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ABSTRACT 

4 

Since eariiest contact, Europeans have projected myriad qualities onto the being 

they erroneously named "Indian," Through text representations, Euramericans have 

constructed and reproduced profound distortions of indigenous peoples that have shaped 

political and material realities for Native Americans by reducing them to delimiting "types." 

Simultaneously, Native writers have a parallel history of representing whites as the 

embodiment of confusing and 'Smcivilized" strangeness. In writing which resists colonial 

definitions of externally imposed "Indianness," contemporary Native writers have 

increasingly recast historically racist representations by asserting authentic self-descriptions 

while depicting whiteness as "Other." This thesis examines the ways in which two 

contemporary Native writers — Simon Ortiz, Acoma, and Carter Revard, Osage -- use 

humor as a literary strategy to subvert the Euramerican stereotypes of the "Indian" as 

"noble" or "wild savage" and "unscientific primitive" in order to reconstruct authentic 

Native identity from the true center, that lived by Native people themselves. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

As there has been so much said and written about the American Indians, with 
my tribe, the Klamath Indians, included, by the white pet^le, which is guessed 
at and not facts, I deem it necessary to first tell you who I am, for which please 
do not criticize me as egotistical. 

~ Lucy Thompson 
To The American Indian 

Laughter ~ that is something very sacred, especially for us Indians. For 
people who are as poOT as us, wto have lost everything, who had to endure so 
much death and sadness, laughter is a precious gift 

- John (Fire) Lame Deer 
Lame Deer Seeker of Visions 

gACKGRQUNP 

No single representation could adequately illustrate the variety of images which the 

Euramerican mind has projected for centuries onto the tan-skinned screen of the North 

American Indian. A kaleidoscope of qualities has been ascribed by white America to what 

it believes to be "Indians," "Indians" merely a construct, in the words of Gerald Vizenor 

(Minnesota Chippewa) which are ''the simulations of the 'absolute fake' in the ruins of 

representation, or the victims in literary annihilation" (1994:9). Yet while the profound 

biases, distortions, misunderstandings, assumptions, condescensions and outright hatred 

in colonial and post-colonial literary lepieseatations of Native American people ate 

centuries old, it has not been until relatively recently — within the last one hundred years, as 

indicated by Lucy Thompson's words above written in 1916 — that Native people have had 

opportunities to represent themselves to a significant degree in mainstream texts. Even this 

access has been controlled through the processes of translation and editorial preference. As 

recently as 1989, in fact, Arnold Krupat asserted that "there still remain those who assume 

that Indians have nothing to say worthy of critical scrutiny, that Indians are the academic 

responsibility of anthropologists or government bureaucrats, not of literary critics" 

(1989:9). Certainly, as Luther Standing Bear states in his autobiography My People the 
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Sioux, "The American Indian has been written about by hundreds of authors of white 

blood...[who] are not in a position to write accurately about the straggles and 

disappointments of the Indian." Standing Bear continues: 

White men who have tried to write stories about the Indian have either 
foisted on the public some blood-curdling, impossible 'thriller*; or, if they 

have been in sympathy with the Indian, have written firom knowledge 

which was not accurate or reliable. No one is able to understand the Indian 

race like an Indian. 
(1975:v) 

Of course, the truth of Standing Bear's words has not stopped Euramericans (some 

with the best, others with the worst intentions) from claiming to understand "the Indian 

race," or even to presume a superior understanding. And truth has not stopped the 

Euramerican mind firom writing about Indian people as if it understood these objects of 

Otherness better than Native people knew themselves. Vine Deloria, Jr. (Standing Rock 

Sioux) wryly states that Native peoples* "foremost plight is our transparency. [Non-

Indian] [p]eople can tell just by looking at us what we want, what should be done to help 

us, how we feel, and what a 'real* Indian is really like. Indian life, as it relates to the real 

world, is a continuous attempt not to disappoint people who know us'* (1988:1). In 

constructing, disseminating, and endlessly reproducing their "knowledge" about Indians 

since the earliest days of contact, Euramericans quickly created particular categories of 

stereotypes to describe Native American people, all of which continue to exist in some form 

and to various degrees. 

At the same time. Native people have illustrated a history of vigorous resistance to 

these stereotypes in their own performed and written literatures. Through their portrayals 
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of Euramerican mispercepdons, ignorance and savagery. Native writers have been able to 

turn the tables on false representations to challenge and refute them. 

PrTBPnsK AND RESEARCH OuESTfoi^ 

In this thesis, I explore the manner in which Native authors Simon Ortiz (Acoma) 

and Carter Revard (Osage) subvert Euramerican stereotypes of Indians through their poetry 

and prose to accentuate both the racist fallacies in these representations and the 

representations' continuing existence. I specifically discuss how humor functions as a 

strategy of literary subversion in Ortiz's and Revard's poetry and short stories, and 

describe the position of these authors within a larger, pan-tribal pattern of traditional 

practices of Native American humor as social commentary critiquing Euramerican 

misconduct and colonial oppression. 

My research question has three interwoven elements. First, how have 

contemporary Native writers specifically used humor to resist longstanding stereotypical 

representations of 'Indians" in Euramerican literature? Second, in what ways have Simon 

Ortiz and Carter Revard utilized humor as a literary strategy of defense against the 

stereotypical "Indian" as Noble Savage, Wild Savage, and/or "backward" or 

technologically "primitive"? And lastly, how does these authors' use of humor as 

subversion fit into more universal traditional practices by Native peoples of employing 

humor as social critique? 

The purpose of this research, beyond my own pleasure in being able to spend time 

immersed in the literature of two authors whose writing I particularly enjoy, stems from my 

belief that there has been a lack of critical attention paid to the hum(»ous aspects of 

American Indian resistance literature. In the writings of older contemporary authors and 
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those of earlier centuries especially. Native "protest" or "resistance" literature has been 

discussed by Euramerican critics for what have been viewed as its more "serious" elements 

of form, content and style. I intend to convey through examining Revard's and Ortiz's 

literature that humor ~ far from being an insubstantial vehicle for expressing serious issues 

— can be an extremely powerful force in expressing incisive conmientary on political, 

spiritual, social, historical and cultural issues crucial to Native American people. 

THR SF.r.KCTiON OP SIMON ORTIZ ANH TARTKR REVARD AS AUTHOR SuBJRrxs 

Why have I chosen to focus on writing by Simon Ortiz and Carter Revard? These 

two authors have particular relevance for the topic of literary humor as a subversive 

strategy to non-Indian stereotypical representations. Both authors are renowned elder 

statesmen of Native American letters, though for reasons I can't quite determine, Ortiz is 

more widely known among readers of Indian literatures both Native and non-Native. Both 

authors have wimessed a broad range of United States political periods and social climates. 

These experiences give their work a depth of maturity and breadth of content I find lacking 

in even the best and most promising writing by younger Native writers. Both Revard and 

Ortiz, who are ten years apart in age (a point on which the younger Simon made sure I was 

very clear during our interview), were alive, active and writing during the eras of 

Termination and Urban Relocation; the political foment of the AIM movement, the 

occupation of Alcatraz, the rise of Red Power and Self-Determination; and, more recently, 

the rise in Indian gaming controversies, continued battles over land, water, resource, and 

religious freedom rights, and Native language endangerment and revitalization issues. 

Discussing the writing of these two particular authors allows me a remarkably wide lens 

through which to view an imaging of Native peoples that spans U.S. historical phases, and 
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urges me to consider how each writer fits into his own time period and cultural experience, 

and the larger legacies of the epochs and societies from which each has descended. 

In addition to their similarities, I am also interested in how the distinct differences 

between these two writers have affected their writing and its messages. Ortiz and Revard 

grew up in different regions of the country, among distinctly different tribal groups: Ortiz 

with his Acoma people in northwests New Mexico, and Revard in rural midwestem 

Oklahoma, where both Osage and Ponca people were close relatives along with Irish and -

other European Americans. Ortiz's first language is Acoma, and he spoke very little 

English until he entered school in McCartys, New Mexico, at the age of six or seven (Ortiz 

1992:8-9). Revard regrets that although he grew up with 'Vords plentiful as passenger 

pigeons flying around the household in Ponca or Osage amongst the grownups," still "[i]t 

never occurred to [him] to learn the languages" (1998:19). A first language English 

speaker, Revard added in a recent e-mail conrespondehce that "[1] did not try to learn the 

language as I wish I had" (E-mail 3/6/00). The authors* mainstream educational 

differences also differ significandy, with Revard earning a PhD in literature from Yale and 

becoming a university professor, while Ortiz lost interest in college and left (In our 

interview, Ortiz summed up this difference between his firiend Carter and himself by 

stating, "He was a Rhodes Scholar and I was a college dropout!" [Personal interview 

2/8/00]). The differences in these authors' relationships with the English language ~ in 

language exposure and proficiency, as well as the particular landscapes in which they spent 

their early years ~ are part of what forge their very distinct and generally dissimilar styles 

of written English. Each style is luminous, richly textured, evocative and direct, and 

conveys unmistakably the voice and insights of each particular writer. 
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nKFINITfONS 

My use of the term "leptesentations" in this paper draws on Stuart Hall's definition 

in both its general sense and finer points. "Rq)iesentation is the production of the meaning 

of the concepts in our minds through language," Hall writes (1997:17). Further, 

"Representation..is closely tied up with both identity and knowledge" (1997:5), and "the 

embodying of concepts, ideas and emotions in a symbolic form which can be transmitted 

and meaningfully interpreted is what we mean by 'the practices of representation'" 

(1997:10). Hall emphasizes, as this thesis does also, that power relationships which 

ascribe unequal status to individuals, cultural groups and other entities are inextricable from 

representational practices, and thus it is significant to scrutinize who is representing whom, 

and why (Hall 1997). I use the term "imaging" interchangeably with "representation" in 

this text, though my definition of the first word is intended to create a flatter, more two-

dimensional snapshot impression of a generalized character type which is devoid of the 

elements which create whole, authentic human characters in text The concepts around 

representation are the basis from which my thesis discussion proceeds, and will be 

elaborated upon in subsequent chapters. 

I have avoided for the most part using the word "race" in this thesis, since I agree 

with those who understand the word "race" itself to be a product of colonial 

representational language. Yet I also agree with Tzvetan Todorov and others who claim 

that while "'race' itself does not exist," it is true nevotheless that "racism is a well-attested 

social phenomenon" (1985,1986:370). Consequently, I do use the terms "racist" and 

"racism" at points in my text where I am calling attention to attitudes or behaviors that 

generalize, judge and ultimately demean people or groups because of perceived and 

predetermined physical or metaphysical differences. As Henry Louis Gates, Jr. 
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summarizes the phenomenon of racism, "The racist's error is one of thought, not merely, 

or only, of behavior" (1985, 1986:404). 

The term "stereotype" appears in my text, and while this word is now used so 

casually and inaccurately that it risks losing its meaning, I believe it does have a potent 

meaning in its truest sense, and it is that meaning I invoke in my usage. Homi Bhabha 

recognizes "that the stereotype is a complex, ambivalent, contradictory mode of 

representation, as anxious as it is assertive" (1994:70), and it is this definition combined 

with Stuart Hall's interpretations of the word from which I take my definitions. Hall's key 

points about stereotyping ate that* "stereotyping reduces, essentializes, naturalizes and fixes 

'difference'"; the stereotype practices "'closure' and exclusion," and "steieoQrping tends to 

occur where there are gross inequalities of power" (1997:258). Stereotyping by the 

dominant cultural group insures hegemony, because "It classifies people according to a 

norm and constructs the excluded as 'other'" (1997:259). As various writers have 

discussed and my thesis will support, this "norm" in North America has been determined 

by European colonizers to be European-descended, white-skinned. Christian and male, 

while indigenous, brown-skinned people (and their descendants of mixed heritage) of 

various spiritual belief systems have been relegated to the subordinate position of Other. 

Virginia Dominguez clarifies this latter term, which I also use in my text, by asking, 

"Whom do we identity as others? Not those we identify with, but those we believe inferior 

or superior to us, or potentially subservient or dominant Others are significant to us, even 

if our rhetoric seeks to deny that significance, because it is through our construction of 

them precisely as significant others that we situate ourselves" (1987:131-132). 

My definitions for specific stereotypes I define as follows. The "Noble Savage" is 

the European and Euramerican image of a generic "Indian" who "is finzen in the past. 
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having lived in Utopia, perfecdy in tune with Natuie, like Adam before the Fall...[a] 

mythical creature'* (Dorothea M. Susag 1998:253). Attached to the Noble Savage 

stereotype is the implication of "wildness" that has been 'Hised to connect Indians with 

predatory animals, providing more justification for Europeans to control and exterminate" 

them (Susag 1998:254), an association especially relevant in my discussion of land use 

issues in Chapter 4. The stereotype I explore in Chapter 4, that of the "backward" or 

"unscientific" Indian, suggests the European/Euramerican representation of "Indians" as 

incompetent, unsophisticated, and intellectually inferior when confronted with the 

"advanced technologies" of contemporary Western science. 

My preference in referring to indigenous people in this text is to identify specific 

nationalities whenever possible. As a larger entity, however, I prefer the terms Native 

American or Native people, with a capital "N," both to distinguish it from someone who 

may be a "native Califomian," for example, and also to give the word the visual equity of 

"European" and "Euramerican." I do, at times, refer to Native people as Indians, without 

quotation marks, and this is because many Native people refer to themselves as Indian, and 

also because some of Ortiz's and Revard's writings use this term; in those cases, it is often 

clearer to continue to use their term. When I refer to "Indians" or the "Indian race" in 

quotation marics, it is to reference the European and Euramerican stereotypical 

representation of Native people. 

"Euramerican" is a problematic teim which I nevertheless use in lieu of any term I 

presently believe works better. As the focus of this thesis discusses the vast diversity of 

Native peoples and the myth of any monolithic "Indian," I fully acknowledge that there is 

more than one "type" of non-Indian American, and that descendants of European-

descended North American people (of which I am one) also derive firom diverse 



backgrounds that have differing languages, belief systems, lifeways, etc. However, I also 

believe that, because of their ancestry, descendants of Europeans in North America have 

enjoyed a privileged status as a result of European colonization, or at the very least have 

had opportunities to enter the dominant privileged classes that have oflen been 

institutionally and systematically denied to people of color in this country. Because the 

political and social legacies of colonial privilege include tangible realities that perpetuate 

inequities for and continue to shape stereotypical attitudes of Native people, I thus fefer to 

"Euramericans" — a shorter forms of •*Euroamerican" or "European American" ~ as a 

general group in my text I find it the most inclusive and efficient term for this country's 

European-descended peoples. 

I have also considered my use of the problematic word "traditional" in this thesis. 

Things "traditional" in relation to Native people might range from creation story time to 

initial European contact to last week. This is true, of course, because as Greg Sarris points 

out, although 'Tradition is often considered as that which is unchanging in a culture," in 

fact "tradition is not fixed, but an ongoing process. That which is viewed as tradition or 

traditional is subjective" (1993:179-180). Unfortunately, "traditional" to has come to be 

used so broadly and so generically in such a diversity of contexts that its meaning now 

frequendy lacks specificity. I considered using the word "historical" as an alternative to 

"traditional," yet this word has its own problems for me because of persisting associations 

with predominantly Western academic, text-based chronicles of past events. Ultimately, 

however, I use both "traditional" and "historical" throughout this text, and believe 

contextualization makes my intended usage clear. 'Traditional" still serves as a convenient 

shorthand to attempt suggesting longstanding Native lifeway practices that both preceded 

European contact and/or may have incorporated modifications as a result of contact, while 
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still retaining fundamentally Native forms (e.g., "the traditional use of humor as a social 

corrective in Pueblo cultuie**)- I use the word 'liistorical'* to describe both specific 

chronological events or periods in times past, both pre- and post-European contact, and to 

suggest the repetition of particular behaviors or circumstances over time (e.g., "historical 

literary representations of 'Indians' as Noble Savages")-

My definition of "humor" in this paper covers various forms, some of which have 

more than one shade of meaning. These will be explicated in more detail in my literature 

review (Chapter 2), and throughout my analysis of specific literary works and associated 

concepts in Chapters 3,4 and S. 

SITMMARV AND OVKRVFEW 

Throughout my discussion, I will demonstrate that chronic representations of 

inferior 'Tndian" types have been employed by Euramericans throughout the history of their 

relations with indigenous North American peoples. These imagings have been utilized both 

consciously and unconsciously to maintain colonial hegemony in the United States of 

America, and Native writers have been actively resisting these stereotypes for as long as 

such stereotypes have been in place. One strand of that resistance is the primary topic of 

this thesis: Native American literary humor, bodi oral and written. I will demonstrate how 

authors Simon Ortiz and Carter Revard, while living and writing in the twentieth and 

twenty-first centuries, continue in new forms some very old patterns of Native 

communities' use of humor's sometimes biting, sometimes soothing qualities to 

communicate important messages. 

While there have been several recognizable "Indian" categories established by the 

Euramerican imagination, this thesis focuses on several particular types as they appear in 
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Ortiz's and Revard's writing. Chapter 3 address the Euramerican stereotypes of the Noble 

Savage and Bloodthirsty Savage, as defined in the previous section of this chapter. In 

Chapter 4,1 explore the stereotype of the "ignoranf' or '̂ primitive" Indian, specifically as 

this stereotype has been perceived by Euramericans in relation to Western scientific 

knowledge, and represented in Native peoples' responses to this so-called progress and 

technological superiority. My discussion in Chapter 4 will focus upon works by Ortiz and 

Revard which highlight issues of colonial land theft and violation of Native peoples' 

ancestral homelands in North America. Chapter 5 contains my conclusions regarding the 

ongoing practice of Native literary resistance to colonial stereotyping, specifically through 

humor's cleansing and spiritual properties, and the roles of Ortiz and Revard in this vital 

tradition. 

MKTHODOI.CK;V 

My methodological approach to this thesis has been to directly analyze texts, and to 

discuss the texts of Ortiz and Revard that I have chosen with each author. My interests led 

me to first select the topic of stereotypical representations of Native people in texts by non-

Native writers, as I became increasingly aware of these in my reading. Simultaneously, I 

encountered the consistent theme in contemporary Native poetry and prose of resistance to 

historically inaccurate depictions by outsiders, often through Native writers' portrayals of 

Euramerican stereotyping from an Indian point of view. I then chose to integrate these two 

literary themes, focusing primarily on the second: that of Native literary resistance. My 

committee members Irvin Morris (Din^ and Tsianina Lomawaima (Creek) helped me 

greatly in narrowing this tremendously broad topic to specifically examine literary humor as 

a subversive strategy against stereotypical representations. I selected Simon Ortiz and 



Carter Revard because much of their wilting lends itself to my subject, because of my 

fondness for their work, and because I had access to both authors and was able to 

interview one (Ortiz) and cany on a lively e-mail correspondence with the other G^evard). 

In selecting appropriate works to discuss in my text, I sought to balance the number, genie 

and length by each author, and sought to focus my clMices by including whenever possible 

works that showed thematic connections between the two authors. 

Another choice I have made in the consideration, research, and creation of this 

thesis has been to acknowledge my own presence and biases in the text In this open 

acknowledgement of my personalis as a factor in the way I have ^proached this topic and 

the genesis of my prose, I am grateful for the guidance of both Tsianina Lomawaima, 

whom I have heard discuss frankly her own research methodology for her book They 

Called It Prairie Light, and Barbara Babcock. Dr. Babcock has written, "I do not believe 

that the process of interpretation really can or should be separated from the product 

Neither do I believe that we can or should separate the understanding and interpretation of 

Others and their texts from an understanding of our Selves" (1982:187). The truth of our 

inability to fully separate ourselves from the subjects of our research has become especially 

clear to me while engaged for the past two years in a cross-cultural, interdisciplinary course 

of study, and I believe my writing has changed and strengthened as a result of my attempts 

to internalize this approach to scholarship. In overall style and language, while I have 

used various contemporaiy cultural literary terms, I have for the most part tried to minimize 

my use of esoteric academic terminology so that a variety of readers might find my 

discussion accessible. I was amused and influenced in this regard by Tzvetan Todorov 

who asks. 
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Must we really write exclusively for members of our own profession?...the 
distinguishing feature of the humanities and the social sciences, including 
literary criticism, is that their object, being people, arouses people's most 
ardent interest; it would therefore be appropriate that specialists in these 
disciplines make their discourse accessible and interesting...Our critical 
writings, smothered beneath an erudite apparatus of foomotes and 
references, [are] rife with a jargon better adapted for conveying to our 
colleagues which army we belong to than for conveying to our readers what 

we are talking abouL.^ra Neale Hurston is admirable...for having made 

her readers laugh; it is quite understandable that her readership is larger than 
that of critical journals. Perhaps critics could learn something, in this 
respect..from those who furnish them their subject matter: writers[.] 

(1982:380) 

I couldn't agree more. Further, since it has been my love of Native American 

literatures that has led me to write a thesis about them, the authors themselves have 

unwittingly influenced the nature of my engagement in this thesis. Simon Ortiz and Carter 

Revard, at the time of this writing in their late fifties and late sixties respectively, have each 

created large, diverse bodies of work over several decades. To explore the literary and 

personal journeys expressed in these authors' works has emphasized to me how our ages, 

political eras, personal lives and current areas of interest necessarily move us through 

different and equally important phases. We are continually moving forward to new 

insights and new episodes while simultaneously deepening our understanding, maturity 

and spirits by layering a newer moment upon the indelible past 

LiMrrATioNS 

I have encountered such a range of limitations in preparing this thesis that to 

comfort myself, I've decided this has to be how academic research is done. Because of the 
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thesis length requirements, the most significant limitation has been narrowing the volume 

and range of my subject matter, since I discuss a group of overlapping topics. These 

include historical European and Euramerican literary steieo^pes of "Indians," facets of 

post-modernist discourse on representations. Native literary resistance to stereo^ing, 

humor as an explicit strand of that resistance, and the humorous literature of two specific 

authors. It was also difficult narrowing my discussion to these two particular authors 

(although I am grateful for the sound advice I received to do so), when there are so many 

more Native humorists, and so many individual pieces of humorous Native writing. (Vine 

Deloria, Jr. lends himself perfectly to so many aspects of my topic, for example, and I 

incorporate so many of his quotes that seemed "just right," that at times I began wondering 

if he might not actually be one of my author subjects.) A final limitation regarding text was 

selecting the particular pieces of literature by Revard and Ortiz (my general criteria for this 

selection is discussed in the previous "Methodology" section in this chapter). Though a 

pleasant one, this task was challenging because each writer has many other wonderful 

worics that might have been included in this paper. It also occurred to me after I completed 

most of my discussions with the authors that I never asked them which pieces of their own 

work they found funny, nor did I spend an equal amount of time with each author 

discussing the individual works of theirs I selected. I plan on eventually following up on 

some of these missed opportunities. 

Also, the nature of my personal engagement with each of these writers — both of 

whom I had contact with to discuss my research and to receive their input — presented 

certain limitations. With Revard, I was limited to e-mail correspondences because he lives 

in SL Louis and I live in Tucson. While the quality of this correspondence was excellent — 

his responses to my questions were always prompt, thorough, and full of Carter's warm. 



good-humored personal voice — the interaction necessarily lacked those dimensions only 

available through personal or telephone interviews: immediacy, the meaning of vocal tone 

or body language, the instantaneous revision of a comment or an interesting tangent, etc. 

To date, I still have never spoken with him directly. Ironically, the limitations of woiidng 

with Simon Ortiz were quite different, and resulted precisely because I was able to meet 

with him. A certain aspect of our interactions was consistently affected by gender 

dynamics which made me uncomfortable, and at times it was necessary for me to refocus 

my subject on academic issues. This obstacle was ultimately overcome, however, so that 

our primary and most important interview was comfortable for me and also academically 

productive. 

One fiiud item that has remained a frustrating limitation was that I was unable to 

find a speciHc link to Osage ceremonial features or origin stories regarding the distinct role, 

if any, of humor in Osage culture. This may be because I did not locate the appropriate 

sources, or because humor does not play as overt a role in formal Osage cultural practices 

as it does in Pueblo cultures, on which I was able to gamer abundant information. Thus, 

although I make some qualified pan-Indian connections about the fimction of humor in 

Native literatures and lifeways, I feel there is an imbalance in my ability to connect 

Revard's and Ortiz's writing to each man's cultural traditions. This is something I would 

pursue more extensively with further research. 

SIGNIFICANCE OF RESEARCH ANP COMCI USIONS 

It is significant to keep in mind what literary critic Arnold Krupat writes regarding 

the umbrella terms Native American or American Indian writers. Krupat emphasizes that 

"it is important to recall that whatever [these writers] may have in common as 'Indians,' 
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there aie also differences among them both culturally and individually. There are no 

inevitably or inherently Indian subjects, although certain themes and images come up again 

and again; no given Indian way of treating every subject, although some modalides will 

occur more £requendy than others" (1987;xii-xiii). I hope readers of this thesis find that I 

have been attentive to such distinctions in my texL While I do, as mentioned, frame the 

effects of Ortiz's and Revard's subversive humor in a larger pan-Indian context at times, I 

do not mean to suggest that the manner in which these two employ humor in their work is 

consistent among Native humorists across time and nadons, or even that there is agreement 

on hmnor's effectiveness as a form of social protest when compared to other methods. I 

do, however, believe my examples and analyses may contribute to the consideration of, 

and discourse about, the significance of humor in deconstructing racist representations. In 

The Sacred: Ways of Knowledge, Sources ofUfe  ̂Peggy V. Beck, Aima Lee Walters 

(Otoe/Pawnee) and Nia Francisco (Navajo) discuss the power of humor as it relates to 

many Native cultures' sacred clowns: 

the sacred clowns portray the Path of Life with all of its pitfalls, sorrows, 
laughter, mystery, and playful obscenity. They dramatize the powerful 

relationships of love, the possibility of catastrophe, the sorrow of separation 
and death, the emerging consciousness of human beings entering into life — 

into this world as ordinary beings with non-ordinary potential They show 
the dark side; they show the light side; they show us that life is hard; and 
they show us how it can be made easier. 

