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“Fighting with spears and guns is no good for us people anymore.
It doesn’t work. Our people fought with spears and guns and they still
lost the land. So that’s why I’m a writer. I fight with words for my people.
I’m gonna take back the land with words. Words are my gun and my spear.”
Harvey Arden, Dreamkeepers: A Spirit-Journey into Aboriginal Australia
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Introduction

On October 12, 1492, the shore of the San Salvador Island (called Guanahani by
the Native1 inhabitants), became the site of a momentous encounter between two
distinct civilizations, an encounter which marked the beginning of colonial expansion in the Indigenous Americas. As there are no historical records documenting
the Indigenous people’s perspective on the event, one can only imagine what the
Taino people2 felt when they welcomed Christopher Columbus onshore and then
saw wave after wave of successive European colonizers settling on their land. Until
the middle of the 20th century, in Western historiography of colonial America, the
voice of Indigenous people was ignored, dismissed as not worthy of attention, since
it would come from “a virgin wilderness,” inhabited by “non-people called savages”
(Jojola 26).
Thus the Guanahani shore, site of the first encounter in the eyes of the newcomers, began to epitomize the original borderline that separated civilization from
1 	 In the book I use the terms “Indian,” “Indigenous,” “Native,” “Native
American,” interchangeably, although I am aware that these umbrella categories remain problematic. As many Native and non-Native scholars and writers
claim, while they accurately point to Indigenous people’s common colonial history and political situation, they at the same time obscure the fact of Indigenous
diversity. Therefore, to avoid essentialist over-generalization, I use tribal names
when referring to specific Indigenous groups. I capitalize “Indigenous” and
“Native” as a sign of respect the same way that English, Spanish, Latino,
Chicano, etc. are capitalized.
2

When in 1492 Columbus landed at Guanahani (Bahamas) and later sailed to
Cuba and Bohio (Haiti/San Domingo), he encountered Taino people inhabiting
the islands. According to Barreiro, “Taino culture was dominant throughout
the Caribbean, a sea and island world that was in turn cradle for Taino civilization” (“A Note on Tainos: Whither Progress?” 66).
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wilderness on the newly discovered land. The border, which over the years of colonial expansion was systematically moved inland, forced the “primitive” Indian to
the margins of the emerging and developing American nation. Often sites of neglect,
violence, or death,3 those margins were turned by the newcomers into spaces designated for the savage “Other,” who in the eyes of the colonizer represented “an
impediment to the progress of civilization” (Momaday, The Man Made of Words 63).
Polemicizing with the white historians’ misconceived and victimizing portrayal
of Indigenous people’s history, Paula Gunn Allen, a Laguna Pueblo/Sioux writer
and scholar, states that although often forced, marginality nevertheless became in
tribal people’s experience a site of resistance to the dominant forces of Western
culture. According to Allen, in Indigenous cultures marginality represents a sacred
state of liminality, that is, of “being on the threshold” (“Introduction” 11). In other
words, it corresponds with the fundamental phase in the life of the “ritual, sacredcentered,” traditional tribal people, the phase which “pertains to process of initiation
or transformation” (11). Although displaced and pushed to the margin of the white
people’s world, Indigenous people survived the colonial expansion of the past five
hundred years, undergoing all the while a process of transformation.
Arguing against the widely accepted view of marginalization as debilitating,
Allen argues that, according to traditional tribal thought, “marginality is in itself
sacred, that is, liminal. Even the very forces that whites identify as history, politics,
economics, deculturation, and genocide are sacred because they signify the presence
of ritual on a virtually cosmic scale” (“Introduction” 12). She claims further that
the period of Native American history between 1492 and 1992 can also be seen as
a liminal state, since it was “characterized by the marginalization of the old ways,
of native languages, religions, and modes of consciousness” (“Introduction” 12).
During that time, Allen argues, Indigenous people “were pushed to the ‘final,
utmost, or furthest boundaries’ of their existence and spent five hundred years on
the boundaries of consciousness where they were, in old sacred terms, ‘re-made’”
(“Introduction” 12).
3

Cases of Taino families killing themselves by jumping off ships and drowning
in the sea to avoid slavery and the white man’s rule have been documented. See
José Barreiro, “View from the Shore. Toward an Indian Voice in 1992,” “A Note
on Tainos: Whither Progress?,” in View from the Shore: American Indian Perspective
on the Quincentenary, ed. José Barreiro, Northeast Indian Quarterly 7.3 (1990).
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The margin as a site of radical openness, transformation and resistance has been
similarly celebrated by contemporary African-American writer and critic bell hooks,
who asserts that such a location in fact empowers the marginalized, allowing them
to shape alternative, counter-hegemonic discourses. Having lived on the outskirts of
a small Kentucky town, hooks explains how the experience led her to a realization
that “To be in the margin is to be part of the whole but outside the main body”
(Yearning 149). Living on the edge, hooks continues, allows one to acquire a particular
vision, to focus on the center as well as on the margin, and to understand both places.
Furthermore, living on the margin privileges the world view of the marginalized, as
their way of seeing and understanding reality may not always be comprehensible to
the center. In Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation, a study of the workings
of imperial powers, Mary Louise Pratt echoes hooks’ criticism of the relation
between the center and the margin, stressing that:
While the imperial metropolis tends to understand itself as determining the
periphery (in the emanating glow of the civilizing mission or the cash flow development, for example), it habitually blinds itself to the ways in which the periphery
determines the metropolis – beginning, perhaps, with the latter’s obsessive need
to present and re-present its peripheries and its others continually to itself. (6)

Marginality can therefore become an empowering space of self-recovery and of
creative resistance. It is, hooks emphasizes, the margin that allows the voice of the
oppressed to emerge, as well as the counter-hegemonic discourse to form. The latter, according to her, “is not just found in words but in habits of being and the way
one lives” (Yearning 149).
In 1990, two years before the Quincentenary of Christopher Columbus’ landing
on the Taino island, José Barreiro, a Taino scholar and writer, edited a special issue
of Northeast Indian Quarterly. Titled View from the Shore, the issue comprises articles,
commentaries, and testimonies expressing Indigenous people’s perspective on that
“momentous event” and on the five hundred years of its consequences. One of the
first pages of the quarterly features a reproduction of a pen and ink drawing by
Modesto Garcia from the Los Indocubanos series which portrays Indigenous cultures
from the pre-contact era. The reproduced drawing takes the reader back to 1492, to
the imagined shore of an island where three men are curiously observing the ships
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approaching the land. The drawing offers a visual representation of the idea shared
by all the contributors to the volume – the idea that the reader should “listen” to
the previously silenced Indigenous voices, and reflect on “who was [t]here standing
on the shore. What has happened to them. What are those Indians’ opinions now”
(Barreiro, “View from the Shore” 11).
Eleven years later, Susan Lobo and Kurt Peters edited American Indians and the Urban
Experience, a collection of innovative scholarship, art, poetry, and prose that documents
and analyzes various aspects of Native American urban experience in contemporary
America. Interestingly, on the cover of the book there is a photograph, featuring an
Indian man dressed in western clothes, yet wearing a traditional Indian feather bonnet.
He is standing on the outskirts of San Francisco, its skyline behind his back. The rules
listed on the road sign designating the city limits visible in the photograph inform the
viewer that the Indian man is standing on the outskirts of an urban Indian reservation.
The photograph, by a contemporary Native American artist, Zig Jackson,4 expresses
the aim of Lobo’s and Peters’ collection, which is to demythologize and subvert the
romanticized representations of Native Americans as rural and reservation-based
people, confined to geographically and federally designated areas, separated from urban
centers. Jackson’s series, titled Entering Zig’s Urban Reservation, comprises photographs
taken around the San Francisco area, through which the artist addresses the complex
issues of contemporary Native American cultures, such as land rights, self-identification,
Indigenous sovereignty and cultural continuity. Reclaiming various sites around the
city as his personal reservation, Jackson destabilizes several widely accepted notions of
geographical as well as cultural limitations imposed on Native American people by the
dominant American society. Engaging in the discourse of spatial representations, the
artist invites the viewer to take a look at the city from an Indian perspective, as the
site of an “urban reservation.” He repeats the invitation implicit in Garcia’s drawing of
the Taino men of 1492 watching Columbus land: “have a look at what you think you
know from an unfamiliar angle.” The difference is that this time the Indigenous man is
standing not on the shore of the Taino island, but on the concrete shore of San Francisco.
If one considers the disproportion in the amount of research devoted to
reservation Native American experience on the one hand, and contemporary urban
4

For more information on the artist and his project see <http://www.zigjackson.com>.
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Indian life on the other, it becomes clear that the notion of reservation/urban
dichotomy remains ubiquitous and that it also affects scholarly work in the field
of contemporary Native American studies. Lobo’s and Peters’ multifaceted study
represents therefore an important contribution to Native American scholarship,
focusing as it does on the complexity of modern-day urban Indian experience.
Moreover, their book’s aim is to document and celebrate what the contributors to
the volume collectively articulate: that “American Indians have been in urban areas
much longer than the mainstream society realizes, and [that] they are thriving based
on new values that very much resemble traditional ways” (Fixico, “Foreword” x).
Claiming the San Francisco area as his personal reservation, Zig Jackson alludes
to and subverts the history of colonial conquest and successive Western expansion,
and step by step, or snapshot by snapshot, through artistic practice, (re)claims
the city as his homeland. Appearing himself in most of the photographs, the
artist also criticizes directly the romanticized fantasy of the Indian as “an ageless
anachronism forever frozen in the past,”5 or as the vanishing Indian confined to the
reservation – an area separate from the rest of the US. Capturing modern Indian
urban experience, Jackson’s is one among many Indigenous voices emerging from
and representing virtually every segment of contemporary American society. These
voices are evidence of what the Ojibwa writer and critic, Gerald Vizenor, calls
“native survivance” – “an active sense of native presence over absence, deracination,
and oblivion” (“Aesthetics” 1).
The Scope

of

the

Analysis

To explore the Indian view “from the concrete shore,” this book examines
contemporary Native American literature which focuses on Indigenous people living
in the city, and which, by representing urban space as their homeland, imaginatively
reconstructs America as Indian Country. In my work Indian Country is understood
as land populated by Indigenous people even though colonized by the American
nation-state. It is also a signifier of “both [Indigenous people’s] shared sense of
cultural and historical experience and a consciousness of . . . [living] in physical,
social, and spiritual health and harmony” (Valaskasis 103). Thus, to say that Native
5 	 Zig Jackson, “Artist’s Statement,” <http://www.zigjackson.com/statement.html>.
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American authors reconstruct in their books America as Indian Country means, in
other words, that they reclaim the whole continent, cities included, as the territory
belonging to Indigenous people, and voice their demand that the Indigenous vision
of the world and of the self is respected.
In my study I analyze the imaginative renderings of Indian Country in selected
novels and short stories by three contemporary Native American writers – Gerald
Vizenor, Leslie Marmon Silko, and Sherman Alexie. The three authors explore the
concepts of Indian home, Indian self-identification, and the understanding of Indian
Country in the changing socio-political and cultural landscape of contemporary
America. The city portrayed in their works emerges as a contested “frontier space”
– that is, a site of Indigenous presence and of the evolution of Indigenous identity. Re-envisioned through their literary practice, Indian Country becomes a space
where various forms of domination and confinement are defied, and the geopolitical, cultural, and “blood” borders are transcended. The three authors’ works offer
creative counter-visions to the worldview imposed on Indigenous people. Finally,
these narratives about contemporary urban Indian experience perform the task of
map-making. In other words, they document the presence of the Indigenous world
where it is thought to have been obliterated.
The book is divided into four chapters. Chapter I recounts briefly the major sociopolitical and cultural stages in the history of white-Indian relations in America. The
aim of this survey is to familiarize the reader with the background against which
to see modern-day Native American experience and the circumstances in which
literary constructions of contemporary Indian Country take place. In this chapter
I also introduce basic theoretical concepts from the fields of postcolonialism,
studies in cultural geography, and diaspora and border studies, used in the analysis
of the texts selected for the project. Moreover, I provide a brief survey of traditional
Indigenous notions of place, identity, community and storytelling which are
fundamental to understanding the imaginative renderings of Indian Country in
the three writers’ works.
Chapter II focuses on the literary constructions of Indian Country in the works
of Gerald Vizenor. The books selected for analysis are Earthdivers: Tribal Narratives of
Mixed Descent and Dead Voices: Natural Agonies in the New World. Challenging the white
man’s notions of Indianness, Vizenor creates in his work an imaginative world of
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tribal survival, anchored in tribal myths, visions, dream songs and comic trickster
narratives. Drawing on the traditional Ojibwa myth of the creation of the earth by
the trickster hero – Naanabozho – Vizenor constructs an “urban Turtle Island,”
where cities are inhabited by tribal trickster characters who occupy both the mythic
realm and the modern tribal world. Consequently, in Vizenor’s books spatial and
temporal boundaries are blurred as the (mythic) past merges with the urban present,
and the real with the imagined. Such temporal and spatial ambiguity opens space
for different interpretations of reality and for new visions of the world. Moreover,
it leads to the formation of trickster consciousness, which, according to Vizenor,
liberates the mind and ensures tribal survival. Finally, Vizenor’s stories constitute
“survivance literature” which celebrates modern tribal existence in the creative
power of language, story, and imagination.
In Chapter III I focus on Leslie Marmon Silko’s novel Almanac of the Dead. In it
she creates an apocalyptic vision of the fall of capitalist civilization in the Americas.
By making an imaginative retaking of tribal lands by Indigenous people and their
allies the novel’s main theme, Silko offers a sharp critique of Euro-American
domination in the Western Hemisphere. Western imperialism in the Americas is
presented by Silko as the reign of the Destroyers, whose arrival was foretold by
a prophecy in an ancient Maya almanac. The Destroyers’ power is part of the ancient
sorcery now coming to end in the Americas. Tucson becomes the central spatial
metaphor in Silko’s novel. Portraying that modern American city as a nest of crime
and violence, Silko challenges American myths of progress, civilization, and nationbuilding. While it is being reclaimed as Indian Country, Tucson becomes a site
of a struggle between the ancient spirits of the land and the destructive forces of
capitalist culture. Grounding her vision in Laguna Pueblo traditions, Silko explodes
the myth of the triumph of Western civilization in the New World and creates a new
vision of the Americas. Reimagined, Silko’s Tucson, and by extension the Americas,
become Indian Country again – “One World [of] Many Tribes.”
Chapter IV examines the reconstruction of the idea of Indian Country in the
selected novels and short stories by Sherman Alexie. I focus on the characteristic
theme of his work, namely on transcending the real and the metaphorical reservation
borders, and reflect on Alexie’s changing attitude to the notion of Indian Country.
In his early work, Indian Country is represented by the poverty-stricken Spokane
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Reservation which, although embraced as home by his Indian characters, symbolizes
their experience of physical and psychological confinement. However, Alexie’s post2000 work communicates his progressive detachment from reservation-centered
issues and his growing interest in the exploration of urban Indian experience.
Moving in his fiction beyond the reservation borders, Alexie presents urban Indian
characters whose stories constitute part of his larger narrative about contemporary
America. What becomes the central theme in Alexie’s latest writing, heavily
influenced by the tragic events of 9/11, is the landscape of human relations built
across racial and cultural borders. Employing the metaphor of the reservation,
Alexie challenges the racial and cultural foundations of American society and offers
a vision of the country free of any borders that might hinder human development or
separate individuals and communities. Alexie’s artistic career can therefore be seen
as a process of transcending the reservation borders to eventually envision America
as a community founded on individuals’ capacity to understand and accept their
shared human experience.
The visions of Indian Country created in the works studied in this book
contribute to the complex narrative collectively spun by modern Native American
literature, a narrative that affirms and documents modern Indian experience.
Vizenor’s, Silko’s, and Alexie’s stories are voices from “the concrete shore” that
speak of the survival of the Indigenous world in modern-day, urban America. Once
a white man’s symbol of civilization and its triumph over wilderness, the modern
city from which Vizenor, Silko, and Alexie speak becomes in their fiction not only
a site of Indigenous survival and growth, a reclaimed Indian Country, but also
a place where various cultures meet and open a dialogue in which all the voices are
acknowledged and listened to. Eventually, the three writers’ stories about Indian
Country can be interpreted as invitations to the reader to engage in a dialogue about
the universal condition of humanity.
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Chapter 1
T h e E v o l u t i o n o f t h e I d e a o f I n d ia n
C o u n t r y i n H i sto r y, C u lt u r e,
and Literature
The centrality of place in Native American culture has been given considerable
attention over the course of the past three hundred years, resulting in a mass of
study exploring the issue from various perspectives, ranging from the historical,
sociological, and anthropological, through the ethnographic, environmental,
spiritual, and psychological. Nevertheless, in the early 18th and 19th century of Western
studies devoted to Indigenous cultures, various aspects of Indigenous experience,
among them the Indigenous sense of place, were frequently misrepresented. To be
sure, the encounter with tribal cultures encouraged colonial and then early American
intellectuals to explore Indigenous realities. However, they were approached and
analyzed through the prism of a Western conceptual framework, which favored
time over space in scholarly discourse. Thus, Indigenous spatial concepts of reality
were ignored, leading, consequently, to frequent misrepresentation of Indigenous
understandings of the relationship between land and people.1
These early misconceptions of Indigenous cultures were challenged at the turn
of the 19th and 20th century by the pioneering work of Franz Boas, the founder
of a new school of cultural anthropology, who criticized the earlier racially-based
ideologies and cultural overgeneralizations grounded in Western perceptions of
reality. Ever since, Boasian followers, among them Euro-American scholars Alfred
Kroeber, Edward Sapir and Ruth Benedict, as well as Native American scholars
Ella Deloria, Archie Phinney and William Jones, have propagated modern cultural
anthropology, and Native American cultures have been studied in greater detail and
1 	 For further information on the critique of Western scholarship devoted
to Native American cultures see e.g., Devon, A. Mihesuah, ed. Natives and
Academics: Researching and Writing about American Indians (1998).
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with greater sensitivity to cultural differences. One of the effects is that Indigenous
spatial concepts have become a point of reference in academic research.
Modern scholarship, focusing on the importance of place in Indigenous
cultures, has been further refreshed by several groundbreaking works of criticism
by such leading voices as Alfonso Ortiz, Jack Forbes, Ted Jojola, Gregory Cajete,
Robert McPherson, Keith Basso, James Clifford and Clifford Geertz, to name just
a few. Their research (in such fields as anthropology, ethnography, history, and
cultural studies) constitutes a valuable contribution to a body of scholarly study of
the Indigenous senses of place. In a special section of the 2008 issue of American
Indian Quarterly, entitled “Resisting Exile in the ‘Land of the Free,’” Anthony
Tyeeme Clark and Malea Powell concur that over the course of recent years “the
political question of place and space” in contemporary Indigenous experience has
already reached international level and aroused considerable scholarly interest due
to a growing public awareness of the “[g]rave transnational conditions of imposed
displacements and diasporas, volatile borders, and coerced exiles” of the Indigenous
people around the world (1).
Two, by now well-acclaimed studies, namely Susan Scarberry-Garcia’s Landmarks
of Healing: A Study of House Made of Dawn (1990) and Robert Nelson’s Place and Vision:
The Function of Landscape in Native American Fiction (1993), are among the important
critical works that marked the steady growth of interest among literary critics in the
representation of the relationship between people and place in Native American
literature and culture. Books such as Place and Native American Indian History and
Culture (2007), edited by Joy Porter, Lee Schweninger’s Listening to the Land: Native
American Literary Responses to the Landscape (2008), Lisa Brooks’ The Common Pot:
The Recovery of Native Space in the Northeast (2008), Shari M. Huhndorf’s Mapping the
Americas: The Translational Politics of Contemporary Native Culture (2009), Evelyn Peters’
and Chris Andersen’s Indigenous in the City: Contemporary Identities and Cultural Innovation
(2014), and Laura M. Furlan’s Urban Indian Fiction and the Histories of Relocation (2017)
are just a few examples of critical texts that make a significant contribution to our
understanding of the role of place in the lives of modern-day Native Americans. The
present book aims at contributing to the discussion by exploring various fictional
spatialities and their influence on the understanding of the relationship between
place and people as it is portrayed in contemporary Native American fiction.
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The rest of this chapter provides the background to traditional Indigenous
notions of place, identity, and community as well as an analysis of major socio-political
and cultural changes in the history of white-Indian relations in America. This brief
survey will hopefully facilitate a better understanding of literary reconstructions
of Indian Country explored in the selected novels and short stories. As will be
demonstrated, these imaginative portrayals are created in and critically respond to
specific socio-political and cultural circumstances that have shaped contemporary
Native American experience and the understanding of the idea of Indian Country.
The Indigenous Sense

of

P l a c e, S e l f,

and

Community

In God Is Red, his ground-breaking work devoted to Native American religious
traditions, Vine Deloria Jr. writes: “American Indians hold their lands – places
– as having the highest possible meaning, and all their statements are made with
this reference point in mind” (75). With this statement Deloria pinpoints the most
important aspect of the traditional Native American worldview; that is, the spatial
conceptualization of reality in which place constitutes a dominant construct, central
to Indigenous spirituality, culture, ideology and community. Unlike in the Western
notion of the relationship between the people and the land, where the latter is treated
in terms of property and value, traditional Indian people perceived themselves
as “spiritual owner[s]of the land” that was given to them by the spirits (Deloria,
God is Red 89, emphasis added). Grateful for what they received, they performed
ceremonies in order to prove that they deserved the gift of dwelling in this – in their
view – sacred landscape. Deloria asserts further that the tribe’s responsibilities to
the land they inhabited were “part of [Indigenous people’s] understanding of the
world … their view of life was grounded in the knowledge of these responsibilities”
(For This Land 245).
Traditionally, land is believed to be home to ancestral spirits, and is treated as
a source of a “moral code,” i.e. of mythological orders which inform people about
the ways to live in harmony with the world around (McPherson 3). According to
traditional Indigenous beliefs, the relationship between the people and the land is
understood in terms of intimate kinship bonds. The importance of this relationship
can be traced in the stories of the creation, emergence and migration of the first
people. The earth, according to Indigenous traditions, is regarded as the mother in
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whose womb the first people were molded before they embarked on the “spiritual
pilgrimage” into the present world (Versluis 102). Leslie Marmon Silko claims that
in Indigenous people’s understanding, respect for the land means respect for “all
living beings,” especially for the animals and plants that “co-inhabit” places with
them (Yellow Woman 85-86).2 In her analysis Silko highlights the difference between
Indigenous and Western understandings of the nexus between people and place,
emphasizing that, while in Native American consciousness humans are placed within
the natural world, grounding their relations to the land on the concept of family bonds, Western ideology separates man from the natural world, perceiving the
Indigenous worldview as a “primitive” form of thinking (Yellow Woman 49).
Describing the traditional understanding of the land by Indigenous people of the
American Southwest, Paula Gunn Allen echoes Silko’s understanding of the intimate
relation binding the people and the land. In her famous statement Allen claims:
We are the land. To the best of my understanding, that is the fundamental idea
embedded in Native American life and culture in the Southwest. More than
remembered, the Earth is the mind of the people as we are the mind of the earth.
The land is not really the place (separate from ourselves) where we act out the
drama of our isolate destinies … It is ourself … The land is not an image in our
eyes but rather it is as truly an integral aspect of our being as we are of its being.
(“IYANI: It Goes this Way” 101)

Therefore, according to Allen, describing a place/landscape is inextricably intertwined with describing the self, because the boundary between the land and the
person is blurred. This spiritual and organic relationship strengthens the feeling of
unity with the land and, Deloria claims, makes meditation on “who we are, what our
society is, where we come from, quite possibly where we are going, and what it all
means” inseparable from reflection on the place itself (For This Land 251).

2

Grounding their work in traditional tribal knowledge, several Indigenous
scholars and writers present the concept of tribal community as a “wider
community” – an extended family of not only people, but also “places, history,
flora, and fauna, spirits and gods” (Lincoln 42). The term “wider community”
was coined by Jace Weaver in That the People Might Live: Native American Literatures
and Native American Community (1997).
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Historically, contemplation of the land led to the creation of the first tribal
stories, which emphasized the relation between the place and the people. Stored
in collective memory, the stories shaped traditional Indian identities. Storytelling
became a means of documenting cultural and historical heritage and transmitting
the body of Indigenous knowledge to successive generations. That, in turn,
strengthened tribal bonds within Indigenous communities. Thus, the traditional
Indian understanding of reality was grounded in the belief that it is through their
relationship with the land that they continue to exist as a people. As Acoma poet
and writer Simon J. Ortiz claims: “Indigenous land, culture, and community equals
Indigenous being and place. Or Indigenous being and place is land, culture and
community” (“Indigenous Language” 141).
Constructing the American Nation-State –
Reconstructing Tribal Communities
As a result of white people’s encroachment upon Indigenous lands, the nexus
between the land and the people was systematically violated which, consequently,
destroyed many Indigenous communities. Cherokee scholar Jace Weaver argues that
depriving Native Americans of their spiritual homelands can be seen as synonymous
with “psychic homicide” committed on tribal communities by the federal government (That the People 38). The critic argues that the removal of Indigenous people
from their lands had a detrimental effect on their spiritual and cultural identity
since what they lost were “lands populated by their relations, ancestors, animals and
beings both physical and mythological” (That the People 38). In his critique of Western
colonial dominance in the Americas, Ortiz claims that for Native people the loss
of land equals both physical and psychological displacement. Because they lost their
homelands, tribal people, writes Ortiz, “felt dissipated, vanished, and disappeared.
And placeless. And homeless” (“Indigenous Language” 142).
In his study on the spatial perception of reality by the Huapalai Indian tribe,
Jeffrey P. Shepherd argues that in the years of colonial settlement the view of
Indigenous people as primitive – that is unaware of the concept of private property
– justified the legal process of erasing Indigenous land claims. Moreover, the breaking of treaties frequently served as a means of denying Indian people their history
as civilized nations. He writes:
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Control of space and territory has formed a core arena of contention between Indians
and non-Indians. European notions of land and topography privileged private tenure
and bureaucratic definitions of space while using the science of geography, techniques
of mapping and the power of surveying as tools of conquest. (20)3

Mapping and parceling out the land began a process of colonial reconstruction of the
New World by the newcomers. As a result of this process Indigenous communities
were gradually moved to designated reservation areas – “re-appropriated, reserved
pockets of land” – which, ultimately, were to confine tribal communities to regions
outside the borders of the emerging nation states and outside the territories they
spiritually identified with (Tuhiwai Smith 51). In his criticism of reservations, Kiowa
writer and poet N. Scott Momaday claims that, in the American imagination from
the 19th through the 20th century, the reservation was a place inhabited by “a poor,
syphilitic, lice-infested wastrel whose only weapon against despair was alcohol” (The
Man Made of Words 69). Tracing the history of the American government’s violence
against Indian people, Momaday states that in their worst version, reservations
became “contagious colonies and concentration camps” (69). Thus, for the white
people, the reservation often came to symbolize a place “frozen” in time, and its
inhabitants came to be perceived as “rude”4 domestic nations entangled in hierarchical
power relations with the emerging American nation-state. What mainstream society
ignored was that, while the newcomers were fashioning themselves as a new nation,
Native communities were also undergoing a complex process of transformation
conditioned by the structures of power relations negotiated within tribal groups as
well as with external non-Native communities and the federal government.
3

In her analysis of the impact of Western cultures’ approach to Indigenous lands
on the state of contemporary Indian Country, Guthrie Gail Valaskakis argues:
“Joined with the image of the nomadic Indian, Native land [seen through
Western eyes] is owned by no one and available to everyone. This conception
of shared land, therefore, unowned property is reflected in historical treaty
negotiations, land allotments, and colonial settlement, and is contested in
current Native land claims” across both Americas (104).

4

For more analysis of the “rude-refined” and “ignoble-noble” people oppositions
see Stuart Hall, “The West and the Rest: Discourse and Power,” in Modernity:
An Introduction to Modern Societies. Eds. Stuart Hall, David Held, Don Hubert,
Kenneth Thompson (1996).
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Mass dispossession of Native people and fragmentation of various tribal communities occurred throughout the 19th century as a result of a series of legal acts put
into effect by Congress. In 1830, the Removal Act forced thousands of Indian people
to abandon their homelands in the lower South-East and to move to the territories
west of the Mississippi river. The abandoned lands were successively sold to the
arriving settlers. In 1887 Congress passed the General Allotment Act (the Dawes
Act) meant to introduce tribal people to the concept of individual ownership. The
aim of this new policy was to grant legal status to Native people with at least 50%
Indian blood. Individuals legally recognized as Indians would accept U.S. citizenship and were given allotments to control individually. The Indian Reorganization
Act, passed in 1934, allowed Native people to reorganize their tribal communities in
order to form local councils as well as tribal governments. Those legal acts not only
created and imposed new borders demarcating the space of Indian Country, but also
triggered a process of legal identification of tribal individuals; the procedure became
a governmental tool in the process of further fragmenting tribal communities.
Despite the popular belief that Native people have been confined to reservations
and rural communities, the borders between the city and the reservation have never
been hermetic. Native presence (in smaller or greater numbers) has been continuous in
many American cities and in the areas adjacent to them since the first years of European
settlement. But at the beginning of the 20th century migration to cities increased as
Indian men enlisted in the army to fight in World War I. The post-World War II period
is described as a time of especially rapid increase in the urban Indian population, which
saw the formation of numerous urban Indian communities. In 1953 and 1956, the
Termination and the Relocation Acts5 resulted in both forced and voluntary exodus of
5

Pronounced on August 1, 1953, the Termination Act is in fact House Concurrent
Resolution 108, which “articulated a federal policy of unilaterally dissolving
specific native nations. What followed was the ‘termination’ – suspension of
federal services to and recognition of the existence” – of several Native nations
such as the Menominee, the Klamath, and the tribes of Western Oregon
(Churchill and Morris 15). As Churchill and Morris claim “In all, 109 native
nations, or elements of native nations, were terminated by congressional action
during the late 1950s. A handful were ‘restored’ to federal recognition during
the 1970s” (16). As Churchill and Morris explain, the Relocation Act (1956)
“provided funding to establish ‘job training centers’ for American Indians in
various urban centers, and to finance the relocation of individual Indians and
Indian families to these locales. It was coupled to a denial of funds for similar
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Indian people to urban areas in search of education, work and new housing. This policy
of the 1950s was considered to be “a new attempt of the federal government to bring
American Indians into the mainstream of American society”6 (Beck 120). However,
as Donald Fixico argues, the policy failed because Native Americans, being culturally
a communal people, frequently resisted the individualism promoted by the dominant
culture, and formed various communities, usually with their beginnings in ghettoized
parts of the city (“Foreword” ix).
This massive displacement in the 1950s gave rise to the ever-growing Native
American diasporic community, scattered around the country and forced to
“construc[t] homes away from home” (Clifford, “Diasporas” 302). Although the
term “diaspora” was originally applied to describe Jewish, Armenian and Greek
dispersion, nowadays many groups, such as expatriates, refugees, exile communities,
as well as ethnic minorities fall within the scope of the diasporic paradigm.7 In his
important essay “Diasporas,” James Clifford proposes a list of features characteristic
of a diasporic community. These are: “a history of dispersal, myths/memories of the
homeland, alienation of the host (bad host?) country, desire for eventual return,
ongoing support of the homeland, and a collective identity importantly defined by
this relationship” (305). Despite his claim that tribal cultures, or the “Fourth World
people,”8 as he labels them, are not diasporas in the strict sense of the word, since
programs and economic development on the reservations themselves. Those
who availed themselves of the ‘opportunity’ for jobs, etc., represented by the
federal relocation programs were usually required to sign agreements that they
would not return to their respective reservations to live. The result, by 1980, was
a diaspora of Native Americans, with more than half of the 1.6 million Indians
in the U.S. having been scattered to cities across the country” (15-16).
6

For a discussion of the post-World War II Indian migration to the cities see e.
g., Jack O. Waddell and Michael Watson, eds., The American Indian in Urban Society
(1971) and Alan L. Sorkin, The Urban American Indian (1978). These are the first
magisterial publications on urban Indian experience that provide information
on the first waves of American Indian population in major cities across the
country.

7

Khachig Tölölian, “The Nation State and Its Others: In Lieu of a Preface,”
Diaspora 1 (1991), 3-7.

8

The term “Fourth World” was created to differentiate Indigenous people
around the world from the “Third World” nations/communities. See, e.g.,
George Manuel and Michael Posluns, The Fourth World: An Indian Reality (1974).
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a sense of belonging to a place is what diasporic people are in fact deprived of, Clifford
does nevertheless see a diasporic character in the conditions in which contemporary
tribal people live in America. He observes that tribal people endure the modernday diasporic experience, frequently based on power relations with nation-states, in
“artificially reduced and displaced conditions, with segments of their populations
living in cities away from the land, temporarily or even permanently” (310).
In Cartographies of Diaspora Avtar Brah elaborates on the concept of diaspora
formation. Pointing to mobility or, more specifically, to displacement (both forced
and voluntary), Brah defines diasporic experience as multiple journeys linked
together, that are determined by the economic, political, and cultural situation.
These journeys are narrated in stories that are “lived and re-lived, produced,
reproduced and transformed through individual as well as collective memory and
re-memory” of the diasporic community (183). Due to the changing character of
the narrative documenting diasporic reality, diasporic communities are imagined
differently, depending on the specific historical and cultural circumstances. Thus,
the author continues, the character of diasporic identity is conditioned by the place
and time in which it is shaped (183).
The formation of a diasporic community, Brah argues, is inevitably linked with
transgressing borders, which function not only as geopolitical constructs but as
“social, cultural and psychic” barriers (198). Thereby, “diaspora space” becomes, in
the author’s words, a transformative space within which new identities are shaped
and the meaning of “home” is constantly negotiated and contested (208-209).
In her analysis of the formation of Indigenous communities within the
borders of nation-states, Brah claims that diaspora space should be understood
as being inhabited not only by migrants and the successive generations of their
descendants, but also by generations of people autochthonous to the place
where the diasporic community is being formed. Thus, sharing space within
the nation-state, Indigenous people are inescapably enmeshed within power
relations that are often centered on the issue of “home” and “belonging to your
people,” fundamental to diasporic reality.
The process of negotiating home within the diasporic boundaries is instru
mental to understanding the situation of modern-day Native communities which
are undergoing a complex process of transformation. The importance of this
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phenomenon has already been addressed in the work of many contemporary Native
scholars and writers. In the light of cultural change and the constant growth of
Native urban communities, Simon Ortiz calls for redefining the meaning of “home”
in contemporary Indigenous experience. Pointing to the complexity of the problem,
the author claims:
For Indigenous American people, home used to be simple. You had a home, and
you could return to it if you chose to do so … your homeland was the source of
your identity, and that was a major part of your identifiable place in cultural society.
Returning home was a simple matter of returning to the place you belonged …
You returned home; you returned to place. You returned to your land. But now
that your Indigenous land has been designated an “Indian reservation,” are you
still returning home? (“Indigenous Language” 145)

According to Ortiz, the issue is further complicated when “home” is no longer
a reservation-based community, but is understood in terms of “the Indigenous
socio-cultural context found in urban locales across the United States” (144). Susan
Berry Brill de Ramírez, like Ortiz, stresses the need for a debate that would focus on
the conditions in which contemporary Native communities live as a result of colonial displacement, land dispossession, and often forced relocation (“Introduction
II” 39). In her analysis of contemporary Indigenous poetry, the critic observes that
reading Native American literature in the context of modern-day debates on diaspora will facilitate a better understanding of the complex situation of contemporary
Indigenous people in the Americas. According to Brill de Ramírez, contemporary
Indigenous experience may often be characterized by a sense of “diasporized indigeneity,” that is, “liv[ing] in a condition of alienation even though one’s bodily presence
is within or near one’s ancestral homelands,” or by a sense of “an indigenized diaspora,” that is, “a lived and perceived sense of belonging and ‘home’ even when one
is geographically distanced from one’s ancestral homelands” (“Writing” 161).
However tragic this history of displacement and relocation has been, one must
not forget that, when perceived from the traditional tribal perspective, movement,
migration, and transgressing boundaries are inherent in Indigenous experience.
Kimberly Blaeser notes that movement has been fundamental to Native American
life “form[ing] the basis for physical and spiritual well-being in many tribal societies”

