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ABSTRACT 

A Native American Aesthetic: The Attitude of 
Relationship discusses issues of identity that arise from my 
own experience and in the writing of N. Scott Homaday, James 
Welch, Leslie Silko, and Louise Erdrich. 



INTRODUCTION 

How I got from being a Fort Belknap reservation cowboy 

to a professor of English is difficult for me to understand 

fully. At the same time, I have gradually come to believe 

it is very important that I understand my own 

transformation. In retrospect I am convinced that much of 

what I have done has been an attempt to define who I am, 

necessitated by the circumstances of my background. To 

whatever extent I have been successful I am indebted to a 

combination of experience and education. Furthermore, 

either one without the other I now consider seriously 

diminished. 

7 

It is hard to express how complex the journey has been. 

N. Scott Momaday once asked a Native American Literature 

class what each individual considered his most significant 

accomplishment. My immediate response was still being alive 

at the age of 41 years, something I have come to appreciate 

after observing the rate of attrition among family and 

friends. 

For the first 40 years of my life I didn't think much 

about what had happenea or was happening to me. There was 

no time. The early years were characterized by an extremely 

--- ------------------... 
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strong sense of family and community tempered by the 

brutally hard work of making a living on almost non-existent 

resources, alcoholism all around, and the sense of trying to 

hang on to something important that was continually 

threatened by disaster. 

My childhood and early adulthood were truly "middle" 

years in a way I had no means of comprehending at the time. 

For a long, long time, I listened and watched, practicing a 

kind of passive over-preparation centered on language that 

caused my family to think my silences odd. And then I read 

to the point of having to be shooed out of the house at 

times. All the while I was drawn instinctively to the power 

of spoken and written language; I could see how it worked in 

storytelling, in praise and criticism; I could sense how 

intensely my folks pored over language in certain written 

documents. 

In early adolescence I began to try different roles, in 

addition to the white-Indian split I was already living, 

which eventually included teacher, bar owner, and attorney. 

At the same time, however, I instinctively pursued formal 

education, knowing somehow it was within the university 

community I would find the most understanding and ultimate 

purpose for my life. I have returned to the university 

setting for what I consider my last stop, although I suppose 

that remains to be seen. At any rate, it has been the 



combination of living, reading, and writing that has 

facilitated my search for who I am. 

9 

I was raised on the Fort Belknap Indian Reservation of 

northcentral Montana in an extended family consisting of my 

mother, Ruth "Toodles" Burtch Jeanette, grandparents, Maggie 

Shambo and smith O'Bryan, an aunt and uncle, Marguerite 

"Sis" and Elwood "Buck" Cole, and an adoptive aunt and 

uncle, John "Jiggs" and Aggie Adams, all of whom I lived 

with at one time or another. I was born at the King County 

hospital in Seattle on May 1, 1949. My mother has carefully 

explained to me more than once that she left home to birth 

me because she suffered from toxemia during her pregnancy, 

and because there was the possibility of spring roads being 

impassable at the ranch. Buried under all her explanations, 

however, exists the fact that she was not married. My 

grandmother had the resources to transport her off the 

confines of the Fort Belknap Reservation and a niece in 

Seattle with whom she could stay; although I believe it was 

practical for my mother to go to Seattle, I also believe it 

was a way to deal with my illegitimacy. 

Greg Sarris, in his essay "Battling Illegitimacy: Some 

Words Against the Darkness," has said, "Illegitimacy in any 

form cuts a wide swath. Those of us affected by it react in 

a number of ways. Our histories, if they are presented and 

examined honestly, tell the stories." Greg sarris grew up 
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illegitimate among the Porno of California and experienced 

the special forms of repression, violence, walls of 

darkness, and occasional kindnesses that go along with that. 

He now talks about the spaces, wording the darkness from a 

special vantage point. As part of this study I will attempt 

to define my experience based on the experience itself and 

not in terms of other's notions. 

Gros Ventres call an illegitimate child "catch colt." 

Although illegitimacy is not an uncommon thing among them, 

the term presses the individual to the margin of a marginal 

culture. I have had a tendency to make other parts of my 

life illegitimate as well, to deny aspects of my history and 

experience that could enrich what it means to be an American 

Indian. Words--stories, poems, histories, biographies--have 

helped make the illegitimate visible. 

Relocation was a part of government policy in the early 

fifties and there was much talk among my people of "getting 

off the reservation." Leaving the reservation was not my 

mother's choice, however, and we returned to Fort Belknap 

shortly after I was born. The story goes that she refused 

to leave the family for my father, and apparently she felt 

even more strongly about leaving them for Seattle and a job 

at Boeing Aircraft. This began my dual life in white and 

Indian worlds. My mother eventually left Fort Belknap for 

Shelby, Montana, a small town a couple of hundred miles 
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west. The two places were vastly different in many ways. 

Fort Belknap had a rich history; Shelby was an oil boom 

town. She took me with her, but with the encouragement of 

my grandmother and aunt, and out of my love for the ranch, I 

returned there, living with my mother only when I had to 

attend school. By the age of twelve I was adept at getting 

myself back and forth by bus, train, mail truck, relatives 

and acquaintances. 

The women of my family are Gros Ventres, Falls people, 

Atsina, White Clay people, The People of Many Names, of the 

otter Robe family, Black Lodge Clan. My great-grandmother 

otter Robe would have been among the first generation of 

Gros Ventres to live on the high plains after they were 

driven from Lake Winnipeg by the Crees, who had obtained 

guns through fur trade with the French. 

My great-grandfather, Louis Chambeaux, was a New 

Orleans cajun whose family migrated up the Mississippi to 

st. Paul when he was a child. For his twelfth birthday his 

father gave him a pony, whereupon he promptly ran away to 

Dakota territory, where he lived with the Turtle Mountain 

sioux until early adulthood. After working as a cowboy 

throughout the western united states he settled at Beaver 

Creek, near present day Havre, Montana, where he worked as a 

scout and packer for the u.s. army at Fort Assinniboine. 

When Chief Joseph of the Nez Perce disappeared after routing 
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u.s. troops at the Battle of the Big Hole, General Miles 

sent for Chambeaux (his name had been changed by the army 

paymaster to Shambo by then) and he found Joseph at Snake 

Creek in the Bearpaw Mountains, where the Battle of the 

Bear's Paw took place. A.J. Noyes, in his book The Life of 

Shambow, related that the old man said, "I never did like 

that s.o.b. Miles, but I did it in the line of duty." 

In later years my great-grandmother returned to her 

people at Fort Belknap. My grandmother, Maggie, who was 

raised by housekeepers and in government schools, also 

eventually returned to Fort Belknap. She married Seth 

Burtch, a white man from Kansas, who was foreman of the 

Stevens ranch. They settled on her allotted land just east 

of People's Creek and had six children of their own, making 

a living raising horses, cattle, and hay. Their ranch is 

still located on the northeastern corner ~f the Fort Belknap 

Reservation, within a small area naturally flood-irrigated 

by runoff from the Little Rocky Mountains. This natural 

irrigation system enabled my family and two others, the 

stevenses and the Ereauxs, to be relatively prosperous for 

that area. All three families were comprised of Indian 

women and white men who settled on the women's allotted 

land. These people were unique enough at Fort Belknap that 

they gained their own identities as "the Dodson Indians" 

(named after the nearby town of Dodson, Montana) as 
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distinguished from the Mountain Indians to the south and the 

Agency/River Indians to the west. 

Indian on one side, White on the other, my family were 

generally known as "breeds," but were nonetheless typical 

reservation people. My grandmother spoke Gros Ventre, my 

aunt served on the tribal council, and we raised cattle and 

hay for a living. We were not as traditional as some but 

kept in touch with Indian ways through the council, the Sun 

Dance and other ceremonies, and our ties to relatives and 

friends on the reservation. We worked very hard and 

identified strongly with what we perceived to be a "modern 

Indian" way of life. 

In contrast to Fort Belknap was Shelby, Montana. 

Approximately one hundred and seventy miles west of Fort 

Belknap, it was probably known best as the site of the 

Dempsey-Gibbons fight in the twenties, where the entire town 

went broke promoting a world championship heavyweight boxing 

match. My mother followed one of my uncles to Shelby and 

ended up staying there for a number of years. The town was 

made up mainly of poor whites, about fifty-five hundred in 

population in its heyday. 

A distinguishing characteristic was that for such a 

small place there were eleven bars; the oil city, oasis, 

Elks, Turks, Alibi, Teegarden's, Sports Club, Tap Room, 

Vets, Eagles, and the Dixie Inn. Shelby was hard-drinking, 

------------ ----- -----
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sports crazy, and probably largely dysfunctional by today's 

standards. There was very little sympathy for minorities, 

which meant Indians, in that area; it was a place where 

"Dogs and Indians not allowed" signs were posted in earnest 

until nearly mid-century. 

At Fort Belknap I learned about ranching, Indian ways, 

and family values. I lived there for nearly thirty years 

and still go back on a regular basis. In Shelby I learned 

about drinking, fighting, the American educational system, 

and race and class. I graduated from high school there and 

haven't been back since. 

From both, however, I learned what it meant to belong 

to two different worlds at the same time, and to live with a 

degree of non-acceptance by both. One of my earliest 

memories is of being turned away from the Bureau of Indian 

Affairs hospital at the agency because I was not enrolled. 

It was not chic to be Indian at the time and my family 

thought it best not to make waves about enrollment until I 

turned up seriously ill one winter. 

Although an adoptive aunt, Aggie Adams, eventually 

got my medical dilemma changed by force of will, confusion 

characterized my relationship with the Bureau of Indian 

Affairs, which was an important one in terms of goods and 

services. Although I received medical treatment and a few 

commodities, I have never been able to convince anyone in 
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authority to help with what eventually became the most 

sustained activity of my life--education. I was Indian but 

I was not, as near as I could figure at the time. 

Another early memory is of changing schools at the 

beginning of fourth grade in Shelby. During that first 

recess a boy approached me and I struck out at him before he 

could do it to me. Nine years is young to be that cynical, 

but I had already learned to strike first or clear out when 

in doubt. I earned a reputation for being quiclc to respond 

to a challenge, a tendency that subsided only to resurface 

again in early adulthood. 

Fortunately, I had some athletic ability, and athletics 

eventually became the focus for that part of my life. I had 

a coach in high school who took an interest in me, a man 

named Terry Radcliffe, who also taught Senior English. I 

saw him as intellectual as well as physical, and that 

balance was captivating. I responded with long-term 

involvements in sports and education. 

I relate this brief autobiography as part of a method 

of discussing the issues that arise from my own experience 

regarding Indian identity and my feelings about how some of 

those issues have been approached by various writers. These 

issues include: who has the authority to define Native 

American identity or authenticity? What are the essential 

elements and boundaries of Native American culture? How do 

--- ---------- --_.---._--
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Native Americans and "others" clash and converse in the 

encounters of literature, ethnography, and legal writing? 

How do the works of Native American literature resist being 

essentialized as simply "standards" of Indian literature? 

What Native American narratives dramatize the conflicts 

between tribal peoples and institutional authorities such as 

the legal system, the Bureau of Indian Affairs, and the 

church? What Native American narratives reflect Western 

literary standards such as Modernism and its variants? 

I try to answer some of these questions in the reading 

I give of novels by N. Scott Momaday, James Welch, Leslie 

Silko, and Louise Erdrich in the following chapters. 

Modernism has a place in this discussion in the way it 

attempts to describe how American writing after World War I 

became faced with the task of dealing with a world in danger 

of becoming too complicated for anyone person to 

understand. Many popular writers, including Native 

Americans, have helped combat this feeling of helplessness 

in the face of events by portraying worlds in which personal 

choice and action count. At the heart of this writing is a 

polemic about America built on a pattern of observed detail 

that seeks to record the worldviews of a number of distinct 

ethnic groups. More and more Indian writers have taken on 

this role in documenting the special place of minority and 

private perception in American society--allowing the reader 



17 

to become part of Indian experiences with their full shares 

of social despair and individual energy. 

I write from a position of illegitimacy, an exquisite 

place from which to consider the fragmentation of Indian 

culture in the modern world. I feel that my background, 

insofar as it represents what I understand to be "authentic" 

experience, is important to this effort. 

In Keeping Slug Woman Alive, Greg Sarris says, "I am 

not privileging an Indian's point of view regarding the 

texts and topics considered. I am not interested in pitting 

Indians against non-Indians, insiders against outsiders, or 

in showing that anyone group of people is necessarily 

privileged or better or worse than another" (7). similarly, 

I do not seek to privilege any particular point of view or 

to pit anyone against anyone else. Instead, I seek to use 

my own unique set of experiences to show how different 

discourse communities can be informed by one another. 
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CAGES MADE OF WORDS 

Although Indian people are referred to as natives, 

Native Americans, aboriginal people, Indians, original 

inhabitants, and tribal people, among other names, I will 

refer to them predominantly in this study as Indians because 

that is what they presently call themselves in the 

communities I am familiar with. The existence of all these 

terms reflects a deep sense of confusion about Indian 

identity, something I recognize from my own experience. 

There is a related controversy regarding the access of 

the "outsider" to Indian literature with energetic arguments 

on both sides. Some minority writers have argued that 

grassroots-type Indian experience is important to the 

creation and appreciation of the literature in various ways. 

Some majority writers see an insistence on this kind of 

experience as ethnic and racist cant directed at them. 

An example from the minority [Indian] point of view 

comes from Jack Forbes' essay "Colonialism and Native 

American Literature: Analysis," published in the Wicazo Sa 

Review. In discussing his definition of Indian literature, 

Forbes states, "Native American literature must consist in 

works produced by persons of Native identity and/or 

culture ••• " (19). Arnold Krupat, responding as an academic 
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from a majority [white] point of view in his book The Voice 

In The Margin, states, "it is the oral and periodical 

literature that is for him [Forbes] the only discourse being 

produced today 'chat may appropriately be called Indian 

literature because these alone are primarily for an Indian 

audience by authors whose primary self-identification is 

Indian, working in forms historically evolved by or at least 

currently most readily accessible to that primary audience" 

(207). 

The interchange between Forbes and Krupat represents a 

typical conflict of the present time. First, both sides 

represent some need of their proponents--both seek to define 

the other by employing strategies of writing and 

representation. Second, there is some truth on both sides-

both are authoritative with respect to different systems. 

A better position exists somewhere in the middle of 

this argument. These opposing views could both be short

sighted to a certain degree. The "Indian" perspective might 

exclude even those members of a group whose place is 

validated by blood heritage but whose life experience lies 

largely outside the "normal" experience of the group, for 

example, urban Indians. The "white" viewpoint could also 

fail to recognize the value of cultural experience as a 

means of possessing a fuller understanding of a particular 

culture. And, unfortunately, it is clear in the case of 

-------------- --
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Indian literature that persons who are known and recognized 

in Indian communities are seriously under-represented in 

positions having to do with the study and dissemination of 

Indian literature. 

The Forbes-Krupat debate exists virtually as a 

microcosm of the Indian-white relational universe, where two 

different worldviews clash over potentially valuable 

territory. To see this type of conflict as generative 

rather than reductive is tricky. As with recognizing 

illegitimacy, however, acknowledging the polarities that 

exist with regard to ways of reading, or even entitlement to 

reading Indian literatures does not diminish the 

literatures. 

In the context of sorting out identity, the business of 

names is deceptively complex. My own tribe is variously 

known as Falls Indians, Atsina, White Clay People, Gros 

Ventres (say Grovons), Northern Arapaho, and, finally, The 

People of Many Names. All the names have a touch of 

contradiction about them, often failing to make sense when 

set beside terms such as full-blood, mixed-blood, tribal 

person, urban Indian, Pan-Indian, and the like. 

Furthermore, names in their own way often advance some kind 

of outrage. 

It is certainly an outrage that the Falls people have 

finally come to be known by the unflattering term Gros 
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ventre, which means "big belly." This misnomer comes from 

misinterpretation of the motion of hands outward from the 

abdomen signifying people who live by the waterfalls in sign 

language. It is further outrage to be named from without, 

regardless of flattering or unflattering context, because of 

the importance of naming; to name something is to give it 

its place in the world. For members of a minority culture 

to be named "big belly" by members of the dominant culture, 

as the Falls Indians were named by French voyageurs, 

represents a significant loss of power. So the ironic 

oppositions of Indian people begin, and soon they multiply. 

Examining some names given to Indian people helps 

"unpack" them so they hopefully may be seen more clearly. 

To begin, the current signifier of choice for people of 

Native American background is Indian, with some situational 

variants. It is common knowledge the word Indian is an 

invention of people of European origins, an extension of the 

term originally coined by Christopher Columbus. What is not 

as commonly known is that considerable time passed before 

the term acquired a standardized usage among Europeans. In 

fact, "centuries passed before many of the politically, 

culturally, and linguistically separate peoples native to 

North America willingly accepted and used the word Indian as 

a meaningful appellation for themselves ..• Even today, 

there are many Hopi, Tlingit, Menomini and others who resent 
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being labeled in this manner" (Clifton 22). 

Other terms such as half-breed, mixed-blood, MAtis, and 

brulA were coined by the English and French colonists as a 

term for the group of people resulting from two centuries of 

interbreeding between Europeans and Indians. These terms, a 

product of European preoccupation with racial 

classification, eventually became part of the cultural 

vocabulary of North Americans. 

Prompted by governmental policy early American writers 

wrote romances filled with images of "the Indian" as an 

inhuman savage with a taste for the blood of white women and 

children. The foundation for this kind of portrayal lies 

deep in European notions of racial classification. 

with regard to racial and ethnic attitudes, James 

Clifton says in Being And Becoming Indian: 

The classification and treatment of people 

by race presumes that they share inherent, 

intrinsic, inescapable characteristics. 

They are of a race automatically at birth, 

in the American idiom by blood, and this 

is a status they cannot escape by their 

achievements, accomplishments, or any form 

of mobility (26). 

Race is a method of establishing boundaries between 

groups by separating individuals at birth into the colors 
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white, black, red, and yellow. The central way that 

categorization by race becomes problematic is when the 

concept of race is thought unequivocally to determine the 

behavior and characteristics of a group or individual. The 

assumption that actions are controlled from without rather 

than being the products of free will functions as a kind of 

Pandora's box; once opened, the justifications for all kinds 

of oppression are loosed. 

Clifton writes, "Originally, no native North American 

society subscribed to the idea of biological determination 

of identity or behavior" (11). He believes that, rather 

than skin color, Indians were interested in such 

distinctions as language and other practical skills, family 

relationships, social facility, and loyalty. 

On a more basic level Indians were very much conscious 

of who belonged to what groups, especially those considered 

"enemies," an "us against them" perception. Furthermore, at 

the present time most Indians are trapped in the standard 

Euro-American principles, deeply embedded in the 

bureaucracy, of assigning group and individual identity, 

which are determined by blood, even though it is known that 

race does not inherently determine the identities and 

characteristics of individuals and groups; that there is no 

chemical analysis for "Indian blood"; and that such 

determinations of blood quantum that do exist were 
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originally made almost whimsically, as a result of political 

and economic opportunism. 

This bureaucratic system of principles for assigning 

racial or ethnic identity has evolved into a practice of 

inclusion-exclusion based on strategies of writing and 

representation. In one example, whites have employed their 

earlier access to written tradition to exclude Indians by 

defining them as alien to white standards. As Robert 

Berkhofer has written in The White Man's Indian, "whites 

perceived, observed, evaluated, and interpreted Indians as 

literary and artistic images" (xvi). 