(1995:297-298) 

Though merely mortal. Carter Revard and Simon Ortiz reflect fiilly the sacred clowns' 

"emerging consciousness of human beings entering into life." The humor in their writing 

shows daiicness and light, strife and joy, and a way to resist being defeated by inevitable 

hard times. Their use of humor also connects them to the ancient cultural practices of 
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innumerable Native nations in which evolving oral and written narratives incoqmrate humor 

as a crucial mechanism of survival, an association I elaborate upon in Chapter 5. Through 

my examination of these authors* writing, I hope Native and non-Native academics, readers 

and writers might reflect mote deeply upon the potent effects of literary humor in Native 

peoples' ongoing resistance against unwanted colonial definitions of Indian identi^. These 

identities will always be more effectively articulated by those who actually live the lives 

other writers — even those with '̂ the best intentions" — have so frequently misrepresented. 



CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
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We need tbe public at large to dn^ the myths in which it has clothed us for so 
long. We ne^ fewer and fewer 'experts' on Indians. 

— Vine Deloria, Jr. 
Custer Died For Your Sins 

To hint too much at a real native presence in the book is to leave the world of 
the book. 

~ Gerald Vizenor 
Fugitive Poses 

THK ««TNDFAN** OF ECTIAMKRICAN F.ITRRATURE 

A comprehensive review of the literature demarcating stereotypes of Indian people 

by non-Indian writers is beyond both the scope and the intention of this thesis. Readers of 

North American literature that includes Native American characters have certainly 

encountered the sort of type-casting Native people have received at the hands of 

Euramerican writers. "No other ethnic group in the United States," claims Devon 

Mihesuah in the Introduction to American Indians: Stereotypes and Realities, "has endured 

greater and more various distortions of its cultural identity than American Indians" (1996: 

9). Since an exhaustive review of the history of Euramerican literary "Indian" stereotyping 

is not my goal, I will instead provide a small sampling of negative representations by 

European and Euramerican writers, especially those which evoke Noble Savage, Wild or 

Bloodthirsty Savage, and/or "primitive" types. I will also provide a brief discussion of 

how these imagings may be viewed as representative of their kind in the range of standard 

"Indian" stereotypes which have been created and disseminated by non-Indians over time. 

Next, I will briefly discuss the stereotype of the "stoic Indian" and some of humor's roles 

in Native communities. I will conclude this literature review with a brief discussion of 

central figures of Native literary resistance in English, the specific role of Native humor in 



addressing and subverting colonial oppressions, and how the writing of Simon Ortiz and 

Carter Revard fit into the pan-tribal tradition of Native humor as resistance. 

"At the heart of any literary exploration of the American experience stands the image 

of the Native American," writes James Ruppert "As he plays the role of Other to the 

American Self, he holds a mirror to an ever-emerging sense of identic* (1996:383). While 

struggling across generations to define this "American identity" in print, Euramerican texts 

have been consistently peppered with inaccuracies and misrepresentations of Indian people. 

By now we might even view Christopher Columbus — the originally credited villain of 

textual misrepresentations of indigenous Americans — as simply ignorant in his recording 

of grossly generalized information of Native people: after aU, Columbus's encounters were 

limited in number and duration, and he had no larger body of published information with 

which to expand his understanding. (It is these same factors, of course, which made 

Columbus's early representations so profound in their impact and contribute to their 

duration.) Succeeding and contemporary writers, however, are far more culpable. These 

writers may be judged more harshly, since they did and do have access to an enormous 

volume of continually expanding infcmnation about the indigenous peoples of the 

Americas, yet too often, contemporary writers continue to describe Native people in the 

narrow, erroneous language first penned by the Admiral of the Ocean. "Although modem 

artists and writers assume their own imagery to be more in line with 'reality' than that of 

their predecessors," writes Robert F. Berkhofer, Jr., "they employ the imagery for much 

the same reasons and often with the same results as those persons of the past they so often 

scorn as uninformed, fanciful, or hypocritical." Berkhofer concludes that "the basic 

images of the good and bad Indian persist from the era of Columbus up to the present 

without substantial modification or variation" (1978:71). 
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No eariy accounts of Native American people, whether positive or negative, leave 

doubt as to colonists' and explorers' convictions that Native people could not be left to 

continue their own lifeways unchecked. "Even the s^unchest supporters of the Indian's 

natural goodness found that the Indian must be led to adopt the European world," Ruppert 

explains. 

The image of the Indian in American literature, expressed cleariy in early 
contact literature, is constructed firom three basic elements: an ambivalent 
attitude toward the "Indian" moral character, the conviction that civilization 
and progress were inevitable and right, and the belief that the spiritual 
depravity of "Indian" superstition required a Christian tonic. 

(1996:384) 

Berkhofer describes similar eariy European steieotyping of Native people through three 

"Persisting Fundamental Images and Themes," which include sweeping cultural 

generalizations dismissive of tribal specificity, characterizing Native people "in terms of 

their deficiencies according to White ideals," and "using moral evaluation as description of 

Indians" (1978:25-26). These exaggerated and generalized portraits of Native individuals 

and cultural groups, and the ubiquitous European and colonial air of moral superiority 

(even in their more sympathetic imagings) would continue to characterize Euramerican 

literary representations of Native people for roughly two hundred years after Columbus's 

arrival in the Americas (Berkhofer 1978:71-111; Ruppert 1996:384-385). 

Willard H. Rollings begins the Introduction (entitled "Osage Images and Realities, 

1673-1840") to his ethnohistorical study of the Osage people with two quotations 

highlighting the dramatic dichotomy in colonial attitudes toward Native people in the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The first, by Fray Juan Morfi circa 1781, casts "The 

Osage [as] a treacherous, cruel, thieving, and wandering nation" (Morfi in Rollings 



25 

1992:1), while the second, written in 1826 by Reverend William Vail, finds the Osage 

"naturally amiable and friendly ...Strangers arc always pleased with the hospitaliQr of these 

people" (Vail in Rollings 1992:1). Such contradictMy representations support James 

Ruppert's claim that "Eariy exploration accounts of Native Americans varied wildly" (1996: 

383). The conflicting messages of the quotations ~ "treacherous" Osage versus "amiable" 

Osage — express in microcosm the ambivalent attitudes Europeans and Euramericans have 

held regarding Native people since their earliest inieractions. History repeatedly illustrates 

that European and Euramerican attitudes toward Indians have been largely unable to 

acconunodate and coexist with the nuanced realities of diverse and differing Native lives. 

While some perspectives have left no room for doubt ~ such as those of "The great 

romantic historians" of the mid-nineteenth century, George Bancroft and Francis Parkman, 

who made clear their opinion that "progress ruled history and the Indian deserved his fate" 

(Berichofer 1978:95) — more generally, "White perceptions of the Indian have always been 

characterized by ambivalence — contempt mixed with admiration, rejection tempered by 

compassion" (Hoxie 1989:113). This ambivalence was expressed in Euramerican writings 

regarding perceptions of Native spiritual practices, social structures, spoken languages, and 

political and educational systems. During the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, 

"What reconciled ambivalent images of nature, the Indian, and the firontier was an ideology 

of social progress that postulated the inevitable evolution of the frontier from savagery to 

civilization" (Berichofer 1978:92). Ultimately, it has been less perplexing or more 

comfortable (or both) for the Euramerican mind to draw broad categories in which to lump 

"Indians" so that colonial political, social and economic agendas could be advanced with a 

minimum of moral guilt regarding the dispossession and chronic disenfranchisement of 
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indigenous people (and odier people of color, for that matter). Consequently, a narrow but 

potent arsenal of Indian stereotypes has remained stocked, loaded, and ready to fiie. 

From the 1820s and 30s onward, the literature of James Fenimore Cooper (1798-

1851) formed the strongest romantic image of the Indian in the minds of adventure-hungry 

readers in the United States of America. Yet "Like so many authors of his time," 

Beikhofer reminds us, "Cooper knew little or nothing of Native Americans direcdy" 

(1978:93). Much has been written regarding the Indian type represented and popularized in 

Cooper's historical novels, including The Pioneers (1823), The Last of the Mohicans 

(1826), The Prairie (1827), The Pathfinder (1840), and The Deerslayer (1841), known 

collectively as The Leader-Stocking Tales. Cooper's Indian type **was subjective, white 

beneath the war-paint, springing into full statute when pioneer life was receding," writes 

Constance Rourke. "About his figure the American seemed to wrap a desire to return to the 

primitive life of the wilderness.. Jn the Indian [Americans] could drench [themselves] in 

melancholy remembrance of the time when the whole continent was imtouched...it would 

be easy to call [this literature] proof of national hypocrisy" (1931:98). The image of the 

Noble Savage disseminated through Cooper's literature continues, remarkably, to be one of 

the most prevalent, highly visible stereotypes of Indian people that exists in contemporary 

culture. 

Washington Irving (1783-1859) is another Euramerican writer of the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries whose writing presents a noteworthy study of descriptive and 

ambivalent Native American representations. In "A Tour on the Prairies" (1835), for 

example, Irving's traveling party encounters a group of Osage people, whom Irving 

describes as "a well-made race, muscular and closely knit with well-tumed thighs and legs" 

(1974:516). Irving is "struck with [the] £^pearance" of one young Osage man, in part 



because "as he rode with his blanket wrapped round his loins, his naked bust would have 

furnished a model for a statuary" (1974:517). A young Swiss count who is a member of 

Irving's group is similarly taken by the dashing Osage man, and grows "more enchanted 

than ever with the wild chivalry of the prairies, and talked of putting on the Indian dress 

and adopting the Indian habits during the time he hoped to pass with the Osages." Irving 

concludes this stereotypically romantic sketch by asserting that "Such is the glorious 

independence of man in a savage state" (1974:519): picturesque, Irving's remark suggests, 

but not a viable condition for the more sophisticated and "advanced" Euramerican populace. 

Gerald Vizenor gives Irving more credit than other writers of Irving's era in 

attempting balanced literary portrayals of authentic Native people. While individuals are 

not identified by Irving, Vizenor points out that Irving does give attention to tribal 

specificity, and notes personality traits that go beyond the "Indian" stereotypes of his day. 

Vizenor writes of Irving that. 

The natives he encountered were not named as individuals, but those he 
noticed in his travel monologue were slight traces of presence; an original 
crease of native character in the eariy nineteenth century that is seldom found 
in the scientism of military and ethnographic observations. The natives 

were described as animated and humorous, not solemn, stoical, or heroic. 
Few other observers have ever mentioned the humor of natives in the theater 
of discoveries and dominance. 

(1998:108) 

It is interesting to note, as Vizenor does, Irving's descriptions of Native humor and the 

love of gossip and a good joke; even Columbus remarked upon the "sharp wif of the 

Arawaks in the journal from his first voyage (Berkhofer 1978:73). Yet it is not the 

tendency toward humor, laughter and wit that remain indelibly inscribed upon Native 

character from authors* impressions of "Indians" in early Euramerican texts. Vizenor too 



must acknowledge that, in spite of "Irving [having been] mote observant of a distinctive 

native presence than other adventurers at the time," he would still "preserve the absence of 

natives [elsewhere in his texts], the mere objects of cultural representation in the manner of 

a theatrical adventurer" (1998:109). The very fact of Vizenor's noting the unusual (if 

partial) humani^ in Irving's text refHesentations of Native people emphasizes that Irving's 

more realistic imagings were exceptions in his day. 

Irving's Osage Noble Savage portrait outlines the familiar patronizing praise of 

Native people through colonial perceptions of the raw physical beauty, personal fireedom, 

and intrinsic code of honor of the "IndiatL" This late eighteenth and early nineteenth 

century imaging "presented the Indian in an essentially Romantic light," and implied that 

"[the Indian] was more an artifact of the past than a contributor to the present" (Ruppert 

1996:386). A contrasting but equally simplistic image strips the "noble" from the savage, 

and leaves the more sinister, less sympathetic stereotype of the Bloodthirsty Savage, whose 

strange and terrifying ways stand in staik counterpoint to all that good, upstanding 

Christian folk strived to live for and defend. Nathaniel Hawthorne (1804-1864) represents 

one example in this vein. While similar to Irving in that his writing is more complex than 

to represent Native people as exclusively negative, Hawthorne nevertheless represents 

Native people primarily as sinister, wild Others to contrast "proper '̂ Christian virtues. A 

Massachusetts native, Hawthorne was descended firom Puritan stock and understood his 

forbears* attitude toward Indians as "the 'Devil's disciples'" (Mihesuah 1996:13), an 

attitude which he employed in creating his allegorical fiction. While Hawthorne also 
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rendered his Puritan ancestors' ambivalence toward Native people in some of his worki, 

his literary imaging of Indian people predominantly illustrates strange and savage Others. 

Considered the forerunner in a period of America concerned with '̂ Symbolic and 

Ethical Idealism" (Jhe American Tradition in Literature 1974:651), Hawthorne and 

contemporaries such as Edgar Allen Poe (1809-1849) and Herman Melville (1819-1891) 

relied heavily upon symbols and metaphors to convey to their readers certain moral 

messages, and to create a desired emotional tone in their work. For Hawthorne, Native 

people connote mysterious, incomprehensible, and decidedly barbarian qualities. He does 

grant them a degree of intelligence and knowledge in their own ways, as shown in Roger 

Chillingworth's statement to Hester Prynne in The Scarlet Letter (1850) that 

Chillingworth's living "for above a year past, among a people well versed in the kindly 

properties of simples, have made a better physician of [him] than many that claim a medical 

degree" (1959:76). Yet "Indians" remain primarily out of the purview of the "civilized" 

Puritan colonists and are to be avoided unless one is willing to risk danger, spiritual 

corruption, and/or indoctrination into evil. Hawthorne expresses these ideas most vividly 

in his story "Young Goodman Brown" (1835,1846). Li this short morality tale, as 

protagonist Goodman Brown heads into the forest to test his Christian faith one fateful 

night, he thinks to himself that "There may be a devilish Indian behind every tree" 

(1974:671). Later, Goodman Brown finds himself at an evil gathering where, to his 

^ Mihesuah remarks that "Puritans in Massachusetts...referred to Indians as the 'Devil's 
disciples' to justify killing scores of Indians and taking their lands, yet many Puritans admired the 
tribes' cultures and preferred to live with Indians rather than within the oppressive Puritan society" 
(Mihesuah 1996:13). James Ruppert adds a different layer of meaning to the Puritans' aggressions 
against Native people by noting that, "Hie projection of their fears and repressed desires onto the 
Indians made the cleansing of sin from themselves possible only with the extermination of the 
Indian." Ruppert notes that all colonists but "esp^ally the I^tans" were encouraged "to define 
themselves through negation," since "[t]he more they attacked the Indian, the more they affirmed 
their European v^ues and heritage" (Ruppert 1996:384). 
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shock, he discovers that the devil has claimed the souls of many well-known townspeople 

who had previously a^ypeared to be virtuous Christians. At this meeting, "It was strange to 

see that the good shrank not from the wicked, nor were the sinners abased with the saints. 

Scattered also among their pale-faced enemies were the Indian priests, or powwows, who 

had often scared their native forest with more hideous incantations than any known to 

English witchcraff (1974:678). As elsewheie in Hawthorne's work, "Indian" 

representations in "Young Goodman Brown" surface most firequently to forewarn of 

impending danger, brutality, or the collapse of standard accepted Christian morality. 

The Euramerican ambivaleix» toward the "Indian" I earlier referred to is certainly 

shown in the contrasting representations of Irving and Hawthorne: Irving's young count is 

so captivated by the regal-looking Osage man that he wants to adopt "Indian" ways 

himself, while Hawthorne's Goodman Brown fears losing his very soul to dark and 

devilish "Indian" ways. And though my references to Noble Savage and Bloodthirsty 

Savage Euramerican imagings make a leap of more than three and hundred fif^ years from 

Columbus to Hawthorne, I believe the fact that I am able to make such a leap indicates the 

persistence of similar stereotypes across centuries. Further, these stereotypes are present in 

contemporary Euramerican thought and writing as well "It appears that many non-Indians 

are still confused about Indians," Mihesuah observes; "they see them as simultaneously 

'noble' and 'ignoble* just as the early European settlers did" (1996:13). Arnold Krupat 

examines twentieth century texts in which such imagery of Native people is alive and well, 

even in our so-called "politically correct" modem era. As recently as 1994 John Lowe 

wrote of Euramerican New Age imagery of Native people from the sixties forward that. 

It is as difficult to consider [such writings] as literature as it is to take 
seriously their claims to authenticity and accuracy when contemporary 
Native writers so clearly express Native American worldviews and culture. 
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The tenacity of this present reincarnation of Romantic ideals gives testimony 
to the continuing need for American culture and letters to come to terms with 
the differences and otherness as represented in Native American peoples. 

(1996:393) 

In this literature review, I have chosen to focus on historical misrepresentations of Native 

people rather than on contemporary examples, although an abundance of these latter exists. 

My reason for this is twofold: first, to show the well-established and entrenched history of 

stereotypical 'Indian" imagings by Euramerican writers; and second, to allow the literature 

of Revard and Ortiz, in responding to these entrenched stereotypes, to attest to the 

stereotypes' continuing presence. For more detailed discussions of late twentieth century 

Euramerican writers* manipulation of stereotypical "Indian" representations in poetry and 

fiction, sec Berkhofer (1978:71-111), Krupat (1989:96-131), and Lowe (1996:193-205) 

for thoughtful examinations of the subject 

That such generalized categories of "Indians" as those discussed above have always 

been, and still are, inaccurate and reductive of diverse Native American populations ~ and 

could also, with little modification, be used to describe members of any ethnic group ~ has 

not deterred many non-Indian writers from perpetuating such types. Establishing this "us 

versus them" dichotomy has been a necessary project of European colonial suppression of 

Native people and their cultures for centuries. Edward Said clarifies this tendency in his 

discussion of Orientalism, when he explains that there has long been, 

a collective notion identifying "us" Europeans as against all **those" non-
Europeans, and indeed it can be argued that the major component in 
European culture is precisely what made that culture hegemonic both in and 
outside Europe: the idea of European identity as a superior one in 

comparison with all the non-European peoples and cultures. 
(1994:134) 
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Pertiaps ironically ~ but understandably when viewed as the comfortable byproduct of their 

historically privileged gaze — the same Euramerican writers who have earnestly conceived 

of and written Indian people into delimiting categories through their sharp but fantastic 

scrutiny did not consider that the objects of their perverse portrayals have been looking 

back at them, sometimes with confusion, sometimes with amusement; sometimes with 

hatred and fear. Generations of Native people have borne wimess to "The truth...that in 

describing the Indian and his lands the white man was describing himself, his own drives 

and consuming desires" (Frederick Turner 1974:2). 

STOIC iNDfANs AND SENSES OF HDMOR 

I have not been able to pinpoint the origin of the curious stereotype of Native people 

as unsmiling stoics, an erroneous representation that has nevertheless held fast. Mihesuah 

notes that the "humorless, silent, wooden Indian is a popular image" with non-Indians 

(1996:110), and Deloria concurs that "the image of the granite-faced grunting redskin has 

been perpetuated by American mythology" (1988:146) ad infinitum. In his book American 

Indians' Kitchen-Table Stories^ Keith Cuimingham comments upon this odd 

representation, stating that "Anglo-American culture has a remarkably consistent view of 

American Indians as verbally deficient Tontos who possess no jokes and never laugh" 

(1992:129). While it is deeply demeaning to have to insist upon the existence of Native 

peoples' senses of humor, because this stereotype is so prevalent ~ and because it 

possesses larger social and political ramifications, as I will discuss ~ a few relevant words 

must be said here on this subject 

Humor is such a visible constant in Native peoples' lives that it is necessary to 

deconstruct this stereotype with an eye toward European and Euramerican motivations for 



its creation. Mihesuah sheds light on the subject by suggesting that history has influenced 

Euramerican perceptions of unsmiling and unhappy Indians since the majority of early 

photographs or portraituie of Indian people occurred "during a treaty-signing or after they 

had been captured," and thus were not especially festive occasions (1996:110). E)eloria 

bemoans the fact that "It has always been a great disappointment to Indian people that the 

humorous side of Indian life has not been mentioned by professed experts on Indian 

Affairs," especially since, as he shrewdly points out, "P^ple have little sympathy with 

stolid groups" (1988:146). This lack of affinity with "stoics," I feel, has allowed the 

"humorless Indian" stereo^pe to flourish. It is much easier to justify the domination, 

material and cultural appropriation, and even murder of those Others we consider inferior to 

us in even the most basic aspects of a shared humaniQr; among these are the deeply 

connective and elemental experiences of humor and laughter. Another obvious and 

reasonable explanation of why multicultural encounters have fostered non-Indian 

stereotypes of reticent Native people rests in Mihesuah's claim that "many Indians do tend 

to be quiet and reserved, perhaps out of respect, suspicion, dislike or shyness — just like 

anyone else." Ultimately, she concludes, "Unless Indians feel comfortable around non-

Indians or members of an alien tribe, the latter may never see their true personalities" 

(1996:110-111). (Wouldn't we consider this a natural response from any person or 

group?) Another interpretation might be found in the assertion of Craig Womack 

(Muskogee Creek/Chendcee) that "Non-Natives are often unable to connect comedy with 

Indian people because of the American guilt complex over Indians and the oft-embraced 

tragic view of the vanishing American" (1999:136). Guilt and pity breed distance; the 

needs, rights and humanity of "stoic Indians," then, are easier to ignore. 



Contrary to the superficial Euramerican stereotype, humor permeates all aspects of 

Indian life. In his book Indi'n Humor, Kenneth Lincoln feels compelled to assure us that 

"Indians do laugh a lot"2 (1993: 21). What's more, Lincoln states, "They laugh hard and 

deep among themselves and grimace around whites, exorcising the pain, redirecting their 

suffering, drawing together against the conunon enemy — cultural ignorance" (1993:5). 

Paula Gunn Allen's note to Lincoln more succincdy grounds Lincoln's own melodramatic 

description: "Not to make too much of iC writes Gunn Allen, "but humor is the best and 

sharpest weapon we've always had against the ravages of conquest and assimilation. And 

while it is a tiny projectile point, it's often sharp, true'and finely crafted" (Gunn Allen in 

Lincoln 1993: 7). Vine Deloria, Jr. agrees that "Indian people are exactly opposite of the 

popular stereotype. I sometimes wonder how anything is accomplished by Indians because 

of the apparent overemphasis on humor within the Indian world." This, Deloria believes, 

is because "Indians have found a humorous side of nearly every problem and the 

experiences of life have generally been so well defined through jokes and stories that they 

have become a thing in themselves" (1988:146-147). The "stoic Indian" stereotype, like so 

many others, continues to be perpetuated in movies as well as in text, because a larger 

movie-going public is already familiar with these particular "versions" of Indianness, and 

2 Further, Lincoln adds in a strange and somewhat incomprehensible footnote to the above 
quotation, that "The most engaging tribal people [he has] known laugh the heartiest"; he proceeds 
to list twelve of these hearty laughers, the majority high-pcoGle academics. This list is followed by 
the enumeration of several families and individuals — also presumably among "the most engaging 
tribal people" ~ known personally to Lincoln, who allowed him to "feel at home, despite the eth^c 
handicap." Lincoln does not clarify this "handicap." but I interpret it to mean his non-Indianness 
(ft. 1:340), and I assume this last remark is Lincoln's attempt to be fiumy himself. Yet for me this 
brief footnote in Chapter 1 of Lincoln's more than three hundred page book establishes three 
disturbing premises ficom which the book apparently proceeds: fir^ that only those who laugh "the 
heartiest" (whatever that means) can be the "most engaging tribal people"; next, that those people 
must either be celebrities or personally known to the author (a fairly exclusive group of Native folk); 
and third, that being non-Indian is an automatic "handicap" in establishing rapport between Native 
and non-Native people, at the exclusion of various other significant factors. I find each of these 
presumptions simplistic and offensive. 



familiarity breeds better box-oflice returns (Beikhofer 1978:102; Mihesuah 1996:9, 110). 

Addressing the rise of television in 1950s America, Beikhofer tells us that "No matter how 

new the media were, the old White stereotypes of the Indian generally prevailed in their 

presentations. Vicious and noble savages peopled the movie and television screens just as 

they had the cheap and elite literature of the past, from which scriptwriters had continued to 

borrow stories" (1978:103). Mihesuah accurately surmises that these erroneous and 

destructive images of Native people are clearly "not created from contact with real Indians" 

(1996:9), nor through contact with expressions of indigenous peoples' authentic self-

definitions in various contemporary media. 

TTNIVRRSAI. HUMOR. CIIRTUKAI. HDMOR. AND NATIVE LITFRARY RESISTANCE 

Attempts by scholars to analyze or define what makes something "funny" is a 

slippery and subjective task which has met with mixed results. Consequently, rather than 

propose such a definition, this thesis will instead outline the role humor plays in the works 

of Ortiz and Revard, as well as humor's functions within a larger Native American social-

historical context As Joseph Boskin observes, '̂ e sweep of humor is...enormous." 

Humor 

is a primary form of social communication that serves both an individual and 
a group purpose (though not necessarily at the same time or in an identical 
manner). It is a means by which humans convey both negative and 
affirmative emotions, approval and disagreement, joy and anguish. Its very 
breadth, however, presents formidable obstacles to comprehending the 
intricate mechanisms through which it operates on both individual and social 
levels. 

(1979:3) 
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Clearly identifying printed literary humor is further problematic, of course, in that it cannot 

rely on body language, vocal pitch, the speaker's delivery or any other aspect of live 

performance to effectively communicate its humorous message to an intended audience. 