© Copyright by Wydawnictwo KUL

31—

(“Sacred Journey” 215-216). Therefore, to the traditional Indigenous mind, the
mobility and the diasporic experience of contemporary Native communities can
be understood as a continuation of the great, mythic migration that began with
the creation and emergence of the first people. Historically the journey of Indian
people, Blaeser continues, has taken various forms, such as sacred journeys, the Trail
of Tears, the Long Walk, and forced relocation, ironically described by the Navajo
poet, Esther Belin, as immigration “to the place some call the United States/home
to many dislocated funky brown” (3).
Thus Native people’s travel on and off the reservation, be it in response to
social/family obligations, or for work, education, or entertainment purposes,
shifts and blurs the legal borders imposed on Indian Country and points to their
arbitrary character. Crossing borders, in turn, discredits the erroneous notion that
Native communities are static cultures, confined to reservation lands, living in the
Cliffordian “ethnographic present” – as if fossilized before the era of modernity
(The Predicament 228). Ultimately, the process of transgressing borders is indicative of
the transformative character of Native communities which, in their various forms
– reservation, pueblo, urban, rural, tribal or pan-Indian – are part of the American
nation-state.
Since the formation of Indian urban communities has always been conditioned
by the socio-political and cultural circumstances, Native people’s responses to
urban experience have varied, depending on the generation. Terry Straus and Debra
Valentino argue that the first generation of urban Indians, those who moved to
urban areas in great numbers during the late 1940s and early 1950s, were exposed
to numerous negative effects of the relocation policy. Not only did they have to
confront negative white stereotypes of themselves but they also had to deal with
criticism from reservation Indians, who would sometimes treat them as “‘fallen’
or diminished Indians, ‘sell-outs’ who [had] abandoned their tribal homelands”
(“Retribalization” 89). Alienated, rejected and confused, some of them would slowly
lose control over their lives in the city, “sinking” into white-dominant American
culture or, when they failed to build for themselves a decent life, returning to
reservations (if they were able to afford it financially). Yet, although a number of
Native people would leave for tribal homelands after a few years of dwelling in urban
areas, there always remained a relatively numerous group of those who continued to
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strive for a decent life off the reservation. Despite the fact that for a long time urban
Indians constituted a marginal part of American society, the urban communities
which they formed provided them with a sense of belonging to a new “urban tribe.”
Although contemporary Indian communities continue to face various problems,
among them racism, violence, undereducation, lack of medical services, and
unemployment, they are nevertheless becoming a visible and active segment of
American society and an audible public voice representing Indian Country. They are the
ones who have learned to take advantage of their access to modern America’s facilities,
especially to the mass media and the Internet. This gradual “empowerment” of Native
America has resulted in numerous reports on contemporary Indigenous experience
which frequently focus on the process of negotiation of Native identity and home in
modern America. The Native voices emerging from various segments of American
society can be seen as evidence of the empowerment that Native people have gained and
their determination to express their “freedom to imagine themselves [and their home
country] anew” (Womack, “A Single Decade” 66).9 As Gail Valaskakis notes, Native
people’s active participation in the making of contemporary American culture has
challenged the legitimacy of the geopolitical borders of Indian Country. That, in turn,
has led to a redrawing of the “blood borders” and to the emergence of new concepts of
Native identity and community.
“ W e a r e w h a t w e i m a g i n e o u r s e lv e s t o b e ”:
R e d e f i n i n g “ B l o o d B o r d e r s ” i n I n d ia n C o u n t r y
In Orientalism, his magisterial work on European colonial dominance over East Asian
societies, Edward Said uncovers the mechanism of power, exercised by the West over
the colonized people, that led to the formation of the discourse of “Orientalism,”
9 	 An important example of Indigenous people’s use of the mass media and the
Internet in the struggle to protect tribal rights and Indigenous lands is the
NoDAPL spiritual protest. It was organized in 2016 by the Standing Rock Sioux
tribe against the North Dakota Access Pipeline project that posed a serious
threat to the tribal community’s drinking water and to the Sioux sacred burial
grounds. Thanks to social media and the Internet, the grassroots movement
grew, over the months, to a global solidarity protest for the protection of tribal
lands and human rights. For more information on the topic see e. g., Hayley
Johnson, “#NoDAPL: Social Media, Empowerment, and Civic Participation at
Standing Rock.” Library Trends, vol. 66, no. 2, (Fall 2017): pp. 155-175.
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defined by the author as “the corporate institution for dealing with ‘the Orient’” (13).
Drawing on Foucault’s theory of the relation between discourse and power, Said
argues that European colonial rule, combined with Western ideologies, objectified
East Asia, constructing, through a mixture of facts and utopian fantasies, an
essentialist concept of “the Orient.” The process of subjecting the colonized to the
role of the studied “Other” was executed through Western discourses that exercised
control over the colonized East Asia “by making statements about it, authorizing
views of it, describing it, by teaching it, [and] settling it” (13). Thus, Orientalism
functioned as a colonial system of representation in which the West shaped its sense
of self by simultaneously representing, defining and, ultimately, usurping control
over “the Other” (14).
Malcolm Bradbury argues that long before it was discovered by Columbus,
America/the New World, like Said’s Orient, had existed in the European mind as
“terra incognita” awaiting European exploration (Ruland and Bradbury 14). From
the discourses of history, literature, art, myths, religious beliefs and fantasies, there
emerged “the white man’s Indian,” who, to use Gerald Vizenor’s words, was an
“invention that became a bankable simulation” of the absolute fake (Manifest Manners
11). For over five hundred years the figure of the Indian has been used as a construct
and agency in the Euro-American self-defining process.10 Trapped in the white man’s
system of representation – as Columbus’s savages, Rousseau’s vanishing Indians,
hippie environmentalists, or New Age shamans – Native people have struggled to
liberate themselves from the concepts of “the Indian” and to regain their voice in
the politics of representation and identification. As Gregory Cajete argues, distanced
from their tribal worldviews, many of Native people “drift in the ocean of contemporary mass society, continually trying to define [themselves] through prepacked
images and distorted stories that are not [their] own” (xi).
The difficulties connected with the process of articulating Native identity result
from the enduring power of the white people’s popular misrepresentations of the
Indian, as well as from various legal measures that tribal communities have to adopt,
being politically embedded in the American nation-state. Forced to comply with the
different criteria that define “authentic” Indianness on the basis of blood quantum,
10 For a detailed study of the Indian as a construct around which American identity
has been shaped see Philip J. Deloria, Playing Indian (1998).
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tribal enrollment, or federal recognition, Native Americans remain confined within
political borders, created by a legal system that controls identity definitions through
externally imposed norms and categories.11 This process represents a continuing
politics of racial classification which, Louis Owens states, in the practice of fossilizing
Native people into the “blood borders,” denies the dynamic and adaptive identity
of Native communities undergoing a process of transformation in the changing
cultural landscapes (Other Destinies 12).
N e g o t ia t i n g N a t i v e A m e r i c a n I d e n t i t y

in

the

Urban Milieu

In his theoretical conceptualization of the notion of “cultural identity” as it
is formed within diasporic circumstances, Stuart Hall analyzes the process of
Caribbean identity formation, which has been affected by various historic and sociocultural factors. Stressing the hybrid character of Caribbean identity, shaped and
reshaped since the first years of colonial contact, Hall argues that cultural identity
must not be understood as an “accomplished fact,” “a fixed essence” unaffected
by culture or history, but as a “production” that is “never complete, [but] always
in process” (“Cultural Identity” 222). Thereby, he contends further, the process of
self-identification is an act of “positioning,” since every articulation of one’s identity
always takes place in a particular time and place, as well as within a particular sociocultural context.
The concept of cultural identity, Hall argues, tends to be understood in two
different ways. One way focuses on features commonly shared by a particular group
of people. In this way, cultural identity can be understood in terms of “one culture,”
a “collective self” shared by the people of the same ancestry, homeland, and cultural
and historical background. Another way of looking at cultural identity is to focus on
differences within a community, rather than on the shared features. This particular
understanding perceives identity formation as a process of “becoming,” a transformation that is a direct result of a “continuous ‘play’ of history, culture and power”
11 For further analysis of the problem concerning the articulation of Indigenous
identity within the nation-state see e.g., Eva Marie Garroutte, Real Indians:
Identity and the Survival of Native America (2003), Bonita Lawrence, “Real” Indians
and Others: Mixed-Blood Urban Native Peoples and Indigenous Nationhood (2004), and
Kim TallBear, Native American DNA: Tribal Belonging and the False Promise of
Genetic Science (2013) .
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(225). Seen from the latter perspective, cultural identities are “the unstable points of
identification” that are formed in discourses concerning history and culture (226).
Focusing on the diasporic space within which identity is shaped, Hall suggests that
diasporic experience be characterized by diversity and heterogeneity, as well as by
a sense of identity “which lives with and through, not despite difference; by hybridity” (235). Shaped under such circumstances, diasporic identities are therefore in
a process of constant transformation thus, in a state of “becoming.”
Hall’s concept of cultural identity as expressed through hybridity can be traced
in the ongoing debate over the issue of mixed-blood identity that, for over eighty
years, has been one of the leitmotifs in Native American literature as well as in the
growing body of scholarship. Constantly reenergized by new contributions from
Native writers, artists, and scholars, the debate points, on the one hand, to the
inexorable complexity of the issue of articulating the Native sense of self and, on the
other hand, to the evolving and dynamic character of Native identity. Furthermore,
the rising number of Native artists and scholars engaging in the debate has resulted
in a significant empowerment of Native communities in the politics of representation
of contemporary Native experience. It is noteworthy that many of those new voices
come from urban centers, as a majority of the Native American population now
lives in urban areas across the United States. And it is the city that has often been the
site of the articulation of the transformative character of Native identity.
When the Relocation Act went into effect, large numbers of Native American
people began their migration to major American cities, gradually adapting to their
new urban environments. That, in turn, initiated the forming of new communities
and reimagining of the Native sense of self within the socio-culturally diverse space
of the city.12 An interesting development in the context of the changing articulation
of Native identity has been the transformation of the traditional concept of tribalism
in the urban setting, and a new understanding of the relationship between one’s
sense of self and the sense of place, as well as the impact of this transformation on
the process of the individual’s self-identification. In her article “Is Urban a Person
12 An interesting portrayal of one of the first urban Indian communities can be
seen in The Exiles (1961), a film directed by Kent Mackenzie, which depicts the
life of a group of relocated American Indians living in the Bunker Hill district
of Los Angeles.
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or a Place?” Susan Lobo argues that Native American city dwellers have had to
modify their understanding of Indian identity as many of the reservation rules no
longer apply in the urban environment.13 In traditional homelands, land and tribal
ties are the major factors determining one’s self-defining process, whereas in the
city one’s attachment to a place, tribal bonds, and self-identification may become
problematic as urban Indians are often isolated individuals or members of scattered
multi-tribal groups living in ethnically diverse districts, suburbs, or white-dominated
neighborhoods.
What makes the matter of self-identification even more complex is the constantly
growing number of intertribal and interracial marriages which have given rise to
a generation of mixed-blood urban Indians. For this generation, understanding
their culture(s) and developing a sense of belonging to “one’s people” have
become crucial to the process of self-identification. Lobo explains that under the
new circumstances urban Indians have begun developing new ways to define and
articulate their identity as contemporary Native people while still maintaining links
with traditional ways of life.14 Many of them have had to modify the concepts of
home and community so as to make them useful in the new environment. Thus
a new understanding of Indian community has evolved. In Lobo’s definition, it
is “the urban reservation” – “a widely scattered and frequently shifting network
of relationships with locational nodes found in organizations and activity sites of
special significance” (71). The urban reservation, Lobo states, is “not essentially
a place, but rather it is characterized by relationships that bond people together
and is therefore one of the ways that identity is established” (71). Although Lobo’s
application of the word “reservation” may be problematic, due to its colonial
13 For additional information on the issue of urbanity and Indian experience see
also Susan Lobo, Urban Voices: The Bay Area American Indian Community (2002),
Joan Weibel-Orlando, Indian Country, L.A.: Maintaining Ethnic Community in
Complex Society (1999).
14 It is not my intention to imply that the phenomenon described the situation of
the entire population of Native urban people. Certainly there were individuals
who did not manage, or did not want to maintain links with their tribal
communities; the experience of boarding schools had a tremendous influence
on the breaking of the family bonds of some urban Indians separated from their
homeland communities. Additionally, the adoption of Indian children by nonIndian families triggered the rise of the so-called “lost birds” generation.
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association with geopolitical, social, and cultural confinement, her understanding
of the urban reservation negates the borders imposed on Native people by the
nation-state.15
The emergence of the urban reservation has affected the ongoing debate over
the importance of tribal identification in contemporary Native experience, as well as
over the impact of urbanization on the state of Native communities in contemporary
America. In their essay “Retribalization in Urban Indian Communities,” Terry
Straus and Debra Valentino argue:
‘Urban’ is not a kind of Indian. It is a kind of experience, one that most
Indian people today have had. There are urban areas on or closely bordering
many reservations; there is a lot of movement between urban and reservation
communities; and in today’s world, telephones, television, and the Internet
expose every reservation to the problems and perks of urban life. The rift
between urban and reservation Indian people is artificial and imposed. It derives
in large part from the federal policy that excluded off-reservation Indians from
tribal treaty rights. (86)

Rejecting the reservation/city dichotomy, the authors point to the problems of
fragmentation of communities, resulting from the complexity of the legal measures Native communities have to deal with in the process of maintaining their
tribal status and federal recognition. The problems, affecting both individuals and
entire communities, result from the necessity to accept a definition of a “tribe”
15 Analyzing the changes in the understanding of the relationship between people
and place, Lobo argues that four factors tend to be of major importance in
the process of self-identification, as well as in providing individuals with
a sense of belonging in urban areas. These factors are ancestry, appearance,
cultural knowledge, and Indian community participation. Therefore, gathering
in “Indian-declared places,” establishing Indian institutions, and organizing
public events such as powwows and fairs, where Indian ceremonies are
performed, have all become important manifestations and celebrations of
Indianness in urban Indian Country. In the words of Simon J. Ortiz, the
contemporary urban Indian reservation embraces “a concrete Indigenous
home of family, community, culture, historical and modern-day traditions, and
communal identification with other Indigenous people. Without a doubt, this
is an Indigenous consciousness that one calls ‘home’” (“Indigenous Language
Consciousness” 144).
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– “a recognized political unit of ethnic identity and enumeration” – which regulates
norms of inclusion and exclusion within Native communities (87).
The turbulent years of the Civil Rights movement inspired Native American
activism and provided opportunities for public articulation of contemporary Native
identity. The strengthening of the bonds between the old and the new Native urban
communities scattered across the nation-state, was one of the major factors that led
to the surge of nationalist and pan-Indian attitudes in urban areas. The growing
awareness that the common legacy of colonialism and diaspora shaped the character
of contemporary Indian Country has led to the emergence of the notion of Native
Americans as “one people.”16
Although the pan-Indian character of the Native American diaspora has
been criticized as diluting specific tribal traditions, pan-Indianism is nevertheless
evidence of Native people’s cultural continuance.17 Native movements that had their
beginning in the 1960s and 1970s stimulated pan-Indian activism across the country.
The occupation of Alcatraz Island in San Francisco Bay, led by the American
16 Eric Cheyfitz argues that pan-Indianism is not a modern phenomenon as its
history dates back to the colonial Americas, when kinship-based communities
formed coalitions in order to resist Euro-American colonial dominance. He
argues that inter-tribal alliances, which in modern-day conditions are seen
as forms of pan-Indianism, form the basis for Indigenous sovereignty, since
the history of inter-tribal movements stretches from the times of the Pueblo
Revolt of 1680 against Spanish imperialism through the resistance movements
of Pontiac against British rule and Tecumseh against the United States, to the
formation and the rise of the Red Power movement in the late 1960s (“The
(Post)Colonial Construction of Indian Country” 14-15).
17 Canadian Indigenous writer Thomas King argues for the positive aspect of panIndianism as a sign of Indigenous people’s adaptation to modern-day sociocultural circumstances. In an interview with Jace Weaver, King stated: “I think
a lot of people think of pan-Indianness as a diminution of ‘Indian,’ but I think
of it as simply a reality of contemporary life. Native culture has never been static
though Western literature would like to picture it that way… In reality there are
a lot of Indians who go off the reserve, who come back to the reserve, who work,
who go off the reserve again, who keep going back and forth, and they manage”
(That the People 150). Moreover, pointing to Native mobility, King argues against
the romantic notion that every Indian individual nourishes a desire to go back
to the reservation. The author stresses that many contemporary Indigenous
people leave their homelands to escape domestic violence and poverty, or in
search of education and employment, often lacking on the reservation grounds.
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Indian Movement in 1969, (a symbolic act of reclaiming the land by Native people),
followed by a 71-day militant occupation of Wounded Knee in South Dakota (1973),
became the first publicly recognized acts of Native American people’s/“Indians’
of All Nations”18 involvement in the politics of identity and place. Vine Deloria
Jr. and Clifford M. Lytle claim it was also in the 1960s and the 1970s when the
public articulation of Indian identity shifted from “tribal” to “ethnic,” affected by
Indian people’s activism influenced by the presence of various ethnic minorities in
the urban areas. They argue that “the merging of many tribal identities and histories
in the urban setting meant the adoption of a common, albeit artificial heritage” (The
Nations 236). Those shifting expressions of Native identity are not only evidence of
Native American people’s adaptation to the contemporary American environment,
but they also expose the arbitrariness of the legally recognized “blood borders”
that are meant to define and fossilize Native identity both spatially and temporarily.
“Indianness” ultimately escapes such confinement, as the articulation of Native
identities has been conditioned and, therefore, transformed by the continuously
changing socio-political and cultural contexts. Without a doubt the North Dakota
Access Pipeline protests (the NoDAPL movement), which demonstrated the power
of global human solidarity in the fight for tribal people’s rights to protect their
sacred lands, have triggered an open discussion not only about transcontinental
Indigenous alliances but also about what Indigenousness means in the 21st century.
In Edge of Empire Jane Jacobs argues that the politics of identity, inescapably
connected with the politics of power, “articulates itself through space and is,
fundamentally, about space” (1). If so, the articulations of both individual and
collective Native identities – taking place in the changing cultural landscape of
contemporary America – lead to reconceptualizations of the space within which
those identities are negotiated. Thus, the process of reimagining the “blood
borders” generates, in turn, questions concerning the borders of contemporary
Indian Country. Challenging the notions of geopolitical borderlines demarcating
reservation homelands, contemporary Native communities integrate reservations
18 For a detailed study of the American Indian Movement as well as the panIndian character of urban communities, see Paul Chaat Smith and Robert Allen
Warrior, Like A Hurricane: The Indian Movement from Alcatraz to Wounded Knee
(1996).
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into a larger cultural landscape and, simultaneously, reclaim cities “into their old
conceptualizations of space and place” (Shepherd 35). Consequently, when seen
from an Indigenous perspective, negotiation of home within the city space may be
seen as a re-appropriation of Native lands in which Native people “re-Indigenize
the city by creating Native communities and neighborhoods” in the heart of the
American metropolis (Shepherd 34). However, also crucial to the understanding of
contemporary Native America is the fact that, in the process of renegotiating home
and a sense of self in modern American society, there are also some Indian people
who no longer feel the need to stress their tribal background or to reclaim America
as Indian Country.
Being central to Native storytelling tradition, the role of place in Indigenous
experience continues to be explored in contemporary Native American literature.
Responding to the socio-political and cultural changes in American society, Native
Americans writing today have created a body of work which offers a complex
vision of Indian Country at the turn of the 20th and 21st centuries, as well as various
perspectives on contemporary Native experience. While for years Native literature
focused almost entirely on exploration of reservation Indian life, presenting the
city as a locus and tool of acculturation and assimilation, a place that suppressed
Native identity,19 today more and more Native authors resist exploiting the motif
of displaced Indians victimized by the city. Accordingly, many late 20th and early
21st century texts offer imaginative portrayals of Native America in which the city
becomes a site where Native presence is validated and celebrated.
I n d ia n C o u n t r y R e i m a g i n e d :
Native American Literary Continuance
At the 1991 MLA conference, Mary Louise Pratt delivered a paper devoted to an
analysis of the phenomenon of writing in what she called “the contact zones.”
In her paper she focused on a manuscript by an Andean Inca Felipe Guaman
Poma de Ayala titled El primer nueoa corónica y buen gobierno (The First New Chronicle
and Good Government). Sent in 1613 from the Peruvian city of Cuzco (already under
the colonial rule), the manuscript was addressed to King Philip III of Spain. The
19 Ruppert, James. “The Urban Reservation,” 47-49.
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twelve-hundred-page-long bilingual letter was written in both Quechua, the Inca
language, and ungrammatical Spanish; it also contained several drawings. Guaman
Poma’s letter, which never reached its addressee, was lost for centuries until it was
found in the Danish Royal Archives in Copenhagen in 1908. In the late seventies
it was studied by Western scholars, who classified it as an example of “intercultural
writing.”
Analyzing the form and the content of the letter, as well as its role in the potential dialogue with imperialist Spain, Pratt describes Poma’s work as representative
of writing in the contact zones. In her conceptualization of the term “contact
zone,” the author refers to “the space of colonial encounters, the space in which
peoples geographically and historically separated come into contact with each other
and establish ongoing relations, usually involving conditions of coercion, radical
inequality, and intractable conflict” (Imperial Eyes 6). Pratt’s concept is similar to the
older concept of “colonial frontier” but, unlike the latter, it does not express the
imperialist European perspective. The notion of the contact zone aims at invoking
“the spatial and temporal co-presence of subjects previously separated by geographic
and historical disjunctures, and whose trajectories now intersect” (Imperial Eyes 7).
Pratt explains that the “contact” perspective demonstrates the relations among
the subjects in the contact zone “in terms of co-presence, interaction, interlocking understanding and practices, often within radically asymmetrical relations of
power” (Imperial Eyes 7).
Using the colonizer’s form of discourse, Guaman Poma created a “new
chronicle” in which he rewrote Christian history; he placed the city of Cuzco
in the center and presented Amerindians as descendants of the Biblical Noah.
Additionally, he offered an alternative vision of the Spanish conquest and criticized
the imperialist rule of the Spanish government. Karen Ohnesorge observes that
the Inca chronicler was also one of the first Indigenous artists “to contest [and
subvert] the colonialist landscape discourse” (“Uneasy Terrain” 61). The chronicle
is illustrated with Poma’s drawings of biblical creation, events from Inca history,
as well as incidents from the Spanish conquest, all organized in accordance with
Andean structures of spatial symbolism. The letter becomes therefore an example
of what Pratt calls “autoethnography,” a phenomenon characteristic of the contact
zone, in which “colonized subjects undertake to represent themselves in ways that
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engage with the colonizer’s own terms,” participating in a discourse pertaining to
Western metropolitan representations of the “Other” (Pratt 7).
As a bilingual text, appropriating the form of the Spanish chronicle to re-examine
Inca history and traditions, The New Chronicle is an example of autoethnographic
expression based on “partial collaboration with and appropriation of idioms of
the [Spanish] conqueror” (Pratt 7). Guaman Poma did not merely reproduce the
invaders’ literary form but adapted, in his work, only selected parts of the material.
Such a method is characteristic of the process of “transculturation,” a term originally
coined in the forties by Cuban sociologist, Fernando Ortiz, 20 who used it to substitute
the essentializing notions of assimilation and acculturation of the cultures subjugated
to colonial rule. Characteristic of the contact zone, transculturation is a process in
which “subordinate or marginal groups select and invent from materials transmitted
to them by a dominant or metropolitan culture” (Pratt 6). Although the dominated
people cannot be in full control of the material produced by the colonizer, they
nevertheless can determine “what they absorb into their own [culture], and what
they use it for” (Pratt 6). While keeping in mind that Pratt’s theory of the arts of the
contact zone is based on the analysis of a four-hundred-year-old text, this study will
explore how her theory can be applied to fiction by contemporary Native American
authors who present urban America from a Native perspective.
Until the late 1980s the bulk of postcolonial critical work on the literature,
history and culture of the United States paid relatively little attention to the situation
of the Indigenous people of the Americas. While seminal works by such leading
critics as Edward Said, Homi Bhabha, Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Gayatri
Chakravorty Spivak elaborated on the literature and culture of the postcolonial
U.S., they overlooked in their studies the complicated situation of contemporary
Native American people who, according to Eric Cheyfitz, being “Native citizens of
the United States, are simultaneously colonized citizens of Indian nations” (“The
(Post)Colonial Construction” 4). On the one hand, the lack of in-depth analysis
of Native American literature and culture within the postcolonial framework may
be explained as a result of the fact that for many years African, Indian, Asian and
Caribbean agendas were central in the field. On the other hand, there was resistance
20 For Fernando Ortiz’s detailed analysis of the concept of “transculturation” see:
Cuban Counterpoint. Tobacco and Sugar (2003).
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within the field of Native American studies to applying non-Indian theories to the
analysis of Native thought. As Cheyfitz observes, the resistance tended to come
from those Native scholars and critics who, since the late 1970s, have produced
criticism based mainly on “a combination of ethnographic and formalist methods,”
emphasizing “the formal or aesthetic properties of Native texts in limited cultural
contexts” (5).21
Resistance to non-Indian theories would also come from Native nationalist
critics, among them Craig Womack, Robert Warrior, Gloria Bird, and Elizabeth
Cook-Lynn, who focus in their work on Native American intellectual sovereignty
rooted in the oral tradition and tribal Indian heritage. In their critical work they have
often distanced themselves from theories grounded in Western philosophy, arguing
that they have for years ignored traditional Native thought and, consequently,
undermined the value of Native literature. However, over the last 30 years there
has been a systematically growing interest, among Native and non-Native scholars,
in applying the postcolonial framework to analysis of Native American texts
(Cheyfitz 4). Linda Tuhiwai Smith’s Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous
People (2001), Reading Native American Women: Critical/Creative Representation (2005),
edited by Inés Hernández-Avila, For Indigenous Eyes Only: A Decolonization Handbook
(2005) edited by Waziyatawin Angela Wilson and Michael Yellow Bird, Columbia
Guide to American Indian Literatures of the United States Since 1945 (2006), edited by Eric
Cheyfitz, Kevin Bruyneel’s The Third Space of Sovereignty: The Postcolonial Politics of U.S.
- Indigenous Relations (2007), Shawn Wilson’s Research Is Ceremony: Indigenous Research
Methods (2009), and Native Historians Write Back: Decolonizing American Indian History
(2011), edited by Susan A. Miller and James Riding In, are just a few examples of
such critical studies. Nevertheless, it must be added that the authors of these books
are skeptical of the “post” prefix in the term “postcolonial” when used to describe
contemporary Indigenous experience.22
21 A few noteworthy exceptions to that attitude are the Ojibwa writer Gerald
Vizenor, the Cherokee/Choctaw writer and critic Louis Owens, and the nonNative critic Arnold Krupat, one of the first to propose applying the postcolonial
framework in Native American studies.
22 Tol Foster claims that “until postcolonial studies evolves to a degree that it can
articulate adequately the status and voice of oppressed indigenous people and
minorities around the globe, rather than claiming they cannot be expressed
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Interestingly, together with critical voices calling for in-depth analysis of
individual (post)colonial experiences, other voices have been raised, proposing
a new, global/transnational perspective on the engagement between Indigenous
intellectual traditions and postcolonial theories. In his recent work devoted to the
application of postcolonial theories to Indigenous literary forms of expression,
Chadwick Allen calls for a comparative study of Indigenous writing, analyzing
the relationships among postcolonial African, aboriginal Aotearoa/New Zealand,
Native American, and Native Canadian literatures. Pointing, as he does, to the
parallels in the Indigenous literary production around the world, Allen stresses the
need to acknowledge and analyze modern-day colonial reverberations and their
influence on Indigenous cultures and Indigenous artistic productions in the global
context.23
In his study of the responses of the colonized nations to the mechanisms of
colonial dominance, Albert Memmi points to the process of self-colonization which
the oppressed inevitably falls victim to. According to Memmi, having acquired
economic and cultural dominance, the colonizer ultimately aims at taking control
over the “mental universe” of the people under colonial reign. Thus, “economic
and political control can never be complete or effective without mental control” of
except as absences and subalterns, it will be inadequate to the needs of either
Native American or global indigenous studies” (“Of One Blood” 293).
23 See: Chadwick Allen, Trans-Indigenous: Methodologies for Global Native Literary
Studies (2012), “Indigenous Literatures and Postcolonial Theories: Reading
from Comparative Frames,” in Beyond the Borders: American Literature and Postcolonial Theory, ed. Deborah L. Madsen (2003), Blood Narrative: Indigenous Identity
in American Indian and Maori Literary and Activist Texts (2002). Stuart Hall, in his
article “When Was the ‘Post-Colonial’? Thinking at the Limit,” echoes Allen’s
suggestions that a global perspective be taken on colonialism and postcolonial
moments. He claims that although postcolonial conditions are manifested
differently in such counties as the U.S., Canada, Australia, India, and Nigeria,
all these countries are nevertheless postcolonial, and the global view of their
conditions allows for a discourse focusing on the “shift in global relations
which marks the (necessarily uneven) transition from the age of Empires to
the post-independence or post-decolonization moment” (246). Hall further
implies that when exposed as a “ruptural world-historical event,” colonization
essentially signifies a process of “expansion, exploration, conquest … and
imperial hegemonisation which constituted the ‘outer face’, the constitutive
outside, of European and then western capitalist modernity after 1492” (249).
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the subjugated people (52). Decolonization has thereby become the primary goal on
the agenda of many Indigenous intellectuals. Scholars and writers, such as Andrea
Smith, Howard Adams, Taiaiake Alfred, Gloria Bird, M. Annette Jaimes, and Simon
J. Ortiz have systematically emphasized in their work the necessity to “decolonize
the mind” of Indigenous America. Their goal is to resist the colonizer’s “mental
oppression” – that is the world-view imposed on the colonized – by re-examining
Native people’s self-perception, often affected by Euro-American stereotypes and
fantasies about “authentic” Indianness. Angela Wilson and Michael Yellow Bird
define decolonization as a process of “the intelligent, calculated, and active resistance
to the forces of colonialism” which for years has objectified and exploited Indigenous
“minds, bodies, and lands” (“Beginning Decolonization” 2). The fundamental
goal of decolonization is, in their words, “overturning the colonial structure and
realizing Indigenous liberation” (2).24 As will be further demonstrated, literary
reconstructions of Indian Country in contemporary Native American literature can
be seen as part of this process.
“Frontier Space”
In his analysis of the impact of present-day colonial forces on Native American
literature, Louis Owens refers to Pratt’s concept of the contact zone, describing
it as “frontier space,” and arguing that the two terms are synonymous. The term
“frontier” becomes in Owens’ theoretical framework a contested space, “the zone
of trickster, a shimmering always changing zone of multifaceted contact within
which every utterance is challenged and interrogated, all referents put into question”
(Mixedblood Messages 26). Referring to the Euro-American colonial domination
over Native lands in America, Owens conceptualizes the “frontier” as a space of
resistance that defies structures of colonial dominance and imposed confinement.
Thus for the author the frontier stands

24 Commenting on the role of literary artistic expression as part of the counterhegemonic discourse, Gerald Vizenor describes the condition of contemporary
Native experience as “paracolonialism,” which witnesses the rise of “postindian”
literatures that use tribal imagination and new stories to destabilize and
undermine the “‘authentic’ representations of the tribes in the literature of
dominance” (Manifest Manners 17).

© Copyright by Wydawnictwo KUL

46—

The evolution of the idea of indian country in history, culture, and literature

in neat opposition to the concept of “territory” as territory is imagined and given
form by the colonial enterprise in America. Whereas frontier is always unstable,
multidirectional, hybridized, characterized by heteroglossia, and indeterminate,
territory is clearly mapped, fully imagined as a space of containment, invented to
control and subdue the dangerous potentialities of Imagined Indians. Territory
is conceived and designed to exclude the dangerous presence of that trickster at
the heart of the Native American imagination, for the ultimate logic of territory
is appropriation and occupation, and trickster defies appropriation and resists
colonization. (26)

One of the most important components of the colonial imagination was the city,
which symbolized European colonial power and control of the New World. A
modern version of the Biblical Jerusalem, the city represented the civilized zone
which protected the colonizers/settlers from the territory of the savage Indian, perceived as “a wild … dark and fearful place, an animalistic place … a Native space”
(Weaver, “Splitting the Earth” 66). Donald McNutt states that in the rhetoric of
the American nation-building, “Indians stand as the ‘savage’ and ‘natural’ antithesis
of civilized practices, including the construction and maintenance of cities” (8).
McNutt goes on to argue that the portrayal of Native cultures as “ruins” of the
ancient past justified American national expansion and helped to shape American
urban culture (22). Formed on the “remnants” of the “savage” Indian cultures,
the cities were for the American citizens the civilized spaces that “assure[d] Indian
extinction,” and where Native people’s contribution was erased from the history of
the emerging nation-state (27). The novels and short stories I focus on in this book
subvert this image of the city as the white man’s symbol of progress and civilization,
and a place that essentially denies Native presence, and reconceptualize urban space
as “frontier space” – a site of Native resistance to various forms of domination and
confinement. The city portrayed in the analyzed works becomes a site of contestation, border transgression, transformation, and a place that validates Native people’s
presence in America. Moreover, the imaginative narratives of urban America as
Indian Country form an integral part of the “intricate time-proven processes” of
storytelling tradition (Hobson 2).
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Maps of the Indigenous World:
Native American Literary Continuance

and

Resistance

In his novel From the Glittering World: A Navajo Story, Irvin Morris writes: “The land
is ripe with the stories of my people” (34). In this simple statement the author
encapsulates one of the fundamentals of Native American traditional thought – the
intimate relation between the land and storytelling, which constitutes the very core
of tribal Indian tradition. Leslie Marmon Silko echoes Morris’s idea in her famous
statement, “[t]hrough the stories we hear who we are,” explaining that for traditional
Indian people stories were the medium to pass on to successive generations “an
entire culture, a worldview complete with proven strategies for survival” (Yellow
Woman 30). Thus, stories created both one’s sense of self and a sense of community,
asserting tribal people’s existence and identity.
In one interview Silko complained about the misunderstanding of the role of
storytelling in non-Indian academia, which credits the ancestral stories as the only
valid part of Indian oral tradition, while ignoring contemporary Indian narratives
and, in consequence, silencing the Indian voices that communicate modern urban
experience.25 She argues that instead of freezing Native oral tradition in the past, one
needs to see storytelling in the contemporary (often urban) context as a continuation
of the voices that began with the first expression of Native experience. For Native
people, explains Silko, ancient creation stories about the first people are of equal
importance and value as modern stories about everyday Indian life. She adds that in
the process of braiding individual accounts with narratives about community life,
“people instinctively sor[t] events and details into [one] loose narrative. Everything
bec[omes] a story” (Yellow Woman 31).26 Therefore, Silko believes that contemporary
25 Silko said in the interview, “I was always given to feel, and it was by people like
anthros, [sic] to feel that, that to be a worthy human being, if you were coming
from a pueblo, that you should have, you should know the stories just as they are
in the BAE [Bureau of American Ethnology] … the things in the BAE sort of
looked dead and alien. And I figured, I don’t know, I couldn’t do anything with
them anyway, even though theoretically they’re supposed to have come from
here” (Running on the Edge of the Rainbow).
26 In Yellow Woman Silko points to the scholars’ misunderstanding of the value
of the Native storytelling tradition. She claims that “[a]nthropologists and
ethnologists have, for a long time, differentiated the types of stories the Pueblos
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literary narratives perform the same fundamental role as the traditional stories did
in the process of identity and community formation – they affirm and strengthen
Native sense of self in the new, urban environment. Emphasizing the importance of
contemporary literary storytelling, Silko points to its role in reconnecting diasporic
Native American people with their homeland by “weaving” accounts of urban
Indian experience into a continuing story of the creation, emergence and migration
of the first people. Thus, the fundamental role of tribal storytelling is, according to
Silko,
[to] bring the individual in touch with things that happened a hundred years ago.
There’s a sort of continuity. In other words, this telling is a creating of a kind of
identity for you so that whatever kind of situation you find yourself in, you know
where you are and you know who you are. It’s that whatever you do, you never
feel that you’re alone … You’re never lost, you’re never lost. (Running on the Edge
of a Rainbow)

The importance of urban narratives as testimonies to modern-day Native experience is increasing because one of the major features of Native American literature is
its concern with the negotiation of home and identity affected by the changes taking
place in American society. In her analysis of modern Native American literature that
deals with urban Indian experience, Carol Miller observes:
In addition to providing significant information about a consequential and
ongoing Native American diaspora essentially ignored by mainstream white
society, narratives about urban America as Indian country also reinforce the link
between contemporary and ancestral storytelling traditions. And in doing so, they
provide an important medium not only for sustaining culture but for creating a
significant illustrative resource about the pragmatic business of “going along” in
the world, just as the old stories always have done. Imaginative print-language
“tellings” that explore intersections of Indianness and urbanization share the

tell. They tended to elevate the old, sacred, and traditional stories and to brush
aside family stories, the family’s account of itself. But in Pueblo culture, these
family stories are given equal recognition” (51).
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serious functionality of traditional Native storytelling, and a functionality made
even more important because of five hundred years of disruptions. (30) 27

Many Native American writers claim that although concerned with modern urbanity,
contemporary Indian writing continues to perform the traditional role of mapmaking, which constitutes one of the major tasks of traditional storytelling.
Old-time Indian stories, Silko explains, used to serve as maps, both for the
storytellers and the listeners – maps that helped them to identify and orient
themselves in the geographical terrain as well as in the spiritual world those stories
described and remembered. Laguna stories about hunting, writes Silko, worked
as detailed descriptions of “key landmarks and locations of fresh water … Lost
travelers and lost piñon-nut gatherers have been saved by sighting a rock formation
they recognized only because they once heard a hunting story describing [that]
formation” (Yellow Woman 32). Gerald Vizenor claims that in Ojibwa tradition people
considered maps to be “visual stories” of tribal existence; according to Vizenor,
“[m]aps are pictures, and some native pictures are stories, visual memories, the source
of directions, and a virtual sense of presence” (Fugitive Poses 170). In After and Before
the Lightening, Simon J. Ortiz defines his contemporary poetic storytelling, which
documents his travels in South Dakota, as a process of mapmaking which helped
the poet locate himself in relation to various geographical and cultural landscapes
of modern America. Acknowledging his relation to the land and the people in his
poetic narratives was, according to Ortiz, “the evidence of Existence:” “[t]his reality
was there and I was there within it. Every moment, every act of my being was
defined by the reality I had to acknowledge. Not to acknowledge this would be
to deny Existence” (xv). Thus Native stories, whether traditional or contemporary,
are maps that create, document and affirm the existence of the Indigenous world.
Ortiz stresses that in order for this world to survive, the storytelling tradition must
27 Louis Owens observes that the role of modern urban Indian narratives is
of great importance since Indian literature concerned with urban Indian
experience has often been pushed to the periphery of American academic
concern, while the “metropolis” remains fascinated with the Indian past
transmitted through ancestral stories. The popularity of “reservation fiction,”
which still seems to overshadow urban Indian literature, explains why modern
Native American writing is frequently “shuffled aside into the realm of folklore
and anthropological ‘local color’ by literary professionals” (Other Destinies 17).
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continue as a response to modern-day forces of Western civilization. This response,
adds Ortiz is “one of resistance; there is no clearer word for it than resistance” (“The
Historical Matrix” 66).
In my analysis I will treat selected texts by Vizenor, Silko, and Alexie as such
complex maps of the Native world which constitute a creative form of resistance to the
dominant narrative of American nation-building. These imaginative reconstructions
of Indian Country form a counter-vision to the world-view that has marginalized
Native presence in America and affected Native peoples’ self-understanding. These
texts therefore become tools in a project that seeks to reclaim the Native world and
the self. Such creative maps, Janice Gould claims, provide “a way to imagine and
claim those landscapes we know or remember in order to assert what we belong
to …. With these maps we enter worlds that have been dreamed, imagined, known,
felt, grieved over, retrieved, or must still be explored” (“Poems as Maps” 22-23).
Moreover, my intention is to analyze the selected texts from a traditional
Indigenous perspective, envisioning them as an integral part of the Indigenous
narrative of the mythic migration that began with the first people in the womb of
the Earth. Understood symbolically as the story of people’s growth into cultural
identity and understanding of themselves as a human community, this migration
story documents the transcending of borders – that is any forms of confinement
that hinder human development – to reach a level of consciousness that allows
one to see humanity as one community. Questioning in their work the borders of
Indian Country as well as the limits of “blood borders,” the contemporary Native
American texts analyzed in this book call for Indigenous people’s freedom to
imagine themselves and their home anew. In so doing, these stories interweave
modern (including urban) Indian experience with the mythic narrative of human
migration. They become a literary voice of Native America which, having endured
centuries of marginalization, has grown in power to rise in the midst of the modernday metropolis to reclaim America as home.
Eventually, weaving traditional and modern Indian stories together, literary
reconstructions of Indian Country can be seen as a form of Native people’s
continuous “contemplation” on, to use Vine Deloria’s words again, “who we are,
what our society is, where we come from, quite possibly where we are going, and
what it all means” (For This Land 251).
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Chapter 2
The C onstruction of the “N ew U rban Turtle I sland”:
Gerald Vizenor’s Earthdivers: Tribal Narratives on M ixed
D escent and D ead Voices: Natural A gonies in the N ew World1

“The tribal creation takes place at the time of the telling in the oral tradition;
The variations in mythic stories are the imaginative desires of tribal artists.”
—— Gerald Vizenor , The P eople Named the Chippewa

“The book is not in the world, but the world is in the book.”
—— Jacques Derrida , Writing and Difference

My th, Trickster,

and

Tribal Imagination

In his famous essay “Man Made of Words” N. Scott Momaday explicates the fundamentals of an Indigenous land ethic that informs traditional Native American
experience. Central to the Indigenous sense of self in respect to the land is, according
to the writer, the role of imagination. In a famous quote Momaday writes: “We are
what we imagine. Our very existence consists in our imagination of ourselves. Our
best destiny is to imagine, at least, completely, who and what, and that we are. The
greatest tragedy that can befall us is to go unimagined” (167). Challenging Cartesian
cogito ergo sum that centers on the power of ratio/knowledge, Momaday’s statement
highlights a fundamental difference between traditional Indigenous thought and
Western philosophy in regard to human existence in the natural world.
1 	 Part of Chapter II appeared in print as “Visions of (Post)Indian Country:
Gerald Vizenor’s Dead Voices: Natural Agonies in the New World.” In Other Words:
Dialogizing Postcoloniality, Race, and Ethnicity, edited by Ewa B. Luczak, Justyna
Wierzchowska and Joanna Ziarkowska (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 2012),
pp. 41-57.
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Pointing to imagination as fundamental in the shaping of oral tradition, the
writer defines storytelling as an act that is “imaginative and creative in nature”
(168). Stories, as Momaday points out, were created out of the need to comprehend
and explain human existence in the world: “[t]he possibilities of storytelling [thus
of imagining] are precisely those of understanding the human experience” (168). It
was storytelling, the author continues, that helped the Kiowa people endure years of
colonial wars, European diseases, loss of land, starvation, and virtual genocide. In
order to survive, they created stories in which they imagined the reality they experienced: “They accounted for themselves with reference to that awful memory. They
appropriated it, recreated it, fashioned it into an image of themselves – imagined it”
(169). Thus storytelling ensured the Kiowa’s resistance to the colonial forces as well
as their cultural continuance. It became a tool of their survival and a measure of
their existence as a people.
The affirmation and celebration of tribal existence through the creative power
of language, story and imagination is at the heart of Gerald Vizenor’s work. An
Anishinaabe2 writer, poet, cultural critic, journalist and activist, Vizenor is widely
known for his imaginative narratives of tribal survival. Grounding his work in the
traditional Anishinaabe thought as well as in non-Indian theories, Vizenor describes
his literature as “survivance narratives” – tribal stories that create “a native sense
of presence, the motion of sovereignty and the will to resist dominance” (Postindian
Conversations 93). The meaning behind Vizenorian “survivance” is “not just survival
but also resistance” (93). Survival, as Vizenor emphasizes, “is [just] a response; survivance is a standpoint, a worldview, and a presence” (93).3
Affirming Native presence, Vizenor’s writing centers around what he calls “the
absence,” that is, the “indian”4 – defined by the writer as a white man’s construct that
2 	 Anishinaabe (singular), Anishinaabeg (plural) – the original name of the Ojibwa
people (Vizenor, Summer in the Spring 20).
3 	 For further analysis of the concept of survivance see Vizenor’s Manifest Manners:
Postindian Warriors of Survivance (1994) as well as Native Liberty: Natural Reason and
Cultural Survivance (2009).
4 	 Vizenor’s deliberate use of lower case to write “indian” stresses that the term
is a colonial construct having no reference to what people inhabiting the continent called themselves. See Vizenor’s “Fugitive Poses” in Fugitive Poses: Native
American Indian Scenes of Absence and Presence (1998), 145-165.
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continues to exist in the form of “an archive: the simulations, discoveries, treaties,
documents of ancestry, comparative traditions in translations, museum remains, and
the aesthetics of victimry” (Native Liberty 18). Referring to Jean Baudrilliard’s theory
of simulation as well as to Umberto Eco’s Travels in Hyperreality, Vizenor unmasks the
“indian” as a colonial invention and claims it is a simulation of “the absolute fakes.”
In the history of colonial contact, tribal people emerge on the pages of the narratives of discoveries as “Indians” – “simulations of the discoverable other” (Postindian
Conversations 85). Since there is neither reference nor real origin to those simulations,
the invented “indian” “was simulated to be an absence … [thus] without a place” in
the newly discovered world (85). Vizenor’s work unmasks “the indian” as a colonial
construct which is perpetuated nowadays in the world of academia, in popular massmedia and by the New Age “Indian market” represented by the “‘powwow’ dancers
at a shopping mall on the Fourth of July” (Crossbloods 55).
Analyzing how the “invention” became real in the language of the colonizer,
Vizenor argues that, although used as a tool of oppression, language can become
a means of liberation “that enlivens tribal survivance” through imaginative stories
that create and affirm Native presence (Manifest Manners 106). Tribal survival can
therefore be ensured through battling the institutionalized “white words” that continue to create and define “authentic Indianness.” As Kimberly Blaeser notes, what
Vizenor continuously stresses in his work is that “[t]he destiny of the American
Indian rests with language. The Indian will survive or ‘vanish’ through the merits
of language: survive through tribal oral tradition, or be made to vanish through
popular, scientific, literary, and political rhetoric” (Writing 39).
Focusing on “deinventing” and simultaneously “reinventing” the “indian” (Lee,
“Introduction” 3), Vizenor creates literature at the heart of which he places a “postindian warrior” – a “new indicatio[n] of a [tribal] narrative recreation” (Manifest Manners
6). As the author implies, the “postindian” in the neologism does not refer to the historical period after colonization but pertains rather to the way tribal people reimagine
and perceive themselves in the contemporary world. Moreover, as the author continues,
the “postindian” implies a specific attitude, manifesting “an active, ironic resistance to
dominance, and a good energy of native survivance” (Postindian Conversations 85).5
5 	 As Vizenor explains further in Manifest Manners, postindian warriors “counter the surveillance and literature of dominance with their own simulations of
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Vizenor’s concept of the imagined postindian world is anchored in the traditional thought of the Anishinaabeg who, as the author explains in Summer in the
Spring, “are a people of visions and dreams,” who “celebrate humor, compassionate
balances in the world, and mythic imagination” (14). Pointing to the centrality of
dreams and visions in Anishinaabe life, the author argues that dream songs/song
poems were perceived as “songs of individual freedom” that fostered better comprehension of reality and helped in shaping one’s sense of self with reference to the
world seen in a vision. As Basil Johnston observes, in the Anishinaabe tradition,
“No man begins to be until he has received his vision … [he] was bound to seek
and fulfill his vision and as such was a moral being” (Ojibway Ceremonies 119). It is
therefore through the ceremonial dream vision that reality is formed and validated.
In other worlds, for the Anishinaabeg, reality is in the vision.
In The People Named the Chippewa Vizenor argues that for years scholarly research
defined tribal cultures in ignorance of the way people imagined themselves. What
separates tribal imagination from “social scientific invention” is, Vizenor explains,
the difference in the perception and understanding of the world. Imagination,
for traditional Anishinaabeg, is “a state of being, a measure of personal courage”
(27). According to traditional tribal thought, “[t]o imagine the world is to be in the
world,” whereas to describe and analyze the world through scientific research is
“to separate human experiences from the world” (27). The visionary imagination,
Vizenor affirms, leads to strengthening the bond with the natural world since the
Anishinaabeg believe that they are “surrounded with what is alive in dreams and
visions, in stories and ceremonial events, and in descriptive place names. The anishinaabeg are never alone” (Summer 11-12).
Central to the Anishinaabe tribal mythology is the trickster – a figure present in their stories of mythic creation. The trickster also informs the entire body
of Vizenor’s work. Viewed as a culture hero among many tribes, the trickster is
associated with creative and magical powers as well as with notorious disobeying or
breaking of the commonly accepted social and cultural norms. Presented differently
survivance. The postindian arises from the earlier inventions of the tribes only
to contravene the absence of the real with theatrical performances; the theater
of tribal consciousness is the recreation of the real, not the absence of the real
in the simulations of dominance” (5).
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in the stories of various tribes, be it as a coyote, raven, Naanabozho, hare, or spider,
to give just a few examples, the trickster is a shape-shifter, thus an elusive character
that ultimately escapes any formal classification as a subject of scholarly research.6 In
his seminal work The Trickster: A Study in American Indian Mytholog y, Paul Radin analyzes the trickster tales cycle of the Winnebago [Chippewa] Indian tribes. Radin’s
widely known anthropological study, with commentaries by C.G. Jung, probes “the
presence of a [trickster] figure” who, Radin claims, is a “creator and destroyer, giver
and negator … who dupes others and who is always duped himself. He wills nothing consciously” (xxiii). Radin says the trickster sees no difference between what is
good and evil; however, “he is responsible for both” (xxiii); he has no control over
his impulses, he does not have any social or moral values and constantly depends on
his appetites and passions (xxiii).
Radin’s interpretation of the trickster myth has been criticized by Vizenor for
propagating – as he believes – misleading and ignorant conceptions of trickster identity and of the role the mythic figure plays in tribal tradition. What Vizenor objects
to is the treatment of the mythic hero as an “aesthetic presence” through which
individualism is celebrated. That, as Vizenor claims, goes against the communal
character of traditional tribal existence. Furthermore, Vizenor finds faults in Jung’s
study of the trickster as a psychic structure that is a reflection of a “primitive state of
consciousness” (“On the Psychology” 204). Jung’s theory, Vizenor contends, freezes
the culture hero in the mythic past of archaic tribal folklore and delegitimizes the
presence and value of the myth in contemporary tribal narratives.
In his essay “Trickster Discourse,” which is a theoretical analysis of the trickster
myth in oral traditions, Vizenor responds to the previously published trickster study.
The author argues that different scholars have mistakenly treated the culture hero
as a real figure. The trickster, Vizenor explains, “is not a presence or a real person
but a semiotic sign in a language game, in a comic narrative that denies presence”
(204). In his critique of trickster study Vizenor offers his own definition, presenting
6 	 In Gerald Vizenor: Writing in the Oral Tradition Kimberly Blaeser seconds Vizenor’s
thought claiming that “Not wholly human, animal, or god, but simultaneously
none and all of these beings, the polydemic trickster blurs these classic [scientific] distinctions” (138). As the writer contends further, Vizenor’s characters,
like the mythic trickster figure, “frequently resist classification, subvert notions
of concrete form, and inhabit more than one region of being” (139).
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the culture hero as a “[compassionate] healer and comic liberator in narratives, not
an artifact or real victim in historical narratives … the trickster is a communal
sign in imagination, a comic holotrope7 and a discourse that endures in modern
literature” (205).
While denouncing faulty theories of the trickster, Vizenor creates narratives that
are based on trickster discourse, demonstrating through this process how the myth
is reimagined and, as a consequence, re-validated in contemporary Anishinaabe
culture.8 In The People Named the Chippewa the author weaves together stories of
Anishinaabe experience with the mythic story of Naanabozho, a “compassionate
woodland trickster” (3) who, according to the tribal stories, “formed a new earth”
to save people and animals from floods (Summer 68). Vizenor states that the trickster
of Anishinaabe oral tradition:
wanders in mythic time and transformational space between tribal experiences
and dreams. The trickster is related to plants and animals and trees; he is a teacher
and healer in various personalities who, as numerous stories reveal, explains the
7 	 In “Trickster Discourse” Vizenor provides a theoretical framework for the concept of trickster discourse, in which he describes the culture hero as a holotrope.
Defined as a semiotic sign, the trickster is “a communal signification that cannot be separated or understood in isolation; the signifiers are acoustic images
bound to four points of view, and the signified, or the concept the signifier
locates in language and social experience, is a narrative event in translation”
(189). Since a trope is a figure of speech, the trickster becomes, Vizenor elaborates further, “a comic holotrope,” understood as “a consonance of sentences in
various voices, ironies, variations in cultural myths and social metaphors” (190).
Thus comic holotrope must be understood in terms of Bakhtinian “dialogism”
since the trickster “is a comic discourse, a collection of [communal] ‘utterances’
in oral traditions” that embraces both the signifier, signified, and the signs (191).
Alan Velie, in his essay “The Trickster Novel” explains that the trickster defined
as a holotrope manifests the communal and comic character of tribal existence:
“the comic [tribal] spirit is centered in trickster, a figure created by the tribe as
a whole, not an individual author” (131).
8 	 Vizenor’s entire body of work demonstrates the writer’s merging of traditional
tribal thought and mythology with modern writing. He claims his literature
descends from the culture of the Anishinaabeg that incorporates the trickster
myth and imaginative visions in oral and written tradition. In Interior Landscapes
Vizenor roots his own story in the tribal myth, interweaving it with oral tradition. He demonstrates how the tradition endures and continues to be used as
a powerful weapon against dominant discourses.
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values of healing plants to woodland tribal people. The woodland trickster is an
existential shaman in the comic mode, not an isolated and sentimental tragic hero
in conflict with nature.
The trickster is comic in the sense that he does not reclaim idealistic ethics,
but survives as a part of the natural world; he represents a spiritual balance in a
comic drama rather than the romantic elimination of human contradictions as
evil. (3-4)