Whites also perceived, observed, evaluated and 

interpreted Indians as subjects of scientific curiosity, and 

as objects of legal policy. These arbitrary legal 

constructs are widespread in areas where there are Indian 

populations. For example, in Canada there is a distinction 

made between status and nonstatus Indians. status Indians 

are legally recognized by the government and have all the 

rights and privileges associated with that position. In 

addition, the Canadian system is patridominant, which means 

that women and their children take the legally defined 

racial or ethnic status of the husband/father. In contrast, 

the United states limits legal recognition and access to 

federal services to people who can document at least one

fourth Indian blood, and who are known and recognized by 



existing Indian communities. Ancestry is traced in both 

male and female descent lines. 

25 

The almost ridiculous lengths to which legal constructs 

can be carried in attempting to define Indians can be 

illustrated by efforts carried out by the federal 

government. The power to define a tribe legally, but not 

socially, politically, or anthropologically resides solely 

with the federal government. There are also federal 

guidelines and procedures for petitioning to become a 

federally recognized tribe. The power to define what it is 

to be an individual Indian or tribal member resides in part 

with the federal government, but there is also sUbstantial 

tribal authority to define individual membership. At the 

same time, the tribes have inherited the blood quantum 

legacy and have not been able to move beyond it. All these 

elements contribute to an extremely complex conception of 

identity. 

One illustration of the complexity of defining the 

American Indian is the bylaws of the National Indian 

Education Association (NIE), which state: 

For purposes of the NIE constitution the term American 

Indian shall mean any person who: (1) is a member of a 

tribe, band, or other organized group of Indians, in

cluding those tribes, bands, or groups terminated since 
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1940 and those recognized now or in the future by the 

state in which they reside, or who is a descendant, in 

the first or second degree, of any such member, or (2) 

is considered by the Secretary of the Interior to be 

an Indian for any purpose, (3) is an Eskimo or Aleut 

or other Alaska Native, or (4) is recognized as an 

Indian by his community. (Membership, art. 3) 

The Federal Register, Vol. 56, No. 181, Wednesday, September 

18, 1991, Proposed Rules, contains seven mandatory criteria 

for Federal acknowledgment. Section (a), evidence 

establishing that the petitioner has been identified from 

historical times until the present on a substantially 

continuous basis as an American Indian entity, has seven 

sUbsections establishing the kinds of evidence allowable. 

These kinds of criteria resemble legal statutes, 

presenting elements of history, relationships, and property 

that individuals and tribes must meet to "make their case" 
, 

that they qualify as Indians to the federal government. It 

does not seem to me that the criteria advance understanding 

of the elements and boundaries of Indian culture as much as 

they exercise an authority to define Indian identity. 

It is clear that, according to these criteria, Indian 

people are a minority defined by the majority culture. It 

is a definition that diverges widely in most instances from 
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their former kinship and place-oriented notions of 

themselves. A related question that arises is how tribes 

identify their own people at the present time, and whether 

their methodology of identification is contaminated by 

majority domination. At the community level it seems to me 

that clan or family identification happens much as it did in 

the days before contact with whites. At the governmental 

level, however, Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) regulations 

have interfered with the identification process in a way 

that results in a politically oriented, highly artificial 

and divisive system. This results in an active campaign by 

both Indians and the BIA to shrink Indian numbers rather 

than expand them, and further illustrates how exclusion is a 

vital component of interaction from both directions. 

In "Race, Writing, And Difference," Houston Baker 

emphasizes that certain "scientific" notions are mistaken, 

"Biology, anthropology, and the human sciences in general 

all believed, in former times, that there was such a 

phenomenon as 'race.' Current genetic research demonstrates 

that there is no such thing" (384). In the same work, Henry 

Louis Gates suggests that race is not a matter of blood or 

genetics, but is cultural. Speaking of Black literature, he 

says, "There is no question that representations of black 

character-types in European and American literature have a 

history--and a life--of their own, generating repetitions, 
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revisions, and refutations. within African and Afro

American literature, there can be no question that the texts 

that comprise these traditions repeat, refute, and revise 

key, canonical tropes and topoi peculiar to those literary 

traditions" (405). 

In addition to the mistaken notion that race is a 

matter of blood, pointed out by both Baker and Gates, other 

factors have created pressure in recent years to supplant 

the Indian blood requirement with a system that legitimizes 

those individuals known and recognized as part of existing 

Indian communities. One of these factors is intermarriage 

between "enrolled" or "status" Indians and others. 

The il1Cl:'easing popularity of claiming to be an "Indian" 

creates another challenge for cultural definitions of 

identity: "every time the value of being Indian increases, 

the number of persons of marginal or ambiguous ancestry who 

claim to be Indians increases" (Clifton 17). 

The reference is in part to a series of economic 

"opportunities" created by the federal government. These 

began with The Indian Trade and Intercourse Act of 1834, 

that established preferential hiring for persons of Indian 

blood within the Indian Service, or Bureau of Indian 

Affairs. Later, the General Allotment/Dawes Act (1887) 

awarded "legal title" to land to people successfully 

claiming Indian status. More recently, the Indian Claims 
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commission Act of 1946 and a number of aid programs 

established during the 1960s have encouraged individuals to 

assert Indian identity. 

From all these elements and more the complexity of 

contemporary Indian identity is derived. In fact, it can be 

said, "In truth, many contemporary status Indians. . .have 

no native American biological ancestry at all. Conversely, 

there are millions of Americans who have much native 

biological ancestry, such as Mexican-Americans, but they are 

not classed or treated as Indians" (Clifton 23). On the 

other hand, "Underlying this culturally patterned system of 

assigning individual and group identity by race is a simple, 

implicit principle: any degree of ... Indian blood overrides 

an individual's or a group's other antecedents and fixes 

racial identity" (Clifton 12). Whether individuals or 

groups today are accepted as "legal" Indians is determined 

essentially by political decisions, and "Such decisions are 

political because they invariably involve access to 

resources" (Clifton 23). 

A recent example of politicization of identity can be 

found in The Chronicle Of Higher Education. April 29, 1992. 

In an article entitled "Claims of American-Indian Heritage 

Become Issue for Colleges Seeking to Diversify Enrollments," 

ways of excluding students who claim Indian heritage are 

discussed. Indian educators Rick Waters and Jerry Bread are 

-----------------
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vocal in their support of tribal affiliation and blood

quantum "proof" as requirements for being recognized as 

Indian. Richard Shaw, director of admissions at the 

University of Michigan, points out that tribal affiliation 

is unfair to urban Indians who "may develop an affiliation 

and a better understanding of their heritage through 

programs at the university" (A30). In this instance I think 

Shaw is definitely on the right track, while Waters and 

Bread are classic examples of how to control a people by 

getting them started down the road to asking the \..,rrong 

questions. 

It should be enough that students hold themselves out 

as Indians and are known and recognized in existing Indian 

communities, rural or urban, as is apparently Michigan's 

policy. "Known and recognized" is the key concept and 

refers to those individuals who are living or have lived 

within Indian culture on a day to day basis for a 

significant period of time. within the boundaries of such 

experience, asking how to exclude individuals from Indian 

culture is a diminishing thing compared with asking how to 

include them. 

Identity has been the source of much turmoil for me, as 

I suspect it has been for many Indian people, especially the 

culturally marginal, mixed-blood, brule, or Metis offspring 

of unions betwen indigenous people and Europeans. Both 
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individuals and groups of these categories can be shown to 

have suffered much; in addition, however, they can also be 

shown to have played a uniquely positive and nearly crucial 

role in the development of North America. My own great

grandfather, Louis Shambo, is an example that has special 

meaning for me. 

Initially, it was almost with shock that I realized the 

man my grandmother and aunt spoke about was the same man I 

was reading about in later years. I wasn't sure what to 

think about the fact that it was my own great-grandfather 

who had helped bring an end to the heroic flight of the Nez 

Perce leader Joseph and his people, although I also 

appreciated being connected to some powerful history. As I 

read more I also appreciated the old man's taking care to 

point out his admiration for the military skill of the Nez 

Perce and the fact that they did not practice mutilation of 

bodies, which was a common myth of the time. 

I remember my aunt talking about Shambo coming to the 

ranch to visit, and I often asked her to tell me about him. 

Her matter-of-fact responses had more to do with family 

affairs than with a major event in American history, and I 

always thought the juxtaposition of the commonplace with the 

extraordinary strange. I later came to think that the 

confusion I felt was typical of much of my mixed-blood 

experience. That my great-grandfather could take up arms 
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and kill nine Nez Perce in the process of bringing their 

entire culture to a halt is hard to reconcile with my aunt's 

stories of an indulgent grandfather. 

Among contemporary Indian people mixed parentage 

continues to cause a polarity that is painful and that opens 

up the possibility of psychological dissociation of self, or 

loss of identity. Joy Harjo, a contemporary writer, speaks 

of her own mixed parentage by stating, "Well, it means 

trouble ... [but] .•. I realize in a way that you have to 

believe that you're special to be born like that because why 

would anybody give you such a hard burden ••. unless they 

knew you could come through with it, unless with it came 

some special kind of vision to help you get through it all 

and to help others through it •.•. " (Harjo 5, 6). 

Receipt of claim money and federal funds from the 1960s 

through the 1980s depended on one's enrollment as a member 

of the tribe and of the community. This recalls the famous 

Osage enrollment debacle during the oil boom discussed in 

Terry Wilson's Underground Reservation. Thus, disputes over 

blood escalated as people struggled to be enrolled or to 

have their children or grandchildren enrolled, often by 

gaining approval from the Treaty committee or business 

council to change blood degree. The new money brought the 

blood-quantum system to the fore and highlighted it so that 

it continues to figure importantly in political interaction. 
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Today cultural identity can be changed or reclaimed in part 

by a change of blood degree "on paper." 

Part of the difficulty in understanding Indian identity 

comes from the process by which their identity was first 

undone by European colonizers, then reconstructed in ways 

that served the colonizers' purposes. Deeply embedded 

within the process are issues of racism, adaptation, and 

self-realization, all obscured by the desire of both Indians 

and whites to find some kind of order in the complexity of 

human acts. 

In The Predicament Of Culture, James Clifford frames a 

number of questions, asking, "Who has the authority to speak 

for a group's identity or authenticity? What are the 

essential elements and boundaries of a culture? How do self 

and other clash and converse in the encounters of 

ethnography, travel, modern interethnic relations? What 

narratives of development, loss, and innovation can account 

for the present range of local oppositional movements?" 

(8) • 

All surviving groups of Indians have made strategic 

accommodations with external forms of government, have 

survived acute demographic and cultural crisis, as well as 

periods of change and revival. They have found means to 

revive and invent lives as Indians in the twentieth century 

------------_._----



as an ongoing process, politically contested and 

historically unfinished (Clifford 9). 
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The federal government and the legal system have 

largely assumed the authority to speak for Indian 

identity/authenticity. An incident involving contemporary 

artist/activist Jimmie Durham helps demonstrate how Indian 

identity is restricted. Durham was founding director of the 

International Indian Treaty Council of the American Indian 

Movement and is currently editor of the newspaper Art & 

Artists. The August/September 1991 issue of Art-Talk 

magazine, in a column entitled "Lack Of Indian Credentials 

Cancels Show," reported: 

Concerned with Jimmie Durham's "inability to 

document his Cherokee heritage," the American Indian 

Contemporary Arts Gallery in San Francisco called 

off a one-man show for him which had been scheduled 

for July 12-August 31. This decision was made, 

according to the gallery, in order to be in com

pliance with Public Law 101-644, "The Indian Arts 

and Crafts Act of 1990." PL 101-644 Provides "very 

stringent and precise definitions" of Indian art 

and Indian artists, and imposes "very stiff fines 

and penalties for willful misrepresentation." The 

Indian Arts and Crafts Board of the Department of 

--- ---------- --- -----



Interior is charged with implementation of the law, 

and alleged violations are referred to the F.B.I. 

Durham, though possibly not a fine Indian, is still 

a fine artist: his show, "John Rollin Ridge, Zorro, 

and the Joad Family Players," was moved to the 509 

Gallery's new exhibition space, The Luggage store. 

(17) 
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The seriousness with which the notion of who is and who is 

not "Indian" has come to be regarded within and without 

Indian country is aptly illustrated by its intrusion into 

the art world. In this instance it seems clear that the 

Euramerican legal system has assumed the authority to speak 

for Indians with regard to whom they should consider 

authentic. Furthermore, that authenticity is based on blood 

quantum, which makes it questionable at best. The essential 

elements and boundaries of culture here seem to be economic, 

with "very stiff fines and penalties imposed for willful 

misrepresentation" of Indianness. Jimmie Durham as self 

clashes with the federal government as other by being 

declared a non-Indian by non-Indians. The only way we can 

account for this particular opposition is to point out that 

its rationale of racial classification is wrong from the 

beginning, and that both Indians and whites appear to have a 

considerable stake in exclusion. 



Jack Forbes, professor of Native American studies at 

the University of California, Davis, represents this 

complexity in his story "Only Approved Indians Can Play: 
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Made in USA." In the story, those who should speak for and 

defend tribal ways share the same pangs of moral discontent 

as those they should oppose; they live in the same fog of 

indirection and uncertainty. The story line has to do with 

a basketball game where those who can exclude everyone else 

win without having to play the game at all. The tournament 

is restricted to players who are members of federally 

recognized tribes. One team, which happens to have proper 

identification, challenges players on all the other teams 

who do not have proof of enrollment until all the other 

teams are barred from play. The basketball game is part of 

a complex and arbitrary society in which the players are a 

part whether they serve or oppose it. The players 

administer the bureaucracy of existence to themselves as 

well as others in a world where they are never quite able to 

see clearly what it is they are accomplishing. 

Forbes displays the players as blind examples of 

paradox and contradiction. But the story means more as 

well, for irony is its principle. Nothing works as it 

should, and everything has a double face. The blindness of 

the players to their own fates and to the ironies inherent 

in the human condition is part of the irony. Nor is the 
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irony solely directed against the players in favor of the 

forces surrounding them. After all, the players are a part 

of "them." What Forbes attacks is the social order as a 

whole--Indians, whites, the entire backdrop of culture 

around whose duplicities and paradoxes the game is 

organized. 

The story satirizes issues that have grown up around 

the politicization of Indian identity since the 1930s and 

the Indian Reorganization Act. Prior to that time the idea 

of blood quantum or degree of Indian ancestry was a concept 

utilized more for purposes of achieving diversity by Indians 

than for purposes of diminishment. In fact, they routinely 

incorporated people from other groups or their descendants 

into their societies as a means of increase and 

diversification. 

Returning to my own experience, I acknowledge that I am 

a mixed-blood, or "breed," with all the negative aspects 

related to suffering exclusion. Indian portrayals of mixed

bloods are drawn in James Welch's The Death of Jim Loney, 

Mourning Dove's Cogewea, Maria Campbell's Halfbreed, and 

Gerald Vizenor's Griever, but such portrayals are ultimately 

vastly under-represented in the whole of contemporary 

literature. Unhappily for the present, the most famous 

instances in American literature are probably the villains, 

such as Twain's Injun Joe and McMurtry's Blue Duck, 



38 

consistent with the discussion in William J. Scheick, The 

Half Blood. (1979) Being a mixed-blood, however, has given 

me access to an incredibly rich set of experiences bridging 

two distinct cultures in an empowering way. Writing has 

facilitated empowerment for me in the sense that Mary 

Clearman-Blew, author of All But The Waltz, expressed to me 

in a letter: 

There may be a parallel with the memoir writing-

no longer is it enough to create the story, 

but also to create the teller of the story 

• I think nothing is real until you write about 

it, including your sense of self. Experience 

is fiction, given embodiment by words. 

Illegitimacy, legitimacy--it isn't legitimate 

until you write it. 
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THE OUTSIDER IN JAMES WELCH'S THE INDIAN LAWYER 

The tension that exists between insiders and outsiders 

in a variety of situations provides much of the conflict 

that exists in life and literature. This conflict is 

enhanced when a member of a group undergoes transformation 

from insider to outsider status. It is even further 

enhanced when such a person becomes caught between the roles 

of insider and outsider, belonging to neither. 

James Welch's work provides excellent examples of the 

insider-outsider identity positions drawn in modernist 

fiction. Two of Welch's books, Winter In The Blood, and The 

Death of Jim Loney, are primarily insider books dealing with 

origins, marginality, and otherness. Fools Crow is written 

specifically inside Indian culture, from a historical point 

of view. The Indian Lawyer shifts to an emphasis on 

outsider point of view expressed in increasing levels of 

complexity. 

At a particularly telling point in James Welch's The 

Indian Lawyer, Sylvester Yellow Calf, the book's 

protagonist, reflects that, "He had nightmares of waking up 

in the street, stark naked, alone in a crowd of strangers, 

not knowing where he was or what had happened, alone and 



naked and full of loathing of himself, his father, the 

strangers--and his mother" (249). 
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The passage illustrates the importance of the conflict 

between insider/outsider present in the book as well as 

evoking related discussions. It echoes almost directly 

David Riesman's The Lonely Crowd, which analyzes American 

society in terms of three stages: "tradition-directed" 

(associated with agricultural and nomadic societies), 

"inner-directed" (associated with the era of early 

capitalism when production and mobility ruled social life), 

and "other-directed" (inner tuition is replaced by "an 

exceptional sensitivity to the actions and wishes of 

others," or "conformism"). 

Malcolm McFee's "The 150% Man, a Product of Blackfeet 

Acculturation," is also closely related to the recurring 

theme in The Indian Lawyer of being alone in a crowd. McFee 

points out how the Blackfeet have evolved a system 

incorporating degrees of acculturation. Within this system 

there is found a White-oriented group, culturally similar to 

any non-Indian, rural Montana community; an Indian-oriented 

group, who act in conformity with attenuated tribal 

traditions, persisting Indian values, and some borrowed pan

Indian symbols; and the Interpreters, who seek to combine 

the best of the Indian way with the best of the White way 

(150%, 1097-1100). Within this cross-section of modern 
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Blackfeet society, there are also those who fail to fit into 

any of the well-defined groups, whether they be Traditional 

Conservatives or Browning, Montana, Suburbanites. 

The Indian Lawyer may seem at times to look as far back 

as naturalism rather than to more current theories. It has 

much value for those interested in how Indians actually do 

deal with the modern world, however, and they do deal with 

it, as evidenced by characters such as Locke Setman, 

Sylvester Yellow Calf and Vivian Twostar. I't is not my 

intent to rank any domain over any other, but I think 

McFee's observations about modern Blackfeet society and 

Riesman's thesis of the lonely crowd help me to understand 

what is being addressed in The Indian Lawyer. 

In ~he Indian Lawyer the reader sees what McFee would 

call a "White-oriented" Indian who has been brought to the 

condition of Riesman's notion of other-direction in the most 

dramatic way. Adding more of Riesman's analysis, Yellow 

Calf can be seen in part as an anxious, uncertain 

conformist, looking for "adjustment" and taking his cues 

from advertising, the mass media, and politics and political 

figures. 

As part of being other-directed, Yellow Calf also 

represents the catastrophic shift in Indian character from a 

person who values family, ceremony, and generosity to a 

twentieth-century hired employee who sees tribal values as 



economically and politically infeasible. This 

characterization is in contrast to "older" images drawn 

through his grandparents, who persist as "Indian-oriented" 

individuals. 
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Although not much has been written about The Indian 

Lawyer, probably the more thoughtful of the articles that do 

exist is grounded in concepts from the social sciences. In 

"American Indian Literature in the Nineties: The Emergence 

of the Middle-Class Protagonist," Alan R. Velie says: 

The change from lumpen to haut-bourgeois 

protagonist represents a shift in focus of the 

Indian novel from depicting ethnic experience of 

the tribal group to dealing with problems of 

personal identity of Indians who have lost or 

weakened their ties to their tribe 

because they live their lives primarily among 

whites. (264) 

Velie's thesis is that the generation of Indian protagonists 

following such figures as Abel of House Made of Dawn, Tayo 

of Ceremony, and the narrator of Winter In The Blood are 

primarily enmeshed in middle-class white problems. Central 

to those problems is angst associated with success, 

seemingly more the province of psychology than ceremony. 