These qualities are frequently the most vital in conveying important meanings in performed 

Native American literatures, as Craig Womack notes in describing Creek joking, in which 

"the humor occurs throughout the narrative...as well as...outside the story in aspects of the 

teller's performance such as mimicking of voices or caricatures of facial expressions or 

movements" (1999:210). 

Further complicating the issue of what exactly is funny, is the question of whether 

some things are only funny to some people. That is, is there such a thing as cultural 

humor? In the works of Revard and Ortiz, culture — both the setting of a single culture and 

the frictions and Mendings that occur between members of different cultures — does indeed 

play a role in the humor their literature evokes. Yet it is a universal humor, not limited to 

members of one culture group — Osage, Irish, Ponca, Acoma or Anglo — or even a 

member of the particular cultures involved. However, to appreciate the full depth of the 

humorous situations these authors create, it is necessary to have an understanding of the 

socio-historical dynamics underlying relations between Euramerican and American Indian 

peoples, and also to have knowledge of the particular Native cultures (and sometimes 

geographical regions) in which each authw has lived. 

I asked each of these authors if they believed there is such a thing as "Indian 

humor," and if it could possibly be described. Revard wrote to me. 

On the subject of Indian humon there was particular Osage and Ponca 
joking, but I never separated it as uniquely Indian compared to the joking 
and stories from my mother's white uncles who often stayed at our place in 
between jobs and travels. There were specifically Indian jokes and lots of 
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the kind of sly understated inside humor references, allusions, play with the 
Osage situation and relationships with other tribes and alL I remember how 

much fun my Ponca Aunt Jewell always was, how many funny comments 
she would make, how quietly wit^ Uncle Kenneth (Osage) was, how in the 
last ten years or so of my stepfather's life I came to see how much sly 

humor and funny stories he had and I missed seeing when I was a kid. My 
stepfather Addison [Osage] was a very shy and quiet man, who ate without 
talking, listened and said little. But he and my mother's brothers used to do 
a lot of joking and talking, and he held up his end pretty weU. There used to 
be a whole lot more drinking than my mother approved of, and a lot of 
family money went down that alcohol drain, but during the jolly stage of 
what we used to call the pint or two pints of rotgut whiskey bought from 
bootleggers in Bartlesville or Pawhuska or points in between, there was 
plenty of fun. It is a sad business to watch over the years how what began 

as a lot of fun becomes a misery. So I remember the humor as often linked 
to the drinking, but not always. 

(E-maU 3/6/00) 

In the long run, though, Revard says, "I have no great insights to speak of [regarding 

Indian humor]. What often seems different and special I think is very like humor in any 

special group: the more you know, the more it seems like the other groups are 'like' each 

other in all but the details, and the details are both all-important and yet not the heart of the 

humor'' (E-mail, 2/7/00). Ortiz's discussion of "Indian humor" shares similarities with 

Revard's reflections. Ortiz emphasizes that a kind of connective humor is '*not just limited 

[to Indian people]; it's specific to say, families, to clans, to communities, locale — cultural 

locale. It's also recognized in other cultural contexts. Soit'sthatkindof humor, I think, 

that is so much a common element of leaUy everybody" (Personal interview 2/8/00). 

Non-Indian academic efforts to classify the humor of other cultures have sometimes 

yielded descriptions which are unintentionally quite humorous in themselves. In a 1937 



essay entitled "The Humor of Primitive Peoples," Henry A. Bowman tackles the ambitious 

task of analyzing in sixteen pages the humor and humorous stories of these twenty-one 

cultural groups and people: 'The Biloxi," "the Choctaw," "the Herero," "the E£ik," "the 

Swahili," "the 2Uilus," "the Ka£Brs, "the Tangales," "[t]he Manyikas"; "Chaco Indians," 

"Australian natives," "Congo natives," 'Tahitians," "Cheyennes," "some of the natives of 

Natal," "the Fang of West Africa," "[t]he Teras of Africa," "Certain Brazilian Indians," "an 

Iowa Indian," "[a] Hottentof and one "African native" (1937:67-83). Bowman introduces 

his research by stating that "Humor is a more or less elemental human reaction, and in this 

sense all humor is primidve" — he does not define just what he means by "primitive" — yet 

he notes that "[ajlthough the fundamental elements of humorous situations remain the same 

for all people, both primitive and 'civilized,' the specific C(mtent of these situations varies 

according to environment, folkways and experience" (1937:67). While Bowman's essay is 

flawed by his era's ^ically Eurocentric notions of "primitive" versus "civilized," and by 

his generalized treatment of indigenous individuals and entire cultures (that is, a single joke 

by a single Hottentot becomes representative of all Hottentot humor), he nevertheless 

concludes legitimately that "the relativi^ of humor to environment and culture and its 

adaptation to the understanding and experience of the audience" (1937:83) are vital factors 

in rendering something funny. 

A different ^proach by Keith Cunningham attempts not only to record for the 

(presimiably non-Indian) reader a series of Navajo jokes and humorous situations, but to 

carefully explain to us why these would be considered fimny in Navajo culture (1992:129-

156). Cunningham refers to anthropologist W.W. Hill's research on Navajo humor in the 

1940s, which resulted in Hill's categorization of ten types of Navajo humor, one of these 

categories is "find[ing] humor in playing with cultural stereotypes" (1992:145). 
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Cunningham remaiks upon the existence and nature of cultural humor, noting that such 

"[sjtories are set in culture and ate judged by culturally relative standards of excellence and 

appropriateness. To understand a Navajo joke and why it is fimny is to know something 

of what it is to be Navajo" (1992:130). While we might interpret this last remark as a 

rather dubious generalization, Cunningham's larger point is well made that to understand 

what is humorous to the majority of a particular cultural group is indeed to gain a level of 

insight into what is valued by that culture. Deloria afEirms this concept by stating that "One 

of the best ways to understand a people is to know what makes them laugh...In humor life 

is redeHned and accepted. Irony and satire provide much keener insights into a group's 

collective psyche and values than do years of research" (1988:146). 

In a bit of related comic irony, my word search for "Native American Humor" in 

the University of Arizona's library resources yielded a single entry: Euramerican author 

Walter Blair's Native American Humor (1937), which asserts that 'ihe 'requisites' of a true 

American humor were not in place until 1830." By that time, in Blair's view, "Americans 

had achieved sufBcient detachment to see and consciously exploit the comic aspects of their 

experiences, and...had developed forms and styles of expression that were not simply 

borrowed from England and Europe" (in Walker 1998:91). What Blair is talking about, of 

course, is the development of a humor native to white Americans. He is clearly not 

discussing original Native American humor, which has a long indigenous existence in 

highly "developed forms and styles of expression," and which is certainly specific to 

Native North American terrain through its (Migins in myriad tribal conununities. 

Sophistication in Native humor is also linked to the rich history of Native American 

intellectualism. However, it was not until the 1770s that the first full-length text by a 



Native author was published in English? (Brown Ruofif 1990:62; Womack 1999:2). Non-

fiction prose of di£feient s^les was "the major genie written by American Indian authors of 

the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries" (Brown Ruoff 1990:62). Native protest 

literature in English arose eariy in the nineteenth century, most visibly through the writings 

of William Apess (Pequot, b. 1798), whose essay "An Indian's Looldng-Glass for the 

White Man" makes the charge "that whites disenfranchised Indians merely because of their 

skin color" (Brown Ruoff 1990:62-63). Despite this serious subject matter, Apess's "use 

of humor to convey social criticism is similar to the use of humor in the blossoming period 

of Native American literature that began some 130 years latec '̂ (Peyer 1996:208). Native 

social critiques in the form of satire first appeared in English by writer Alexander Posey 

(1873-1907), a member of the Creek nation who "did not leam English until he was 

twelve" (Brown Ruoff 1990:67). Through the fictional character of Fus Fixico, Posey 

comments upon the scandals, corraption and more benign foibles of local Oklahoma 

politics as well as the national politics of his day. His "Fus Fixico Letters" utilize a 

regional *'Creek-style English" dialect which adds to the humor and general popularity of 

his writing, and also grounds it in a distinctive Native voice (Brown Ruoff 1990:67-68; 

Womack 1999:131-172). 

Following Alexander Posey, Native literary humor in English continued with an 

Oklahoman who became even more famous in his day. Although his first two books were 

published in 1919^, the abundant writings of Will Rogers (Cherokee, 1879-193S) became 

most recognized through a daily telegram series beginning in 1926. Rogers's succinct 

3 Sermon Preached at the Execution of Moses Paul, an Indian, was published by Samson 
Occam (Mohegan, 1723-92) in 1772. 

4 Rogers-isms: The Cowboy Philosopher on the Peace Conference and Rogers-isms: The 
Cowboy Philosopher on Prohibition (Brown Ruoff 1990:69). 



reports to the nation via three hundred newsp^iers contained '̂ lis witty commentaries 

on the national scene'* and observations made during trips abroad. Further, his homespun 

"role of the wise innocent — a semiliterate cowboy [with] bad grammar and hyperbole 

gained him instant rapport with average American readers" (Brown Ruoff 1990:68-69). 

The important contributions to Native humor of both Posey and Rogers, and their 

connection to contemporary Native satirists, is well summarized by Craig Womack: 

We might think, then, of Posey's borrowings from the (wal tradition as a 
forerunner of much of contemporary Native American literature. It might be 
noted in reference to the time period between Posey and these contemporary 
writers that Will Rogers, influenced by Creek and Cherokee newspapers, is 
the next link after Posey in developing a unique brand of Indian humor, and 
Rogers succeeded in bringing it into the American mainstream. 

(1999:172) 

Through the character of Jim Chibbo, Womack himself incorporates Pus Fixico-styled 

letters in Creek-English vernacular into the structure of his own book. Red on Red (1999), 

and thus embodies one of the links to the literary humor of Posey and Rogers that he 

discusses in the preceding quotation. 

Contemporary Native humor writers include Gerald Vizenor and Vine Deloria, Jr., 

both renowned for their satirical works in multiple genres. Both writers also conmient 

upon social and political issues of concern to Native people in the United States today, as 

do numerous other Native authors. "Joy Harjo, Diane Bums, Simon Ortiz, Hanay 

Geiogamah, Louise Erdrich, Leslie Silko, [Sherman Alexie] and many others," for 

example, "create comic treatments for underlying tragic themes such as drunkenness, 

alienation, aimless lives, poverty, and clashes among cultures, within families, and 

between men and women" (Lowe 1996:198). While there are naturally distinctions in the 

styles and voices of Native humorous writers, strong commonalities appear in the types of 
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themes and messages they express. Deloria outlines some of the more recognizable pan-

tribal topics of humor from the nineteen sixties and seventies in Custer Died For Your Sins. 

These include Columbus, Custer, the BIA, and the Battle of Little Bighorn, all of which 

Deloria feels remain universally appealing topics of humor among Indian people. Deloria 

quips, "There are probably more jokes about Custer and the Indians than there were 

participants in the battle. All tribes, even those thousands of miles from Montana, feel a 

sense of accomplishment when thinking of Custer. Custer binds together implacable foes 

because he represented the Ugly American of the last century and he got what was coming 

to him" (1988:147). Missionary jokes are also sure-fire hits, Deloria tells us. "The 

problems of the missionaries in the eariy days provided stories which have become classics 

in Indian country," he writes. "They are retold over and over again whenever Indians 

gather" (1988:152). Not only because they are fimny and provide amusement to listeners 

and speakers, Deloria explains, but these jokes succeed because "Often people are 

awakened and brought to a militant edge through fimny remarks" (1988:147). 

As part of this larger body of pan-Indian humorists. Carter Revard and Simon Ortiz 

also intend to awaken their audiences to crucial political and social issues through their 

humorous work. If readers are not necessarily spurred "to a militant edge," they may at 

least be brought to consciousness, an important first step which may ideally lead to 

constructive action. This occurs in part because "much of Indian humor...stings a little at 

the same time it makes us laugh" (Womack 1999:209), and that sting is often truth 

prickling our understanding. As Jarold Ramsey observes, there is a powerful "vein of 

satirical and defensive humor at the expense of Anglos [which] runs deep in much modem 

Indian writing — in the work of Simon Ortiz and Gerald Vizenor, for example — and it is 

yet another line of literary continuity between oral/traditional Indian literature and its 



mcxlem written renaissance" (1996:141). Satire, in fact, is the (nimary form employed by 

both Ortiz and Revard in their literary dismantling and subversion of Euramerican literary 

stereotypes. Along with parody and irony, satire in the hands of these authors is "the 

literary art of diminishing a subject by making it ridiculous and evoking toward it attitudes 

of amusement, contempt, indignation, or scom...it uses laughter as a weapon" (Abrams 

1971:153). The targets at which humor takes aim are various in Revard's and Ortiz's 

writing, but all share the literary definition of satire in that they are either "an individual...or 

a type of person, a class, an institution, a nation" or an entire cultural group (Abrams 

1971:153). In this context, much Native literary humor utilizing satire, and certainly the 

work of Revard and Ortiz, is considered "by those who practice it as a corrective of human 

vice and folly" (Abrams 1971:154). 

Understatement, irony, exaggeration and burlesque are also vital elements in 

humorous Native literatures of resistance. Joseph Bosldn, in discussing the "protest 

humor from many minority quarters" in the latter half of the twentieth century, calls 

particular attention to some techniques employed in Native American writing for this 

purpose. 'Trickster, parody, and reversal motifs are demonstrated in these stories 

involving status and place," Boskin suggests, and these motifs often focus "on the native 

Americans, who have been stereotyped as being...if not primitive, certainly uncivilized." 

Boskin's discussion elaborates upon the features of protest humor, in which "the 

denigrated group employ[s] as many means possible in the range of humor to fend off the 

worst effects of stereotyping and then to retaliate" (1979:46-47). To explore its wide range 

of possible forms, humor behaves in precisely the same manner as Trickster figures in 

many indigenous peoples* literatures, since one of humor's more spectacular qualities is its 

ultimate ability to defy categorization, its ability to jump boundaries. 'Trickster is between 



God and man," states John Lowe, "and as such is both a link to God and a comic butt who 

mirrors man's own failings and glories" (1996:195). Trickster in the form of Coyote has 

indeed been a muse to both Revard and Ortiz in various works, as I will discuss in detail in 

Chapter S. This circumstance and the ubiquity of Trickster motifs in pan-Indian literatures 

for thousands of years suggest Revard's and Ortiz's places in a long tradition of humorous 

Native subversion. As the writings of these two authors illustrate, humor, like Trickster 

him/herself, is "popular, problematic, and powerful.. Jives in a worid before/beyond 

classiflcation...is always in motion" and is the "champion of possibility and enemy of 

spatial, temporal and cultural boundaries" (Babcock and Cox 1996:99). The force and 

energy of literary humor in the works of these two writers mount a powerful case against 

stereotypes in non-Native texts, and move toward a permanent dismantling of Euramerican 

defmitions of who the "Indian" really is. 
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CHAPTER 3: STALIONG THE '^AL" INDIAN 

"You're an Indian, aren't you?" 
Yes, ma'am." I'm Indian alright 
Wil^ ignorant, savage!... 

You're Indian aren't you? 
Yeah, jeesus Christ ahnighty, 
I'm one of them. 

~ Simon Ortiz 
"I Told You I Like Indians" 

We do not like to use reality to explain literature; rather we consider that it is 
literature which explains reality. 

~ Tzvetan Todorov 
'"Race,* Writing and Difference" 

THE QWNEBSHIP OF InENTiTVi SAVAKES Wn.n AND NOBI K 

At the heart of the controversy around misrepresenting Native people is the simple 

and highly charged issue of just who is entitled to define a person's identity, who is in 

possession of this definition, and what constitutes "true" or "authentic" identity. In tiie 

case of North American indigenous people, the history of steieoQ^ping began with earliest 

European contact, as has been discussed in Chapter 2, and has been perpetuated in all 

forms of mainstream media to s^ve the political and social needs of Euramerican society 

over time. The very word "Indian," asserts Gerald Vizenor (Minnesota Chippewa), along 

with "most other tribal names, ate simulations in the iiteratuie of dominance...The Indian 

was an occidental invention that became a bankable simulation" (1994:10-11). "Who is 

Indian?" Joseph Bruchac asks. "It is an interesting question to be asked within a culture 

where anyone who has the smallest trace of African ancestry is often called simply 'black'" 

(1996:323). Bruchac elaborates upon the strange Euramerican double standard of white 

society's insistence upon narrow labels which force individuals of color to "choose" what 

is usually called a "racial" identity, both the term and the concept inventions of the 

colonizers who have also predetermined the social values of such labels. While a person 
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who has the smallest trace of African ancestry is often called simply "black," as Bruchac 

notes. Native people of mixed heritage — especially those who do not physically resemble 

what Euramericans believe "Indians" are "supposed to look like" — are often made to feel 

they should somehow "prove" to the dominant culture that they "really are" Indian. Of 

Geary Hobson's definition of what it means "to define someone as 'Indian,"' Bruchac 

writes that what Hobson "found most essential was 'the Indian tribe's or community's 

judgment' Being seen as an Indian in the eyes of your Native American people (and being 

able to state, with certainty, just who those people are) is, I feel an excellent way to 

establish oneself as Native American" (1996:324). Yet as has been established in the 

previous chapter, and as we will see through the writings of Ortiz and Revard, even when 

this self-definition is proudly and certainly claimed, the dominant culture frequently 

intervenes to attempt molding the "Indian" in its own Euramerican image. 

Part of the reason for Euramerican manipulation of the image of "Indians" integrates 

economic motives within political and social agendas. Enforcing Gerald Vizenor's concept 

of the stereo^ical Euramerican "Indian" as an object of capitalist profit, Mady Schutzman 

shows a parallel phenomenon of commodiflcation in discussing advertising's manipulation 

of women (Schutzman 1999). Schutzman outlines global colonial culture's need to 

negatively align certain forces ("female desire," in her example) with "the 'daik continent,"' 

a longstanding metaphoric projection of Euramerica's own deep fears over its 

"unspeakable" or socially unacceptable desires and contradictory impulses. Rather than 

name and own up to the contradictions and conflicting desires which exist within all people 

and cultures, colonizing peoples and nations have instead found it easier to scapegoat many 

of the sources of their ambivalence. This has resulted in institutionaliied stereotypes that 

maintain political and social injustice through colonial hegemony, and can also be 
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consumer public. "Sexuality, race, and uncultivated 'nature' are managed secrets of the 

capitalist machine," writes Schutzman; "the ways in which they inform living subjects are 

controlled through the mechanism of the fetish. They are disparaged and romanticized, 

held up as objects of danger and yet inured within the landscape of popular culture" 

(1999:135). The analogy of female exploitation to Native exploitation by the dominant 

culture is apt because both are fueled powerfully by an unresolved ambivalence: frequently, 

women are cast in dichotomous extremes as iiuiocent virgins or carnal whores, nurturing 

madonnas or masculine career cutthroats. Similarly, Native Americans are consistently 

viewed in only a few narrow categories by the majority of Euramerican culture, and 

frequendy appear as 'Vanished" Noble Savages or "wild" Bloodthirsty Savages, and as 

"backward" or unevolved "primitives." 

The Euramerican claim to knowledge of "authentic" American Indian identity, and 

the dominant culture's "disparage[ment] and romanticiza[tion]" — the fetishization that 

Schutzman notes ~ is nowhere more in evidence than in the imaging of Native people as 

one of these three types, each of which Ortiz and Revard confront in their work. While 

there is a great deal of overiap in Noble Savage and Bloodthirsty Savage Euramerican 

representations of "Indians," in this chapter I will focus primarily on the first representation 

as rendered in Ortiz's poem "A New Story" and short story "The San Francisco Indians," 

and in Revard's poem "Parading With The V.F.W." The chapter conclude with a 

brief discussion of the "wild" or Bloodthirsty Savage stereotype as depicted in Ortiz's 

poem, "I Told You I Like Indians," while Chapter 4 will address the stereotype of the 

"primitive," "unscientific" or anti-technological "Indian." First, however, I will briefly 
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preface the authors* literature with a discussion which contextualizes some of their central 

themes. 

LYIVSTFCAI. PRIMITIVES: THF. NATURE OF THF. NOBI R INDIAN 

One of the earliest Euramerican representational t/pes was the "Indian" as Natural 

Man. The "Indian's" exotic diess, partial nakedness, strange superstitions, ceremonies, 

relationship formations and lifeways in European perception were all extensively 

documented by the first "explorers" to the misnamed New World, who sent back to their 

homelands fantastic impressions in written letters, journals and reports. Robert F. 

Berkhofer, Jr. notes that "English and French explorers [after Columbus] found similar 

examples of the Golden Age still lived on earth among the Indians they me '̂ (1978:73). As 

Berkhofer and others have discussed, these nomadic early European explorers were 

predisposed to render Indian peoples' complex social, linguistic, political and spiritual 

systems in terms with which they were already familiar, and to frame Native lifeways in 

languages of judgement with themselves as arbiters of moral correctness. 'The primitivist 

tradition did not create the favorable version of the Indian," writes Berichofer, "rather it 

shaped the vocabulary and the imagery the explorers and settlers used to describe their 

actual experience in the New World and the lifestyles they observed among its peoples" 

(1978:73). Certainly there was authentic curiosity and observation by first-contact 

Europeans, but still they could not depict the lives of indigenous people in any way that did 

not posit these strangers as Other, and thus automatically inferior. Consequently, because 

"literature [is] perceived as a component part of a colonial system," asserts Ward Churchill 

(Creek/Cherokee Mdtis), "within which Native America still constitutes expropriated and 

subjugated peoples, the reworking of fact into convenient or expedient fantasies by the 



colonizer is a logical process rather than an inexplicable aberration" (1992:19). Further, 

these representations took hold so ferociously in the minds of distant Europeans (and later, 

in early colonial conununities on North American soil) because in literary as in visual 

printed imaging, "The power of these images was not only in their ability to reflect racial 

ideologies of the historical period, but their capacity to reproduce those ideologies" 

(Mellinger 1992:8). The early Euramerican imaging of the "Indian" was of a pristine and 

earth-connected (though crude and simple-minded) person imbued with deep mystical links 

to animals, plants, rocks, water, wind, and any other metonymical facet of Nature with a 

capital "N." This view was the "noble" aspect of the I^oble Savage, and these European 

representations of the "natural Indian" which took root as early as the fifteenth century 

continue to flourish in generalized Euramerican conceptions of "Indianness." 

As the American landscape became more populated with colonists and their 

descendants, however, the safety Europeans and Euramericans felt in numbers changed 

whatever curiosity might have initially been felt (even when it coexisted with fear, 

dismissal and contempt) toward the quaint novelty of the Noble Savage. By the Puritan 

era, as was discussed in Chapter 2, "colorful" Indians with their mystical earth connections 

and untainted primitivism had devolved in the colonial mind to a superstitious and 

backward people, anti-technological and savage, whose extinction was justifiable because 

"Indians" could neither comprehend nor master the superior progress of contemporary 

colonial society. "Indians" simply did not share Euramerican society's central cherished 

values, including wholesale conversion to Christianity and the individual ownership of 

land. "From the very beginnings of European relations with indigenous Americans," 

Choctaw/Chendcee writer Louis Owens observes, "the goal of the colonizer has been to 

inhabit and erase an ever-moving frontier while shifting ^Indian' to static and containable 
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'territory' ~ both within the trope of the noble and vanishing red man and within the more 

effective strategy that equated good Indians with dead ones" (1998:27). Through policy 

and colonial discourse, then, this attitude necessarily relegated living Native people — those 

pesky, tenacious groups who refused to be erased — to becoming artifacts of the past, 

museum pieces in whom non-Indians might take a passing interest at an exposition or fair, 

but only to witness human curiosities who were justifiably headed for extinction. For 

example, in explaining his conception of "the public function of anthropological 

presentation" at the Chicago World's Fair, for which he was appointed "head of the 

Department of Ethnology and Archaeology" in 1891, Frederick Ward Putnam informed his 

audience that, 

we must never lose sight of the fact that...the voyage of Columbus 400 
years ago led to the discovery of America by our race, in it subsequent 
peopling by the Europeans and the consequent development of great nations 
on the continent..[T]he remnants of the native tribes...as great nations, 
have about vanished into history, and now is the last opportunity for the 
world to see them... The great object lesson then will not be completed 
without their being present Without them, the Exposition will have no 
base. 

(Kinsley 1991:346-347) 

The power relations and stereotypes encoded in characterizations such as Putnam's 

speech did not end at the close of the nineteenth century. Of the descriptive text 

accompanying American Indian displays at the former Heye Museum in New York even as 

recently as 1989, Ruth B. Phillips notes that "[European] Contact is tighdy linked to an 

inevitable cultural decline [of Native people] leading toward a vanishing point 'around 

1900.' After this portentous date a silence falls, the stillness of death signifying the 

disappearance of the Indian that has been foretold in the text by the umemitting use of the 
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past tense" (1995:101). Because of such ethnocentric text, Phillips believes that the Heye 

Museum's "displays continue[d] actively to transmit colonial messages about the aboriginal 

peoples of the Americas" even through the late 1980s (1995:100). Contemporary 

Chickasaw writer Linda Hogan illustrates this Euramerican view of nostalgia toward 

vanished "Indian" cultures in her novel Mean Spirit, set in Oklahoma in the 1920s and 30s. 

In this particular scene, two women dress in their traditional clothing to go into town. 