Transformation, connection with the natural world, humor, compassion, and
healing powers, are among the fundamental characteristics of trickster dynamics. Shape-shifting, blurring temporal and spatial boundaries, as well as mediating
between tribal reality and dreams are also crucial elements of trickster identity,
which is essentially ambiguous and contradictory. In her essay “‘A Tolerated Margin
of Mess’: The Trickster and His Tales Reconsidered,” Barbara Babcock-Abrahams
probes the role of the mythic hero with reference to various forms of “marginality and cultural negation” that are depicted in literature (148). As Blaeser argues,
Babcock-Abrahams’s study illuminates the importance of ambiguity that is crucial
in Vizenor’s portrayal of trickster crossblood characters. Babcock-Abrahams’s work
provides a list of features defining the trickster’s liminal identity. According to the
author, tricksters:
• have the ability to “exhibit an independence from and an ignoring of temporal
and spatial boundaries”
• tend “to inhabit crossroads” and “are usually situated between the social cosmos and the other world or chaos”
•
•
•
•

are able to be “multiform and ambiguous, single or multiple”
are able to “exhibit an human/animal dualism”
are usually placed “between life and death, and good and evil”
tend “to express a concomitant breakdown of the distinction between reality
and reflection.” (159-160)

Dualism and ambiguity, innate in trickster identity are, Babcock argues, manifestations of the contradiction and “anomalousness” that are present in human life.
Viewing marginalization as one such state of anomalousness, Babcock-Abrahams
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argues that the trickster’s ambiguous and simultaneously adaptive nature manifests
“the range of powers available to those who play an ‘outsider’ role’” (148).
The theme of ambiguity and border existence as traits that empower the trickster
has been used by Vizenor to address in his work the issue of identity politics. One
of the focal themes of Vizenor’s writing is the exploration of contemporary mixedblood tribal experience, which aims at deconstructing the invented “indian.” It is
the mixedblood, or, to use the author’s neologism, the “crossblood,” that becomes
the “agonistic survivor” in his imaginative narratives (Crossbloods vii). Blaeser points
to the figure of the trickster in Vizenor’s writing as the prototype of the crossblood.
Similarly to the trickster, “whose very identity reflects all duality and contradiction,”
the crossblood character is a marginal figure, oscillating between two cultures:
tribal and non-tribal (Writing 155). The trickster’s efforts to embrace the two worlds
and balance between them are in accordance with Anishinaabe tradition, since balance, as Vizenor claims, is perceived by tribal people as a process of healing: it is “a
resolution which grows out of trickeries or the modulation of experience” (Bowers
and Silet 44).
Furthermore, the centrality of the mixedblood trickster in Vizenor’s work is
the writer’s critical response to the history of colonial contact which gave birth to
the mixedblood/Métis culture. Denouncing the supposed “pure-blood Indianness”
of the pre-contact era, Vizenor celebrates hybridity, placing the crossblood at the
center of his imaginative stories of mythic creation as well as of his narratives of
contemporary tribal reality. Crossbloods, Vizenor argues, are the postindian – that
is real as opposed to imagined – “new woodland tribes” that subvert the racial
logic of identity definitions that exist as legally established norms and categories
defining “Indianness.” Louis Owens contends that in battling against the “terminal
creed”9 of the blood quantum concept Vizenor embraces hybridity, demonstrating
that “the mixing of bloods, cultures, and identities leads to liberation, a freeing of
the individual from the masks of fixed cultural identity” (“Ecstatic Strategies” 243).
Thus the mixedblood, like the mythic trickster, becomes a border transgressor, “a
9 	 “Terminal creeds” – a neologism coined by the author – stand for the ultimate
beliefs, truths, dominant knowledge etc.; they are resisted by trickster narratives
of survivance. See Vizenor’s Manifest Manners: Postindian Warriors of Survivance
(1994).
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transformationist between the icons of identity that limit the imagination” (“Ecstatic
Strategies” 243). Resisting the victimizing portrayal of mixedblood characters struggling to choose between one of the cultures they live in, Vizenor creates crossblood
protagonists who find their in-between, marginal state liberating, allowing them to
transcend legally imposed and legitimized blood borders. As Blaeser stresses, in the
mythic stories
[the] trickster mediates between supposed contradictory forces or elements by
retaining aspects of both or by revealing them to be co-existing parts of one
whole, interconnected, often indistinguishable elements of the one. This mediation becomes the raison d’être of the mixedbloods in Vizenor’s prose and the
central impetus behind much of his writing. (Writing 139)

Since Vizenorian tricksters occupy mythic, visionary space as well as contemporary
tribal reality, the world created in the author’s narratives emerges as a discursive
space in which the borders between fantasy/dream and reality are blurred. This
effect is achieved by the use of “mythic verism” – a discourse defined by the writer
as a “concordance of narrative voices,” uniting the figure of trickster – the comic
holotrope – and narrative realism which, Vizenor stresses, “is more than mimesis or
a measure of what is believed to be natural in the world” (“Trickster Discourse” 190).
In his analysis of the trickster novel, Alan Velie juxtaposes Vizenor’s mythic verism
with Bakhtinan fantastic realism, claiming that the two genres are synonymous.10
The two writers, Velie notes, use their work as a means of attacking the dominant
ideologies and values imposed by hegemonic cultures. While Bakhtinian narratives
used European folk tales to challenge the oppressive ideologies (both religious
and socio-political) of the medieval times, Vizenor’s trickster literature aims at

10 As Alan Velie claims, in Bakhtin’s Rabelias the fantastic/folk merges with
literary realism. Similarly, Vizenor forges the illustrations of fantastic/mythic
events, characters, and places with realistic spatial and temporal descriptions.
See Alan Velie “The Trickster Novel,” Narrative Chance: Postmodern Discourse on
Native American Indian Literature. Ed. Gerald Vizenor (1993), 121-140. For further analysis of mythic verism in Vizenor’s work see James Ruppert, Mediation
in Contemporary Native American Fiction (1995) and Louis Owens, “Ecstatic
Strategies: Gerald Vizenor’s Trickster Narratives,” Other Destinies: Understanding
the American Indian Novel (1992), 225-254.

© Copyright by Wydawnictwo KUL

60—

The Construction of the “New Urban Turtle Island”

subverting mainstream American ideologies and at liberating the mind – at creating
“trickster consciousness,” based on the creative power of language and imagination.
(“The Trickster Novel” 129-130).
Created in Vizenor’s imaginative narratives of survivance, the postindian world
embraces not only reservation homelands but also, if not more often, urban areas –
the “watercities” to which tribal people continuously “immigrate” (Earthdivers 97).11
Louis Owens notes that by giving considerable attention to tribal urban experience
and by placing his “postindian warriors” in the urban milieu, Vizenor “invad[es]
the privileged metropolitan center with mixedblood clowns, detectives, and ‘landfill
reservations’” (“Ecstatic Strategies” 228). This artistic strategy, Owens continues,
becomes a form of “Indian reinhabitation of stolen America” (228). The subsequent
analysis of the novels selected for this study aims at demonstrating that Vizenor’s
urban postindian country, created in his imagination and trickster narratives, defies
spatial and temporal boundaries, and becomes “a space of survival” for contemporary tribal people (Blaeser, Writing 39).
“ D r e a m i n g B a c k t h e E a r t h ”:
Earthdivers: Tribal Narratives

on

M i x e d D e s c en t

Urban tribal experience constitutes a major theme of Earthdivers: Tribal Narratives
on Mixed Descent – one of the first books published by the writer. This collection of
twenty-one imaginative narratives continues the tribal stories about “the new urban
world” that Vizenor began in his first work of fiction, Wordarrows: Indians and Whites
in the New Fur Trade. The focal theme of Earthdivers is the creation of “a new urban
turtle island” by contemporary mixedblood trickster characters (Earthdivers xi). The
narratives comprise a modern version of the tribal creation story that constitutes
an imaginative metaphor anchored in the Anishinaabe creation myth and trickster
narratives. Contemporary earthdivers, Vizenor states in the preface to the collection,
are “mixedbloods, or Métis, tribal tricksters and recast cultural heroes, the mournful
and whimsical heirs and survivors from the premier union between the daughters of
the woodland shamans and white fur traders” (Earthdivers ix).
11 Examples of the themes of urban tribal experience are to be found in his fiction,
journalistic work, historical texts and autobiography: Wordarrows and Earthdivers,
as well as in The Trickster of Liberty, Crossbloods, and Dead Voices.
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Drawing on the history of colonial contact, Vizenor links the beginning of the
frontier and fur trade experience with the advent of the Métis/mixedblood culture.12
Although the frontier seems a natural zone of the mixedblood, Europeans’ notions
of “the cultural binaries of savagism and civilization,” which shaped the frontier
experience, denied native cultural hybridity and equal rights to the emerging crossblood generations (Native Liberty 121- 122). Jacqueline Peterson, quoted in Vizenor’s
work, argues that racial discrimination and marginalization of the mixedblood tribal
people represented the white colonizer-settler’s “implicit wish to blot out or sterilize
the human consequence of miscegenation” (“Prelude” 46).13 Resisting the “terminal
creed” of racial simulations and the victimizing portrayal of the crossblood, Vizenor
places his modern trickster characters at the heart of the creation story, pointing
to the process of cultural mixing and hybridizing as inherent in the history of the
world and as an empowering experience of humanity.
It is not without reason that the city becomes the focus of Vizenor’s trickster stories. Although perceived as emphatically non-tribal space in mainstream
American discourse, it remains a place inhabited by a continuously growing tribal
urban community. In Vizenor’s stories the urban America, imagined as a new urban
Turtle Island, becomes a space in which the mixedblood identity is celebrated. The
city becomes a frontier space shaped by the trickster heroes who “[dive into] the
legal morass of treaties and bureaucratic evils, and swim deep down and around
through federal exclaves and colonial economic enterprises in search of a few honest words upon which to build a new urban turtle island” (Earthdivers xi, emphasis
added). Creating the “postindian world” out of “a few honest words” constitutes, for
Vizenor, a process of tribal people’s liberation from the language of the colonizer
which has become a tool used to form “paracolonial histories” and Indian simulations (“The Ruins of Representation” 139). Thus contemporary earthdiver heroes
become “wordmakers,” who struggle in the dominant society, fighting against the
white man’s “word wars” with tribal memories and imagination (Wordarrows viii).

12 For a detailed study of the history of the Métis see Bonita Lawrence’s “Real”
Indians and Others: Mixed-Blood Urban Peoples and Indigenous Nationhood (2004).
13 Peterson goes on to say that the use of terms such as “breed,” “half-breed,” or
“mixed-blood” refers to “cultural and biological impotence” (46).
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In his study of mythology in various cultures, Joseph Campbell argues that in
the contemporary, often secularized, world there is a need for a “secondary hero”
who would interpret tradition and “make it valid as a living experience today instead
of a lot of outdated clichés” (The Power 141). Appropriating the Anishinaabe myths,
Vizenor revitalizes oral tribal tradition and, consequently, validates the trickster
story as a modern-day tribal narrative. According to the Earthdiver creation story
the animals dive into the deep water in search for soil so that Naanabozho, the compassionate trickster, can create a new place of living for the people and the animals.
In the Vizenorian version of the creation story, modern-day Métis earthdivers “dive
into unknown urban places, into racial darkness in the cities, to create a new consciousness of coexistence” (Earthdivers ix). In Vizenor’s narratives the mythic world
of the traditional tribal story becomes an urban space – an imaginative trickster
zone where “The Métis wait above the chaos at common intersections in the cities
for the white animals to return with the earth, enough to build a new urban turtle
island” (xvi).
Vizenor not only opposes the treatment of the trickster as a real person, but
also stresses the imaginary/metaphoric aspect of the urban creation story and its
relation to Anishinaabe oral culture. In the artist’s narratives trickster crossblood
characters become “the founders of the new earth” who re-envision the Turtle
Island (Shadow Distance 333). Through that process, Vizenor explicates, “an imaginative place [emerges]; not a formula, but a metaphor which connects dreams to the
earth” (Earthdivers xv –xvii). The artistic shaping of the urban postindian country
resembles the creation of dream songs in which the boundary between reality and
vision is constantly blurred. Thus, like the experience of dreamscape, literary reimagining of the cityscape leads to the liberation of the mind14 and, consequently, to
the formation of trickster consciousness,15 defined by Blaeser as “a certain state of
14 Blaeser claims that the Anishinaabe dream songs “stem from a moment of
intense personal awareness, which as the name indicates, may have come during
a dream or visionary experience. The subjects of the songs might be an image in
nature, an action, the experience of a moment, a state of mind, or an emotional
response” (Writing 110).
15 Referring to Donald Davidson’s essay on the power of metaphor, Vizenor
points to its liberating features in the process of challenging the established
definitions, norms and categories. Through metaphor – defined by Davidson
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mind, an anarchical energy, [and] a liberating humor” that allows one to denounce
the simulations of tribal experience (Blaeser, Writing 137).
The process of shaping trickster consciousness starts, Vizenor claims, with language. In an interview with Laura Coltelli, the author states: “I refuse to accept
the world [as] it is especially in language. So I first encounter language and then
change the world through language and imagination” (“Gerald Vizenor” 105).
Thus it is the white man’s “world of words” from which, Vizenor claims, tribal
people need to seek liberation. This can be done by sharing tribal stories and visions
since, according to tribal thought, it is “between tellers and listeners” and through
visionary ceremonies that reality/the world can be reimagined (Earthdivers xvii).
Moreover, Vizenor claims, “Creation myths are not time bound, the creation takes
place in the telling, in present-tense metaphors” (xii). Being a continuation of the
Anishinaabe oral tradition, the story of the new urban Turtle Island is anchored in
the mythic time and place, which, in turn, makes the imagined city temporally and
spatially boundless. Consequently, this artistic strategy allows Vizenor to question
the notions of geopolitical and cultural borders that demarcate Postindian Country.
Earthdiving: Celebrating

the

Mixedblood Existence

According to Anishinaabe oral tradition,16 the mythic creation of the earth by the
trickster Naanabozho was an act of compassion since it ensured the tribal people’s
survival in times of flood. Of all the animals that dive in search of soil (the beaver,
otter, loon, muskrat), only the muskrat manages to bring up a few lumps. However,
when it emerges to the surface of the water, the animal is already dead. Taking pity
as “the dreamwork of language” – words can acquire new “extended” meaning, “and the force of the metaphor depends on our uncertainty as we waver
between the two meanings” (“What Metaphors Mean” 238, 241).
16 In his analysis of the Anishinaabe creation myths Basil Johnston claims that the
formation of Turtle Island was possible due to the animals’ compassion towards
Sky Woman – a spirit who lived alone in the skies above the waters. Taking
pity on her, the water creatures offered the back of a giant turtle as a haven.
Accepting the invitation Sky Woman asked the animals to dive into the dark
water in order to find some earth which she would use to build an island on the
turtle’s back. Having received the soil from the muskrat, the spirit woman created the world for herself and the animals. On that island the first Anishinaabeg
were created. See Basil Johnston, Ojibway Heritage (1976).
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on the smallest but most persistent of the creatures, the trickster brings it back to
life. Gathering the mud from the paws of the muskrat, Naanabozho forms the land
and saves both humans and animals from death. The creation of the new earth
secures human life and restores balance in the flooded world. Christopher Vecsey
claims the myth taught the Anishinaabeg about ways of tribal survival as well as
about death as “necessary for the continuation of life” (Traditional 96).17 The author
goes on to imply that the myth was not only a lesson about how to survive in a
hostile environment but also instruction in the importance of maintaining balance
between humans and the natural world (96).
Modeled on the traditional tribal myth, Earthdivers portrays contemporary urban
crossbloods who, like their mythic ancestors, survive in the “unknown places” –
this time urban – struggling with “racial darkness” which, implies Vizenor, is still
rampant in urban America. Because diving inevitably involves risking one’s life, it
is a persuasive metaphor for resistance, or more specifically, for survivance, understood as the will and effort made in order to protect group existence. Furthermore,
earthdiving is a matter of “chance,” a concept deeply rooted in the Anishinaabe
mythology and widely explored in Vizenor’s work. The notion of “chance” originates in the stories of the adventures of the mythic trickster hero Naanabozho who
saves tribal people from death by winning a game of chance with the great Evil
Gambler. Since risk-taking is part of the mythic animals’ mission to save the world,
“chance” is a positive and empowering aspect of the earthdiving experience.
Furthermore, the centrality of water in the story of mythic creation has an impact
on the spatial perception of reality by tribal people. Analyzing the Anishinaabe
creation stories Vizenor contends:
Places on this continent are native creations in the sense that the heart of stories is
never an absolute history. So the creation of a native place is in the memory of the
story. Places are not passive … The place we create is the place we remember, the
place we continue in stories. The anishinaabe creation is out of water, the presence
17 As Vecsey states: “That death was necessary for life was most evident in the
earth diver episode, in which the animals who dove for the earth usually died
in the attempt. Even the muskrat who succeeded in getting a piece of the earth,
died before he could return to the raft. Their deaths were essential preconditions for their success” (96).
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of water as a place. We are water, and there is no presence without water and
trickster stories of that creation. (Postindian 135)

Although dangerous and unexplored, water is understood as a source of life since
it is underwater that the necessary “fertilized” lumps of soil are gathered to create
the new earth. Furthermore, because of its fluidity, water is an element in constant
flux. Vizenor’s statement “We are water” connects tribal self-imagination with the
understanding of the place of tribal creation. Thus, like the mythic waters, tribal
identities are in flux – constantly undergoing transformation. Imagining “unknown
urban places” as the waters of the mythic creation, Vizenor shapes in his stories a
fluid urban space within which all boundaries are permeable; it becomes a site of
constant re-creation and renewal, and a zone of the trickster who, Katja Sarkowsky
notes, by transgressing and defying boundaries, simultaneously draws the reader’s
attention to them (AlterNative 233).
Vizenor probes not only the geopolitical confinement of tribal people but also
the imposition of boundaries by the institutions connected with exercising power,
such as schools and courts, as well as the corrupted institutions operated by tribal
people themselves. However, while created to divide, separate and, ultimately, to
control, boundaries can be seen as sites of transformation. As Sarkowsky aptly
observes, although they “mark off territory as distinct, as mapped and mappable,”
they simultaneously “mark spaces of transition to something new, different, believed
to be beyond reach” (234).
Exploiting this latter concept of boundaries, Vizenor addresses the issue of
Native survivance as manifesting itself in the freedom of movement which, the
writer stresses, is inherent in tribal existence: “The presence of natives on this
continent is obvious, a natural right of motion, or transmotion, and continuous
sovereignty … natives are neither exiles nor separatists from other nations or territories” (Fugitive Poses 181). The concept of transmotion is undoubtedly important
in the process of reimagining/reconstructing the postindian country as a space of
transformation. Transmotion, Vizenor contends, does not refer merely to territorial
mobility but it manifests “the ability and the vision to move in imagination” and
therefore it represents “mythic, material, and visionary” liberation and tribal survivance (182, 183).
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As many scholars have already pointed out, it is difficult to separate the real
from the imagined in Vizenor’s work. In Earthdivers fiction is woven together with
autobiographical writing, historical texts and journalistic pieces; mythic and historic
figures appear together with modern-day characters. The world that emerges from
Vizenor’s stories transcends spatial and temporal boundaries as the past merges with
the present and the real with the fantastic. As Deborah Madsen notes, the resulting
ambiguity opens new possibilities of interpreting reality. Ultimately, it offers the
reader a chance to imagine the world anew (Understandig 43).
Informed by the communal character of traditional tribal storytelling as well
as by the traditional trickster tale cycle, Earthdivers comprises stories written in a
predominantly conversational language. Therefore, as Patricia Haseltine rightly
observes, the collection becomes “a set of literary dialogues” between various characters that reappear in the stories (“The Voices” 31). The narrator who weaves the
stories together is Clement Beaulieau – Vizenor’s own trickster persona created in
Wordarrows. As Vizenor explains in the preface to Earthdivers, the use of Beaulieu (the
name of Vizenor’s great-uncle) as the main narrator-storyteller allows the writer to
avoid the first person pronoun while manifesting and sustaining the writer’s tribal
bonds (xviii-xix). The three stories selected for analysis here explore “the unknown
urban places” where power and control over tribal people are exercised – in the
system of higher education, legislative and criminal justice, and corrupted tribal
institutions. Diving becomes a metaphor for dealing with simulations of Indianness,
with racial prejudice, social neglect and other forms of dominance that marginalize
tribal people in American society. Thus creating the new urban Turtle Island symbolizes the battle against dominant forces that are “imbued with political, social and
cultural authority,” in order to affirm Native presence and revitalize tribal values in
mainstream America (AlterNative 191).
“ T h e C h ai r

of

Tears”

The opening section of the book, “Earthdivers in Higher Education,” marks the
first terrain that trickster mixedbloods “dive into.” Academia, especially the departments of anthropology, are criticized by Vizenor for creating “indian” simulations
and, in consequence, for misrepresenting tribal experience. “The Chair of Tears” – a
story narrated by Clement Beaulieu – is an “imaginative satirical narrative about
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mythic resurrection and tribal studies departments,” that destabilizes the institution of power represented by the academy (Earthdivers, “The Chair of Tears” 4).18
Captain Shammer, the main character of the story, is a tribal trickster who appears
on the university campus dressed in the uniform of a resurrected general: George
Armstrong Custer.
Beaulieu claims that, bearing the mask of George Custer, Shammer – the trickster-general – “called cadence on a walk bridge over the dead river and browsed on
campus” (TCHT 4). The dead river on the university campus represents “manifest
manners” – that is the white man’s concepts about the Indian propagated in the
academic world. The “dead voices” of science are, Vizenor writes, “the simulations
of dominance; the notions and misnomers that are read as the authentic and sustained as representations of Native American Indians” (Manifest Manners 4, 5-6).
Juxtaposed with the fertile waters of mythic creation, the dead river of science is the
opposite of the creative vision of tribal existence, of which the world of academia
remains ignorant. Understood in the context of Foucault’s power-knowledge relation, the university represents institutionalized power, exercised through academic
knowledge which discovers “truth” about the world that is defined and validated by
scientific research.
Standing on the bridge above the dead river, Captain Shammer, the trickster-general, begins his “word war” with the “terminal creeds” of “indian” simulations. The
image of the bridge is significant as it points to the trickster’s function of embracing
the opposites in the process of balancing the world. The bridge can therefore be seen
as a symbolic place of contestation and transformation. Appointed as a Chair of the
Department of American Indian Studies, Shammer appears at the heart of the white
man’s institution of academic knowledge and through trickery reveals and subverts its
mechanism of dominance. The corruption of academia and its role in creating Indian
simulations is demonstrated through an “inglorious” history of the department narrated by Beaulieu. Founded by a fullblood traditional tribal dancer, the department
was meant to become “the academic world for tribal studies” (TCHT 11).
While respected among tribal people, the founder of the department poses a
threat to the administration and their non-tribal ideas. Eventually, the first chair
18 Subsequent quotations from the story will be marked TCHT.
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is dismissed for his poor publishing record – according to conservative administrators, described by Beaulieu as “cautious, unconvinced colonialists” (TCHT 11).
The founder is replaced by a mixedblood tribal academic who is “well published,
appointed with tenure, and decorated in academic circles” (TCHT 12). The second
chair is soon dismissed due to vehement protests by “radical urban students” who
accuse the professor of the white-man’s mannerism, manifested by wine drinking
and fashionable, non-tribal outfits. Cursed by his work colleagues for his professional accomplishments, the second chair is replaced by yet another mixedblood
scholar. This one soon yields to the white administrators who “decid[e] once more
to make the department their personal colonial business” (TCHT 12).
The next candidate, supported by the administration committee is “a demonic
warrior without a vision, mean but mannered” (TCHT 13). Although supported
by the University Board, he leaves after he has been charged with drug dealing
and sexual harassment. The following chairperson is a woman of African-American
descent accepted and widely respected by students, other staff members, and the
administration committee. However she soon falls victim to “mean histories, the
abuse from white racists and tribal terrorists, doublecrossing administrators with
their hands on their pale cocks, and those who told malignant rumors about her
sex preferences and experiences” (TCHT13). The person to succeed the fifth chair
is a mixedblood “macho homosexual” and a drug dealer. He is invited to run the
department since he knows “how to control people” (TCHT13). The radical chair
promotes the concept of “black tribalism” proclaiming that among black people
there are many who are “more tribal that tribal people” (TCHT 14). Arrested for
drug dealing and sex scandals, the sixth chair leaves the university to be replaced by
the seventh chair – Captain Shammer.
The history of the department demonstrates clearly that, instead of being an
“academic haven” for tribal studies, the institution turns into a nest of corruption,
violence, sex scandals and racial prejudice. Tribal visions and philosophies are
ignored, overshadowed by the mess of bureaucratic and legal politics debilitating
the department. Moreover, portrayed as a site of colonial endeavor, the Department
of American Indian Studies resembles the school of Orientalism, defined by Edward
Said as a white man’s institution of power that usurps the right to define and, inevitably, control the “exotic other” on the basis of academic research.
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Stepping into the heart of corruption, Shammer begins a process of healing the
department. The first of his trickeries aims at destabilizing the “manifest manners”
of American history. Subverting the idea of white America’s “founding fathers,” the
new chair founds the Halfbreed Hall of Fame that is to celebrate the achievements of
“skins in doubleknit red leisure suits, white shoes, and the self-appointed fullbloods
who are mixedbloods” (TCHT 16). The Hall of Fame becomes a spatial manifestation of tribal presence in the world that denies it by “simulations of dominance.”
Through the portraits of contemporary crossbloods it also denounces the image
of the “authentic” vanishing Indian, perpetuated in mainstream America through
historical photographs by artists like Edward Curtis. Furthermore, in the comic
trickster mode the Hall also undermines the myth of racial purity that shaped the
ideology of the emerging colonial America.
A news conference, organized by Shammer for students and the press, becomes
another manifestation of Native presence achieved through the chair’s trickery.
The auditorium gathers to listen to the trickster’s presentation on the “scientific
approach to blood volume, degrees, and quantities of tribalness, and an index of
the basic racial wage skin tone” (TCHT 18). The event turns into a trickster comic
performance in which Shammer explains tribal identities by the use of a large wheel
“with sixteen wedges of color around the edge. The color increased in darkness
from pale white pink, light browns, and a dark brown. Corresponding to each wedge
of color was a code number. The numbers referred to explanations in a manual on
tribal skin and identities” (TCHT 17). In a tricksterly manner, Shammer points to
the logic of racial identification that, over the years, has marginalized the mixedblood in American society. Explaining the meaning of number FOUR on the wheel
and its reference to tribal identification, Shammer states:
“Four on the color wheel is a sacred number that corresponds to the moon of
the popping trees, and the four directions and dimensions. The positive aspect
is balance not dominance, while the negative aspects of four are division and
incompletion.
Mixedbloods with the skin tone color wheel code four are too mixed to choose
absolute breeds or terminal creeds. Fours are too light to dance in the traditional
tribal world and too dark to escape their flesh in the white world. Fours are four
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color prints, three colors and black, a fine line balance on the drum. Fours dream
their corners together.
Fours bear the potential to be four flushers, too much white in the hand and
not enough in the tribal bush. Fours are four bits from the whole moon but make
the best balancers under the popping trees.” ( TCHT 18)

This ostensibly comic trickster definition of the mixedblood is structured by
paradoxes. On the one hand, it points to racial denigration and marginalization
of the crossblood, present not only in the white man’s world but also among tribal
people; on the other hand, it defines hybridity as an empowering feature that
represents balance. Thus by celebrating contraries, the trickster’s performance
seeks to challenge the ideology of racial classification. Contraries, as Shammer tells
his audience, “are the difference and nothing but the differences that balance the
world” (TCHT 19).
Shammer’s next move is a continuation of his trickster game of chance, aimed
at subverting “terminal creeds” through comic performance. Invited by the new
Chair to participate in the life of the Department, Old Darkhorse, a mixedblood
founder of the Half Moon Bay Skin Dip located in California, becomes a special “color
consultant” for both tribal and non-tribal people. Widely known for his services
among the tribal elite, Darkhorse carries out a mission of darkening mixedblood
tribal people’s skin in order to “save [the Indian] race from the racists” (TCHT
21). Using the white man’s race simulation, Darkhorse dunks several national tribal
leaders, deputies, commissioners and many “pale mixedbloods who were elected
to reservation tribal offices” (TCHT 21). His comic trickery is effective since “the
dunking improved [the mixedbloods’] relationships with white and tribal people”
(TCHT 21).
Selling the department to the highest bidder is the ultimate project of the trickster
Chair. Before the bids are open Shammer tells his students: “‘Imagine … offering
whole nations for sale back to the people who built them, turn[ing] the earth back to
the earth” (TCHT 23). Tricky as it may seem, the statement explains the trickster’s
decision to sell the department. The offer may be understood as giving the land back
to tribal people. However, what the trickster’s statement may also invoke is the idea
of selling the invention, which is the “indian,” back to the inventor, which will lead
to the liberation of tribal people from the simulations of “indian nations.”
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The bidders range from hairdressers, a feminist organization, the Navajo television company, and San Francisco Sun Dancers, through Indian inmates of the
South Dakota State Penitentiary, all the way to New Age Futurists and Magical
Flight Genetic Engineers. Tricked in his own trickery, Shammer is chosen by the
students to become the new owner of the department. The trickster’s refusal to
accept the students’ offer is in accordance with tribal philosophy: whatever action
the trickster performs, he is not supposed to gain anything by it. Vizenor explains
that being a semiotic sign, the trickster is not representational, and so his actions
cannot be judged in terms of human motives. Therefore, whatever the trickster does,
there is “[n]o advantage, no political game; the trickster ends up with nothing, and
that’s what it is, it’s a liberation” (Coltelli, “Gerald Vizenor” 109). Before leaving the
campus, Shammer awards the Department to the Committee on Tribal Indecision
that makes “a tentative offer” (TCHT 24) to create a Department of Undecided
Studies. Shammer’s final project is a manifestation and celebration of trickster ambiguity. The Department of Undecided Studies stands for the trickster’s resistance to
the “manifest manners” of academic knowledge. Undermining all ultimate beliefs/
truths, the new Department celebrates ambiguity and opens multiple possibilities
for understanding the world. Upon leaving the Department to the undecided staff,
the trickster, in comic mode, creates a chance for admitting Native presence in the
world of “dead voices.”
“Sand Creek Survivors”
The story “Sand Creek Survivors” is preceded by an excerpt from Richard
Drinnon’s book Facing West: The Metaphysics of Indian-Hating and Empire-Building. In
his work Drinnon claims that “Indian-hating identified the dark others that white
settlers were not and must not under any circumstances become, and it helped them
wrest a continent and more from the hands of these caretakers of the lands” (xxviixxviii). This statement sketches the main theme of Vizenor’s narrative, namely
the Indigenous people’s loss of their ancestral land (in the history of white-Indian
relations) as well as the loss of culture as a result of the genocide of tribal people
followed by their forced displacement and relocations.
“Sand Creek Survivors” exemplifies Vizenor’s style, characterized by mixing various genres such as fiction, autobiography, historical accounts and journalistic writing.
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The story opens with a quote from an imaginative testimony by First Lieutenant
James Cannon about the massacre committed on November 29, 1864 by federal
troops on Cheyenne and Arapaho people at Sand Creek, Colorado. In a short passage Cannon admits he was a witness to the butchering and scalping of the elders,
women and children of the attacked tribes. The testimony of the massacre is followed by a description of the suicide of Dane Michael White, a thirteen-year-old
Native boy, who, Baulieu claims, fell victim to “dominant white colonial institutions” (Earthdivers, “Sand Creek” 33).19 Dane, whose story Vizenor covered when
working as a journalist for the Minneapolis Tribune, hanged himself in the Wilkin
County Jail in Breckenridge, Minnesota, having spent forty-one days imprisoned for
playing truant from a school attended predominantly by white pupils; the imprisonment, as Vizenor explains, was due to the local authorities’ inability to decide on
what to do with the mixedblood boy who would run from his father’s house in the
city to his grandmother’s place on the reservation.20
The narrative structure creates the impression that Dane’s story is a continuation of the narrative about the Sand Creek Massacre. Through this stylistic trick
Vizenor blurs the temporal boundary between the two events and, consequently,
dramatizes the situation of contemporary tribal people using the example of Dane’s
suicide. Clement Beaulieu, portrayed in the story as a mixedblood writer and journalist, is assigned to write a story about Dane’s suicide and his burial in Sisseton,
South Dakota. The journalist’s thoughts and notes, which constitute a major part of
the narrative, communicate Vizenor’s harsh criticism of the legal system, unmasking
its racism and prejudice against tribal people. Thus Beaulieu’s covering of Dane’s
story becomes a struggle to reaffirm tribal people’s rights, and Native presence, in
light of the injustice inflicted upon tribal people through various federal institutions.
Beaulieu claims:
Dane White and the Sand Creek Massacre in Colorado are three generations apart
in calendar time, but in dreams and visual tribal memories, these grievous events,
and thousands more from the White Earth Reservation to the damp concrete
19 Subsequent quotations from the story will be marked SCS.
20 For more information on Dane White’s story see Vizenor’s Interior Landscapes,
199-217.
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bunkers beneath the interstates in San Francisco, are not separated in linear time.
The past can be found on tribal faces in the present. The curse of racism rules the
ruinous institutions and federal exclaves where tribal people are contained; where
tribal blood is measured on colonial reservations. (SCS 34)

Beaulieu’s notes on Dane’s suicide and burial are intertwined with testimonies about
two more tragic incidents from American history: the massacre committed on the
Blackfeet in the village on the Marias River (January 23, 1870) and the killing of
Lakota people at Wounded Knee (December 29, 1890). Juxtaposed with the events
from the past, the suicide of the young mixedblood boy ceases to be an isolated
incident, doomed to be forgotten and instead becomes part of the communal tribal
history. A victim of “colonial domination, manipulation, and cultural invalidation,
and isolation in a white world of peaceful pretensions,” Dane is represented, in
Beaulieu’s story, as a member of a tribal community – “a survivor from Sand Creek,
Baker Massacre at Marias River, Wounded Knee, and hundreds of racial contests on
the prairie” (SCS 45). Recognizing Dane’s story as a component of the communal
history reaffirms the boy’s place within the tribal community. This act can be seen
as a political manifestation of tribal cultural continuity against the fragmentation of
tribal communities, resulting from a history of wars, the loss of tribal lands, boarding school experience and forced relocations.
An “isolated survivor” (SCS 39), Dane moves restlessly between his father’s
home in the city and his grandmother’s place on the tribal reservation. Neglected
by his urban mixedblood parents, he spends time at his grandmother’s place “where
the world made some sense with no pretensions” (SCS 41). The grandmother plays a
crucial role in Dane’s life. Representing the tribal community and its bond with the
(home)land, she provides the boy with a sense of tribal identification and a feeling
of belonging to a place. Taken away by force from his grandmother’s house, Dane is
sentenced by the “white institution” to homelessness. This story is inevitably a reference to the historical boarding school system that would force generations of tribal
children to abandon their homelands and families in order to become citizens of the
“civilized nation.” The prison where the boy is incarcerated and where he eventually
commits suicide becomes a “contemporary Sand Creek,” where many tribal people
become victims of the legal system of justice:
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Dane knows no pleasure in the words of the white world; he was trapped and
executed in a white institution … and now the apologists mutilate this child with
funeral words, in the same place in the tribal heart where tribal children were
tossed on bayonets and women were dismembered by savage white soldiers …
the white apologists repress the revolution in the heart … Lord remember what
the soldiers and the white world have done to the caretakers to this land. (SCS 36)