In his review article "New Warrior, New West: History 

And Advocacy In James Welch's The Indian Lawyer," Robert F. 



Gish notes Yellow Calf's reliance on "Indian-oriented" 

things--the blessings, protections and power--the old 

medicines and mysteries--symbolized by his great

grandfather's war pouch," (372). 
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Gish's emphasis, however, can be read as underscoring 

his argument that Yellow Calf is a "new warrior" with the 

broader statement, "through the thematic use of new cultural 

and racial assumptions and relationships in a new west, and 

through Yellow Calf's political agenda in his aborted 

candidacy for Congress, Welch advocates the ecological and 

social concerns of a twentieth-century, Montana, Rocky 

Mountain, New West" (370). 

The book begins inside Montana state Prison, where 

prisoner Jack Harwood is awaiting a parole hearing. Harwood 

is doing time for armed robbery, although he really doesn't 

fit the sociologically-derived profile of a convicted felon: 

Most of the other inmates were pretty easy to 

figure out, the patterns were there--poverty, 

abuse, history of criminality in the family, 

impulsiveness. But Harwood was something else. 

He came from a good family, he had a normal 

childhood, and he hadn't committed a crime until 

he was twenty-four. (16) 

The prison psychologist, Larson, suspects Harwood's actions 

have something to do with power, but neither he nor Harwood 
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himself are able to fully explain Harwood's fascination with 

crime. In fact, Harwood, too, fits Reisman's analysis of 

the "little man," a hired employee reduced from hardy 

individualism and self-motivation to someone who has an 

unsuccessfully suppressed resentment of power. Moreover, he 

has no set of beliefs, as in the old days, which might make 

sense of a life of routine and small calculations. 

Sylvester Yellow Calf, the Indian lawyer, is a member 

of the parole board hearing Harwood's case, and in this role 

he is part of the social sciences, and a hired employee of 

the prison system. Although Yellow Calf has become hardened 

to the work of the parole board, the events of the day haunt 

him. He has also heard the case of Larry Little Dog, whose 

brother was a childhood friend of Yellow Calf's. On his way 

home from the prison he thinks about the Little Dog family, 

orphaned as children and now scattered to the four 

directions. The memory upsets Yellow Calf: 

A familiar feeling of unease began to wash over 

Sylvester. He had left so many people behind, 

so many friends and acquaintances, to live in a 

world that had little to do with his people. (38) 

Yellow Calf's uneasiness is consistent with being other

directed. It derives from his feeling of being different, 

both on and off-reservation. His situation is parallel to 

Harwood's. Although both men share this quality, neither of 
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them understands it in the beginning. Harwood, with his 

convict's intuition, however, soon instinctively seeks out 

Yellow Calf's alienation as a means of getting out of 

prison. Yellow Calf, in more relaxed circumstances, has yet 

to come to grips with all the consequences of being other

directed. 

Yellow Calf returns to Helena, where he is scheduled to 

attend a party with his girlfriend, a white woman. At the 

party he feels uncomfortable at being recognized as a former 

star basketball player, contrasting the attention to the way 

he is recognized back on the reservation--as the grandson of 

elder Mary Bird Walking Woman. Among Indians his 

grandmother gets more attention than he does for having 

raised him well. 

This opposition in cultural values opens up the 

significance of women in Yellow Calf's life. After his 

grandmother is mentioned briefly, attention shifts to his 

girlfriend, Shelley, "She is a good-looking woman, thought 

Sylvester, warm, gracious, slightly aristocratic. He always 

felt grateful for her" (49). Yellow Calf's gratitude is a 

red flag, signifying a feeling of inequality on his part. 

Yellow Calf does not realize that his gratitude toward 

Shelley is symptomatic of his other feelings of inadequacy, 

another of which surfaces following his conversation with a 
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political expert who offers him the chance to run for public 

office: 

Every now and then, particularly in summer storms, 

the shadows had frightened him, just as they 

frightened him now. Only now he was a big man, 

a real big man afraid of those shadows and those 

that lay ahead. (56-57) 

In a time of stress, Yellow Calf longs to return to the 

comfort of childhood and the care of his grandmother. The 

danger of this in his adult life is that he tends to see 

Shelley not as hers~lf, but as part of an indeterminacy that 

confuses him, leaves him without a clear target of 

understanding. 

At this point Yellow Calf's discomfort turns into a 

feeling of guilt resembling that of Viet Nam veterans who 

agonize over the fact they returned safe from the war while 

others did not. He tells Shelley about the Little Dog 

family and how he has lost touch with them and others like 

them: 

Sometimes I imagine Donny Little Dog--

that's the boy I grew up with--

standing just on the other side of that 

door waiting for it to open again. But it 

never will. Not for him. Not for the others 

I left behind. (58) 
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As an other-directed person, Yellow Calf lacks the 

moral fervor and righteousness of individualism. He allows 

others to provide direction in his life, letting his sense 

of material well-being erode his memory of the oppression of 

his people, eliminating that basis of self-definition. 

Shelley reassures Yellow Calf, admonishing him not to hide 

things froTIl her, thinking that their communication is as 

between equals. Yellow Calf, however, responds in the 

manner of slave to master, "Yessum. Can we go home now?" 

(60) In this scene we see that Yellow Calf and Shelley are 

worried and distrustful but, like so many others, they have 

no targets on which to focus their worry and distrust. 

Another woman enters Yellow Calf's life before he and 

Shelley have much of a chance to work out the problems that 

exist between them. Patti Ann Harwood is sent by her 

husband to seduce Yellow Calf. Patti Ann shares the quality 

of difference that exists in both Jack Harwood and Yellow 

Calf. This makes Yellow Calf vulnerable to her as well: 

After her fourth miscarriage and subsequent 

hysterectomy she knew she was not normal. The doctor, 

the same one with the hearty laugh, had told her he was 

tired of dealing with suicidal women, if she wanted to 

kill herself she'd have to find a way other 

than childbirth now. (73) 
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Patti Ann exhibits the same other-directedness as Yellow 

Calf. She feels different because she cannot bear children, 

then reinforces the feeling by marrying a convict. Yellow 

Calf feels different from other Indians, then reinforces 

that by becoming a lawyer and living in the white world. 

Both seek out others to help them resolve their feelings of 

conflict. 

At this point in the story Welch begins to zero in on 

the reasons Yellow Calf is having problems managing his 

position of consumption and leisure, yet diffuse anxiety, 

without losing his bearings. Yellow Calf and Shelley go to 

Chico Hot springs for the weekend, and he becomes self

absorbed, remembering events of his earlier life. 

Yellow Calf's memory focuses on his high school years, 

where the book's point of view shifts to a sportswriter, who 

observes racism associated with high school basketball. He 

points out that white basketball fans love to watch the 

Indian style of play, but when the games end there is no 

further interchange. Consulting another reporter, the 

sportswriter is treated to an ugly metaphor: 

"It's like being in a monkey cage," the older man 

man said. "At first, you're surprised not only 

that they can perform their tricks but how well 

they do it. But in the end, you're in a monkey cage 

and people get mighty uneasy when they're 
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surrounded by monkeys." (101) 

The sportswriter's concern turns to interest in Yellow 

Calf's basketball career. He publishes an article featuring 

Yellow Calf that alienates the other team members, writing, 

"Many of your teammates, Sylvester, will have had their 

brief moment in the sun and will fall by the wayside, 

perhaps to a life of drink and degradation--so much a part 

of Indian experience--but you will, must, carry the torch" 

(103) • 

Setting Yellow Calf up as a basketball player allows 

Welch to echo a number of social concerns of modern Indian 

life. Gary Smith, in Sports Illustrated, February 18, 1991, 

writes, 

Of all the perplexing games that the white man 

had brought with him--frantic races for diplomas 

and dollar bills and development--here was the one 

that the lean, quick men on the reservations could 

instinctively play. Here was a way to bring pride 

back to their hollow chests and vacant eyes, some 

physical means, at last, for poor and undereducated 

men to re-attain the status they once had gained 

through hunting and battle. (64) 

At the same time, "The game that was a highway into 

mainstream America for black men • was a cul-de-sac for 

red ones" (Smith 65). smith goes on to point out that no 



Indian has ever played in the NBA and that only one, Don 

Wetzel of the Blackfeet, has made it. as far as an NCAA 

Division I team, although many have been heavily recruited 

by various colleges and universities across the country. 
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One of the reasons for this is that Indians play 

basketball in large part for recognition in their own 

families and communities, a perpetuation of insider values. 

They do not measure themselves against an outside standard 

such as college or pro basketball. Playing away from home 

becomes a lonely thing and neither money nor the 

satisfaction of accomplishment at a higher level of play 

serves as a sustaining SUbstitute for the adulation of other 

Indians. 

Other Indians, in fact, are essential to the Indian 

style of basketball in that they make up the "team" off the 

court, and are as essential to the game as are opponents. 

One example of the level of support that exists among the 

off-court team occured just a few years ago when the 

Blackfeet high school team won its first state championship 

under the coaching of Don Wetzel. The night the team 

advanced to the championship game, Indian fans raced home to 

gather up money and other resources to wager, virtually 

cleaning out the town of Browning, Montana, to the point the 

local bank had to close. 

Being part of such a strongly identified group is a 

----------.. -- - -- _.-
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powerful thing. Attempting to leave such a group, 

conversely, is also a very difficult thing. Part of being 

strongly identified has to do with complex, rigid codes of 

behavior, one of which is, "you are either one of us or you 

are one of them." 

As Yellow Calf grows apart from his teammates, he turns 

to two high school faculty members to help him prepare for 

college studies. Ironically, at the beginning of his own 

career as an outsider, he turns to two other outsiders, Lena 

Old Horn, a Crow Indian living in Blackfeet country, and 

stanley Weintraub, a teacher from back east: 

There was a structure among these people that 

Weintraub did not understand, much less fit 

into. And so he became fast friends with Lena 

Old Horn, one of the other outsiders in town. 

It did not bother Lena that she was an outsider; 

she had expected it; it would be the same for 

an outsider on her own reservation. She tried 

to explain this to stan, and when it wouldn't 

sink in, she let it go and did her job at the 

high school. (107) 

The ease with which the reader is informed of exclusionary 

practices among Indian people might seem jarring, but it 

proves crucial to Welch's exposition of one of Yellow Calf's 

most deep-seated conflicts. 

-----.-------
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This conflict becomes evident one night when Lena asks 

Yellow Calf about his parents in front of Weintraub. Yellow 

Calf is visibly shaken, then tries to laugh it off, but Lena 

knows she has made a mistake: 

She should have known that he was as inwardly timid 

and vulnerable as any youth who had been abandoned, 

cast off by those he loved the most. She had seen 

lots of kids on her own reservation being raised 

by grandparents, Sylvester seemed different from 

them, but she knew he wasn't and she should have 

known better than to ask him about his family in 

front of an outsider. (109) 

Yellow Calf was abandoned by both his parents, a 

particularly cruel form of exclusion. It does not seem to 

matter why, or that others step in with love, the outrage 

breeds mistrust in Yellow Calf. This leads to a form of 

self-reliance based on suspicion that colors his subsequent 

relationships. 

Yellow Calf begins this cycle early on, before he has 

graduated from high school: 

He had always been a little different--he 

studied hard, he took care of his grandparents 

as much as they took care of him, he didn't 

drink at all, he was always the best athlete 

even as a little kid--but now without dwelling 



on it, he knew he had become an outsider to 

all but the old people. (110) 
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Yellow Calf distances himself so well that by age thirty

seven he is a successful lawyer in a white community. He 

has suppressed his hurt and anger toward his parents, but as 

the stakes go up and he finds himself contemplating a 

serious relationship with a white woman, and being 

considered as a candidate for congress, the chickens begin 

to come home to roost. 

The first thing that happens is Shelley senses Yellow 

Calf's feet of clay while they are having dinner at the 

exclusive Montana Club. Yellow Calf is unsure of the inter

racial aspect of their relationship, and he projects that 

onto his decision to run for office. As he continues to 

probe issues of race, he casts a pall over the evening. 

Soon he imagines he is being perceived by the other diners 

as " ••. an Indian free and easy with a lovely blond woman" 

(122). He thinks of another failed relationship with a 

woman in law school, avoiding Shelley's question about his 

decision to run for office. Suddenly realizing the distance 

between her and Yellow Calf, Shelley also begins to withdraw 

and the evening ends on a sour note. 

Yellow Calf's relationships with his mother and 

grandmother have made him at the same time wary and 

appreciative of the attention of women. Faced with the 
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possibility that Shelley will abandon him as his mother did, 

he seizes the opportunity to hedge his bet with Patti Ann, 

choosing to participate in the seduction she has planned. 

Realizing how perilously out of control this overt act has 

placed him, he flees to the reservation: 

Sylvester had made it with that beautiful woman 

and now he was running away to the only home 

he had ever known. Home is where they have to 

take you in. He had heard that somewhere, but 

he had never felt the truth of it until now. 

Until that moment he entered her bedroom, he 

had been in control, sometimes shakily, of his 

life. He had managed to keep all the balls in 

the air, but in the darkness of that bedroom 

the balls all came tumbling down, bouncing 

wildly away from him. (157) 

Yellow Calf's return home is marked by a wonderfully 

evocative moment when he realizes that, to his grandmother, 

he has not drifted away, he has just been gone for awhile. 

with his return, the continuum of their relationship simply 

resumes where it left off, a tradition-directed phenomenon. 

This is not the case with Lena Old Horn, with whom 

Yellow Calf has an outsider relationship, "She was still an 

outsider, still a Crow in Blackfeet country, but the people 

now accepted her in her role" (170). Yellow Calf goes to 
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see Lena, seeking reassurance about his run for congress. 

Lena is deferential, in a manner befitting her role, "Let's 

just say that I'm glad you asked my advice, and yes, I know 

you will do a good job of it, and leave it at that" (177). 

In spite of having access to the shrewd and powerful Buster 

Harrington, it is almost exclusively women Yellow Calf turns 

to when he is in trouble. 

Yellow Calf returns to Helena determined to get on with 

his life, and during this scene he begins to realize that he 

is dangerously close to shooting himself in the foot, "There 

were a lot of inmates down at MSP who had fucked up in 

situations similar to Sylvester's. He and the other board 

members and staff always shook their heads in feigned 

disbelief at such self-destructiveness. Now he wondered if 

he had been on the board too long, had absorbed too much 

foolishness. Sylvester drove horne very cautiously" (203). 

Yellow Calf's further realization that his position on 

the parole board is somehow wrong is the first indication he 

is capable of doing something about the shape he has allowed 

his life to assume. Shortly thereafter, he takes a major 

step forward after Patti Ann tells him about the blackmail 

plot. He looks around her shabby apartment and realizes he 

has much in common with her, and, "He had gotten his horns 

trimmed at her expense. And it had almost cost her--and 

him--dearly" (228). As part of corning to terms with his 

--- .. _--- --- -. 
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treatment of Patti Ann, Yellow Calf also decides to try and 

go ahead with his political campaign without trying to use 

Shelley as part of his introduction into the political 

world. with this decision, Yellow Calf finally begins to 

come to terms with the legacy of his parents' abandonment. 

Both parents were alcoholics, and it is in a skidrow 

bar Yellow Calf finally confronts the shame, hate, and fear 

he feels for both of them, "He had nightmares of waking up 

in the street, stark naked, alone in a crowd of strangers, 

not knowing where he was or what had happened, alone and 

naked and full of loathing of himself, his father, the 

strangers--and his mother" (249). Yellow Calf is 

essentially a good person, however, and his loathing gives 

way to an attempt to understand rather than condemn. 

Drawing on his experience in divorce work, Yellow Calf 

remembers the people involved as good people, even likeable, 

caught up in forces beyond their control. This allows him 

to feel empathy for his own parents, and he makes a crucial 

decision: 

He had learned to live with the fact that 

his parents had abandoned him. He had had 

a good life with his grandparents and he was 

proud of them for having raised him up to be a 

decent human being. He could not be a barfly and 

he could not hate his parents for whatever 
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weaknesses led them into their lives. (250) 

This capacity for self-examination, learning, and 

forgiveness, is what separates Yellow Calf from the 

blackmailers Woody Peters, Robert Fitzgerald, and Jack 

Harwood. In the end Harwood is "too smart for his own good. 

It was a game to him, or a challenge, or something. And 

when it was all done, he let them catch him •.• a self-made 

loser" (277). 

Ironically, Peters and Fitzgerald are the only 

characters who seem to have a successful relationship in the 

novel. Peters seems to genuinely care for Fitzgerald: "Wow, 

he thought. He still couldn't believe it had happened so 

naturally and it was happening even now" (282). In spite of 

all their complexity they remain together while everyone 

else is split apart. 

The blackmailers continue to escalate their pressure on 

Yellow Calf to give them money, and this constitutes a test 

of his ability to handle things on his own, without turning 

to the women in his life for help. He falters in an 

interchange with Patti Ann, wanting to blame her for the 

mess they are in, but he screws his resolve to the sticking 

point: "Sylvester smiled at the pale cupboards. His own 

anger had passed and he felt a sudden warmth again for this 

woman. Even under these circumstances, he recognized the 

frail courage that had drawn him to her in the first place 



and he wished he could be with her right now. But he 

couldn't allow himself to feel this way" (301) 
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The decision not to exclude Patti Ann is a milestone in 

Yellow Calf's development. He has in one way or another 

been playing the inclusion-exclusion game since he was born, 

and he is good at it. Although he has become other

directed, he has a steady, well-paying, and fairly 

prestigious job. The price of Yellow Calf's success has 

been considerable, however. He has grown distant from 

family and friends, and is separated by invisible boundaries 

from Patti Ann, to whom he feels a real connection. She 

realizes the impossibility of the situation, having 

"actually thought of spending a long lovely life with him, 

but even as she thought that, she knew it would never 

happen. She would always be on the outside. Later, when 

she saw him on TV, announcing his candidacy, she almost wept 

with embarrassment at her foolishness" (312). 

There is no easy resolution to The Indian Lawyer. 

Instead there is a recognition of the fault lines in modern 

other-directed life. There is also recognition of the hard 

work necessary to get beyond those old systems accepted as 

necessary and inevitable. Nevertheless, about all Yellow 

Calf achieves in the end is a level of honesty with the 

women in his life and a step back from elitism, at least for 



the moment, to work on a water rights case for another 

tribe. 
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Although Yellow Calf's work at standing Rock is not 

perhaps the kind of homecoming he may have imagined for 

himself, it has evolved from significant realizations about 

himself, as he finally tells Shelley: 

You know, when we went to Chico and I couldn't 

talk to you, couldn't let you in on what I was 

feeling, it was because I was ashamed of myself. 

I didn't want you to know that. I felt like an 

imposter, a poseur, an opportunist who would 

pay lip service to the issues involved in order 

to get himself something he hadn't earned. I 

guess, in some dark but surprisingly decent 

corner of my mind, I didn't want you involved 

with that man. (335). 

There is no clear sense that Yellow Calf has overcome his 

feelings of inadequacy, and many would say he has not 

progressed by electing to work on Indian water rights, but 

he is at least aware of the terrible separation modern life 

has brought to individuals, families, and communities. 

James Welch does not let up on this theme of other

directed separation, or exclusion, even at the end of the 

book. Yellow Calf has not gone "home," either to the 

reservation or to his life in Helena, but instead has gone 
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away again to a place where he can maybe sort things out. 