In the streets, everyone stopped to look at them. They were a spectacle. 
Belle carried a woman's drum. Lettie wore the ribbon skirt and blanket 

shawl of her father's people...the appearance of the two women pleased the 

spectators no end. They liked to romanticize the earlier days when they 
believed the Indians lived in a simple way and wore more colorful clothing 
than the complicated Indians who lived alongside them in the modem world. 
They believed the Indians used to have power. In the older, better times, 
that is, before the people had lost their land and their sacied places on earth 
to the very people who wished the Indians were as they had been in the 

past. 
(1990:81-82) 

Although the "spectacle" Hogan describes does not take place within the 

containment of a museum hall or exposition complex, I view it nevertheless as a variant of 

what cultural critic Tony Bennett has termed "the exhibitionary complex," a technique of 

colonial surveillance of the Other which utilizes "the power to command and arrange things 

and bodies for public display...to allow the people [in power]...to know rather than be 

known, to become the subjects rather than the objects of knowledge" (1994:126). More 

recently than in the time frame portrayed by Hogan above. Vine Deloria, Jr. has declared 

that, "Indians have remained the primitive unknown quantity" (1974:590) largely because 

the maintenance of this representation of Native people is still an integral part of 

maintaining white dominance over, and distance from, the alien "Indian" Other. As Gerald 
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Vizenor notes, "The casual simulations of the tribal other ate continuous sources of racial 

separations in the literatuie of dominance" (1994:40), and thus Euramerican writing about 

"Indians" has been able to move easily between representing Native Americans as spiritual 

mystics to outmoded pagans (and at times both simultaneously) as needed to serve its 

agenda of domination. Actual people can be di£Bcult to completely control, while images 

and simulations of real people ~ especially through repeated textual renderings ~ instill a 

confidence that allows those in power to make decisions about a familiar self-invented 

Other that translates into social and political subordination. Vizenor asserts that, 

Thomas Jefferson, James Fenimore Cooper, Francis Parianan, George 

Bancroft, and other masters of manifest manners in the nineteenth century, 

and earlier, represented tribal cultures as the other; to them "language did 

the capturing, binding Indian society to a future of extinction," wrote Larzer 
Ziff in Writing the New Nation. 'Treating living Indians as sources for a 

literary construction of a vanished way of life rather than as members of a 
vital continuing culture, such writers used words to replace rather than to 
represent Indian reality"...Those who "memorialized rather than 
perpetuated" a tribal presence and wrote "Indian history as obituary" were 
unconsciously collaborating "with those bent on physical extermination," 
argued Ziff. "The process of literary annihilation would be checked only 
when Indian writers began representing their own culture." 

(1994:8) 

In literature as well as in the exhibition of material cultures, Euramerican "privileging of the 

past over present meant that the Indian could never really win" (Hiillips I99S: 110), since to 

adapt and survive was to deviate from the colonially scripted role of "Indian" authenticity. 

Yet Native writers especially since the 1960s have dramatically fractured the "process of 

literary annihilation" Ziff articulates. This literary reversal has required not only the 

representation by Native writers of their own cultures, but the open confrontation and 
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dismantling of colonial stereotypes, an insistence upon authentic self-definitions by Native 

American people, and informed text renderings by non-Indians who write on Native topics. 

While historically there have been and still ate situations in which Native people 

accommodate the Euramerican prescription of "Indian" ~ often for reasons of sheer 

physical or economic survival, complex topics for other theses^ — even the most overt acts 

of Native resistance continue to struggle against the stereotypical "Indian" imagings now 

deeply entrenched in the colonial economy and psyche. One example is James Luna, a 

Luisefio/Diegueiio performance artist whose work strives to clarify the "reality of his own 

existence as a so called Indian in what has become an alien society" (Castelldn 1992:3). 

Luna's 1991-1992 piece entitled 'Take a Picture With A Real Indian" allowed "the 

opportunity for photographic shoots between willing participants in the audience and a 

choice of images of the Indian. The photograph [could] be taken with Luna's cardboard 

likeness shown in a breechcloth or in street clothes, or with Luna in person" (Liss 

1992:13). Luna's attempt in this piece "dealt with the lie in the westernized myth of 

authenticity and addressed the power investments in terms of who gains and for whom the 

charade is lined with pain"; further, Luna hoped to expose to his audience "the line of 

psychic prostitution the Indian must cross in order to survive." A dynamic effort designed 

to examine and explode "how the myths of authenticity function in anglicized culture," 

Luna nevertheless expressed "his surprise and dismay at the relish with which audiences 

truly want to 'take their picture with a real Indian.'" More recently, when Luna performs 

^ See, for example, Mary Louise Pratt's Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation 
(New York; Routledge, 19^), which discusses the circumstances "in which colonized subjects 
undertake to represent themselves in ways that engage with the colonizer's own terms," and which 
"[involve] partial collaboration with and ^>propriation of the idioms of the conqueror" (7). 
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this piece he '*has only been able to calm or numb the crowds by saying, 'OK, next you can 

take your picture with a real nigger"' (1992:13). 

Luna's experience with 'Take a Picture With A Real Indian" underscores the depth 

of acceptance the dominant culture still maintains for the titillating exoticism and cardboard 

superficiality of its own rq)resentations of Native Americans. Yet in spite of its often 

stark, painful and personally revealing content, Luna's art often achieves its effects through 

"the incisive irony of his humor" (Castell6n 1992:3). Of the genesis of his performance 

piece The Sacred Colors, Luna says. 

When I began to work on this piece I thought of Indian humor used as a 
form of knowledge. I thought of presenting something that would make 

people look at something simple in a different light I thought of it as fun 
and wanted a new direction in my work, as my woiic can sometimes get 
very serious. 

But I need to tell you, after I completed this piece I felt like I had 
learned something. 

(1992:19) 

The work of James Luna, like the work of Simon Ortiz and Carter Revard in the following 

examples, pushes for powerful "new representations of and for the American Indian" (Liss 

1992:19) which move beyond the highly prized white creation of the "Indian" as artifact 

and consumer commodity. Contemporary advertising — including postcards, souvenirs, 

clothing, movies and literature — fuels and inflates the marketability of static "Indian" 

representations through its use of particular signifiers to create enticing images of "natural 

splendor" and "primitive" exoticism in relation to women and non-European peoples. In 

both visual and textual representations, stereotypical props such as "[F]eathers, beads, 

twigs, shells, rope, exotic flowers, [and] undeveloped landscapes" are designed to infuse 

the human subject "with a raw incompleteness ready for processing into usable forms" by 
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representational practices involving the American "Indian." Despite this *'raw 

incompleteness," however, Mihesuah reminds us that non-Indians nevertheless retain 

relentless and quite specific "expectations of what Indians should look like," and these 

expectations seek active reinforcement in the material world. "Indian men are to be tall and 

copper-colored, with braided hair, clothed in buckskin and moccasins," explains 

Mihesuah, "and adorned with headdresses, beadwork and/or turquoise," while "[w]omen 

are expected to look like models for the 'Leanin' Tree' greeting cards" (1996:9), complete 

with long black hair, brown skin that is not "too dark," anglicized features, and palpable 

sexuality via tight and/or scanty faux "traditional" dress. Louis Owens objects to such 

racist representations for a number of reasons. He states. 

Beads and buckskin, sacred pipes, wise elders, prayers to "mother earth," 
and so on ~ we all recognize these signifiers of essentialist authoritative 
discourse in the realm of Native American literature. Although such 
signifiers have crucial and invaluable meaning to Native peoples, from the 
Euramerican perspective this is merely a surface discourse established from 

a cultural glance by the dominant European-American culture over several 
hundred years of colonization to define the distinct "otherness" of 
indigenous Americans. To go beyond such facile cultural discourse to the 
deeper and irreplaceable roles such signifiers play in specific Native cultures 
would be to recognize the humanity of the colonized, a move certain to make 
the difficult task of cultural erasure more difficult stiU. 

(1998:12) 

Such stereotypical beads-and-buckskin props as part of the Indian-as-artifact 

colonial repertoire are subverted to humorous effect in Simon Ortiz's ironically titled poem, 

"A New Story." Here, Ortiz playfully but pointedly emphasizes the persistent theme of 

Indian usefulness to the ongoing Euramerican agenda promoting white romanticism toward 
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anachronistic representations of American Indians, a theme "in which 'primitive peoples' 

[drop] out of history altogether in (xder to occupy a twilight zone between nature and 

culture" (Beiuiett 1994:143). The poem opens with a woman telephoning the speaker in 

Ortiz's poem because she is "looking for an Indian." She asks the speaker, "Are you an 

Indian?' 

"Yes," I said. 

"Oh good," she said. 
"I'll explain why I'm looking 
for an Indian." 
And she explained. 
"Every year, we put on a parade 

in town, a Frontier Day Parade. 
It's exciting and important, 
and we have a lot of participation." 

"Yes," I said. 
"Well," she said, "Our theme 
is Frontier, 
and we try to do it welL 

In the past, we used to make up 

paper mache Indians, 
but that was years ago." 
"Yes," I said. 
"And then more recently, 
we had some people 
who dressed up as Indians 
to make it more authentic, 
you understand, real people." 
"Yes," I said. 
"WeU," she said, 
"that didn't seem right. 
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but we had a problem. 

There was a lack of Indians." 
"Yes." I said. 
"This year, we wanted to do it right 
We have looked hard and high 
for Indians but there didn't seem 
to be any in this part of Colorado." 

"Yes," I said. 
"We want to make it real, you understand, 
put a teal Indian on a float, 

not just a paper mache dummy 
or an Anglo dressed as an Indian 
but a real Indian with feathers and paint. 
Maybe even a medicine man." 

"Yes." I said. 
"And then we learned the VA hospital 

had an Indian here. 
We were so happy." 
she said, happily. 
**Yes." I said. 
"there are several of us here." 
"Oh good." she said. 

Well, last Spring 
I got another message 
at the college where I worked. 
I called the woman. 
She was so happy 
that I returned her calL 
And then she explained 

that Sir Francis Drake. 
the English pirate 
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(she didn't say that, I did) 

was going to land on the coast 
of California in June, again. 

And then she said 
she was looking for Indians... 
"No," I said. No. 

(1992:363-365) 

The ironic humor in Ortiz's treatment of this poem's subject matter resides in both 

what is and is not said. Ortiz allows the enthusiastic white parade organizer to represent 

herself through the barrage of words she rains upon the Native vet, while the speaker's 

responses are primarily the monosyllabic and guarded affirmation ''Yes." The chatty 

parade organizer increasingly reveals her ignorance and stereotypical imaging of Native 

people, culminating in her desire for "a real Indian with feathers and paint," the purely 

artificial construction previously discussed. Her admission of the parade's having at one 

time used "p^)er mache Indians" calls to mind the extravagant tableaux of the American 

world's fairs of the nineteenth century, which were characterized, in some cases, by their 

displays of exoticized "Indians." Frederick Hoxie writes of the 1876 Philadelphia 

exposition — "held in honor of the nation's centennial" ~ that "[f]ully half of the 

Government Building was given over to a display of Indian life" which included, according 

to local newspapers, "'all manner of curious things,"' one of which was'" a series of 

plains warriors made from papier-mache'" {New York TimeSy March 29,1876 and 

Philadelphia Bulletin, May 1876 in Hoxie 1989:86). Such lifeless constructions 

symbolized the nation's chronically conflicted but also changing attitudes toward Native 

people. Hoxie tells us that. 

In the early twentieth century, shifts in popular perceptions reshaped the public 
image of the Indian and his place in American society...[Native Americans] came to 
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symbolize the country's frontier past In this new context, traditional lifeways were 
less disturbing, and the eradication of old habits ceased to be an overriding policy 
objective...Optimism and a desire for rapid incorporation were pushed aside by 
racism, nostalgia, and disinterest 

(1989:112-113) 

All three of these attitudes — racism, nostalgia, and disinterest — are demonstrated nearly a 

century later through the remarks of Ortiz's nice white lady parade organizer. She 

perpetuates the same representations of the "exotic primitive" Indian while believing she is 

portraying reality, evidenced by her use of the word "real" four times to express the Indian 

type she seeks to make her parade "more authentic," though she never asks the speaker 

himself what he believes a "teal Indian" might be. In fact, she never asks the speaker 

anything about himself at all after her initial inquiry whether he is "an Indian." Part of the 

ironic humor here, of course, is that now that the woman has actually a real Indian, 

she can't shut up long enough to listen to him; again, the Indian is given no voice in the 

colonial metanarrative. At the same time, the parade organizer remains blithely oblivious to 

the irony in her observation that there seemed to be "a lack of Indians" available to fulfill 

her Anglo fantasy of authenticated Indianness. It does not occur to her that this Qpe-

casting is her own invention, nor that the intention of actual Frontier expansion by whites 

was to push Indians off their land and out of the picture — thus, there may be a reason that 

there is no abundance of eager "Indians" to hop on her float She is similarly blind to the 

fact that the place she finally tracks down "an Indian" is in the Veteran's Hospital, a place 

where those wounded in battle — as so many Indians were in the "settling" of the Frontier 

and have continued to be in subsequent wars fought on behalf of the United States — seek 

shelter and repair. She is simply hiq)py to know that "there aie several of [them]" there. 
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Meanwhile, although the vet initially assents that there are "Indians" in the VA 

hospital, Ortiz complicates this ambiguous label by closing the poem with a suggestion that 

his speaker denies he is an "Indian" when approached at a later date for similar Euramerican 

exhibition. Interestingly, the speaker is no longer a hospital patient now but a college 

teacher, suggesting that his injuries have healed, his strength has returned, and also that his 

current role is to educate and inform others. Thus, the speaker's negative response to the 

caller's quest for "Indians" is not a denial of the speaker's Indian identity, but an assertion 

of authentic Indianness. Ortiz ultimately subverts the racist stereotype which threatens to 

capture the poem's speaker by allowing the vet to have the last word in controlling his own 

participation in this later and similar white attempt to represent "real Indians." When asked 

to participate in the recreation of Sir Francis Drake's "land[ing] on the coast of California" 

(and here Ortiz has his last bit of fim in the poem when his speaker characterizes Drake as 

"the English Pirate," then confesses parenthetically that the event organizer didn't say that, 

he did) the vet simply says ''No," twice. This final small but emphatic word resonates into 

the silence extending beyond Ortiz's last written word. This is the voice of the real Indian — 

not the lifeless paper-mache puppet sought by an out-of-touch Euramerican events 

coordinator — and this open expression of dissent toward the Euramerican agenda for 

Native people as colorful relics is where the "new story" of Ortiz's title begins. 

Carter Revard also takes a shot at "real Indian" stereotypes in a different type of 

parade poem, entitled 'Tarading with the V.F.W." I enjoy viewing these poems together to 

wimess both the different approach each poet takes in addressing the same central theme ~ 

the assertion of authentic Native identity in the face of destructive Euramerican history — 

and also the similarities in each poet's sense of humorous play in communicating quite 

serious subject matter. In contrast to Ortiz's "A New Story," where the parade is in its 
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earliest organizational stages, "Parading with the V.F.W." opens in medias res with the 

assembly of a great number of Native people. Revard distinguishes these peoples' nations, 

and names others who have figured prominently in U.S military conflicts. 

Apache, Omaha, Osage, Choctaw, Micmac, Cherokee, Oglala.... 
Our place was ninety-fifth, 
and when we got theie with our ribbon shirts 
and drum and singers on the trailer, 
women in shawls and traditional diesses, 
we looked into the muzzle of 
an Army howitzer in front of us. 
"Hey, Cliff," I said, "haven't seen guns that big 
since we were in Wounded Knee." 

Cliff carried the new American flag 
donated by another post; Cliff prays 
in Omaha for us, being chairman 
of our Pow-Wow Committee, and his prayers 
keep us together, helped 

by hard work from the rest of course. 
"They'll move that 105 ahead," Cliff said. 
They did, but then the cavalry arrived. 

No kidding, there was this troop outfitted 
with Civil War style uniforms and carbines 
on horseback, metal clopping on 
the asphalt street, and there 
on jackets were the insignia: 
the 7th Cavalry, George Custer's bunch. 

"Cliff," Walt said, "they think you're Sitting BulL" 
"Just watch out where you're stepping, Walt," 
Cliff said. "Those pooper-scoopers 
will not be working when the parade begins." 
"Us women walking behind the trailer 
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will have to step around it all 
so much, they'll think we're dancing," 
was all that Sheny said. 

We followed 
the yellow line, and here and there 
some fake war-whoops came out to us 

from sidewalk faces, but 2q)plause 

moved with us when the singers started, 
and we got our banner seen announcing 
this year's Pow-Wow in June, 
free to the public in Jefferson Barracks Park, 

where the dragoons were quartered for the Indian Wars. 

When we had passed the judging stand 
and pulled off to the little park all 
green and daffodilly under the misting rain, 
we put the shawls and clothing in the car 

and went back to the Indian Center, while 
Cliff and George Coon went out and got 
some chicken from the Colonel 
that tasted great, given the temporary 
absence of bufifalo here in the 
Gateway to the West, St Louis. 

(1993:13-14) 

The manner in which Revard employs humor in this wonderful poem has a direct 

relationship to some tribes' traditional uses in oral forms, a relationship also strongly 

evident in Ortiz's humorous works (I will return to this concept in Chapter 5). For 

example, John Lowe writes that, 

even though we now know much more about Native oral traditions, many 

still assume that being a member of a 'tragic race' or 'vanishing Americans' 

precludes the existence of comic literature. But Indians, like Jews, blacks. 
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and other oppressed peoples, have proved capable of taking what appears to 
be a tragic history, winnowing out and cherishing what contradicts it, and 
inverting the test; thus the communal verbal tradition of joking lives, with a 
vengeance, providing a cornucopia of jokes and comic motifs for writers. 

(1996:196) 

Throughout "Parading with the Revard shows great incisiveness and glee in 

"cherishing what contradicts" the apparent "tragic history" of Native people and "inverting 

the res '̂ through communal joking. He begins his humorous counterattack on white 

hostility in the poem's third sentence, by joking that he hasn't "seen guns that big/ since [he 

was] in Wounded Knee." This bit of teasing (which is also true, as are all of the poem's 

events) follows inunediately after the disconcerting discovery that Revard's group is placed 

ninety-fifth in the parade lineup, which forces them to look directly "into the muzzle oV an 

Army howitzer in front of [them]." Revard's humor relieves the tension and potential fear 

in this symbolic allusion to Euramerican military aggression against Indians, despite the 

ironic fact that all participants in this parade are supposedly united by their shared status as 

veterans who have fought for the United States. Revard's wit underscores the truth that 

Native people have long been forced to do battle both within and beyond U.S. terrain, and 

these conflicts are far from resolved. In our correspondence on this poem, Revard writes, 

in "Parading With The Veterans Of Foreign Wars," I stress the "foreign" because 
every Indian person in the US is a veteran of DOMESTIC wars waged by the US 

government against that person's nation, religion, language, and economic 
wellbeing. Our parading WITH the veterans is therefore ironically fiinny, because 
besides the fact that many of our men and some of the women are literally veterans 
of these Foreign Wars, there is this "Indian History" involved. 

(E-maU3/6A)0) 

As the poem proceeds, no sooner do the marchers face down ~ through joking, 

prayers and "hard woil '̂ ~ the initial threat of the howitzer pointed straight at them then 
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Revard announces that "the cavalry arrivedy No kidding." Of course, this latter phrase is 

tongue-in-cheek: on one hand, Revard isn 't kidding that another historical military predator 

of Native American people has arrived upon the scene — and it's "the 7th Cavalry, George 

Custer's bunch" no less ~ but still, the irony of this fact is too rich not to make a crack 

about. To capture this delightfully comic moment and defuse its threat as well, Walt joshes 

Cliff that "they think you're Sitting Bull," to which Cliff, the group's spiritual leader, 

retorts that Walt better watch his step (in more ways than one) if he wants to avoid contact 

with the cavalry's horse dung. Sherry's final quip ends the men's exchange, and the 

poem's first stanza, with a barb against both the quantiQ^ of cavalry manure and the 

ignorance of non-Indian parade watchers who may mistake the women's fancy footwork 

for genuine "Indian" dancing. "Jokes like these," writes John Lowe, "enable a sometimes 

taciturn people to deal with infuriating and dangerous issues, especially relations with 

whites, which the Custer jokes also epitomize." Further, Lowe explains, such "verbal 

dueling also signals the speaker's confidence in his special joking relationship with a 

friend; the participants test and affirm their relationship through mock-insult" (1996:197-

198), and so strengthen already close connections. 

Revard makes clear in the poem's second stanza that there is no avoiding the same 

old stereotypes entirely, reminding us of their consistent presence when "some fake war 

whoops" greet the marchers '̂ m sidewalk faces." Yet Revard does not focus on these, 

and I read his reference to the hecklers as "sidewalk faces" as a sort of physical reduction 

of these yokels to ground level. But Revard quickly moves on to highlight the majority of 

the spectators' positive reaction as "applause/ moved with us when the singers startedy and 

we got our banner seen announcing/ this year's Pow-Wow in June/ firee to the public in 

Jefferson Barracks Park." Revard writes that. 
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the poem's main point is the ironical jokes involved inviting aU the people who 
would have no knowledge of Indians or Indian history (and 'Varwhooped" from 
the sidewalks to express sympathy!) to come and dance with us in a place where the 

Dragoons were quartered during the Domestic Wars against Indian nations. Our 
dances therefore became a statement of our survival and a way of healing ourselves 
and offering fnendship to those whose ancestors had warred on ours. 

(E-maU 3/6/00) 

Symbols of that survival, healing and friendship close the poem, accompanied of course by 

more good humor. After moving past "the judging stand" ~ the omnipresent colonial gaze 

~ Revard's group is rewarded by the beauty of spring in "the little park all/ green and 

daffodilly under the misting rain," and by some finger-licldn'-good grub. Revard has fim 

with the irony of his troops being fed by "some chicken from the Colonel," the poet's flnal 

reference to a military officer, and in this case one whose rank has been radically reduced to 

that of purveyor of fast-food meals to the masses. There is even humor in the reference to 

the "absence of buffalo," another example of Revard's ability to make us smile over what is 

in fact an extremely painfiil historical fact: the decimation and loss of this significant plains 

peoples' food source, and the consequent changes in countless Native peoples' lifeways. 

But Revard's joke implies that when in Rome, eat pasta, and when in St Louis, eat KFC; 

that is, at least until the bison return, which Revard assumes is a given by including that 

single, clever adjective in the phrase "temporary absence." We'll settle for chicken, he 

hints —for now. The poem declares to The Powers That Be that Indian people are STILL 

HERE, both by opening with the list of living Native peoples visible in the V.F.W. parade 

and by closing with a reference to the tempcwary absence of buffalo in the Gateway to the 

West The ellipses ending the poem's first line extend the nations' numbers infinitely into 

the future to iiKlude all vital contemporary Indians and their descendants. There are no 

"vanished primitives" in Revard's parade, no paper mache dummies on floats, no 
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anachronisms nor savages. These are joke-telling, fast-food-eating, flag-waving, Omaha-

Osage-English speaking survivors, bedecked in "ribbon shirts/...shawls and traditional 

dresses," marching proudly, yet careful to avoid whatever literal or metaphysical manure 

might precede them in their journey. 

Although both "A New Story" and "Parading with the VJ^.W." address historical 

U.S.-Native military conflicts and European/Euramerican aggressions against Native 

people, I want to point out the significant difference in the way each poem focuses on 

"Indian" representations. Ortiz allows his Euramerican speaker the dominant voice in his 

poem, and in this manner the continuing existence of the Noble Savage in the Euramerican 

mind is revealed by the source itself. Ortiz delineates the Euramerican definition of 

"Indian" only to ultimately refute it through his speaker's simple, final denouncement: the 

false, externally imposed definition of who is "Indian" is denied. Revard's poem, while 

achieving a similar result, contrasts this technique by centering its dominant voice (or 

voices) from within. Throughout the poem, it is an internal definition of Indianness that is 

illustrated through the conversations and actions of the key players: those Apache, Omaha, 

Osage, Choctaw, Micmac, Cherokee, Oglala and other Native celebrants of the V.F.W. 

parade festivities. Both parades in "A New Story" and 'Tarading with the V.F.W." 

express a version of 'The journey theme [which] is pervasive in contemporary Native 

American poetry." Dakota poet Elizabeth Cook-Lynn believes that "The oral traditions 

from which these expressions emerge indicate a self-absorption essential to our lives." 

Themes of personal journey, and forward movement on behalf of one's larger cultural 

group, "follow the traditions of native literatures which express as a foiemost consideration 

the survival of the individual, thus the tribe, thus the species, a journey of continuing life 

and human expectancy" (1987:63). Ortiz's and Revard's parade poems, in their different 
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but related expressions of survival and self-definition in accordance with cultural traditions, 

show strong parallels to each facet of Cook-Lynn's description of journey themes. At the 

conclusion of each poem, we aie left with a sense that while the parade may be over, the 

journey certainly is not It will continue in new directions not following the dog-eaned, 

colonially drawn map of the Euramerican established parade route, but will be forged along 

paths determined by Native people themselves. 

Another important feature of both "A New Story" and "Parading with the V.F.W." 

is each poem's description of the dominant culture's ongoing practice of viewing American 

Indians as, in the words of Louis Owens, "not only a static artifact buL..a contested space, 

a place of signification to be emptied out and leinhabited by Euramerica" (1998:5). Owens 

elaborates by pronouncing that. 

The five-centuries-Iong, deliberate effort to eradicate the original inhabitants 
of America and fully appropriate that colonized space is still going on today. 

The Indian is still supposed to be the Vanishing American, and his 
representation in the American media remains unequivocally that As long 
as Native Americans who are very much alive today do not look, live, and 

talk like the anachronistic inventions portrayed in novels and movies, they 
remain invisible and politically powerless. If they caricature their ancestors 

by dressing and acting as they are shown to do in film and fiction, they 
become instantly recognizable as cultural artifacts of significance, but only 
insofar as they serve to inseminate the dominant culture with original value. 

(1998:129) 

This theme of Euramerican culture's quest for "Indians" who are "instantly recognizable" 

as artifacts able to inseminate its own fantasy of "original value" is evoked even more 

directly in Ortiz's hilarious satire, *The San Francisco Indians" {Men on the Moon 

1999:117-121). In this bizarre tale of identity inversion and cultural confusions, we meet a 
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small tribe of "wannabee" Indians led by their self-pioclaimed leader, "Chief Black Bear," 

a "young white man with a blanket around his shoulders and beads around his neck' (118). 