Since the prison – a place of domination and confinement – is founded in the
city, the urban space becomes a symbolic site of modern-day Indian struggles. By
merging tragic events from tribal history with the stories of contemporary tribal
experience, Vizenor imagines the city as a battleground in the continuing history
of white-Indian relations. In this trickster narrative of the new urban Turtle Island,
Vizenor’s contemporary urban crossbloods become “postindian warriors” of “word
wars” against the white institutions of power.
Included in the survivors’ tribal narrative, Dane’s story becomes part of a collective tribal record that constitutes a counter-balance to the white man’s dominant
history, represented by “the sweet phrases from the institutions that have disguised
the horrors [and] racism” inflicted on tribal people (SCS 37). Beaulieu’s writing
becomes a weapon of tribal “word wars,” a “wordarrow” used by the trickster journalist to “pull [the white man’s] words down, [and] beat them on the altars until truth
is revealed” (SCS 37). The problems Beaulieu has with publishing his version of the
story in the newspaper are symbolic of the struggles to reveal the stories of tribal
experience in mainstream American society. The metal coffin, closed during the
funeral service to hide Dane’s bruised neck from public view, becomes for Beaulieu
a symbol of the white man’s intent to “cover the political violence and white horrors
in the memories of the tribes” (37). Dane’s body, “locked from [tribal] memories,”
is eventually buried in an isolated grave (39). Yet, Beaulieu resists forgetting Dane’s
tragic story, “mutilated” by the “funeral words” that are to soothe the pain of those
who attend the funeral.
Keeping Dane’s story in tribal memory becomes as crucial as remembering the
massacres at Sand Creek, Wounded Knee or the Marias River. Dane must, Beaulieu
states, “soar in memories with millions of tribal people from the past, their faces in
the sun, their smiles in the aspen, their death and our memories a revolution in the
heart. We are dancing in the sun … we are the pallbearers and the ghost dancers”
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(SCS 39). By referring to the Ghost Dance religion, Beaulieu makes his journalistic endeavor appear as a continuation of the spiritual movement that envisioned
a new world where “the whole Indian race, living and dead, [would] be reunited
upon a regenerated earth” (Mooney 777). Beaulieu’s story becomes “ghost dance
literature,” reaffirming Native presence and tribal renewal in Postindian Country.
Remembered in the journalist’s writing, Dane becomes “a survivor waiting to dance
in the sun, waiting for the ghost dance and the new world, even in words … he is
not now separated from our memories and the memories of the tribal ‘caretakers of
the land’” (SCS 46).
Urban America, that often becomes a scene of “cultural suicides,”21 is thus
reimagined again as a site of the on-going Ghost Dance movement. Sustained
in various languages throughout the Plains, the Ghost Dance movement is now
continued in the “crossblood journalism” that ensures “invincible imagination and
liberation for many tribal people in the postindian world” (Manifest Manners 105).
Vizenor explains in Postindian Conversations that the prophecy does not belong to history, “[t]he Ghost Dance is natural reason and transmotion; that is, the resurrection
dance is a visionary motion of sovereignty” (166).22 Like the lump of soil brought by
the mythic earthdiver to save human existence, Beaulieu’s/Vizenor’s story saves the
mixedblood boy from being forgotten and from being excised from the history of
his people. Ultimately, it reasserts the presence of the mixedblood in tribal memory.
Shaped through the Ghost Dance vision, the new urban Turtle Island becomes a
place of tribal survival.
“The Sociodowser”
Much as Vizenor criticizes the injustice tribal people are exposed to in the urban
environment, he also focuses on how tribal people themselves contribute to the
problems in the urban milieu by inflicting damage on their own communities.
21 The phrase is taken from Vizenor’s poem “Indians at the Guthrie” (Rosen 31).
22 In Postindian Conversations Vizenor claims that the Ghost Dance religion is a “story
of revitalization, and the stories of the dance were told widely by the first graduates of federal boarding schools. The irony is that a revitalization movement was
learnt in the language of dominance. There is an energy of this vision and dance
that is part of the motion of sovereignty, a spiritual journey. That energy has
always been present in native consciousness, visions, and stories” (98).
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“The Sociodowser” – a story from the “Earthdivers at the Indian Center” section
– explores tribal urban community, unmasking corruption at a tribal urban center,
which results in the loss of visions and weakening of communal values. In a
satirical manner the trickster healer attempts to restore balance and vision to the
“contaminated” tribal urban institution. Father Bearland One – “a mixedblood urban
shaman dowser” and tribal trickster is asked by the tribal board to help find tribal
vans confiscated by the state revenue commissioner. Purchased with federal funds,
the vans were to be used for transportation of tribal members to and from the places
where “special industrial education programs in precision optics” were organized
(Earthdivers, “The Sociodowser” 142).23 Instead, as Beaulieu narrates, the vans were
notoriously used for personal reasons and for casino business in which “for spiritual
favors and small cash fees tribal families were chauffeured to bingo games at the
center” (TS 142). However, the illegal business begins to collapse when “the cash
flow[s] unaccounted, ironies overburde[n] the games, and the red limousines [are]
impounded” (TS 142). The story touches on a problem Vizenor discusses in many
of his works. In Crossbloods: Bone Courts, Bingo, and Other Reports, Vizenor expresses
his concern about contemporary tribal gambling in bingo centers and tribal casinos;
the author states that, despite a vital role casinos play for many tribes in overcoming
various problems and improving the standard of living, the business remains “a
dubious economic resolution” (TS 20) for some of the communities:
this high-stakes game, unlike simple fund raisers in church basements, is much
less than a tribal vision or a cardinal virtue whispered on the altar. The enormous
cash returns, according to some critics, have attracted organized crime. Behind
the wild cash and instant fiscal power in tribal communities, a serious concern
has been voiced by several scholars: should tests of tribal sovereignty be tied to
games of chance? (TS 20-21)

Controlled by the corrupted tribal members in search of individual enrichment, the
tribal center in “The Sociodowser” becomes “more like a colonial fort dependent
on federal funds than a place for visions and dreams in the new tribal urban world”
(TS 143). The game of chance, which is at the center of Anishinaabe mythic stories,
23 Subsequent quotations from the story will be marked TS.
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becomes in Vizenor’s narrative a “simulation of the power of chance” at the tribal
center. While in the Anishinaabe mythic story the tribal trickster Naanabozho plays
a game of chance with the great Evil Gambler, he does so to save “the lives and spirits
of tribal people”24 (The People 5). The games of chance played at the tribal center have
the opposite aim, that is, materialistic profits gained by the individuals through
the abuse of power. The place represents a “simulation of tribal sovereignty” since
the community becomes a bargaining card in the bingo business. Losing the vans
means losing the federal funds and salaries. As Beaulieu adds ironically, eventually
“bingo games would fall in turn like rows of wild rice” (TS 143).
Asked for help, the shaman trickster appears at the heart of the unbalanced
world of the tribal community. Known for his visionary experience and his ability
to speak “the languages of bears and beavers, and three trees, the poplar, cedar, and
white pine,” Father Bearland One represents the tribal bond with the natural world
as well as traditional spirituality (TS 150). Although he uses his powers to help locate
and steal the confiscated vehicles, the shaman’s action is in fact one of the first trickeries he resorts to in order to subvert the mechanisms of the corrupted tribal center.
Accepted as a member of the board of directors, Bearland One is expected to use
his spiritual powers to “protect” tribal business. Not only does he use his visionary
abilities to help poor tribal members win money in bingo games but he also disrupts
“the fur trade” – a crucial component of the new “tribal entrepreneurship,” secretly
supported by the tribal council (TS 157). “The new urban fur trade” – the criminal
business of robbing exclusive stores in posh city areas – becomes the trickster’s
“battlefield” upon which he tries to restore tribal values in the urban community.
Referring to the history of the American frontier, when the fur trade was a crucial
factor in the shaping of white-Indian relations, Vizenor points to the similarities
between both trades in terms of human motives. As much as the original fur trade
was driven by white settlers’ “colonial, territorial greed, and mercenary sovereignty,”
the new “urban fur trade” in “The Sociodowser” is motivated by greed, violence,
and racist ideologies (Native Liberty 111).
Vizenor argues that as long as tribal urban politics remains “dominated by corrupt skins” (TS 159), tribal survival in the postindian world is impossible because
24 For more information on the myth see The People Named the Chippewa, 4-6.
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what is missing in the first place is “the visionary sensibilit[y] of time, space, and
native sovereignty” (Native Liberty 109). The tribal center remains dependent on the
white man’s politics as the future of the institution is conditioned by federal funds.
Thus by revealing criminal activities at the center, Father Bearland One attempts
to restore balance to the tribal world and substitute the politics of corruption with
tribal visions and communal values.
Apart from tricking the tribal “fur trade,” the mixeblood trickster shaman steps
into the world of tribal politics. Using his powers, he ridicules the tribal leaders
running for reelection to the Urban Indian Tribal Council. In doing so, he prevents “corrupt skins” from exercising power over the community by means of
“administer[ing] programs for urban tribal people with or without their consent”
(TS159). Again, in a tricksterly manner, Bearland One reveals the hypocrisy of tribal
leaders and the abuses of power they are guilty of by means of laughter. At a series
of official speeches the trickster inspires the tribal candidates “to be fools in public”
(TS 159). Their attempts at gaining political power are balanced with the trickster’s
comic performances during which “several hundred tribal people from various
urban communities laughed and laughed and laughed and laughed and slapped their
thighs to a person” (TS 160). As Beaulieu reports further: “The scene was memorable in urban tribal experiences, it is [now] told and retold [in] the new tribal urban
world” (TS 160). Balancing the stories of corruption and crime with the accounts of
comic trickeries at the tribal urban center becomes part of the process of trickster
healing and of shaping “trickster consciousness” that enables the community to
envision the world anew.
Being a cultural critic and a tribal community activist, Vizenor has always
stressed the importance of tribal awareness of what types of stories circulate within
and about native communities, since it is through them that tribal reality and the
new urban Turtle Island are created. Analyzing how the stories about tribal gambling affect contemporary tribal communities, the author writes:
there is something of a radical transformation in the way people are viewing native
communities these days … more than ever, the public hears or reads about indians
in the context of casinos. Stories about the many programs, services supported by
casino profits, political contentions, contradictions, and the never ending stories
of corruption on reservations …These issues have taken the place of many other
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complex issues that were once the focus of stories about native communities.
(Postindian 167-168)

Thus in “The Sociodowser,” telling stories about comic incidents at the tribal center
contributes to the process of reimagining the urban tribal community. The stories
that are repeated in various circles, and successively included in the web of local
tribal communication, provide new ways of seeing the community. Furthermore, the
comic narratives become the means of a trickster healing ceremony for the unbalanced tribal institution. Ruth Landes claims that in traditional Ojibwa culture various
stories were told to amuse the audience and amusement was understood as a form
of healing. Landes observes that “to amuse” meant not only to entertain but also to
rescue from “wild fears,” among them fear of hunger, sickness, and failure in trapping, games or war (Ojibwa Religion and the Midewiwin 22). Thus Vizenor’s comic stories
of tribal politics are counter narratives to the stories of sickness (manifesting itself as
corruption, greed, and violence) that weakens the spirit and communal bonds within
the tribal urban community. The comic chance brought by the trickster is a chance to
restore balance to the tribal world where visions are lost, dominated by tribal politics.
In Beaulieu’s narrative the trickster shaman is eventually forced to leave the
center, accused of using his powers to disturb bingo games and prevent various
illegal tribal activities. So the mixedblood trickster healer moves on to “a new crossroad in the universe, a place of chance” (TS 160). Although the trickster leaves the
center with no “protective energies that balanced normal and unusual nonfeasance
and tribal evil,” the satirical stories that were created during his stay foster the restoration of tribal values at the center. In the mythic story, Naanabozho tricks the
Evil Gambler and “stop[s] evil for a moment in a game;” his trickery saves tribal
people’s spirits from “the land of darkness” (The People 6). Analogically, in “The
Sociodowser,” the trickster shaman stops the evil gambler, represented by the corrupted tribal urban center, and in doing so creates a chance for a tribal survival in
the new urban Turtle Island.
The urban Turtle Island that emerges from the trickster Earthdiver stories is
a world of “imagination, transformation, and survivance” that encompasses both
the reservation and the city, the fantastic and the real, the mythic and the present (Postindian 98). Vizenor claims that “the stories of creation are survivance, as
the creation takes place in the performance of the story” (Postindian 98). Thus the
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reading of Earthdivers is also, in itself, an act of shaping the world, since reality is recreated not only in conversations between trickster characters but also by involving
the reader in the process of reading, or, in other words, in the “on-going event” of
storytelling. Consequently, the urban Turtle Island emerges as a place in constant
transition and renewal as it is imagined and reimagined differently by various narrators and listeners. These limitless possibilities of recreating the “postindian world”
in stories ensure a sense of Native presence in the city since, according to Vizenor,
tribal people “are created in stories” and “have always been on the road to revitalization” (Postindian 98). Although contemporary crossblood earthdivers – like their
mythic ancestors – have to take risks when diving in search of soil – that is, words
to create new stories – their diving is an act of affirmation of the continuity of life.
Contemporary diving manifests the continuance of tribal existence and Beaulieu/
Vizenor claims that “we know that respiration and transpiration are possible under
water” (Earthdivers 166).
“ Th e U n u s u a l C r e a t i o n o f t h e E a r t h ”:
Dead Voices: Natural Agonies in the New World
The literary creation of Postindian Country – “the New World” synthesized in the
metaphor of the urban Turtle Island – is a focal theme of yet another work by
Vizenor – the satirical and highly imaginative novel Dead Voices: Natural Agonies in the
New World. The book comprises eleven stories narrated by a young lecturer of tribal
philosophies at the University of California in Oakland. Having encountered Bagese
– a trickster bear woman – the academic teacher, called by the trickster “Laundry
Boy,” becomes her disciple. He studies with her the ways of the wanaki game – a
tribal game “of natural meditation” which takes the form of “stories that liberat[e]
shadows and the mind” (Dead Voices 16).25 The following analysis of the novel will
demonstrate that once again the trickster aims at restoring balance between tribal
and non-tribal cultures in the city and that through wanaki stories the city of Oakland
is transformed into “a sanctuary” for tribal stories and visions (DV 59).
The name of the trickster woman and the game she plays are deeply rooted in
Anishinaabe tradition. Vizenor explains that the word “bagese” means “‘to play a
25 Subsequent quotations from the novel will be marked DV.
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dish game,’ a game of wooden figures that are encouraged to stand in the dish by
pitching the dish in a particular way;” Bagese, Vizenor explains further, stands for
“a game of chance” (Postindian 137). The word wanaki means “‘to live somewhere in
peace,’ ‘to inhabit a place in peace,’” and, Vizenor adds, “by extension of that meaning [wanaki is ] a chance of peace” (137).
The place of Bagese’s and Laundry’s first encounter as well as Bagese’s apartment, where Laundry learns to play the game, are spatial epitomes of the act of
reimagining/reconstructing the city of Oakland as a space of tribal survival. The
role of the trickster woman is central in this process as she balances the opposite
forces that define the space of the city. Oakland is portrayed as a nest of “chemical
civilization” that is juxtaposed with the world of nature with which Bagese surrounds and identifies herself while playing the tribal game (DV 7).
The trickster woman is noticed by the lecturer at an aviary near Lake Merritt
where she regularly spends time telling stories about “the liberation of animals,
birds, and insects in the cities” to caged birds, such as crows or eagles (DV 7).
Intrigued by her ability to talk to birds, the academic follows Bagese to her apartment, where, having been asked to come inside, he is introduced to the game. The
apartment the trickster woman lives in is a crucial site in the performance of the
trickster game and in the process of spatial reconceptualization of the city as a place
of tribal survivance. Located near Lake Merritt, Bagese’s apartment seems to blend
into and yield to the forces of nature that surrounds it. The presence of the lake
alludes to the Anishinaabe creation story where water is at the heart of the creation
of the new earth. What Laundry notices as he is peeping through a window, is an
abundance of mirrors as well as “many stones, birds, leaves, flowers, insects, and
other mysterious things spread like a map on the floor” (DV 15). As he soon learns,
the apartment becomes the center of the wanaki game performed by the trickster.
The change of weather that takes places as Laundry is approaching the apartment is significant. As the lecturer reports, while he was waiting for Bagese at the
window, “The bright clouds of an ocean storm came ashore and rushed the eucalyptus trees. The rain came in bursts, cold and hard, and blurred the window” (DV 15).
Entering the apartment resembles a visionary experience of a dreamscape during
which “something moved in the mirrors, and the mirrors were everywhere, but the
images were distant and obscure. The room was a dream scene, sensuous motions
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in the rain” (DV 15). Again, the rain is an allusion to the mythic flood that preceded the beginning of the new earth. Thus the stormy weather hints at potential
change that may take place at Bagese’s apartment – a place of transformation and
creation. Moreover, since water is at the heart of the mythic creation, Vizenor blurs
the temporal and spatial boundaries within the space of the city, portraying the
place around the lake as anchored both in the mythic time and in the present.
The wanaki game that Bagese introduces Laundry to activates the process of
reconstructing the city space via the imaginative trickster stories. According to
Sarkowsky, the wanaki narratives constitute a form of spatial agency (194) as through
them “new [tribal] sanctuaries in the wild cities” are created (DV 59). Guided by
the old bear woman, Laundry listens to the first narrative in the trickster game.
“Stones” is a story of the “unusual creation of this earth, wind and stones, and
our pleasures at night in the cities … [a story] about the first humans” (DV 22).
Naanabozho has a brother, Stone. Broken into pieces by Naanabozho, one of the
“first crossblood tricksters on the earth,” Stone – also a trickster – spreads all over
the world, creating “the world of nature and the wanaki cards” (DV 24, 28). The
cards were given by Stone to tribal people to teach them how to remember stories
and to meditate. The game, as Bagese explains, was the trickster Stone’s “war with
loneliness and with human separations from the natural world” (DV 29). The seven
cards spread by Bagese on the floor feature images of the animals: bear, beaver,
squirrel, crow, flea, praying mantis, and the trickster. As the bear woman teaches
the lecturer, “the poses of the creatures [are] the common poses of civilization and
the shadows of animals and the birds in the mirrors” (DV 17). The game is played
for seven days; every morning the player picks up one card, meditates on the image
of the animal and, eventually, imagines that she/he has become the animal on the
card. As Laundry is instructed, while telling stories about the image from the card,
the player must use the plural pronoun “we” so that “nature is not separated from
humans and the wanaki game” (DV 28).
Although it is storytelling that remains the core of the game and, consequently,
of the recreation of “the New World,” the game in fact starts with a physical reconnection with nature. The objects collected by Bagese from the area around the lake
and spread out on the floor of the apartment form a miniature of the natural world
remembered by the trickster woman from her walks. Gathering leaves, feathers,
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stones and other objects found by the water, Bagese creates a map of the world with
four cardinal directions, each one of them marked with stones and represented by a
different wanaki card. Creating the wanaki map constitutes a “native virtual cartography” (Fugitive Poses 173) that depicts the spatial arrangement of the mythic world
in balance – a cosmic order that is manifested in nature. Similarly to traditional
Anishinaabe pictographs, the animal images on the wanaki cards, together with the
leaves, feathers and stones gathered by Bagese, constitute “symbols derived from
natural and invented forms, which recall to the narrator’s mind the essential events
in the [Anishinaabe] traditions” (Vecsey 85). The collected objects and the stories
of the wanaki game recall the tribal world in balance and the bond between humans
and nature that was present at the time of the Anishinaabe mythic creation. Thus
the formation of the postindian world through the wanaki game is not only a matter
of creating a symbolic map on the floor in Bagese’s apartment, but it is, in the first
place, a visionary process. Its aim is to challenge “the dead voices,” that is, the ideologies of “chemical civilization” that separate humans from the natural world. Since
wanaki – a vision of life in peace – is “in the minds” of those who play the game, the
survival of the tribal urban world depends on the formation of a new consciousness
of peaceful existence and the restoration of traditional tribal values (DV 69).
It is not without reason that animals and stones abound in the wanaki stories
of the “new creation.” According to Anishinaabe oral tradition, the animate world
includes humans and animals, as well as some stones and clouds (Vecsey 62). People
are part of the natural world and exist in the universe “in an equality with nonhuman persons” (Vecsey 62). Basil Johnston, in his book Ojibwa Heritage, claims that
in Anishinaabe mythology, animals were created before humans and were therefore
regarded as their “Elder Brothers” (58). They were believed to be present at the
creation of the human world; they lived according to the law of the Great Spirit and
were gifted with “pre-cognition and pre-knowledge of events” (46). Thus without
understanding animals and their role in creation, people could not fully grasp the
meaning of the world. As a consequence, the Anishinaabeg included the animals in
many of their stories “to acknowledge [human] dependence upon the animal beings
for almost all aspects of life” (55-56).26
26 The myth of the turtle island exemplifies the bond between humans and animals. As Johnston states, the creation of the earth on the back of the turtle was
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Residing at the heart of wanaki stories, the animals become metaphors for
modern tribal existence manifested through human reconnection with the natural
world.27 Bagese – the trickster bear woman – becomes Laundry’s guide and a healer
of the wounded animals and birds caged in the city. Presenting the trickster woman
as a bear is significant. One of the Anishinaabe traditional clan animals, the bear
symbolizes strength and courage and is seen by the Anishinaabeg as one of the most
powerful land creatures. It also plays a central role “as the renewer of life” in the traditional Midewewin ceremony of the Anishinaabeg (27-28). In his essay “Authored
Animals” Vizenor explains the role of the bear in his literary work:
The authored bear is a metaphor, a dream, a mythic character in the narrative
… The presence of the bear is a metaphor of transcendence. The heat of the
authored animal is natural, human and animalism [sic]. Foremost, the bear is the
mythic healer of human separation in a narrative. The separation is never closed
but metaphor is a sense of presence, the source of shared imagination in the novel.
(672)28

Thus the presence of the animal healer and guide in a “sanctuary of tribal visions”
turns the city into a sacred tribal land. According to Vine Deloria Jr., “a holy place
always involves a manifestation of a personal spirit of immense and unmeasured
power, a real spirit of place with which our species must have a communion thereafter” (For this Land 252). The author continues: “holy places form the sacred
configuration of the land. These places speak of the ultimate holiness of creation”
(252). Since the game continues every morning, and the beginning of every story
done out of animals’ compassion for the Sky Woman, a Holy Person who was
asked to descend from heavens and to live with the animals. The myth stresses
that harmony, balance, and bond between people and animals were at the heart
of creation. See Basil Johnston, Ojibway Ceremonies (1982).
27 Vizenor claims in Manifest Manners that “[p]ostindian consciousness is a rush of
shadows in the distance, and the trace of natural reason to a bench of stones; the
human silence of shadows, and animate shadows over presence. The shadow
is that sense of intransitive motion to the referent; the silence in memories.
Shadows are neither the absence of entities nor the burden of conceptual references. The shadows are the prenarrative that inherits the word” (64).
28 For a detailed analysis of animal tropes in Native American literature see
Vizenor’s “Literary Animals” in Fugitive Poses (1998), 119-143.
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is identical, playing becomes a ritual ceremony of recreation of the cosmic order
through the process of wanaki storytelling. Performing a ceremonial dance on the
leaves and stones of the wanaki map, the trickster bear woman “dreams back the
earth” (Earthdivers xvi), imagining a “New World” – a space of tribal renewal, born
out of visions and trickster narratives.
Since trickster presence implies ambiguity and liminality, the city of Oakland,
explored by Bagese, emerges as a space full of boundaries and thresholds transgressed by the trickster. The mirror becomes a crucial site of the wanaki game and
trickster transformations in the novel. In her analysis of the motif of the mirror as a
threshold, Sarkowsky views it as a place of radical openness and limitless possibilities of imagining the world (AlterNative 234-244). Being a “window” to the world
which emerges from the wanaki stories, the mirror constitutes an in-between space
that blurs the boundary between the real and the imagined. Bagese’s apartment,
which abounds in mirrors, becomes a liminal place in which Laundry learns to
“see” the world in stories. The confusion the academic experiences on first looking
into the mirrors manifests his inability to imagine the world since his academic
knowledge belongs in the realm of “dead voices.” After he has been initiated into
the game, Laundry observes Bagese’s apartment:
The moment she appeared as a bear was more than enough power to transform
the world, at least in my mind, but the mirrors that haunted her apartment were
too much for me to understand … These mirrors held images that were never in
that room, and there were images that she could see, but not me. I avoided the
mirrors for fear that my face would vanish or that my image would tell me who
the animals were in my past. My present memories and insecurities were more
than enough for me to understand. The evolution of the animal in me, or as she
said, the animal shadows that came to me as stories, would be too much to endure
at rush hour, in line at the bank, or in a lecture at the university. (DV 19-20)

Unable to imagine and therefore to understand the world that emerges from
trickster narratives, Laundry cannot see the animal shadows in his own reflection.
It is through the trickster stories that the young academic is taught to understand
and to “see” the world. Therefore, as Sarkowsky argues, in Laundry’s experience,
the mirror becomes “a site of transition from ‘terminal creeds’ and ‘dead voices’” to
the world that is created in the trickster narratives (243). Thus wanaki game is meant
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to teach Laundry to see Bagese as a bear in the mirror, so that she and the natural
world she represents can be remembered in the stories of tribal survival in the city.
Turning over the first wanaki card at dawn, Bagese imagines herself to be a
bear, and begins her story with a celebration of the survival of tribal animals manifested by their “return to the heart in stories, a return to nature in the pictures of
the wanaki cards” (DV 30). In the story that she unfolds, “a roar of nature” can
be heard all over the city of Oakland, which is described by the trickster as “the
[urban] wilderness of [civilization’s] dead voices” (DV 42, 31). Equating “nature”
with the “heart,” Vizenor juxtaposes them with “chemical civilization” (DV 31)
and in doing so encourages the reader to see the world that emerges in the trickster
game of chance as the one that is more alive/real of the two. Describing the game in
Postindian Conversations, the author explains: “The game of peace is to take a chance
on the real wherever you live and bring the real, the creatures, stones, leaves, insects,
right into your life, rather than the poses of simulations, or the separations of dead
voices” (138). Recreated in tribal stories, the natural world in the state of balance is
contrasted with the unnatural wilderness of the city. Resisting the colonial construct
of wilderness as a space of the “savage Indian,” Vizenor creates an image of urban
chemical civilization as wilderness – a world out of balance and separated from
nature/harmony. The city of “dead voices” becomes a place formed by and in “television, material scenes” and “cultural trash” that deprive people of tribal visions
anchored in nature (DV 39). Bagese says: “The wordies [those who have lost tribal
visions] inherited dead voices and lost the stories that held their world together”
(DV 39, 40).
It is at the heart of the “wild cit[y]” (DV 59) that the trickster woman begins a
ceremony of healing and restoring balance to the world. Although the goal of the
game is to make the city “a sanctuary of tribal visions” and a place that would affirm
and celebrate Native presence, reaching that goal requires open resistance. Bagese
proclaims that “There is no peace, and our best stories must be heard in a trickster
war, in the shadows, in a world of chance. Peace is a tragic end, we are lost in peace
… I would rather be lost at war in the cities than at peace in a tame wilderness” (DV
135-136). Thus the city becomes a battlefield in which the daring trickster wages war
in tribal stories against “the wordies and the peace of their dead voices” (DV 140). If
understood from a traditional Anishinaabe perspective, the war can be perceived as
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a positive force. Battles were seen by the Anishinaabeg as sacred missions accompanied by ceremonies (Ojibway Ceremonies 59). Hence, in Dead Voices the war becomes a
ritual word-war in the form of wanaki stories that are to liberate tribal consciousness
and create visions of the “New World.” Sarkowsky notes that the trickster war with
“dead voices” is “a dynamic struggle for change” which equates with survivance
and is manifested in the formation of trickster narratives and revitalization of tribal
values (197). Wanaki storytelling becomes therefore a weapon in the tribal war at the
center of “a tame wilderness” deprived of tribal visions.
The wanaki stories about the animals in the “ocean cities” (DV 72) are in fact the
imaginative narratives of tribal people’s struggles against various forms of confinement and domination in mainstream American society (DV 72). Like in the stories
in Earthdivers, the wanaki narratives deal with tribal resistance to forces that manifest
themselves not only through spatial domination but also by various institutions connected with power. Once again, trickster comic performance becomes a form of
healing and restoration of balance to the “urban wilderness.”
Wandering through the city and imagining urban tribal experience from an
animal’s perspective is the most important part of the game. As the narratives are
created in the process of exploration of the city, storytelling becomes interwoven
with walking – “a spatial acting-out of the place” which, Michel de Certeau claims,
is a process of constant reappropriation of space by the walker by transgressing, trespassing, changing directions and transforming various spatial elements (The Practice
98). Furthermore, the image of Bagese who, as a wanaki animal, wanders around
Lake Merritt and roams the “ocean cities” again alludes to the presence of waters of
the mythic creation.
The image of the trickster’s ostensibly purposeless roaming in the city is contrasted with the portrayal of people closed inside their homes. Imagining herself
as a bear, the woman wanders the streets of Oakland, imagining “those lonesome
faces behind the window blinds, wordies waiting in fear that the world might have
changed overnight” (DV 40). The trickster’s exploration of various places in the
city resembles mythic earthdiving – a dynamic process that eventually led to the
creation of a new earth and the affirmation of tribal existence. Thus the city is again
imagined as space in flux, where permeable boundaries allow various forms of transformation, brought about by the trickster border-crosser. Since Bagese imagines

© Copyright by Wydawnictwo KUL

88—

The Construction of the “New Urban Turtle Island”

herself as various different animals in her wanaki stories, the character of her movement through the space of the city changes accordingly. This, Sarkowsky maintains,
“create[s] different spatial opportunities and practices” which result in a constant
redefining of the city space (215). Contrasted with the animal motion, the static
position of “wordies” equates with fear of possible change; it precludes transformation and thus, ultimately, leads to death.
Various stories of animal adventures in the city refer to the history of tribal
people’s displacement and land dispossession. Yet, in the trickster’s comic narratives
that history is subverted since the urban Turtle Island is reclaimed by the animals
as the (Postindian) New World. The flea story becomes a comic revision of the
history of land loss and the extermination of tribal people. Imagining herself as
a flea, Bagese makes up a story of a battle the fleas fight with the exterminator in
the trickster’s apartment. Taken over by “hundreds of generations of fleas” (DV
45), Bagese’s place becomes a site of insect infestation feared by other tenants. The
exterminator is hired by the owner to get rid of the insects regarded as “the enemies
of health and wealth in the city” (DV 45).
As a representative of the “chemical civilization,” the exterminator stands for
the racist notion that Native people are inferior (insect-like) to whites. Thus the
attempted extermination of fleas becomes a metaphor for the historical process of
“purifying” the American nation by ridding it of the “unwanted element,” resulting from the white man’s fear of miscegenation: “He [the exterminator] recited the
diseases that fleas could cause, such as typhus and bubonic plague, but the fear of
fleas he spread became the survival of the exterminator in a chemical civilization”
(DV 45). The comic narrative of a battle to “save fleas from chemical genocide”
becomes a metaphor for the story of land dispossession and tribal people’s forced
displacement in the history of the emerging American nation-state (DV 48).
In a comic revision of that tragic history, fleas, together with other animals, win
the battle with the exterminator over the “tribal land,” represented by the trickster’s
apartment that was to be re-appropriated by the owner of the property. As Bagese
states, the fleas “were determined to hold their last apartment in the building” (DV
46). The smell of eucalyptus leaves, spread around the building and detested by the
fleas, “inspired a new consciousness and a counter movement to overcome fear and
reclaim the bodies of the bears, doves, and other stories in the blood” (DV 46-47).
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By adapting to the hostile environment, the trickster fleas continue their resistance
because, as one of the insect leaders claims, “Our families have been here for many
generations, much longer than the eucalyptus, and we have rights to the animals and
birds on the block” (DV 46). Winning the battle with the exterminator – “the primal enemy of life” (DV 45) – the fleas reclaim the garden apartment which becomes
“a sanctuary once more for birds, bears, fleas, and more wanaki game” (DV 57). The
place of the game again becomes an exposure of the world in balance/peace and of
Native presence.
The racist notion of purity is also subverted in the stories by the presence of a
mongrel, an animal that, together with the bear and the crow, is frequently employed
by Vizenor in his work. Synonymous with social outcasts, the mixedblood/halfbreed mongrels repeatedly appear in the vicinity of Bagese’s apartment, in other
words the space of the wanaki game, barking down Laundry and Bagese-the-trickster.
Their presence affirms and celebrates the mixedblood at the heart of the Postindian
Country since, like Salman Rushdie and V.S. Naipaul, Vizenor presents hybridity as
an empowering feature in human existence, claiming in The Trickster of Liberty that
the world begins “with mongrels and tricksters in a language game” (xviii).29
Reclaiming the city as Native space takes place in yet another animal adventure
story. Meditating on nature around her garden apartment, Bagese observes a migration of ants to the city:
The weed forests behind our building were ruled by new colonies of red ants from
the mountains. They marched into the center, climbed out on the highest leaves,
and then bent the weeds down to the ground. They climbed and felled weeds
forever, and their children marched to other forests and downed weeds, a natural
right of the ants. (DV 85)

This natural migration of the ants alludes to Vizenor’s concept of transmotion –
the tribal people’s right to move freely across the lands. Portraying the creatures
moving from the mountains to the city, Vizenor subverts the concept of geopolitical
borders as well as the civilization-wilderness dichotomy. Claimed by ants as their
29 For an interesting study on the presence of the mongrel in Vizenor’s work see
Arnold Krupat, “Ratio- and Natio- in Gerald Vizenor’s Heirs of Columbus,” The
Turn to the Native: Studies in Criticism and Culture (1996), 56-69.
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natural habitat, the city becomes part of the natural world inhabited by animals
moving across the land. Their natural migration is therefore a model of balancing
the tribal and the non-tribal worlds by trespassing the boundaries believed to
separate nature from the city. The space of chemical/pure civilization, separated
from wild/contaminated nature, is reinhabited and, hence, reclaimed by animals
through trickster performance in wanaki stories.
Like Earthdivers, Vizenor’s Dead Voices deals with the problem of institutions
of dominance that exercise power over tribal people. Bagese’s story of a trickster
mantis captured by a biology teacher becomes a comic “captivity narrative” that
challenges the world of science and its approach to tribal experience. The eucalyptus
grove, a “mantis paradise,” becomes a site of attack on the trickster creatures. As
Bagese-the mantis narrates, on the night of the annual celebration of the creation of
mantises, the insects are attacked by a blonde scientist who
learned from her spies that the praying mantis were at the eucalyptus casino that
night. So, she organized her students and the police volunteers, armed them with
bottles, lids, and flashlights, and commanded a ruthless assault on our celebration.
We were created to pray slower than the wordies, and because of our natural pose,
thousands of mantis were captured in bottles that night of indentured research.
Only a few prayed undercover in the brush and escaped the cruelties of the
wordies. (DV 82)

What may be read as a comic story of capturing the mantises at the eucalyptus
casino can also be viewed as a trickster-subverted allusion to the history of tribal
people, attacked on their own lands by European or American soldiers during a
white-Indian war. The historical armies are reimagined as police volunteers and
students of natural sciences, both groups connected with the institutions that
exercise power over tribal people. The moment when the mantises are captured by
the scientist is also significant. The interruption of the celebration of the mantis
creation story is Vizenor’s metaphor for the ignorance of tribal history and traditions
often demonstrated by the world of academia.
Subsequently the university laboratory becomes a site of confinement in which
tribal mantises are objectified through the “scientific power” of the blonde biologist (DV 83). Bagese-the mantis claims that, perceived as laboratory material, “[w]e
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were no longer the mantis of our stories in the city, we were laboratory mantis. Our
stories would die at the end of their studies, and we would end in the dead voices of
the stories” (DV 83). However, since the survival of tribal existence is guaranteed in
the wanaki stories, the mantises are liberated by Bagese, who reimagines herself as a
flea and then as a bear who rescues the tribal creatures from the glass containers in
which they are imprisoned. Thus the city space becomes again a trickster battlefield;
the story of the liberation of the mantises is a trickster “wordarrow” against the
“dead voices” of science.
Turning over the fifth card at dawn, Bagese imagines herself as a crow trying to
save children at the child care-center from “the dead voices of education” (DV 88).
She teases them to act as trickster animals. She also heals wounded birds placed in a
cage near Lake Merritt by telling them stories of tribal survival. However, not all the
creatures in the wanaki stories seek liberation in the city. Moses – the trickster crow
– dances on the wire of a wounded crow’s cage. However, the latter bird refuses to
leave the place, remaining a voluntary “prisoner” (DV 95). It explains to the trickster: “my wounds are an advantage, [and] that cage is my solace. My protection from
the wild outside” (DV 95). Resembling the “wordies,” who hide behind the curtains
while Bagese roams the streets of the city, the wounded crow chooses to remain in
the “comfortable cage” (DV 97) which “protects” it from change brought by the
outside world. Coaxed by Moses into leaving the cage, the crow is transformed by
the trickster crow into a flea and then a bear, who travels with a circus and “bow[s]
to the applause of wordies and their children” (DV 99). Turning the wounded crow
into a bear is Moses’ act of healing since “the crow bear was happier as a bear than
he had ever been as a crow … children respected him and no one threw stones into
his cage at the circus” (DV 99). Although the cage is seen by the wounded crow
as a “protective shelter” it becomes “a space of stasis” and “a prison of comfort”
(AlterNative 238, 239). By hiding in it from the outside world, the crow deprives itself
of the visions about tribal liberation that inspired its mythic ancestors to dive into
the unknown mythic waters in order to save humans and animals from drowning.
Through the trickster’s comic performance, the crow’s cage turns from a place of
imprisonment into a site of trickster transformation and creation. In her city adventure as a beaver, Bagese encounters another trickster woman, sitting in the wounded
crow’s cage. The trickster woman, who calls herself Naanabozho, makes the cage a
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space of comic creation, forming there “the first anthropologists out of shit” (DV
108). This comic creation, mocking the science of anthropology, is Vizenor’s severe
criticism of the academic discipline, responsible for creating and propagating Indian
simulations and for objectifying tribal people in scholarly research/work. Bagese
tells how Naanabozho “raised her dress, squatted near the perch, and shit right
then and there in the crow cage. ‘Now, let’s see how many anthropologists we can
make out of shit this morning’” (DV 108). The new trickster creation at the heart
of chemical civilization continues with Naanabozho’s story of the “sewer accident,”
which becomes a comic revision of the Anishinaabe mythic creation story (DV 109).
The sewer of the city becomes the site of a comic trickster performance and
tribal creation. According to Bagese’s story, Dr. Schicer, who, together with other
anthropologists was created “out of shit” by Naanabozho, is sent down to the sewer
to rescue a blonde crossblood cheerleader from drowning. The wanaki story echoes
the myth of earthdiving, in which
Naanabozho asked the beaver to do the same thing at the creation after the great
flood… . The trickster was up to his nose in water, and his own turds floated close
to his nose, so he asked the beaver to dive down and rescue the last of the old
earth, but it was the muskrat who came back with a little bit of sand, enough for
the tribe to pack a new island on the back of a turtle. (DV 111)

In the sewer creation story, however, neither the anthropologist nor the cheerleader
comes back to the surface. Instead, they melt together forming a “mutant in their
heat, a sewer creature” that would “turn green and shoot a light out of the holes in
the sewer cover” (DV 112). The comic story of the sewer creation is the trickster’s act
of healing the chemical civilization and the “wordies” who “lost their connections
with the earth” and forgot “how to hear and when to surrender to nature and their
stories” (DV 132). The sewer – the great “dead river” that runs through the cities
– is contrasted with the waters of Lake Merritt which stand for the fertile waters of
mythic creation. Imagined by the trickster, the new creation narrative offers a chance
of renewal and balance that can be restored to chemical culture, which is “washed out”
of tribal visions and separated from the natural world. Bagese says: “the demons of the
chemical underworld must be outwitted to hear our stories on the river” (DV 132).