The outsider Weintraub, as baffled by Blackfeet society as 

Yellow Calf is by that of whites, has simply disappeared. 

Lena Old Horn, who understands the roles of insider-outsider 

intimately, is no better off for her understanding and is 

planning to move on as well, although we are not told where. 

The Indian Lawyer is the story of a man who has 

"progressed" in measurable modern ways, but has left behind 

much of what he needs to be ultimately successful. Because 

he has allowed himself to become an outsider to family, 

landscape, and tribal identity, Yellow Calf is poorly 

equipped to cope with challenges that arise. Finally, he 

begins to learn that he must start over in certain ways. 

The loneliness of Yellow Calf's success reflects the 

fragmentation of the modern world. Until he begins to learn 

how to deal with the celebrity status conferred upon him by 

the majority society, the athletic success that distanced 

him from his teammates by allowing him success while dooming 

them to failure, the law firm star system which reinforces 

the idea he is "different," his success only leads to a kind 

of paralysis. 

Yellow Calf's inertia is signified by images of fire and 

smoke found at the beginning, the middle, and the end of the 

novel. Although no fires are immediately threatening, they 

are out there, smoldering, as are Peters, Fitzgerald, 
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Harwood, weintraub, Old Horn, and Yellow Calf. Yellow Calf, 

in court, out of court, on the court at the end, represents 

all the lonely, smoldering souls. At the end, however, he 

travels across the landscape and notices that the mountain 

fronts are "greening up," the fires having burned themselves 

out. (344). 

This is the message of The Indian Lawyer; part 

literary, part pop psychology, part tribal values: things 

are often not as they seem, especially with regard to the 

emergence of the Middle-Class Indian. 

This complexity is expressed in the existence of 

"White-oriented" Indians, "Indian-oriented" Indians, and 

those who are a combination of both, called "Interpreters." 

It is especially hard to fit into the role of Interpreter, 

as McFee has pointed out in "The 150% Man." The role 

implies mastery of skills from both Indian and White 

cultures, and of being capable of living in both. 

Sylvester Yellow Calf is striving to be an Interpreter, 

although the author does not let him enjoy that role quite 

yet. Welch's decision is appropriate, because it is 

important not to forget the sacrifice necessary to achieve 

such a role. Many try and fail, and those who do succeed 

become very like Riesman's "anxious conformist." 
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IDENTITY IN THE WRITING OF N. SCOTT MOMADAY 

N. Scott Momaday has addressed the topic of identity in 

essays, lectures, poetry and fiction. Momaday is a 

mixedblood, Kiowa on his father's side, of European ancestry 

on his mother's. It is out of his own search for identity 

that much of his writing grows. Momaday speaks eloquently 

about the ways he acquired his own identity, and also lays a 

foundation for the study of identity in other books such as 

James Welch's Winter In The Blood, Leslie silko's Ceremony, 

and Louise Erdrich's Love Medicine. 

Momaday envisions Indian identity with the question 

"What is an American Indian?" "The answer of course is that 

an Indian is an idea which a given man has of himself," 

Momdaday responds. "And it is a moral idea, for it accounts 

for the way in which he reacts to other men and to the world 

in general. And that idea, in order to be realized 

completely, has to be expressed" ("The Man Made of Words" 

49) • 

Momaday's statement has the authority of his Indian 

background. In the prologue of The Way to Rainy Mountain he 

develops his philosophy by describing how the Kiowa came of 

age as a people during their migration to Rainy Mountain 

because they conceived a good idea of themselves. This idea 

sustains because it can be and has been re-imagined in each 
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new generation, including Momaday's own voyage of the spirit 

and the imagination. 

Momaday moves toward "the history of an idea, man's 

idea of himself, and it has old and essential being in 

language" (The Way to Rainy Mountain 2). He translates the 

old ways, believing in people being as they imagine and name 

themselves to be. As part of his translation he believes 

that words contain the remembered past. Names lie at the 

heart of ritual language and put human beings in touch with 

the spirits of heaven and earth. 

Momaday expands tribal groups in the old Indian way. 

He perpetuates values and memories from the past that may 

help determine identity in the present while avoiding 

reductive concepts such as blood quantum, which 

significantly restrict claims of Indian identity. 

Momaday approaches the question of identity head-on in 

his autobiographical work The Names, where he characterizes 

his mother: "She began to see herself as an Indian. That 

dim native heritage became a fascination and a cause for her 

• She imagined who she was. This act of imagination 

was, I believe, among the most important events of my 

mother's life, as later the same essential act was to be 

among the most important of my own" (Schubnell 15). 

Momaday has told critical biographer Mathias Schubnell 

his realization of his father's Indian heritage caused him 



to want to find about such things and in the process he 

acquired his own Indian identity (15). 
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Anthropologist Murray Wax says that Indians maintain 

their status as such "by a forceful act of will in the face 

of pressure and hostility, both from within and without the 

Indian world" (173). Momaday sees this forceful act as 

essentially an act of the imagination. he illustrates the 

process in The Way to Rainy Mountain, which addresses issues 

of identity formation, cultural identity, alienation, and 

cultural relativity. He suggests that Indian identity is an 

imaginative interaction of American Indians with their 

tribal heritages. In the prologue to The Way to Rainy 

Mountain, Momaday stresses that "the imaginative experience 

and the historical express equally the tradition of man's 

reality" (4). 

Momaday's essay "The Man Made of Words" clarifies the 

importance of language. Momaday says, "It seems to me that 

in a certain sense we are all made of words; that our most 

essential being consists in language. It is the element in 

which we think and dream and act, in which we live our daily 

lives. There is no way in which we can exist apart from the 

morality of a verbal dimension" (162). In the context of 

The Way to Rainy Mountain, language can be viewed two ways. 

In examining stories from Kiowa tradition, Momaday can 

envision what it is to be Kiowa from a historical 
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standpoint. In writing the book he completes the notion 

that "an Indian is an idea a given man has of himself. And 

it is a moral idea, for it accounts for the way in which he 

reacts to other men and the world in general. And that 

idea, in order to be realized completely, has to be 

expressed" (162). 

The development of The Way to Rainy Mountain from a 

collection of Kiowa tales to the braiding of these stories 

with historical accounts and personal memories results in a 

three-voice technique that has been much discussed in terms 

of structure. These multi-levels also suggest another 

complexity. As Momaday traced the journey of the Kiowa from 

the headwaters of the Yellowstone River in Montana to Rainy 

Mountain in Oklahoma within his mythological, historical, 

and personal format, he was also investigating his own 

identity. A Kiowa man raised in Pueblo culture, Momaday was 

educated in both Indian and white schools. He has imagined 

his worlds with permeable boundaries that allow freedom of 

movement. 

This flexibility fosters an older style tribal view of 

Indian identity which reflects Momaday's conviction that 

tribal identity and survival for contemporary American 

Indians depends increasingly on imaginative preservation of 

tribal heritages. In The Way to Rainy Mountain, Momaday not 
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only investigates the Kiowa part of his heritage, but helps 

preserve it. 

A complex, related theme underlies many works of Indian 

literature, one of spiritual attachment to the land and an 

interrelationship with all things, organic and inorganic 

alike. 

The way "place" is imagined in Indian culture and 

writings often conflicts with ideas of land held by others. 

For example, there is considerable difference between Indian 

ideas of place and European notions of property. 

Native American figures of place depart significantly 

from the figures that were established in Europe. The Way 

to Rainy Mountain illustrates this difference: 

Once in his life a man ought to concentrate his 

mind upon the remembered earth, I believe. He 

ought to give himself up to a particular landscape 

in his experience, to look at it from as many 

angles as he can, to wonder about it, to dwell 

upon it. (83) 

There is deep reverence for the land in this imagining, not 

for the land as a thing to be bought and sold, divided and 

conquered, but as an entity with which to co-exist. Because 

the earth nurtures them and because their history is 

associated with specific places, Indians attach a strong 

sense of sacredness to these places. In The Way to Rainy 
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Mountain Momaday develops this, "All things in the plain are 

isolate; there is no confusion of objects in the eye, but 

QDg hill or one man. To look upon that landscape in the 

early morning, with the sun at your back, is to lose the 

sense of proportion. Your imagination comes to life, and 

this, you think, is where creation was begun" (5). 

creation happens when there is an experience of 

perceptions of sufficient interest, felt by the writer 

intensely enough, to demand their equivalence in words. 

creation is a moment of vision when the relationship between 

two elements is realized, and it often occurs as words 

inspired by landscape. Bringing separate elements of a 

whole into focus can spur imagining similar to that in "The 

Man Made of Words": 

I am interested in the way that a man looks at 

a given landscape and takes possession of it 

in his blood and brain . . • We Americans need 

now more than ever before--and indeed more than 

we know--to imagine who and what we are with 

respect to the earth and sky. I am talking 

about an act of the imagination essentially. (53) 

In House Made of Dawn Momaday imagines a richly 

textured place. The first paragraph of the novel sets the 

tone: 

There was a house made of dawn. It was made 



of pollen and rain, and the land was very old 

and everlasting. There were many colors on the 

hills, and the plain was bright with different

colored clays and sands. Red and blue and spotted 

horses grazed in the plain and there was a dark 

wilderness on the mountains beyond. The land 

was still and strong. It was beautiful all 

around. (1) 
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The ways Indians imagine relationships to the land 

imply that the health of a person demands a horizon, and 

that horizon is the land, or "place." It has been said the 

drone in Indian music is the horizon note. So it goes with 

people as well, life is conducted in counterpoint to the 

places where it is lived--place is the steady, walking base 

to which the events of life are syncopated. D.H. Lawrence, 

Momaday, and others have called this a "sense of place," 

which comes from "the perception of a culturally imposed 

symbolic order on a particular physical topography" (Evers 

298) • 

The Way to Rainy Mountain imagines the creation of such 

a cultural landscape. The book recounts a Kiowa journey 

similar to earlier emergence narratives of other tribes, 

that may be seen as a movement from discord to harmony where 

landscape plays a crucial role. 
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One role landscape plays is that of the measuring 

device. creation stories often have to do with journeys, 

which need to be measured in order to have value. Points of 

landscape become points of measure, or points in an order, a 

model for the brain to follow in its imaginative functions. 

This is illustrated by "The extraordinary interest in 

geography exhibited in Navajo oral literature [that] may be 

seen as an effort to evoke harmony in those narratives by 

reference to the symbolic landscape of the present world. 

Significantly, a major test theme in Navajo oral literature 

requires identification of culturally important geographic 

features" (Evers 299). This is done in deference to the 

relatively unchanging, ordered nature of features of 

landscape in an otherwise chaotic world. 

Words are important to the imagination of place. In 

House Made of Dawn, for example, Abel's central problem is 

one of words. Immediately upon leaving the Pueblo to go to 

war Abel moves into unfamiliar language and points of 

reference. Even the sounds the bus makes as it pulls away 

from the pueblo are alien to him. Soon after, during his 

war experience, he responds during a life-threatening 

encounter with an enemy tank, "there he was, hopping around 

with his finger up in the air and giving it to that tank in 

sioux or Algonquin or something, for Chrissake. And he 

didn't have no weapon or helmet even" (108). 
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Although admirable in a way, Abel's response is 

inappropriate within the situation, and that disfunction 

later carries over into his post-war life. Benally and 

Tosamah both express frustration over Abel's inability to 

"act right," as they see it, and the policeman Martinez 

nearly kills him for it. Abel does not have the right white 

words to express his experiences, and is moreover unable to 

link tribal ways such as the Navajo ritual of the Sun's test 

of the Hero Twins to them. 

Abel fails to recognize change when he leaves home to 

go to war; he fails to mark the trail of his journey, and 

when he arrives at his outbound destination he has no means 

of ordering it. The central lesson of the emergence tale, 

as taught by The Way to Rainy Mountain, is ignored. Upon 

his return to Walatowa Abel recalls: 

This--everything in advance of his going--he 

could remember whole and in detail. It was 

the recent past, the in-tervention of days and 

years without meaning, of awful calm and 

collision, time always immediate and confused, 

that he could not put together in his mind. (25) 

When Abel leaves Walatowa the features of its familiar 

landscape can no longer center him, and he becomes centered 

upon himself. In doing so, he gets himself lost, 

emphasizing one of the purposes of the emergence tale and 

---- ._._----_ .. --
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part of the significance of place--it is not good to be too 

self-centered. 

Momaday textures the importance of place by exposing 

Abel to disruptive elements inside the Pueblo as well as 

outside. One of these elements is Angela st. John, whose 

attitude toward the land is similar to her revulsion toward 

her own body: "she could think of nothing more vile and 

obscene than the raw flesh and blood of her body, the 

raveled veins and the gore upon her bones" (36). 

Angela has little feeling for the place of Walatowa, 

shutting herself up in the Benevides house away from the 

sun, the canyon rim, and the other guiding features of 

people attuned to landscape. She arrives among the 

Walatowa, the people of the canyon, looking for healing. 

She somehow imagines this healing will seek her out, without 

any effort on her part. Angela's journey, like Abel's, 

initially fails due to her lack of imagination, although, 

like Abel, she is eventually successful. 

The importance of journey and landscape, and of an 

ordered and harmonious existence of life in that landscape, 

are emphasized in House Made of Dawn. Like the emergence 

journey of the Kiowa in The Way to Rainy Mountain, the 

migration of the people of Walatowa led to them imagining a 

good idea of themselves. 
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Once Abel realizes the importance of such awareness he 

begins to imagine what he needs to be cured. He needs to 

take a "vacation," or a "time out," or "to get away from it 

all," which implies a journey. To use Pueblo terms he needs 

to go back to the beginning, to make a re-emergence journey 

and get it right. This time he needs to mark his trail, to 

establish points of reference that will enable him to impose 

the symbolic order of words on the topography of the 

journey. 

In order to do this, Abel must start over symbolically. 

His original beginning, a journey clouded by his mixed 

heritage, needs to be re-traced and marked properly, 

beginning with Francisco's parentage. If it is true that 

Francisco is the illegitimate son of the consumptive priest 

Fray Nicholas V., Abel needs to know that. He also needs 

to understand the Walatowa community's reaction to such an 

occurrence, that they imagine it as foreign contamination of 

Walatowa blood, and how that has contributed to his feelings 

of alienation. 

Abel also needs to know his own genealogy, for, "He did 

not know who his father was. His father was a Navajo, they 

said, or a Sia, or an Isleta, an outsider anyway, which made 

him and his mother and Vidal somehow foreign and strange" 

(15). This vital part of Abel's life has not been properly 
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within and without the pueblo has been disrupted. 
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Although they express it in different ways, many people 

in Abel's life try to communicate to him the importance of 

re-examining the physical and mental landscape of his life. 

Perhaps the most striking is Tosamah, "shaggy and awful

looking in the thin, naked light; big, lithe as a cat, 

narrow-eyed, suggesting in the whole of his look and manner 

both arrogance and agony. He wore black like a cleric; he 

had the voice of a great dog" (85). 

Tosamah becomes frustrated with Abel, seeing him as un

Abel to imagine the change, compromise, and healing in 

Tosamah's powerful revisionist preaching from the Christian 

bible. The kernel of Tosamah's message is communicated in 

the conclusion of his sermon: "Good night," he said, at 

last, "and get yours" (85). Although glib, the message 

contains a charge of responsibility, and a quality of 

caring; in Tosamah's understanding, each Indian individual 

who fails to accept the responsibility "to get theirs" 

contributes to a cumulative effect that weighs all other 

Indians down. The problem is Tosamah's wrong-headedness in 

pointing his flock toward materialism rather than kinship 

values more appropriate to their heritage. 

---_ ... _._----



In his sermon Tosamah also revises st. John's gospel 

into a comparison of white and Indian attitudes toward 

language: 

Now, brothers and sisters, old John was a white 

man, and the white man has his ways. He talks 

about the Word. He talks through it and around 

it. He builds upon it with syllables, with pre

fixes and suffixes, and hyphens and accents. He 

adds and divides and multiplies the Word. And 

in all of this he subtracts the truth. (87) 
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Tosamah straddles two worlds here, Bible in one hand, 

gesturing spontaneously from Indian oral tradition with the 

other, as he attempts to fuse the two. 

The fusing of traditions begins with the first word of 

House Made of Dawn, "Dypaloh," the traditional invocation of 

Jemez storytellers. After the invocation comes a prologue 

which echoes the Navaho Night Chant. In his use of the 

Night Chant Ceremony Linda Hogan says of Momaday, "The 

author, like the oral poet/singer is 'he who puts together' 

a disconnected life through a step-by-step process of 

visualization" (103). As Carole Oleson has pointed out, an 

audience schooled in oral tradition will recognize in the 

prologue the pattern of culture hero and traditional story 

being adapted to a modern novel. (60) 

Tosamah tries to guide Abel, but he is ultimately 

--- -----------
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frustrated by his inability to imagine the direction Abel 

must travel. Abel must go back before he can go forward, 

and mark the intersections created by Fray Nicholas, 

Francisco, and his father. Once these intersections are 

marked they can be imagined as a part of natural change for 

the Walatowa community rather than as elements of 

destruction. 

Tosamah is also frustrated, although he does not know 

it, by an intersection in the teaching of the Bible, "As. 

seventeenth century puritans were meeting 

seventeenth century Algonquians, the Puritan's God, we might 

say, was becoming truly American (as opposed to Native 

American): the ultimate individual, the infinite proprietor. 

And the Bible was undergoing an implicit translation: in the 

beginning was property" (Cheyfitz 55). 

It is written in the Bible that in the beginning was 

the Word, but not noted that people like John Locke 

subsequently busied themselves imagining something quite 

different. The gospel of such people evolved into an 

assertion that in the beginning, the earth was populated by 

individuals, created by one Maker, who were proprietors of 

their own persons, thus having within themselves the 

foundations of Property (55). 

In The House Made of Dawn, "The Man Made of Words," and 

The Way To Rainy Mountain, N. Scott Momaday imagines a 
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kinship-based moral system for man's understanding and use 

of landscape and language. This is in contrast to other 

imaginings where legal diction has replaced direct language, 

place has become property, and both have been translated 

into tools of oppression. Within this contrast Momaday's 

imaginings are graceful, articulate reflections of a higher 

sense of both place and language. 

The center of the tribal cultural world, circumscribed 

by "reservations," remains surprisingly intact despite a 

history of extensive oppression. As long as such places 

exist and their interlocking cultural networks are 

preserved, the voices of Indians will remain vital and 

singular. 

Momaday and other writers such as Welch, Silko, and 

Erdrich have been elevated by some critics to the position 

of Indian literary masters. Yet we find that in many ways 

these authors resist strongly such essentializing. As they 

work in the crosscurrents between oral tradition and the 

Western literary tradition, they reflect many of the 

standards of Western writing. 

An example is Momaday's House Made of Dawn. Although 

the novel's protagonist, Abel, is certainly alienated and 

displaced, virtually all the other characters suffer from 

the same condition. Louis Owens emphasizes that a list of 

the psychologically and physically displaced in House Made 
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of Dawn includes nearly every character in the novel. 

Pointing even to Father Olguin, Owens writes, "Like a 

character from a Joseph Conrad novel, the priest feels 

abruptly alien in an unfathomably pagan colonial outpost and 

mocked by the Indians' cultural persistence, by the 

subversiveness of their very survival in remoteness" (l07). 

Fidelity and civilization depend on maintaining a 

precarious fiction, as illustrated in both House Made of 

Dawn and Conrad's Heart of Darkness. Momaday takes Father 

Olguin into the heart of Pueblo country, where his most 

significant achievement comes at the end of the book, when 

he shouts, "I understand, do you hear? . I understand! 

Oh, God! I understand--I understand!" (190). The truth is, 

he doesn't understand, but that is beside the point. 