Ortiz skillfully opens the story avoiding clear descriptions of who this band of hippie 

masqueraders actually is, however, and so draws the reader into the sort of blurry cultural 

confusion that soon befalls the real Native American character in the story. When this 

actual Indian character enters the story, the hapless man unwittingly falls prey to the Tribe's 

ministrations when they discover him at the San Francisco Indian Center, where he has 

come in search of his granddaughter. But the Indian Center is closed that day. a fact which 

initially causes the Tribe some disappointment and leads one member to postulate that 

"Maybe it's a day off or something" (116). Later in the story, Ortiz comically inverts this 

line when the elderly Native man, returning with the Tribe to San Francisco's Haight Street 

at Chief Black Bear's invitation, sees "mostly young people just sitting or just walking. 

Like the young men with whom he walked, some were dressed in Indian fashion. Since 

no one seemed to be doing anything but sitting or walking, the Indian wondered if it was a 

day off (119). 

The Indian man's confusion at the aimless ways of white youth is compounded as 

the story progresses. Soon we learn that the phony Euro-tribe, delighted with themselves 

because '*they had found an Indian," wants to use the elderly man for the ceremonial 

initiation of "a girl with blonde haii" (119) into the Black Bear bunch. In a brilliant comic 

exchange which has the absurdist quality of a scene from a John Waters film, the dewy-

eyed blonde youth explains to the baffled Native man why she is so happy to meet him. 

"Hi," she said. "I heard Chief Black Bear found an Indian. Are you the 

Indian he found?" 
'Tm an Indian," the Indian said. 
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The giri looked at him. She seemed to smdy him. And then she smiled. 
"I'm so glad," she said. And then she studied him again. 

After a long quiet moment had passed, she said, "We have some peyote 
from Mexico." 

The Indian did not say anything. 
"We have songs," she said. 
The Indian still did not say anything. But he looked like he was also 

studying the girl. 

'Tm not a member of the Black Bear Tribe. But Chief Black Bear told me 
that when we have the ceremony, I will join the Tribe," the girl said. 

The Indian man saw that the skin of the blonde girl was very white. 
"I asked Chief Black Bear to find an Indian to guide us in the ceremony. 

So it can be real when I join the Tribe." 
The Indian man did not know anything about peyote. He had heard some 

songs and prayers for the ceremony, but he did not know anything about the 
ceremony. And he did not know how a person could join a Tribe... 

At that moment. Chief Black Bear returned. "There arc no Indians around 
the Haight today," he said. "I don't know where aU the Indians are." 

"I think I shall go now," the Indian said. "Thank you for the food and wine." 

(1999:120-121) 

As the Indian man leaves the crestfallen white youth in their gaudy blankets and 

beads, he hears the pleading voice of the blonde girl call after him, "Chief Black Bear went 

to look for you, a real Indian." Ortiz's final sentence to this story, and the last thing the 

Native man hears, is "the girl's anguished and incomprehensible cry, T want it to be real'" 

(121). Once again, as in Ortiz's "A New Story," even when in the presence of a "real 

Indian," the narcissism and preconceptions of the young Euramerican girl prevent her from 

actually experiencing that reality, something, ironically, she so pathetically claims to want 

In the humorous dialogue excerpted above, neither the girl nor the "Chief asks the Native 



man anything about himself. Instead, they tell him of their personal plans, and of their 

plans for him. The giil studies the Indian man much as if be weie a museum artifact on 

display, or a doll, and attempts to entice him with peyoie and songs like a mother offering 

cake and ice cream to a child. Ortiz creates a delightful inversion in having the Indian man 

study the girl, too, and his main observation is how very white her sldn is, an unclarified 

yet very funny line. Here, Ortiz seems to be asking who is really the curiosi^ on display 

in this surreal tableau. 

The htmior of "The San Francisco Indians" also effectively subverts the Vanishing 

Noble stereotype. It vividly demonstrates that real, living Indians are present in 

contemporary life, will appear in urban settings wearing contemporary mainstream 

clothing, and have many of the same contemporary problems as other people, such as the 

need to locate a missing relative. It is only the fantasizing of the bored and spiritually 

ungrounded youth of an economically privileged Euramerican class who can afford to 

suspend their own lives to don artificial garb to roam around the city searching for people 

who really are who they claim to be, in hopes that some secret, sacred knowledge may be 

transferred via fraudulent ceremonialism. In this portrait we encounter one historical type 

of Euramerican 'Indian" mimicking chronicled by Philip J. Deloria in Playing Indian. 

Deloria explains that "Indian play" by whites became a "modernist search for authenticity 

that has reverberated throughout the twentieth century," at which time "an infusion of 

Indiaimess [was seen] as a solution to America's coUective worries and to the anxiety of its 

individuals" (1998:129-130). Ortiz's ludicrous 'Tribe" of inunatuie and aimless white 

youth illustrates precisely Deloria's description of what certain alienated groups of 

Euramericans attempted to recoup for themselves "through exercises in fMimitivist 

communalism." Their "quests for meaning took a variety of forms, but they often involved 
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personal searches for authentic experience (1998: 131). Part of Ortiz's successful joke here 

is the delicious irony in the Black Bear Tribe's seeking an "authentic experience" that does 

not in fact exist, an invention by the Tribe itself. For this, they waylay an authentic Native 

man and attempt to appropriate cultural knowledge from him (which he does not in this 

case possess) with a total lack of understanding of either the man, his culture, or the actual 

workings of specific Indian cultural practices. 

White depicti(Mis of Native people as anachronistic earth-connected primitives 

doomed to perish are not only problematic because they are racist and inaccurate. This 

view of American Indians is additionally dangerous for the reasons Homi Bhabha outlines 

in describing the constrictions of the stereotype: "The stereotype is not a simplification 

because it is a false representation of a given reality. It is a simplification because it is an 

arrested, fixated form of representation that, in denying the play of difference (which the 

negation through the Other permits), constitutes a problem for the representation of the 

subject in psychic and social relations" (1994:75). In the Vanishing Primitive depiction of 

Native Americans, thriving contemporary cultures become static dioramas contained behind 

glass in the Euramerican mental museum. Such images ate comfortable and nonthreatening 

for those constructing them, and afford Indian people litde opportunity to break free and go 

about the business of living without further intrusion by the colonizers. Yet as both "A 

New Story" and *Tarading With the V.W.F." illustrate, writing itself can be an act of 

transformation which shatters the confines of Euramerican preconceptions, and liberates a 

breathing reality. Joseph Bruchac has discussed with Carter Revard the consistent theme 

of transformations in Revard's work. Of the poem "Dancing With Dinosaurs" (this title 

itself a delicious spoof on that Hallmark of "authentic" Indianness in twentieth century 

Euramerican film, "Dances With Wolves"), Revard says, '*what I'm talking about there is 
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the way in which you transfonn yourself out of something which is an obsolete and extinct 

species, according to a lot of notions of Indians that non-Indians have, into something that 

stays alive" (1987:237). The themes of transformation and survival resonate not only in 

"Dancing With Dinosaurs,*' but in both authors' parading veterans poems, and throughout 

the body of Ortiz's and Revard's woric in general. 

Native humor is one tonic for the incredibly oppressive patterns of colonial claims 

to Indian identity, since, as Revard reveals in 'Tarading with the V.F.W.," "in addition to 

inspiring action, uniting the people, providing sheer play and laughter, humor frequently 

works to heal and unite" G^we 1996:202). While meanings in connection with the 

Euramerican word "Indian" and its relation to the idea of the Noble Savage have often 

shifted in Euramerican perception (and may continue to do so). Native responses have 

adapted accordingly to continue to discredit these labels. In his poem "I Told You I Like 

Indians, Simon Ortiz confronts the "wild Indian" stereotype and humorously illuminates 

the constant decoding Native people must exercise each time an unknown white person 

refers to them as 'Indians.*' 

You meet Indians everywhere. 

Once, I walked into this place ~ 
Flager Beach, Florida, 
you'd never expect it — 
a bar; some old people ran it 

The usual question, of course, 
"You're an Indian, aren't you?" 
"Yes, ma'am." I'm Indian alright 
Wild, ignorant, savage! 

And she wants me to dance. 
Well, okay, been drinking beer 
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all the way from Hollywood. 

We dance something. 

You're Indian aren't you? 
Yeah, jeesus christ almighty, 
I'm one of them. 

I like Indians! 

"There's an Indian around here." 
What? And in walks a big Sioux. 
Crissake man, how's relocation, brother? 
He shakes my hand. Glad to see you. 
I thought I was somewhere else. 
We play the pingpong machine, drink beer, 
once in a while dance with the old lady 
who Ukes Indians. 

I like Indians! 

I told you 
You meet Indians everywhere. 

(1992:107) 

As in "A New Story" and 'The San Francisco Indians," the Indian protagonist in "I 

Told You I Like Indians" is asked the question "Are you an IndianT' by a curious white 

female. This recurring question becomes one of Ortiz's signature motifs to sigrud works 

which explore the cultural exchange between Native and Euramerican people around issues 

of Indian identity. The language in this poem ~ as in all of Ortiz's writing <-is uncluttered, 

accessible and direct: we understand immediately the setting of the barroom where liquor 

and low lighting can create a rapid rapport between total strangas. Yet Ortiz complicates 

the veneer of what might be perceived as simple friendliness through his use of the word 



"Indian" in the speaker's dialogues with "the old lady/ who likes Indians" and with the "big 

Sioux." Like most people going to a bar alone, the poem's speaker presumably wants to 

relax, unwind and forget his cares, but instead he is immediately accosted with 'The usual 

questiony... 'You're an Indian, aren't you?"' How to respond to such a question, Ortiz 

suggests, has something to do with decoding what associations with the word "Indian" are 

in the mind of the (non-Indian) stranger, as well as why she or he is asking the question in 

the first place. What will it mean to answer "yes," and what will it mean to answer "no"? 

Does this curious Euramerican want the speaker to be an "Indian," or would being Indian 

be a liabilî  in a strange Florida bar? And if it's okay to be "Indian" here, what kind? 

Such thoughts seem to run through Ortiz's speaker's mind, and his response of 

"I'm Indian alright" has the tone of a confession. This, to me, shows the pressure colonial 

dominance continues to exert upon the psyches of many Native people, the weight Native 

people may feel of continually being pressed to conform to Euramerican definitions of 

"Indians." This is also because after "admitting" he is "Indian alright," the image of 

Indianness the speaker conjures to himself not of his own positive cultural identity, but is 

the "Wild, ignorant, savage!" of Euramerican invendoiL I also find it interesting that the 

speaker neither evokes a culturally authentic and proud self-image, nor does he consider 

not answering the old lady's question. He does not, for example, think, "What business is 

it of hers?" or "Who the hell is she to ask me that?" Rather, he politely responds as if 

caught in a crime: "You're Indian aren't you?/ Yeah, jeesus christ almighty/ I'm one of 

them." The speaker is forced to view himself as he has been conditioned to believe his 

white interrogate '̂ views him, in order to steel himself against whatever (potentially 

negative) event might happen next. 



The poem is fumiy, but as usual in Ortiz's verse glimpses of people's brief 

encounters in the daily course of life, larger social realities bleed through the "simple" 

words. In this poem, the speaker meets an old lady who happens to "like Indians" 

(whatever she believes them to be); but elsewhete in Ortiz's work, this is not always the 

case. And in either event, whether Ortiz's Native people encounter Indian-loving or 

Indian-hating white folk, Ortiz's perspective emphasizes that the Native person can never 

be sure who that "Indian" is which attracts or repulses the Euramerican. In Ortiz's work, 

neither the "good" nor "bad" Indian seen through the colonial lens is likely to be a real 

human being, and even when "real" she OT he is rarely viewed as an equaL The true 

connection made in "I Told You I Like Indians" is in the poem's second half, in those final 

three short stanzas when the speaker meets another Native man in the bar and is decidedly 

"Glad to see [him]." They "play the pingpong machine, drink beery once in a while dance 

with the old lady/ who likes Indians." Oitiz jokes with the reader in his second and final 

use of the phrase "I like Indians!" as his poem comes to a close, because here ~ unlike the 

first time the line is used, when we clearly understand it is the old lady speaking — it's not 

clear who is making this statement Having found a Native "brother '̂ in the bar, it could 

easily be the relieved speaker now telling us he likes Indians, or it could be the Sioux man, 

the old lady, or even all three joshing in a bout of beer-pingpong-and-dancing camaraderie. 

Ortiz concludes the poem with a sort of vindication in the speaker's h^py affirmation — 

another reminder of enduring Native presence — that "I told you/ You meet Indians 

everywhere." 

The unquestionable truth of this poem's final line succinctly emphasizes the fallacy 

of the Euramerican trope of the vanished Noble Savage, as virulent as that image has been 

in text representations of "Indians" across time. Much has been written of America's need 



to relegate the "Indian" to the past, some aspects of which I have examined in this chapter. 

One fimdamental facet of the historical European/Euramerican agenda for Native peoples' 

disappearance through representations as Vanished Primitive has always been the colonial 

greed for Native resources and land, a concept I discuss in Chapter 4 through the 

stereotype of the "backward" or ignorant, anti-technological "Indian." In colonial 

American thinking, explains Robert F. Betkhofer, Jr., "Regardless of whether the Indian 

was savage or noble he would inevitably be replaced by White civilization and its benefits. 

The transition from wild, savage nature to a cultivated, domesticated garden in the 

American West was believed to be as certain as the westward movement of progress had 

been in European history" (1978:92). In this ongoing battle too, the sharp wit and 

sharpened pencils of Simon Ortiz and Carter Revard exert their forces on behalf of Native 

lands. Native resources, and authentic Native American existence. 
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CHAPTER 4: THE 'UNSCIENTIFIC" INDIAN 

Wben tbey thought they had things coming their way by their sweet taUc, then 
they turned around and harmed us. When we tried to protect ourselves, tbey 
called us "savages," and other hard names that do not look good in print. 

— Luther Standing Bear 
Land of the Spotted Eagle 

The Aacquemeh hanoh had never seen thieves like tbe MOTcano before. 
They were so shrewd, talkative, even helpful, and so friendly they didn't look 
like thieves. As the Mericano stole unto the land, claiming it, the people 
didn't even feel like anything was being taken away from them. And they 
even blamed themselves and began to feel it was their fault They couldn't or 
didn't speak English or write: that's why it turned out badly for them they 
decided. 

~ Simon Ortiz 
"Our Homeland, A National Sacrifice Area" 

INCOMPETENT CARETAKERS! NATIVE LAND MANAGEMENT AND COI ONIAL DESIRES 

Part of the method used to both create and actualize America's nostalgic 

representation of the vanished Noble Savage has been to physically remove living Indian 

people from Euramerican inhabited landscapes. What was not accomplished through 

genocide from crowd diseases introduced by Europeans was attempted through removals, 

relocations and the creation of reservations, all of which were accompanied by the taking of 

Native lands. Consistently, the practices which diminished the size of Native homelands 

and/or permanently severed the ties of Native peoples to these lands have been framed by 

the colonizers as "necessary" events, because "Indians" did not utilize the land "properly" -

- that is, by Euramerican social and economic standards. Robert F. Berkhofer explains that 

"White hopes for the exploitation of Indians and their lands certainly shaped their 

perceptions of Native Americans from the very begiiming of contact..European policy 

makers took not only a possessive view of the Indian but also a possessory view of him 

and his lands as the means proper to the 'higher' ends all Whites agreed upon" (1978:118-



119). Those "higher ends" included Christianity. European governmental models, and 

European methods of utilizing the land through individual property ownership and fanning. 

Dovetailing easily with the Noble Savage stereotype, the image of the "backward Indian" 

issued from early colonial views which "saw the Indians* civilization as inferior, [thus] it 

was easy for [settlers] to believe the Indians had no civilization at all, and indeed perhaps 

lacked the rationality to achieve civilization. Many settlers saw Indians as little better than 

animals, and just like animals, Indians could not be said to possess land" (Jones 1992:93). 

The issues of Native land exploitation continue to be passionately debated, both 

intertribally and between Native and the federal governments. Meanwhile, many Indian 

people who Euramericans assumed (or wished) had "vanished" still face forced relocations, 

and physical violence and/or imprisonment over maintaining treaty rights guaranteed to 

them hundreds of years ago by the United States. "With the five hundredth anniversary of 

Columbus's voyage not long past," note Klara Bonsack Kelley and Harris Francis, "it is 

piercing to see how the land struggled over has shrunk from a whole continent to the 

isolated mountains, lakes, and springs that land developers say arc not small enough to 

qualify for protection by law" (1994:4). Part of what continues to fuel these struggles is 

the persistent stereotype in the minds of the Euramerican mainstream that "the two million 

Indians living on reservations and in America's urban centers [are] a conquered people who 

cannot adapt to a sophisticated,, technological society" (Susag 1998:258). America's state 

and federal governments have been vital in transmitting this representation of Native 

peoples to their populace. 'Tederal policy played a major role in the development of [the] 

stereotype" of "Indians" as vanishing peoples, observes educator Dorothea M. Susag. 

"With the Dawes Act (1887), the stress on individual ownership of land, and the influx of 

non-Indian landowners on Indian reservations, policy makers believed that Indians would 
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assimilate into the general white population, or else they would become extinct" (1998:257-

258). There has been a need by the dominant Euramerican culture to "see the Indian as 

someone burdened by his race and limited by his 'backwardness,"' adds Frederick Hoxie, 

"while simultaneously maintaining the romantic lepiesentation "of the vanishing [Indian] 

race as a symbol of the nation's past victories" of land conquest and the establishment of a 

"civilized," Christian government (1989:103). 

Vine Deloria, Jr. interprets the U.S. government's involvement with its Native 

peoples in a different light, deploying his characteristically caustic wit to outline this 

history. "The relationship between the federal government and the Indians is complex," 

Deloria begins. 

It has always been complex, and generations of thinkers have tried to give 
permanent shape and substance to it and have failed. Basically, it begins in 
the centuries when international law was being created to solve a number of 
the stormier problems created by the era of colonialism. The Pope, as Vicar 
of Christ and therefore arguably the landlord of the planet, had disrupted 

international politics within months of the discovery of the New World by 
issuing a bull purporting to give most of the Western Hemisphere to Spain 
in exchange for the Spanish guarantee that the newly discovered natives 
would be converted to the faith. Succeeding popes also issued bulls, and 
reading the perspectives which these missives contained it is not difficult to 
understand why they were called "bull," as they gave away the property of 

and enslaved the peoples of non-Christian societies all over the world. 
(1995:31) 

Deloria's remarks illustrate the use of Native humor to confiront and come to some sort of 

terms with the most dire historical or personal events, a concept I have previously 

discussed. Deloria himself recognizes that "The moie desperate the problem, the more 

humor is directed to describe it Satirical remarics often circumscribe problems so that 
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possible solutions are drawn from the circumstances that would not make sense if 

presented in other than a humorous form" (1988:147). This attempt to "make sense" of 

catastrophic events is a crucial element especially of Native humor after European contact 

Certainly there are few circumstances that make less sense £rom the perspective of Native 

nations — who in earlier times had often welcomed Europeans with hospitality, and later 

treated in good faith with European and American governments — than the heinous 

breaches these same governments seemed to perpetrate so casually and so regularly. 

Broken treaties and allotment policies resulted in massive losses of tribal homelands, and 

for Native peoples the significance of these lands' has always been a complex, profound 

element of identity. "Rectangles and right angles, solemn 'deeds' and written 'titles' 

symbolized the white man's approach to land," writes Robert S. Michaelsen. "It is an 

approach which stands in sharp contrast to that of a people who lived intimately on the 

land, who knew it in all of its contours, undulations, ups and downs, who were keenly 

aware of its watercourses, and who assumed the rights of use by tradition embedded in 

their minds" (1995:62). Mamie Salt of the Navajo Nation expresses her impression of 

traditional Navajo peoples' connection to their homelands, a feeling which is shared by 

many Native people, by asserting that "Every inch of ground, all vegetation and the fauna 

on it are considered sacred. There are no places that are holier than others. There are so 

many stories that go with the land that it would take more than twenty years to tell them" 

(Bonsack Kelley and Francis 1994:28). 

Yet within their radically differing perspectives about what constitutes "proper'' 

treatment of the land. Native American and Euramerican cultures have tacitly agreed upon a 

single point: in both cultures, "Control of land is seen as essential to control of culture ~ to 

nationhood" (Michaelsen 1995:79). Because "What to White eyes appeared empty or 
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underutilized according to European practices was seen as owned and fiilly utilized 

according to tribal custom and economy" (Berkhofer 1978:120), early European and 

Euramerican colonists built their "nationhood" through acquisition of lands of pre-existing 

Native nations under the twin supremacist beliefs that the Christian God had given 

colonists a divine right to these lands, and that these lands were not technically occupied^. 

Emmerich von Vatell (1714-1767), a Swiss jurist, elaborates upon this colonial attitude in 

his work Law of Nations, first published in 17S8. 

(The Indians'] unsettled habitation in those inmiense regions cannot be 
accounted a true and legal possession; and the people of Europe, too closely 

pent up at home, finding land of which the savages stood in no particular 
need, and of which they made no actual and constant use, were lawfully 
entitled to take possession of it, and settle it with colonies. The earth, as we 

have already observed, belongs to mankind in general, and was designed to 
furnish them with subsistence: if each nation had, from the beginning, 
resolved to appropriate to itself a vast counury, that the people might live 
only by hunting, fishing, and wild fruits, our globe would not be su£Eicient 
to maintain a tenth part of its present inhabitants. We do not, therefore, 

deviate from the views of nature in confining the Indians within narrower 

limits. 
(1992:100-101) 

Whether Native lands were purchased by colonists — which was true in many cases — or 

simply usurped by forceful domination, 'The white man excused his presence here by 

saying that he had been guided by the will of his God; and in so saying absolved himself of 

^ A great deal of literature exists on the history of early European nations' concepts of terra 
nulliiis and vacuum domicilium, which inteqxet abwiginal peoples' lands as empty, uninhabited 
tracts available for claim and colonization by Christian people. For one interesting discussion of the 
general history of these attitudes and the stereotypes which fed them, see Berlchofer's "The Colonial 
Foundations of White Indian Policy: Theory," pages 115-126 in The White Man's Indian (1978). 
For a more extended analysis, see Francis Je^ngs' The Invasion of America: Indians. Colonialism, 
and the Cant of Conquest (1975). 



all responsibility for his appearance in a land occupied by other men" (Standing Bear 

1974:568). 
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THR RITRRKNCY OF CONQUEST; LASKRS ANP LANGOACE TO VANISH THE "INDIAN** 

Although Europeans and Euramericans acquired Native lands in a manner they 

believed was "natural," necessary and cortect, finequently viewing Native lifeways as 

"primitive/' unproductive and immoral. Carter Revatd makes the point that framing 

European conquest as "natural" is itself another rigged colonial construction. Of course 

nomiative behavior is in the eye of the beholder, and any action can be justified by the ones 

who make the rules. The following poem exemplifies Revatd's connections to traditional 

Native oral traditions, in which Europeans and Euramericans began appearing with 

increasing frequency as a way for Native people to negotiate these intruders* presence. 

"When the Contaa Era ensued," notes Jarold Ramsey, '*tbe depiction of whites in Indian 

storytelling became, not surprisingly, a form of imaginative coping with a new reality 

indeed full of drastic change and trouble" (1996:140). The bitter humor in Revard's poem 

"Discovery of the New World" recasts history (or possibly foreshadows a dark future 

event) which turns the tables on the presumption of colonial superiority, and considers the 

outcome of an eiKounter in which the same original attitudes and acdons of Europeans and 

Euramericans toward Native peoples are used by a new superpower against the colonial 

inhabitants of planet Earth. 

Tlie creatures that we met this morning 
marveled at our green sldns 

and scarlet eyes. 

They lack antennae 
and can't be made to grasp 
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your proclamation that they are 
our lawful food and prey and slaves, 

nor can they seem to learn 
their body-space is needed to materialize 

our oxygen-absorbers ~ 
which they conceive ate breathing 

and thinking creatures whom they implore 

at first as angels, then as devils, 
when they are being snu£fed out 

by an abscxber swelling 
into their space. 

Their history bled finom one this morning, 
while we were tasting his brain, 

in holographic rainbows, 

which we assembled into quite an interesting 

set of legends — 
that's all it came to, though 

the colors were quite lovely before we 
poured them into our time; 

the blue shift bleached away 
meaningless circumstances, and they would not fit 

any of our truth-matrices — 
there was, however, 

a curious visual echo in their history 
of our own coming to their earth; 

a certain General Sherman said 
about one group of them precisely what 

we have been telling you about these creatures; 
it is our destiny to asterize this planet, 

and they WILL not be asterized, 
so they must be wiped out 

WE NEED their ^Kice and nitrogen 
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which they do not know how to use, 
nor will they breathe ammonia, as we do; 

yet they wiU not give up their "air'* unforced, 

so it is clear, 
whatever our "agreements" made this morning, 

we'll have to kill them all; 
the mote we cook this orbit, 

the fewer next time round. 
We've finished lazing all their crops and stores, 

we've killed their meat-slaves, now 
they'll have to come into our pens 

and we can use them for our final studies 
of how our heart attacks and cancers spread 

among them, 

since they seem not immune to these. 
— If we didn't have this mission it might be sad 

to see such helpless creatures die 

chanting their sacred psalms and bills of rights; but 
never fear, 

the riches of the globe are ours 
and worth whatever pains others may have to feel. 