© Copyright by Wydawnictwo KUL

93—

The sewer creation narrative, together with “some incredible stories” that it
triggers, becomes braided into a web of wanaki stories of tribal survival in the city
(DV 112). Played at the heart of the “urban wilderness,” the trickster game becomes
part of the Anishinaabe storytelling tradition that creates a sense of Native presence in the modern-day Postindian World. Furthermore, the comic performance of
the trickster-transformer at the heart of the reimagined city is a celebration of the
crossblood in urban America. Teaching Laundry about the role of stories in the word
war with chemical civilization, Bagese Bear states that “[tribal people’s] death would
be silence” (DV 137). Therefore, as she explains to her disciple: “We must go on,
we must go on and be heard over the dead voices” (DV 135). Thus storytelling, like
mythic earthdiving, must continue to ensure Native survivance, which manifests itself
through the visionary wanaki narratives. By publishing Bagese’s stories, Laundry/
Vizenor encourages the reader to see that the imaginative creation of the world in the
wanaki game affects the readers’ perception of the actual world that is “born anew or
re-created with each word, phrase, and story” (Owens, “Introduction” 2).
In his artistic constructions of “the new urban turtle island” Gerald Vizenor
turns to the power of story, imagination, and tribal visions to create spaces of tribal
survival that continue to be inhabited by the daring, border-crossing trickster. His
trickster stories become survivance literature that liberates the mind and ensures
“a sense of native presence over absence, nihility, and victimry” (Native Liberty 85).
Vizenor’s imaginative mapping out Postindian Country in his urban narratives of
survivance can be seen as a process described by Carol Miller as “[re]taking place, a
double breaking out – both from federally designated boundaries historically intended
to isolate and contain Native people and from equally pervasive confinement within
the anachronistic fantasy-wilderness of the white imagination” (29). If reality can be
shaped and defined through the way people imagine the world, Vizenor, observes
Fojtová, seeks to explore how the tribal world can be imagined anew and how the
process of (re)imagination can lead to various forms of Native liberation (86). As one
Vizenorian trickster and postindian warrior claims: “Our time here in the cities is not
to confess our invented tribal past … but our vision is to imagine like earthdivers a
new world. We will become what we imagine” (Earthdivers 107).
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CH A PTER 3
The Vision of “One World of Many
Tr i b es” i n L es l i e M a r m o n S i l ko’s
Almanac of the Dead1
“All of what is called the United States of America, every square inch is,
was and always will be Indian Country! Because fraud, armed robbery,
and murder can’t make our land theirs, whatever they try to say!”
——L eslie M armon Silko, Yellow Woman

“Books were and still are weapons in the ongoing struggle for the Americas”
——L eslie M armon Silko, Yellow Woman

After the immense success brought by the publication of her two books, Ceremony (1977)
and Storyteller (1981), Leslie Marmon Silko’s next project was, as the writer reports, to
write a relatively short work, “a cops-and-robbers novel about cocaine smuggling” that
would be set in Tucson, Arizona (Irmer 154). During the next ten years, the book grew
into a monumental work which, as many critics have claimed, constitutes an incisive
critique of the global domination of Western culture. Published in 1991, Almanac of
the Dead draws an apocalyptic scenario of the fall of Euro-American civilization in
the Americas, foretold by the prophecy inscribed in the ancient Maya almanac. The
retaking of the land by the Indigenous people, accompanied by the decline of Western
1 	 Chapter III is a much extended and revised version of “Indigenous Experience
in the Americas: Leslie Marmon Silko’s Almanac of the Dead and the Prophetic
Retaking of Indian Country.” American Experience – The Experience of America.
Eds. Andrzej Ceynowa and Marek Wilczyński. (Frankfurt am Main: Peter
Lang, 2013), pp. 195-206. The section of Chapter III devoted to the creation and
meaning of Silko’s Five Hundred Year Map offers a much more detailed version
of a fragment originally included in the article “Yaqui Cultural Continuance in
the US-Mexico Borderlands: Leslie Marmon Silko’s Almanac of the Dead.” Zesz yty
Naukowe Katolickiego Uniwersytetu Lubelskiego 56 (2013), no. 4 (224), pp. 37-51.
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domination in the New World, becomes the central theme in the novel. As David
Mogen observes, in Silko’s apocalyptic story, destruction is followed by regeneration,
and the healing is achieved by return to the tribal values in the Americas and other
parts of the world, and, eventually, by strengthening people’s bond with the land.2
In my analysis of the novel I will focus on Silko’s imaginative reclaiming of
Indian Country as a form of critique of the domination of Euro-American culture in
the Americas. The history of progress and the triumph of Western civilization in the
New World are subversively presented by Silko’s prophecy as a temporary rule of the
Destroyers – the “reign of Death-Eye Dog” – which is coming to end, yielding to the
power of the ancient prophecy (Almanac 254).3 Tucson, which remains at the heart
of the story, becomes a central metaphor in Silko’s envisioning of the future of the
Americas. Portrayed as a nest of corruption and violence, Tucson becomes a trickster
zone – a major convergence place for the Indigenous people and their allies resisting
Western domination. Being under the spell of the prophecy, the city becomes a site of
a struggle between the spirits of the land and the destructive forces of Western civilization. Disrupting and, ultimately, rejecting the Doctrine of Discovery, the dominant
American historical narrative, and the Western concepts of national territoriality,
Silko offers an Indigenous perspective on the state of the Americas, envisioning
Indian Country as an Indigenous space – “One World [of] Many Tribes” (AD 707).
Grounding her vision in Laguna Pueblo tradition, Silko stresses that the survival of Indian Country lies in the continuation of the storytelling tradition which,
in turn, ensures people’s bond with the earth and consequently strengthens the
Indigenous sense of identity. A brief survey of selected aspects of Laguna Pueblo
symbolic geography as well as of the role of storytelling in Pueblo experience will
provide key elements to the subsequent analysis of the novel.
Pueblo Tradition

in

Silko’s Wo rk

The legacy of Laguna Pueblo traditional culture and especially of Pueblo storytelling is manifested in Silko’s entire oeuvre. It informs the form and content as well
2 	 David Mogen, “Tribal Images of the ‘New World’: Apocalyptic Transformation
in Almanac of the Dead and Gerald Vizenor’s Fiction,” Loosening the Seams:
Interpretations of Gerald Vizenor, ed. Robert, A. Lee (2000), 192- 202.
3 	 Subsequent quotations from the book will be marked AD.
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as the artist’s attitude towards her writing. Silko claims that the Laguna Pueblo’s
sense of the power of word and story is embodied in their story of mythic Creation,
in which Ts’its’tsi’nako/Thought Woman, considered a Mother-Creator by the
Laguna people, thinks about the universe and, as she names “things,” creates the
world (Yellow Woman 49).4 This Creation story is the first account which points to
the Laguna’s inclusive vision of the world; as Silko contends, “[e]verything in this
world was part of the original Creation; the people at home understood that far
away there were other human beings, also a part of this world” (Yellow Woman 49).5
As Silko elaborates further, according to Laguna mythology, Ts’its’tsi’nako created
“shipapuh” – the Emergence Place – from which the ancient people came, with
plants and animals. The people traveled through four worlds to eventually reach
the present, fifth, world. Located on Mount Taylor, New Mexico, one of the four
mountains marking the sacred geography of the Pueblo people’s homeland, “shipapuh” remains a central site, manifesting the sanctity of the land for contemporary
Laguna people.6
Pueblo Migration stories, Silko explains, always refer to specific places, such as
springs, rivers, hills, mesas, cottonwood trees or rocks, which remain part of the
contemporary Laguna landscape. The process of reconnecting the places situated
within the Laguna homeland with the mythic story of the Creation, Emergence,
4 	 This concept is used by Silko in her first novel, Ceremony, which begins with
a vision of Thought Woman, known also as Spider Woman, thinking/creating
the world and Silko’s putting Thought Woman’s thoughts into words. For more
information on the role of Thought Woman in Pueblo experience see Leslie
Marmon Silko, Yellow Woman and a Beauty of the Spirit: Essays on Native American
Literature (1996), 48-59.
5 	 Silko adds that the Laguna Creation story includes a prophecy about the origins
of Europeans, Asians and Africans. See Yellow Woman, 49.
6 	 Silko explains: “Although each Pueblo culture designates its Emergence Place,
usually a small natural spring edged with mossy sandstone and full of cattails
and wild watercress, it is clear the Pueblo people do not view any single location
or natural springs as the one and only true Emergence Place. Each Pueblo group
recounts stories connected with Creation, Emergence, and Migration, although
it is believed that all human beings, with all the animals and plants, emerged
at the same place and at the same time” (Yellow Woman 36). For a detailed study
of the Emergence Place in the Laguna Pueblo mythology see: Edith Swan,
“Laguna Symbolic Geography and Silko’s Ceremony,” American Indian Quarterly
12. 2 (1988): 229-249.
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and Migration of the first people, therefore creates “a unique relationship between
the ritual-mythic world and the actual, everyday world” (Yellow Woman 35-36).
The Migration story, called by Silko an “interior journey,” is to be interpreted as
a story of people’s growing into cultural identity and the understanding of themselves as a community through reference to the specific terrain they have inhabited
(“Landscape, History” 504). For the Pueblo people, the Migration story is
a journey of awareness and imagination in which they emerged from being within
the earth and from everything included in earth to the culture and people they
became, differentiating themselves for the first time from all that had surrounded
them, always aware that interior distances cannot be reckoned in physical miles or
in calendar years. (“Landscape, History” 505)

Since the Laguna sense of identity emerges from the people’s bond with a particular terrain, it is natural that land is at the heart of Laguna storytelling tradition.
Requiring the active participation of every single member of the community, storytelling is considered by Pueblo people to be a means of building the community’s
historical consciousness by passing down to successive generations an entire culture,
history, and a vision of the world (Silko, Storyteller 6). To comprehend reality or to
learn how to survive within a particular landscape, Laguna people would seek the
necessary information in the narratives remembered and perpetuated by the community. Thus, writes Silko, stories map out the world as it is seen through Pueblo
people’s eyes (Yellow Woman 32-33).
In her analysis of the form of Pueblo storytelling, Silko compares it to an elaborate spider web structure, with threads of stories constantly building up the web,
that is, the narrative of the community.7 Pueblo people view the storytelling tradition as “one big story going on and made up of many little stories” (Boos 136). The
stories, Silko adds, are alive and they outlive the storytellers; hence for the Pueblo
people “there are no new stories under the sun … the old stories live on, but with
new caretakers” (Boos 136).
The practice of storytelling is inextricably connected with the Pueblo notion of
time, in which the past and the future are in the present and the mythic/spiritual
7 	 Silko, Yellow Woman, 48-49.
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world merges with everyday reality (Gonzales 102). In her essay “Notes on Almanac
of the Dead,” Silko presents the old Pueblo concept of time, which is imagined to be
round like a tortilla:
All times go on existing side by side for all eternity. No moment is lost or destroyed.
There are no future times or past times; there are always all the times, which differ
slightly, as the locations on the tortilla differ slightly. The past and the future are
the same because they exist only in the present of our imaginations. We can think
and speak only in the present, but as we do it is becoming the past, which is always
present and which always contains the future encoded in it … Nothing is lost, left
behind, or destroyed. It is only changed. (Yellow Woman 136-137)

This traditional notion of time plays a central role in Silko’s work. She elaborates on
the theme in Yellow Woman and a Beauty of the Spirit, as well as in various interviews
included in Conversations with Leslie Marmon Silko. She points to the correlations in the
aspects of temporality that the Pueblo people shared with the Maya and the Aztec
cultures.8 Analyzing the common beliefs,9 Silko points to the similarities in the
visions of the world shared by the three cultures. In taking this stance, she embraces
the Pueblo belief that the bonds which the ancient cultures maintained across the
continents were formed not so much on the basis of their national affiliations and
territorial rights as “through their [common] relationship to the land and the spirits
of the land” (Romero 628). This particular notion of the ancient liaisons that determined the socio-political and cultural relations across the continents will be the key
to the analysis of Silko’s reconstruction of the Americas as Indigenous land.
The Fourth Almanac
Silko states in Yellow Woman and a Beauty of the Spirit that the pre-Columbian, Indigenous
vision of the world, documented in oral, written, and visual forms, has been attacked,
8 	 The similarities that Silko often mentions center on the concept of time, various
aspects of history, mythology, astronomy, and the concept of people’s connection to the land. For more information see: Ellen L. Arnold, ed., Conversations
with Leslie Marmon Silko (2000).
9 	 This theme will be analyzed in greater detail in the rest of the chapter, focusing
on Silko’s employment of snake mythology as well as on the story of the mythic
Twin Brothers, incorporated in the novel.
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undermined and deliberately destroyed since the advent of the European colonial
rule in the Americas. Illustrating her argument with the example of the destruction
of the ancient Maya libraries ordered by Bishop Diego de Landa,10 Silko points to
the European colonizers’ intention to erase all evidence that a highly developed
civilization existed on the conquered land, which was a way to justify the subsequent
colonization of the Western Hemisphere (Yellow Woman 21-22). Despite the efforts
of the colonizers, especially of the Spanish Inquisitors, a large body of the ancient
knowledge was passed on to succeeding generations through oral storytelling as
well as writing. Silko stresses that in the battle against the European forces destroying the ancient cultures Indigenous people turned to writing and used it as a tool
against colonial oppression, by documenting and disseminating tribal knowledge
and the ancient stories in screenfolds, ritual books and other manuscripts (Coltelli
66). Over the years of colonial contact and the colonizers’ efforts to Christianize
and “civilize” the New World, the Indigenous forms of expression would evolve.
Exposed to European languages and literary styles, Native people would gradually
employ them in their own writing, producing books which, for contemporary scholars, represent textual contact zones, such as Felipe Guaman Poma’s widely known
El primer nueoa corónica y buen gobierno (The First New Chronicle and Good Government), or
the post-Conquest copies of the Mayan Popol Vuh.11
Simon J. Ortiz declares that the adaptation of the new forms of writing and
the colonizers’ languages by Indigenous people must not be seen as the loss of the
Indigenous traditions and cultures. On the contrary, Ortiz stresses, it should be seen
as evidence of Indigenous people’s success in the struggle to protect their lives and
cultures in times of colonial oppression. In his article “Towards a National Indian
Literature,” Ortiz firmly states his belief that “it is entirely possible for a people to
retain and maintain their lives through the use of any language,” or any form of
artistic expression (257). As the author adds, the evolution of Indigenous forms
of expression, which have adapted various Western elements, demonstrates that
10 Diego de Landa was a Spanish Bishop of the Roman Catholic Church in
Yucatán. During his reign the Inquisition burned hundreds of thousands of
books produced by the Maya, which were believed to be pagan idolatries (Gates
iii-iv).
11 Dennis Tedlock, Popol Vuh, Księga Majów. O Początkach Życia oraz Chwale Bogów
i Władców. Transl. Izabela Szybilska (1996).
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“Indian people have creatively responded to forced colonization. And this response
has been one of resistance; there is no clearer word for it than resistance” (257).
Almanac of the Dead, like the codices written by the post-Columbian cultural
survivors, is a tool and a weapon used by Silko to present the Indigenous vision
of the world and to resist and disrupt the forces of Euro-American domination in
the Americas. The prophetic story, as well as the title of the novel, refers to the
ancient pre-Columbian almanacs which survived the post-Conquest burning of the
Maya libraries. The three extant codices are named after the European cities of Paris,
Dresden and Madrid, where they are kept in the libraries as remnants of the ancient
past.12 In her novel, Silko creates a fictional fourth almanac which, in the form of
a fragmentary manuscript, is incorporated into the body of the text. Yet, unlike the
three documents, “entombed”13 in the European institutions, Silko imagines the
fourth almanac to be circulating among the Indigenous people, with the stories
and prophecies disseminated by the keepers of the book. Among various historical,
medical and agricultural pieces of information, the almanac contains a calendar with
astronomical data which “predicts and foretells the auspicious days, the ecclesiastical
and other anniversaries” (AD 136). Similarly to the Maya codices, Silko’s almanac
conflates myths and stories concerning the fate of the Americas and Western civilization. Drawing on the ancient Books of Chilam Balam,14 Silko’s fictional manuscript
prophecies the European invasion of the Western Hemisphere, the eventual decline
of Euro-American civilization and the retaking of the land by the Indigenous people,
who will form “cross-cultural spiritual coalitions” with their allies (Romero 623).
Kept by Zeta and Lecha on their ranch on the outskirts of Tucson, the almanac is
being partially deciphered and transcribed by the sisters, chosen by their Yaqui grandmother, Yoeme, to be the keepers of the manuscript. Tucson becomes a place where
the spirit of the ancient prophecy manifests itself in reality. The city’s moral decay and
criminality herald the decline of Euro-American culture. At the same time, Tucson
12 Silko, Yellow Woman, 156-158.
13 Donnelly, “Old and New Notebooks,” 247. In a 1985 interview with Laura
Coltelli, Silko mentions yet another Maya codex which is kept in Mexico City
(“Leslie Marmon Silko” 66).
14 Nine manuscripts written by the Mayan priest Chilam Balam that contained
a prophecy of the Spanish invasion in the Western Hemisphere. See: Ralph
L. Roys, The Book of Chilam Balam of Chumayel (1933).
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becomes a major site of Indigenous contraband defying the authority of the government. Eventually, being a destination for the masses of Native people marching to
North America from the south, Tucson is envisioned as part of the Native land that
is to be reclaimed by tribal people, a location resonant with the mythology of Aztlán.15
The following analysis of the novel will center on Silko’s reconceptualization of Indian
Country through the employment of various spatial metaphors, with a special focus on
the Five Hundred Year Map. The subsequent analysis of the symbols employed on the
map will facilitate the understanding of Silko’s reconceptualization of Native space and
demonstrate the role of Tucson as a central metaphor in this process.
The Southwest
It is not without reason that the plot of Almanac of the Dead is set in the American
Southwest, with Tucson at its center. A highly contested space, the Southwest is at
once a home to the oldest Indigenous cultures in the U.S.,16 and a site of the emerging borderland cultures and identities, shaped by the constant migratory movements
(forced and voluntary) across the U.S.-Mexico border. It is a space of Indigenous
struggles against “manipulations, attempts to impose geopolitical, cultural, religious, juridical, and other boundaries” on the people native to the land (Anderson,
“Introduction” 6). Affected by the presence of the international border, it is also
a site of “transcultural migrations and alliances,” where, for hundreds of years, cultures have met and coexisted with each other, forming different power relations
(Anderson, “Introduction” 15). Finally, being part of the national narrative of the
American West, and a source of the “wild cowboy frontier” fantasy, the Southwest
has played a major role in the forming of the American national character and the
country’s dominant version of history (Brady 16).
From the very first pages of Almanac of the Dead, Silko uses the American Southwest
as a metaphor of the Americas and reconstructs it as Indian Country, challenging the
concepts of national borders, territorial rights, and the American history of progress
15 Silko’s employment of the myth of Aztlán will be analyzed in the rest of the
chapter.
16 The ancient Pueblo cultures; apart from the Pueblos, the Southwest is home
to such Native groups as Navajo, Pima, Apache, Yaqui, and Tohono O’odham
(Papago), to name just a few.
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and civilization. Going back to the roots of the “white man’s America,” that is, to
the visions of the New World that were first communicated on colonial maps, Silko
sketches a Five Hundred Year Map that becomes a counter representation of the
Americas, one rooted deeply in the Indigenous understanding of the world.
The Five Hundred Year Map
Advised by her editor to reconceptualize the structure of the narrative to help the
reader follow the multifaceted plot,17 Silko opens the book with the Five Hundred
Year Map, which constitutes a visual representation of the world created in the
novel. If every map, as Christian Jacob claims, “spreads out the entire world before
the eyes of those who know how to read it,” Silko’s map identifies the elements that
are essential for the readers to understand the imagined world of the novel and to
be able to “move” within its geographical and spiritual locations (“What is a Map”
11). Silko herself stresses the centrality of symbols in the story, as one of the boxed
legends on the map reads: “Through the decipherment of ancient tribal texts of the
Americas the Almanac of the Dead foretells the future of all the Americas. The
future is encoded in arcane symbols and old narratives” (AD 14).
Offered as the introduction to the complex story, the Five Hundred Year Map
is also a direct response to the history of European colonial cartography that played
an integral role in the narrative of progress and civilization and in the creation of
the Euro-American fantasy about the New World. Maps, writes J. B. Harley, were
the first visual historical accounts of the European construction and charting of the
New World: they were ideological tools of territorial expansion, used to “legitimize
the reality of conquest and empire” as well as to “assist in the maintenance of the
[colonizers’] territorial status quo” (67).
In its form and content the Five Hundred Year Map constitutes a critique of and
a challenge to the European imperialistic ideologies manifested and disseminated by
means of cartography. Although it seems to rely on Western charting methods, the
map, in fact, draws primarily on the traditional tribal world view. As Silko explains in
a 1993 interview with Laura Coltelli, the map was inspired by the Voodoo ritual drawings made on the ground during ceremonies, as well as by Navajo sandpainting, created
17 Ray Gonzalez, “The Past is Right Here and Now: An Interview with Leslie
Marmon Silko,” 97-118.
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on the ground during healing rituals. Yet, most of all, the idea of the map stems from
Silko’s interest in the correlation between visual images and narratives, manifested in the
ancient Maya and Aztec manuscripts composed in hieroglyphs (Coltelli 119).18
In her analysis of Silko’s employment of cartography as a means of producing historical meaning, Joanna Ziarkowska claims that Silko’s aim was to create
a map “free from ideological agendas” and focused principally on “spatial relations
between people and places” (121). While I adhere to the notion that the purpose
of the map is to demonstrate the bonds between people, their stories, and various
geographical locations, I argue, however, that the map is steeped in the ideology
of Indigenous resistance to Western domination. This is manifested not only by
the ideologically explicit statements in the boxed insets but also through different
symbolic elements incorporated in the map.
Stressing the political agenda of the European colonialism, expressed more or
less explicitly by cartography, in the construction of the 16th and 17th century representations of the New World, Silko claims: “Western European maps are used to
steal Indian lands, to exclude, to imprison, to cut off, to isolate even segments of the
human world from one another. Maps are the only physical evidence of boundary
lines” (Coltelli 120). Silko’s rejection of the Western concept of territorial claims
manifests itself in her use of the words “the Americas” in three of the four legends
on the map. Referring to Indian Country, Silko portrays the continents as “one
body” – a geopolitically undivided home to various nations. This idea is also present
in the prophecy which not only informs the reader about the pre-Columbian intercultural liaisons that characterized life in the Americas, but also foretells the arrival
and the eventual disappearance “of all things European” on tribal lands (AD 14).
Yet, the most explicit manifestation of Silko’s espousal of the Indigenous concept of Indian Country are her statements in the legend under the heading “The
Indian Connection,” which informs the reader that “The Indian Wars have never
ended in the Americas. Native Americans acknowledge no borders; they seek nothing less than the return of all tribal lands” (AD 15). This highly political statement
is supported by the way Silko constructs the central element of the map, which is
18 For an interesting analysis of Indigenous people’s use of word and image in
the portrayal of America see Gordon Brotherston, Image of the New World: The
American Continent Portrayed in Native Texts (1979).
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the U.S.-Mexican border. Drawn as a perfectly straight, horizontal line, the border
is clearly unnatural, almost a caricature. Due to its thickness and central position on
the map, it is a salient feature that inevitably draws the reader’s attention. However,
I argue, it is Silko’s deliberate, subversive strategy to use Western cartographic representations only to simultaneously disempower them by questioning their legitimacy
and, consequently, the world view conveyed through them.
Assuming that it is natural for her readers to seek on the Five Hundred Year
Map for the familiar markers of the national territorial limits, Silko destabilizes the
Euro-American border politics by shifting their attention to the movement across
and in the vicinity of the border, represented by the dotted lines with arrows indicating specific directions. Drawing the reader’s attention to these imaginary routes,
filling up the expanse of the map with representations of movement and interaction, Silko stresses the arbitrariness of the borders, defined by the Yaqui character,
Calabazas, as “imaginary lines” (AD 216). Presenting movement as a fundamental
feature of borderland experience, Silko implies that migration was natural not only
in the pre-contact era but, in fact, is an intrinsically human experience.
Indicating by the use of the charted (border)line the seemingly separate political
units, Silko continues re-envisioning Indian Country. On the one hand, Mexico is
marked with boldface, capital letters, which should be interpreted as Silko’s indication of the area’s central role in the Indigenous insurgent activities described in the
novel, rather than as pointing to Mexico as a national entity. On the other hand, the
national territory above the borderline is left unnamed, with the exception of various
geographical locations, the majority of which are the cities that appear in the novel.
Eric Gary Anderson claims that by this visual strategy Silko neither declares national
allegiance to the United States or to Mexico, nor perceives them as “permanent presences or permanent dangers in the Americas” (“Mobile Homes” 35). In her reading
of the map, Shari Huhndorf claims that the absence of the sign “The United States
of America” implies “the instability of U.S. borders and even the transience of the
nation itself” (“Picture Revolution” 142). While I second both scholars’ arguments,
I would add that in her re-envisioning of the Americas Silko not only undermines
the authority of the Euro-American nation-states but, in fact, denies the legality of
their existence on Indigenous lands. She articulates this notion through her rebellious character, Zeta, who says: “There was not, and there never had been, a legal
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government by Europeans anywhere in the Americas. Not by any definition, not
even by the Europeans’ own definitions and laws. Because no legal government could
be established on stolen land. Because stolen land never had clear title” (AD 133).
Resisting the concept of political borders, Silko’s map deliberately concentrates
on the movement that shapes the charted area. Over sixty names scattered across
the map are ascribed to the dotted lines representing routes taken by the characters
in various directions across the land. The routes are captioned with brief statements, such as “Sterling accidentally goes to Tucson,” “Seese seeks help,” “The
Twin Brothers walk north with hundreds of thousands of people.” These captions
are unwound as complex stories in the chapters following the map. Thus, resonating with a myriad of voices, the map becomes an elaborate narrative comprised of
stories about people’s intricate bonds with particular places. Centered on a “pulsing
sense of movement” across the land, vis-à-vis the seemingly “omnipresent” border, the map once again becomes a visual representation of the site of Indigenous
struggle against spatial and political confinement legitimized by the Euro-American
nationalism and territorial claims (Brigham 304).
As various critics have already observed, the concept of directionality on the
map is another means of resistance employed by Silko in her artistic reconstruction
of Indian Country. Arnold Krupat claims that the two most important directions on
the map are represented by the Indigenous people’s marches northwards, under the
command of the Twin Brothers and the revolutionary Mayan, Angelita la Escapía
(also known by the nickname “Meathook”) on the one hand, and on the other by
the movement southwards of the various allies of the tribal people, such as Vietnam
veterans, Wilson Weasel, the Barefoot Hopi, or the eco-warriors. Tucson becomes
a major site of Indigenous resistance and a convergence point for the forces represented by the marching people. Krupat states that this south-north and north-south
movement becomes “an ideological subversion of the hegemonic Euroamerican narrative, whose geographical imperative presumes an irresistible (‘destined’) movement
from east to west” (“Postcolonialism” 52). This east to west movement traces the
Europeans’ journey from the old continent/mother country towards the unknown
territory. It is contested in the novel by a counter movement – the migration of tribal
people, which represents the process of returning home and reclaiming tribal lands.
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Yet, it is not only space but also time that is negotiated differently in Silko’s remapping of Indian Country. As Blanca Schorcht observes, by placing historical figures
together with her contemporary characters, Silko aims at merging time and space on
the map, in other words, at presenting the history of Americas from the Indigenous perspective, based on the traditional Pueblo concept of time (“Prophesying” 129). What
the reader sees, therefore, is five hundred years compressed into the space of the map:
the past, represented by “The First Black Indians,” “Geronimo” or “John Dillinger,”
exists alongside the present and the future, foreshadowed in the prophecy. In doing
this, Silko defies the Euro-American linear histories of the nation-states emerging in
the New World, by offering a narrative of the Americas seen as one body “with a collective colonial past and [global, intercultural] revolutionary future” (Schorcht 141).19
There is yet one more symbol incorporated in the map that is crucial in Silko’s
reconceptualization of Indian Country. Placed in the proximity of the Laguna
Pueblo Reservation, the “Giant stone snake” is a glyphic representation of the spiritual aspect of the land as well as of the mythic realms of the world represented on
the map (AD 15). Called by Laguna Pueblo people “Ma ah shra true ee,” the serpent
is believed to be the ancient spirit messenger to the spirit beings and Mother Earth
(Yellow Woman 127). In a poetic version of an old Laguna story, Silko writes:
Ma ah shra true ee is the giant serpent
the sacred messenger spirit
from the Fourth World below.
He came to live at the Beautiful Lake, Kawaik,
that was once near Laguna village.
But neighbors got jealous.
They came one night and broke open the lake
so all the water was lost. The giant snake
went away after that. He has never been seen since.
19 In an interview with Thomas Irmer Silko states that for the Pueblo people who
have lived in the Americas for over 18,000 years, the span of five hundred years
“is not a very long time” (148). Moreover, as the writer adds, “The Pueblo people and the indigenous people of the Americas see time as round, not as a long
linear string. If time is round, if time is an ocean, then something that happened
five hundred years ago may be quite immediate and real, whereas something
inconsequential that happened an hour ago could be far away. [We] think of
time as an ocean always moving” (148-149).

© Copyright by Wydawnictwo KUL

108—

The Vision of “One World of Many Tribes” in Leslie Marmon Silko’s Almanac of the Dead

That was the great misfortune for us, the Kawaik’meh,
at Old Laguna. (Yellow Woman 127)

By placing the snake on the map, and hence imagining the return of the ancient
spirit of the land, Silko refers to a real event that took place near Paguate village in
the Laguna Pueblo reservation. As she states in “Fifth World: The Return of Ma ah
shra true ee, the Giant Serpent,” a massive stone snake formation was found by two
Laguna uranium mine workers near the base of the uranium tailings in the spring
of 1980.20 Ever since the discovery of the rock formation, the place has become
a shrine for many Pueblo people who regard the stone snake as a messenger for
Mother Earth reminding humans of the sanctity of the land (Yellow Woman 125).
Silko claims the appearance of the stone snake is believed by the Laguna Pueblo
people to be the ancient prophecy coming true. It is read as a sign of the inevitable
end of European rule in the Western Hemisphere and a promise of the eventual
takeover of the land by Indigenous people (Yellow Woman 125).
By comparing Ma ah shra true ee to Quetzalcoatl, the “Divine Serpent of
Feathers and Flowers” worshipped by the Aztecs, as well as to the snake spirit
Damballah, worshipped in Africa, Silko highlights the ancient people’s beliefs,
shared in different parts of the world, in the existence and protective powers of
the sacred earth spirits (Yellow Woman 147). Thus the presence of the giant snake on
the Five Hundred Year Map, as well as its central role in the novel, emphasizes the
bond between humans and the land and, as Schorcht claims, reinforces the spiritual
ties between the Pueblo cultures of the American Southwest, the Mesoamerican
cultures of Mexico as well as the tribal cultures in Africa (112). Thus Silko’s focus on
the intertribal/intercultural bonds expresses the writer’s political stance in defiance
of the ideology of Euro-American separatist nationalism.
Interestingly, by including a representation of the ancient spirit of the earth,
the map transcends the span of five hundred years and points backward to the
ancient times that predate colonization and the rise of the foreign nation-states.
20 Silko writes: “The head of the snake was pointed west, its jaws open wide. The
stone snake seemed to have always been there. The entire formation was more
than thirty feet long and twelve inches high, an eccentric outcrop of yellow
sandstone that had once formed the mesas that had been swallowed up by the
open-pit mine” (Yellow Woman 125-126).
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Consequently, it destabilizes and undermines the history of European presence in
the Western Hemisphere as it portrays Indian Country, anchored both in mythic
time and space, as temporally and spatially boundless. In so doing, Silko, like
Vizenor, contests the Western notions of border politics, possession of the land and
the linear history of progress and civilization. Blanca Schorcht compares Silko’s
employment of the figure of the snake on the Five Hundred Year Map to the ancient
Mayan writing which combined words and pictures. According to Schorcht, such
interplay of words and images, used in the process of writing the almanacs, implied
“a holistic world-view where stories, and other forms of what we call ‘art,’ are both
sacred and secular” (130). Therefore, by analogy, Silko’s map, as a visual form of
narrative art, aims at presenting the vision of a world in balance, understood as the
eventual return of ancestral lands to the Indigenous people.
Ann Brigham aptly observes that Silko’s declaration, “Native Americans … seek
nothing less than the return of all tribal lands,” raises a crucial question, namely, what is
meant by the land that is to be returned to tribal people (AD 15)? The critic implies that
the land may be understood as “the Americas, the United States, nation, state, reservation, desert, pueblo, or none of the above” (305). I argue that Silko problematizes the
issue of the land even further. Resisting the European vision of the New World, with the
land seen in terms of property, Silko’s map gives an Indigenous view of Indian Country,
regarded not only as land inhabited by humans, but as home to the spirits of the earth.
Moreover, in presenting the Americas as part of the body of the Earth, and thus an
integral part of the cosmic (both physical and spiritual) body, Silko rejects the setting of
any territorial borders to Indigenous lands.21 This holistic orientation, writes Silko, stems
from the inclusive character of Pueblo philosophy that views home, that is the Laguna
community, as part of a larger body/community – humanity.
Explaining her understanding of the Pueblo sense of home and belonging in
the context of geographical locations, Silko claims Laguna as her “first and last
home;” however, she adds: “I have learned that the Earth is my home … Now
I begin to suspect that in the days before monarchs’ maps with boundary lines, the
21 In its spiritual aspect, the Five Hundred Year Map resembles the sandpainting made by Betonie in Silko’s first novel, Ceremony. The sandpainting/map,
representing the sacred mountains, manifests the bond between humanity, the
natural world and the spiritual realm.
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tribal people of the Americas thought of the whole earth as their home, not just one
continent” (Coltelli 123).22 Thus the area depicted on the map becomes a symbolic
representation of the cosmic body of the Indigenous world, with Laguna as the area
of “shipapuh” – the holy place of the emergence, representing life. However, when
one looks at the Five Hundred Year Map, it is not the Laguna Pueblo that draws
one’s attention, but Tucson – the city at the heart of both the map and the novel’s
plot. Being at once a symbol of “decay and death” (AD 64), associated with European
culture,23 and a major site of resistance by humanity in the apocalyptic struggle over
the Americas, Tucson becomes an ambiguous trickster zone and a central metaphor
in Silko’s reconceptualization of Indian Country.
City

of

Death

and

Decay: Tucson, A rizona

In her essay “Notes on Almanac of the Dead,” Silko stresses a direct link between
the way she visualizes Tucson in her novel and her experience of living in the city
while working on the book. She recalls that while she was drafting the first sections
of Almanac she observed “the criminality that seemed to permeate Tucson” (Yellow
Woman 139). In the author’s words:
It seemed very ancient and very fierce, and I began to read the history of the border and northern Sonora from the time of the Portuguese monster, the Guzman,
the slave catcher in the 1500s, to the present. … I began to wonder if there was
something in the very bedrock, in the very depths of the earth beneath Tucson
that caused such treachery, such greed and cruelty. (139)

As imagined in the novel, Tucson becomes an ambiguous place steeped in violence,
corruption and racism that have shaped the city over the course of years. As the
legend on the map informs the reader, the city has been “[h]ome to an assortment
22 Silko continues: “Humans used to feel that way until the rise of the nation-state
fiction, which sought to destroy ancient liaisons between people on opposite
sides of the newly-created borderline. … Today nation states have greatly limited human migration and attempts are being made to stop human migration
altogether. But the instinct and urge to flee is stronger than the instinct to
reproduce; thus steel walls and armed borders will slow but not stop human
migration” (Coltelli1 23).
23 Lösch, “Cultural Identity,” 77.
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of speculators, confidence men, embezzlers, lawyers, judges, police and other criminals, as well as addicts and pushers, since the 1880s and the Apache Wars” (AD
15). Placed at the center of the charted world, Tucson appears as a “nest” of crime
and violence as the dotted routes (with such captions as “cocaine to finance arms,”
“organized crime family goes west,” “military arms, aircraft to private army,” or
“torture video tapes”)24 inform the reader about the major criminal stories connected directly with the city.
Moreover, it is not without reason that the Apache Wars are mentioned in the
legend of the Five Hundred Year Map. They link Tucson’s history with the emergence of the nation-states and, consequently, with the creation of the borderland
region. The Wars serve as historical evidence that violence inflicted on tribal people,
depravity, and theft were the driving forces of the emerging American nation.
Furthermore, Tucson’s colonial history, as well as its present-day criminal reverberations across the border, point to the city’s “symbiotic” connection with Mexico,
since diverse criminal activities are conducted across the borderline, with little consideration for the national territorial limits. As will be demonstrated in the further
part of the chapter, the existence of the border ensures the money-driven politics
and crime that enrich people on both sides of the “imaginary line.”
What also challenges the border politics is the Indigenous resistance, be it in the
form of Zeta and Calabazas’s smuggling of “commodities,” that is artifacts, drugs
and weapons, across the border, or in the form of the Indigenous people’s march
from the south towards Tucson (AD 132). U.S. national border politics is constantly
challenged in the novel by the activities of the “coyote” characters – Yoeme, Zeta,
Lecha, Calabazas – who continuously resist the political system that the border represents. As Calabazas claims:
We don’t believe in boundaries. Borders. Nothing like that. We are here thousands of years before the first whites. We are here before maps or quit claims. We
know where we belong on this earth we have always moved freely. North-south.
East-west. We pay no attention to what isn’t real. Imaginary lines. Imaginary minutes and hours. Written law. We recognize none of that. (AD 216)

24 Silko, Almanac of the Dead, 14-15.
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Furthermore the history of border-trespassing stresses the ambiguous character of
Tucson; the city appears to be both American and Mexican/Indian because of its
connection to crime committed across the borderlands, and because it is perceived
as part of the homeland by the Indigenous people marching northwards. Having
lived on Lecha and Zeta’s ranch in Tucson, Sterling comes to realize the ambiguous character of the place; he claims: “Tucson was too close to Mexico. Tucson was
Mexico, only no one in the United States had realized it yet” (AD 759).
However, to fully understand Silko’s rendering of Tucson, it is necessary to refer
to the writer’s first novel, Ceremony, in which she imagines European culture to be
a product of ancient Indian witchcraft. During a healing ceremony, conducted to
help Tayo recover his well-being, Betonie tells the boy a story of how Indian witchery created “white skin people” who “fear the world./ They destroy what they fear./
They fear themselves/. … They will take this world from ocean to ocean/ they will
turn on each other/ they will destroy each other” (Ceremony 135-136).25 Thus the
spiritual energy of the story about Indian witchcraft, told to Tayo as part of a healing
ceremony, prepares the ground for the powerful prophecy of the end of all things
European – a theme fully explored in Almanac of the Dead.
Moreover, in Ceremony, Betonie warns Tayo that witchcraft makes many people
believe that it is the white man who is responsible for all evil around the world. White
people, Betonie claims, “are only tools that the witchery manipulates … we can deal
with white people, with their machines and their beliefs. We can because we invented
white people” (132). In Almanac Silko continues the story in a much more “exploded”
version (Coltelli 131); the novel’s plot centers on the mechanisms of evil caused by
the Destroyers, imagined by Silko as a secret Gunadeeyah clan, whose members have
spread all over the world. The writer claims that “their worship of suffering and
destruction is the cancer which afflicts all cultures to some degree” (Coltelli 130).
The reign of the Destroyers is directly connected with the history of the
European presence in the Americas. Almanac spans a period of time which, as we
learn from the novel, is regarded by the Indigenous peoples across Mexico as the
epoch of Death-Eye Dog, who “has been seated on the throne for five hundred
years. His influence has been established across the entire world” (AD 252). During
this epoch, also identified by many tribes as the Reign of Fire-Eye Macaw, “human
25 The story is also incorporated in Silko’s eclectic work Storyteller (1981), 132-137.
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beings, especially alien invaders would become obsessed with hungers and impulses
commonly seen in wild dogs” (AD 251). According to the stories, the epoch is male
and characterized by cruelty and spiritual weakness.
By interpreting the last five hundred years, that is the period of the EuroAmerican presence in the Americas, as a result of Indian witchcraft, Silko decenters
the Western narrative of progress and civilization, presenting it as an episode in the
history of an “uninterrupted destruction” that dates back to the rule of the ancient
Gunadeeyahs and continues in the present (Huhndorf 170). Tacho explains in the
novel to Menardo that the reason for modern people’s violent behavior is the ancient
spirits’ hunger for blood and power as they were “attracted to and excited by death
and the sight of blood and suffering” (AD 475). By linking the conquest of the
Americas with ancient witchcraft predating the arrival of Columbus in the Western
Hemisphere, and specifically with the reign of the Aztec Emperor Montezuma,
Almanac presents the European invaders as “human sacrificers,” who formed “part
of the worldwide network of Destroyers who fed off energy released by destruction”
(AD 336). Tacho claims in his stories that the old time Indians believed the ancient
sorcerers across Mexico misused human blood which fact, in the end, forced many
tribes to flee northwards in order to escape sacrificial death. According to the stories:
The people who went away had fled north, and behind them dynasties of sorcerersacrificers had gradually taken over the towns and cities of the South. In fact,
it had been these sorcerer-sacrificers who had “called down” the alien invaders, sorcerer-cannibals from Europe, magically sent to hurry the destruction and
slaughter already begun by the Destroyers’ secret clan. (AD 475)

Thus, by focusing on the last five hundred years, Almanac of the Dead presents the
history of Euro-American domination in the Americas as the violent, blood-driven
reign of the Gunadeeyahs whose destructive power is part of the ancient sorcery
now beginning to come to an end in the Americas.
The Reign

of

Death-Eye Dog

and

the

Emergence

of

Tucson

The vision of a world out of balance is introduced in Almanac by a symbolic scene
that opens the very first book of the novel, titled “Tucson.” The location of the
scene is the kitchen of Lecha and Zeta’s house on the outskirts of Tucson. The place
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becomes a site of “bloody rituals,”26 represented by the image of Lecha’s bloodstained arms swollen after the Demerol injections, and by violence, manifested by
the “[p]istols, shotguns, and cartridges scattered on the kitchen counters” (AD
19-20). Tucson emerges as a central site in the novel’s plot and a “nest” of crime and
brutality, inexorably connected with the rule of the Destroyers.
Hounded out of Laguna Reservation, Sterling becomes a key character in
Silko’s exploration of the criminality and corruption embedded in Tucson’s history.
Upon his arrival in the city, Sterling immediately becomes involved in criminal
activities, hired by Ferro as a gardener at the ranch – the “headquarters” of the
drug and gun smuggling business. The story of Sterling’s forced entanglement
with crime reveals a direct link between Tucson’s notorious past and its present.
Exploring the city with Seese, Sterling notices how the violence and corruption
that began with the emergence of the American “cowboy frontier” have never
abated. The Tucson he knows is no less violent than the Tucson that was home to
the legendary outlaw John Dillinger. Passing through the “historic districts” of
the city’s downtown, Sterling evokes the events that took place in the city during
the Apache Wars in the 19th century. In so doing, he recreates Tucson’s history,
“reading” the city as a palimpsest, where the past, manifested through the historical buildings and re-lived through Sterling’s stories told to Seese, merges with the
present (AD 79).
Sterling’s fascination with Tucson’s criminal history, especially with
Geronimo’s story, is used by Silko to counter-narrate the American history of
the West. She does this by focusing on the history as it is seen and told by the
Indigenous people. Sterling’s stories about Tucson’s role in the Apache Wars
(which he reads about in his favorite magazines, Police Gazette and True Detective),
tell of how the American government prosecuted “the Indian wars,” by buying
horses and food for the U.S. troops stationed in southern Arizona and southern
New Mexico (AD 80). These stories link the history of 19th century Tucson with
the workings of the ancient Destroyers since, Silko explains, greed – manifested
26 For an incisive study of blood imagery in the novel see David L. Moore’s article
“Silko’s Blood Sacrifice: The Circulating Witness in Almanac of the Dead” Leslie
Marmon Silko. A Collection of Critical Essays, eds, Louise K. Barnett and James
L. Thorson (1999), 149-184.
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in the economics used to “terrorize and coerce” people – is also a component of
the Destroyers’ evil (Coltelli 132). Driving along Tucson’s streets lined with old
mansions, Sterling recreates the history of the wealthy Tucson families and their
implication in the Apache Wars. As he explains to Seese, over the years, Tucson
merchants, “the city fathers” who sold liquor to the Apaches and “held contracts
to supply the U.S. cavalry troops with hardtack, beans, and meat,” would deliberately fuel the conflict between the two sides in order to continue and profit from
the war (AD 230). Thus the founding of the city itself becomes a symbol of the
greed and corruption that became a driving force propelling the emerging nation:
“[t]he old Tucson mansions along Main Street were the best proof that murderers
of innocent Apache women and children had prospered. In only one generation
government embezzlers, bootleggers, pimps, and murderers had become Tucson’s
“fine old families” (AD 80). As the Yaqui Indian Calabazas sarcastically claims,
Tucson was first and foremost “whorehouses and gambling halls,” controlled by
the white settlers collaborating with Mexicans during the 19th century Apache
Wars (AD 168).
What is more, according to Silko, the racism that permeates Tucson links the
city with a much more ancient past, namely with the 16th century colonial encounter
and a violent clash of cultures, represented by the story of Yoeme and Guzman. The
sudden appearance of Yoeme, “the she-coyote,” in Zeta and Lecha’s life reconnects
the two women with the history of their mixed-blood family and the legacy of the
Yaqui Indian people that they are descended from (AD 114). The story of Yoeme’s
marriage to the European settler Guzman is interwoven with the history of Indian
people’s fight for the land, violently taken over by the newcomers. The story of the
cottonwood trees, transported to Cuílica, Mexico, by the slaves, stresses the colonial
experience shared by the tribal people in Africa and the Americas. The trees, transported from the south by the slaves, many of whom died of exhaustion and thirst,
were later used by the European settlers to hang Indians since, as Yoeme tells the
twins, “bullets cost too much” (AD 118).
Thus the family story of Yoeme and her mixed-blood granddaughters captures,
on the one hand, the legacy of the violent colonial history of the Americas and, on
the other hand, the history of the survival of Yaqui people, who were banished from
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their homeland by the Mexican government.27 Moreover, Calabazas’s stories about the
spirits of the murdered Yaquis roaming across the land, stress the fact that for Indian
people the wars continue in the present and the borderland area, inhabited by the spirits of the dead, is a site of the on-going struggle, manifesting itself on a spiritual level:
The ghosts are always traveling up and down the riverbanks searching for their
loved ones. Because the Mexican soldiers slaughtered all of them. Babies, little
children, old women. Yaquis who refused to acknowledge the Mexican government or to pay taxes on their land were rounded up and shot. The soldiers filled
the arroyos with their bodies, and families never knew who had been murdered or
who had escaped. Those ghosts can’t rest. Not even now. (AD 190)