Analysis of House Made of Dawn, winter In The Blood, 

Ceremony, and Love Medicine/Tracks shows a strand of irony, 

a standard Euramerican literary element, in their vision. 

The heart of darkness exists in the work, but it is also 

markedly cosmopolitan, exploring the world of America both 

through its outposts and its modern cities. Each of the 

books reflects complex contrasts, light and darkness--and 

spends time in the kind of ambiguous city that lies behind 

many of the works of Modernism. 

Indian literature presents a society with room enough to 

place many stories, with room enough to serve as a 
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background for many meditations. The individual books are 

deceptively complex, as almost every critic has declared. 

The themes have a touch of contradiction about them, and the 

language halts and turns in on itself. Even at the level of 

words, nothing is as it seems. The plots are elusive and 

have extraordinary and unexpected results. Each in its way 

advances some kind of outrage, although not the usual forms 

of terror. The outrage is not against religion or art; the 

attack is against science, time, the idea of the existing 

order itself--a very difficult task to perform. 

So the ironic oppositions of the writing begin; and 

soon they multiply. The characters who are actually stirred 

to any action, Abel in House Made of Dawn, Tayo in Ceremony, 

Teresa's son in Winter In The Blood, and Nanapush and Lulu 

in Love Medicine/Tracks, achieve only a Prince Myshkin-like 

quality, resembling the saintly figure of Dostoevsky's The 

Idiot. 

In winter In The Blood this ineffectual quality is 

accomplished by a thematics of distance, as Welch displays 

his characters as blind examples of paradox and 

contradiction. But there is more as well, as irony is one 

of the dynamics driving the story. Nothing works out as it 

should, and everything has a double face. The blindness of 

the characters to their own fates and to the ironies 

inherent in the human condition is part of it all. Nor is 
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the irony solely directed against the narrator, and in favor 

of the forces surrounding him. What Welch does actually 

address is the social order as a whole--the entire backdrop 

of culture through whose duplicities and paradoxes the 

narrator has walked. For the narrator is imperfectly aware 

of the contradiction in all things; imperfect awareness is 

one of Welch's fundamental themes. 

In House Made of Dawn, Abel experiences terror and law 

as simply two sides of the same coin. Abel possesses the 

willingness to accept his Jemez Pueblo-generated vision as 

it is, to idealize the world rather than looking at it 

directly. Tosamah, on the other hand, believes he looks at 

the world directly. Tosamah is a man of disappointed 

ambitions and great hatred, both of the system and of his 

fellow Indians, who has turned his rage into ambition to 

achieve bitter irony. Abel's instinct is different, his 

contradictions turn him into a figure of profound danger. 

He appears small and unnoticed as he passes through the 

obscure jungles of Los Angeles, but he considers himself 

immune, assuring his freedom from all legal restraint and 

social convention by his vision of his own way of life, in 

which he sincerely believes. He carries his beliefs with 

him, ready to apply to the outside world. He seeks for ways 

to do this, which becomes another entire set of ironies. 



For Abel's vision is imperfect, and it nearly causes his 

death as a result. 
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The image of the suppression of Native American visions 

dominates nearly all four novels. In addition, obscure 

events associated with the suppression produce mystery at 

the heart of the stories, and begin another theme, that of 

investigation. crime and punishment, self-made morality and 

social need, terror and law, dispossession and exclusion, 

are all closely interlocked through cosmic irony, resulting 

in a certain degree of ironic anxiety. 

In the Nanapush of Tracks Louise Erdrich also 

constructs an example of the contradictory soul, a man on a 

moral tightrope, undermined from within by the people and 

society he seeks to protect. Nanapush is used to dealing 

with whites, whom he finds natural to the order of his 

present existence. Nanapush accepts the rules as they are, 

winning or losing by them. But his own people, Nanapush 

finds, cannot be dealt with by rule, and they frequently 

show a double nature. Eventually, Nanapush makes his own 

descent into the streets of the monstrous society. Losing 

his land to the double dealing of Margaret and Nector 

Kashpaw, he moves off the land and takes a position on the 

tribal council. Here, although he manages to recover the 

child Lulu from boarding school, he loses part of his moral 

identity and takes on a sense of loneliness. 
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confusion, disorder, ambiguity and indirection are a 

part of House Made of Dawn, Ceremony, Winter In The Blood, 

and Love Medicine/Tracks. And not the least are the 

authors' methods of narrating sequences of events. The 

books often have what Frank Kermode once called "enormous 

holes in the plots." All the authors avoid conventional 

methods of chronological narration, folding the stories in 

on themselves. House Made of Dawn travels back and forth 

from Jemez Pueblo to Los Angeles, from present time to 

Abel's childhood, to the early days of Fray Nicholas V. and 

back again. Ceremony moves as far back as mythic times of 

Laguna Pueblo, to the days of Night Swan and Yellow Woman, 

to the Phillipines of World War II, and back to the modern 

concerns of the Pueblo. winter In The Blood explores the 

inner sanctum of the alcoholic mind, one of the final scenes 

from the last tribal days of the Gros Ventre/Blackfeet, and 

back to Montana Hi-Line bars that still serve cheap wine. 

Love Medicine/Tracks completely inverts chronological time, 

st.arting at the end with Love Medicine, and finishing at the 

beginning with Tracks in a uniquely effective manner. 

The "enormous hole in the plot" is evident in another 

way. All the books are novels without a hero. Most fiction 

works by soliciting our sympathy for one or several of the 

characters, who then help us find our position in the novel, 

and give us a center of values. But in these Native 
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American fictions the irony eliminates those centers of 

value as they appear, and there are no secure points of 

identification in the novels. There are, indeed, characters 

who invite our sympathetic attention. Abel, Tayo, Teresa's 

son, June, Gerry, Lulu, and Nanapush are all examples, but 

they are also victims and seldom a source of true insight or 

wisdom. 

Abel, Tayo, and Teresa's son view the world in somewhat 

of a simple, although more than innocent way, and it takes a 

certain amount of interaction with other elements to see 

them very clearly at all. They are more or less victims, 

both of the imperfections of the world they are born into, 

and of the indifference of those around them, who, lost in 

their own difficulties and meditations, and their enormous 

self-satisfaction, leave them to save themselves if they 

can. June Kashpaw's slow discovery of the details of the 

outrage of the life she is heir to, most of them discovered 

by chance, brings her only to her own death. June takes on 

tragic but not heroic proportions, and her fate does not 

dissipate the universal irony. She has escaped reservation 

life only to become a free woman with a perfection of 

freedom that leaves her nothing to desire and nothing to do. 

Hers is a world of desperate freedom that allows the reader 

to become aware of the deep anarchy of life--to "escape" 

-----~ .. ~ .--~ ..... 



only to discover it is worse on the "outside" generates 

terror and despair. 
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It is not on the characters but on an irony of 

inclusion-exclusion that the books come to rest, as their 

acts become an abstract philosophy. The books are made of 

story, but also of a complex, ironic web of words and 

phrases--ruin and destruction, impenetrable mystery, madness 

and despair, a subtle web of discourse that holds together a 

strange duplicity and dark vision of extremity. The books 

are significantly works of modern irony, a form of very 

justified address to the modern world philosophically 

comparable to existentialism. In typically ambiguous 

fashion, however, they do not aim to deal with 

existentialism or anything else as a serious political 

philosophy, although they are clearly not superficial, 

either. 

House Made of Dawn, Ceremony, Winter In The Blood, and 

Love Medicine/Tracks might be thought of as important 

examples of the modern political novel. The authors, 

however, seem to view politics as something significant more 

for its role in multiplying a sense of living in a modern 

absurdity than the betterment of the world. Even more to 

the point, their interest seems less in the actual motions 

of living, but in the underlying dreams and contradictions 

of emotion which create it. 
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The books are important for their literary method. 

l~en Conrad talked of his method, he preferred to use the 

modernist term he shared with Henry James, Ford Madox Ford, 

and Stephen Crane, that he called "Impressionism." By 

Impressionism he meant use of the written word to appeal to 

the senses by the power of suggestion; to use the power of 

the written word to help the reader hear, feel, and most 

importantly, to~. The technique is deliberately oblique 

and suggestive, working by indirection, guided by something 

complete that makes it a view of life without the clutter of 

details. These Native American writers have to a degree 

echoed Conrad's oblique, ironic methods of viewing a world 

of nihilistic forces and destructive history--methfJds that 

were, Conrad suggested, ways of confronting the moral 

ambiguity of a world which needs a very great deal of 

looking into. Realizing connections between Indian writing 

and concepts such as Modernist irony bridges the distance 

between white and Indian cultures. 
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RECASTING TRADITION IN LOUISE ERDRICH'S WRITING 

In "Native American Novels: Horning In," William Bevis 

notes that the central texts in Indian literature often deal 

with homecoming: "In Native American novels, coming home, 

staying put, contracting, even what we call "regressing" to 

a place, a past where one has been before, is not only the 

primary story, it is a primary mode of knowledge and a 

primary good" (582). The return of a central figure leads 

to a prolonged series of encounters that make up the body of 

the work. Momaday and Silko optimistically see ceremony as 

a means of overcoming the difficultry of homecoming and of 

transcending the tragedies of life. 

In Ceremony Silko frames the story with poetry and 

ritual from Laguna oral tradition. Momaday frames House 

Made of Dawn with traditional ceremonial material derived 

from Pueblo stories and Navajo Chantways. silko adds to her 

optimism the power of storytelling, writing in "The 

Storyteller's Escape," "With these stories of ours/ we can 

escape almost any thing/ with these stories we will survive." 

Silko's statement reflects the belief that "story" 

subsumes "nontribal forms such as the novel." It's all 

story silko seems to say, and that seems inclusive rather 

than exclusive. 
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In "opening the Text," Robert Silberman says, "The 

villain is the book, which replaces the companionship that 

exists between teller and listener with the distance between 

the isolated writer and the equally isolated reader. 

Although this is not true in silko's Almanac of The Dead, 

where books are positive, in most Native American literature 

the book is not embraced but accepted as a necessary evil: 

story and storytelling are the ideals" (111). 

Louise Erdrich's Love Medicine/Tracks pair of novels 

use all these elements. Love Medicine "signals a recasting 

of the tradition represented by the other works even as it 

partly continues to work within the older conventions and 

share many of the same concerns: the consequences of an 

individual's return or attempted return to the reservation, 

the significance of home and family, the politics of 

language and the relation between speaking and writing" 

(Silberman 103). 

The cacophony of Love Medicine is responsive to the 

tangle of issues I have discussed in relation to Indian 

identity reflected in writing. I recognize in Erdrich's 

work the breeds who marry Norwegians from small North Dakota 

towns, the bars and crazy uncles and fierce aunts of a life 

way beyond cultural purism. Kenneth Lincoln says, "The 

'Mitchief' (or Mitchif) or Metis today are mixtures, just as 

the narratives portray a fine confusing mix of terror and 
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pity, a near tragedy and rarely textured comic pathos, above 

all, the indomitable spirit of a regional community" (xv). 

Love Medicine renders a sense of the confusing mix and 

indomitable spirit of the mixed people known as Indians in a 

way that is quite unlike any other I can think of. 

Tracks, Erdrich's companion piece to Love Medicine, 

fills in bloodlines and traditions and the "old ways" of the 

stories of Love Medicine, stories "infected with the past 

and the lost and the still-to-come promise of a native 

rebirth" (Lincoln xv). Tracks also lays out some ways we 

can see the fragmentation of tribal people during the early 

twentieth century. 

Louise Erdrich has provided a glimpse of what place has 

actually become for Indian people. In her American Indian 

Literatures: An Introduction. Bibliographic Review. And 

Selected Bibliography, A. LaVonne Brown Ruoff states, 

"Erdrich's three published novels, of a planned series of 

four set in North Dakota, weave an intricate web of 

relationships among members of individual families and 

family groups of Indians, mixed-bloods, and whites. Each 

novel incorporates an image: water in Love Medicine, air in 

Beet Queen, earth in Tracks" (85). In Tracks, Erdrich 

juxtaposes her view of the land through a traditional 

Chippewa, Nanapush, and that of Pauline Puyat, his younger 

mixed-blood relative. Pauline's confusion, combined with 



the actions of other mixed-bloods, in part represents the 

chaos of change associated with European ideas about land 

forced upon traditional Indian cultures. 
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Tracks deals with the years between 1912 and 1919, when 

the North Dakota Chippewas, or Anishinabe, as they call 

themselves, were coping with the effects of the General 

Allotment Act of 1887, the purpose of which was to divide 

tribally-allotted lands among individual Indians so that 

these Indians could leave their nomadic communal cultures 

behind and become settled as individual farmers. After the 

Indian Allotment Act of 1904, each enrolled member of the 

Turtle Mountain Chippewas born before 1909 received one 

quarter section of land, with single members of the tribe 

receiving various lesser amounts depending upon their age. 

This was.part of the transformation of communal Indian land 

into individual Euro-American property; more significantly, 

as Mary Jane Schneider has noted in her book North Dakota 

Indians, land allotment had the immediate effect of reducing 

the total acres of Indian land by 65 percent (91). Tracks 

is in part an autopsy of this process, whereby place becomes 

property. 

Mixed-blood Indian people occupy a marginal position in 

an already marginalized culture. In the case of the Turtle 

Mountain Chippewas, mixed-blood has its origins in the 

historical influence of French and English fur traders on 
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the tribe during the mid-eighteenth century. These traders 

obtained furs from the Chippewa, who received trade goods in 

return. This contact was more than economic, however, and 

resulted in intermarriage between Frenchmen and Chippewa 

women. This was encouraged by the fur companies as a means 

of keeping their men content, although most of these 

Frenchmen returned to Canada when the fur business declined 

(Wilkins 31). The children of these unions were called bois 

brul~s, half-breeds, mixed-bloods, or M~tis. 

Another large influence on Indian people was the coming 

of European religions in the early 1800s. Julie Maristuen

Rodakowski, in her article "The Turtle Mountain Reservation 

in North Dakota," has pointed out that this happened for the 

Chippewas in 1817, "when residents of the Red River Colony 

(Winnipeg) wrote to the Bishop of Quebec asking him to send 

religious leaders to minister to the Indians" (40). 

Apparently this resulted from negative aspects of the fur 

trade relationship which brought abuse of alcohol and 

abandonment of Indian women and mixed-blood children. 

French Catholics responded by establishing schools and 

convents, accomplished at Turtle Mountain by Father Belcourt 

in 1885. 

The arrival of European religion to the northern tribes 

can be further explained by a passage from sister M. Clare 
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Hartmann's The Significance Of The Pipe To The Gros Ventres 

Of Montana: 

In 1840 Father De smet was the first missionary 

to travel through the country in which the Gros 

Ventres and Assiniboines lived. Father Point (1846-

47) and Father Giorda (1862), both Jesuits, visited 

them periodically. However, President Grant divided 

the missionary work with the Indians among various 

sects. Fort Belknap Reservation, the home of the 

Gros Ventres, was confined to the Methodists. As 

none of them ever came to take up their work, the 

Indians were befriended and taken over by the various 

Jesuit Fathers. In 1883 Father Eberschweiler came 

to Helena, Montana. On one of his visits to the Gros 

Ventres they asked for a resident missionary. In 

1885 President Cleveland granted permission for the 

erection of a mission on the Fort Belknap Agency. 

Father Eberschweiler took up his abode at the 

agency. (18) 

The zeal with which various religious factions must 

have prepared to get about their work is reflected in 

President Grant divvying up Indian territory for them. The 

fact that the Gros Ventre's assigned ministers never showed 

up characterizes Gros Ventre luck at the time. 

------- ----- ------
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The other thing worth pointing out is that the Gros 

Ventres asked for a resident missionary. They did this 

because they wished to escape the negative influence of 

soldiers stationed at Fort Assinniboine near present day 

Havre, Montana. This is very similar to the Chippewa of 

Tracks, who are willing to embrace a new religion in return 

for help in escaping the abuse of alcohol by their own 

people and the abuse of Indian women by fur traders. 

One of the problems associated with Catholicism for 

Indian people was its contribution to the ambivalence and 

tension resulting from Indian people trying to live with 

both Native American and Roman Catholic religious beliefs. 

Knowledge of both was in some ways an advantage, but at 

other times it had a paralyzing effect resulting from 

contradictory systems. In "Reading between Worlds: 

Narrativity in the Fiction of Louise Erdrich," Catherine 

Rainwater states: 

In Tracks, Erdrich's two narrators likewise 

struggle with liminality in their efforts to 

leave behind early lives in favor of others 

they have chosen. Nanapush grows up Christian 

in a Jesuit school, but later chooses life in 

the woods and Chippewa tradition; the other 

narrator, Pauline, is a mixed-blood raised in 

the Native American tradition, but she wishes 



to be white and eventually becomes a fanatical 

nun, constantly at war with the "pagans" who 

had once been her relatives. (405-6) 
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Intermarriage with fur traders, although generative in 

certain situations, was also very divisive in at least two 

powerful ways. Although Indian people were quite accepting 

of outsiders on some levels, especially as a way of making 

alliances they saw as advantageous, they still retained a 

homogeneity at the core of their kinship systems. 

An example is the fact that mixed-bloods were 

considered peripheral to tribal government by traditional 

members. These traditional members were consistently 

opposed to giving up tribal land and to the process of 

assimilation to White culture. As a result, European 

administrators often turned to the mixed-blood population as 

a means of gaining enough support to attain concessions; by 

proclaiming that mixed-bloods were to have a say in decision 

making, White agents were often able to get their way. 

In Mixed Bloods And Tribal Dissolution: Charles curtis 

and the Quest for Indian Identity, William Unrau documents 

how Charles Curtis, a mixed-blood Kaw, supported 

assimilationist policies and allotment. curtis, an attorney 

and politician, actually authored the 1898 curtis Act, a 

post-cursor to the Allotment Act. Although curtis 



envisioned the Act as a great progressive measure, its 

ultimate result was tribal destruction for his people. 
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One of the ways this tribal destruction was 

accomplished was to give mixed-blood Kaws voting rights, 

which they subsequently exercised to overcome traditional 

views and facilitate allotment of Kaw lands (135). This 

exploitation of alienated mixed-bloods represents a primary 

tension in Tracks; it is part of the backdrop against which 

the characters live their lives, lives filled with chaos and 

confusion as a result. 

The book begins with Nanapush's reflections on the 

state of affairs among the Chippewa of 1912. In his winter 

count he notes that the survivors of displacement and 

smallpox fought their way west to exile "in a storm of 

government papers" only to be stricken again, this time by 

tuberculosis. He considers the feelings of some Anishinabe 

that the trouble is the result of dissatisfied spirits of 

the dead, then comes to his own conclusion, "Our trouble 

came from living, from liquor and the dollar bill. We 

stumbled toward the government bait, never looking down, 

never noticing how the land was snatched from under us at 

every step" (4). 

Although Nanapush aims toward present reality with his 

statement, it is not because he is unaware of the influence 

of the past. He tells of how Anishinabe dead can come to 
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coax the living to go with them, and of how he and Fleur 

Pillager, a child he has rescued from the tuberculosis 

epidemic, nearly succumb to their urging. The dead feel it 

would be better to move on than to live amid the ruin of 

Indian culture, regarding the living as fools to do so. 

Nanapush replies: 

And we were. starvation makes fools of anyone. 

In the past, some had sold their allotment land 

for one hundred poundweight of flour. Others, 

who were desperate to hold on, now urged that 

we get together and buy back our land, or at 

least pay a tax and refuse the lumbering money 

that would sweep the marks of our boundaries off 

the map like a pattern of straws. Many were 

determined not to allow the hired surveyors, or 

even our own people, to enter the deepest bush. 