We'll soon have it cleared 
completely, as it now is, at the poles, and then 

we will be safe, and rich, and happy here, forever. 
(1980:43-44) 

If some would argue that this is not exactly a funny poem, I would have a hard time 

strenuously disagreeing. But there is humor here, albeit of the darker kind, even in 

Revard's sometimes gruesome imagery and spooky content Revard's creation of a science 

fiction fantasy in which whites instead of "Indians" are viewed as alien Others is an 

unabashed indictment of eaily colonial practices of cultural supremacy and aggression. The 



poet parodies white perceptions of initial encounters with Native peoples, his humorous 

treatment of this subject matter shocking the reader out of complacent notions of what 

connotes "primitive" versus "civilized," "backwardness" versus "progress." From the 

perspective of the poem's narrator, the poor Earth creatures are obviously an "inferior" 

species since they "can't be made to grasp" the announcement (in what language, one 

wonders? with whose freighted vocabulary and syntax?) that they have become the "lawful 

food and prey and slaves" of a newly conquering power. The Earth creatures are also, 

apparently, too dense or stupid to be able "to leam/ [that] their body-space is needed" by 

the superior conquerors since, as the narrator calmly explains as if restating the obvious to 

an uncomprehending child, "it is our destiny to asterize this planet/ and they WILL not be 

asterizedy so they must be wiped out/ WE NEED their space and nitrogen/ which they do 

not know how to use" The pathetic Earth creatures provide their brutal conquerors a brief 

moment of self-reflection through their "interesting set of legends" whose "colors were 

quite lovely." a joke by Revard on the colonial attitude toward Native peoples as 

"picturesque primitives." Yet ultimately, the histories and the very lives of the Earth 

creatures amount to no more than a hodgepodge of "meaningless circumstances," because 

they will "not fit any of [the] truth-matrices" of the new invaders who have arrived to take 

the Earth creatures' places. Although the specific event here is fictionalized, in subject 

matter and tone the poem resonates powerfully with the imperialist ideologies of late 

nineteenth century anthropology, which presented 

the representation of "primitive peoples" as instances of arrested development, as 
examples of an earlier stage of species development which Western civilization had 
long ago surpassed. ..Denied any history of their own, it was the fate of "primitive 
peoples" to be dropped out of the bottom of human history in order that they might 
serve, representationally, as its support — underlining the rhetcnric of progress by 
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serving as its counterpoints, representing the point at which human history emerges 
from nature but has not yet properly begun its course. 

(Bennett 1994:143) 

"Discovery of the New World" bitterly ridicules the arbitrary designation of one 

cultural values system as superior to another, in order to underscore the truth of colonial 

brutality toward Native people. Obviously, no culture's lifeways are arbitrary to its own 

members. Yet if one group is not prepared to consider another's of equal value, why 

expect a subsequent culture to take seriously the beliefs of those who may be only 

temporarily "in charge"? Euramericans, Revard's poem makes clear, are not at the top of 

some preordained cosmic food chain, and it is sheer arrogance, ignorance and narcissism 

that have influenced their historical efforts to relegate Indian people to relics of a less 

technologically developed, more "backward" past The poem is a fitting illustration of 

Abdul R. JanMohamed's claim that "The colonizer's military superiority ensures a 

complete projection of his self on the Other: exercising his assumed superiority, he 

destroys without any significant qualms the effectiveness of indigenous economic, social, 

political, legal and moral systems and imposes his own versions of diese structures on the 

Other" (1986:85). JanMohamed continues. 

While the covert purpose [of colonialism] is to exploit the colony's natural 
resources thoroughly and ruthlessly through the various imperialist material 

practices, the overt aim, as articulated by colonialist discourse, is to 
*civilize' the savage, to introduce him to all the benefits of Western cultures. 

Yet the fact that this overt aim, embedded as an assumption in all colonialist 
literature, is accompanied in colonialist texts by a more vociferous 
insistence, indeed by a fixation, upon the savagery and the evilness of the 
native should alert us to the real fimction of these texts: to justify imperialist 
occupation and exploitation. If such literature can demonstrate that the 
barbarism of the native is irrevocable, or at least very deeply ingrained, then 
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the European's attempt to civilize him can continue indefinitely, the 

exploitation of his resources can proceed without hindrance, and the 
European can persist in enjoying a position of moral superiority. 

(1986:81) 

In line with this analysis, Revard discusses his intentions in writing "Discovery of the New 

World" in our correspondence, and also ^)eaks to what he hopes to convey in his writing 

overall. He explains that "'lazing' is the verb for 'destroy by lasers*...As for sound, and 

itiymes, I occasionally want those to stand out for particular purposes, but the more 

important thing is that the sound pattmis go with the sense, that the spoken tone and 

attitudes be as unmistakable as possible." On the ideological content of the poem, Revard 

writes: 

My concern is generally to say vividly, clearly and memorably what I am 
talking about, and in this dramatic monologue the concern at that Gnal point 
in the poem is that the speaker's nasty Prussian contempt for the natives of 

Earth comes clearly through. The pains are for others, the riches and 
pleasures for the conquerors. The parts he describes as "cleared" are the 
great snowy "wastes" of the Earth's North and South Poles; I hoped a 
reader would think of the clearing of the great forests of North America, and 
of the rain forests of Central and South America. I hoped that if Euros 
noticed some [of] "theirs" chanting Psalms, and Bills of Rights, it might 
bring home the extreme h(mor and violence of the way the natives in what 
is now Santo Domingo were herded, and slaughtered, and enslaved, crying 
their "texts" that equate to Biblical and Constitutional ones. 

(E-maU 2/19/00) 

In his book Humor and Social Change in Twentieth-Century America, Joseph 

Boskin discusses "the relationship between wit and aggression," stating that "There can be 

little doubt that aspects of humor are utilized as primary tools in human weaponry" 
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(1979:2). Boskin interprets this Trickster motiP as "a favorite form of retaliation," one 

'̂ whereby a minority member scores by countering a specific insult delivered by a member 

of the majority" (1979:46). This description seems especially apt in "Discovery of the New 

World," which also succeeds in calling the "majority" group's behavior into serious 

question. The poem highlights the concept I have referenced earlier of Native humor's 

utility in portraying white activities as alien and strange, a direct reversal and refutation of 

Euramerican representations of inscrutable, "primitive Indians." Jarold Ramsey writes. 

The depiction of Anglos in Native American oral tradition dates back to the 
earliest Indian/Anglo contacts in the sixteenth,and seventeenth centuries, and 
ranges in tonality from awe and wonder at these mysterious, impatient, 

potent newcomers, to perplexity over their strange ways, to anger and 
outrage, to sly or open contempt What Indians have seen in Anglos over 

the centuries has been imaginatively refracted in their traditional narratives, 
according to what they wanted or expected to see and according to the 
Native literary "rules" and conventions governing the way such alien 
material was assimilated. Hence the imaging of whites in traditional stories 
is almost never matter-of-fact or neutral; it is, on the contrary, full of a sense 
of Anglo otherness. 

(1996:139) 

Ortiz has articulated his own eariy childhood feeling of the Otherness of "Mericanos," and 

his attempts to decode their frequently bafOing behavior. Entering a predominantly white 

grade school at the age of six or seven, Ortiz recalls, "I learned the world outside was very 

big while Deetseyamah and our Acoma community were very small. I also learned gladly 

that, while not easy to do so, it was possible to live in the Mericano world and with some 

11 will return to this concept briefly in my discussion of Ortiz's short story "Men on the 
Moon" later in this ch^)ter. In Chiqpter 5,1 will discuss how Revard's and Ortiz's use of Coyote in 
their writing connects to a larger lYickster flgure tradition in the historical oral and written literatures 
of a great number of Native nations. 
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of its ways. White people were very different from us; sometimes they did strange and 

perplexing things, but generally if you watched and listened and considered them very 

carefully, you could understand them" (1992:13). 

But then again, not always. Returning to the theme of colonial conquest in his 

short story-essay "Report to the Nation: Repossessing Europe" (1998:76-91), Carter 

Revard accentuates the still-bizarre notion to many Native people (and to many of us 

"Euros" as well) of "proclaiming" ownership of occupied lands by simply standing up and 

announcing something in a language incomprehensible to the occupants. "It is a parody of 

the Columbus, DeSoto, Coronado, Sir Walter Raleigh, or Lewis and Claik voyages, I 

suppose," Revard writes. "So I suppose you can call it a 'humorous parody,' since that 

always gives the narrator license to get into the fantastic and the exaggerated innocence 

which is feigned. It is in the form of a Report to the Osage Nation, from one of its 

members, of a Voyage of Discovery, describing the wonders, the people, the topography 

and the narrator's understanding of the history of the places and populations encountered 

(E-mail 3/31/00). Revard's romp in the guise of a modem day Osage Columbus (a 

Trickster incarnation if there ever was one) lays claim to choice chunks of contemporary 

Western European real estate in between picnicking and sightseeing. Often, he is puzzled 

at the "primitiveness" of the people he encounters, and can't understand why they don't 

take him seriously as he puts dibs on everything from the River Thames to France's 

Bordeaux region to the Pyrenees. His story begins. 

It may be impossible to civilize the Europeans. When I claimed England for 
the Osage Nation, last month, some of the English chiefs objected...So 
even though I'd taken a Thames Excursion boat and on the way formally 

proclaimed from the deck, with several Germans and some Japanese 
tourists for wittesses, that all the land this river drained was ours, these 
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Oxford chiefs maintained our title was not good, except below their Folly 
Bridge at most At least that leaves us Windsor Palace and some other 

useful properties, and we can deal with the legal hitches later. Also, just in 
case, I accepted a sheepskin from Oxford with B.A. written on it, and I 
didn't bother haggling. It will prove I was there; next time if we bring 
whiskey we can bribe the Oxford chiefs — bourbon only. 

(1998:76) 
The humor in this piece skillfully confronts almost every Euramerican "primitive 

Indian" stensotype there is, beginning with the image of a "backward" people who sell, 

trade or "give" their lands away for nothing — especially if liquor is involved in the deal ~ 

"accepting in return some pieces of beautifully painted paper and metal discs with 

allegorical figures on them, with which they seemed almost childishly pleased" (77). 

However, Revard implies that there might yet be some hope for the advancement of these 

people. The European "race" has advanced enough since the days of Columbus, 

apparently, to have "recognized [a] VISA card" at metropolitan fillings stations, so that they 

"gave the Renault gasoline much like that in Oklahoma, globalized enough so they're not 

completely benighted" (77). Revard soon claims a Roman castle C*you never know when a 

ruined castle might come in handy, and some day our kids might want to use one for a 

Forty-Nine Dance"), and he considers at one point whether his people "could even teach 

the poor souls our Osage language, although if our faith and goodness can't be pounded 

into them we may have to kill them all" (78-79) — Revard's joke against the "civilizing" 

conversion efforts of America's "backward Indians" by various missionaries over time. 

Yet Revard doubles back on his narration midway through the story to score an even larger 

point Merely calling out past colonial bad behavior is not enough, Revard suggests, to 

assure any civilization's authentic future progress, so the poet inverts colonial history. 
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But hold on a minute: our elders, I realize, don't want to do things the way 

my teport has been suggesting ~ they think that's too much like the 
Europeans did our people, and they think we should be more civilized. The 
do have a point, and we culture-wairiors should listen carefully...Maybe 
instead of sending people over to take the land, and drive people off and 
starve those that won't leave into submission, and show them how to live 
and worship by force if need be, we'd do better just to transport Europe 
over to us, and not try to counterpunch Columbus. I have even thought of a 

way to do this...I saw how we can cram most of Europe into a computer 

and bring it back to deal with on our own terms, far more efficiently and 
cheaply than by trying to load all that geography on our backs the way the 

Ameropeans have done. 
(1998:80) 

In capping on Columbus in "Report to the Nation," Revard displays his role in a 

longstanding and constantly evolving tradition of pan-tribal humor. Vine Deloria, Jr. 

observes that 'Tribes are being brought together by sharing humor of the past Columbus 

jokes gain great sympathy among all tribes...the fact of white invasion from which all 

tribes have suffered has created a common bond in relation to Columbus jokes that gives a 

solid feeling of unity and purpose to the tribes." One joke "states that Columbus didn't 

know where he was going, didn't know where he had been, and did it all on someone 

else's money. And the white man has been following Columbus ever since" (1988:147-

148). Of "Report to the Nation," Revard explains that. 

It is intended as a humorous satire on European presumptions, European 

histories, and conventional literary status-assignments as well as some 
angles of current European ethnic warfare (the references to the 
Mediterranean rim, where Christianity, Judaism, and Islam are at 
loggerheads or bomber-point). But it gets in some tourism-advertisement 
of the beautiful countries any human being would love to see and 'possess,' 

just as is true of Lewis and Clark or Columbus. 
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(E-maU 3/31/00) 

As a humorist and a man of good sense, Revard's narrator stops short of attempting 

physical possession by force of the beautiful Euro-lands his report describes, but such was 

not the case in colonial occupations of North America. Over time, the colonial lust for land 

intensified Euramerican efforts to move or annihilate Indians across generations, causing 

Native people to leam not only how to joke about the strange ways of whites, but also 

when to keep still in order to simply survive. In his poem "What I Mean," Ortiz writes, 

"Some people say Indians are just like thaty shy and reserved and polite^ but that's mostly 

crap. Lots of times/ we were just plain scared/ and we kept our mouths shuf' (1992:327). 

For Native people especially in the nineteenth century, "Safe^ resided in the pretense of 

invisibili '̂ (hooks 1992:168), as it did for Afncan Americans. At the same time, this led 

whites to believe, oddly enough, that they were also invisible to black. Native, and other 

people of color, even as Euramericans controlled these peoples' every move. The 

difference, naturally, between European and Euramerican imagined invisibility and that of 

marginalized peoples is that the latter group must consistently adopt the mantle of 

invisibility for survival, while the former groups assume this costume as the privilege of 

domination. Timothy Mitchell examines this phenomenon in the realm of nineteenth 

century colonial exhibitionary photography of "exotic" and "primitive" non-European 

peoples: "The ability to see without being seen," Mitchell remarks, "confirmed one's 

separation from the woiid, and constituted at the same time a position of power" 

(1992:306). While bell ho<^ discusses this bizarre syndrome in terms of black and white 

relations, the situation for Afirican slaves and African Americans can easily be applied 

Native people. Hooks writes: 
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In a white supiemacist society, white people can "safely" imagine that they 
are invisible to black people since the power they have historically asserted, 

and even now collectively assert over black people, accorded them the right 
to control the black gaze. As fantastic as if may seem, racist white people 
find it easy to imagine that black people cannot see them if within their 
desire they do not want to be seen by the daik Other. 

(1992:168) 

In relation to Native peoples, colonial society's choice to remain "unseen" in any light 

beyond that which is "within their [colonial] desire," has existed side-by-side with the 

perpetuation of the "vanished Indian" stereotype permeating text representations. After all, 

this perverse logic suggests, how could Euramericans be seen and scrutinized by a "race" 

that no longer existed? This circumstance perpetuates the concept of contemporary 

indigenous peoples' nonexistence and suggests, as Arnold Krupat claims, that it is "as if 

there were no relation between the two, white and red, Euramerican and Native American, 

as if absence rather than avoidance defined the New Woild: as if America was indeed 

'virgin land,' empty, uninhabited, silent, dumb, until the Europeans brought the plow and 

the pen to cultivate its wilderness" (1989:3). 

At times, through social policies and racist text representations, Euramericans have 

seemed to succeed in making the Noble Savage "disappear," because of the damaging 

manner in which this stereotype can become internalized by living Indian people. Ortiz 

humorously discusses this quite solemn circumstance in his own life, and the steps he took 

to debunk the colonially imposed myth of the "vanished Indian," whom he at one time 

nearly believed he was. 

In 1970,1 went looking for Indians... You know there are Indians because 

you grew up with Indians, you were bom with Indian parents, but formal, 
institutionalized. United States education tells you in very clear, though 
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sometimes subtle ways, that there ate no Indians. When I was a Idd we 
weren't Indians. The picture books showed you Indians were in teepees 
and rode ponies and there were buffalo. At Acoma there ate no buffalo and 
there are no teepees...something tells you that you're not a real Indian. 
Then, further, the books tell you there arc no Indians in Califomia...Where 
did they go? There was this feeling that there were no Indians, that the 
Indians you were growing up with were not really Indians. So, by 1970,1 

really wanted to find Indians again. I wanted to debunk the myth of the 
"Vanished American" finally, for all time, for myself. 

(1987:221) 

Naturally, Ortiz encountered Native people "from Arizona, through Texas and Oklahoma, 

throughout the South: Louisiana, Georgia, Florida, South Carolina, North Carolina, 

Tennessee. Indians all over the place — all over the place!...So, once and for all, the myth 

was cast aside, there are Indians everywhere!" (1987:221). The humor in Ortiz's 

"discovery" of a national presence of Indians shows one of the ways Native texts puncture 

Euramerican attempts at Indian effacement and forge pan-tribal solidari^ to undermine the 

fallacious stereotypes of Indians as "vanished" peoples. "I think what [anthropologists] 

think is disappearing," Ortiz contends, "is their own version of Indians. Their own images 

of Indians, their own stereotype of Indiatis...That*s what they bemoan the loss of. Their 

version is unreal, it always was. It's best lost Indian culture is dynamic; it's not a static 

culture. Iflndiancultureswerestatic, they would be gone. But cultures evolve and they 

evolve creatively" (1987:221-222). 

Part of this evolution, Ortiz believes, is a Native redefinition of colonially dictated 

Indian reality. Part of "The process of decolonization includes a process of producing 

literature," says Ortiz, in order "[t]o express certain political and cultural Native American 

positions, to define and identify more closely the truth, to squash the stereotypes and 
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replace them with the real thing" (1990:109-110). Accompanying this force in writing is 

Native peoples' ongoing assertion of land and resource rights. As Craig Womack puts it, 

"Whatever one might argue about postmodern representation, there is the legal reality of 

tribal sovereignty, recognized by the U.S. Constitution and defined over the last 160 years 

by the Supreme Court, that affects the everyday lives of individuals and tribal nations and, 

therefore, has something to do with tribal literatures as well" (1999:6). In this way, the 

consistent pressure of Native literature against false colonial representations proceeds to 

gradually erode them. 

MOON WAI KS Aim SPACK ROCKS; WESTERN SCIKNCK AS THK AI IKN OTHER 

The "backward Indian" stereotype has been shaped to a large degree by late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century attitudes in the social "science" of Western 

anthropology, as has been discussed. E)espite its claims to some ethereal "objectivity," the 

field of anthropology has been instrumental in systematically imposing a racially oriented, 

subjective view of indigenous cultures as chronically *1ess evolved" than mainstream 

members of colonial nations. Native writers like Revard and Ortiz have responded in their 

literature with "a strong critique of those anthropologists who failed in many instances to 

interpret Native American culture correctly, succumbing as they often did to the bias and 

myths of a science invented by Western colonialism" (Coltelli 1990:5). In Ortiz's brilliant 

short story "Men on the Moon" (1999:3-14), the author skillfully subverts common 

Euramerican assumptions of Western scientific "superiority" and lampoons the frequent 

ideological absurdities, flagrant waste of resources, and disturbing potential for harm to 

living creatures and the land that are perpetrated in the name of advancing knowledge 

through Western "scientific inquiry." 
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The endie story is a delightful inversion of the stereotypical Euramerican peic^tion 

of "Indian" strangeness, beginning with the gift of a television to the story's protagonist, 

an old Acoma man named Faustin. The TV inserts a surreal universe of puzzling and 

undecipherable activities into a world which has up to that point, in that specific place, 

made a very real kind of sense. Among the first shows he watches Faustin observes a 

wrestling match between a white man and an Indian named Apache Red. He enjoys the 

program, yet still, "He wondered why they were fighting" (4). The highlight of his 

morning's viewing occurs when Faustin, his daughter Joselita and his grandson Amarosho 

watch a strange machine blast off into space. Faustin is fully engaged in trying to make 

sense of this powerful and utterly alien event The following passage accentuates the 

story's central themes, its humor, and also illustrates the care with which Ortiz crafts the 

piece to suggest the deliberate, careful concentration in Faustin's attempt to understand the 

strange ways of "science." 

What is that? Faustin asked. In the TV picture was an object with 

smoke coming from it It was standing upright 
Men are going to the moon. Nana, Amarosho said. That's Apollo. 

It's going to fly three men to the moon. 
That thing is going to fly to the moon? 
Yes, Nana, his grandson said. 
What is it called again? Faustin asked: 
Apollo, a spaceship rcKket, Joselita told her father... 
He wondered if it was important that the men get to the moon. 

Are those men looking for something on the moon. Nana? he asked 

his grandson. 
They're trying to find out what's on the moon. Nana. What kind of 

dirt and rocks there are and to see if there's any water. Scientist men don't 

believe there is any life on the moon. The men are looking for knowledge, 

Amarosho said to Faustin. 
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Faustin wondered if the men had run out of places to look for 
knowledge on the earth. Do they know if they'll find knowledge? he asked. 

They have some already. They've gone before and come back. 
They're going again. 

Did they bring any back? 
They brought back some rocks, Amarosho said. 
Rocks. Faustin laughed quietly. The American scientist men went 

to search for knowledge on the moon and they brought back rocks. He 

kind of thought that perhaps Amarosho was joking with him. His grandson 
had gone to Indian School for a number of years, and sometimes he would 
tell his grandfather some strange and fiinny things. 

The old man was suspicious. Sometimes they joked around. 
Rocks. You sure that's all they brought back? he said. Rocks! 

(1999:5-6) 

Far from being incapable or too "backward" to understand the technological wonders 

brought to him courtesy of television (or the existence of the TV itself, which he has 

imdoubtedly seen before), Faustin is confused and suspicious because he cannot 

meaningfully comprehend the motivation for these scientific enteiprises. Faustin never 

doubts the possibility or the reality of the space mission, which for all he knows of 

television program production could be simulated. But his family's belief, combined with 

Faustin's own belief in the strange capabilities and relentlessness of Euramericans, make 

him know that what he sees is real: "It was really h^pening, the old man marveled. 

Somewhere inside of that cylinder with a point at its top and long slender wings were three 

men who were flying to the moon'* (6). When his family leaves that day (after a slightly 

nervous Faustin has been relieved by learning how to turn the television off), he looks at 

the moon and contemplates what he has seen. 



That night, Faustin has a powerful and symbolic dream. In this dream, Flintwing 

Boy watches a terrible force, a **Skquuyuh mahkina," as it makes its way ineluctably across 

the landscape toward him. "Its metal legs stepped upon trees and crushed growing flowers 

and grass," and after "splash[ing] through a stream of clear water...[t]he water boiled and 

streaks of oil flowed downstream. It split a juniper tree in half with a terrible crash. It 

crushed a boulder into dust with a sound of heavy metal. Nothing stopped the Skquuyuh 

mahkina. It hunmied" (8). Now, Tsushld (Coyote) runs up to Flintwing Boy, who sees 

"that Tsushki was trembling with feai'* at the horrifying machine. Flintwing Boy reassures 

Tsushki, and together diey pray to their holy ones for guidance and protection. Lastly, 

"Flintwing Boy and Tsushki breathed on the comfood, then took in the breath of all the 

directions and gave the comfood unto the ground." Faustin's dream ends with Flintwing 

Boy's instructions to Tsushki to "go and tell everyone. Describe what you have seen. The 

people must talk among themselves and learn what this is about, and decide what they will 

do. You must hurry, but you must not alarm the people." Tsushki does as he is told, "and 

began to nm. He stopped several yards away. Hahtrudzaimeh! he called to Flintwing 

Boy. r .ike a man of courage, Anahweh, like our people" (8-9). The combined forces of 

observation, prayer, action, courage, expression to the people and faith in their communal 

decisions outlined by the events in Faustin's dream represent the foundations upon which 

the old man himself has built his solid identity as an Acoma man united with his people. At 

the end of the story, this foundation of belief proves to be Faustin's source of strength, 

fortifying him against the disturbing behavior of the white rocket scientists. 

Later on, as Faustin and Amarosho watch the Apollo astronauts perform their 

scientific experiments on the moon, his grandson gives Faustin even more unusual 

information to consider. 



99 

A man weighs less on the moon, the old man thought And there is no air on the 
moon except for the boxes on their backs. He looked at Amarosho, but his 
grandson did not seem to be joking with him... 

Amarosho had told him that the men on earth — scientists — believed there 
was no life on the moon. Yet those men were trying to find knowledge on the 
moon. Faustin wondered if perhaps they had special tools with which they could 

find knowledge even if they believed there was no life on the moon. 
(10-11) 

Ortiz's soft-spoken humor in these exchanges arises both from Faustinas own amusement 

at what seems to be the impossible absurdity of Western scientific thought regarding how 

one acquires knowledge, and fix)m Faustin's incisive and innocent consideration of what 

these scientist characters are actually up to. At the story's resolution, Faustin recalls his 

dream and is relieved by its suggestion that the people — his Acoma people — already 

possess ''the power and the source and the knowledge" (9) that the scientists have gone to 

such outlandish extremes to ascertain. In Patricia Claik Smith's analysis, "The dream 

gives Faustin reassurance; like the drillers around Acoma, the misguided scientists may 

give up if they do not find what they are looking for, in this case... knowledge...in which 

the puzzled old man at Acoma, watching the expensive and complex rocket on tv, is already 

secure" (1983:197). Further, the inclusion of Coyote in Faustin's dream supports the 

concept put forward by Barbara Babcock and Jay Cox that "Coyote creeps into 

contemporary vmting with great finequency and ease," often because "*[c]ultural contact' -

that is, the conquering of native lands and the colonizing of native people — has created 

within tribal imaginations a sense of discomfort (at the very least)" (1996:101). Clark 

Smith adds that "Ortiz sees Coyote's survival as tenuous, constantly threatened not alone 

by Coyote's propensity to do himself in, the main threat in the traditional Coyote stories, 

but also by a mahkina world, a world grown noisy, heedless, and hostile to coyotes and to 
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the Coyote in the Indian, in the poef* (1983:198). Yet within this colonial "discomfort' at 

confusing, often menacing events in the cultural firictions between Native and European 

Americans, the presence of Coyote in his or her various guises becomes "the perfect 

proscenium for the persona of trickster and all his/her revolutionary subversion, inversion 

and leflexivity. The liminal ^>ace where cultures clash is simply the best place to command 

power, to confuse the 'enemy,' and to spin out a good story (Babcock and Cox 1996:101). 