As Calabazas reminds Root, the roaming spirits of the murdered Yaquis are reaching
Tucson, believing it to be a place still abundant with water, as it had been before the
arrival of the European settlers.28 Thus, as a destination for the wandering Indian
ghosts, the city is being spiritually reclaimed as Indian Country.
Yet, to fully understand Silko’s vision of reclaiming the land, it is necessary to
first realize how thoroughly, according to the writer, the land has been subjugated,
raped, abused and appropriated. Tucson is once again the central metaphor in this
process.
The Owl Club

and

the

Politics

of

Corruption

Greed, corruption and racism, which, according to Silko, are at the heart of Tucson’s
history, continue to be the main forces driving the city’s economy. The Tucson of
the 19th century, run by the “founding fathers,” is depicted in the novel as controlled
by their descendants, the “social elite,” represented by the male members of the
Owl Club (AD 599). The history of the Club, that is, of the fellowship of “the judiciary and law enforcement officers of southern Arizona” (AD 643), is embedded in
the history of racial politics and corruption, exercised in the borderlands under the
guise of constitutionally approved law and justice. Based on the idea of “brotherly
27 Bertha P. Dutton, American Indians of the Southwest (1983), 224-230.
28 In Papago Indian language the word “tucson” means “[p]lentiful fresh water”
(AD 190). The homeland of the Papago tribe, known also as Tohono O’odham,
is the northern Sonora and Arizona.
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camaraderie” (AD 643), the Club was formed by white male representatives of the
judiciary system sent to work in Arizona and New Mexico – the new territories created by the U.S. government after the signing of the Treaty of Guadelupe Hidalgo.
Enlarged by the membership of the police officers and the sons of Tucson’s prominent families, the Club is regarded by its members as an enclave of comradeship and
“as the most precious commodity on the treacherous frontier” (AD 644).
The founding of the club was primarily a result of racial politics steeped in the
colonial ideology of the civilized versus the savage. For the white men, forming
the Club was a way to survive “in the last corner of the United States, the desolate,
troubled Southwest territories. There was only one direction to go after Tucson; that
was down to Mexico, and they would all rather have died first” (AD 644).29 Moreover,
the Club allowed the “Tucson’s ‘gentry’” to separate themselves from Mexicans
and Indians and to continue “‘good breeding’” that would protect and strengthen
their position in the city’s “high society” (AD 645). As Judge Arne sarcastically
claims, in Tucson, the real “blue bloods,” such as himself, must tolerate “the hilarious pretensions of Tucson’s ‘aristocracy,’ spawned by the whiskey bootleggers and
whoremasters who had fattened off the five thousand U.S. troops who had chased
Geronimo and fifty Apaches for ten years” (AD 645).
Silko’s vision of the white Tucsonians’ elitism resonates with Benedict Anderson’s
concept of nationalism, described by the author as the “aristocratic or pseudo-aristocratic derivation of colonial racism” which characterized 19th century European
aristocratic circles (152-153). Anderson explains that this form of aristocratic elitism was characterized by “the typical ‘solidarity among whites,’ which linked [male]
colonial rulers from different national metropoles, whatever their internal rivalries
and conflicts” (152-153). This form of solidarity, Anderson continues, was most
often sustained through meetings in such places as hunting-lodges, spas, and ballrooms (153). Analogically, in the novel, socializing at the premises of the Owl Club,
or frequenting Max Blue’s golf course, become manifestations of the individual’s
racial, and thus social, superiority. Consequently, this “superior” status is used to
29 The portrayal of the racism-ridden city is informed by Silko’s personal experience of living in Tucson. Describing the white Tucsonians’ attitude towards
other races, Silko states: “There’s also the attitude of Tucson towards anything
from Mexico or anything brown or indigenous – they hate it” (Gonzalez 102).
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exercise power by the white representatives of law and order, delegated to provide
and protect national security.
As Adam Sol observes, linked by the idea of “fraternity,” the Club members
resemble the clan of the Destroyers, and the political, military and financial power
that they hold becomes a manifestation of the Reign of Death-Eye Dog (Sol 35).
Thus, the hundred-year jubilee that the Owl Club celebrates in Tucson is subversively presented by Silko as the celebration of one hundred years of destruction
and violence directed at the Indigenous people and their land by the Destroyers.
Calabazas’s stories point to one such brutal episode, namely to the arrival of
American settlers in the Southwest in the 19th century. The settling was enabled
and supported by the corrupted law officers who took advantage of their power,
breaking treaties with the Indian and Mexican people already living in the area. As
the old Yaqui man claims:
The whites came into these territories. Arizona. New Mexico. They came in, and
where the Spanish-speaking people had courts and elected officials, the americanos
came in and set up their own courts – all in English. They went around looking
at all the best land and where the good water was. Then they filed quiet title suits.
Only a few people bothered to find out what the papers in English were talking
about. After all, the people had land grants and deeds from the king of Spain. The
people believed the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo protected their rights. They
couldn’t conceive of any way they could lose land their people had always held …
all the land and water were lost. (AD 213)

Thus sanctioned by American courts, the successive land theft, accompanied by
violence inflicted on the people native to the area, became a major factor in the
formation of the American Southwest in the 19th century.30 Violation of the law
30 In her essay on U.S. border politics Elizabeth Archuleta claims: “Although the
Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo presumably validated and recognized the Spanish
and Mexican governments’ legal deeds and documents in order to protect the
newly formed American citizens, white settlers refused to validate foreign
symbols of ownership. Therefore, lands traditionally held in common became
‘vacant’ in Western legal thought, because Americans surmised that communal
lands were unoccupied, undeveloped, and thus, available to claim. Even large
land and cattle companies and homesteaders viewed community grants as part
of the public domain, which U.S. laws made available” (“Securing” 122-123).
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and abuse of power continue in the present in the process of militarization of the
borderlands, as well as in drug, gun, and people smuggling. Tucson’s law and police
departments’ engagement in cocaine dealing across the U.S.-Mexican border, justified as a secret strategy to protect national security (defense against communism
spreading in South America) shows how power is usurped by American officers to
gain control also beyond the border. According to the corrupted Judge Arne, battling communism requires the taking of precautionary measures: “A planeload of
cocaine bought a planeload of dynamite, ammunition, and guns for anticommunist
fighters and elite death squads in the jungles and cities of El Salvador, Guatemala
and Nicaragua. Communism was a far greater threat to the United Sates than drug
addiction was” (AD 648).
Judge Arne’s policy of “control and order,” carried out with the help of police
officers and the Border Patrol, becomes an effective method of maintaining power
over the borderland and its people by white, male, high-ranking officials (AD 648).
One way such domination and control is exercised is the racist treatment of the
young Mexican men working for the Owl Club. Officially hired to work as servants
on the Club premises, they become prostitutes – exotic toys “bought” by the wealthy
Club members to provide sexual entertainment during the Club’s Thursday meetings. A more brutal example of racial domination and violence is offered by Judge
Arne’s and the police chief’s visit to a Mexican brothel in the border town Juarez,
where “upstairs girls were served for special customers” (AD 646 emphasis added).
The brutal raping of a Mexican prostitute by the judge, who “could not remember
when he had enjoyed a visit to a whorehouse so much” (AD 647), can be interpreted
as symbolic. If seen as a desire for, or demonstration of power and control, the rape
of the woman is Silko’s metaphor for the exploitation of Mexico and its people.
Treated like a prostitute, it is subjugated and abused physically (migrant labor and
human trafficking), economically (business and banking dependent on American
economy) and politically (the Mexican government’s entanglement in the politics
controlled by the U.S. government), to fulfill the desire for domination and control
of the oppressor – white America.31
31 In several essays and interviews Silko expresses her concern about U.S. politics and the militarization of the border region due to the unstable situation
in Central and South America. In one interview with Laura Coltelli she states:
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Created by the U.S. government to designate the territorial limits of the nationstate, the border becomes a system operated on the basis of racial profiling and
money politics. In her essay “The Border Patrol State” Silko criticizes the policy
of border patrol checkpoints, set up along the highways in the southwestern states.
She claims U.S. policies have turned the borderland region into a zone of on-going
racial conflicts in which non-white U.S. citizens are treated as potential villains
and illegal trespassers on the basis of their skin color. In the essay Silko recalls
the night on which herself, an Indian friend, and two Chicano men were detained
by Border Patrol officers, while cars “whose occupants were white” were allowed
to pass through the checkpoint without the drivers or passengers presenting their
IDs. Analyzing Silko’s story, Elizabeth Archuleta states that the U.S. border policy
has become “a new form of colonialism” with border patrol checkpoints serving
as “institutions that achieve certain goals through military and political means –
retaining de facto control over a targeted nation, or … a select group of people”
(“Securing” 119). Moreover, Archuleta claims, Silko’s story stresses the ambiguous
character of the border which is operated (opened, closed/“withdrawn”), based on
the racial factor:
For the white drivers whom the border patrol waved through, the line that separates “us” from “them,” or “Americans” from “foreigners,” remained invisible and
distant; however, when Silko, her companion, and the men from California entered
the checkpoint station, the agents redrew the border. In effect, for Silko and the
others who were detained, the border is always near because their brown or ambiguous bodies represent a border they always carry with them. (“Securing” 120)32

“there’s a bunch of military generals all along this border, who full-well believe
that the economic situation in Central America and Mexico can only get worse,
that it will be destabilized, there will be basically a kind of movement to try
to shift it. Whether we can call it a revolution, I don’t want to say” (“Leslie
Marmon Silko” 150).
32 As Silko elaborates in her essay, the American Southwest is “the police state that
has developed in the southwestern United States since the 1980s. No person, no
citizen, is free to travel without the scrutiny of the Border Patrol. In the city of
South Tucson, where 80 percent of the respondents were Chicano or Mexicano,
a joint research project by the University of Wisconsin and the University of
Arizona recently concluded that one out of every five people there had been
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Judge Arne’s and the police chief’s crossing the border is a manifestation of the
political corruption criticized by Silko. The racial group both men represent, and the
power they hold, renders them above suspicion to the Border Patrol, regardless of
the purpose of their journey to Mexico. Tucson serves white officials as a “bastion
of strength” in their criminal business conducted under the cover of the federal
government’s agenda (AD 398).
The link between politics and the underworld that boosted Tucson’s development in the 19th century is stronger in the present, as most of the political decisions
concerning American security are made, in the novel, on the golf course owned by
the Italian-American mafia boss – Max Blue. These exclusive weekly meetings of
“the elite” at Max’s “headquarters” demonstrate that in Tucson politics has become
synonymous with crime. Settling down in the city, Max Blue not only cooperates
with the government and the criminal world, taking and giving orders to kill people,
but also exercises power in the city, operating its gambling industry, as well as gun
and drug smuggling business. The Mafia family’s settling down in Tucson resembles
the settling of the Southwestern region by European newcomers. As Silko writes,
Max Blue and his family “had come West to unknown territories of vast, untapped
riches” (AD 372). Setting up a family business leads to taking control over the new
territory where gambling and drug dealing are supervised by Max’s sons. Thus, like
the first settlers, the mafia family resorts to crime and brutality to take control over
the borderland which, as Sonny Blue puts it, is inhabited by nothing but “human
sewage” (AD 434). However, the most vivid portrayal of the Mafia family’s desire
for domination over the “territory” is Leah Blue’s visionary project of turning
Tucson into Venice, Arizona – the City of the Future (AD 662).
Venice, Arizona: The Cit y

of

the

Future

A real estate tycoon, Leah Blue owns all possible commercial parcels in northwest Tucson.
She has bought out the land lots in the city’s surrounding area with a plan to change
Tucson into her dream city – Venice, Arizona. In her fantasies about the “watercity,”
which according to the plan will absorb the area of Tucson and Pima Indian Country,
Leah, like a “demi-goddess,” re-charts Tucson as if she were playing a game on the
detained, mistreated verbally or nonverbally, or questioned by INS agents in the
past two years” (Yellow Woman 121).
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“gridwork of colored squares for Chinese checkers” (AD 360). Since she wants her
Venice to “live up to its name” (AD 375), her desire is to construct Mediterranean villas surrounded with canals on the land where “only cactus and scraggly greasewood
[grow] from gray volcanic gravel” (AD 378). However, Leah’s building of the dream
city is reminiscent of the fantasy of the “city upon a hill” that was an integral part of the
European colonial endeavor to bring “civilization” to the Western Hemisphere.
While her mafia husband becomes a powerful figure in the world of business
and politics, Leah realizes that the family’s position and the connections they have
with the high-ranking officials allow her to realize her fantasy. She calculates that
her Venice will rise after the anticipated civil war in Mexico which, in turn, will
lead to Arizona’s financial collapse. Out of the hoped-for destruction a new city will
emerge: “Venice, Arizona, would rise out of the dull desert gravel, its blazing purity
of white marble set between canals the color of lapis, and lakes of turquoise” (AD
662). The juxtaposition of the two images, namely, the pure whiteness of the marble,
a stone foreign to the Sonoran region, with the desert’s dullness, reverberates with the
racial ideology of the civilized/white man contrasted with the savage/dirty Indian.
Moreover, Leah’s idea of “the dull gravel” stresses her “feeling of repulsion” towards
the land she regards as a wilderness “[f]ull of poisonous snakes, sharp rocks, and
cactus” (AD 750). Therefore, in order to make the desert “civilized,” and thus ready
to be populated by the “elite,” she wants to create a replica of the Italian watercity and
transplant European culture to Arizona. As she describes the city plans to her lover
Trigg, “the sight of foundations and canals everywhere [would be] reassuring to newcomers in the desert … the water lilies and cattails, the giant cypress trees and palms,
would sooth their eyes, and people would forget they were in the desert” (AD 658).
Leah’s idea of replicating Venice and the values that the city represents in
Arizona, is Silko’s commentary on the process of colonization of the new lands by
the settlers who, J.B. Harley states, over the years managed to successfully reproduce
a European colonial society in the New World (46). Furthermore, the concept of giving the city a “new” European name points to yet another colonial practice, namely
to the process of naming the newly founded places as “‘New’ versions of (thereby)
‘old’ toponyms in their lands of origin” (Anderson 187). Benedict Anderson observes
that names such as New York, Nouvelle Orléans, and New England, given to places
in colonial times, carry the meaning of “‘successor’ to, or ‘inheritor’ of” places and
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cultures no longer “tangible” for the settlers (187). Thus, renaming Indian “Tucson”
as Italian “Venice”33 becomes an act of taking political possession of the city, or, as
Harley claims, an act of dispossession, that is, of writing Native people out of place
and history, a practice extensively documented in the history of Euro-American
settlement (178-179).34
Leah’s ignorance of the Indigenous history in the Sonoran desert as well as her
misunderstanding of the land itself is manifested in the way she charts the space of
the future city. When looking at Leah’s map of the region where Venice is to be built,
Trigg sees only “a large blank area” (AD 662). This “silence”/blank space on the
map alludes to a cartographic practice that was fundamental to the colonial expansion in the New World. The blank spaces left by the cartographers in order to mark
the “uninhabited” territories, not only contributed to the invention of the American
wilderness but also purposefully eradicated Native presence in order to promote
successive settlement. Such spaces, writes Harley, served as tools of colonial spatial
practice of power: “it is not only that they offer[ed] a promise of free and apparently
virgin land – an empty space for Europeans to partition and fill – but that the image
offered is of a landscape in which the Indian is silent” (105).
As Caren Irr aptly observes, Leah’s absurd project of the City of the Future
emerging from the desert wilderness, serves in the novel as Silko’s critique of the
Euro-American denial of the Indigenous history in the Western Hemisphere.
The denial manifests itself in the white men’s preoccupation with the history of
“fresh starts” in the New World (“The Timeliness” 237).35 According to Angelita
33 Ironically, the Indian name “Tucson” seems much more appropriate for Leah’s
future “watercity.” For an interesting analysis of Silko’s Venice as a “postmodern oasis” see Ruxandra Rădulescu’s “Unearthing the Urban: City Revolutions
in Silko’s Almanac.” Howling for Justice: New Perspectives on Leslie Marmon Silko’s
Almanac of the Dead, edited by Rebecca Tillett. (Tucson: University of Arizona
Press, 2014), 118-132.
34 An interesting example of eradicating Native place-names is the way in which
“newly discovered” territories were named by King Charles, the Prince of
Wales. Presented with a map by John Smith, the prince “names ‘Cape James’
(Cape Cod) for his father; ‘Stuart’s Bay’ (Cape Cod Bay) after the reigning family; ‘Cape Elizabeth’ for his sister; ‘Cape Anna’ after his mother; and ‘The River
Charles’ for himself” (Harley 181).
35 Analyzing the cruelties of Spanish conquest in the Western Hemisphere,
J.M.G. Le Clézio defines it as “sen o złocie, sen pożerający, bezlitosny, sięgający
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la Escapía, “In the Americas the white man never referred to the past but only to
the future” (AD 313). Thus Leah’s visionary project to “civilize” the dull wilderness
becomes yet another confirmation of the greed and desire for power that, for Silko,
are at the basis of the European expansionist ideology.
One of the most fantasized about places in the world, Venice, with its carnival and masquerades, has become a symbol of beauty, love, sensuality, and desire.
Yet, due to its history of crime and violence, it has also been depicted as a city of
ruin, madness, decay and death.36 An interesting pictorial expression of Venice’s
contradictory faces is the series of paintings by the early Italian Renaissance artist,
Giovanni Bellini. Lewis Mumford observes that Bellini’s portrayals of Venice reveal
its ambiguous nature; in the artist’s work, images of beauty and splendor coexist with
the scenes of death and violence, presenting Venice as a city of both “vanity and villainy” (“Cloister and Community” 292-293). Another example might be the historic,
artistic, and moral fall of Venice, explored in the works of Byron, Wordsworth,
Ruskin, and Mann. Sergio Perosa claims their artistic images of death in Venice
were inspired by the excessive beauty of the city and its dark carnivalesque nature.37
The theme of death and decay echoes prominently in Silko’s subversive portrayal of
Venice’s replica in the Sonoran desert. Despite its architectural splendor designed to
attract the wealthy, Leah’s dream city remains a City of Thieves – “a decadent city
of the future imagined as a badly materialist resuscitation of the European past”
(Miller, “Telling the Indian Past” 40).
Greed and corruption are fundamental to the project of Venice, Arizona. The
building of the city, preceded by Arizona and Mexico’s eagerly-awaited financial
and political collapse, can be seen as a perpetration of the Destroyers’ evil, which is
spread in the process of “tak[ing] over the towns and cities in the South” (AD 475).
Moreover, the rise of Venice means death to the Indigenous population inhabiting
the Sonoran region. The network of canals forming the extravagant watercity is to
czasami szczytów okrucieństwa; sen absolutny, jakoby chodziło nie tyle
o bogactwa i potęgę, ile o odrodzenie sie we krwi i gwałcie, o osiągnięcie mitycznego Eldorado, gdzie wszystko musi by wiecznie nowe” (“Sen Zdobywcy” 6).
36 For an incisive study of various portrayals of Venice in literature and art see
Tony Tanner, Venice Desired (1992).
37 Sergio Perosa, “Literary Deaths in Venice,” Venetian Views, Venetian Blinds: English
Fantasies of Venice, eds, Manfred Pfister and Barbara Schaff (1999), 115-128.
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be irrigated by water from wells reaching deep into underground aquifers. Thus,
deep drilling, which is to elevate Venice to the status of “the City of the Future,”
leads to the destruction of shallow wells, springs and rivers and, consequently, to
the exploitation of the land and desertification of the Sonoran natural environment. Leah and the corrupted officials (such as Judge Arne) collaborating with the
Mafia family can therefore be seen as “the alien invaders” described in Yoeme’s Old
Notebooks as members of the Destroyers’ clan (AD 475).
According to the old time stories, among the Gunadeeyahs there are also many
sorcerer-cannibals who for years have participated in the “destruction and slaughter”
in the Americas (AD 475). Tucson becomes the heart of such cannibalistic practice
when Trigg opens his lucrative business – the blood-plasma donor center – which
turns into a site of serial murders and human organ trafficking. Leah’s lover, like
Leah herself, treats Tucson and the surrounding area like a personal “chessboard”
(AD 379), buying out block by block to expand his business and to eventually create “his own conglomerate [of Blood Plasma International] in southern Arizona”
(AD 381). Blood and “bioproducts,” ordered by clients from all around the world,
come from the victims of Trigg’s business who are regarded by him as “the filth
and scum” passing across the Southwest (AD 386). Trigg writes in his diary: “I see
myself as being superior to the others … I could do the world a favor each week and
connect a few of the stinking ones up in the back room and drain them dry. They
will not be missed” (AD 386). Trigg’s diary, filled with racist comments, reveals
the history of his business, which from a blood donor center develops into a site of
human organ trafficking. Mexico becomes Trigg’s major source of human “biomaterials:” “Frozen human organs, less reliable, sold for a fraction of freshly harvested
hearts and kidneys. Of course, fetal-brain tissue and cadaver skin were not affected
by freezing … Mexican hearts were lean and strong, but Trigg had found no market
for dark cadaver skin” (AD 404).
The abject dehumanization and commodification of the human body constitutes
the driving force of Trigg’s business, whose victims are mainly the homeless and people of color. His hospital resembles the temples described in Yoeme’s Old Notebooks,
where the ancient priest-sorcerers conducted cannibalistic rituals to satisfy their desire
for power and blood (AD 593). In a hospital chair, as if on a sacrificial altar, Trigg’s
victim falls prey to sexual perversion, being “eaten alive” by the torturer: “Trigg gave
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him a blow job while his blood filled pint bags; the victim relaxed in the chair with
his eyes closed, unaware he was being murdered … [Trigg] doubted any of them
could hope for a better death. They were human debris. Human refuse” (AD 444).38
The brutally obtained “biomaterials” are sold by Blood Plasma International to
European customers, especially to “certain West German biomedical consortiums”
(AD 443). The connection Trigg establishes with Germany stresses the international scale of human organ trafficking, seen by Silko as the Destroyers’ evil driven
by human desire for power, manifested by a blood fetish. Tacho’s stories link the
history of mass murder that continues to take place in various locations around the
world with the misuse of blood by the sorcerers: “Blood was powerful, and therefore
dangerous. Some said human beings should not see or smell fresh blood too often or
they might be overtaken by frightening appetites” (AD 336).39 Thus the expansion
of Trigg’s biomaterial business to Europe, presents him (together with his lover
Leah) as modern-day Gunadeeyahs, the “sorcerer-cannibals from Europe, magically
sent to hurry the destruction [in the Americas]” (AD 475).
However, despite the fact that greed and corruption continue to shape Tucson
in Almanac of the Dead, it is more than just a City of Thieves. It is, first and foremost,
a place under the control of much more powerful forces – the spirits of the land,
whose presence manifests the power of the ancient prophecy heralding the end of
the reign of Death-Eye Dog.
R e c l ai m i n g

the

Land

It is not without reason that death and violence dominate Silko’s portrayal of
Tucson. She explains in an interview with Laura Coltelli how, while working on the
novel, she pictured Tucson as a place of trade and thus cultural contact between the
Mesoamerican tribes in the pre-Columbian era. Additionally, drawing on Native
American religious beliefs, as well as on African-American Voodoo religion, Silko
38 For an interesting study of the portrayal of cannibalism in Almanac of the Dead see
Janet St. Clair’s “Cannibal Queers: The problematic of metaphor in Almanac of
the Dead,” Leslie Marmon Silko: A Collection of Critical Essays, eds. Louise K. Barnett
and James L. Thorson (1999), 207-222.
39 The appetite for blood and body is also seen in Trigg’s idea of building the sex
mall – a center of perversion officially called “Pleasure Mall” that is to be part
of Leah’s Venice, Arizona (AD 664).

© Copyright by Wydawnictwo KUL

127—

imagines Tucson as “a crossroads” – “a place of intense conflict between all the
spirits, and all the forces” (119). In Almanac of the Dead, the conflict, which inevitably leads to Tucson’s destruction, is the ongoing struggle for the land, waged by
the natural forces and the spirits of the earth against the forces of Euro-American
civilization. In her essay “Fifth World: The Return of Ma ah shra true ee, the Giant
Serpent” Silko states that many prophecies informed the Indigenous people of the
Americas that Europeans would arrive in the Western Hemisphere and take control
of the land and the people. However, writes Silko, the prophecies state that “all
things European will eventually disappear. The prophecies do not say that European
people will disappear, only their customs. The old people say that this has already
begun to happen, and that it is a spiritual process that no armies will be able to stop”
(125). Thus the pervading motif of death and decay in Almanac of the Dead does not
refer to the natural environment and the physical world as much as to “the spiritual
lives of the people who invaded here” (Coltelli 129).
Although Euro-American culture’s moral fall leads to its self-destruction,
Silko’s imaginative Tucson can survive as it has “every bit as much healing grace in
its mountains as Laguna does in the mountains there” (Coltelli 29). However, adds
Silko, Tucson has a “burdensome history, many angry spirits that reside there, and
which draw kindred spirits to the place” (129). Seen from the Indigenous perspective, Tucson is part of the spiritual realm within which the struggle for the land takes
place. On the one hand, the city’s history reveals the moral and spiritual collapse of
Euro-American culture; on the other hand, it is a site of the spiritual empowerment
and alignment of humans with the spirits of the earth. Moreover, not only is Tucson
home to the ghosts of the murdered Yaqui people, but it also becomes a destination
for thousands of Indigenous people marching from the south.
Led by the twin brothers, el Feo and Tacho, the “apocalyptic armies” are
guided by the spirit macaws who ask that the pilgrims make a peaceful journey
northwards (Krupat, “Postcolonialism” 52). As Tacho informs the masses, the
spirits will protect the people in their pilgrimage across the land if they continue
their march carrying no weapons. Eventually, the tribes of the Americas, together
with the dispossessed and the neglected, will retake the land as the ancient prophecies were coming to pass. The spirits instruct Tacho that, on their journey across
the continent, “the pilgrims would be protected by natural forces set loose, forces
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raised by the spirits. Among these forces there would be human beings, warriors to
defend the religious pilgrims. These warriors were already waiting far to the north”
(AD 712).40
The protection that the pilgrims receive becomes a symbol of the bond between
the human and the natural world. Discussing the history of human migration across
the continents, Silko points to the connection between people and the natural forces
of the earth. The writer says that moving across the land, “people are like water,
like waves. So we are natural, we are part of the natural world, we are not separate.
There is some yearning, some longing, we know that we are part of the trees, and the
earth, and the water” (Irmer 152). Analogically, moving northwards, to eventually
converge in Tucson, the Indigenous armies are like waves of water that cover successive areas of the land. Since fresh-water lakes and springs are the natural habitat of
water snakes, the water imagery, used to describe the pilgrims’ migration, becomes
crucial in the context of the unwinding prophecy.
As Silko writes in Sacred Water, in traditional Pueblo art petroglyphs of coiled
snakes signaled the presence of a natural spring or a pool of fresh water in the
vicinity of the marked place (29). The head of the snake always pointed in the
direction of water – a precious source of life in the arid southwestern landscape.
In the final scene of Almanac of the Dead, Ma shra true ee – the giant stone snake
that reappears in Laguna – is “looking south” towards the marching pilgrims. The
spirit messenger’s pointing southwards is crucial; it signals the presence of water,
that is the source of life, in the area of Tucson and Laguna since, Silko states, “The
rain will follow the Twin Brothers with the sacred macaws and the thousands of
people walking North” (Coltelli 132). Therefore the return of the snake becomes
not only evidence of the sanctity of the earth but of the protection that humans
receive from the spirits and “Mother Creator,” as they strengthen their bond with
the land (Sacred Water 24).

40 Throughout the novel Indian people, together with other people of color and
the homeless, are regarded by characters such as Serlo, Menardo, and Mr. B. as
“savage creatures of the savage desert” (AD 231), “insects” (AD 474), “bees” or
“larvae” (AD 481); paradoxically, the comparison triggered by racial prejudice
becomes a form of empowerment since, according to the traditional Indigenous
thought, humans are part of the natural world.
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Help comes also in the form of coalitions that the pilgrims create with the
“Army of the Poor and Homeless” (or “the Army of Justice”) led by Rambo-Roy and
Clinton, as well as with the leaders of the Holistic Healing Convention held in Tucson.
The convention turns into a meeting during which the agenda of Indigenous resistance is articulated, heralding profound political and cultural changes, namely the
reclaiming of the ancestral land and re-establishing of tribal values in the Americas
and beyond. Gathered in room 1212, the leaders and activists, among them Wilson
Weasel Tail, the Barefoot Hopi, the Yupik Eskimo medicine woman, and Angelita
la Escapía, call for transnational tribal coalitions against the dominant forces of
Western civilization and prepare to send a global message about the sanctity of the
earth and the need to strengthen the human bond with the land. In a rousing speech
against the exploitation of the earth, the Barefoot Hopi claims:
[land and water] could never be desecrated; blasted open and polluted by man, but
never desecrated. Man only desecrated himself in such acts; puny humans could
not affect the integrity of Earth. Earth always was and would ever be sacred.
Mother Earth might be ravaged by the Destroyers, but she still loved the people.
(AD 625)

The Barefoot Hopi’s speech about the sanctity of the earth and the image of the
Indigenous people marching northwards are reminiscent of the story of Aztlán –
a narrative central to the mythology of Mesoamerican cultures. Aztlán is believed
by the Indigenous people to be the mythic homeland to the seven Aztec tribes.
Having emerged from seven caves in a mountain, the tribes embarked on a journey
southwards after hearing a prophecy that told them to establish a new civilization.41
Rudolfo Anaya contends that the myth serves as an archetypal metaphor for the
birth of humanity and of “coming into a new age of consciousness from a prior
time” (“Aztlán” 374-375). Furthermore, the myth points to the centrality of the
earth in people’s lives, which, in turn, provides them with “a spiritual and psychological center,” strengthening the communal bonds (382).
When seen in the context of the myth of Aztlán, Tucson, a symbol of moral and
spiritual decay in Silko’s novel, is reclaimed by the Indigenous people as part of their
41 Anaya, “Aztlán,” 367-383.
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mythic homeland and a site of spiritual renewal brought by the spirits of the earth.
Therefore, what the city’s moral self-destruction stands for is the Destroyers’ reign
coming to an end in the Americas. Juxtaposing the rule of Death-Eye Dog – that
is of Euro-American domination in the Americas – with the tribal people’s belief
in the sanctity of the Earth, Silko predicts the Destroyers’ eventual yielding to the
power of the spirits of the land. Looking at the stone snake on his return to Laguna,
Sterling reflects: “Tucson had only been a bad dream … the work of the spirits and
prophecies went on regardless” (AD 762).
Heralded by the ancient prophecy, the Indigenous people’s pilgrimage towards
Tucson deserves more attention. Under Tacho and el Feo’s command, the migration resembles the mythic journey of the Twin Brothers, Hunahpu and Xbalanque
– the heroes of the Creation story opening the Maya book Popol Vuh. According
to the epic, having survived various dangerous adventures, the mythic Twins
embark on a journey of ultimate danger, traveling to the underworld Xibalba,
where they defeat the rulers of the country. Being gifted with a preternatural
knowledge and an understanding of the world of nature, the mythic heroes were
considered by the Maya people to be mediators between “the cosmic forces of
creation and everyday history” (Brotherston, Book 266). Heralding the beginning of the fourth world, they were believed to be responsible for establishing
social norms and an ethos for the future humanity – the Quiché Maya nation
(Brotherston, Book 266, 278).
Extolled in Popol Vuh, the Twins’ victory over “the Lords of Hell”42 resembles
Tacho and el Feo’s struggle against the Gunadeeyahs, many of whom are in their
“bastion of strength” – Tucson (Brotherston, Book 218). Just like the mythic Twin
Brothers, who faced various dangers in the underworld to pave the way for the
emerging humanity, Tacho and el Feo undertake a journey across the continents
which is to prepare the marching people and their allies for a change that, ultimately,
will lead to “major shifts in political and cultural empowerment” in the Americas
(Anderson, “Mobile Homes” 39). Silko claims this change will mark the beginning
of the fifth world, which, according to the writer, is “a new consciousness in the
hearts of all human beings, the idea that the earth is shared and finite, and that
42 According to the book, having defeated the rulers of Xibalba, the Twins leave
the earth becoming Sun and Moon (Tedlock 190-192).
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we are naturally connected to the earth and with one another” (Irmer 156). Thus,
for Silko, reclaiming the ancestral lands is not a literal process but “a spiritual way
of doing things, getting along with each other, with the earth and the animals”
(Arnold 171-172). This process can be seen as a continuation of the mythic Migration
story, defined by Silko as the journey of the imagination towards the awareness that,
although humans are different from all other forms of life, they nevertheless come
from the same source – the natural world (“Language, History” 505).
Interestingly, the prophetic character of Silko’s book was given much attention
a year after the publication of the novel. It was said to have predicted the three mass
marches of the Indigenous people in Chiapas, which took place in 1992, and the
1994 Mayan Zapatista uprising (also in the Chiapas area), in which the Indigenous
people stood against the Mexican government and declared their inherent rights to
the land and self-government.43 In her essay “An Expression of Profound Gratitude
to the Maya Zapatistas,”44 Silko aligns herself with the revolutionaries and stresses
the political agenda articulated in Almanac:
The intrepid Maya people of Chiapas know very well the story, the history that
they are living as they rise up against the genocidal policies of the Mexican government, tool of the greedy profiteers who violate Mother Earth and poison her
children. This is no new war; this war has a five-hundred-year history; this is the
same war of resistance that the indigenous people of the Americas have never
ceased to fight. (Yellow Woman 153)

In Yellow Woman Silko acknowledges the role of the events that happened after the
publication of Almanac. Pointing to the traditional Pueblo belief in the power of
the story’s spirit to change reality, she claims that the ancient almanac she created
in her novel purported to predict the Zapatista revolt as well as the assassination of
a presidential candidate, Luis Donaldo Colosio, in Tijuana, Mexico, on March 23,
1994 (Yellow Woman 158).
Although the events that took place in Mexico echo Silko’s story of the apocalyptic
armies, Silko stresses that the message of her novel is much more complex than merely
43 Donnelly, “Old and New Notebooks,” 245-247.
44 First published in The People’s Tribune, February 29, 1994, it was later included in
the collection of essays Yellow Woman and a Beauty of the Spirit (1996).
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heralding a military revolution in the Americas. She explains the aim of her novel: first
of all, it was to bring about a change of consciousness in her readers that is necessary to
understand the socio-political situation not only in the Americas but also worldwide.
The Indigenous peoples’ 500-year-long resistance to Western domination, Silko claims,
is a manifestation of a spiritual process which is under way across the continents. This
resistance is inevitable and cannot be controlled by humans as it manifests a change
that “rises out of the earth’s very being … This earth itself is rebelling against what’s
been done to it in the name of greed and capitalism” (Boos 144). People’s struggle, be it
in the form of revolts, peaceful marches or migratory movements, is perceived by Silko
as part of the spiritual process in which humans, seen as part of the body of the earth,
are “massed into a natural force like a hurricane or a tidal wave” (144).45
Silko’s emphasis on the restoration of the bond between humans and the earth is
crucial since, according to traditional Pueblo thought, such a bond provides people
with a sense of self and creates a sense of home. That is why Indigenous experience
and intertribal, communal relations become a focal theme of the novel. While in
Ceremony Silko’s focus was on the mixed-blood Indian identity quest and the process
of personal healing by returning to one’s homeland, in Almanac she moves beyond
the issues of individual Native American experience, exploring instead the concept
of “Indigeneity” as based on human identification with the land. Silko explains in an
interview with Thomas Irmer that the term “Indigenous” in Almanac of the Dead does
not refer only to Native Americans but embraces the whole of humanity:
my interest is in people that were connected to the land, indigenous people all
over the world including Europe. The idea is if you were born sure you have a
place in this world. So everybody is indigenous. More specifically, I mean it to apply
to populations who have been connected to a land for at least some thousands of

45 Silko claims in an interview with Florence Boos that the change that will lead
to overthrowing the present governments and their capitalist rule will be worldwide: “People will wake up and know in their hearts that it’s beginning. It’s
already happening across the United States. The change isn’t limited to Native
Americans. It can come to Anglo-Americans, Chicanos, African-Americans as
well. Every day people wake up to the inhumanity and violence this government perpetrates on its own citizens, and on citizens all over the world. That’s
why the change will not be stopped, for it will be a change of consciousness,
a change of heart” (144).
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years. You can see similarities in some of the struggles in indigenous people in
Africa, in the Americas, in Asia. (Irmer 151-152 emphasis added)

Silko’s reconceptualization of the idea of “Indigenous” is inextricably connected
with her vision of Indian Country and the process of reclaiming the land in Almanac
of the Dead. This process is understood by the author not as merely reclaiming the
Americas by Native people but as reclaiming the world/earth for the traditional,
rooted cultures struggling with capitalist, industrial civilization. Portrayed in the
novel as part of a global movement/change, the march of the “Indigenous armies” to
reclaim ancestral lands and restore tribal values may therefore be seen as a symbolic
strengthening of bonds within the tribal community – humanity. Moving across the
continents, under the spirits’ protection, the Indigenous armies remain in a physical
and spiritual communion with the earth, heralding the beginning of the fifth world.
Seeing humanity as an organic part of the cosmic body Silko reclaims the whole
Earth as home. In so doing, she stresses the fundamental human right to live and
protect one’s homeland in order to affirm the Indigenous, and thus human sense of place
not only in the Americas but worldwide. Commenting on contemporary Indigenous
people’s rights to protect their ancestral lands, cultures and communities, Simon
J. Ortiz, like Silko, stresses the importance of a global perspective in that matter:
Our struggle as Native people, as Indigenous peoples of the Americas, always
goes beyond us. It always goes beyond to other Native peoples, other Indigenous
peoples. It’s a worldwide matter because other people have been colonized. Other
people have been affected by invasion and occupation, by imperialism in general.
Our concerns are not just ours. They go beyond our local or regional attention.
… we can no longer see ourselves as isolated or exclusive communities. We are
part of a larger Hanoh (the People). We are the Hanoh, the people of this earth,
responsible for the earth. (Zuni Lucero 153-155)

Thus Almanac of the Dead is a story deeply rooted in the traditional Pueblo notion
of humanity as community in an intimate bond with the land. Silko’s apocalyptic
vision of the collapse of capitalist civilization, epitomized by the spiritual and moral
fall of Tucson, can therefore be regarded as a modern version of traditional Pueblo
teaching that people should not “disturb the natural world or her creatures because
this would disrupt and endanger everything, including us humans” (The Turquoise
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Ledge 69). Tucson becomes a space of such conflict between the destructive forces
of capitalist, technocratic civilization and the powerful spirits protecting the earth.
Silko’s message in the novel is that, in the present times, Tucson is only symbolic
of myriad other places all over a world which is “out of balance now and the forces
of destruction seem to be increasing in every place, in every community” (Coltelli
130). Therefore, calling for global political and cultural changes, the prophecy of
Silko’s novel becomes universal. Those changes, seen from a traditional Pueblo
perspective, represent the next step in humanity’s mythic story of Migration. This
“march” towards a new level of consciousness is meant to restore balance in the
world and, to use Rudolfo Anaya’s words, to “foste[r] the flowering of the human
spirit, not its exploitation” (383). In this vision, Indian Country is imagined by Silko
as “One World [of] Many Tribes” (AD 707).
Ultimately, Almanac of the Dead is a poetic tale of hope for the world of balance
that will ensure the human sense of self which, in the words of Simon J. Ortiz, means:
“to love, respect, and be responsible to ourselves and others, and to behold with passion and awe the wonders and bounty and beauty of creation and the world around
us” (Woven Stone 32).
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Reaching beyond “the Reservation of
t h e M i n d ”: S h e r m a n A l e x i e ’s V i s i o n s o f
I n d ia n C o u n t r y 1

“We live with the remnants of a mind-set fixed on
social structures built to separate, divide and conquer”
——Trinh M inh-ha, Elsewhere, within Here

“Metaphorically speaking, we all grow up on reservations, don’t we?”
——Sherman A lexie, Conversations with Sherman Alexie

“I suppose, as an Indian living in the U.S., I’m used to crossing real and imaginary
boundaries, and have, in fact, enjoyed a richer and crazier and more magical life
precisely because I have fearlessly and fearfully crossed all sorts of those barriers”
——Sherman A lexie, Conversations with Sherman Alexie

