary Na-
tive existence, the very liminality of which produces a host of identity
issues and cultural crises. But, on the whole, the writings are positive, the
workshop having offered writing as a healing experience. Contributor Bar-
bara Braveboy Locklear (Lumbee) suggests that the healing extends even
outside the Native American community: “the woven words of this an-
thology help others to understand these Native people in ways they had
not . . . and enable us to see ourselves more clearly than we have done
before.” Another contributor, Kathryn Cooper (Cherokee), says of her
experience,

It is so hard for many of us to live in the right way and raise our
children in the ways of our grandmothers when all of society and
Hollywood has defined who we are and how we must behave and
think. MariJo allowed us to have our voices back. She gave us the
power to define ourselves . . . . But for me the most important gift was
that our children now have a way to go and see what others just like
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themselves have thought or felt, not just on the subjects that are
politically popular, but on the everyday things.

And the children’s voices in this book definitely stand out, carrying the
ancient rhythms more gracefully and speaking more openly, without the
constraint colonized life has taught the adults. Ten-year-old Sunale Crowe
(Cherokee) writes,

To walk the sky path
You must have a clear mind. 

To walk the sky path
You must have a clean heart. 

To walk the sky path
You must follow the bright moonlight. (45)

Annette Bird Saunooke (Cherokee) relates her experiences as a young,
mixedblood woman, the shocked reaction when she confronts the racism
of her peers, her feelings about the new stereotype embodied in “a little
Indian doll with a Hollywood history . . . But how do you sell a little Indian
girl? Easy . . . She wears her ‘Native’ dress of polyester fringe and lacy
bows and her eyes are naturally pink and purple-rimmed. Her lips are
genetically stained pink” (63). Stan Watty (Cherokee) offers an equally
moving account from a young man’s perspective:

Straight as an arrow
Young Native watching his brother

choke on the smoke and drink,
seeing his people dying,
he stops to think: 

What does it mean to be a Full Blood?
Lying? Dying in the mud?—with only a bottle at your funeral? (68)

The selections by adult contributors show that they realize the struggle
their children face all too well. Karenne Wood (Monacan) writes:

   then lost
         that grief
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the dispossessed fact
       our faces etched in the

frozen-mouth horror of Bigfoot at Wounded Knee,
photographed

in death

so that some of us fall forward out of bars onto the
nearest black earth, as though we need to get back
to our beginnings, and other, younger ones
        look at endless land and
put guns to their lives . . . (30)

Though at times for those more used to polished, literary writing—and
accustomed to teaching the writing of academic discourse—some of the
reading can be frustrating, giving rise to a desire to free these new authors
from the traps of self-consciousness and insecurity, it is well worth the
time for the soaring honesty that bursts through in pieces like these.
MariJo Moore has done an excellent job with the volume and the project.
She should be applauded for her selfless offering of her time and talent for
the benefit of the Aniyunwiya and their neighbors. She walks in the foot-
steps of the Grandmothers.

Kimberly Musia Roppolo
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