It is clear at the conclusion of Ortiz's story that Faustin is the character who commands true 

power, not the Western scientists and space men, because of his knowledge of both the 

exterior geographical environment, and the interior landscape of personal and cultural 

identity. 

Connection with and respect for the earth, and the resultant knowledge from that 

relationship, are circumstances Faustin does not need to search for because he lives them 

through traditional Acoma lifeways on ancestral Acoma homelands. That brand of deep 

knowledge can only be derived from a long-term, acutely attentive relationship to each 

particular of the environment in which one lives. How can a walk of a few hours in a place 

where a man cannot even directly touch or smell or physically experience that terrain bring 

knowledge? Is Earth not large enough to provide these white men with sources of 

knowledge to explore for many lifetimes over? Invariably, Faustin must reassure himself 

that his grandson isn't joking. Part of the success of this wonderful story is Ortiz's 

positioning of Faustin as the lens through which Euramerican actions taken for granted by 

the dominant culture are reconsideied, then related in quiet, simple English that almost 

contains the quality of a translation. Indeed, Faustin is constantly trying to translate the 

actions of the astronauts into a language he can comprehend. Under Faustin's detached 

scrutiny, centered in a Native belief system rather than a colonial one, the mission of the 
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spacemen appears pompous and absurd. This featuie of Ortiz's satire forces us to question 

how truly "necessary" and vitally important Euramerican scientific enterprise really is at 

times, specifically in the exploration of space, "The Final Frontier." What is actually 

gained, Faustin's skepticism suggests, by all the sound and the fury of blasting men in 

mummy suits up into space? How do moon rocks and whatever "knowledge" they might 

contain translate into tangibles for the enhancement of himian life back here on Earth, in 

Acoma Pueblo? Hnally, Faustin believes he understands. 

Faustin figured it out now. The Mericano men had taken that trip in a spaceship 
rocket to the moon to find even the tiniest bit of life. And when they found even 
the tiniest bit of life, even if it was harmful, they would believe that they had found 
knowledge. Yes, that must be the way it was. 

(14) 

Vine Deloria, Jr. jokes, "When the space program began, there was a great deal of 

talk about sending men to the moon. Discussion often centered about the difBculty of 

returning the men from the moon to earth, as re-entry procedures were considered to be 

very tricky. One Indian suggested that they send an Indian to the moon on relocation. 

'He'll figure out some way to get back."' (1988:158). Deloria's light-hearted humor here 

emphasizes the deeply important ties to their own lands that many Native people feel. On a 

more serious note, Deloria discusses the effects of colonial technology on Native people, 

the devastating ruptures it has created in ancient lifeways. 

For much of the first four hundred years of contact, technology dealt Indians 
the hardest blows... Technology made it certain that no tribe would be able 
to maintain its beliefs in the spiritual worid when it was apparent that whites 
had breached certain fundamental ways of living in that spiritual world and 
in this breach had foreclosed even the wisest of their pet^le from 
understanding the larger arena in which human destiny was being played 

out. 
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In many ways technology serves us and makes our lives better. 
Behind and beneath technology, however, in scientific theories and 
doctrines, lurk a large number of misperceptions, badly directed emphases, 
and unresolved philosophical problems. As Western civilization grew and 
took dominance over the world, it failed to resolve some basic issues. A 
view of the natural wcnid as primarily physical matter with little spiritual 

content todc hold and became the practical metaphysics for human affairs... 
Institutionalization of science., oneant that scientists would come to 

act like [xiests and defer to doctrine and dogma when determining what 
truths would be admitted, and how they would be phrased...we have been 
trained to believe that scientists search for, examine, and articulate truths 
about the natural worid and about ourselves. They don't But they do 
search for, take captive, and protect the social and economic status of 

scientists. 
(1997:4-5) 

Revard has also reflected upon the idea of "better living through science." Yet while 

acknowledging — as does Deloria ~ many of technology's benefits, he is also not so 

bewitched by those benefits that he fails to recognize that Western science has been no 

panacea. "I sit writing this on a word processor," Revard wryly remarks, "a splendid 

product of European (or, in 1992, Asiatic?) technology...And I live comfortably in a green 

suburb two streets from the serenely expensive university where I have tenure." So far so 

good. He goes on to concede that. 

The shapers of this nation - heirs of Columbus — worked to make better 
living conditi(xis, both material and spiritual, than were possible in the "old" 
Europe. All this, as an American citizen, I most gratefully acknowledge. 

Yet within this bountiful nation millions of humans are less well 
cared for than were the island natives where Columbus first landed. 

Homeless and hungry people cannot get good medical caie because they 
have no money, insurance, status. We live in a good society — but good 
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mostly for those with "good" educations, the right sldn color, friends, 
banks...Our relatives also ache: animals and plants, the air, the water, earth 
herself... 

In short, we still have not cleariy improved on what Columbus 
found when he stepped ashore to meet those who had caied for this 
continent until then. 

(1992:22-23) 

We see in both the humorous and grave representations of deified Western scientific 

practices a shared sense of urgency by Native writers to contemporize land protection 

issues. In part, this is only possible through the ongoing efforts of outspoken authors like 

Revard and Ortiz, whose satirical literature works to consistently undermine chronic 

stereotypes of "Indians" as somehow 'Vanished" because of their "backwardness" and lack 

of "scientific" inclination or skill. By glorifying a romanticized, unrealistic Native past, 

Euramerican stereotyping r^resents a thriving Native future as nonexistent while diverting 

the dominant culture ficom real issues facing living Native Americans, as Ortiz and others 

have discussed. 'Teople have real concerns about their land, about their economic 

livelihood," Ortiz explains. But when stereotypical 'Indian" imagery and/or themes are 

perpetuated in the context of Euramerican texts purportedly about Native people, Ortiz 

believes. 

Those symbols are taken and are popularized, diverting attention for real issues 
about land and resources and Indian people's working hours. The real struggle is 

really what should be prominent, but no, it's much easier to talk about drums and 
feathers and ceremonies and those sort of things. 'Real Indians,* but 'real Indians' 
only in quotes, as stereotypes and 'interesting' exotica. 

(1990:112) 

We continue to live with this colonial strategy of deflation from the concrete needs of 

contemporary Native Americans as we enter the twenty-first century. Many in the 
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dominant Euramerican culture still "view the whole race [of "Indians"] as 'vanishing' 

because of the prevalence of poverty, alcoholism, and dependency on welfare, while they 

fail to recognize and admit these problems prevail across the entire American population," 

writes Dorothea M. Susag. "Most important, the romantic 'vanishing' image serves as a 

deflector for honest confrontation with critical issues while it operates to cover and hide five 

hundred years of oppression and genocide" (1998:258). In Ortiz's view. 

Speaking for the sake of the land and the people means speaking for the inextricable 

relationship and interconnectira between them. Land and people are 
interdependent. In fact, they are one and the same essential matter of Existence. 

They cannot be separated and delineated into singular entities. If anything is most 
vital, essential, and absolutely important in Native cultural philosophy, it is this 
concept of interdependence: the fact that without land there is no life, and without a 
responsible social and cultural outlook by humans, no life-sustaining land is 
possible. 

(1998:xii) 

'Traditional homelands provided familiar sources of sustenance for both physical 

and spiritual needs" of Native people, write Bonnie Duran (Opelousas/Coushatta), Eduardo 

Duran (Tewa/Apache) and Maria Yellow Horse Brave Heart (Hunkpapa and Oglala 

Lakota). The authors explain that the "[l]oss of relationship to traditional environment was 

a severe spiritual and psychological injury...The imposition of boundaries under the 

reservation system kept people fiom moving from one place to another and exacerbated 

what we call the 'soul wound.'" Duran, Duran and Brave Heart define this "soul wound" 

in part as "multigenerational, collective, historical, and cumulative psychic wounding over 

time" (1998:63-64). To survive and adapt to a trauma of this magnitude has required vast 

courageousness and faith and a creative range of responses firom Native cultures. And as 

the contemporary existence and vitality of many of these cultures attest to, "no frontier has 
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ever been so closed that is has not allowed scope, however limited, for counter-maneuvers 

of resistance and recovery. As part of the arsenal of the 'weapons of the weak,' the 

symbolic resources of naixative and ritual have been drawn into struggles to keep frontier 

zones open for the recovery of sacred space" (Chidester and Linenthal 1995:26). Among 

these, humor has certainly been a crucial element of narrative resistance and adaptation. 

Deloria, for example, recalls that "The early reservation days were times when humorous 

incidents abounded as Indians tried to adapt to the strange new white ways and 

occasionally found themselves in great dilemmas" (1988:150). Luther Standing Bear 

collaborates in this wry recollection. 

I read a treaty made by the Government with the Sioux in 1868, the year of 
my birth, and I learned the Government had no right to build forts on the 
reservation. But as soon as a white agent came to an agency, a fort was the 
first thing that was considered necessary. If they thought the Indians were so 
wild in those days that they had to have forts, it seems to me the United States 
ought to start building forts all over the country very quick, because the white 

race is surely getting pretty wild nowadays. 
(1974:74-75) 

Joseph Boskin reminds us that "one of the properties of humor is its ability to create 

a sense of solidarity, a knowledge of belonging to a certain set Only the group, it is 

understood, can truly know the thrust of the humor or the nature of the laughter'* (1979:5). 

The issues of land loss, inextricably entwined with the stereotype of the "Indian" as too 

"backward" and technologically "underdeveloped" to be able to properly manage the lands 

on which Native nations have often lived for centuries, unfortunately creates a solidarity 

through oppression that continues to plague contemporary Native people. "[S]ince land 

has traditionally been of major significance in Indian identity and well-being," Robert S. 

Michaelsen contends that "it appears that the government of the United States, by 
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persistently reducing tribal land holdings and control over land, has continued, directly and 

indirectly, a policy of conquest" (1995:72). Robert F. Berkhofer, Jr. interprets the 

continuance of the Euramerican narrative of "civilization over savagery, both noble and 

ignoble," as a form of national anxiety, 

as if the Amoican conscience still needed to be reassured about the tightness 
of past actions and the resulting present times. That the basic conflict over 
land and lifestyles should be so indelibly engraved upon the White mind so 
long after the actual events took place would seem to suggest the destruction 
of Native American cultures and the expropriation of Native American lands 
still demand justification in White American eyes. 

(1978:104) 

Ortiz and Revard would no doubt agree with Berkhofer's assessment Ortiz proclaims, 

"Indian people built this country. Indian land, Indian labor, Indian resources built this 

land, and we have to say it, we have to study it, we have to look at what the motives were 

and are. We have to acknowledge that certain terrible things happened. If they don't want 

to say it, then we have to say it for them" (1987:223). In a similar vein, Revard closes his 

long narrative poem "Starring America" with this bitter satire confronting the colonial 

stereotype of "backward Indians" as necessary evolutionary casualties of "progress" and 

"superior '̂ land management 

But you, 
they say, pagan forerunners, 

you must go down again 
into your Limbo: having (they say) served us in our need, 

your proper role is now to 
vanish: to be forever deaf 

to all salvation's song, and without all hope to hear. 

Someone, you know, must pay 

for all the glittering 
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enlightenment we bring up from the dark below 

this earth you had not used 

(1993:115) 

There is a continuing role for humor within this sharp speaking up on the bleakest 

issues, a need for humor in speaking out, bearing witness and giving voice to the "certain 

terrible things [that] happened." Joseph Boskin goes so far as to suggest that even when 

facing the most egregious circumstances, humor is vi^ for the health and continuance of 

any society. "More than many other devices of social analysis, humor illuminates anxieties 

and incongruities that exist on different levels of society. Moreover humor is vital for the 

maintenance of society's perspective and balance. Its absence portends considerable 

danger'* (1979:10). Revard contemplates the endless European-derived process of 

parceling off Native lands in boxes, grids and squares in his poem "Making Money." He 

closes the poem with wry irony: "What happens when all the lines have been drawn?/ The 

cities die and rot from inside outy the weeds come up through asphalt cracks/ blue chicory 

flowers grow across the sidewalksV With luck, it will happen soon" (1992:33). In like 

manner, Ortiz's poem "Washyimia Motor Hotel" illustrates not only the sobering realities 

of human dissociation from the environment and personal alienation wrought by colonial 

technologies and modernization, but the indestructible presence of sacred knowledge 

through humor and storytelling. "[H]umor serves particularly to bind people," Boskin 

explains. "From everyday activities to those of vital social concern, humor frequently 

creates a sense of oneness" (1979:8). In "Washyuma Motor Hotel," Ortiz assures us that 

the natural world and the ancestral spirit beings will prevail because padence, laughter and 

the cultural continuity embedded in ancient beliefs are the true foundations of existence; 

these can easily outlast the flimsy physical matter of automobiles and cement "I'm 

involved with events that are purely political in nature," Ortiz says, "which are statements 
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about Indian people, lands, and what we must struggle for with all human people. The 

spirit of humanity is thriving and fighting back," often with humor as a primary weapon 

(1987:226). 

Beneath the cement foundations 
of the motel, the ancient spirits 

of the people conspire sacred tricks. 
They tell stories and jcdces and laugh 
and laugh. 

The American passersby 
get out of their hot, stuffy cars 
at evening, pay their money wordlessly, 
and fall asleep without benefit of dreams. 

The next morning, they get up, 
dress automatically, brush their teeth, 
get in their cars and drive away. 
They haven't noticed that the cement 
foundations of the motor hotel 
are crumbling, bit by bit 

The ancient spirits tell stories 
and jokes and laugh and laugh. 

(1992:97-98) 
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION 

How Much Coyote Remembered 

O, not too much. 
And a whole lot. 

Enough. 

~ Simon Ortiz 
"How Much Coyote Remembered" 

SUBVERSION'S SLOW. STEADY, AND SACRED PROGRESS 

Motivating contemporary Native subversions of Euramerican "Indian" text 

stereotypes is not a superficial desire for mete retaliation, but an energy of deep resistance, 

part of the complex Native histories which continue to shape realities in Native American 

lives. By exposing false and repressive Euroamerican stereotypes of Indian identity, 

Simon Ortiz and Carter Revard move beyond retaliation to the more redemptive and 

empowering act of reconstruction. They arc not "picking up the master's [literary] 

tools...simpIy to prove that [they] ate tool-using creatures just like him and therefore 

worthy of intellectual recognition" (Owens 1998:53). Rather, Ortiz and Revard realize that 

"[t]he problem of stereotyping is not so much a racial problem as it is a problem of limited 

knowledge and perspective. Even though minority groups have suffered in the past by 

ridiculous characterizations of themselves by white society, they must not fall into the same 

trap by simply reversing the process that has stereotyped them" (Deloria 1970:44). What is 

required ~ and what is currently taking place - is "the creation of a new history and not 

mere amendments to the historical interpretations of white America" (Deloria 1970:44). 

"All of us. Native and non-Native, are ethnocentric at our deepest levels," claims Wendy 

Rose (Hopi/Miwok). "No amount of anthropological training or insight can abolish 

ethnocentricity (although we can become aware of it and learn to take it into consideration 
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on a day to day basis)" (1984:18). It is not ethnocentricity in and of itself. Rose contends, 

that causes harm. What has remained a barrier to the cultivation of positive cultural 

ethnocentrism within any group in the United States is the Euramerican mainstream's 

assumption of a privileged stance over Native and other cultures. These ideas arise firom 

the earliest text recordings of the "otherness" of Native cultures. By entering the literary 

dialogue of representation on their own terms, contemporary Native writers lend their 

efforts to vigorous ongoing efforts by Native people in all professions to create the "new 

history" Deloria refers to. Craig Womack describes earlier Native writers of resistance 

literature as 

some of our ancestral voices, the pioneers, those who came before us 
whose writings paved the way for what Native authors can do today. 
Nineteenth-century Indian resistance did not merely take the form of plains 
warriors on horseback; Indian people authored books that often argued for 
Indian rights and criticized land thefL..Their life stories, as well as their 
literary ideas, provide a useful study of the evolution of Native thought that 

has led up to contemporary notions of sovereignty and literature. 
(1999:3) 

Picking up the torch of their predecessors, Reyard, Ortiz and their Native literary 

colleagues continue to expand this shared experience within their own communities, and 

with a larger transcultural reading public. Native writers present to Euramerican writers 

*'the refusal of imperial domination, and so of the West's claim legitimately to speak for all 

the Rest," Arnold Krupat claims. "Neither a formal theory nor a program, this call is, 

rather, an exhortation to proceed humbly and with care; it asks that we Westerners stop 

shouting, as it were, and that we speak with our ears open" (1989:17). Both universality 

of experience and individual variations must be recognized by readers and critics of 

contemporary American Indian literatures in order to avoid perpetuating the unauthentic and 



I l l  

offensive representations of the past. Native literary humor plays an indispensable role in 

foregrounding these particularities. In dq>loying humor in authentic portrayals of lived 

Native experiences, writers like Ortiz and Revard force the colonizers to recognize and 

consider more deeply the effects of delimiting Euramerican stereo^pes — Indian as 

"primitive" (M* "natural" or "savage," or any other dimensionless reduction ~ long promoted 

in colonial discourse as *facL" Ortiz has said. 

If the critic really looked at what Native America was and is today, he would have 
to undo the construct that America according to Western civilization and its 
rationalizations is. He would have to throw it all out He would have to say this is 
all wrong; the Native American is indeed right There is a real ~ not only a 
hesitation - denial of what the real America is; and the real America is the Native 

America of indigenous people and the indigenous principle they represent That's 
the real America. The critics refuse to live with that It's too fearful. They have to 
undo what they have learned. They have to admit that their perceptions have been 

wrong all along. 
(1990:115-116) 

Nicholas Dirks reminds us that "Writing itself is not a neutral space. In the last fifty 

years we have learned how much it matters firom where we write, to whom we write, and 

more generally how writing is positioned in geopolitical, sociohistorical, and institutional 

terms" (1998:14). Philip J. Deloria concurs. "As many scholars have argued," writes 

Deloria, "in representing reality, language is crucial in framing the experience of reality for 

its users" (1998:33). Caren Kaplan elaborates upon both Diiks' and Deloria's remarks by 

declaring that our "Acknowledging the politics of knowledge requires that we scrupulously 

examine the ways in which we get to know others, including literary and cinematic 

representations, so that the liberatory practices of alliance and crosscultural interaction can 

begin" (1995:50). For Native American people, these "liberatory practices" of 
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reconfiguring written representations of themselves have long been practiced in oratory and 

in print, but have only since the last half of the twentieth century become abundant and 

visible enough to mount a powerful resistance against longstanding colonial oppression. 

Vine Deloria, Jr. projects the course that this persistent literary trajectory will follow in 

suggesting that "As each group defines the ideas and doctrines necessary to maintain its 

own sense of dignity and identity...[s]tereotyping will change radically because the 

ideological basis for portraying the members of any group will d^)end on that group's 

values. Plots in books and movies will have to show life as it is seen from within the 

group " not as it is erroneously depicted by white America (1970:43-44). Robert F. 

Berkhofer, Jr. adds that "Neither nostalgia nor sympathy per se is a substitute for 

knowledge...only an accurate understanding of cultural diversity and ethnographic detail 

combined with first-hand life experience constitutes a true basis for the realistic depiction of 

Indian life" (1978:104). Indeed, Ortiz and Revard and a host of contemporary Native 

writers are testament to the fact that such a shift is indeed occurring. To this end, it is 

heartening to wimess the truth of Louis Owens's declaration that. 

Five hundred years after Columbus's first voyage, this survival [of 
indigenous Americans] is being illuminated in the United States through a 
proliferating body of literature by Native Americans demonstrating that the 
"Discoverer'* succeeded beyond his most earnest expectations. The people 

he mistakenly and unrepentently called "Indians" have indeed 'learned to 
speak," appropriating the master discourse - including the utterance 

"Indian" — abrogating its authority, making the invaders' language our 
language, english with a lower-case e, and turning it against the center. 

(1998:4) 

Humor has always been a central feature in the languages of Indian survival 

Native American himior works both to strengthen internal community relationships and to 
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attempt to keep threatening forces at bay. Joseph Bosldn observes that, "in the wide range 

of social activity, humor is used to define and maintain group relationships and to act as a 

deterrent against outsiders. Toward this end, jcddng is a primary device. Humor, then, 

reflects the inner workings of society. Every group defines for itself what is — and is not 

laughable and develops a collective sense or approach to the way in which life operates" 

(1979:10). In the late nineteen eighties. Vine Deloria, Jr. applied Boskin's general analysis 

of humor's powers to foster social coalescence to Native people specifically. "Humor, all 

Indians will agree, is the cement by which the coming Indian movement is held together," 

wrote IDeloria. Then as now, *'When a people can laugh at themselves and laugh at others 

and hold all aspects of life together without letting anybody drive them to extremes, then it 

seems to me that people can survive" (1988:167). 

Humorous portrayals of Euramericans by Ortiz and Revard sometimes "hold life 

together" by mocking "Ameropean" pomposity and excess, as in Revard's "Report to the 

Nation" and Ortiz's "Men on the Moon" and "A New Story." Frequently, not much is 

required to paint those poitraits of folly beyond transcribing more or less directly into print 

what the offending party has done; derogatory colonial words and actions too easily speak 

for themselves, and show starkly the Euramerican speaker's consistent hunger for power 

over others through language, law and cultural disregard. At times the important messages 

of contemporary Native humor writers, like those of many cultures' sacred clowns, are 

most deeply felt when the tactic of direct mockery is employed. Historically, "The clowns, 

as allies and friends to ordinaty people, sometimes mock [elevated leaders or ceremonial 

practitioners]...Like all excesses, the clowns serve to neutralize them; to return excesses to 

a balanced state" (Beck, Wallers and Francisco 1995:311). Sacred clowns are part of a 
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larger tradition of Native humor as revelation, one aspect of which is to call attention to 

misbehavior. Joseph Bnichac recalls 

the picture of a white tourist at a Hopi feast day being followed by a Hopi clown. 
The clown's every action was a reflection of that increasingly uncomfortable 
tourist The tourist had come there to see the colorful Natives, not to be confronted 
by a mirror. That unwillingness to look into the painfully honest mirror which 
Native American writers hold up to America can be seen in some of the negative 

critical iesponse...to contemporary American Indian writing. 
(1996:326) 

Ortiz's and Revard's humorous subversions of racist "Indian" representations by 

Euramericans function in much the same maimer. The role of Native peoples' satires of 

whites in retaliation to inequities is characterized in Dell Hymes' discussion of the Western 

Apache, for whom 

Such forms of expression are often limited to the resistance of caricature and 
the imaginative righting of scales that in reality remain unfairly 
weighted...Such expressive resistance is mote likely to be diagnostic of a 
situation than prognostic of change. [Yet] It at least testifies that the writ of 
an alien presentation of self does not run unchallenged, that the hegemony 
of a bureaucratic order is actively mocked...such forms of expression may 
be forerunners of change and need to be considered in that larger context 

(1979:xvi) 

In the same vein, Keith Basso describes the dynamism of Apache "Whiteman" joking, a 

fluidity that stays fresh while part of a time-honored cultural pattern: 

Apache portraits of 'the Whiteman' are unfailingly contemporary and 
consistently experimental In other words, the symbol is continuously 
acquiring fresh signiflcations...Thus, what we catch glimpses of is an 
ongoing process of change in which conceptions of *the Whiteman' ~ and, 
it seems reasonable to suppose, conceptions of 'the Apache' as well - are 

being assessed and reassessed, formulated and reformulated, modifled and 
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modified again. It follows necessarily that Western Apache jokers ate 
property regarded as more than mere purveyors of preexisting cultural 
forms. They are creators of culture as well, and serve in this capacity as 

active agents of cultural change. 
(1979:80) 

Humor's inextricable alliance with cultural change — a critical element of 

community survival ~ links Revard's and Ortiz's literary expressions to traditional Native 

patterns of oral storytelling events, and makes these expressions imperative in an ongoing 

movement of literary resistance. For many Native people, humor's role in cultural survival 

has not only served to defend against outsiders, as Boskin notes, but to outline proper 

behavior within tribal groups, as with Pueblo sacred clowns. "For centuries before the 

white invasion," Deloria points out, ''teasing was a method of control of social situations 

by Indian people. Rather than embarrass members of the tribe publicly, people used to 

tease individuals they considered out of step with the consensus of tribal opinion. In this 

way egos were preserved and disputes within the tribe of a personal nature were held to a 

minimum" (1988:147). In certain ceremonial contexts, as in many Southwestem Pueblo 

groups including Ortiz's own Acoma Nation, humor's communal import can be both 

sacred and profane. At times, in specific ceremonial dances which are "essentially 

secular," writes Edward P. Dozier (Santa Clara), "novel forms are permitted and 

improvisations are constantly made. Often these dances burlesque the whites, especially 

tourists, and their purpose is obviously for amusement and entertainment rather than to 

serve religious purposes" (1983:184). Yet at more sacred events, humor in Pueblo 

ceremonies may be embodied by the Koshare, sacred clowns who are considered amusing 

but whose actions must not be taken lighdy. Barbara A. Babcock writes of the Koshare 

that "These powerful beings are unsettling to insiders as well as outsiders because of their 
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ability to violate all boundaries, to upend and ridicule cultural reality, and to transform 

clear-cut customary precepts into ambiguous, confused, and problematic ones" (1982:192). 

The Koshare and other sacred clowns are the only Pueblo members who dare — and who 

are allowed — to take such outrageous liberties with people and with other holy figures at 

highly sacred events. John Lowe tells us that. 