They spoke of the guides Hat and Many Women, now 

dead, who had taken the government pay. (8) 

with this Erdrich begins to make a more realistic 

statement about the seeming passivity of Indian people by 

personalizing their loss of land. Earlier it was said that 

what was significant about allotment was that it reduced 

Indian landholdings by 65 percent. What is even more 

significant, the what-goes-without-saying too many times, is 

that Indian people were literally at the point of starving 

--- --.--------------
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to death in an environment that provided few alternative 

means of survival than the hunting culture that was 

destroyed, when they were coerced into giving up their land. 

The "bait" that Indian people stumbled toward was 

meager rations that would enable them to stay alive. Also 

implicit in the statement, however, is resistance, a 

determination by some to hold on to the land by the White 

way of paying money; others take action by calling on the 

ancient power once possessed by the Pillager Clan, "who knew 

the secret ways to cure or kill, until their art deserted 

them" (3). Although some maneuver successfully to retain 

their land, they are forced to do so as individuals 

operating largely outside the tribal kinship system; the 

overall effect is one of further diminishment. What seems 

more empowering in the long run, though less profitable 

short term, is Nanapush and Fleur's adherence to traditional 

ways. 

Although Indian people were promised time and again 

that each land concession would be the last, Whites 

continued to find means for further dispossession. In 

Tracks, although the Anishinabe have been given individual 

parcels of land by allotment, those parcels are still being 

taken away for failure to pay taxes. Nanapush complains 

about this, saying, "As you know, I was taught by the 

Jesuits ... I know about law. I know that 'trust' means 
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they can't tax our parcels" (174). What this means within 

the context of Tracks is that in spite of the fact that the 

land was held in trust for Indians by the federal 

government, the states and others could step in and claim it 

under certain circumstances. 

More specifically, Indian t"ribes are vulnerable to 

arguments based on legal doctrines such as statutes of 

limitation and adverse possession, doctrines that amount to 

a requirement of "use it or lose it" in various 

circumstances. During the twilight years from the 1880s to 

the 1960s, when they were virtually paralyzed by adversity, 

tribes often failed to exercise rights they would have had 

commensurate with federal recognition as separate but equal 

entities. This resulted in a pattern where "possession was 

nine-tenths of the law" for governments and others who ruled 

on or occupied lands more or less by default. It appears 

that the seizure of land for failure to pay property taxes 

referred to in Track~ stems from this, a practice finally 

struck down by the Supreme Court in the 1976 Minnesota case 

Bryan v. Itasca County, 426 U.S. 373 (1976). 

In conjunction with this, land was apparently re-sold 

at auction after being seized. Nector Kashpaw, in a moment 

of realization, reiterates: 

If we don't pay they'll auction us off! 

Damien nodded, went on, ignoring Margaret's shocked 
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the Agent control the choosing of the board who will 

decide who may bid on what foreclosed parcels and 

where. (175) 
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Erdrich sets up the Morisseys as an example of those 

who have profited by buying allotments others have lost to 

taxes, "They were well-off people, mixed-bloods who profited 

from acquiring allotments that many old Chippewa did not 

know how to keep" (63). Excluded from certain aspects of 

tribal society as they were, mixed-blood people clearly felt 

that some losses suffered by traditional people represented 

opportunities for them. In addition, consistent with the 

strong matriarchal strain in northern tribes, Bernadette 

Morrissey is the leader of the Morrisseys and as long as she 

is in charge they prosper. 

An echo of the same situation exists in James Welch's 

Winter In The Blood, where the narrator remarks, "We passed 

Emily Short's fields, which were the best in the valley. 

They had been leveled by a reclamation crew from the agency. 

Emily was on the tribal council" (40). In Tracks, when 

Bernadette is faced with adversity, she reacts immediately, 

"In a week, with her cleanliness, her methodical 

handwriting, and her way with sums, she had found a way to 

save her land. In spite of the first consumptive signs in 

her lungs, Bernadette kept house for the Agent, reorganized 
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his property records, and mailed debt announcements to every 

Indian in arrears" (179). Bernadette is obviously a very 

capable individual; it is also clear, however, that her 

success is gained in large part at the expense of other 

Indian people. 

Bernadette's success is limited in other ways as well. 

Like Teresa in winter In The Blood, although she has won the 

battle to prosper individually she is losing the war in the 

sense that her family is in disarray. Her children, 

Clarence and Sophie, both marry no-account Lazarres and 

descend on her like a swarm of locusts, whereupon she 

promptly leaves them on the farm and moves to town. 

The significance of family for Indian people has been 

articulated by Janine Windy Boy-Pease in the 1985 

Rattlesnake Productions film Country Warriors: A Story of 

the Crow Tribe: "But you know Crows measure wealth a little 

differently than non-Indians •.. Wealth is measured by one's 

relatedness, one's family, and one's clan. To be alone, 

that would be abject poverty to a Crow." By isolating 

herself Bernadette has fallen into the trap of allowing 

herself to become a shadow of property; as a consequence she 

contributes to the colonization of the tribe and then is in 

turn colonized by her own children, who become decadent 

without her guidance. 



Nanapush, representing the traditional Anishinabe, 

seeks to remain aligned with tribal tradition as much as 

possible. Although he is made to bend, he does not break, 

remaining perhaps the most empowered figure throughout the 

book: 

The captain and then the lumber president, 

the Agent and at last many of our own, spoke 

long and hard about u cash agreement. But 

nothing changed my mind. I've seen too much 

go by--unturned grass below my feet, and over

head, the great white cranes flung south for

ever. I know this. Land is the only thing 

that lasts life to life. Money burns like 

tinder, flows off like water. And as for 

government promises, the wind is steadier. I 

am a holdout, like the Pillagers, although I 

told the Captain and the Agent what I thought 

of their papers in good English. I could have 

written my name, and much more too, in script. 

I had a Jesuit education in the halls of Saint 

John before I ran back to the woods and forgot 

all my prayers. (33) 
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In fact, much of Nanapush's power derives from 

language. His entire narrative in Tracks is told in the 

form of a story to Lulu, his adopted daughter. This device 
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is particularly striking to me because it reminds me of my 

grandmother talking incessantly at me when I was very young. 

She made it a point to tell me in detail things one might 

think W(llld be lost on a youngster. In order to get me to 

sit still for this she resorted to things like making my 

grandfather saddle up a sawhorse in the kitchen so I would 

listen while she cooked and talked. I did not think much 

about it at the time, but I know the value of the stories 

now. Like Lulu, someone took the time to tell me who I am, 

and why, and that is valuable. 

Nanapush emphasizes the value of storytelling 

throughout the book. He tells how he saved his own life 

during the smallpox epidemic by starting a story: "I 

fainted, lost breath, so that I could hardly keep moving my 

lips. But I did continue and recovered. I got well by 

talking. Death could not get a word in edgewise, grew 

discouraged, and traveled on" (46). After he rescues Fleur 

and the spirits of Pillagers come for them, it is talking 

that revives him again, "My voice rasped at first when I 

tried to speak, but then, oiled by strong tea, lard and 

bread, I was off and talking •.• I began to creak and roll. I 

gathered speed. I talked both languages in streams that ran 

alongside each other, over every rock, around every 

obstacle. The sound of my own voice convinced me I was 

alive" (7). 
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Nanapush's verbal ability works on other levels as 

well. He sees himself as a talker and a hunter and as 

someone who can wound with jokes. This gives him a powerful 

tool to deal with things as they happen. He is a ladies' 

man who casts a verbal spell on Margaret Kashpaw after she 

comes to his cabin to upbraid him for giving her son love 

medicine to use on Fleur. He suggests to Margaret at one 

point that he may have finally lost his virility and she 

replies, "As long as your voice works, the other will" 

(129). There is a recognition of power in Margaret's 

statement as well as a wonderful evocation of what it can 

mean to be a person of age, knowledge, and experience. 

This verbal power is shown to have negative 

possibilites as well. Catherine Rainwater observes that 

Erdrich presents two distinct worldviews in Tracks. This is 

most vividly illustrated through the character of Pauline. 

Pauline is a Puyat, of whom she says, "the Puyats were known 

as a quiet family, with little to say. We were mixed

bloods, skinners in the clan for which the name was lost" 

(14). This is the classic dilemma of of the mixed-blood, 

people living between cultures and relegated to the lowly 

position of skinners, drudge work in the heirarchy of 

hunting society, so unimportant that the clan name has been 

forgotten. 

---- ----_._._._------
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Nanapush makes his feelings toward Pauline known early 

But I could not cast the Puyat from my mind. You 

might not remember what people I'm talking about, 

the skinners, of whom Pauline was the only trace 

of those who died and scattered. She was different 

from the Puyats I remembered, who were always an 

uncertain people, shy, never leaders in our dances 

and cures. She was, to my mind, an unknown mixture 

of ingredients, like pale bannock that sagged or 

hardened. We never knew what to call her, or where 

she fit or how to think when she was around. So 

we tried to ignore her, and that worked as long as 

she was quiet. But she was different once her 

mouth opened and she started to wag her tongue. 

She was worse than a Nanapush, in fact. For while 

I was careful with my known facts, she was given 

to improving truth. (38-39) 

Pauline is indeed a handful, representing all the pain, 

rage, and frustration of a person forced to live in two 

different cultures while being rejected to a large degree by 

both. Early in the book she pesters her father into sending 

her to Argus, where she intends to live as a White. Her 

past reappears almost immediately, however, in the form of 

Fleur Pillager, who shows up, is raped, then causes Argus to 
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be leveled by a tornado. During the tornado Pauline and her 

cousin Russell seek safety in an icehouse but are denied 

entrance by a group of White men already inside. Enraged, 

Pauline locks the men in from the outside, where all but one 

perish. Overwhelmed by guilt added to her existing identity 

crisis, Pauline becomes more and more aberrant. 

In her confusion Pauline wanders between White and 

Indian worlds. Initially she assumes a role of keeper of 

the dead, then increasingly turns to religion. At the same 

time, she attempts to maintain contact on the reservation. 

Faced with the distance she has created between herself and 

the Indian people, however, she grows frustrated and 

destructive, becoming a caricature of the marginal person. 

Catherine Rainwater again observes: 

Despite her scorn for her Native American 

upbringing, Pauline (later to become sister 

Leopolda) cannot quite escape her old way of 

construing experience .•• she recounts the 

sufferings of st. John of the 

Cross, st. Catherine, st. Cecelia, and st. 

Blaise, and says with pride: "Predictable 

shapes, these martyrdoms. Mine took a different 

form." (409) 

This passage helps illuminate what can happen when cultural 

codes conflict. Pauline's interpretation of experience is 
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presented as dual and irreconcilable; she is not allowed to 

privilege one religious code or to synthesize the two as a 

form of resolution. Instead, Pauline is placed in a 

permanent state of irresolution--she is crazy. 

The manifestations of her craziness, fueled by 

Catholicism, are clearly destructive, as Pauline gradually 

becomes more fanatic and embattled. In return for a crumb 

of recognition by Margaret, Pauline tells the story of what 

happened in Argus, information that Margaret solicits to use 

against her son's interest in Fleur Pillager. Warming to 

Eli and Fleur's sexual relationship, she tries to use Sophie 

Morrissey to get Eli for herself. When Nanapush tries to 

cure Fleur's waning powers in a sweat lodge ceremony, 

Pauline tries her best to interrupt by preaching 

Christianity. 

Although Pauline's portrayal is not as attractive as 

others that speak to the positive effects of mixed-blood on 

the evolution of tribes, it is very effective in its 

detailed presentation of the tragic aspects of such a mixed

blood figure. And, indeed, it is true that for every 

admirable "cultural broker" created by forced acculturation, 

there are thousands of confused and broken Paulines thrown 

on the cultural scrap heap; it is important that their loss 

is not forgotten. 
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Nanapush has resisted assimilation to white culture to 

an amazing degree by words. He cajoles, teases, scolds, 

croons, and prays in ways to make a weasel think twice. In 

addition, he has used another tribal tradition. He has 

taken three young people under his wing and taught them 

traditional ways. Eli has become a hunter able to survive 

in the woods, although he succumbs to capitalism and tries 

to find his way by getting a job. Fleur, also a competent 

hunter, embraces Nanapush's spirituality more fully although 

she, too, is eventually beaten down by the loss of her child 

and the Pillager land at Matchimanito: 

She had failed too many times, both to rescue 

us and save her youngest child, who now slept 

in the branches of bitter oaks. Her dreams 

lied, her vision was obscured, her helper slept 

deep in the lake, and all her Argus money was 

long spent. Though she traveled through the 

bush with gunnysacks and her skinning knife, 

though she worked past her strength, tireless, 

and the rough shreds piled to our ankles and 

spilled across the floor, Fleur was a different 

person than the young woman I had known. She 

was hesitant in speaking, false in her gestures, 

anxious to cover her fear. (177) 
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Although Fleur is finally beaten down, she becomes so only 

after having a powerful influence on all those around her. 

She demonstrates there are different ways to live than 

liquor and the dollar bill, and that there is dignity and 

even power in that. Even the fact of her demise is deeply 

moving; she hitches herself to a cart and leaves rather than 

stoop to live a way she does not believe. 

Eli and certainly Fleur are nothing to be ashamed of, 

but it is Lulu who proves to be Nanapush's ultimate triumph. 

with many of his traditional methods of resistance 

frustrated, Nanapush moves to Kashpaw land and takes up a 

position of leadership on the tribal council. From this 

position he plays his remaining cards, and is able to 

retrieve Lulu from boarding school. 

Beset as Nanapush is from within and without, he 

unerringly turns to kinship ways to work his method of 

preservation, focusing on Lulu: 

----.. _----------_._-- -

You were the last to emerge. You stepped gravely 

down, round-faced and alert, so tall we hardly 

knew to pick you out from the others. Your grin 

was ready and your look was sharp. You tossed 

your head like a pony, gathering scent. Your 

braids were cut, your hair in a thick ragged bowl, 

and your dress was a shabby and smoldering orange, 

a shameful color like a half-doused flame, visible 



for miles, that any child who tried to run away 

from the boarding school was forced to wear. The 

dress was tight, too small, straining across your 

shoulders. Your knees were scabbed from the 

punishment of scrubbing long sidewalks, and knobbed 

from kneeling hours on broomsticks. But your grin 

was bold as your mother's white with anger that 

vanished when you saw us waiting •••. (226) 
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with the return of Lulu, it is clear the saga of the 

Turtle Mountain Anishinabe is far from over. Nanapush's 

teaching has taken root and through this boisterous girl 

tribal ways will not be forgotten. In Tracks we are allowed 

to ponder lake monsters and other ways of existence than 

those of the White Anglo-Saxon Protestant; we are allowed to 

glimpse a part of the beginnings of a new people, the Metis; 

and we are told more about the dispossession of Indian 

people. The central image of earth, or loss of earth, in 

Tracks, however, proves to be only a vehicle for Erdrich's 

larger discussion of self, family, community, and place, a 

discussion that widens considerably in Love Medicine. 

Love Medicine begins with June Kashpaw in Williston, 

North Dakota, during the time of the late 1970s oil boom in 

the area known as the Williston Basin. Williston is located 

approximately two hundred miles west and a little south of 

the northcentral North Dakota towns of Rolla, which borders 
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the Turtle Mountain Reservation on the east, and Dunseith, 

which borders it on the west. 

The boom brought an overflow of money and people to 

sleepy towns located in eastern Montana and Wyoming, and the 

western Dakotas. A chance stop in Williston in the spring 

of 1980 was like stumbling onto some sort of weird carnival. 

Among the people were all kinds of characters, but most of 

them were hardened by the brutally physical work of the 

oi1fie1ds. It is easy to call these people oilfield trash; 

it is an entirely different thing to move beyond the 

stereotype to an understanding of their lifestyle, a rough 

and ready transient kind of existence that could wear 

anybody out all by itself. 

It is in this setting we first meet June Kashpaw. 

Although she is waiting for a bus back to Turtle Mountain, 

she is getting by. She has a room, money for a bus ticket 

and cigarettes, and the wherewithal to stop for a few drinks 

if she feels like it. One interpretation of June's 

circumstances is moralistic, she becomes "the prostitute 

June, no longer young, who dies walking drunkenly through a 

snowstorm after a sexual encounter" (Maga1ener 96). 

Another view is that June as prostitute is an ugly, 

dangerous stereotype of the kind practiced by those who 

cherish exclusion. James McKenzie says "Nor is June Kashpaw 

a prostitute who has idled her days on the main streets of 
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oil boomtowns in North Dakota ••• The man June has sex with 

before her death, rather than the "one last client" ..• is her 

one last hope for someone "different" (55). 

In fact, June articulates her desire to find a 

different kind of man, "The eggs were lucky. And he had a 

good-natured slowness about him that seemed different. He 

could be different, she thought" (3). McKenzie's point is 

well taken. There is nothing to suggest formalized 

prostitution in her thoughts or actions. She may accept 

money from time to time, but it is more in the form of a 

gift than a bargained-for exchange. 

June's actions are better explained by other means than 

simply as an ignoble citizen reduced by externally imposed 

economic circumstances to a degraded existence. First, she 

does what she does because she can--she has attributes that 

allow her a range of movement. Throughout the book it is 

made very clear that June is an attractive woman. Aurelia 

says, "She sure ~ good looking" (11). Gerry Nanapush 

reminisces, "Hell on wheels! She was really something .•• so 

beautiful" (268). June's looks are a resource that allow 

her some mobility, and in fact they are practically her only 

resource. Realizing this, she tends to move from situation 

to situation, from town to town, from man to man, as a means 

of trying to improve her lot in life, something recognizable 

across all cultures. 
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The problem that undercuts June and that makes her 

different from less attractive, but more successful 

characters in the book, is her childhood. June is brought 

to Marie Kashpaw half-starved after her mother, Lucille, 

dies, and she is forced to live in the woods like a wild 

animal. Marie says, "But then the two drunk ones told me 

how the girl had survived--by eating pine sap in the woods. 

Her mother was my sister, Lucille. She died alone with the 

girl out in the bush" (63). 

The effect of this traumatic experience begins to come 

clear to Marie after a time, "I began to understand what she 

was doing as time went on. It [a mother] was a mother she 

couldn't trust after what had happened in the woods" (70). 

As a result, June feels more comfortable with Eli, and 

eventually goes to live with him for the remainder of her 

childhood. The issue of trust is never fully resolved for 

June, however, and it handicaps her. 

Lack of trust results in a kind of independence that 

precludes June from participating fully in family, marriage, 

or work. Albertine recalls, "She reported drunk for work in 

dime stores and swaggered out of restaurants where she'd 

waitressed a week, at the first wisecrack. sometimes she 

came back to Gordie and they made the marriage work for a 

while longer. Then she would leave again" (8). 

--- --------------
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Although June's independence is one of her greatest 

assets, it has negative aspects as well. Initially, it 

places her on the periphery of the extremely valuable 

support system of family. She rejects Marie's attempt to 

mother her and goes back to the woods to live with Eli. She 

remains at a distance from her husband Gordie, never able to 

fully commit to marriage. Unable to risk the intimacy of 

motherhood, she makes a better aunt, "Whatever she lacked as 

a mother, June was a good aunt to have--the kind that 

spoiled you" (8). In the end, tired of Williston and in no 

mood to wait for the mud engineer Andy to wake up, 

accustomed to relying on herself, she walks out into a 

blizzard and freezes to death. 

June's actions might appear stupid, or suicidal, but 

those are only two ways of looking at them. Granted, most 

people would rely on friends or family members, or hire a 

taxicab, or simply get behind the wheel of the truck and 

drive back to Williston. June, however, has not had much 

opportunity to integrate those kinds of things most people 

take for granted into her life. She has always relied on 

herself, and viewed that way, it is perfectly understandable 

that she would strike out for Turtle Mountain on foot just 

because she felt like it. 