One of the most popular and, undeniably, controversial Native American artists,
Sherman Alexie has created a vast body of work that includes poems, novels, short
stories, screenplays, a memoir, and young adult books. Often viewed by the international audience as a spokesperson of the contemporary off-the reservation Indian
world, Alexie has been criticized by some Native American writers and scholars for
misrepresenting, in their view, traditional tribal worldviews and experience. Despite
the criticism, he remains an important non-conformist voice on the contemporary
Native American literary scene.
1 	 The part of Chapter IV devoted to Alexie’s work published after 2000 appeared
under the title “Transcending the Reservation Borders in Sherman Alexie’s
Work” in Roczniki Humanistyczne, LXIII (63)/2015, no. 11: Anglica. pp. 177-195.
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Alexie’s artistic career began at Washington State University where he was introduced, by his creative writing professor, Alex Kuo, to the work by Native American
poets, such as Simon J. Ortiz, Joy Harjo, Elizabeth Woody, Luci Tapahonso, Laura
Tohe, and Maurice Kenny. This experience became a form of initiation for the
aspiring artist. The poem “Elegy for the Forgotten Oldsmobile” by the Paiute poet
Adrian Louis was the catalyst for Alexie’s future career. As the author recalls:
I read one line in one poem in particular that was revolutionary and revelatory.
The line was I’m in the reservation of my mind … It was the first line I ever
read in any work, anywhere that applied to something I knew. It was a flash of
lightning, a roll of thunder, when I understood everything that I ever wanted to
be. When I read that line, I knew I wanted to be a writer.2

Encouraged by Kuo, Alexie began composing poetry and short stories which soon
brought him national and then international acclaim and recognition as “one of the
major lyric voices of our time” (Kincaid 28).
Born and brought up on the Spokane Reservation, Washington, Alexie compares it to an enclosed island isolated from the larger urban centers (Teters 54).
Since the reservation is inhabited mostly by Spokane Indians, it is, according to
the writer, “more of a mono-culture” (54). Alexie spent the first eighteen years of
his life there and, he admits, this particular fact greatly influenced the “reservation
realism”3 characteristic of his early writing. In The Business of Fancydancing (1992), Old
Shirts & New Skins (1993), Reservation Blues (1995), The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in
Heaven (1997), the writer draws heavily on his personal experience: his Indian characters live on a fictional version of the Spokane Reservation which, like Faulkner’s
Yoknapatawpha County, constitutes a microcosm of most of his poems and stories.
Through the “interior landscapes” – that is the thoughts, emotions and visions of
his Indian characters – Alexie explores the life of the reservation, which emerges
2 	 “Requisite Puffery,” <http://www.adrian-c-louis.com/readings.php>. Alexie
talks about his debt to Adrian C. Louis in his 2007 acceptance speech for winning the National Book Award for The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian.
Available online at http://www.nationalbook.org/audio_video.html#sherman
3 	 Alexie coined the term in the introduction to the 2005 expanded edition of his
first short story collection The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven (2005), xxi.
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in his fiction as an ambiguous place – home as well as confinement, simultaneously
loved and hated by the people living there (Bellante 4). Yet, as Nancy Peterson
observes, ever since Alexie left the reservation and settled down with his family in
Seattle, his stories have migrated to the city as well (“Introduction” xii).
The subsequent study will focus on the theme of transcending the reservation
borders, which constitutes a leitmotif in Alexie’s artistic oeuvre. In my analysis the
borders are understood literally, as geopolitical constructs, as well as symbolically,
as “arbitrary dividing lines that are simultaneously social, cultural and psychic”
(Brah 198). It is in the presence of these borders that individuals’ world-view and
self-perception are formed. The process of transcending the real and metaphorical reservation borders observable in Alexie’s work reflects his gradual distancing
from Indian-centric and racially charged themes. Explored extensively in his early
writing, the reservation represents Indian Country, and is portrayed as a place
which, although embraced as home by his Native American characters, entails also
geographical and mental confinement. Yet Alexie’s post-2000 work demonstrates
that he has expanded the borders of his fictional world. This change is manifested
in the author’s progressive detachment from the reservation-centered themes,
and his growing interest in the multiethnic American setting, albeit it with urban
Indian experience at the core of his narratives. Accordingly, his recent work centers
on “a mental and emotional landscape” of human relations in American society
(Nygren 151).
The reservation continues to be present in Alexie’s more recent writing, yet
the author expands its original meaning of land officially recognized as belonging
to Native people and employs it as a symbol of confinement and borders that limit
both Indian and non-Indian characters in their personal lives. The exploration of
the characters’ shared experience therefore becomes Alexie’s strategy to move in
his work beyond the borders of Indian Country, in other words, beyond the reservation- and Indian-centered issues, to eventually address the questions of social
relations and everyday experience in contemporary, multicultural American society.
The writer’s portrayal of individual characters who struggle to escape a variety of
metaphorical reservations becomes a means of highlighting the borders that continue to divide America. Employing the metaphor of the reservation, Alexie offers
his critique of modern America and challenges the racial and cultural foundations
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of American society. In his work America is imagined anew, as a community striving to overcome the borders that might hinder any form of human development; a
community founded not so much on the basis of racial or ethnic distinctions but
on individuals’ capacity to understand and accept their shared human experience.
“The

reservation

hidden

away

in

the

corner

of

the

world

”

Throughout his career Alexie has been critical of the reservation system imposed
on the Indigenous people, describing reservations as colonized areas set off “to
disappear and murder Indians” (Davis and Stevenson 189).4 The reservation border,
according to Alexie, became the colonizer’s metaphor for the racial border that was
to separate the “civilized” white man from the “primitive” Indian in the process
of the nation-state building. In the author’s early work the criticism concerning the
reservation system is especially harsh; side by side with the theme of the reservation
as a place of physical deprivation, the theme of “the reservation of the mind,”5 or,
in other words, of “internalization of colonial oppression and alienation,”6 becomes
central in Alexie’s stories. The fictional Spokane Reservation he writes about appears
as a site of ongoing genocide where, the writer claims, Indian people continue to
be “culturally, psychologically, psychically, and emotionally killed” (Blewster 73).
The reservation is overburdened with social problems that progressively weaken
the community’s physical health. Wrenching poverty, compared by the writer to the
poverty in Third World countries, unemployment, and poor educational and health
systems, lead the residents to despair, alcoholism, violence, drug addiction and family problems. After a century and a half of oppression, the reservation has become,
to use the author’s words, a “landfill [with] the debris of so many lives” (Old Shirts 3).
Alexie presents his fictional Spokane Reservation as a place created in the process of land theft and the exploitation of the Indigenous people, which began with
the arrival of Christopher Columbus – “the most successful real estate agent/ who
4 	 In an interview with Dave Weich Alexie claims, “reservations were created as
concentration camps. They were created so Indians would be shipped there and
die. I really think that’s still their purpose: to kill” (171).
5 	 Throughout the chapter I will use “the reservation of the mind” and “the reservation frame of mind” interchangeably
6 	 Jeff Berlung, “An Introduction to Sherman Alexie,” xii.
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ever lived, [and] sold acres and acres of myth” (Old Shirts 41). Isolated from the
developing urban centers, the reservation is for Alexie’s Indian characters a geographical place of confinement. Moreover, it is also a state of mind – that is, a specific
world-view shaped by the history of oppression that Indian people have suffered.
Adrian Louis’s concept of “the reservation of the mind” is reflected in Alexie’s characters’ struggle for survival in the geographically specific location but also against
all the internalized concepts and stereotypes that affect Indian people’s every-day
life and self-perception. Thus the Spokane Reservation is not only homeland but
also a symbol of physical and mental confinement that separates Indian people from
mainstream America. The speaker in the poem “Vision (2)” expresses his ambivalent feeling for both America outside the reservation borders and for his reservation
homeland:
There is so much of this country that I love, its supermarkets, and bad television, the insane demands of a dollar bill in my pocket, fireworks celebrating the
smallest occasion.
I am happy I can find a cup of hot coffee 24 hours a day.
But, America, in my country, there are no supermarkets and television is a way
of never opening the front door. The fields here are green and there are no monuments celebrating the invasion of Christopher Columbus.
Here, I imagine 1492 and 1992 are two snakes entwined, climbing up the pole
some call good medicine, while others name it progress or Manifest Destiny. (Old
Shirts 27)

Although fascinated with mainstream America, the speaker feels he does not belong
to it. Dramatizing the social marginalization of Indigenous people, Alexie presents
the reservation as a separate country, or, to use Daniel Grassian’s words, “a country within a country,” which continues to be subject to old colonial practices that
keep the reservation and the Indian in a state of abject poverty and despair (25).
Pushed to the margins of mainstream American society, the Indians living on the
reservation feel trapped by the white man’s system which renders them socially and
politically powerless.
Unemployment, poor living conditions, alcoholism, and lack of prospects for a
better future are viewed by the writer as major destructive forces that affect the reservation community. These themes dominate Alexie’s first collections of poetry and
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prose, The Business of Fancydancing, Old Shirts & New Skins, The Lone Ranger and Tonto
Fistfight in Heaven, and Reservation Blues, each book, as the author reflects, “soaked in
alcohol” (quoted in West 66).7 To be solvent on the poverty-stricken reservation,
writes Alexie, means to have enough money “to get drunk in Springdale again/ [it]
means the checks came in/money is free if you’re poor enough/most times we are”
(Old Shirts 8). The grim reality of reservation life arouses feelings of powerlessness
and humiliation among the residents, which, in turn, has a debilitating effect on
family bonds. For many of Alexie’s Indian characters the reservation experience
means running away from an alcoholic and violent parent or partner, and then coming back, in the throes of guilt, to forgive and take care of him/her. Thus, much as it
is home, the reservation also represents confinement (both physical and psychological) which most of Alexie’s Indian characters are unable to escape.
The experience of individuals’ struggles against the destructive tendencies of
their relatives and friends is so deeply ingrained in the community’s collective memory that it becomes “a genetic pain” passed down from one generation to another
(The Lone Ranger 59). Consequently, implies Alexie, the reservation offers little hope
to the younger generation who see their “alcoholic, dreamless” and humiliated
parents unable to secure their families’ future (The Lone Ranger 10). Represented
symbolically by the Christmas package, the poverty-stricken reservation offers
“an orange, a handful of peanuts, a few candies, and miles and miles of air” (The
Business 19).
Alexie’s portrayal of the reservation life in his early work points to a love-hate
relation Native people have with their home(land). In the interview with Charlene
Teters, Alexie acknowledges his own ambivalent feeling for the Spokane Reservation
which, although physically beautiful, remains in his memory a place with grave
social problems that, inevitably, debilitate the community (54). In Alexie’s stories
7 	 Alexie has been criticized by scholars such as Elizabeth Cook-Lynn, Gloria
Byrd and Louis Owens for perpetuating the negative stereotype of drunken
Indian people in his work. Alexie explains that the theme of alcohol is heavily
influenced by his personal, as well as his tribal community’s struggles with alcoholism: “As I’ve been in recovery over the years and stayed sober, you’ll see the
work gradually freeing itself of alcoholism and going much deeper, exploring
the emotional, sociological, and psychological reasons for any kind of addiction
or dysfunctions within the community” (West 66).
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poor living standards, unemployment, dwindling spiritual values, and domestic violence are only a few of the many problems that manifest the dysfunctional nature
of the reservation system, which hinders the creation of a stable environment for
the family and community. A decrepit HUD house on the reservation becomes a
symbol of the deplorable conditions in which Indian people are forced to live. For
many of Alexie’s characters it is only “four walls [that] make a home” (Old Shirts 7).
In the story “Special Delivery,” Thomas-Builds-the-Fire – a reservation storyteller
– is asked by the postmaster to go home and rest. Upon hearing the word “home”
Thomas seems confused and bewildered: “Home. Thomas searched his memory
for that word, home. Somehow, he knew it was wrong, deviating from his story
in such a way that the air reversed itself as it came into the lungs” (The Business 41).
Thus what should be the reservation home(land) becomes a four-walled prison cell
in which Native people feel physically trapped. The prison cell also symbolizes a
psychological reservation that affects the characters’ self-perception; humiliated by
the conditions they are forced to live in, they feel worthless and powerless, and
therefore unable to either change their situation on the reservation, or to leave the
prison-like home. Thomas observes that doing time in prison (to which he is sent
in one of the stories from The Lone Ranger collection) may not be so difficult, as for
many Indian prisoners it means exchanging their home reservation for “a new kind
of reservation” (103).
To bridge the gap separating the white man’s America and the reservation seems
hardly possible as, according to Alexie, these two worlds remain in the relation of
the colonizer and the colonized (Highway 27). Conscious of their exclusion from
mainstream society, Alexie’s Indian characters fear the world beyond the borders
of their Indian Country. What complicates their situation even further is the fact
that, because of their sociopolitical and cultural marginalization, many of them are
confined by psychological borders as they do not believe Indians can “make it” outside the reservation. Alexie addresses this problem in Reservation Blues, the author’s
first novel, describing a group of young Indians’ endeavors to succeed in the white
man’s world.
The novel tells the story of an Indian rock band – Coyote Springs – founded
by Spokane Indians Thomas-Builds-the-Fire, Victor Joseph, Junior Polatkin, and
Flathead Indian twin sisters, Chess and Checkers. Having gained recognition on the
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Spokane Reservation, Coyote Springs want to achieve success outside the reservation borders, hoping that it will bring them fame, respect and money. However, their
artistic career comes to an end when the band fails to meet the expectations of the
white music industry. Consequently, they have to return to the grim reality of reservation life. The band’s first journey to Seattle, where they take part in a music contest,
becomes their initiation into non-Indian/non-reservation America. Upon crossing
the city borders they become insecure, realizing that they have entered a foreign
territory since “[n]one of them had ever visited Seattle before, so the sheer number
of people frightened them. Especially the number of white people” (Reservation 133).
The reservation experience has affected their psyches to such a degree that they
feel provincial, inferior, child-like, and lost when they enter the white man’s city.
Before the contest begins, the band aimlessly roam the streets of Seattle. Attracted
by the colorful goods and lively atmosphere, they stop at the Seattle open market
and, tempted by various enticements, “they forg[e]t the time. The little curiosity
stores and restaurants pul[l] them in and refus[e] to let go (Reservation 151). While
exploring the market the band notice some homeless and drunk Indians, ignored by
the visitors wandering among the stalls. The market which Coyote Springs are so
attracted to can be read as Alexie’s metaphor for mainstream America which lures
individuals with the prospect of wealth and life in splendor, yet ignores or sentences
to homelessness and social marginalization those who lack the means or the energy
to confront its demands.
Invited to New York, Coyote Springs hope to make a career in the “big world”
but, having failed the audition, they are thrown out of the premises of Cavalry
Records and left on the streets with no money to make the trip back to the reservation. Their feeling of failure and vulnerability increases when Thomas, Chess and
Checkers realize their own insignificance to the New York crowd. Realizing that
for the passers-by they represent the stereotypical “Vanishing Indians,” Thomas
fantasizes: “If any New Yorkers had stopped to look, they would have seen three
Indians slow dancing, their hair swirling in the wind. The whole scene could have
been a postcard WISH YOU WERE HERE. It could have been on the cover of
the New York Times Magazine” (Reservation 229-230). Ignored by the crowds, Thomas
and the twin sisters become objectified as postcard figures – “pawns and semblances of inorganic materials” – absorbed by the concrete maze of the streets of
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New York (Augustine 80). Thomas’s vision in which he “touched his body and felt
the absence, like some unnamed part of him had been cut away” (Reservation 231)
becomes a projection of his fear of becoming a nobody, a figure reminiscent of
Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man, living “in the darkness into which [he] was chased”
by the white America (Ellison 13). Rejected and disillusioned, Coyote Springs return
to the reservation where they become objects of contempt after their “defeat” in the
white man’s world. As Grassian argues, the reservation Indians’ reaction to Coyote
Springs’ failure is deeply rooted in and affected by the history of oppression that
Indian people have suffered: “[t]he residents of the reservation either resent that the
group got their hopes up or they see Coyote Springs as weak and thereby easy prey
that they can use to counteract their own internalized feelings of inferiority” (96).
The invisible, psychological barrier that separates mainstream America from
the reservation/Indian Country is also discernible in Chess’s resentment of whiteIndian relationships. In her vision she observes a white woman with a mixed-blood
son and wants to save the boy from the pain he is going to suffer for not being a
full-blood Indian. At the same time she acknowledges the pain that the woman and
her son would cause to the reservation Indians:
Those quarter-blood and eighth-blood grandchildren will find out they’re Indian and torment the
rest of us real Indians. They’ll come out to the reservation, come to our powwows, in their nice
clothes and nice cars, and remind the real Indians how much we don’t have. Those quarter-bloods
and eighth-bloods will get all the Indian jobs, all the Indian chances, because they look white.
Because they’re safer. (Reservation 283)

Chess’s fear that full-blood Indians will be outnumbered and exploited by the outside world may therefore be interpreted as expressive of “the reservation frame of
mind” she is trapped in. Through Chess’s decision to choose Thomas, a full-blood
Indian, as her life partner, Alexie voiced the concern he felt at that time about
interracial marriages, viewing them as a threat to full-blood tribal communities. He
addressed this issue again in the 1996 interview with Tomson Highway, in which
he explicated the origins and the meaning of the title of his collection of short
stories, The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven (1993). As Alexie explained, “I
wrote about an interracial romance between an Indian man and a white woman. The
theme of the story is the Lone Ranger and Tonto fistfight in heaven. I think this is

© Copyright by Wydawnictwo KUL

144—

Reaching beyond “the Reservation of the Mind”: Sherman Alexie’s Visions of Indian Country

the theme between all Indian-White relationships, not only as individuals, but as
races, as colonials to colonized” (Highway 27).
Yet to read Alexie’s early reservation-centric work only as a tragic portrayal of
defeated Indians would be oversimplifying his message since, as the narrator of the
story “Imagining the Reservation” claims, “The reservation doesn’t sing anymore
but the songs still hang in the air” (The Lone Ranger 150, emphasis added). A characteristic feature of Alexie’s “reservation realism” is the use of imagination to address
the hardships of the reservation experience or, to use Philip Heldrich’s words, “to
approach the unapproachable … to speak about the unspeakable” (29). Mixed
with anger, imagination gives Alexie’s Indian characters the strength to endure
reservation life yet, most importantly, it offers them hope of survival.8 The story
“Imagining the Reservation” seems therefore to be Alexie’s answer to the question of how to struggle against “the reservation of the mind.” The story’s narrator
addresses Adrian Louis, claiming that when “the language of the enemy keeps our
dismembered tongues tied to his belt,” it is imagination that Indian people must
resort to for survival (The Lone Ranger 152). Imagination, the narrator continues,
“is the politics of dreams; imagination turns every word into a bottle rocket” (The
Lone Ranger 152). It is imagination that gives Indian characters hope and strength
to believe that “every day is Independence Day,” that there exists a story “that
puts wood in the fireplace” (152-153). By the power of imagination, implies Alexie,
Indian people are able to endure life on the reservation – a place of “power and rage,
magic and loss, joys and jealousy,” and, most of all, a place which has the capacity to
forgive failures (Reservation 96-97). Therefore, in The Business of Fancydancing, Alexie’s
Wellpinit on the Spokane Reservation – a town of “torn shacks and abandoned
cars” – remains a destination for the Indian people traveling to take part in the local
powwow, to celebrate the survival of Indian culture (The Business 21).
Although in his early work Alexie presents the reservation as Indian Country
turned into a physical and psychological “prison,” in Reservation Blues he offers hope
of liberation from this confinement. In the novel Alexie argues that Indian survival
depends upon reevaluating attitudes towards the reservation both as a physical place
and a tribal community, and an externally imposed system of norms and values
8 	 As Alexie writes in the story “Imagining the Reservation,” “Survival = Anger x
Imagination” (The Lone Ranger 150).
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that affect individuals’ world-view and self-perception. In the final scene of the
novel Thomas, Chess and Checkers leave the reservation in search of a better life
in Spokane – a city outside the reservation borders. Their departure is a symbolic
attempt to free themselves from the physical confinement of the reservation, as well
as to liberate themselves, mentally and emotionally, from the “reservation frame
of mind,” built on fear and ideas imposed on the protagonists on the one hand
by the outside world and by their own communities on the other. Upon leaving,
Alexie writes, Thomas and the twin sisters “held their breath as they drove over
the reservation border. Nothing happened. No locks clicked shut behind them. No
voice spoke, although the wind moved through the pine trees” (Reservation 305).
The shadow horses that appear running alongside Thomas’s van may be read as
a manifestation of the reservation’s continuous presence in the Indian characters’
lives, no matter where they are. Yet, perhaps more importantly, the presence of the
horses, galloping free across the reservation border, may also symbolize the survival
of Indian culture as the song that the three Indians are singing together with the
horses is a survival song. The scene of the three Indian characters moving beyond
the reservation borders becomes Alexie’s moderately hopeful message to the reader:
even though burdened with tragic moments and reservation-warped minds, “we are
alive, we’ll keep living” (Reservation 306).
Homing

in

the

City

While the hope that a better life is possible outside the reservation dominates the
final scene of Reservation Blues, it seems difficult to find in Alexie’s subsequent novel
Indian Killer (1996). This novel marks an important shift in Alexie’s fiction, from
the reservation to the urban setting. The inspiration for this most controversial
of Alexie’s books – as he revealed later – came from his own “murder fantasies”
about killing his white male college classmates (Blewster 73). Alexie explains that
the alienation and the “racial” anger he felt as he moved to Seattle, became the
catalysts for the story told in Indian Killer about the internalized racism that creates
white-Indian conflicts in urban America. Presented as a hive of racial prejudice and
violence, Seattle is at the heart of the novel. John Smith, the main protagonist, undergoes an identity crisis, being one of the “lost birds” – American Indians adopted
by non-Indian, usually white families (Grassian 105). Parallel to the narrative of
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John Smith’s ordeal Alexie tells the story about a serial killer, believed by the scared
Seattle to be an Indian, who murders and scalps white men, leaving two owl feathers
on the corpses.
The novel has come under severe criticism from Indigenous and non-Indigenous
audiences alike for its “sensationally nightmarish violence” and the uncompromising
treatment of the themes of racial conflicts, despair, and death (Owens, Mixedblood
77). Alexie initially defended the book, stating that his intention was to portray the
ruthless exploitation and dehumanization of Indian people in modern America. He
argued in a 1996 interview with Tomson Highway: “it’s a novel about, not just physical murder, but the spiritual, cultural and physical murder of Indians … It’s about
how the dominant culture is killing the First Nations people of this country to this
day, still” (29). However, over the years, Alexie’s view of Indian Killer has changed
dramatically. In a 2007 interview, he condemned the book for its fundamentalist perspective on racially charged questions, as well as for its “excessive violence”
and anger (Weich 174). Troubling and controversial as it is, the novel nevertheless
deserves some attention in the context of Alexie’s literary project of reconstructing
Indian Country.
Through the portrayal of the identity crisis experienced by the suicidal John
Smith, the novel seems to deny the message of hope and survival that is articulated
in the final scene of Reservation Blues. Much as he is physically and mentally trapped
in the city, John is also confined to “the reservation of the mind,” epitomized by an
imaginary reservation homeland and tribal community which he continuously fantasizes about. Racially segregated, the Seattle of the 1970s becomes a scene of flagrant
violence encouraged by Truck Schultz and his racist radio talk-show reporting the
Indian Killer’s murders. Yet, despite the racial and social borders that tear Seattle
apart, Alexie portrays the city as home to a multitribal urban Indian community,
gradually growing in numbers in America. Finally, in his provocative employment
of the idea of the Ghost Dance movement, Alexie envisions the Indian people’s
process of reclaiming urban America as Indian Country.
As the Cherokee poet Carroll Arnett states, “Indians do not live in the cities,
they only reside there” (Night Perimeter 22). The quotation adequately describes the
situation of many Seattle Indian characters drawn by Alexie in Indian Killer. John’s
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story is symbolic of the stories of Indian children adopted by white families9 and of
the experience of Indian people’s displacement from the reservation homelands to
urban centers, triggered by the Termination and the Relocation Acts, implemented
in the 1950s by the federal government. 10
Brought up in a wealthy and predominantly white Seattle suburbia, John Smith
is viewed by it as an Indian “trophy” successfully integrated into the white community (Indian Killer 19).11 But deep down, John struggles fruitlessly to fully adjust to
the white environment; he tries to “swallow his anger” yet, aware of his otherness
and upset by a sense of his “racial inferiority,” he gradually becomes estranged from
his well-meaning white parents (IK 19). They are not only blind to John’s inability
to feel a part of their society; they also fail in their attempts to make John aware of
his tribal background. Their incompetence stems from their ignorance of Indian
experience: all they know and teach to young John are stereotypes and popular
representations of Indians in books and movies. Eventually John leaves Daniel and
Olivia to attempt to restore his tribal bonds by frequenting “Indian places” scattered in the city. His confusion grows as he realizes that he cannot identify with the
Native people he meets in the city; the discovery deepens his sense of isolation and
the feeling of “cultural schizophrenia.” John’s alienation is reflected in his feeling
of being lost in Seattle which he perceives as a labyrinth of unknown streets and
cul-de-sacs that make him feel trapped and helpless.
Much as he tries to persuade himself that he is safe in Seattle, John is overwhelmed with fear as he wanders the maze of the streets. Adrift in the city, he feels
rootless, feeling at home neither at his parents’ house nor at the apartment he rents.
By blurring the boundary between the real and the imagined (the latter represented
9 	 For a comprehensive study of the adoption of Indian children see Bruce Davis,
Implementing the Indian Child Welfare Act (1999). According to Davis, adoptions
of Indian children reached a high point in the 1950s and 1960s; they began to
decline in the 1970s and were severely restricted after the implementation of the
Indian Child Welfare Act of 1978.
10 In their article “Retribalization in Urban Indian Communities,” Terry Strauss
and Debra Valentino observe that Alexie’s novel can be included in the canon
of texts which can be read as “social work manual[s], overwhelmingly detailing
social, medical, and sociological problems” of urban Indian communities in the
1970s and 1980s (89).
11 Subsequent quotations from the book will be marked IK.
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by John’s schizophrenic visions of being trapped in and controlled by the city), Alexie
shows how Seattle is not only a site of physical confinement for the character, but
also becomes a state of his mind. He finds refuge only in his fantasies of himself as
a member of a romanticized Indian family living in a reservation homeland, where
he leads “a good life, not like all the white people believe reservation life to be” (IK
43). Yet, since he has no reservation to return to, he remains a homeless “captive,”12
in the real as well as the imaginary Seattle.
Presenting John’s white foster parents, Daniel and Olivia, who travel from the
suburbs to downtown Seattle looking for their son, Alexie uses the city’s topography
to portray its social and racial segregation:
Daniel hated the two bridges, 520 to north and I-90 to the south, that connected
the eastern and western halves of the Seattle metropolitan area. Like most
American cities, Seattle was a city of distinct and divided neighborhoods, and
though it had a reputation of cultural diversity, there was actually a very small
minority population, consisting primarily of Asian and African-Americans. And
the minority populations mostly lived, by choice and by economic circumstance,
in the Central, International, and University Districts. The middle-class whites
generally lived on the twin hills of Queen Anne and Magnolia, overlooking
the rest of the city, while the rich white people mostly lived in Bellevue or on
Mercer Island, a financial and geographical enclave that sat in the waters of Lake
Washington, halfway between Bellevue and Seattle. (IK 112)

Daniel’s dislike for the bridges can be read as his fear to cross over to the non-white,
multiracial, and poorer city areas. Convinced of their own social superiority, Olivia
and Daniel feel uncomfortable and insecure in the unfamiliar inner city, believing it to be crime-ridden and dangerous. When he drives downtown in search of
John, Daniel hardly ever gets out of the car to talk to the poor or homeless Native
people, maintaining a safe distance from the potentially dangerous strangers. Thus
the Smiths’ Seattle is completely different from the city beyond the bridges. The
white couple’s city is a prosperous, racially exclusive suburbia – a symbol of the
12 For an interesting analysis of Indian Killer as a captivity narrative see Meredith
James, “‘Indians Do Not Live in Cities, They Only Reside There:’ Captivity
and the urban Wilderness in Indian Killer,” Sherman Alexie: A Collection of Critical
Essays, eds. Jeff Berlung and Jan Roush (2010), 171-185.
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“American Dream” – which enjoys all the benefits of prosperity. Downtown Seattle,
by contrast, inhabited by many poor and homeless people, including Indians, is a
rundown and neglected area, avoided by rich America.
Alexie’s depiction of Indian powwows and demonstrations organized by Mary
Polatkin, a Spokane university student and a social activist, shows that Seattle is
inhabited by a variety of Indian people of various tribal affiliations and different
social status who “create their own urban tribe” in the city (IK 38). However, while
the middle-class urban Indians find it easier to live in Seattle, the poor and homeless Indians remain socially marginalized. The hardships of the poor Indians in
the city are manifested through the assaults they fall victim to in consequence of
Truck Schultz’s racist radio talk-shows. Exploiting the opposition of the savage versus the civilized, Schultz describes the Indians as “Godless heathen[s],” “Indian
savage[s],” and “psycho warrior[s]” on the one hand and, on the other, as “aggressive, domineering brat[s]” who cannot take care of themselves and, therefore, have
to be put under white (male) America’s control (IK 208-209). Schultz proclaims that,
“coddled” by the white man, the Indian, instead of becoming “a fully productive
membe[r] of [American] society,” has turned into the Indian Killer – “a monster”
– who must be captured and punished by white, law-abiding American citizens.
Paraphrasing the words attributed to General Philip Henry Sheridan, the radio talkshow host claims “the only good Indian Killer is a dead Indian Killer” (IK 209).
Drawing on the rhetoric of wild Indians versus white civilization bearers Schultz
demonizes Indigenous people, proclaiming that the only way to “save them” is by
forced assimilation, and in the case of Indian Killer, by capital punishment.13
Interestingly, there is a similarity between Schultz’s racist portrayal of Indian
people and the treatment of the poor and homeless Seattle Indians by the white
mainstream. Viewed as both savage and child-like by Schultz, the Indians are, in
his eyes, dangerous and unpredictable, and therefore should be controlled by white
Americans. The situation of the poor and homeless Indian people in Alexie’s Seattle
is the evidence of such control and power exercised over them. Downtown Seattle
13 As James Cox observes, the racial violence that is triggered by Schultz’s talkshows can be seen as a modern manifestation of the oppression which began
with the conquest of Americas and was aimed at the annihilation or forced
assimilation of “the savages” (181).
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is presented as separate from, yet surrounded and controlled by the wealthier, white
middle and upper-middle classes living in the well-off neighborhoods. This downtown area, Seattle Police Officer Randy Peone believes, is full of “the mostly crazy,
half-crazy, nearly-crazy, and soon-to-be-crazy,” who are hated by city officials since
“they [are] a threat to the public image of the urban core” (IK 362). Ignored and
avoided by the majority of the Seattle citizens, “the crazies” are, Peone claims, kept
under the control of the police responsible for “crisis counseling, transporting them
to detox, [sending] the dangerous to jail, racing the sick to the hospitals, to a safer
place” (IK 363). Mary Polatkin sees how the creation of such racial and social barriers in the city affects the lives of the poor and homeless Indian people, condemning
them to social marginalization. Like John, many of them become homeless “captives,” unable to escape the city.
Working at a homeless people’s shelter, Mary observes that Seattle, like
Ginsberg’s Moloch, “devours” the homeless Native people by making them voiceless and socially disempowered. According to Mary, the homeless and other poor
Indian people are “like an Indian tribe, nomadic and powerless, just filled with more
than any tribe’s share of crazy people and cripples. So, a homeless Indian belonged
to two tribes, and was the lowest form of life in the city” (IK 146). Treated by Seattle
officials as “the refuse of the world,” the poor and homeless Indians are trapped
within a system which, like the metaphorical reservation, makes them feel powerless
at the hands of the white society (IK 363). Therefore the city zones in which the poor
Indians live resemble the Foucauldian houses of confinement created to separate the
“normal society” (IK 209) from the mad, the immoral, the sick and thus, dangerous
and evil (Foucault, Madness 206).
The portrayal of the marginalized urban Indian community in Seattle becomes
Alexie’s critique of the destructive effects of the relocation program and the adoptions of Indian children by white families that, according to the federal government,
were to help assimilate Indian people to the American mainstream. These policies,
Meredith James implies, left many Indian people “disconnected from their tribal
lands and struggling in large cities” (173). The most extreme example of the negative effects of such forced displacement is John’s escalating sense of alienation and
entrapment in the city which leads to his cultural schizophrenia: in the end he commits suicide by jumping off a skyscraper’s top floor. Olivia and Daniel’s inability to
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understand John’s identity crisis, and his growing sense of cultural displacement,
parallel mainstream society’s ignorance of the difficult situation of many Indian
people marginalized in the city.
Although most criticism of Indian Killer focuses on the uncompromising portrayal of white-Indian relations, and on the presentation of Seattle as divided by
racial and social borders, little attention has been paid so far to the fact that Alexie’s
Seattle becomes a nest of the multi-tribal Indian communities developing in various
areas of the city. Much as Seattle represents a place of social and cultural marginalization for John and the homeless Indian characters, for several other Indians in
the novel it also stands for economic and social advancement and the prospect of a
better life. Portraying urban Indian people gathering in such places as the inner city
Occidental Park, or the university campus, Alexie depicts these sites as the germs
of the growing urban Indian diasporic community. Although the members of this
community represent different tribes and social classes, they nevertheless maintain
“family” bonds of sorts, forming “an amalgamation” (IK 38) or, to use Susan Lobo’s
definition, an “urban reservation.”
Mary Polatkin becomes an important agent in the process of building this urban
Indian community. As Patrice Hollrah observes, through her political and social
activism Marie becomes a mediator between “the communities of Native students,
homeless people, and urban Indians on the one hand and mainstream institutions
of power represented by the university, the police, and the press on the other” (163).
Her efforts to improve the situation of Indian people in the city can be seen as a
form of “communitism.” The term, coined by James Weaver, stands for active commitment to Native communities, which centers on “the healing of grief and sense of
exile felt by Native communities and the pained individuals in them” (xiii). Called
by the poor and the homeless urban Indians “the Sandwich Lady,” Marie actively
opposes the dispersion and marginalization of Indian people in the city. Her trips to
downtown Seattle to hand out sandwiches to the poor and the homeless are not only
acts of voluntary social service but also occasions for symbolic family gatherings
during which Marie
talked to her friends, consoled, reprimanded, and touched them, her hand on their
shoulders, her hand clasping their hands, fingers touching fingers, in greeting, in
conversation, in departure … She knew there were many men and women who
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waited for her to deliver those sandwiches. They waited for the food, for the
company, for proof they were not invisible. For the mentally disturbed, Marie
knew these sandwich visits might be the only dependable moment in their lives.
(IK 146)

The act of feeding therefore becomes an act of offering friendship, hope, respect,
and love to those who are rejected by the society; it is an act of restoring to them
a sense of dignity and of accepting them into one multitribal family residing in
Seattle. This is how in effect she claims the city as a place Indian people can think
of as home.
Moreover, Marie’s dispute with Dr. Clarence Mather – a wannabe-Indian university professor and self-proclaimed expert on Native American literature and
culture – over the meaning of the Ghost Dance movement becomes another means
of reclaiming Seattle as a Native place. Like Vizenor, Alexie refers to the Ghost
Dance prophecy in order to voice his critique of the notion of America as the white
man’s Promised Land, as well as to convey the message that tribal people have
survived in the Americas. Yet, while Vizenor presents the Ghost Dance movement
as “a visionary motion of sovereignty,” involving liberation of the mind and restoration of tribal values, Alexie offers a provocative vision of the Ghost Dance
movement as a violent revolution that is reenacted in present-day America (Postindian
Conversations 166).
Interpreted in the context of the Ghost Dance prophecy, the killing of white
men in Seattle and the violence tearing the city apart, may be perceived as a step
in the process of reclaiming the “regenerated earth” by Indian people (Mooney
777). Challenging Dr. Mather, Marie says, “maybe this Indian Killer is a product
of the Ghost Dance. Maybe ten Indians are Ghost dancing. Maybe a hundred. It’s
just a theory. How many Indians would have to dance to create the Indian Killer?
A thousand? Ten thousand? Maybe this is how the Ghost Dance works” (IK 313).
As Lisa Tatonetti aptly observes, Marie’s testimony, given to the police after John’s
suicide, is in fact an open declaration that the Ghost Dance movement continues.
As Marie asserts, “Indians are dancing now and I don’t think they’re going to stop”
(IK 418). What is more, Marie’s surname brings to mind the historic figure of the
Spokane Chief Polatkin. One of his daughters was married to the Yakima warrior
Qualchan, who, together with other chieftains, led Indian people in the Yakima
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War (1855-1858) against Euroamerican settlement on Indian territories. Thus, by
making Marie Polatkin a social activist who protects the poor and homeless Indians
in the city, Alexie draws attention to Indian people’s on-going resistance to Western
domination on tribal lands. As Carlotta Lott, yet another of Alexie’s Seattle Indian
protagonists, observes:
All these white people think I’m homeless. But I ain’t homeless. I’m Duwamish
Indian. You see all this land around here … All of this, the city, the water, the
mountains, it’s all Duwamish land. Has been for thousands of years, I belong
here, cousin. I’m the landlady. And all these white people, even the rich ones
living up in those penthouses, they’re the homeless ones. Those white people are
a long way from home … Long way from E-u-r-o-p-e. (IK 251-252).