The origins of many oral comic narratives may be found in the religious ceremonies 
involving sacred clowns or shamans. Ritual clowns were an integral part of most 
early Western Indian cultures, forming a comic counterpoint to sacred events. The 
clowns were privileged to ridicule, burlesque, and defile even the most sacred 
religious festivals...even today, some tribes prohibit religious ceremonies from 
beginning until all the people have laughed. 

(1996:193-194) 

Yet the pranks of sacred clowns are never merely titillating. Through their shock value and 

elicitation of laughter, sacred clowns draw communal fears into the open to air them out, 

and unite community members by offering profound instruction which reinforces both how 

and how not to act in our lives upon this earth. 

The ridiculing of cultural definitions of reality to impart proper values is also an 

integral part of what Ortiz and Revard accomplish in their humorous subversions of 

Euramerican text imagings of stereotypical 'Indians." Unquestionably, these authors also 

'̂ ansform clear-cut customary precepts into ambiguous, confused, and problematic ones," 

for the Euramerican reader in particular. But in fact any reader will be challenged who is 

hoping to find a pre-packaged fantasy "Indian" - whether noble, savage, primitive, 

backward or wild ~ in the literatures of American Indian people. Like sacred clowns, 

Revard's and Ortiz's literary subversions confront an established social order to offer 

commentary, since the act of rendering such commentary in English has historically been 

suppressed by the Euramerican literary establishment The effect of Ortiz's and Revard's 
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humorous counterattacks against Native peoples* historically liminal position within the 

dominant literary discourse shares another vital facet with the function of sacred clowns: 

In Native American communities the clowns are the ones who "ask why." 
They are often the only ones who may "ask why" in reference to dangerous 

objects, or "ask why" of those people who are specialists in advanced 
sacred knowledge. They ask in their backwards language, through their 
satire, and their fooling around, the questions that others would like to ask. 
They say the things others may be afiraid to say to those we might be a&aid 
to speak [to]... 

Jokes, puns, satire ~ these different forms of humor are important 

teaching tools. In general, with clowns, the audiences have to "read 
between the lines" to understand their dramatic message. By reading 
between the lines, the clowns make everyone think about things not usually 

thought about, in ways which people do not usually think or cause people to 
look at things in a way they do not usually look at them. 

(Beck, Walters and Francisco 1995:296) 

The above comparison of reading to the requirement of audience participation in 

interpreting the actions of the sacred clowns further underscores a connection to Ortiz's and 

Revard's humorous text inversions. To understand their work, we must also "read 

between the lines" of these authors' often ironic, comic treatments of social realities to take 

in their sobering lessons and expansive meanings. Beck, Walters and Francisco note that 

sacred clowns possess "the gift of making people laugh[,] which is a powerful gift" 

(1995:306), and is also a power used not selfishly but for the greater good of the clowns' 

own people. Although not in the formal context of a sacred event, Ortiz and Revard also 

require their readers' participation to grapple with the significant ideas they put forth, and in 

so doing extend the gift of laughter to promote social healing both in Nadve communities 

and between Native and Euramerican cultures. "The tribal memory remembered specific 
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practices and a philosophy to insure c(Mitinuity," Ortiz explains, "but it was mote than 

remembrance; there had to be active participation in order to stale the belief that life was 

important I was told to believe that life was important. I was told to believe in what was 

happening, pay attention to everything, and I believed. This has been particulaiiy 

important to me as a storyteller, poet, and writer: to believe in what I was doing" 

(1984:60). Further, it should be noted that both of these authors have chosen to write to a 

broad reading public that is not exclusively Native American, and each has been gready 

influenced by the literatures of non-Native as well as Native authors. As Ortiz describes 

some of the circumstances which have informed his writing generally, and his book Going 

For The Rain (1976) specifically. 

Most of the topics and settings are Native American related, yet I wanted them to 

have a universal appeal, i.e., not limited to Native American boundaries simply 
because I was a Native American writer writing about the life I knew. The 

important thing was to speak as a human person who was Native American, who 
came from a distinct cultural background, whose literary sources were his people 
and the stories he loved. 

(1984:65-66) 

An association between another cultural figure in many tribes that may be more 

directly reflected in Native literary forms than are sacred clowns is Coyote, with whom 

both Revard and Ortiz specifically connect in their writing. A complex and multi-faceted 

figure whose stories and behaviors have great variety amongst tribes. Coyote in general is 

regarded as a powerful and generative force in human and natural affairs, a sometimes 

foolish, sometimes wise, sometimes vulnerable (as in Faustinas dream in "Men on the 

Moon"), always potent Trickster who mirrors human foibles and teaches critical lessons in 

spite of his or her {q)pearing to leam much him or herself. I will not fully explore here the 

great body of literature which exists on Coyote's workings and ways. It is significant to 
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note, however, that both Ortiz and Revard have spoken directly about Coyote as a personal 

inspiration in their writing, which — like Coyote himself* — frequently utilizes humor and 

accentuates ridiculous human behavior to make its points. "Simon Ortiz (Acoma) and 

[others]," observes Barbara Babcock and Jay Cox, "ate [contemporary] writers whose 

names and work ate nearly synonymous with trickster." They continue, 

Ortiz claims trickster's power to conglomerate storytelling, poetry, and 
politics in order to fuel the revolution that will tear down barriers and build 
"common walls"...Ortiz fully comprehends and emphasizes the need to 

participate - to listen, tell, and act ~ in the stories, because they engender 
knowledge...and tribal knowledge is tribal power that ensures a continuance 
of tribal identity. 

(1996:102) 

Ortiz himself explains that "Coyote has, for me, been the creative act The act of creation 

and beyond. It is something that never dies. It is a symbol, for me, of continuance" 

(1987:228). Poet and writer Duane Niatum (Klallam) tells us that 'Trickster is universal. 

It's found in the oral traditions in Africa and the Occident and Native American 

cultures...he's a teacher.. Jt's an attempt to balance the psyche. Trickster teaches us to live 

with daric side of our natures, for the most part, to come to terms with the dark side...He 

also represents dealing with reality, never giving up the value, the sense of the real world" 

(1987:201-202). Niatum here touches upon the dualistic nature of the Trickster figure, 

who may use humor to expose pain, and in many tribal stories literally dies (often 

gruesomely, bizanely, and hilariously) only to literally spring back to life with new 

knowledge (which he may (M* may not think to call upon in subsequent adventures). The 

paradoxical properties of Coyote can be used to describe the essence of social humor itself 

81 refer to a masculine Coyote when discussing his connections to Revard and Ortiz, because 
both of these male authors refer only to a masculine Coyote in reference to their own work. 
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and the way it serves the members of its communities, strong features evident in the 

writings of both Ortiz and Revard that I have discussed in this thesis. Of humor's dualism, 

Joseph Boskin writes: 

Opposing aspects of human behavior — aggressiveness/belongingness, 

angei/joy, elation/sadness, euphoria/pain -- can be discerned in the 
communal nature of humor. These essential elements create communal 
bonds of familiarity, connectedness, and protection. Thus humor is 

simultaneously a saving device: a protection against forces appearing 
incomprehensible, overwhelming, or out of synchronization; a clarification 
process: a cleveily arranged mechanism for permitting insight into these 
same elusive, overpowering, or ludicrous forces; and a therapeutic 
technique: a means by which the group moves toward exposing and 

reconciling tensions and ambiguities 
(1979:7) 

Like Ortiz, Revard relates Coyote to his own literary creativity, claiming the 

Trickster as a significant early source of inspiration for his locating an authentic regional 

voice. Revard tells the story of being caught in one particular thunderstorm in the Osage 

hills of his home, and after 

tak[ing] shelter under one of those big rocks, I imagined one of those dens 
as the place where a coyote pup was bom and for the first time heard a 
thunderstOTm...which I imagined made the coyote realize that sounds could 

become music, so the whole world was a different place firom that moment 

on, and I imagined that was why the coyotes would later sing to the moon as 
once in a while we could hear them singing up in those hills. I made a 
sonnet out of this...the first poem I had written in my "CMdahoma" voice ~ 
so I say that Coyote gave me my voice. 

(1998:35) 

Babcock and Cox write that "Doings which are undoings, reorderings through 

disorderings, epitomize trickster and are the essence of cultural critique. The poetry and 
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fiction of contemporary Native American storytellers such as...C>rtiz" — and I will add 

Revard — "attest that trickster is indeed going right along, merrily reinventing, 

embellishing, and subverting the language, theme, and structure of Native and Euro-

American literary traditions." Attesting to the easy adaptability and contemporary qualities 

of Coyote, Babcock and Cox add that "More often than not, trickster today holds a pen, or 

sits at a typewriter or computer, 'processing' words which heal, fool, incite, inspire, 

anger, and empower all who read in/between the lines" (1996:103). Patricia Clark Smith 

articulates the direct connection between the Coyote of traditional oral stories and Ortiz's 

contemporary usage of the Trickster. She finds that, 

throughout the body of Ortiz* work, even more so than in the traditional oral 
tales, the emphasis is unremittingly on Coyote's survivaL The old stories 
Ortiz chooses to retell and the new situations he records or invents all make 
Coyote's continuance far more prominent than his foolhardiness... 
Significandy, Ortiz' Coyote stories never end in this way [i.e., with 

Coyote's death]; Coyote always gets up and brushes himself off and trots 
away within the narrative itself, perhaps not quite as good as new, but alive, 

in motion, surviving. 
(1983:195) 

Coyote's organic impulse toward survival over anything else is the fundaraental quali^ that 

connects him to the central messages of Ortiz's and Revard's work. "Still," Revard 

reminds us in "Report to the Nation," his tongue Hrmly in cheek, "remember Coyote 

outsmarted himself and lost his beautiful fiir. (Kept his wits though. Wonder how things 

would have gone if it had been Coyote not Oedipus up against that Sphinx. Europe with a 

Coyote Complex...hey, maybe it WAS Coyote!)" (1998:90). Humor is the mechanism 

through which Ortiz and Revard encourage Native people get up, brush themselves off. 



and keep going. Whether bitter, sweet, or both, the knowledge offered by Coyote's 

example is sometimes hard won, often fiinny, and always important 
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iNPfAN REPRRSFNTATIOMS FOR A NEW Mflf ENWItTM 

At the time of my writing this thesis, it has been only four months since the 

twentieth century was ceremonially laid to rest via globalized Millennium New Year's 

parties splashed in dazzling technicolor across television screens from Johannesburg to 

Paris, Hong Kong to New York. Within the past six months, the man who is the United 

States' choice for Republican presidential candidate in the upcoming November 2000 

election has publicly declared his view "that state law reigns supreme when it comes to the 

Indians" (The Arizona Republic, 11/4/99), and my downstairs neighbor — a white woman 

in her mid-thirties who knows my thesis topic addresses Native American stereotyping ~ 

told me last week that it's too bad so many Indians live on diets of white bread and beer. 

This country continues its history of dramatically uneven "progress" regarding equitable 

treatment of its diverse populations, boasting of cutting-edge computer capabilities while 

still denying the extent of Native national sovereignty that its own federal legal system has 

assigned. Racist "Indian" representations in Euramerican literature continue to misinform 

the dominant culture by actively reproducing Native people as mystical nobles, socially 

"backward," technologically incompetent or 'Vanished" altogether, with some newer 

variations on these themes surfacing through such controversial topics as bidian gaming. 

In his Foreword to Ray A. Young Bear's Black Eagle Child, The Facepaint Narratives, 

Albert E. Stone writes that. 

In many minds. Native Americans still are not really individuals possessed 
of (in the therapeutic lingo of the dominant ethos) ego and social and gender 
identities. Instead, in Euro-American imaginations, they remain fixed 
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within the Civilizaticxi-Baifoarism-Savagery myth fabricated in the European 
Renaissance, half animals, half humans. Present-day stories, jokes, 

movies, even presidential remarks in the Rose Garden continue to attach 
wildly stereotyped qualities to the oldest Americans: Indians ate wooden-
faced, drunken, noble, apathetic, spiritually gifted, humorless, etc. 

Contempmary Native American literature, like the writings of other 
oppressed and marginalized groups, exists in part to counter such 

destructive myopia. As a literature of fierce resistance as well as cultural 
and individual assertion. 

(1992;ix) 

An illustration of Stone's words is in an essay by Ray A. Young Bear (Mesqualde) 

himself, "Journal of a Mesqualde Poet: Notes Leading to 500 Years After," which 

describes Young Bear's experiences in educating contemporary non-Indian school children 

about the realities of Native American lives. Young Bear notes that as recently as 1991, 

''While these students are fully aware of our existence, such knowledge is often weighed 

down with stereotypes. Take for example the range of questions I received this past year 

from elementary and high school students:" 

"Mr. Young Bear, do you live in a tepee?" "Have you every scalped 
anyone?" "Do you wear feathers?" "Did you ride into town today on a horse?".... 

Knowing these questions were quite serious, I usually responded with 
light-hearted but truthful answers...Informing students that Native Americans live 

very much like other Americans, enjoying the same pleasures, or living the same 

lives of torment, is never without obstacles. The chance of students digesting and 
keeping such information when presented through laughter and with startling 
insights is greater than through outright didacticism. To do this, I use a little brain 
jarring, mixed with a hefty dose of humor, art, and music...If I can leave a 
classroom knowing I have eradicated at least some of the vestiges of frontier 

mentality, I will feel successful... 
(1992:49-51) 



124 

Young Bear emphasizes the value of humor in staging continued resistance to 

contemporary stereotypes. The humorous works of Revard and Ortiz remain vital to this 

effort and energize the discourse around authentic Indian authenticiQr, because "one of the 

most important characteristics of humor'* is that "it embraces social reali '̂ (Boskin 1979:4) 

In his section entitled "The Savage," Luther Standing Bear writes in Land of the Spotted 

Eagle that the dissemination of erroneous stereotypes will never change the truth about 

Native identity, and further, that generations of Indian people will never stop trying to 

counteract these stereotypes* insidious effects. 

[A]ll the years of calling the Indian a savage has never made him one; all the 
denial of his virtues has never taken them firom him; and the very resistance 

he has made to save the things inalienably his has been his saving strength -

- that which will stand him in need when justi^ does make its belated 
appearance and he undertakes rehabilitation. 

(1974:570) 

Through the literary resistance of Native writers such as Revard and Ortiz, "New 

deHnitions of authenticity (cultural, personal, artistic) are making themselves felt, 

definitions no longer centered on a salvaged past Rather," asserts James Clifford, 

"authenticity is reconceived as a hybrid, creative activity in a local present-becoming-fiiture. 

Non-western cultural and artistic works are implicated by an interconnected world cultural 

system without necessarily being swamped by it Local structures produce histories rather 

than simply yielding to History (1987:126). 

Along with adding new dimensions to the literary discourse of the United States, 

humorous subversions like those of Ortiz and Revard may add to significant shape shifts in 

American literature altogether, to extend its accessibility beyond the boundaries of an 

academically inclined readership. As Revard suggests in "Report to the Nation,** why copy 



125 

old European ways at this point, when we're aware of so many of their flaws? "Freeze-

dried as in these words," Revard quips pointedly, "Europe in any event won't be worth 

things of serious value. So don't let any of us offer language, traditions, beadwork, 

religion or even half the Cowboy and Indian myth, let alone our selves, this time" 

(1998:89). In discussing "humor as part of Creek intellectualism" (1999:187) in the wcvks 

of Louis Oliver, Craig Womack invites readers to consider humor's role in the 

transfonnadon of literary discourse to become more inclusive. "I believe that Oliver's 

discussion and use of humor as part of his intellectual journey and understanding of Creek 

philosophy," states Womack, "may indicate a potential direction for analyzing Nadve 

literature in a manner that Indian people can immediately recognize and relate to" 

(1999:210). Returning, in some form, contemporary Nadve American literatures in 

English to the sources of their inspiration — Native people and communities ~ should 

increasingly become a central goal for any American Indian literary scholar. I have no 

doubt that the medium of humor will prove instrumental in bringing about this important 

shift Ortiz has written. 

Because oral tradition is the link with the past, most Native Americans will insist it 
is at the core of who they truly are... "We arc Indians" is a cry of afHrmation and 
assertion, and it is a war cry of resistance. Storytelling and writing today are a 
vibrant part of that resistance cry because Native Amoican cultural consciousness is 

at stake... 
I believe that proponents of Americanism deny this truth in order to silence 

resistance. They like to believe that the "past is past" and declare it is dead and 
gone, simply to deny that Native American people and their land, culture, and 
community continue to exist Yet, the heritage and tradition of Native American 

oral narrative is the strongest feature and element of continuing Native American 
Existence, and this tradition, which insists upon participation by indigenous people 

especially, thrives in contemporary writing and storytelling. 
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{Whole Terrain 1999:69) 

Despite chronicling in their writing the hardships, struggles and ceaseless assaults 

to cultural identity which Ortiz refers to above, both Revard's and Ortiz's manipulation of 

humor not only highlights protests against inequities but projects the qualities of hope, 

compassion, and love. Their literary humor informs us that change is possible, and that 

compassion and honesty are necessary at each stage of this long process of change. 

Educating those weak-willed, ignorant, ridiculous, racist, or any other person still reluctant 

to undergo the difficult, imperative woric of viewing the Native peoples of this country as 

cultural equals. "I accuse myself of being an idealist," Ortiz confessed in our interview 

(2/8/00). He speaks of the ultimately hopeful tone he believes exists in even his most 

anguished or accusatory works, those which call attention to historical injustices and the 

aftermath of colonial domination over Native American peoples. 

[My woric is] hopeful and optimistic in the sense that struggle is always hopeful and 
optimistic. As long as people do not stop struggling, they do not become cynical; 

they may get pessimistic sometimes, but not cynical or hopeless. Compassion and 
love, simply again, has reference back to imih ih amoo uh haatse eh hanoh, 

"compassion and love for land, for people, for all things." It's a principle of 
human nature, particularly of Native American people, to love and have 
compassion. 

(1990:112) 

Revard illuminates similar reasons for the employment of hum(M- in his writing in the 

introduction to an Internet Public Library collection of his poems entitled, "Why Some of 

These Poems Are Furmy." He writes, "Ogden Nash was right, candy and liquor are great 

ice-breakers ~ but jokes have fewer calories, usually don't get you drunk and disorderiy, 

and can sometimes be recycled." Revard continues. 
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I grew up poor, in a mixedblood family, on a reservation among people like 
ourselves, trying to resist and survive the incoming flak from people who 

thought they were not like ourselves, hitting us with loud or silent messages 
that everything happening to us was our fault....One way to survive is to 
keep a sense of hope, of being able to And what works, what helps, the 
laughter and shared strength and awareness of good things and good ways. 

(fotemet 1997) 

As I have discussed, the use of humor in writing to consolidate the sort of "shared 

strength and awareness of...good ways" that Revard describes is part of older Native 

literary traditions which celebrate life's joys while squarely facing the troubles that come. 

Craig Womack reminds us that in Native oral literatures, there ate always "serious elements 

weaving in and out of comic treatments. In oral stories, humor is less of a distinct genre 

than in Euramerican literature, the comic often being an element of creation stories, 

religious stories, migration stories, hero stories, and many other kinds of narrative" 

(1999:89-90). John Lowe elaborates upon this theme by contextualiadng the place of 

Native oral literary humor within the growing body of contemporary humorous writing by 

Native authors. 

Humor, always present in the oral narratives, has taken on even more 

important dimensions in the ongoing Native American literary renaissance; 

in a postmodern age, it helps man analyze the absurdities, contradictions, 

and injustices in what sometimes seems to be a nightmare world, an image 
that has plagued Native Americans since the white man landed on this 
continent As current Indian writers demonstrate. Native American humor 
now seems to speak for all citizens of this land. It is not too much to say 
that Trickster and the Indian humor he creates keep tribal culture and all that 
it contributes to America from stagnating; the very engine of dynamism, 

humor forces us to reinvent the world anew. 
(1996:203) 
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Through literauue, contemporary Native authors Ottiz and Revard are actively 

engaged in a project of authentic cultural assertion that may one day finally puncture 

enduring Euramerican stereotypical representations of "Indians." As bell hooks notes. 

Stereotypes, however inaccurate, are one form of representation. Like 
fictions, they are created to serve as substitutions, standing in for what is 
real. They are there not to tell it like it is but to invite and encourage 
pretense. They are a fantasy, a projection onto the Other that makes them 
less threatening. Stereotypes abound when there is distance. They are an 
invention, a pretense that one knows when the steps that would make real 
knowing possible cannot be taken (w are not allowed. 

(1992:170) 

Native writers continue to resist the distortions and dismissals of their own self-knowledge 

by the dominant Euramerican culture. Through the power of humor, the work of Native 

writers populating today's literary landscape will increasingly lessen the "distance" hooks 

mentions between ignorant imagings and authentic human realities, as this work 

simultaneously establishes its own criteria for distinctiy Native-centered literary arts. 

Certainly, as Louis Owens professes, "In the face of such history, it is truly remarisable 

that American Indian people exist at all today; and it is more iix:redible that in 1994 there 

were more than three hundred published Indian writers whose collective project is 

resistance to and the destruction of that colonial American metanarrative that has long been 

and is still determined to make them invisible" (1998:130). Or, I would add, to make them 

appear as people they are not In a powerful affirmation of shared cross-cultural humanity, 

Tzvetan Todorov writes that. 

We are not only separated by cultural differences; we are also united by a common 
human identity, and it is this which renders possible communication, dialogue, and, 

in the final analysis, the comprehension of Otherness — it is possible precisely 
because Otherness is never radical. This implies not that the task is simple but that 
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if we allow ourselves to believe in its feasibility, we can acquire an ever deeper 

understanding of Others. AfiOrming the existence of incommunicability among 
cultures, on the other hand, presupposes adherence to a racialist, i^jartheid-like set 
of beliefs, postulating as it does insurmountable discontinuity within the human 
species. 

(1986:375) 

The very act of writing suggests an attempt to transcend the physical boundaries of one's 

immediate environment, and the intellectual and emotional boundaries of time, place and 

often, even one's own culture group. Writing is an act of reaching out to express meaning 

to Others ~ Anglo or Indian, Asian or Black; whoever those Others may be to the writer ~ 

and it would not take place, I believe, if different groups were not interested in finding 

some measure of commonality. Stereo^ical Euramerican writings have been based on 

incomplete understandings and representations of real Native people. Partially in response, 

and for a multitude of other reasons. Native people have increasingly insisted on portraying 

themselves in their own texts, often in their own original languages. It is naive or 

simplistic, periiaps, to suggest that in the best instances, the transaction of writing both 

within and across cultural "lines" indicates an ongoing mutual interest by those concerned 

to eventually cieate more truthful representations about other people and themselves. But 

literary dialogue, the thrust and parry of stories and language, humorous and serious, does 

show vitality and life force, which translates into continuance, possibiliQr, and hope. 

These things can only be good. 

Elizabeth Cook-Lynn states that "anger is what started me writing. Writing, for 

me, then, is an act of defiance bom of the need to survive...It is the quintessential act of 

optimism bom of frustrati<Mi. It is an act of courage, I think. And, in the end, as Simon 

Ortiz says, it is an act that defies oppression" (1987:57-58). Cook-Lynn, Revard, and 
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Ortiz are each part of the larger body of contemporary Native American writers whose 

work simultaneously deconstructs paralyzing and oppressive representations of their people 

while actively constructing in print tribal and personal realities that, in continuing to be 

expressed, strengthen longstanding indigenous traditions of cultural affirmation. 'To a 

great extend," Ortiz declares, "my writing has a natural political-cultural bent simply 

because I was nurtured intellectually and emotionally within an atmosphere of Indian 

resistance...At times, in the past, it was outright armed struggle...cuirently, it is often in 

the legal arena, and it is in the field of literature" (/ Tell You Now 1987:193). As Ortiz 

suggests, more than one kind of weapon is required to stock the arsenal of resistance over 

time: sacred songs and subpoenas; prayers and police; writs and writing. Yet some 

elements remain constant throughout the struggle, and one is human beings' need to laugh. 

Without laughter, the enemy — despair, hopelessness, resignation to inferior social status 

as colonially dictated — gains a stronger foothold. Simon Ortiz and Carter Revard 

understand this weU. The humor in their writing works 'To express certain political and 

cultural Native American positions, to define and identify more closely with the truth, to 

squash the stereotypes and replace them with the real thing" (1990:109-110). In much of 

their literature, they offer readers an honest lo<dc at painful historical truths while holding 

out eternal hope for the construction of new realities through the faith and recognition 

humor brings. "In spite of the fact that there is to some extent the same repression [of 

Indian identity] today," Ortiz avouches, "we persist and insist in living, believing, hoping, 

loving, speaking, and writing as Indians" (/ Tell You Now 1987:194). The ugliness of 

centuries-old Euramerican "Indian" stereotyping is not fiumy, and may not be fully 

eradicated any time soon. Still, these authors provide a crucial perspective by insisting that 
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ultimately, in Revard's words, "Comedy is worth mote than tragedy anytime survival is at 

stake" (Revard 1998:90). 
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APPENDIX A: PERMISSIONS 

"Washyuma Motor Hotel," '1 Told You I Like Indians," "How Much Coyote 
Remembered," and "A New Story" from Woven Stone^ by Simon J. Ortiz. Copyright © 
1992 Simon J. Ottiz. All poems reprinted by permission of the author. 

"Discovery of the New World" from Ponca War Dancers, by Carter C. Revard. Copyright 
© 1980 Carter C. Revard. "The Secret Verbs" from Cowboys and Indians Christmas 
Shopping, by Carter C. Revard. Copyright © [ 1960] 1992 Carter C. Revard. All poems 
reprinted by permission of the author. 

"Parading With the V.F. W." from An Eagle Nation, by Carter C. Revard. Copyright © 
1993 Carter C. Revard. Reprinted by permission of the University of Arizona Pre^. 
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