James McKenzie, pointing out Erdrich's desire to tell 

the stories of contemporary survivors while protecting and 
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celebrating the cores of cultures that remain, says, "She 

seems to know unconsciously of her profound alienation, 

however, and her last act represents an instinctive groping 

toward the wholeness of home. She turns her back on 

Williston and decides to walk home, almost two hundred miles 

away, even though she has a bus ticket to the reservation in 

her purse. It is a deliberate choice" (57). This could be 

true, or, she could just have been tired of the craziness of 

a boom town. Furthermore, had the blizzard not struck, it 

is reasonable to assume she would have made it back. 

Louise Erdrich is able to create June the way she has 

because she has first-hand knowledge of such people. Her 

authentic experience allows her to move beyond the "drunken 

Indian" stereotype and to explore cause and effect 

relationships. June's demise is tragic, but the temptation 

to explain it simplistically is inappropriate. with her 

insider knowledge of Indian people Erdrich is able to 

provide the reader with some understanding of how and why 

June becomes what she does--she is a victim of her childhood 

in a way that equates to child abuse. June is not simply a 

prostitute, but a capable and attractive, albeit 

psychologically traumatized, human being. 

In parts two and three of Chapter one, "The World's 

Greatest Fishermen," we are introduced to other members of 

"the family," grown to more than fifty members by 1981. 
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Albertine Johnson, reflecting on the death of her aunt June, 

begins by describing her relationship with her mother Zelda, 

who is the daughter of Marie and Nector Kashpaw. Albertine 

is angry with her mother for not telling her about June's 

death until after her funeral, saying, "Although I still had 

not forgiven my mother, I decided to go home. I wasn't 

crazy about the thought of seeing her, but our relationship 

was like a file we sharpened on, and necessary in that way" 

(10) • 

Robert Silberman says, "In Love Medicine the concern 

with home informs the entire narrative, as Erdrich rings the 

changes upon the term, which is by no means ah/ays 

identified with a condition of bliss" (108). Clearly, the 

relationship between Albertine and Zelda is less than 

blissful, made so by an absent father and resulting hardship 

that causes Albertine to say, "I'd been the one who'd really 

blocked my mother's plans for being pure. I'd forced her to 

work for money, keeping books, instead of pursuing tasks 

that would bring glory on her head" (10) 

Albertine's father is Swede Johnson, "He'd had the 

grace, at least, to go AWOL from army boot camp and never 

let his face be seen again. All I knew of him was pictures, 

blond, bleak, and doomed to wander, perhaps as much by 

Mama's rage at her downfall as by the uniform" (9-10). 

Being fatherless and feeling that her mother resents her is 
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problematic for Albertine, "Later on, I'd provided her with 

years of grinding grief. I had gone through a long phase of 

wickedness and run away" (10). This allusion is further 

explained in the section entitled "A Bridge," where she runs 

into Henry Lamartine, Jr. 

Albertine and Henry, both lost in a sense, meet and 

spend the night, and that is all. The section impresses the 

idea of a search upon the mind of the reader in an unusual 

use of extended image--a kind of shock treatment. Erdrich 

gathers up the pieces of the fragmented world of these two 

characters and attempts to put them back together. 

In doing so, Erdrich creates useful things from cast

off odds and ends which others have found to be useless. In 

the context of Louise Erdrich and Love Medicine, this 

technique is one of synthesis, a way of creating, learning, 

and expressing human understanding, using whatever is 

present and what remains from the past to achieve an 

integrating form. This seems part of Erdrich's method in 

"A Bridge." What she observes is fragmented, therefore what 

she writes sometimes seems fragmented as well. 

The theme of abandonment of a child by a parent runs 

throughout Love Medicine. Hurtful as this is, it is nothing 

compared to parents who are around, but simply ignore their 

children. Albertine, King, Lyman and Lipsha are all 

tortured by dysfunctional primary relationships, 
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relationships that Erdrich also presents with skill and 

insight. King, who finally gets something from his mother 

in the form of a car purchased with her insurance money, is 

a wretch, made so by his upbringing. He attacks his wife, 

his father, his car, and himself: 

"King, baby!" Gordie jumped off the steps and 

hugged King to the ground with the solid drop 

of his weight. "It's her car. You're June's 

boy, King. Don't cry." For as they lay there, 

welded in shock, King's face was grinding deep 

into the cinders and his shoulders shook with 

heavy sobs. He screamed up through dirt at 

his father. 

"It's awful to be dead. Oh my God, she's so cold." 

(33) 

King is abusive, treacherous, and unstable. We have 

all known someone who can ruin a family gathering like some 

kind of wrecking ball, or who makes us uneasy to ever turn 

our back. To go beyond simple moralizing, however, is to 

attempt some understanding of what motivates such 

unattractive people. It is clear in this scene that King's 

motivation stems from a near-pathological confusion stemming 

from his relationships with his mother and his father. 

After King begins to cast a pall on the evening, his 

unacknowleged half-brother Lipsha gets up and leaves the 



house. Albertine follows, wanting to talk to him about 

June: 

"I am going to talk to you about something 

particular •.. "I began. My voice was serious, all 

of a sudden, and it scared him. He moved away from 

me, suspicious. I was going to tell him what I'd 

heard from hanging at the edge of the aunts' con

versations. I was going to tell him that his mother 

was June. Since so many others knew, it was only 

right that he should, too. 

"Your mother ••. "I began. 

"I can never forgive what she done to a little 

child," he said. 

"They had to rescue me out of her grip." 

I tried again. 

"I want to talk about your mother ..•. " 

Lipsha nodded, cutting me off. "I consider Grandma 

Kashpaw my mother, even though she just took me in 

like any old stray." 

She didn't do that," I said. "She wanted you." 

"No," said Lipsha. "Albertine, you don't know what 

you're talking about." 

Now I was the one who felt ignorant, confused. 

"As for my mother," he went on, "even if she came 

back right now, this minute, and got do\'ln on her 
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knees and said 'Son, I am sorry for what I done 

to you,' I would not relent on her." (36) 
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This scene gets to the nitty-gritty of the complicated 

question of identity. "Identity" can clearly be seen as a 

product of relationships. Parentage is the lowest common 

denominator, the beginnings by which we know who we are. In 

Lipsha and Albertine we see two people who have come to know 

themselves as "strays," bonded by their lack of identity, 

vying to tell who has it worse. The "telling" part of the 

conversation is strikingly similar to Tayo and his aunt in 

Ceremonv. Tayo is illegitimate and a half-breed in the 

worst way in an Indian setting, the product of his mother 

"and that white man" (30). 

Like June Kashpaw and her children, Tayo's mother 

abandons him to the care of his "Auntie," a mean-spirited 

woman who resents and is ashamed of him. As a result of his 

double cosmic bad luck, Tayo is denied the nurturing of a 

mother and of Indian culture; instead he is tortured by his 

Auntie, who reminds him constantly of how much shame and 

disgrace he has brought upon the family: 

----_ .. _-_ .... _--_ .. 

He could anticipate her mood by watching her 

face. She had a special look she gave him 

when she wanted to talk to him alone •.. 

"Nobody will ever tell you this," she said, 

"but you must hear it so you will understand 



why things are this way.1I She was referring 

to the distance she kept between him and herself. 

"Poor old Grandma. It would hurt her so 

much if she ever heard this story." 

"one morning," she said, "before you were 

born, I got up to go outside, right before 

sunrise. I knew she had been out all night 

because I never hear her come in. Anyway, 

I thought I would walk down toward the river. 

I just had a feeling, you know. I stood on 

that sandrock, above the big curve in the 

river, and there she was, coming down the 

trail on the other side." She looked at him 

closely. "I am only tellir.g you this 

because she was your mother, and you have 

to understand." She cleared her throat. 

"Right as the sun came up, she walked under 

that big cottonwood tree, and I could see 

her clearly: she had no clothes on. 

Nothing. She was completely naked except 

for her high-heel shoes. She dropped her 

purse under that tree. Later on some kids 

found it up there and brought it back. It 

was empty except for a lipstick." Tayo 

swallowed and took a breath. 
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"Auntie," he said softly, "what did she 

look like before I was born?" 

She reached behind the pantry curtains 

and began to rearrange the jars of peaches 

and apricots on the shelves, and he knew 

she was finished talking to him. (73) 
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The scene, so horrible as to be awe-inspiring, sets the 

stage for Tayo's psychological development, a course of 

gradual dissolution that will cause him to regress to the 

state of an overgrown infant. At the low point of his 

existence, his Auntie "took his arm and guided him to 

Rocky's bed. He wanted to pullout of her reach and go to 

the chair, but he was swaying with nausea. She pushed him 

into the bed and brought the slop jar" (31). This view of 

home and family is a sobering one, but part of a vision that 

eventually provides a useful lesson in the literature. 

Henry Lamartine, Jr., is a vietnam veteran whose return 

to Turtle Mountain is similar to earlier figures such as 

Tayo in Ceremony. His brother Lyman says, "When he came 

home •.. Henry was very different, and I'll say this: the 

change was no good" (147). In fact, Henry commits suicide, 

drowning himself in the flood-swollen Red River. Henry also 

lacks much of the psychological foundations provided by 

childhood experience in less turbulent settings, and the 
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addition of his negative vietnam experience is more than he 

can handle. 

When Lipsha tells his father that at last he's "home 

free," Gerry Nanapush immediately contradicts him: "No," he 

said • • • I won't ever really have what you'd call a home" 

(268). Lipsha benefits from discovering the identity of his 

father, regaining his "touch," and with it dealing King out 

of June's car. Lyman Lamartine, however, gains nothing from 

the knowledge that Nector Kashpaw was his father. His 

mother, Lulu, recognizes this: 

"You know what," he sighed after a while. "I 

don't really want to know." Of course, he did 

know that Kashpaw was his father. What he really 

meant was there was nothing to be done about it 

anymore. I felt the loss. I wanted to hold my 

son in my lap and let him cry. Even blind, a 

mother knows when her boy is holding in a painful 

silence. (233) 

It is clear the concept of home in Love Medicine is an 

embattled one. After lUng and Lynette fight at the family 

get-together, Lynette says, "You always get so crazy when 

you're home. We'll get the baby. We'll go off. We'll go 

back to the Cities, go home" (39). There's no place like 

home--but which one? The one that is warm, comfortable, a 

haven? Or the one that is painful, frustrating, a trap? 
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Louise Erdrich sets up this polarity very effectively 

in Love Medicine. Joy Harjo says in survival This Way, "The 

major principle of this universe, this earth, is polarity" 

(97). Silence determines sound, emptiness shapes form, good 

allows us to know evil. Similarly, negative aspects of 

family have as their opposite the positive, and Erdrich does 

present the positive side of family. In the section of Love 

Medicine entitled "Lulu's Boys," we see some of the best 

that a family relationship has to offer, ever. 

The family begins with Lulu, "Even with eight boys her 

house was neat as a pin" (81). Beverly Lamartine has come 

from Minneapolis to manipulate Lulu out of a child he 

fancies as his own son. Instead, he finds himself, "In a 

dazed, immediate, unhappy bewilderment ••. Lulu was bustling 

about the kitchen in a calm, automatic frenzy. She seemed 

to fill pots with food by pointing at them and take things 

from the oven that she'd never put in" (86). 

Lulu's good qualities are reflected in her eight boys, 

all of whom, incidentally, have different fathers and might 

be thought to be hellions. Instead: 

Lulu managed to make the younger boys obey 

perfectly, Bev noticed, while the older ones adored 

her to the point that they did not tolerate anything 

less from anyone else. As her voice swirled on, Bev 

thought of some Tarzan book he had read. In that 



book there was a queen protected by bloodthirsty 

warriors who smoothly dispatched all of her enemies. 

Lulu's boys had grown into a kind of pack. They 

always hung together. When a shot went true, their 

gangling legs, encased alike in faded denim, shifted 

as if a ripple went through them collectively. They 

moved in dance steps too intricate for the non

initiated eye to imitate or understand. Clearly 

they were of one soul. Handsome, rangy, wildly 

various, they were bound in total loyalty, not by 

oath but by the simple, unquestioning belongingness 

of part of one organism. (85) 
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This kind of loyalty, love, and consideration is in large 

part what we should talk about when we talk about family. 

It is this kind of kinship that eclipses "proper" concerns 

of parentage, social standing, race and class. 

Erdrich presents this exquisite portrait very much in 

contrast to other scenes of pain, betrayal and confusion 

also generated from the family setting. The contrast is a 

part of storytelling method. Good storytellers often set up 

an opposition as a means of getting a point across. In this 

case the point is clear--some ways of participating in 

family life are better than others. Most dangerous of all 

is seeing family as a set of problems rather than the 

incredible form of wealth that it can be. 
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Discussing storytelling and writing in the same breath 

begs the question of distinction between the two. It has 

been said that books have destroyed the intimacy of 

storytelling by replacing companionship with the distance 

between the isolated writer and the equally isolated reader. 

This might be thought of as a romantic notion. Robert 

Silberman says, "Nevertheless it is the impression of 

presentness and of presence, of social intimacy and 

communion that matters, and in Love Medicine Erdrich subtly 

shapes the narrative to create a sense of immediacy" (111). 

One example of how this works is Erdrich's effort to 

"make the literary text appear to be a transcription of a 

speaker talking in the first person present tense, 

addressing a clearly defined listener. Thus in several of 

the narratives the speaker addresses a '''you"t (Silberman 

112). Lipsha remarks, "I told you once before" (195); Lulu 

says to the reader, "Nobody knows this" (218). In these 

instances the "you" is the reader of the text. 

In addition, much of the liveliness of Love Medicine 

has to do with writing that captures plain talk, "kitchen

table talk, bar talk, angry talk, curious talk, sad talk, 

teasing talk" (Silberman 112). One of the reasons Love 

Medicine is so tightly developed in spite of being non

linear is that it is structured in extended images that 

supersede the organizational methods of chapters, sections, 
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or time periods. The images are presented in a variety of 

voices including an everyday, local reservation mode of 

speech, semi-formal conversation, and interior monologue 

that reveal personal stream-of-consciousness. 

Erdrich's detailed, extensive use of colloquial, 

everday speech common to the North Dakota reservations is a 

very effective means of projecting individual imagination 

into the narrative and of establishing setting. This 

language expresses much wit or humor that is central to the 

esthetic level of the text, a level of sophisticated 

relativity that attempts to portray a total picture of the 

characters' lives. These methods result in a kind of serial 

technique that allows the author to backtrack, to lead, and 

to stalk the reader. There is much mobility in the book, 

combined with a tendency toward density. 

Erdrich also effectively utilizes one of the tools of 

prose poetry, a variety of voices, in Love Medicine. As 

previously mentioned, part of the foundation of this is 

colloquial speech, in this case, the speech of the Turtle 

Mountain reservation. This mode of speech changes from time 

to time, and mood, tone, and direction change with it. 

As suggested by changing speech patterns in Love 

Medicine, Louise Erdrich's notion of reality is relative. 

This is not surprising considering the recent fragmentation 
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of the Indian world, but it also applies to the modern world 

in general. Joseph Meeker notes: 

The real world is composed of astonishing 

patterns of complexity which shade and grade 

into one another in endless and random con

figurations. Its boundaries are fluid or 

permeable at all levels from the sub-atomic 

to the cerebral. Time, matter, energy, and 

mentality interact to create whatever exists 

with little regard for what is needed or 

appropriate. The vast majority of evolved 

organisms, for instance, prove to be inadequate 

and are doomed to extinction; only about one 

percent find suitable niches and survive for 

relatively long periods. That is not to say 

that reality is necessarily chaotic, but merely 

that its processes are overwhelmingly complex 

and intricate. Reality is a wilderness. (1) 

The concept of reality as wilderness is reflected in 

Louise Erdrich's writing by her tendency to show characters 

dealing with sweeping changes on a regular basis. After 

Nector burns down Lulu's house, her people invite her to 

come live with them. Lulu's response is stoic: 

"No," I said. "I'm going to live right here." 

And I did live on the very spot where the house 



had stood. For two months we camped there in a 

shack made out of bent sheets of tin siding, 

busted boards, burnt wood. We hauled water in 

cans. The summer was dry and hot. In the hulks 

of our busted-down cars my boys slept comfortably 

and well. People brought us food and beer. The 

sisters gave us clothes. But we lived there like 

a pack of wild animals, and after a while it be

came a disgrace even to those who did not know 

the meaning of disgrace. The tribe finally 

built a crackerbox government house for us. They 

put it on a strip of land rightfully repurchased 

from a white farmer. That land was better than 

Henry's even, with a view overlooking town. From 

there I could see everything. I accepted their 

restitution. (226-7) 
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Lulu does not spend much time trying to control the 

chaos that goes on around her. Instead, she resolutely 

waits it out, carrying on her business in a way that often 

surprises the reader "at the hermeneutic level (the level of 

the text at which the reader is 'cued' to apply certain 

hermeneutic, or generic, principles and thus predict 

outcomes)" (Rainwater 418). 

Erdrich's extensive use of local speech patterns helps 

provide details to establish setting. The bar scene at the 
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beginning of Loye Medicine provides an initial example of 

this technique. The scene is a faithful recreation of such 

places, it is dark as June walks in from outside, "It was 

like going underwater" (2). June drinks "Blue Ribbon" beer 

and "Angel Wings," drinks familiar to those who know them. 

June opens the conversation with a common bar line, "What's 

happening?" she said. "Where's the party?" (2). 

The references to "Blue Ribbon," and "Angel Wings," the 

indication of receptivity in the line "Where's the party?" 

are specialized bar language, a form of insider 

communication that evolves out of great familiarity with a 

situation. Bar language is colorful, usually humorous, and 

oftentimes very ironic. Hard drinkers refer to themselves 

as "booze fighters," to the places they drink as "the bucket 

of blood," or "the office." 

This romanticization of potentially destructive 

behavior seems to indicate a strong need among many people 

for an alternative lifestyle that is more supportive of 

basic emotions than "normal" everyday life. A saying such 

as "I would rather have a bottle in front of me than a 

frontal lobotomy" is a sophisticated, ironic statement of 

condition. The quasi-courtship between June and Andy, and 

her reaction of fragility, is illustrative of the fine line 

between laughter and tears in bars, and the author has 

captured this as well as a good sample of local color. 
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Bar reality often corresponds roughly to comedy of 

manners behavior. There is high fashion, exaggerated 

manners, highly sophisticated v although artificial 

interaction among characters who are usually types rather 

than individuals and who fail to conform to conventional 

attitudes and behavior, and usually illicit love of the type 

June engages in. 

In early literature, Marlowe and Shakespeare utilized 

tavern scenes for relief and to flesh out their dramas, and 

this technique has persisted into modern times. In the 

early part of the century, the Dadaists took up residence in 

bars and theatres as a statement of freedom and rebellion 

against convention. Malcolm Cowley, in remarks concerning 

the history of Dada in Exile's Return says: 

Tristan Tzara says that Dada was born in 

1916, at the Cabaret Voltaire in zurich. 

There is some dispute about this place and 

date, but Tzara's word ought to be final: 

after all, he founded Dada. He is a 

Rumanian, small and graceful, who belongs 

to a family of formerly rich merchants; 

educated in France and Switzerland, 

he adopted French as his native tongue. 