Seen from the perspective of the Ghost Dance apocalyptic prophecy, the presence
of Indian people in Seattle speaks not of their displacement but of their survival and
continuous resistance.
Several interviews conducted with Alexie over the years following the publication of Indian Killer reveal the ambivalent feelings he has for the novel.14 On the one
hand, the book marks a shift in Alexie’s writing to the exploration of Indian experience beyond the reservation borders. His portrayal of the emerging urban Indian
community in Seattle and the reference to the Ghost Dance movement serve as a
way of asserting Indian rights to much more than reservation lands – in fact to all of
America, including urban America. On the other hand, Alexie’s exploration of the
themes of racial violence and the victimization of Indian people, which essentially
dominate the novel, show how, at that point in his career, Alexie was still grappling
with the “reservation frame of mind.”
However, the interviews also give us an insight into the author’s struggles to
transcend the symbolic reservation borders in his later work. These efforts are
manifested by Alexie’s gradual distancing of himself from the issues of white-Indian
14 In a 2002 interview with Duncan Campbell Alexie stated, “It was the book that
was the hardest to write, that gave me the most nightmares, that still, to this
day, troubles me the most because I can’t even get a grasp on it. It’s the only one
I re-read. I think a book that disturbs me that much is the one I probably care
the most about” (116).
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conflicts, and the victimization of Indian people. The following analysis will demonstrate that Alexie’s subsequent short story collections The Toughest Indian in the
World (2000), Ten Little Indians (2003) and War Dances (2009) cast a new light on the
portrayal of contemporary Indigenous experience. The stories of modern-day urban
Indian characters become part of a complex narrative about the interracial relations
which shape contemporary American society. Questioning the racial and cultural
borders inherent in the American nation, Alexie calls for a new vision of America
as a community created by people’s struggles to overcome the borders which hinder
human development and separate individuals as well as communities.
Towards

a

New Vision

of

America

Alexie’s two collections of short stories, The Toughest Indian in the World and Ten
Little Indians, represent a major change in his understanding and portrayal of urban
Indian experience. The change is linked with the writer’s personal, increasingly
cosmopolitan life. Central in the two collections are narratives of second and third
generation urban Indian characters, most of whom are middle and upper-middle
class American citizens who have already entered mainstream American society.
Alexie explains that his focus on urban Indian life represents his critical response
to the enduring misrepresentations of Native Americans in popular culture as well
as in several 20th century Native American canonical texts. According to Alexie,
many of these texts represent the tradition of “four directions and corn pollen” writing which continues to concentrate on the issues of reservation homelands and the
importance of Indigenous traditions (Fraser 87). Alexie argues that the exploration
of reservation-based, “nature-loving” Native cultures, favored by many Indian and
non-Indian writers and critics, also contributes to perpetuating a distorted image of
contemporary Native American experience. In an interview with Williams Cole the
writer states:
I live in a white collar Indian world now. And you don’t see any representations
of white collar Indians in any kind of media – journalism or movies or books or
magazines. It’s just simply not part of the discussion. Even Indian-created art and
media is about the same images, the elders, the spiritual visions; it’s never really
about the ordinary ways we live our lives. (107)
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His response to this gap between contemporary Indian experience and its representation in fiction has been to introduce into his urban narratives Native American
blue-collar workers, businessmen, academics, lawyers, architects, artists, and sportsmen, as well as homeless beggars. Since the publication of The Toughest Indian, they
have been among his main characters whose stories add up to a mosaic of urban
Indian life in the multicultural and urban American milieu.
The corollary process of Alexie’s liberating himself from “the reservation of the
mind” is manifested in his progressive distancing from the racially charged questions of white-Indian relations, as well as in his radical critique of the fundamentalist
concepts of tribalism and “Indian experience.” These themes become distinctive in
the two collections. Moreover, as Jessica Chapel accurately observes, it is not anger,
victimization, or despair but happiness and hopefulness that Alexie dwells on in his
recent work (96). Alexie explains that this change was dictated by his urban experience of living in Seattle but also, more importantly, and paradoxically, by the tragic
event that took place on September 11, 2001. In a 2003 interview with Timothy
Harris, Alexie assesses critically his early writing and the ways in which he explored
white-Indian relations, to subsequently elucidate the changes in his more recent work:
I’ve become less and less Indian-centric as the years have gone by. After September
11th I barely talk about it. I talk about poor people; I talk about disadvantaged
people, and that sort of covers everything I need to cover. It becomes not about
race, region, or country, but about a particular group of people sharing the same
circumstances. I talk about the universal condition of the poor, and thinking and
talking about it that way helps eliminate the negativity of tribalism. That’s been
my response: to see people by their power or lack thereof, rather than the color
of their skin. (129-130)

Accordingly, what becomes a leitmotif in Alexie’s recent stories is the exploration of
“the inner and intimate landscape[s]” of human relations in multiethnic American
society (Nygren 155). That, in turn, forms a direct challenge to the post-9/11
American politics of the war against terrorism founded, according to Alexie, on the
mistaken notions of nationalism and tribalism (Harris 129).15
15 Commenting on his early writing, Alexie states, “I was much more fundamental
then. What changed me was September 11: I am now desperately trying to let
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As regards the reservation, it does not altogether disappear in the two collections
but it is given much less attention as a physical place and, instead, becomes primarily a symbol of confinement in various stories about the Indian and non-Indian
characters’ personal lives. While in the writer’s earlier work it would be portrayed as
“a geographical space of borders and confinement” (Nygren 142, emphasis added), in
the two post-2000 collections, the reservation appears only as a metaphor for borders
(ideological, religious, or emotional) that the characters grapple with. Alexie says
that even though the reservation does not figure prominently in the two books,
“the idea of the reservation is always there … my new characters carry that idea of
borders into their love lives and into their new lives. Even if they can be successful,
the idea of borders goes beyond their ethnicity and into their personal decisions, and
they limit themselves in other ways” (Nygren 155). Therefore, in the ethnically and
culturally diverse urban America of the 21st century, Alexie’s characters struggle not
so much to escape from a physical place of confinement but to transcend the borders
of the metaphorical mental reservations that confine them.
The subsequent analysis of selected stories by Alexie will demonstrate that in
his latest work the writer challenges the notions of “authentic” Indian identity and
experience. In so doing he argues that, instead of debating “authentic” Indianness,
we need to focus on the question of, to use Joy Harjo’s words, “what it means to be
human” (123). Therefore, Alexie’s affirmation of his Indian and non-Indian characters’ shared humanity becomes a symbolic act of transcending the borders that, in
various ways, separate individuals, communities and, ultimately, nations (123). The
author claims that regardless of their racial, social, or cultural background, all his
characters struggle with the same moral and ethical prejudices – the metaphorical
reservations that constrain them.

go of the idea of being right, the idea of making decisions based on imaginary
tribes. The terrorists were flying planes into the buildings because they thought
they were right and they had special knowledge, and we continue to react. And
we will be going to war in Iraq soon because we think we have special knowledge – and we don’t. We are making these decisions not based on any moral or
ethical choice, but simply on the basis of power and money and ancient traditions that are full of shit, so I am increasingly suspicious of the world ‘tradition,’
whether in political or literary term” (Campbell 117).
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Although Alexie’s habit of acknowledging the tribal affiliation of most Indian
characters in the stories may at first be seen as his persistent preoccupation with
tribal politics, it is rather, as Joanna Durczak states, the writer’s provocative strategy
to address the issue of tribal identity which is crucial to understanding contemporary
Indian experience. The issue is how to categorize “an individual who is unmistakably
genealogically Indian and fully aware of his racial identity, yet at the same time has
had an experience from which many if not most of the elements traditionally associated with Indian livelihood are missing” (106). This particular issue is addressed in
stories such as, “The Search Engine,” “Assimilation,” “Lawyer’s League,” “Flight
Patterns,” or “One Good Man” to list just a few, in which Indian characters try to
come to terms with the fact that tribal affiliation is no longer the most important
factor in their self-identification and the relations they build. Alexie has said that,
as they grow in self-awareness, his characters realize that “being Indian is just part
of who we are” (Chapel 99, emphasis added). This particular change in Alexie’s
portrayal of contemporary, often urban, Indian experience has been affected by
Alexie’s understanding of tribalism which, the writer admits, has also changed over
the course of years. Yet what has had the greatest impact on his distancing himself
from the theme of tribal identity was, Alexie claims, September 11, 2001. As the
writer states:
For many years, I’ve said that my two strongest tribal affiliations are not racially
based. My strongest tribes are book nerds and basketball players, and those tribes
are … racially, culturally, economically, and spiritually diverse … I also belong to
a hundred other tribes, based on the things I love to read, watch, do. Ever since
9/11, I have worked hard to be very public about my multi-tribal identity. I think
fundamentalism is the mistaken belief that one belongs to only one tribe, I’m the
opposite of that. (Davis and Stevenson 190)

This change in Alexie’s attitude to tribalism as well as nationalism can be read as
another symbolic step in the process of liberating himself from “the reservation
frame of mind.” In so doing, Alexie denounces not only the tribal borders but also
the racial borders which continue to cut across American society. Challenging the
notions of tribalism and nationalism, Alexie offers a new vision of American society
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in which kinship relations become more meaningful than the ideas of racial background.
This particular vision is explored in “Flight Patterns” – a story from Ten Little
Indians. William Loman – a Spokane Indian – is an affluent Seattle businessman
who, together with his family, represents “Native American gentry … the very first
Indian family to ever move into a neighborhood and bring up property values” (Ten
111). Members of the upper middle class, the Lomans, like many other characters
in Alexie’s stories, are fully aware that their social position allows them to reap all
the benefits of mainstream America. Alexie’s portrayal of the Indian family living in a white dominated urban district implies that the privacy, individuality, and
the economic profits the city offers have become crucial in the Lomans’ and other
Indian characters’ lives; that is why many of them have loosened their ties with the
reservation communities.
While it is not clearly stated whether the Lomans are in touch with any tribal
community either on the reservation or in the city, William does realize that, though
full blood Spokane Indians, his family are American citizens who, due to their
economic success, have become members of a privileged social class. For William,
the community he feels he belongs to is one of businessmen working together and
traveling around the world. When he reflects on his life, he realizes that “he [is] an
enrolled member of the Spokane Indian tribe, but he [is] also a fully recognized
member of the notebook-computer tribe and the rental-car tribe and the hotel-shuttle-bus tribe and the cell-phone-roaming-charge tribe” (Ten 109). Therefore, Alexie
stresses, what is fundamental for William’s sense of self is not only his tribal affiliation but his social position, and his individual aspirations. William assures himself
that being a member of American society, he does not “want to choose between
Ernest Hemingway and the Spokane tribal elders, between Mia Hamm and Crazy
Horse, between The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter and Chief Dan George. [He] want[s] all
of it” (Ten 102).
Considering Alexie’s personal urban experience, we can interpret the character of
William Loman as representing the writer himself, who for years has struggled with
the popular view that excluded Native people from mainstream American society.
This destructive stereotype, writes Alexie, once trapped him in a metaphorical reservation and for years hindered his own self-understanding and personal growth. This
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confinement also affected his earlier work, dominated as it was by the theme of whiteIndian conflicts. Yet, having matured, the writer contends, “I have these two amazing
cultures to choose from – this sort of world culture/American culture and then my
own tribal background. They’re both filled with magic, and I’m angry at the people
who taught me that I had to choose between them” (Allan 165, emphasis added).
Thus, what becomes most important for Alexie’s characters in his recent fiction
is the ability to build relations across racial and cultural borders. In other words,
in the ethnically diverse America, it is the understanding of the shared human
experience that helps the characters to develop their own sense of self. In “Flight
Patterns” an encounter with Fekadu – an Ethiopian taxi driver –forces William to
reevaluate his own life. Their conversation in the taxi starts as a series of questions
about their ethnic backgrounds, and about how racial prejudice has again flared up
after September 11. Yet the casual talk soon turns into an intimate conversation
about Fekadu’s dramatic escape from Ethiopia and his forced and painful separation
from his family. Through the intimacy that slowly builds up between the two men
as Fekadu tells his story Alexie communicates that one needs to ignore racial, social
and cultural differences to truly see and understand the other as a human being. The
two men are bound together not so much by the non-white color of their skin or
the history of oppression of their people but the ability to feel compassion and the
willingness to listen to and respect each other’s personal stories. Although Fekadu’s
story may not be true, William eventually realizes that the taxi driver “might have
been accidentally describing the pain of a real and lonely man” (Ten 121).
Compassion, Alexie claims, is precisely what allows his characters to understand
the human experience that they share. In fact, compassion for suffering is what
Alexie refers to when describing his own path to becoming less Indian-centric and
less fundamentalist. Commenting on how he learned to avoid the topic of victimization in his recent work, the writer states, “I try not to measure people’s pain …
nothing in my life [as a modern-day American Indian] can measure up to the kids
in that school [in Beslan]. Nothing! Nothing! And nothing in my life can measure
up to losing somebody in the World Trade towers. Everybody’s pain is important”
(Nygren 146-147). By analogy, for Alexie, everybody’s story is important. Therefore
respect shown by listening to other people’s personal histories is what leads Alexie’s
characters to better self-understanding.
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As Jennifer Ladino aptly observes, the encounter with the Ethiopian refugee
becomes a cathartic moment in William’s life (48). This meeting not only sensitizes
William to the prejudices (racial or class) that affect human relationships, but also
forces him to reevaluate his own life. William’s phone call from the airport to assure
his wife that “I’m here” expresses his realization of how much his family means
to him; it also becomes a symbolic act of fostering the relationship he has with his
loved ones (Ten 123). The shared human experience is therefore the prism through
which Alexie perceives America as a community whose identity should, according
to the writer, be defined not so much by the color of people’s skin but by what they
share together as humans.
An interesting account of the process of transcending the mental reservation
borders in order to understand “how to be human” is presented in “The Search
Engine” – the story that opens Ten Little Indians. Corliss – the main protagonist of
the story – is a bright aspiring student at Washington State University, embarking on
a career that will allow her to enjoy an “original aboriginal life” (Ten 5). Being “a poor
kid, and a middle-class Indian,” Corliss realizes that her only chance to get a proper
academic education is by reaping the benefits of the white Indiophiles’ financial
generosity: “[i]f white folks assumed she was serene and spiritual and wise simply
because she was an Indian, and thought she was special based on those mistaken
assumptions, then Corliss saw no reason to contradict them” (Ten 11). Ambitious
and determined to pursue an academic career, she soon learns that her individualism
and academic aspirations clash with her family’s hopes for her future. Questioning
her responsibilities towards her Spokane tribe (who continue to occasionally support her education by sending her twenty-dollar bills), she feels pressured to come
back home in order to work on the reservation and support her family. While her
relatives expect her to become a lawyer to serve her tribe on the reservation, she feels
that the tribal loyalties she is asked to fulfill are a form of confinement, limiting her
personal development. As her tribal community expects her to “save her people,”
Corliss gradually realizes that “she d[oes]n’t belong with them, that she [i]s destined
for something larger, that she believe[s] she [i]s supposed to be eccentric and powerful and great and all alone in the world” (Ten 14-15).
By portraying Corliss’s confrontations with her father’s ignorance of poetry and
his sarcastic opinions about his daughter’s literary ambitions, Alexie’s challenges
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the traditional, fundamentalist tribal loyalties and the ideas of “authentic” Native
American experience. Faced with her father’s racist comments about the dangers
and the worthlessness of “the white man’s education,” Corliss begins to question the
values of her tribal upbringing. She realizes that one of the lessons she was taught
in the home was “to fear and hate white people” (Ten 14). Critical of her father’s and
uncles’ resentment for “all things white,” she perceives their attitude as a means to
justify “their individual fears and collective lack of ambition” (Ten 13). The question
of the role of tribal bonds and Corliss’s responsibilities towards the tribe should be
seen in the larger context of the clash of political ideologies and worldviews that
Alexie explores in his recent work:
It was easy to hate white vanity and white rage and white ignorance, but what
about white compassion and white genius and white poetry? Maybe it wasn’t about
whiteness or redness or any other color. Corliss wasn’t naïve. She new racism,
tribalism, and nationalism were encoded in human DNA, and we’d all save our
own child from a burning building, even if it meant a thousand strangers would
die, and we’d all kill in defense of our wives, husbands, brothers, sisters, parents,
and children. However, she also wanted to believe in human goodness and mortal
grace. (Ten 14)

Corliss’s choice to value human goodness over loyalty to her tribe resonates with
Alexie’s open rejection of the fundamentalist notions of nationalism and tribalism
which, according to the writer, reinforce the borders in the form of racial prejudice
and cultural separation. Moreover, the juxtaposition of Corliss’s passion for poetry
and literature with her father’s ideas about her responsibilities as a tribal prodigy
may be interpreted as a reflection of Alexie’s own refusal to write about and celebrate
tribal/national values, especially in the context of the post-9/11 circumstances.
A remarkable turn in Corliss’s life is a meeting with a Spokane poet Harlan
Atwater, whose book, In the Reservation of My Mind, she finds in the university library.
Embarking on “a vision quest,” Corliss leaves for Seattle to meet the Indian who,
like herself, struggled against tribal loyalties – he chose to write sonnets when “other
Indians occupied Alcatraz and Wounded Knee” (Ten 34, 12). However, her fantasy
of meeting an artistic soul-mate and a possible career mentor are shattered once
she meets “the reservation bard” (Ten 34). The manner in which Atwater describes
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his tribal and cultural roots to Corliss problematizes the issue of self-identification.
Although Atwater’s parents are Spokane Indians, he tells the young woman that
he is “not really a Spokane Indian” since he was not raised Spokane but brought up in
Seattle as an adopted son of a white couple (Ten 40, emphasis added). Atwater’s story
of his identity quest addresses explicitly the problem which Alexie himself centered
on in his earlier work, namely the obsessive interest in exploring, defining, and
protecting “authentic” Indian experience. Alexie claimed in a 2003 interview that
this interest, on the part of both many Indians and non-Indians, very often leads to
nothing but an essentialist debate over “fake and real purity” (Dellinger 122).
Alienated in the urban environment, the young Atwater turns to poetry which,
as he hopes, will help him understand and shape his Indian identity. Yet, what he in
fact does is fashion himself into a reservation Spokane Indian – a figure he believes
to be authentic and traditional while in fact it is created out of his romanticized
fantasies about Indian life on the reservation. The title of Atwater’s collection, In the
Reservation of My Mind, suggests that the self-proclaimed “traditional Indian poet” fell
victim to the illusions of what he believed to be “real” Indian experience; as Atwater
explains to Corliss, the book is in reality a collection of his fantasies about “what
it felt like to grow up on the reservation, to grow up like an Indian is supposed to
grow up” (Ten 41). The opening poem, “The Naming Ceremony,” is Atwater’s first
step in the process of making the fantasy real and creating for himself the persona
of a poetic prophet living on the Spokane Reservation. In an interview for Radical
Seattle Weekly Atwater presents himself as a traditionalist and a voice of his tribe,
whose writing is “most influenced by the natural rhythms of the world” (Ten 23). He
sees himself as a guru on a mission “to help people understand Indians” through
his work – “the most authentic Indian poems that have ever been written” (Ten 22).
Giving onstage performances for white hippie peace (and Indian) lovers,
Atwater becomes for them a prophet sharing “traditional Indian knowledge.” Yet,
soon bored with the role of “the white man’s Indian,” he next tries to bond and
share his “tribal wisdom” with other Indians, whom he joins at a local bar. When in
the morning, after a very successful night of “bonding,” he wakes up in a ditch with
no “Indian kin” around him, with his books scattered on the street, he realizes that
his poetic quest has not brought him any closer to the people he had imagined were
“his people.” As he confesses to Corliss, after that night he abandoned his identity
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quest and chose to live “an ordinary life” with his white parents who, he has realized
over the course of years, have been “the two best, the two most honorable and loyal
people” in his life (Ten 52).
Atwater’s eventual realization of the fictitiousness of his Indian identity marks
his escape from the confining reservation of his mind. Consequently it leads Atwater
to a better understanding of the value of human relations, manifested by his acceptance and appreciation of his foster parents’ love and support. Atwater’s story, in
turn, forces Corliss to rethink her own understanding of Indianness. She realizes
“[s]he knew the name of her tribe, and the name of her archaic clan, and her public Indian name, and her secret Indian name, but everything else she knew about
Indians was ambiguous and transitory” (Ten 52). The portrayal of both protagonists’
learning to accept the fact that they understand what it means to be Indian differently may therefore be interpreted as Alexie’s critical statement on Indian identity
politics. He implies that by persistently engaging in the debate over what it means
to be “real” Indian, one may lose sight of a much more important issue, namely, what
it means to be human. According to Alexie, one’s identity should be defined not
only through one’s adherence to tribal/national traditions but also through one’s
individual “moral and ethical choice[s]” (Campbell 117).
The question of “how to be human” is also explored in “One Good Man” – the
final story of The Toughest Indian collection. The narrative of a son, named Atticus,
who is taking care of his dying, diabetic father on the Spokane Reservation, it consists of a series of ruminations about the narrator’s relation with his dying parent
as well as with his own teenage son Paul. Although the ruminations are prompted
by the question “What is an Indian?” repeated provocatively sixteen times in the
story, it is, in fact, not his own or his father’s Indianness that Atticus reflects upon,
but their capacity to love, understand, and respect others. Meditating on his relation
with his dying father, Atticus confronts himself with questions such as, “What is an
Indian? Is it a son who can stand in a doorway and watch his father sleep?” (Toughest
222), “Is it a son who had always known where his father kept his clothes in neat
order?” (Toughest 230), “Is it a man with waiting experience, a man who can carry ten
cups at the same time, one looped in the hook of each finger and both thumbs?”
(Toughest 235-236). The unanswered questions seem at first absurd and confusing,
since they do not refer to the concept of Indianness as defined by blood quantum,
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tribal affiliation, adherence to tribal traditions, or reservation experience. What the
questions in fact point to is that Atticus does not want to know whether he is a “real”
Indian but whether he is a good human being.
Atticus learns the lesson of “how to be human” from his father who, throughout
his life, has shaped his son’s sense of self not by proving his own Indianness to
others, but by being a loyal family man. The argument between the young Atticus’s
father and the white wannabe-Indian teacher becomes Alexie’s polemic with the
popular concepts of Indianness, represented by the teacher’s fantasies, and juxtaposed with the Indian father’s personal experience. While for the teacher it is his
participation in the occupation of Alcatraz and Wounded Knee that gives him the
right to call himself an Indian, for the Spokane Indian father it is his being a loyal
father and husband that defines his Indian identity. Via this simple yet provocative
lesson about humanity, Alexie not only implies that one’s faithfulness to and support
for those who rely on one are as important and heroic as the occupation of Alcatraz
or Wounded Knee, but also claims that there is no way to determine the relative
value of the two characters’ Indianness. When asked by the teacher “What kind
of Indian are you?” the father replies, “I am a man who keeps promises” (Toughest
229). The fact that the father uses the word “man” instead of “Indian” implies that
for Alexie, the Indianness defined by blood quantum, tribal affiliation or residence,
instead of moral and ethical values, becomes meaningless.
Such an understanding of Indianness is also manifested in Atticus’s relations
with his son Paul, his own ex-wife, and her second husband. The narrator’s strength
to accept the fact that his son lives with his Indian mother and a white stepfather
stems from Atticus’s love and respect for the loved ones. Thus the question posed
by the narrator: “What is an Indian? Is it a man who can share his son and his wife?”
becomes again Alexie’s means of challenging the ways in which Indian identity
continues to be measured and (re)defined by Native and non-Native people alike
(Toughest 236). He again implies again is that the “Indianness” embraced in the story
means in fact the human capacity to love, manifested in the moral and ethical choices
one makes to shape one’s life. Posed for the 16th time at the end of the story, the
question “What is an Indian?” is answered again indirectly in Atticus’s statement: “I
lifted my father and carried him across every border” (Toughest 238). If treated as the
narrator’s answer, this final statement suggests that, for Alexie, the core of Indian
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experience is the goodness of heart expressing itself as the ability to show love and
sympathy to others, as in the symbolic act of the son lifting the dying father.
By referring to what he considers an essentialist debate on “authentic” Indianness,
Alexie stresses in his work that contemporary discourses about the formation and
expression of tribal and national identity can become a form of confinement as
they can marginalize in public debate one important issue, namely that of human
relations across racial and cultural borders which shape our self-understanding as
individuals and communities. A debate concerning this issue, claims Alexie, is of
great importance in multiethnic America, especially after 9/11. Through the voice of
the main protagonist of the story “Can I Get a Witness?” – a Spokane Indian woman
who survives a terrorist attack at a Seattle restaurant – Alexie provocatively asks:
Didn’t you get sick of all the news about the Trade Center? Didn’t you get exhausted
by all the stories and TV shows and sad faces and politicians and memorials and
books? It was awful and obscene, all of it, it was grief porn… . after the Trade
Center, it was all about the innocent victims, all the innocent victims, and I kept
thinking – I knew one of those guys in the towers was raping his daughter. Raping
her. Maybe he was raping his son, too… . Don’t you think there was at least one
wife and kids who are happy he died? Don’t you think there’s some daughter
walking around who whispers Osama’s name with tenderness and affection?
Don’t you think there’s a wife out there who thanks God or Allah or the devil for
Osama’s rage? (Ten 91)

Controversial as they are, the woman’s questions serve to force the reader to think
about the importance of listening to individual stories that comprise the complex
national narrative about the tragedy of September 11, and its aftermath.16 These
“unofficial” stories about 9/11, claims Trinh Minh-ha, are crucial since they expose
the boundaries cutting across the American nation and show “the extent to which
cultures are products of the continuing struggle between official and unofficial narratives – those largely circulated in favor of the State and its policies of inclusion,
16 Two other stories in which Alexie explores the issue of the tragic events of 9/11
are “Flight Patterns” and “The Senator’s Son.” Alexie’s reflections on 9/11 and
the war against terrorism can be found in various interviews conducted with the
author over the course of last years. See Nancy J. Peterson ed., Conversations with
Sherman Alexie (2009).
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incorporation and validation, as well as exclusion, appropriation and dispossession”
(Elsewhere 45).
In “Can I Get a Witness?” the dialogue between the woman survivor and the
man who takes care of her after the restaurant bombing leads to both characters’
liberation from their own metaphorical reservations. The woman decides to “walk
away” from her prison-like life as a wife and a mother, a life filled with “so much
pain and loneliness” that she would fantasize about and pray for death in a terrorist
attack (Ten 94). As for the man, the encounter and conversation with the woman
forces him to acknowledge his own responsibility for perpetuating violence and
racism – he designed a computer game that, originally, was meant to be a terroristthemed game in which the first-person shooter would kill civilians; however, after
September 11, the game would be redesigned so that one could “play a cop who
hunts terrorists in a shopping mall or a college” (Ten 87). Both versions of the game
encourage violence and hatred.
By way of such controversial “dissections” of the US national narrative of 9/11
and America’s war against terrorism, Alexie openly refuses to mourn for and indiscriminately idealize all the victims of the attacks or to condemn the terrorists who
committed the crime. According to the writer, much as the dominant narrative of
9/11 praises American democracy, human rights, and freedom, it simultaneously
reinforces racial divisions, trying to protect (white) America from “brown-skinned
m[e]n with dark hair and eyes” (Ten 108). As William Loman (who, due to his dark
skin color, is perceived by his fellow traveling salesmen as a potential terrorist) ironically observes, “If Norwegian terrorists had exploded the World Trade Center, then
blue-eyed blondes would be viewed with more suspicion” (Ten 108).17
17 In Elsewhere, within Here: Immigration, Refugeesim and the Boundary Event, Trinh
Minh-ha echoes Alexie’s criticism of the war on terrorism and its role in the
drawing and enhancing of racial borders. According to her, “[t]he war on terrorism has crystallized many of our phobias and prejudices. It gives racial profiling
a new twist, while highlighting issues of immigration, identification, nationalization, as well as cultural and gender discrimination. There is a link between the
way we define our elusive enemy abroad and the way we deal with our ‘others’ at
home, and certainly, there is a deep link between the way we identify our enemy
and the way we define ourselves. We are being called upon to believe that we can
eradicate terrorism by detaining and cross-examining outsiders in our midst.
Such an attempt to define who’s outside in a society as a heterogeneous as ours
not only widens the divide between Americans and the world, the West and the
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By problematizing the question of who is the victim of the tragedy of 9/11 and
who is the villain, the writer pursues the agenda of his recent work; instead of pointing to the characters’ racial and cultural differences, he affirms their shared human
experience of making moral and ethical choices. As one of the protagonists in Alexie’s
latest collection, War Dances, reflects, “We are tested, all of us. We are constantly and
consistently given the choice. Good or evil. Light or darkness. Love or hate” (91-92,
emphasis added). Thus, his constantly expanding world-view is a characteristic trait
in Alexie’s recent work, manifested by his reaching beyond the reservation borders
(that is the issues of Indian experience), to center on the exploration of human relations, trials, and dilemmas that shape contemporary American society (Nygren 143).
In his collection of prose and poetry – War Dances (2009) – Alexie continues
to explore the landscape of human emotions and moral struggles. Although the
themes addressed in the book range from modern-day family crises, fatherhood,
politics versus religion, and American popular culture, to the myth of American
nation-building, and the aftermath of 9/11, it is the characters’ battles with moral
and ethical dilemmas that form the heart of the collection. Alexie’s focus is on the
intricate ways in which his protagonists learn to understand the value of love, friendship, and family bonds. This again stresses the writer’s decision not to center in his
work on identity politics and racially charged themes. As the main protagonist of
the story titled “The Ballad of Paul Nonetheless” observes, “[d]espite all the talk of
diversity and division – of red and blue states, of black and white and brown people,
of rich and poor, gay and straight … Americans were shockingly similar” (War Dances
118). The characters’ moral dilemmas become threads weaving together the stories
in the collection. In “Breaking and Entering” the main protagonist ruminates over
the moral consequences of his act of self-defense in which he killed a young burglar.
“The Senator’s Son” and “The Ballad of Paul Nonetheless” explore the moral consequences of the main characters’ efforts to be loyal to their relatives and friends.
“War Dances” deals with the father-son relation and can therefore be read as a
continuation of “One Good Man,” which focuses on the complex implications of
fatherhood and family bonds. The story “Salt” concentrates on people’s struggles to
understand their lives by learning to accept and honor those who pass away.
Rest, but it also shows further conflicts among the multiply diverse fractions of
our society” (124).
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Yet dominating the stories and poems in War Dances is the celebration of love
and hope; in one story after another Alexie’s characters learn to show kindness, support and respect for their friends, lovers, family members, and strangers. Alexie has
pointed out that exploring the emotional landscape of love in his recent work can be
as political as dealing with racial issues, especially in the aftermath of 9/11 and the
racial conflicts that it triggered (Nygren 156). The writer’s focus on love and hope can
therefore be seen as another way of exploding the borders of the metaphorical reservations in which Americans continue to live. The poem “Food Chain,” which closes
this eclectic collection, is praise for love in the speaker’s life and can be read as Alexie’s
artistic manifesto and his decision to celebrate the survival of humanity in times when
racial conflicts continue to separate individuals, communities, and nations.18
In his artistic career Alexie has transcended several real and imaginary borders;
although his early writing focused primarily on the exploration of Indian experience on
the isolated, poverty-stricken reservation, the writer distanced himself from the Indiancentric themes in his later work, weaving Indian stories into a larger narrative about
contemporary multiethnic America. Accordingly, the landscape of intimate human relations built across racial and cultural borders has become the major theme explored in the
author’s recent work. The process of transcending the reservation borders may therefore
be seen as Alexie’s progressive distancing himself in his artistic oeuvre from the idea of
(reclaiming) America as Indian Country. This progressive detachment can be read, on
the one hand, as Alexie’s criticism of those contemporary Native American texts which
draw their idea of contemporary Indian Country on a nostalgic notion of the past “when
we [Indian people] were all together, and when our identity was sure, and when our lives
were better” (Nygren 145).19 On the other hand, Alexie’s focus in his recent work on
the state of contemporary America, rather than on the idea of Indian Country, should
18 This ideal is also present in Alexie’s anthology of short stories titled Blasphemy
(2012). The book comprises his previously published work as well as several new
pieces.
19 Alexie claims that, “Like any colonized people, Indians look to the precolonial
times as being better just because we weren’t colonized. There is a certain tendency there of nostalgia as a disease. Because our identity has been so fractured,
and because we’ve been subject to so much oppression and relocation – our
tribes dissipated, many destroyed – the concept of a pure Indian identity is really
strong in Indian literature (Nygren 145).
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be read as his response to the reinforcement of racial and national borders in American
society in the aftermath of 9/11. Since that tragic event, Alexie’s writing has focused
on the celebration of life through the stories of people’s struggles to overcome various
borders to eventually understand “what it means to be human” (Harjo 123).
Liberating his characters from the “reservations of their minds,” Alexie resembles
an equally provocative African-American writer and civil rights movement commentator – James Baldwin – who, when racial protest and violence was tearing American
society apart, called for unity and the reconstruction of the American nation. Baldwin
believed that such unity was possible if people accepted love, understood by the
writer as “the tough and universal sense of quest and daring and growth” (The Fire
95). Similarly, Alexie envisions America as a nation built in the process of liberating
individuals of all races, cultural backgrounds, social positions, religious beliefs, or
sexual orientations, from various forms of “reservations.” Erasing the borders that
continue to separate them, Alexie implies, will lead America to a higher level of consciousness and maturity which will manifest itself as a sense of identity defined not on
a racial basis but on individuals’ capacity to connect, communicate, and most of all, to
love. In his novels and essays Baldwin strived to change white and black Americans’
minds, trusting in a better future of his country. In the turbulent 1970s he wrote:
Everything now, we must assume, is in our hands; we have no right to assume otherwise. If we – and now I mean the relatively conscious whites and the relatively
conscious blacks, who must, like lovers, insist on, or create the consciousness of
the others – do not falter in our duty now, we may be able, handful that we are, to
end the racial nightmare, and achieve our country, and change the history of the
world. (The Fire 105)

In a similar mode, Alexie – a “citizen of the world”20 – campaigns in his books for
a world without any “reservations” that hinder human growth. His artistic endeavor
has been a process of liberating himself and his readers from “the reservations of
the mind” to eventually envision a world that will celebrate “the essential goodness
of human beings” (Ten 23).
20 Williams, Sarah, T. “Man of Many Tribes.” StarTribune 23 March 2011. <http://
www.startribune.com/entertainment/books/11435616.html?elr=KArksUUUo
DEy3LGDiO7aiU>.
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Conclusion

Native American literature has for years served as a tool to voice Native people’s
critique of the legitimacy of the American nation-state on Indigenous lands and to
contest the ways of life forced on Indigenous people by the dominant society. It has
been a medium sustaining the Indigenous worldview and documenting the cultural
and spiritual survival of Indigenous cultures in modern-day America. Therefore,
contemporary literary constructions of Indian Country serve not only the purpose
of reclaiming America as Indigenous people’s homeland but also of celebrating the
continuity and strength of the Indigenous world, manifested in the power of language, story and imagination. As Simon J. Ortiz poetically states in from Sand Creek:
This America
has been a burden
of steel and mad
death
but, look now,
there are flowers
and new grass
and a spring wind
rising
from Sand Creek. (9)

The poem refers to the massacre of Cheyenne and Arapaho Indians by the U.S. cavalry at Sand Creek, Colorado in 1864. The tragic event becomes for Ortiz a symbol
of the history of violence inflicted on Indigenous people over the years of Western
expansion in America. The fact that this atrocity committed on Indian people has
been ignored in American national narrative demonstrates, Ortiz argues, that, once
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“‘conquered,’” Indigenous people “didn’t really matter anymore. We had been made
to disappear. We were invisible. We had vanished. Therefore we had no history.
And it was almost like we deserved to have no history” ( from Sand Creek 6). Yet,
despite the conquest and the exclusion of Indigenous presence from U.S. history
and culture, Ortiz claims, “We [Indigenous people] did exist. We knew and felt
that deeply. Innately” ( from Sand Creek 6). Thus a sense of hope and survival dominates the second part of Ortiz’s poem. Although historically a site of violence and
death, Sand Creek is imagined anew. The images of “flowers,” “new grass,” and
“a spring wind” represent Indigenous survival: Sand Creek becomes a symbol of
Indian Country – a space of spiritual renewal, strength, hope, resistance, and, most
of all, a space where life is celebrated. It is therefore a metaphor for the existence
and cultural continuity of Indigenous nations. Ortiz claims that despite America’s
general belief that Indians have vanished, Black Elk’s dream “did not and will not
end” ( from Sand Creek 40).
from Sand Creek narrates a story of the survival of Indian people against the
forces of Western civilization which “claimed the earth/ and stole hearts and
tongues/ from buffalo and men” (89). Relating this story from an Indigenous perspective serves as a means of decolonizing the Indigenous mind, that is, inculcating
in it skepticism about the American national narrative of progress and civilization,
and a worldview according to which Indigenous cultures had vanished, yielding
to the power of the emerging American nation-state (6). Resisting the white man’s
ideology of the triumph of Western civilization in the New World, Ortiz envisions
Indigenous survival grounded in the power of the imagination, language and storytelling tradition. The story which ensures Indigenous continuance, claims Ortiz, is
one of hope and love, and of the celebration of life. The poem which closes the collection represents Ortiz’s counter-vision to the white man’s “dream called America”
(17). The new vision, Ortiz claims,
shall have a name
after all,
and it will not be vengeful
but wealthy with love
and compassion
and knowledge.
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And it will rise
in this heart
which is our America. (95)

In his poetic vision of America, Ortiz testifies to the continuity of the Indigenous
world. Imagined anew, Ortiz’s America is not only reclaimed as Indian Country, but
is also envisioned as home to a human community in which individuals, regardless of
their ethnic, social, or cultural background, respect their shared human experience.
Artistic envisioning of contemporary Indian Country is at the heart of the novels and short stories studied in this book. Gerald Vizenor, Leslie Marmon Silko, and
Sherman Alexie, like Ortiz, contest the power of the American nation-state which,
having conquered Indigenous lands, has marginalized not only the Native role in the
country’s national history but also Native presence in the post-conquest America.
The imaginative renderings of urban America, portrayed in the selected novels and
short stories, represent a counter-vision and a critical response to a traditional white
worldview, which holds Native people to be “relics of the past” and, consequently,
ignores their presence in modern-day American society.
In the early US national history, the American city epitomized a space of
a civilization and culture founded on the remnants of the defeated, “savage”
Indian world (McNutt 24). Accordingly, Indian people were perceived by the
dominant society as either extinct or confined to rural reservation areas and,
therefore, as “fundamentally alien to city streets” (McNutt 24). This derogatory concept of the Indian as “primitive” has for years sustained the illusion
of Native absence in urban America, a belief which continues to affect the
situation of modern-day Indigenous people. Challenging the ignorant notions
of the Indian world as “vanished,” Vizenor, Silko, and Alexie offer their own
portrayals of urban America, reclaiming it as home to Indigenous people. The
city portrayed in the three authors’ works, like Ortiz’s Sand Creek, becomes
a central spatial metaphor employed in the artistic reconstructions of Indian
Country. The authors contest the image of the city as the white man’s oasis of
progress and civilization and a space where Indian presence is denied. In their
work, urban America is imagined as a “frontier space” – a site of Indigenous
presence as well as resistance to various forms of domination and confinement. It is a site of transformation, contestation, border transgression, and, like
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Ortiz’s imagined Sand Creek, a symbol employed to celebrate the survival of the
Indigenous world.
Being at the heart of Gerald Vizenor’s imaginative world, the city emerges out
of the trickster stories of tribal survival. Weaving together Ojibwa myths, traditional
stories, dream songs/poems, and narratives of modern urban Indian experience,
Vizenor imagines the tribal world as a new “urban Turtle Island.” His narratives of
modern tribal urban experience deconstruct the white man’s erroneous notions of
the “Indian world” which, according to Vizenor, continue to be perpetuated in “the
simulations, discoveries, treaties, documents of ancestry, comparative traditions in
translations, museum remains, and the aesthetics of victimry” (Native Liberty 18).
Modeled on the Ojibwa creation story, Vizenor’s modern-day “urban Turtle Island”
is home to trickster heroes who challenge various forms of domination and confinement, restore balance between humans and the natural world and ensure the
survival of tribal visions, values and imagination. By placing the trickster characters
at the heart of his world, Vizenor celebrates mixedblood tribal existence and claims
hybridity as an empowering feature, representing balance in human existence. In
Vizenor’s stories, the “urban Turtle Island” is a name for a modern Indian Country
– a space of tribal survival in the midst of the modern, often urban world, celebrated
in “trickster consciousness” based on the creative power of language, story, and
imagination. Eventually, Vizenor’s stories add up to a counter-vision to a modern,
industrial world which, according to him, is out of balance because its connection
with the natural world has been severed. The new “urban Turtle Island” is therefore
a symbol of a world healed in the process of revitalizing tribal values, restoring the
bond between humans and the natural world, and celebrating tribal/kinship relations that manifest the strength of the human community.
Anchored in traditional Pueblo thought, Silko’s Almanac of the Dead, a story of
the fall of capitalist civilization in the Americas, makes Tucson a central metaphor
in the process of reimagining Indian Country. The city is portrayed as the symbolic
site of a struggle between the destructive forces of Western civilization and the
spirits protecting the land. It is home to trickster/coyote characters and the heart
of Indigenous resistance to various forms of domination, such as geopolitical, cultural and racial borders. Presenting the city as the destination of the Indigenous
armies marching northward from Mexico to reclaim their ancestral homeland,
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Silko challenges US territorial rights and the legitimacy of the US nation-state on
Indigenous lands. As a site of moral and spiritual decay, brought about by capitalist
civilization, her fictional Tucson, and by extension all of America, are eventually
retaken by Indigenous people, and become a site of spiritual and cultural renewal.
In her apocalyptic story Silko, in fact, expands the borders of the imaginary
Indian Country even further, since Almanac of the Dead envisions not only the victory
of Indigenous people in the Americas but predicts the resurrection of land-based
cultures. The image of the Indigenous armies marching to reclaim their ancestral
homelands communicates Silko’s message of the need for global solidarity in the
process of reestablishing a human bond with the land, essential to ensure continued
human existence. According to Silko, what is fundamental for human survival is
“a new consciousness in the hearts of all human beings, the idea that the earth is
shared and finite, and that we are naturally connected to the earth and with one
another” – in other words, an Indian, or, more generally Indigenous, consciousness
(Irmer 156). Reclaimed as Indian Country, Silko’s America is envisioned as part of
one body of the earth and a symbol of the reindigenized human community – “One
World of Many Tribes.”
In the process of reconstructing the idea of Indian Country, of transcending
the real and metaphorical reservation borders, Sherman Alexie has over the years
shifted his literary focus from the exploration of the reservation-Indian Country
in his early novels, through the portrayal of urban Indian experience in his books
of the 1990s, to eventually center on the theme of human solidarity in the post9/11 reality. In Alexie’s early writing, influenced by the writer’s personal, reservation
experience, Indian Country is identified with a poverty-stricken Indian reservation
culturally and politically separate from, yet controlled by white America. Therefore,
much as it is a home for Alexie’s reservation Indians, it also becomes a symbol of
their confinement and isolation from the American mainstream. Alexie’s decision
in the mid 1990s to settle down with his family in Seattle had a significant impact
on his writing. It initiated a gradual process of transcending reservation borders in
his fiction by shifting his thematic focus from reservation/Indian-centric issues to
exploration of human relations in urban, multicultural America. Alexie’s exploration
of urban Indian experience, which becomes the main theme of his post-2000 writing, becomes his critical response to the near-invisibility of urban Indian Country,
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both in Native American literature and in literary criticism. Exploring Native experience in modern America, Alexie’s urban narratives portray the city as a site of the
articulation of Native identity as dynamic and constantly evolving in the changing
cultural landscape of America.
In Alexie’s recent work his attitude to the idea of Indian Country changes
radically in response to the tragic events of 9/11. His short stories written in the
aftermath of the terrorist attacks express his criticism of fundamentalist notions of
tribalism and nationalism as well as his growing detachment from racially charged
issues. This shift in his work marks another step in the process of transcending the
metaphorical reservation borders that began in his earliest poetry. Alexie’s post-9/11
writing is dominated by the landscape of human relations in modern-day America.
Challenging the geopolitical, racial and cultural borders that continue to divide individuals and communities in the modern world, Alexie, like Silko, calls for the global
change necessary for the survival of humanity. Concentrating on love and hope in
his most recent work, he envisions America as a community free of all borders hindering human growth. Reimagined in his stories, America, in turn, becomes a global
community formed by individuals who constantly learn to respect and celebrate “the
value and integrity of their own human cultural existence” (Ortiz, from Sand Creek 7).
These literary renderings of Indian Country in the works of Gerald Vizenor,
Leslie Marmon Silko, and Sherman Alexie ensure and celebrate the survival of the
broadly understood Indigenous world, made possible through a vision which is, to
use Simon J. Ortiz’s words again, “wealthy with love/ and compassion/ and knowledge” ( from Sand Creek 95). By the use of language, story, and imagination, the three
authors create a counter-vision to the dominant American worldview which has
marginalized Indigenous presence in American history and denied Native people’s
active participation in the shaping of the modern American nation. These narratives
therefore become tools with which to decolonize the mind of Indigenous America;
that is, bring about Indigenous liberation by overthrowing the structures of colonial
power. What is more, these imaginative visions of Indian Country become modern
maps that continue to document the existence of the Indigenous world and assert
the survival of the Indigenous mind in the midst of modern, urban America. Finally,
these narratives continue the Indigenous stories of the mythic migration, which are

© Copyright by Wydawnictwo KUL

177—

symbolic narratives of people’s cultural and spiritual growth to becoming a human
community.
Presenting the modern world from a Native perspective, the texts studied in
this book contribute to the mosaic of Native voices rising from the “concrete shore”
of the contemporary US. A symbol of America reclaimed as home by Indigenous
people, the “concrete shore” becomes a site where Native presence is validated and
celebrated. Moreover, for Vizenor, Silko, and Alexie, the “concrete shore,” that is
“our America,” becomes a site where various worlds and cultures encounter and
enter into a dialogue with one another (Ortiz, from Sand Creek 95). The three authors
invite readers to engage in this dialogue in order to reflect not only on the state of
Indigenous America but on the condition of humanity in general in today’s globalized world. Yet to be ready to enter into such a dialogue about our shared humanity,
Zygmunt Bauman claims, “we need all feel secure, have our dignity recognized and
our ways of life respected – looked upon seriously, with the attention they deserve.
Above all, we need to feel that we are all given an equal chance in life and the equal
possibility to enjoy the fruits of our shared achievements” (“Global Solidarity” 14).
This is precisely the kind of recognition the three Native American writers try to
secure for their cultures.
Addressing the world from the “concrete shore,” Vizenor, Silko, and Alexie not
only testify to the survival of Indigenous cultures but also voice their demand that
the Indigenous vision of the world and of the self is accepted and respected. In so
doing they also call for a debate about the condition of the world and the state of
the human community in the contemporary reality. Thus these voices, rooted in the
Indigenous past and expressive of the Indigenous present, sound in unison with
the voice of that part of humanity which calls for the abolition of all borders that
separate human beings, and which believes that we are all “part of the Unity of All
Being” (Lerner, quoted in Bauman 12). Eventually, the stories by Gerald Vizenor,
Leslie Marmon Silko, and Sherman Alexie become part of humanity’s contemplation on, to use Vine Deloria’s words again, “who we are, what our society is, where
we come from, quite possibly where we are going, and what it all means” (For This
Land 251).
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