It is wholly fitting that this new school 

of art and letters whould have founded 
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in a caberet •••• (138) 

The Dadaists sought audacity that would correspond to 

the behavior of the "aggressive madmen" running the world. 

utilizing bars as a congenial setting was part of this as 

well as the fact of bars being a loosely structured, natural 

gathering place for the lumpen; intense, verbal individuals 

who may not be genteel, but who have proven to be brilliant 

in more than one instance. This tradition was very much 

with American writers such as Ernest Hemingway, and has 

surfaced again in nearly all the writers of the Native 

American renaissance. simon ortiz' foreword to Woven stone 

contains one of the most direct discussions of this where he 

links his alcoholism to the idea of writer as hard drinker 

associated with artists such as Ernest Hemingway. 

Although excellent examples of colloquial speech are to 

be found throughout Love Medicine, one sticks out as a 

valuable clue to mixed-blood vernacular. King, asking for a 

cigarette, elicits this response from Gordie and Eli: 

"Can you gimme a cigarette, Eli?" King asked. 

"When you ask for a cigarette around here," said 

Gordie, "you don't say can I have a cigarette. 

You say ciga swa?" 

"Them Michifs ask like that," Eli said. "You 

got to ask a real old Cree like me for the right 

words." (30) 
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Michif developed as the language for communication between 

the Indians and the French fur traders. Eli is the last 

Cree speaker in the Kashpaw family. He degradingly speaks 

of the Michif spoken by Gordie in a reflection of a real

life attitude typical on the Turtle Mountain reservation. 

The elements of colloquial speech coalesce into a form 

of comedy that is a part of Erdrich's highly sophisticated 

relativity, a part of her method of "telling the whole 

truth" in the novel. Comedy is said to: 

deal with man in his human state, restrained 

and often made ridiculous by his limitations, his 

faults, his bodily functions, and his animal nature. 

Comedy has always viewed man more realistically than 

tragedy, and drawn its laughter or its satire from 

the spectacle of human weakness or failure. Hence 

its tendency to juxtapose appearance and reality, 

to deflate pretense, and to mock excess. The 

judgment made by comedy is almost always critical. 

(Holman 108) 

In this sense, Love Medicine is visionary. It very 

effectively puts the reader in touch with a part of the 

Indian world little understood, and in this lies a large 

part of its artistic value. The vehicle for much of the way 

Erdrich communicates about Indian culture is comedy-

deployed in the form of sophisticated images. An example is 
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Nector Kashpaw. Erdrich begins the characterization of 

Nector almost solemnly, "He'd been an astute political 

dealer, people said, horse trading with the government for. 

bits and shreds. Somehow he'd gotten a school built, a 

factory too, and he'd kept the land from losing its special 

Indian status under that policy called termination" (18). 

The characterization, however, soon blooms into comedy. 

Nector is presented at the beginning of the book as a very 

human character, exhibiting the frailties of old age. The 

tone of this passage is brilliantly, hilariously pitiful. 

Albertine wants him to tell her of his experiences, his 

considerable achievements, but he is beyond such worldly 

matters. Having arrived at the family gathering, he is 

puzzled: 

He turned to the open door and stared at his house. 

"This reminds me of something," he said. 

"Well, it should. It's your house!" Mama barreled 

out the door, grabbed both of his hands, and pulled 

him out of the little backseat. 

"You have your granddaughter her, Daddy!" Zelda 

shrieked carefully into Grandpa's face. "Zelda's 

daughter. She came all the way up here to visit 

from school." (16) 

This deterioration might be thought to be tragic, but 

in the everyday business of family affairs, practicality 
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takes over. Nector simply is as he has become, and there is 

no time to make a fuss. Fur'thermore, there is a kind of 

grace in his craziness: 

Perhaps his loss of memory was a protection from 

the past, absolving him of whatever had happened. 

He had lived hard in his time. But he smiled into 

the air and lived calmly now, without guilt or 

desolation. When he thought of June, for instance, 

she was a young girl who fed him black plums. That 

was the way she would always be for him. His great

grandson, King Junior, was happy because he hadn't 

yet acquired a memory, while perhaps Grandpa's 

happiness was in losing his. (18) 

This common sense approach is very similar to another 

scene in Indian literature, that of the funeral scene of the 

grandmother in James Welch's Winter In The Blood. In 

Winter, Lame Bull and the narrator are out of character in 

their suits and their roles as shaman-like or priest-like 

buriers of the dead. Lame Bull botches any ritual feeling 

they may have been able to create by lowering himself into 

the grave of the grandmother and jumping up and down on her 

coffin, which is too long to fit in the hole properly. The 

indifference, the seeming coldness of Lame Bull's actions 

has a purpose, however. creating comedy within tragic 

situations is a means of dealing with them, a means of 
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leavening the unbearable. So, too, in Lov~ Medicine, Nector 

may be slipping a little, and may be treated accordingly, 

but he is also clearly revered as well. 

Charles Larson comments further on the unusual use of 

comedy in Indian fiction: 

The style and tone of Welch's Winter In The Blood 

are more relaxed than the work of most of his Native 

American contemporaries. In spite of the underlying 

seriousness of the story, many of the activities 

engaged in or witnessed by the narrator are suffused 

with a gently, carefree quality. At its extreme, 

this lightness approaches the ridiculous, often 

juxtaposing a sense of absurdity with the more serious 

implications of his story. (147) 

This sense of humor is definitely alive in Love 

Medicine as well, and it is wise to remember that humor 

should not be taken too lightly. Man is often more 

believeable in his comic state than in his tragic state, and 

Erdrich's use of comedy is sophisticated enough to suggest 

she uses it as a vehicle to create a more rounded picture as 

well as for slapstick value. 

The picture presented in Love Medicine is an accurate, 

realistic one. The history, characters, setting, and 

situations are based closely upon real life, again 

reflecting the author's authority to speak for the Turtle 
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Mountain people. In this respect the book has a strong 

connection to folk literature rather than being simply an 

intellectual construct of the type that might avoid use of 

localized humor. 

Love Medicine is an accurate and realistic 

representation of my own experience with such things. The 

book is a good example of a world built from a pattern of 

observed detail that is faithful to reality. Erdrich and 

others achieve this through the use of personal, often 

humorous, highly detailed vignettes of people, places, 

animals and situations that are in essence a means of 

recording and preserving a place in time for posterity. 

Juxtapositioning incongruous elements in language can 

be very funny and is a popular pastime among Indian people, 

who have an elevated sense of verbal humor that still 

remains grounded in the common. Alberine's rumination on 

the various meanings of "Patient Abuse" (7), is a good 

example, as are Nector's play with the words "Disrobe"-

"What Robe?" (90), and "The story of the great white 

whale,"--"What do they got to wail about, those whites?" 

(91) • 

This kind of humor is similar to the type Joe Bruchac 

comments on in his article "striking the Pole," humor that 

is often difficult to understand out of context or in 
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translation. Bruchac relates a joke told by Louis Oliver, a 

Creek writer: 

It was spring and the wild onions were up big 

enough to gather. Saturday and the Indians 

were in town to get supplies. One Indian stood 

on the street corner just looking at the traffic 

and passers-by. He had eaten a good dish of 

wild onions at home. A friend of his came up 

to him and noticed a piece of green onion on 

his teeth. So he said, "Are the onions up 

pretty good?" With a broad grin the man who'd 

just eaten onions answered, "I don't know." 

Bruchac notes this as an example of a joke which Creeks find 

hilariously funny but which makes non-Indians shake their 

heads in confusion. (23-24) 

In her discussion of humor in "A Pueblo Indian 

Perspective," Leslie silko helps explain how this kind of 

humor works. silko quotes Emory Sekaquaptewea's remarks 

about Hopi clowning, wherein he points out how the Pueblo 

vision of language is inclusive, rather than exclusive, not 

hesitating to use English or any other language to get 

laughs with elaborate puns. 

She then goes on to tell a joke associated with a Hopi 

dance in which the clans are mocked or criticized in hopes 

of bettering them. A clown jumps up and says, "Ai, Ei, 
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geology, geology, Ai, ei." Then he breaks down the word so 

that it has Hopi meaning: 

"You probably think that I am talking about 

this geology which is a white man's study about 

something or other. Well, that's not it," he says. 

"What it really is, is that I have a grandmother, 

and, you know, she being poor and ugly, nobody 

would have anything to do with her. She is run

ning around all summer long out in the fields, 

doing a man's job. It breaks her down. She would 

go out there every day with no shoes and so her 

feet were not very dainty, not very feminine. If 

you pick up her foot and look at the sole, it is 

all cracked, and that is what I am talking about 

when I say geology." (71) 

silko then explains, via Emory Sekaquaptewa, that every Hopi 

can put that together. In Hopi language, "Tsiya" means "to 

crack" and "leetsi" means things "placed in a row." So 

these cracks are in a row on the bottom of the feet. 

Geology. Tsiya-leetsi. The lofty white term geology 

brought low by being translated to the Hopi term for old, 

dried-out, cracked feet, "cracks-up" a Hopi. 

William Gleason, in "Her Laugh an Ace": The Function of 

Humor in Louise Erdrich's Love Medicine, advances the 

subject much further. He notes word-play, then points out 
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slapstick and sarcasm in Lipsha attaining insight by being 

hit between the eyes with a bottle and Zelda commenting to 

Lynette that her own daughter plans to wait to have a baby 

until after she's married. 

Gleason discusses play structures in the context of 

Beverly Lamartine's fantasy of having a son, and King's 

made-up war experience. Sex-play is commented on, then 

Gleason finds heyoka, or contrary qualities, in Lyman, King 

Jr., Lipsha, and Nector. Lulu and her son Gerry Nanapush 

are likened to Trickster, then Gleason asks why Erdrich 

employs all these humorous elements. 

Noting that the humor aims toward themes of survival, 

endurance, redemption, and regeneration, Gleason observes 

its regenerative effect. Accomplished by doubling, naming, 

evolving into a defense mechanism, Gleason links Erdrich's 

humor to William Faulkner and the noble effort of helping 

man endure by lifting his heart. 

Although it perhaps is too much to attribute humor to 

everything in the text, it is probably fair to say that in 

Love Medicine Erdrich is in large part a comic writer. The 

characters often move into melancholia or wistful 

reminiscence, but the story never lingers on the tragic. 

Furthermore, it returns again and again to a bemused, 

although also ironic, view of the comic incongruities of 

parents and children, friends and lovers. These are the 



primary ways the author converses about the encounters of 

ethnography, travel, and modern interethnic relations of 

modern day Chippewa-Crees. 
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Although Love Medicine is centered in the relationships 

between lovers and families, it also converses on economic 

and political matters. Nector Kashpaw has a mind for 

business, and attempts to locate a factory on the 

reservation. Lulu, in the process of becoming a spokeswoman 

for traditional Indian values, fights the sale of Indian 

land for a factory that would manufacture bangle beads and 

plastic tomohawks--things she calls "dreamstuff" (223). 

Gerry Nanapush, "famous politicking hero, dangerous 

armed criminal, judo expert, escape artist, charismatic 

member of the American Indian Movement, and smoker of many 

pipes of kinnikinnick in the most radical groups" (248) 

represents militant Indian politics. Gerry seems loosely 

based on Leonard Peltier, a member of the American Indian 

Movement convicted of killing a federal agent during the 

1970's Wounded Knee confrontation at Pine Ridge, South 

Dakota. Although Gerry is presented with more than a touch 

of amusement, his persecution is a powerful statement about 

what happens to Indians who dare to oppose the united states 

Government in any but the most submissive of ways. 

As mentioned at the beginning of this study, one of the 

most peculiar aspects of Erdrich's writing is her 
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presentation of history. Tracks precedes Love Medicine 

chronologically although published much later; Love Medicine 

itself flip-flops back and forth according to the random 

thoughts of characters involved in personal relations. 

There is little sense of an outside historical framework, 

something that can perhaps be analyzed as a powerful 

statement about marginality and disenfranchisement. 

History works in another way, however, as a function of 

memory. Memory starts out on a personal level, with both 

Gordie and Gerry tied to the memory of June; Gordie drinks 

when he remembers the feel of June's body(172); Gerry visits 

King to be reminded of June through King's features (262). 

As memory picks up speed it becomes the recollection of 

larger things than the death of June Kashpaw, it becomes the 

recollection of the unanswerable past that explains why the 

Chippewa moved from the Great Lakes to a tiny reservation 

that drives them into a cycle of departure and return. 

This is similar to Jim Loney's realization there is no 

place where "pasts merged into one and everything was all 

right and it was like everything was beginning without a 

past. No lost sons, no mothers searching." It is similar 

to Tayo's awareness in Ceremony that "His sickness was only 

part of something larger"; and to Fools Crow, who realizes 

that change, loss, and unhappiness are to be the fate of his 

people, and that their only consolation will be in telling 
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of "the way it was." 
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CONCLUSION 

The new constructs Indian people have been forced into 

since the demise of their traditional ways of life places 

them squarely within the modern world, with its basic 

conditions of homelessness and alienation, of lost 

authenticity, and change configured as disorder. As James 

Clifford has so skillfully reminded us, in about 1920 

William Carlos Williams wrote a poem about a girl he called 

Elsie, who seemed to sum up for Williams the modern world 

catching everything in its careening movement. The poem 

begins with a famous assertion: "The pure products of 

America/ go crazy--" 

In the midst of this disorder, however, Williams claims 

that "something" is still being "given off"--if only in 

"isolate flecks." I believe this something is, in part, the 

essence of marginal peoples entering space that has been 

defined by the Western imagination. Although entering this 

space is limiting to a certain degree, considerable self

assertion takes place as well. These marginal peoples are 

not simply pure products always going crazy. Rather, they 

are making space for their own specific paths through 



142 

modernity. People whose voices have long been usurped by 

western courts of law and by Western literature are 

beginning to speak and act more powerfully for themselves by 

asserting personal experience. 

In 1977 in Boston Federal Court the descendants of 

Wampanoag Indians undertook to prove their Indian identity 

by putting on trial concepts such as "tribe," "culture," 

"identity," "assimilation," "ethnicity," "politics," and 

"community." Although the cultural boundaries at issue in 

what has come to be known as the Mashpee trial appeared to 

be blurred and shifting, the ultimate effect was one of 

considerable pressure on a formerly hegemonic Western 

institution to reconsider its assumption of ethnographic 

authority. 

with the advent of the Native American Renaissance in 

the 1960's, literature expanded to accomodate Indians 

writing about themselves as well as being written about. 

Being written about had, in many ways, come to mean being 

defined from without in the manner of local colorists such 

as Twain and Harte, who arrived on the frontier scene and 

wrote whatever they felt was sufficient to entertain 

audiences "back home." writing about oneself, on the other 

hand, is empowering in that it provides an opportunity to 
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Richard Hugo advising Gros Ventre writer James Welch to 

write about what he knew, which was north Montana. The 

results are startling. 
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I came to understand how literature and writing about 

personal experience has been empowering for me through my 

first and only meeting with my biological father, whom I 

never laid eyes on or heard from until I tracked him down 

when I was thirty-two years old. My father had been an 

enigmatic figure in the few stories I had been told about 

him, a mystery, a question, a potential source of answers, 

and unfinished business related to my childhood. In other 

words, I had thought about him a lot, first from one angle 

of vision, then another, but always cautiously, in the 

manner of one planning risky business. 

When I was in high school one of my aunts gave me two 

photographs of my father and my mother. One had been taken 

in front of the Bluebird Cafe in Dodson, Montana, my aunt 

explained. In the other, my mother and father were posed in 

front of an artificial backdrop consisting of a fair scene 

complete with a ferris whe~l and roller coaster. My mother 

and father were both very young, and I thought I could see 

myself in my father's high forehead and dimpled grin. My 
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mother and this particular aunt were often at odds, and I 

remember being suspicious of her motivation in giving me the 

photographs, although I was ecstatic to have them under any 

circumstances. 

About five years later my grandmother died, and her 

passing filled me with a grief that I was only able to deal 

with by abandoning everything else I was doing. My p:lvotal 

intellectual experiences were yet to come, such as reading 

the Indian novelists who were beginning to interpret Indian 

experience. I tried to work out my grief by myself. I 

dropped out of college the quarter I was to graduate, went 

home to Fort Belknap, then left by car for the west coast, 

leaving my young wife, baby daughter, and baffled family 

behind. 

The first thing I did when the pain of my 

grandmother's death began to subside was to look up my 

paternal grandfather, who I had heard lived in Kalispell, 

Montana. Although I had no clear vision of what I was 

doing, or why, my grandmother's death had brought me back to 

an issue that needed very badly to be resolved. I found the 

old man's name in the telephone book, and he invited me to 

his ap.rtment, where we visited for awhile. He told me 

where his son lived, then he asked me if I had gone to 
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school with him. I replied that I had not, but that I 

thought he was my father. He said he didn't know Juddy had 

gotten anyone in trouble, but he agreed to tell him he had 

spoken to me when he saw him next. 

I eventually got back on track, and my own activities 

more than occupied my time for the next ten years. I also 

read the novels of N. Scott Momaday, Leslie Silko, and James 

Welch. Reading winter In The Blood was an especially 

powerful mcperience because I was so close to all that the 

novel spoke about. Because I read Winter In The Blood and 

other books like it, I was able to imagine what a meeting 

with my father might be like, how I might deal with such a 

meeting, and how I might have to close that chapter of my 

life. As I progressed from reading to writing about family 

and identity, I became further empowered. Self-identity was 

a complex problem for me, but with a degree of irony I found 

I was able to construct an identity based on the acceptance 

of certain realities and forms of expression. 

In 1982 I moved back to the midwest, to a small town 

in eastern South Dakota that was tantalizingly close to 

where my father lived. I wrote him a letter asking to meet 

him but received no response. Time passed and I moved on to 

law school in Minneapolis, still more or less postponing a 
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confrontation with my father. But, my Master's thesis 

advisor at South Dakota, who had become aware of my father 

through my writing, encouraged me to seek him out, and 

finally I decided to do so. 

On the pretext of attending homecoming activities at 

South Dakota State I left Minneapolis one afternoon without 

telling anyone what I was really up to, and drove to 

Campbell, Minnesota. I stopped at a grain elevator on the 

outskirts of town, got directions to Judd Larson's farm, and 

drove there straightaway. It was dark when I drove into the 

farmyard. I left my car running, knocked at the door, and 

was greeted by a midd1eaged woman. I asked if Judd was 

there, she said yes, and Judd walked into the kitchen, 

removing his reading glasses as he entered. 

I told him my name was sid Larson and watched carefully 

for a response. He showed none. I asked him if he 

remembered a gal named Tood1es, or Buck or sis Cole from 

Montana. He hesitated and cocked his head quizzically. 

At that point, glancing from him to his wife, I asked 

him if he would mind stepping outside with me, that there 

was something I wanted to talk to him about. He stepped 

into the other room to put on a pair of leather mocassins, 

and we walked outside. A sidewalk maybe twenty yards long 
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led to my car. About halfway to the end of the sidewalk I 

told him I thought he was my father. 

He looked up at me and said nothing. He was leaned 

back against my car, facing his house, while I had my back 

to it. I explained that all I wanted was to meet him, that 

I felt I had "unfinished business" with him. He replied 

that he could understand my point of view and said I "looked 

like something to be proud of." 

I made small talk based on the information I had been 

given by his father and my family. He replied, "So, you got 

the story on me, huh?" I said there wasn't much, but yes, I 

guessed so. 

"What am I supposed to tell my wife?" 

I told him I ~las thj :cty-two years old and that probably 

whatever had happened was before her time, but that he was 

welcome to tell her I was a relative or whatever he wanted, 

that I didn't want to cause him any trouble. 

I told him that I was in the phone book in Minneapolis 

and would like to hear from him. He replied that he was a 

country boy and never got to the Twin cities. I shook his 

hand and told him I appreciated his good nature. As I 

turned to get in my car, which was still running, I could 

see his wife had cranked open a side window of the house and 



was sitting there observing. Our eyes met briefly and I 

walked away. 

148 
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